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     Preface to the Second Edition    

 For this new edition we have largely adhered to the same approach as in the fi rst edition, but we 
have moved on far beyond the Cold War, adding a complete new section on the world since the 
events of  9/11. We have also taken the opportunity to clear up some textual problems in Sections 
I to VI, to trim back some of  the material there, as well as to add some factual and interpretative 
material where this seems useful.   

    Preface to the First Edition    

 This book is an attempt to provide a general account of  the nature and development of  the post-
war international system with the origins, nature, and end of  the Cold War at its centre. The ap-
proach is a historical one but one which hopes to off er something of  value to general International 
Relations students interested in the development and interpretation of  the post-1945 international 
system from a sounder empirical foundation. In particular the book seeks to examine Cold War 
controversies in a way which will stimulate debate and produce some reinterpretations. It implicitly 
challenges the importance of  realism and suggests that realism is an unsuitable tool for understand-
ing and explaining the Cold War and its end because it ignores the importance of  domestic infl u-
ences on foreign policy. The book makes no claim to contribute to historical sociology but it does 
attempt to suggest that domestic aff airs, ideologies, and culture have signifi cant connections to 
international events and are infl uences on the events described and analysed here. In particular that 
it is inappropriate to consider the post-war international system in isolation from the nature of  the 
domestic state, the role of  elites, and their use of  ideas and ideologies. 

 Although world politics will be examined throughout from an essentially historical perspective 
rather than in terms of  any particular theory of  international relations the aim is not simply to tell 
what happened but to provide overall analysis and broad interpretations of  events. Theories rest 
more securely on detailed empirical understanding, and good historical methodology does not ne-
glect theoretical concepts or fail to deal with causation. Yet we recognise that it may not be possible 
to explain fully the causes of  the changes in the international system after 1945, either in general or 
specifi c terms. 

 Given the work available on the post-1945 period we set out specifi cally to provide a book which 
incorporates some new ways of  synthesizing complicated material and which also adds new and 
controversial interpretations for consideration while attempting to defi ne the Cold War more pre-
cisely. For those teachers eager to get students thinking for themselves and contributing ideas to 
seminars and tutorials this should be a provocative book which outlines diff erent ideas as well as 
providing basic information. As such it should off er something to students seeking to discover and 
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 refl ect on new interpretations rather than simply discovering the facts and the so-called ‘correct’ 
explanations. Special attention is placed on new interpretations of  the Cold War and its various 
phases while trying to link its development to a number of  military and economic themes. Not least 
because a feature of  the Cold War on both sides of  the Iron Curtain has been the expenditure of  
vast resources on making people think in particular ways about many aspects of  international rela-
tions; new interpretations of  the Cold War’s development are especially needed now it has ended. 
It is only by refl ecting more fundamentally about the ascribed nature of  the Cold War that we can 
begin to understand just why it ended so dramatically. 

 By placing more emphasis on controversies and challenging some conventional interpretations, 
the book hopes to off er a basis for debate and discussion in courses associated with the nature 
and development of  the post-Second World War international system. A more analytical overview 
defi ning key issues precedes the more detailed coverage in the six chronological sections. This is 
intended to reinforce some of  the key questions for debate which are also featured in much of  the 
main text. Where there is repetition of  interpretation it is hoped that students will benefi t from 
being able to consider again some of  the key issues raised. Both general and more specifi cally fo-
cused chronologies are included along with considerable cross-referencing. Where terms are used 
which may be unfamiliar and require explanation we hope to have provided this. Interpretations are 
not usually presented as defi nitive and the intention is often to present alternative views especially 
where detailed evidence cannot be produced. Text boxes will be found throughout, especially in the 
earlier sections, to provide details of  important documents, interesting meetings and memoranda, 
summaries of  debates, or interpretations and brief  biographies of  key fi gures. They will also be 
used to provide glimpses of  the kind of  ideas which are unusual, less well known and hopefully 
interesting and revealing. 

 As with the interpretations there will be some variety in the way specifi c themes are treated in 
diff erent chronological periods which inevitably produce diff erent issues and more or less debate. 
The variety should again serve to encourage the use of  a general text as a means of  thinking about 
the post-war world while discovering what happened. Some aspects of  it will be covered in more 
detail than others and the constraints of  space inevitably require that some topics which others 
might deem important will not be featured at all. The changes in the international economic order, 
the importance of  the end of  the European and Soviet empires, and links between the developed 
and less developed worlds will be touched on. And we hope to provide glimpses of  all areas of  the 
world and of  the eff ects of  international changes in and after the Cold War which have for many 
years been felt in both global and regional contexts. 

 We would like to express our thanks in helping to prepare this manuscript for publication to 
Lindsey Kent and Martine Langer and especially to Janet Smith for her extensive and excellent typ-
ing and to Helen Adams for having to confront a very demanding manuscript.      



  New to this Edition    

 A new fi nal section covering the period between 2001 and 2012 adds three new chapters on terror-
ism, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the rise of  major new powers.       
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 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/
orc/young_kent2e/  

 The Online Resource Centre that accompa-
nies this book provides students and lecturers 
with ready-to-use teaching and learning mate-
rials. These resources are free of  charge and 
designed to maximise the learning experience.        

 FOR STUDENTS   

 Accessible to all, with no registration or password required, these 
resources help you to get the most from your textbook.    

 Interactive timeline       
 An interactive timeline guides you through key events in the his-
tory of  international relations. Click on the date you want, and 
you can read about the key events in that year.     

 Biographies of key figures       
 A series of  short biographies, arranged alphabetically, focuses on 
important individuals who helped shape the course of  post-war 
international relations.     

 Maps of key regions       
 Maps show you the key regions discussed in the text.     
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 Guided Tour of the Online Resource Centre xxi

  Further reading guide       
 An annotated reading guide directs you to the latest sources of  
information.     

 Key international relations documents       
 Web links, organized by chapter, direct you to key international 
relations documents from the Cold War onwards.     

 Multiple-choice questions       
 Self-test multiple-choice questions for each chapter allow you to 
assess your grasp of  key concepts, theories, and ideas as you pro-
gress through your course. Answers are submitted online, and 
you receive your marks and feedback immediately.      

 FOR LECTURERS   

 These password protected resources are available only to lecturers. 
 Registering is easy: adopting lecturers can simply visit the 

Online Resource Centre and complete a simple registration form 
which allows them to choose their own user name and password. 
Access should then be granted within three working days (subject 
to verifi cation).    

 PowerPoint slides       
 PowerPoint slides complement each chapter of  the book and can 
be used to prepare lectures and handouts. They can be fully cus-
tomized to meet the needs of  your course, enabling you to focus 
on the areas most relevant to your teaching.     

 Question bank       
 General essay questions and questions relating to each part of  the 
book allow you to test your students and provide valuable exam 
practice.         
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  Introduction: Understanding the Cold War    

 The history of  international politics since 1945 was 
dominated, down to the 1990s by the origins, develop-
ment, and sudden end of  the Cold War. Although de-
fi ned in a number of  radically diff erent ways, the Cold 
War fundamentally distinguished the post-Second 
World War period from the earlier years of  the twen-
tieth century in political and socio-economic terms 
and in its rapid technological changes. The change 
it produced following the most destructive interstate 
global confl ict in history fundamentally altered the in-
ternational system. But there were other international 
developments emerging in the Cold War which pro-
vided a link to the post-Cold War world and contin-
ued to develop after the post-war confl ict had ended. 
These included the growing importance of  the mass 
media, the role of  international organizations, the 
growth of  transnational non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), and the impact of  globalization, which 
together served to erode the power and signifi cance 
of  sovereign states. Some of  these developments argu-
ably had positive consequences even if, as with the an-
ticipated new world order, they did not fully fulfi l their 
aims or expectations. Other developments had unfore-
seen and negative consequences in much of  the post-
Cold War Western world dominated by ‘new’ types 
of  armed confl ict and increasingly dysfunctional eco-
nomic relationships. In addition, the growing mana-
gerialism that imposed more and more authoritarian 
regulations on aspects of  every-day life in the devel-
oped world resonated unhappily with the bureau-
cratic diktats of  the defeated Cold War adversary. 

 The end of  the Cold War produced drastic inter-
national changes but some similarities with the old 
order it replaced and an overview of  the Cold War, 
and the new system it represented remains necessary, 
if  controversial, for an understanding of  the post-Cold 
War era with its continuities and changes. The book 
aims to highlight these interpretative challenges by 
taking a more detailed look at the Cold War’s various 

phases over the fi rst fi ve sections of  the book. The 
post-Cold War years can only be understood in a pre-
liminary way by adopting the same mix of  overview 
and detailed analysis of  a much altered and less stable 
international system. The aim is also to present some 
alternative interpretations that may assist diff erent re-
fl ections on the important links between international 
infl uences and domestic policies on foreign policy in a 
less state centric more interconnected world.    

 The Antecedents of the 1945 
International System   

 The new post-war system that emerged in 1945 was 
now, for the fi rst time in modern history, dominated 
by two extra-European powers. Relations between 
the European states had been destabilized by the uni-
fi cation of  Germany in 1871. Prior to this, a balance 
of  power within the continent had preserved stabil-
ity only as long as the manpower and resources of  
Germany were not united. The problem of  Germany 
after its unifi cation was a problem that could not be 
solved without the intervention of  non-European 
powers—the US and the Soviet Union (partly a 
European and partly an Asian power). Europe could 
no longer resolve its own problems and assistance 
from outside was required to overcome Germany in 
the last two years of  the First World War, when the 
US became involved. American reluctance to shoul-
der the burdens of  maintaining peace in the inter-war 
years became the key element which permitted the 
re-emergence of  a powerful Germany. Containing the 
German threat required in the 1920s the kind of  com-
mitment that the US was not prepared to make until 
the 1940s. The role of  the US, as either a hegemonic 
power or as a key global player in a bipolar world, was 
by then a dramatic new feature of  international poli-
tics after 1945. It had only one obvious challenger in 
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 the form of  the Soviet Union whose land-based em-
pire extended into Asia, but whose victory in the great 
land battles against the Third Reich provided the op-
portunity for it to play an important if  not dominant 
European role. 

 It is easy to portray the decline of  European nation 
states as a direct result of  two European wars and the 
enormous shift in the global balance of  economic and 
military power. After the violent power struggles be-
tween 1939 and 1945, the divisions in Europe became 
part of  a global struggle in which the continent’s po-
sition was fundamentally altered. Whatever the sig-
nifi cance of  Europe in terms of  the peace settlement 
and the rise of  international tensions, the continent 
was now only one part of  a new global power politi-
cal equation. Disagreements soon began to appear, 
as the victors in the war struggled to come to terms 
with a new global system of  power and infl uence that 
was far from being a predominantly European one. 
One purpose of  this book is to try and portray a Cold 
War developing out of  the Second World War  not  
because there were post-war diff erences in and over 
Europe, but because the world as a whole had radi-
cally changed. 

 The onset of  the Cold War confl ict has been given a 
number of  diff erent historical roots and chronological 
starting points. The development of  two large land-
based empires, particularly in the nineteenth century, 
could have paved the way for what has been seen as an 
inevitable clash. The economic and human resources 
they possessed were likely to produce growing inter-
national power and infl uence and a greater sense of  

rivalry. This certainly fi ts with a realist explanation of  
international relations, but it ignores the ideological 
confl ict between communism and capitalism which is 
thus subordinated to geopolitical rivalries and a com-
petition for resources. Yet the two land-based empires 
with rival ideologies had coexisted since 1917 and the 
relations which developed after 1945 were clearly dif-
ferent from those existing before the First and Sec-
ond World Wars. Whatever the role of  geo-politics 
and ideology—and both are important—the timing 
of  the Cold War was connected to radical changes 
in the global power balance produced by the Second 
World War  and  to a new sense of  ideological rivalry. In 
Western Europe elite fears of  domestic instability and 
the destruction of  the social and economic status quo 
which the Second World War produced were particu-
larly important. 

 General theories do not serve to explain the timing 
of  the Cold War and, for those not primarily focused 
on power, realism serves no purpose as it takes no 
 account of  ideas or ideologies. The Cold War’s ori-
gins for them are better located in the success of  the 
Russian Revolution and the irreconcilable ideological 
confl ict it produced. As better communications made 
the transmission of  ideas on a global basis easier and 
cheaper, the confl ict between two ideological state sys-
tems assumed global proportions. The Cold War was 
therefore about competing ideologies that, for the fi rst 
time, threatened the social and economic status quo 
on which national ruling elites in capitalist countries 
depended. Thus, domestic interests and the pursuit 
of  ideological goals superseded the old international 

   Realism    

 The Realist school of international relations theorists was born 

out of the failure of liberal thinkers in the inter-war period to 

attach suffi  cient weight to the importance of power as a 

determinant of international relations—and in particular to 

Hitler’s aggressive desire to maximize the territorial expansion 

and military power of the Third Reich. In contrast to liberals, 

who put their faith in international cooperation and the 

importance of states working together, realists, noting the lack of 

any single international authority and the anarchical nature of the 

international system, point to the necessity of survival through 

self-help. States are seen as competing with one another to 

achieve security from external threats which can be achieved 

only through relative gains in military and economic power. As 

states pursue this goal they are defi ned by realists as unitary 

actors competing to maximize their power in ways determined 

by the nature of the international system. Hence, there is little or 

no linkage between domestic and foreign policy with the latter 

determined exclusively by external considerations. As regards 

the Cold War, realists see it as a power political competition 

between two competing power systems led by the US and the 

USSR, with their development of new and more powerful 

weapons. Hence, the ideological and domestic considerations are 

not seen as important determinants of the Cold War.  



 Introduction: Understanding the Cold War xxv

 rivalries and alliances that had been geared to the 
competing interests of  all sovereign states. In such an 
analysis, the domestic social and economic systems 
and their political philosophies assume signifi cance 
in shaping the global confl ict, and explanations of  the 
Cold War have to defi ne the relationships between 
power political and ideological requirements. Eco-
nomic development and the maintenance or preven-
tion of  social mobility in Latin America, Africa, as well 
as in the developed states of  Europe then become cru-
cial in the origins and development of  the confl ict.      

 The Origins of the Cold War   

 The initial failure to agree on how to resolve the rival-
ries which arose in part from the wartime shift in the 
global balance of  economic and military power and 
the concomitant increase in international tensions, 
owed much to domestic economic and political forces. 
It was not simply the existence of  rival ideologies, 
but the fact that the challenge to the pre-war social 
order in much of  Western Europe was strengthened 
by the war itself, and by the forces for change it had 
unleashed. By the end of  the Second World War, it 
was clear that states would have to assume responsi-
bilities for more than the maintenance of  territorial 
integrity and the external pursuit of  economic and 
military interests. Citizens throughout the globe ex-
pected improvements in their social and economic 
welfare, and that governments would promote these 
goals. Demands for social reform, with better condi-
tions for the lower classes, had been feared and fore-
seen by those appeasers who sought to avoid war, like 
the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. By 
1945 their wartime ally in the East had been strength-
ened by the war and threatened revolution rather than 
reform. For the fi rst time since the French Revolution, 
a movement for radical social change was accompa-
nied and supported by a powerful state. The Cold War 
was in fact a battle for the domestic and international 
survival of  states, social elites, and ways of  life. In such 
circumstances, students should be aware how much 
elites on both sides have been prepared to invest in 
distorting the truth. In terms of  strengthening their 
position and attracting mass support, it has always 
been vital to blame their opponents for instigating the 
confl ict and to portray the actions of  their own states 
as defensive and reactive. This has led to all sorts of  

distortions and misunderstandings of  the nature of  
the global struggle and the ways in which regional 
confl icts have been linked to it. 

 The quest for international power and infl uence 
both contributed to the breakdown of  the victorious 
wartime alliance in 1945 and assumed greater impor-
tance in the disagreements over the new world order, 
because of  the combination of  the domestic and the 
international. Global status and prestige could infl u-
ence the balance of  domestic forces, and the appeal of  
radical ideologies, more so than in the inter-war years. 
Power politics and ideologies were always interlinked. 
While Europe may well have been seen as the most 
valuable region where these were played out, it was 
as much the failure to agree on how to allocate power, 
infl uence, and responsibility on a global basis between 
three main areas (Asia, Europe, and the Middle East) 
that was central to the power political disagreements 
in 1945.     

 The Decline of Europe and Global 
Economic Relations   

 The end of  a Europe-dominated world was indicated 
during the war by the, albeit temporary, loss of  many 
parts of  its empire. The European states system had 
been central to great power relations in the fi rst half  
of  the century (and, indeed, for long before that) as 
well as to the development of  international relations 
theory. After 1945, it was the nature of  Europe’s rela-
tionship to the broader global balance of  power that 
was crucial. Whatever the signifi cance of  the conti-
nent in terms of  the rise of  international tensions, it 
was now only one part of  a new power political equa-
tion. The ending of  European control over large areas 
of  the globe, often referred to as decolonization, was 
one indication of  the increasing shift of  the focus of  
international politics. Large numbers of  newly inde-
pendent states were to change the nature of  the newly 
formed United Nations and focus attention on the re-
lationship between the industrialized world and the 
less developed areas (which relied on the production 
for export of  raw materials and foodstuff s). At the 
same time, new regional power confi gurations had to 
be considered in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East and 
these assumed signifi cance for the global Cold War 
confl ict because some were seen as increasingly sig-
nifi cant in global terms. 
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  Important questions emerged about the economic 
and trade relations between these areas, with newly 
independent states emerging in the twenty years after 
the war and the developed world, including the for-
mer imperial or colonial powers. The debate about 
the structural nature of  these relations remains unre-
solved. Some see economic problems being created 
in the developing nations because of  the alleged fail-
ure to give free rein to market forces. Others claim 
that capitalism in the developed world operates to 
the increasing detriment of  the less developed world 
through its control over raw material prices and in-
vestment capital fl ows. At the same time, the terms of  
trade of  the rich countries improved at the expense of  
the poor ones. Whether this was linked to the eff ect of  
colonialism is another unresolved, but highly charged, 
debate about global economic relations, which is sub-
sumed within controversies over the nature and ef-
fect of  globalization and the emergence of  problems 
which require global cooperation to solve. In the post-
Cold War world, environmental pollution and climate 
change, along with international crime and disease, 
are phenomena outside the control of  individual na-
tion states and can be seen as eroding their power. 

 The process by which European rule over much of  
the world came to an end was accompanied by politi-
cal and economic changes within Europe. It was these 
changes that indicated the weakening of  the nation 
state and its exclusive role in international relations. 
The European colonial powers began to construct 
economic and institutional links between themselves, 
which undermined sovereignty and began the process 
of  defi ning a common European approach to inter-
national and domestic aff airs. The current study dis-
cusses these European developments, which began 
with economic integration in Western Europe, and 
the expanding international economy, but focuses 
more on the nature of  the new regional confl icts and 
the role of  the US and USSR in infl uencing them. 
European integration and the increasing contact be-
tween elites with loyalties not centred solely on the na-
tion state seemed for some to signify the beginning of  
a new era in international aff airs, again with a legacy 
from the Second World War. Equally important for 
Europe is the continued existence of  global inequality 
and the extreme poverty experienced by millions of  
people in the less developed world. The debates about 
economic development are briefl y touched upon in 
parts of  the book, to indicate that world politics do not 

simply take place between the rich nations with the 
power to dominate international aff airs. The period 
ends with the near collapse of  the global post-Cold 
War international capitalist economy under the grow-
ing weight of  the neo-liberal consensus following the 
failures of  communism.     

 Bipolarity or Hegemony?   

 The post-1945 world is normally defi ned as bipolar be-
cause of  the disparity between the military capabili-
ties and economic resources of  the world’s two most 
powerful states and the lesser powers, and because of  
the alignment of  many states with one of  the opposing 
ideological blocs before 1989. After 1990 it became pos-
sible to talk of  a ‘unipolar’ world, simply because the 
US now seemed much more powerful than any other 
state, in both military and economic terms. Yet the 
concept of  bipolarity does require some qualifi cation. 
At the end of  the Second World War, only Britain and 
the US had the ability to act militarily in large areas of  
the world, but only the US had escaped the problems 
caused by the devastation of  war and only the US had 
the economic strength to dominate the global econ-
omy and its institutions. Thus, it is possible to argue 
that the world after 1945 can already be seen in terms 
of  the exercise of  hegemonic power by the US. After 
emerging from a relatively isolationist position and its 
regional dominance in the western hemisphere, the 
US arguably began to extend that dominance to many 
other areas of  the globe and the Cold War was not 
defi ned by a bipolar world but by the attempts to pre-
serve or terminate US hegemony. 

 The original US desire to end isolationism was 
based on a belief  in a set of  universal values, which 
American wartime planners hoped to see established 
on a global basis. Non-discriminatory trade, the end 
of  power political arrangements, the removal of  
imperial trade blocs, and the political values of  self-
determination and democratic government were seen 
as necessary for the preservation of  peace; they were 
also seen as important for the successful development 
of  capitalism and the maintenance of  national pros-
perity. These ideals and traditions helped defi ne and 
justify the goals of  post-1945 American foreign policy 
in ways which would otherwise be more meaning-
fully interpreted as a quest for hegemony. US wartime 
planners put forward ideas that claimed to favour 
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 a principled world order based on universal values 
that have been seen as benign and benefi cial, especially 
when placed alongside the more brutal regimes which 
emerged under the ideological auspices of  fascism and 
communism. Yet the exercise of  American power was 
not far below the surface. The blend of  international 
concerns and national self-assertion became a potent 
ideological mix as what was best for the world was jux-
taposed with what was best for America. 

 The challenge of  the Soviet Union has been from 
the start portrayed as a dynamic force, driven by a 
crusading Marxist ideology, linked to global expan-
sion which the US sought to resist in the name of  
universal values, rather than specifi c interests associ-
ated with the preservation of  its hegemony. It may be 
more plausible to see the Soviet challenge as born, not 
from an assertive ideological triumphalism, but from 
a sense of  weakness and a desire to achieve bipolar-
ity and equality. And the US must also be judged in 
the context of  a triumphalist ideology, which it has 
sought—and continues to seek—to extend far beyond 
American shores. Yet seeing two hegemonic powers 
battling it out for primacy, with the outcome of  such 
an equal contest uncertain until the last, is a highly 
questionable portrayal of  the post-1945 world and 
one possible explanation of  why the Cold War’s end 
surprised so many with its suddenness. The disparity 
between the two powers’ capabilities was at times con-
siderable and, if  one interprets the Cold War world as 
a series of  challenges to American hegemony, it is pos-
sible to fi nd greater continuity between the Cold War 
and the post-Cold War periods. 

 In analysing the world of  the two Cold War pro-
tagonists, there is also a need to take account of  the 
emergence of  the non-aligned movement, the impact 
of  a powerful, communist China, and the tendency of  
newly independent states to try and manipulate the 
superpowers to help secure their own regional goals. 
All such things run counter to simplistic notions of  bi-
polarity and from the end of  the 1960s onwards, as the 
Soviets mounted a military challenge, the dominance 
of  the two so-called superpowers was consistently 
eroded. Even before that, the control and infl uence 
exerted by the US and the USSR over their respec-
tive blocs faced a number of  challenges and relations 
within their blocs, which form another important 
feature of  the Cold War world. Nevertheless, it was 
a world in which domestic interests, as well as foreign 
policy goals, often dictated support for one of  the two 

main rivals and one where the need to attract global 
support for the values and social and economic sys-
tems each held dear assumed unprecedented interna-
tional importance.     

 Cold War, as Distinct from Hot 
War, and the Role of Armaments   

 Central to the prospect of  ‘hot war’ arising from al-
leged military threats was the role of  nuclear weapons, 
which revolutionized thinking about war. As global 
war (referred to as ‘hot war’, as opposed to Cold War 
or limited, regional confl icts) became potentially ever 
more horrifi c, the use of  force by the nuclear powers 
against each other threatened to have disastrous con-
sequences. One problem, which was never solved, was 
to try and integrate the use of  nuclear weapons into 
a rational military strategy which did not risk large-
scale national destruction. As strategists wrestled with 
this dilemma, military power became less useful as a 
means of  forcing smaller states to comply with the 
wishes of  the great powers. Combined with the Cold 
War need to win over international opinion this placed 
greater emphasis on prestige, status, the appearance 
of  strength, and the preservation of  credibility. While 
economic resources and key strategic areas remained 
of  some signifi cance, particularly in the 1940s and 
early 1950s, unlike in the inter-war years, competition 
in areas of  no economic or strategic importance be-
came a feature of  Cold War international politics and 
the ideological battle for credibility. 

 At the same time it was necessary to fi nd ways of  
fi ghting the Cold War which did not run too great a 
risk of  developing into hot war. This distinction, be-
tween measures short of  international armed confl ict 
(Cold War) and preparations to fi ght a hot war, is an 
important one which needs to be borne in mind par-
ticularly when analysing the nature of, and reasons 
for, the arms race. Yet the Cold War cannot be fully 
isolated from military confl ict, because the deploy-
ment of  armed forces was seen as necessary to deal 
with internal confl icts, or to prevent the emergence 
of  unfriendly governments. Also, the militarization of  
an essentially ideological threat was perceived as vital 
for the mobilization of  popular support for the Cold 
War struggle. In order to do this, governments were 
prepared to exaggerate or invent an actual and im-
mediate military threat, when what they really feared 
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 was an ideological challenge or a potential, long-term 
military danger. This was particularly signifi cant in the 
1940s, when the Soviet leadership had most reason to 
fear the greater material wealth of  the US, and when 
the American, and particularly Western European, 
elites had most reason to fear the strength of  left-wing 
political movements, whose credibility had been en-
hanced by active resistance to fascism during the war 
and who promised radical social reform afterwards. 

 Military alliances, such as NATO, SEATO, and the 
Baghdad Pact were important manifestations of  the 
Cold War. Yet, they have been seen from the start as 
military alliances geared to ‘hot war’, when they were 
actually far more important as political symbols of  a 
will to resist communism, just as the Warsaw Pact in 
the East symbolized the resistance to capitalism and 
particularly to German capitalism. NATO was not an 
alliance preparing to attack the Soviet Union, or even 
one seen as capable of  winning a conventional war in 
the defence of  Western Europe; nor was the Warsaw 
Pact an organization geared to the expansion of  Soviet 
power through the use of  military force. Yet, they 
were both portrayed as such. The fact was that threat 
perception in the military sense did not drive force 
deployments or the level of  armaments. More specifi -
cally, the strategic need to defend a particular area did 
not lead to consideration of  the ways in which this 
could be done eff ectively by military means. Nor did 
the requirements of  Western European defence, for 
example, produce the force levels needed to guaran-
tee security, or the rationale for foreign-policy-makers 
to act on. Rather, it was political considerations, es-
pecially the need to keep Western Europe together 
as part of  a liberal-capitalist unit, which dictated the 
development of  military strategy. The latter was then 
used to provide and justify the rationale for the politi-
cal needs which had produced the strategy in the fi rst 
place. The result was that the actual military require-
ments to carry out the strategy were never met in any 
of  the three Western military alliances mentioned 
above. 

 In such a situation, the role of  armaments and the 
concept of  security have to be carefully considered 
in a Cold War context. Negotiations and discussions 
on arms levels formed a constant feature of  Soviet–
American relations and they consumed a vast amount 
of  resources. Nuclear weapons in particular, and the 
strategies behind their development and possible use, 
were continually in the public eye. They had, and have, 
an obvious deterrent role (although the exact nature 

of  such a role is highly debatable). In many ways, ar-
maments can be seen in the context of  global confl ict 
as predominantly symbolic of  the role of  the military 
and of  the technological dynamism characteristic of  
the contrasting economic systems. Arms negotiations 
became protracted and detailed, but were often de-
signed to secure advantages which, like the weapons 
themselves, would serve the appearance of  greater 
strength or power. Equally and crucially, the political 
pressure from public opinion for governments to be-
come involved in them was intense. The need to pre-
vent hot war was a continuing feature of  the Cold War 
and the need to appear committed to disarmament, 
peace, and stability a vital component of  the battle for 
hearts and minds, even if  the timing and nature of  the 
process was up for debate and the commitment to it 
not always genuine.     

 The Nature of the Cold War World   

 The military threat and danger presented by the Cold 
War have generally been exaggerated, both at the time 
and in the literature. The military threat was, and has 
been often proclaimed as, the crucial element in the 
origins and development of  the confl ict, even though 
power has arguably become more associated with 
prestige and infl uence. The control of  resources and 
the development of  military capabilities, in practical 
terms, have perhaps become less important in the nu-
clear age especially in relation to a global war that is in-
creasingly hard to contemplate. Instead, the Cold War 
brought a perceived need for states to control their cit-
izens and ensure that their perceptions of  the outside 
world reinforced the legitimacy of  either a totalitarian 
communist or a democratic capitalist state. In this new 
situation, the very existence of  an ideological rival was 
for a time seen as an unacceptable threat. The refusal 
to accept the long-term existence of  rival sovereign 
states was a feature of  the early period of  Cold War, 
which strengthened or helped produce highly secret 
government agencies. Intelligence organizations also 
began to play more signifi cant roles in overseas espio-
nage and subversion. They were designed to operate 
covertly and to subvert or overthrow hostile or poten-
tially hostile regimes in ways which could be denied 
by the governments ostensibly controlling them. 

 At the same time, propaganda became more exten-
sive and signifi cant in relation to domestic as well as 
foreign aff airs. More eff ort was devoted to providing 
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 ‘information’ to citizens and to ensuring that ‘subver-
sives’ were marginalized or eliminated. It was impor-
tant, for example, for the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin 
to try and convince his citizens that domestic oppo-
nents of  his brutal and tyrannical regime were impe-
rialist spies who deserved exile or death. At the same 
time, it was important for Western governments, not 
only to play on the horrors of  the Soviet regime, but 
to present it as a threat in ways which would win sup-
port for a policy of  confrontation and the pursuit of  
ambitious foreign policy goals. As a result, there is a 
need to examine if  such dangers were exaggerated 
in both quantitative and qualitative terms largely in 
order to achieve maximum domestic eff ect.     

 The Use of Terminology in Western 
Interpretations of the Cold War   

 The initial increase in rivalries and tensions in and after 
1945 produced a new international vocabulary, which 
itself  is a feature of  a particular Cold War mindset. In 
the West many of  these words display a subtle con-
demnation of  the ideological opponent and reinforce 
a world-view in which Cold War confrontation stems 
from the activities of  the communist states, rather 
than from their counterparts in the capitalist world. 
Moreover, this itself  produces justifi cations for poli-
cies which assume a fundamental sense of  righteous-
ness in international as well as domestic terms. To 
try to produce an objective international analysis of  
the Cold War, it is necessary to question some of  the 
standard Cold War terminology used in the West and 
to relate the confl ict to the more traditional goals of  
great powers. At the same time, one must look more 
closely at the changes that occurred in the Cold War 
international system and their links to domestic forces 
and ideational infl uences. Thus, the two rival systems 
can be assessed more objectively and without the as-
cription of  blame to the ideological opponent. When 
blame is given to one side it is often done as part of  
fi ghting, rather than explaining, the Cold War. 

 The use of  the word ‘security’ by both sides has pro-
vided Cold War justifi cations for actions and policies 
that would previously have been interpreted diff er-
ently. It has come to mean much more than protec-
tion from invasion and the avoidance of  war. The fi ne 
dividing line between ‘security’ and imperial expan-
sion needs to be carefully considered in relation to the 
Soviet Empire in Asia and to its satellites in Eastern 

and Central Europe. More importantly, the American 
use of  the term ‘national security’ involves the merg-
ing of  a number of  old concepts into a radically new 
one which has underpinned much of  Western Cold 
War rhetoric after 1947. Essential to this is the belief  
that any state controlling large geographical areas, 
containing signifi cant quantities of  natural resources, 
in a way unacceptable to the US, presents a threat to 
the ‘national security’ of  the US. This means that, 
rather than having to deal with a specifi c military dan-
ger in a vital area (as Germany presented to Britain’s 
essential maritime trade routes before the First World 
War), Washington’s ‘national security’ is threatened 
by a more general global menace. In part, this is a 
refl ection of  a shrinking world in which more rapid 
aircraft and the arrival of  the missile age have brought 
all members of  the global community closer together. 
Without unrestricted access to the world’s resources, 
the US could be forced to impose domestic controls 
over raw materials and production which would 
threaten free enterprise, the American way of  life, and 
thus ‘national security’. Also, the adoption of  com-
munist or capitalist ideologies by newly independent 
states, or changes from one system to the other in any 
part of  the globe, would have implications for Western 
or Soviet credibility and, in conventional Cold War 
terms, constitute a threat to ‘national security’. In the 
pre-Cold War era, attempts to control access to im-
portant overseas resources and the installation of, or 
infl uence over, a particular foreign government would 
normally have been referred to as ‘imperialism’, not as 
a threat to national security. 

 Another feature of  historical and social science 
writing in the West is the way in which phrases such 
as ‘Soviet expansion(ism)’ and ‘Soviet behaviour’ fl ow 
freely from the pages of  many books on international 
politics after 1945. In the US, the Soviet Union came 
to be regarded as a revolutionary state not prepared 
to accept the norms governing international rela-
tions. The attribution of  traits refl ecting abnormal 
human actions is used in many diff erent situations to 
demonize an enemy to whom rational analysis is not 
then applied. The term ‘American expansion’, which 
was arguably far more extensive than that achieved by 
the Soviets after the end of  the war, is hard to fi nd, 
while the US and its Western European allies hardly 
ever suff er from international behavioural problems. 
In addition, although as will be seen, the Soviet Union 
expected additional post-war rewards from its war-
time eff orts, what it did secure came directly from 
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 the war. It acquired territory and satellites not from 
post-war expansion but from its unscrupulous war-
time deal with the Nazis and from the accepted mili-
tary need to defeat Germany. Many general works on 
international politics imply that the Soviets ‘behaved’ 
in expansionist ways which aroused Allied disapproval 
after the war and neglect to point out that during the 
war the main Allied fear was of  the Soviets  not  expand-
ing and defeating the Germans. 

 Of  course, a relative lack of  evidence from Soviet 
archives, despite greater access to them over the last 
few decades, precludes any defi nitive judgements 
about Moscow’s goals and ambitions. And it is quite 
clear that, not only did the Soviet Union have impe-
rialist ambitions to expand its power and infl uence, 
but also its treatment of  its own citizens and of  those 
under Soviet occupation was appalling. Nevertheless, 
it should not be assumed that the US and Britain were 
simply reacting to Russian ‘behaviour’ in occupied 
Europe or to ambitious Soviet diplomacy. Nor should 
it be assumed that Washington and London were lack-
ing in expansionist goals themselves. Both countries, 
like the Soviets, planned to extend their infl uence after 
1945 and gain new military bases from which to project 
their power on an increasingly global basis. Indeed, 
the US military planned to acquire bases in Western 
Europe, the Middle East, North Africa, South, South-
East and East Asia, including China, as well as island 
bases in the Atlantic and Pacifi c Oceans. 

 One way around the problem of  Cold War termi-
nology is to view all the great powers, particularly 
the wartime Big Three (Britain, the Soviet Union, and 
the US), as seeking to maintain or enhance their in-
fl uence. This projection of  power and infl uence into 
new areas is one way of  broadly defi ning imperialism 
and it is no bad thing for students of  international 
politics to approach the post-war world from the per-
spective of  imperial rivalries. This removes the need 
to consider ideological diff erences as a cause of  the 
initial breakdown of  cooperation and only requires 
that they be considered, along with the other changes 
brought about after the war, as defi ning elements of  
a Cold War world that later emerged from the initial 
international competition for control and infl uence in 
the 1945–6 period. 

 The use of  the word ‘containment’ is another 
misleading term in standard Western historiography 
because it is often applied to American policy through-
out the Cold War period. In fact while ‘containment’ 
can be deemed to contribute to the fi rst stage of  any 

off ensive strategy, the idea that it was a consistent US 
policy employed as the ultimate response to Soviet 
power throughout the period is misleading. US policy 
went through a number of  stages related to changing 
perceptions of  how best to deal with the Soviet chal-
lenge. The period from 1946 to 1948 may be seen as 
a defensive response but, from 1948 until at least the 
mid-1950s, if  not the early 1960s, the US moved to an 
off ensive strategy designed to destroy the Soviet satel-
lite empire not to contain it.     

 Phases of the Cold War   

 The chronological divisions in the book correspond to 
changes in the nature of  the Cold War or in Soviet–
American relations (and the two things are not syn-
onymous), as well as events since the Cold War. The 
fi rst phase, up to 1953, was when the Cold War devel-
oped from the tensions and mistrust arising out of  
early attempts to agree on the nature of  the post-war 
order and conclude peace treaties with Germany’s 
allies. In the fi rst and very intense phase of  the Cold 
War, from 1947 to 1953, the ideological commitment of  
the Soviet Union and the capitalist states to diff ering 
economic and political systems was reinforced by the 
demands of  post-war reconstruction. Survival in the 
short term was deemed to depend either on the suc-
cess of  Western democracy and free enterprise or on 
the maintenance of  totalitarian, communist controls. 
In addition, the ability directly to control and exploit 
certain areas of  the globe was seen as vital by both 
British and Soviet policy-makers, who both initially 
feared that the adoption of  US principles was a recipe 
for maintaining or increasing US power and infl uence 
at their expense. Thus, there emerged a mix of  old-
fashioned imperialism and new ideological impera-
tives. The former helped prevent cooperation while 
the latter subsequently gave an entirely new meaning 
to imperial and interstate rivalries. It was a period in 
which confrontation, fuelled by competing, univer-
sal ideologies, then developed to such an extent that 
some on both sides saw the other’s long-term exist-
ence as an unacceptable threat. However, there was 
a fear of  another war and a reluctance to prepare for 
one on both sides, with the Western powers privately 
convinced that the Soviets would not deliberately 
start a major confl ict (even though they did not reveal 
this publicly). War was only deemed possible through 
accident or miscalculation. In eff ect, this meant the 



 Introduction: Understanding the Cold War xxxi

 extension of  control or infl uence by one side without 
any realization that it would be so unacceptable to the 
other side that war would be preferable. In the West, 
the Cold War was nevertheless deemed to be winna-
ble by means short of  hot war (international armed 
confl ict). 

 By the early 1950s, the fi ghting of  the Cold War was 
perhaps at its most aggressive. In the West, German 
rearmament (deemed most likely to provoke armed 
Soviet aggression) was planned and attempts were 
made to devise more aggressive means of  undermin-
ing Soviet control within its satellite empire. In the 
East, Stalin fi nally agreed to endorse and support a 
North Korean attack on South Korea. Western Cold 
War strategists then had to consider the implications 
of  fi ghting a limited war. Along with the death of  
Stalin in 1953, Churchill’s idea of  encouraging more 
Western contacts with the Soviet bloc as a means of  
sapping the strength and appeal of  communism, led 
to what became known as a ‘thaw’ in East–West rela-
tions. However, the ‘thaw’ was an attempt to stabilize 
relations and avoid armed confl ict rather than a ‘thaw’ 
in the Cold War of  propaganda and subversion. The 
need to avoid armed confl ict increased steadily once 
the US and the Soviet Union exploded their fi rst ther-
monuclear weapons in 1952 and 1953. The hydrogen 
bomb was thousands of  times more powerful than 
the atomic bomb. It made the prospect of  global war 
more fearsome and eventually made the pursuit of  
peace and arms agreements more necessary. More 
urgent consideration had now to be given to ways of  
preventing the aggressive fi ghting of  the Cold War 
from leading to a hot war. The fears that an off ensive 
strategy might lead to a thermonuclear confronta-
tion eventually contributed to the modifi cation of  the 
American policy of  undermining, and ultimately de-
stroying, the Soviet system (often referred to as ‘roll-
back’), as did the realization that changes would be 
diffi  cult to achieve without a major war. 

 The Soviets had ostensibly also accepted the idea 
of  peaceful coexistence in the mid-1950s, but ideologi-
cal competition remained acute. In fact, in some ways, 
the Cold War was extended after the death of  Stalin 
because of  his successors’ heightened interest in Asia, 
Africa, and regions of  the less developed world. This 
increased the importance of  competition for hearts 
and minds in these largely neglected areas and took the 
Cold War into a new era. Soviet–American Cold War 
competition now extended to all parts of  the globe. 
By the end of  the 1950s, this competition for infl uence 

between the communist and capitalist world was fur-
ther intensifi ed by the emergence of  the newly inde-
pendent nations in Africa and Asia and the importance 
of  the future alignment of  those non-self-governing 
territories earmarked for independence. The issue 
now was less the control of  important resources or 
political stability, as initially it had been in Europe, 
than the need to claim ideological successes in terms 
of  the progress of  socialism or capitalist democracy. 
This did not remove the need for the power and status 
of  the Soviet and American states to be enhanced. It 
meant that the success of  one protagonist, whether 
in terms of  greater infl uence in Africa, Europe, or 
even outer space, was an integral part of  great power 
competition. 

 However, the 1960s saw the competition to preserve 
or gain ideological allies come near to military con-
frontation in Cuba in 1962. The Cuban missile crisis, 
when some US policy-makers were prepared to attack 
Soviet missiles, was a head-to-head Soviet–American 
confrontation that contributed to what some have ar-
gued was the end of  the fi rst Cold War. The risk of  
hot war was such that both sides were now prepared 
to accept long-term peaceful coexistence. Fighting 
the Cold War to eliminate their rival’s control over its 
sphere of  infl uence, in order to undermine their posi-
tion as a great power, arguably ceased to be the ulti-
mate aim of  the superpowers. What mattered was a 
more traditional competition for greater global infl u-
ence. In these circumstances the arms race, conducted 
under the banner of  deterring war, became even more 
of  a battle for status and infl uence rather than serious 
preparation for global war. 

 However, in the 1960s, when the Soviets began for 
the fi rst time to approach nuclear parity with their 
American rivals, the nature of  the apparently bipo-
lar world began to change. Washington faced serious 
challenges to its economic and military supremacy, 
while the growing split between the Soviets and their 
communist Chinese allies became a permanent rup-
ture and resulted in border clashes. The Americans, 
having embarked on a massive programme of  military 
expansion at the start of  the decade, found themselves 
in a less advantageous position at the end of  it. For the 
fi rst time, their military supremacy was threatened by 
the expansion of  Soviet nuclear arms and the develop-
ment of  an ocean-going navy which further increased 
perceptions of  the Soviet Union as a world power 
equal to the US. American economic dominance 
was also challenged from within the Western world, 
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 particularly by the rapidly expanding German and 
Japanese economies and by the French attempt, under 
Charles de Gaulle, to win greater independence from 
the American-dominated international economic 
order. From 1963 onwards, international politics thus 
became a more general competitive battleground 
with alliances and regional power blocs assuming 
greater importance in a less bipolar world. 

 The emergence of  a more multipolar world in the 
1970s meant that new ways of  attempting to manage 
Soviet–American relations within the changed inter-
national system had to be found. China’s emergence, 
and the growing economic strength of  Western 
Europe and Japan, presented new challenges to US 
hegemony. As the hegemonic power was defeated in 
Vietnam, new social forces appeared to be challeng-
ing the supremacy of  democratic capitalism within 
the Western world. In the 1970s, faced with this new 
situation and with economic problems exacerbated 
by the oil price rises, greater eff orts were made to 
maintain international stability. Détente off ered the 
prospect of  regulating the Cold War by agreement. 
For the Americans, it could prevent further erosion 
of  their military superiority and maintain their gen-
eral credibility which was being damaged by the 
continuation of  the Vietnam War. Henry Kissinger, 
Nixon’s National Security Adviser and later Secretary 
of  State, was eager to take up the challenge to Ameri-
can power from an increasingly multipolar world by 
the use of  détente. Traditional power political goals 
were incorporated into a process of  détente designed 
to control Cold War competition in order to retain 
maximum American infl uence and prevent further 
communist successes. The Soviets were also attracted 
to détente, because it off ered economic benefi ts and 
the prospect of  encouraging revolutionary change in 

the Third World with less risk of  hostile Western re-
sponses or intervention. 

 Yet at the end of  the 1970s—a decade of  revolu-
tionary change in many parts of  the less developed 
world—the confl icting expectations of  détente pro-
duced Soviet–American dissatisfaction and led to a 
return to greater confrontation. Often referred to as 
a second Cold War, the 1979–85 period saw tensions 
in Europe over the deployment of  more advanced 
nuclear missiles and continuing crises in the less de-
veloped world which involved one or both of  the su-
perpowers. As in 1945, this eventually produced both 
domestic and international reactions which produced 
another major Cold War confrontation, despite the 
more multipolar world. The rise of  a more socially 
conservative and individualist Right in the West was 
matched in the mid-1980s by the emergence of  a new 
generation of  leaders in the Soviet Union, who were 
prepared to embark on a programme of  radical re-
form and foreign policy reorientation. It was precisely 
when these forces were both encouraging interna-
tional confrontation and redefi ning economic and so-
cial policy that the Cold War ended or, perhaps more 
accurately, was ignored or transcended by Gorbachev. 
While designed to preserve the basis of  a reformed 
Soviet state with reduced infl uence over the constitu-
ent parts of  its Empire, reform unleashed forces that 
Gorbachev initially did not want to control and by 1991 
could not. The result was that the collapse of  commu-
nism in East-Central Europe was followed by the dis-
integration of  the USSR which Gorbachev had neither 
sought nor expected. In a similar way the forces which 
produced the economic crash and the war on terror in 
the fi rst decade of  the new millennium have had un-
foreseen and uncontrollable consequences which may 
signifi cantly alter the post-Cold War world.         



        PART I 

The Origins and 
Development of the Cold 
War, 1945–53 
     



2 The Origins and Development of the Cold War, 1945–53

  The debate on the nature and origins of  the early 
Cold War has had an enormous impact on the way 
historians and social scientists have interpreted the 
nature of  the international system in the years up to 
1991. Realists seeking confi rmation of  their emphasis 
on power, represented through economic and military 
strength, have maintained that the Cold War, with its 
associated expansion of  weapons, vindicated their 
ideas. Yet the realist refusal to associate domestic fac-
tors with foreign policy and to consider ideology, do-
mestic, social, and economic factors as key features 
of  the Cold War have left an enormous void in many 
attempts to understand the confl ict and its origins. 
The latter can only be fully understood if  the linkage 
between power politics and the social and economic 
upheavals of  war, which threatened a revolutionary 
change in the dominant capitalist status quo, is under-
stood in historical terms.     

 Historiographical Debate   

 The origins of  the Cold War remain a matter of  
long-standing historical dispute and the arguments, 
generally not mutually exclusive, are linked to ideas 
about the nature of  the Cold War international sys-
tem. Was it a bipolar world whose systemic charac-
teristics dictated the power struggle between the two 
protagonists? Was it a world dominated by exogenous 
concerns about interstate rivalries or was it a world 
in which internal battles over economic power and 
political infl uence had a signifi cant eff ect on external 
ideological and power political rivalries? 

 Initial attempts to explain the Cold War in the 
West focused on the actions of  the Soviet Union as 
the key factor in producing confrontation. These so-
called ‘orthodox’ or ‘traditional’ theories assume that 
alleged Soviet aggression, or more usually, alleged 
Soviet expansionism, dictated American reactions. 
In essence, the Cold War became a battle for global 
power and infl uence because Stalin and/or the Soviet 
system made cooperation impossible. The reason for 
this in orthodox accounts rests with the paranoid and 
ruthless leader of  an expansionist, ideologically driven 
Soviet state. Stalin and Soviet communism had to be 
confronted and contained by Western capitalist states 
for the sake of  international peace and the survival of  
liberal democratic values. Or, in other Western Cold 
War words, an allegedly expansionist Soviet Union 
threatened the so-called national security of  the US 

and Western Europe, requiring an economic and mili-
tary response. The historical focus on security from 
external threats links with realist explanations of  su-
perpower rivalry, in which power and security have a 
more signifi cant explanatory role than ideology or the 
internal make-up of  capitalist and communist states. 

 In the 1960s the crude orthodox approach was chal-
lenged by ‘revisionist’ historians, focusing less on the in-
ternational state system and the struggle to gain greater 
power and infl uence than on the alleged requirements 
of  international (and, in 1945, largely American) capi-
talism. Revisionists interpret the foreign policy of  the 
US as designed to meet the expansionist requirements 
of  capitalism. The Soviets therefore sought security in 
the form of  resisting the expansion of  capitalism into 
areas that would threaten Soviet communism. For the 
revisionists, blame for the Cold War lies with aggres-
sive US policies to which the Soviets had to respond. 
Rather than Soviet expansionism creating American 
insecurity, then, the US commitment to the expansion 
of  capitalism created Soviet insecurity. 

 Since the challenge by revisionists, other Cold War 
historians and political scientists, who allegedly reject 
the stark interpretations of  the opposing schools, have 
been labelled ‘post-revisionists’. This term can refer 
to a number of  very diff erent authors but is com-
monly based on interpretations that allegedly adopt 
a more balanced and research-orientated approach. 
Thus, ascribing responsibility exclusively to one side 
is often avoided and criticism of  both powers is gener-
ally made on the basis of  archival evidence. While this 
approach can embody attempts to reach consensus, 
and an acknowledgement that both superpowers may 
have misperceived the policies of  the other, it should 
also be remembered that some post-revisionists still 
attribute blame to the Soviet Union rather than to the 
US, or to both powers equally. In addition, a signifi -
cant part of  the Cold War took the form of  a massive 
state-infl uenced campaign on both sides of  the Iron 
Curtain to justify military policies and expenditures in 
order to gain popular support for them. Thus, despite 
the greater sophistication of  the various arguments 
and emphases of  the post-revisionists in the 1980s and 
1990s, they themselves may still have been justifying 
the Cold War, rather than explaining it. 

 The leading exponent of  post-revisionism, John 
Lewis Gaddis, has claimed that the best ideas from both 
schools are subsumed in an emerging post-revisionist 
consensus. In addition to the emphasis on national 
security, one of  Gaddis’s books,  The Long Peace , sees 
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 the alleged Cold War bipolar system as a basis for sta-
bility and gives support to the neo-realist approach in 
general, and to the work of  Kenneth Waltz in particu-
lar. Here security concerns and the nature of  the in-
ternational system are portrayed as explanatory tools 
for understanding the nature of  the early Cold War. 
While accepting that US policy-makers may have ex-
aggerated the Soviet threat and failed to appreciate the 
impact of  their own policies, Gaddis nevertheless por-
trays the US as reacting to an expansionist Soviet state 
in justifi able ways. The essential responsibility for the 
Cold War lies with Stalin whose policies created the 
need for defensive resistance. This is despite the fact 
that the geopolitical position of  the US had always 
provided it with more security than any other great 
power, at least in the years before intercontinental 
missiles. The reaction to this by Warren Kimball has 
been to dismiss the Gaddis version of  post-revisionism 
as ‘orthodoxy with archives’. 

 Other post-revisionist historians who share the em-
phasis on security issues have taken a diff erent line to 
Gaddis’s ascription of  blame to Stalin. Post-revisionists 
less inclined to justify American policy, most notably 
Melvyn Leffl  er, still locate Cold War explanations pri-
marily within a national security framework of  power 
politics. Yet from Leffl  er’s work it is not clear that 
US policy can be justifi ed simply as a response to the 
Soviets. The quest for what he terms a ‘preponderance 
of  power’ sometimes involved excessive eff orts to pro-
ject US power and infl uence. At best, therefore, this was 
an overreaction to Soviet policies. However, it also in-
volved the formulation and implementation of  policies, 
defi ned in terms of  American goals and interests that 
existed independently of  Soviet aims and ambitions. 
Thus, to some extent Leffl  er moves away from portray-
ing a reactive, defensive strategy of  national security 
to describing a more expansionist US strategy based 
on American global interests. These interests remain 
largely defi ned in terms of  state power and supposed 
threats to the American exercise of  this power, within a 
framework of  international relations clearly dominated 
by military might, geopolitics, and control of  economic 
resources. This is another example of  the way post-
revisionism can be compatible with realist theory. 

 It has been suggested, by Howard Jones and 
Randolph Woods, that national security concerns 
provide the basis for a post-revisionist consensus on 
the origins of  the Cold War in general and the reasons 
for US policy in particular. This has been criticized 
on a number of  grounds and has led to a debate on 

the role of  ideology and ideas in foreign policy, as op-
posed to state concerns about power, survival, com-
petition, and, in Cold War parlance, security. Anders 
Stephanson has noted that, in line with realist thinking, 
security removes ideology and class as explanations of, 
and infl uences on, foreign policy. In addition, there are 
vital questions to ask about security, in terms of  for 
whom it exists and for what purpose. In the West, does 
it mean security for elite groups in the US, security 
for the Western hemisphere or security for American 
capitalism and its foreign markets? Emily Rosenberg 
has questioned the very meaning of  ‘national secu-
rity’, as it is itself  a product of  the Cold War, and its 
increasingly broad usage can serve the needs of  ‘advo-
cates of  almost everything and anything’. Randall and 
Woods defi ne it as ‘the relation between domestic and 
foreign elements aff ecting a country’s safety and to in-
clude the social, economic, political and military con-
siderations that infl uence strategy’. The implication 
is that external policy is geared to securing all aspects 
of  social, economic, and political life on the basis of  
resisting threats to values or interest groups as well as 
threats to territory and physical safety. Such ideas pre-
pare the ground for conceptions of  common national 
interests in the face of  external powers who may not 
pose a direct military threat, but who do represent an 
ideological danger, particularly to elite groups on both 
sides of  the Iron Curtain. 

 More generally, the attempts to build a Cold War 
consensus on ‘national security’ issues sidestep the ideo-
logical and domestic confl icts which were central to the 
Cold War’s origins and nature. They serve the  realist 
cause by disconnecting foreign policy from domestic 
 issues and by emphasizing state/national concerns 
about security and military power. Finally, such ideas 
disguise  descriptions  of  Cold War thinking and strategies 
to win the confl ict (building a domestic consensus on 
resisting the ‘other’ by portraying it as a military threat) 
as   explanations  of  the Cold War. As Emily Rosenberg 
notes, some historians make the same ‘discursive turn 
that Cold War policy-makers themselves made: confl at-
ing a wide variety of  contexts and complexities into a 
symbolically powerful but increasingly diff use phrase—
national security.’ The subordination of  internal forces, 
in the sense that their dynamics are not of  signifi cance 
in determining, as opposed to justifying foreign policy, 
is a key feature of  realist and orthodox accounts of  the 
Cold War’s origins and nature. 

 Other historians have rejected the basic national 
security approach and the idea of  a bipolar systemic 
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 analysis as central to a Cold War dominated by issues 
of  power and security. Anders Stephanson has chal-
lenged the idea that the Cold War was essentially sys-
temic in nature. The concept of  a bipolar world from 
1945 to the collapse of  the Soviet Union dictated by 
a relative equilibrium of  forces is, in his view, erro-
neous. It ignores the distinctive time periods, which 
refl ect the changing character of  the Cold War and 
the shifting nature of  the threat to the internal social 
and economic order, particularly in Europe. Thus the 
elimination of  dissidents within the Soviet bloc and the 
McCarthyist persecution within the US cannot ‘be re-
duced in origins and development, to geopolitics and 
strategy’.   1    Nor can determined eff orts to overthrow 
governments throughout the world be explained 
solely in terms of  strategy or economic resources. 

 Ideology thus becomes an important element in the 
Cold War, but in ways which are more complex than 
most Cold War accounts assume. In orthodox terms, 
and as seen by some policy-makers at the time, the 
ideology of  Soviet communism promoted worldwide 
revolution which in foreign policy terms became a 
quest for Soviet world domination. More sophisticated 
explanations look at the general ways in which ideas are 
employed by elites to serve domestic political purposes. 
In more specifi c Cold War terms, this means examining 
how ideology, linked to foreign policy success or failure, 
can have a damaging impact on the internal social and 
political order which maintains the privileged position 
of  elite groups. Thus, foreign policy goals refl ect elite 
ambitions in the form of  state preoccupations with 
power and expansion as linked to status rather than 
security. Domestic goals refl ect elite needs to preserve 
the socio-economic order that secures their own posi-
tion and ensures its acceptance through the portrayal 
of  ideological challenges as external threats. This pro-
vides a key to an understanding of  the early Cold War 
more as a political battle for domestic dominance than 
a military confl ict over national security. This is cer-
tainly how elites in Britain and America perceived it at 
the time, even if  the confl ict was, and still is, often justi-
fi ed in terms of  security and its military requirements. 

 There are, of  course, always connections between 
foreign economic policy, geopolitics, territorial security, 
and ideology in any analysis of  the Cold War. Those 
who question the alleged post-revisionist national secu-
rity consensus and the explanatory value of  ‘national 
security’ simply place more emphasis on economics 
and ideology. Or, in theoretical terms, they attach 
greater signifi cance to internal non-state actors, their 

connections with the state, and the linkages between 
domestic aff airs and foreign policy. Thus, corporatism 
is a post-revisionist approach which places less empha-
sis on power politics/security and more on the need 
to ensure the spread of  liberal capitalism as a means to 
secure a stable world order. In the model put forward 
by Michael Hogan, corporatism embodies capitalist 
cooperation between government, non-governmental 
organizations and business corporations in an attempt 
to establish a ‘corporative world order’. Thus, there 
was an economic need to rebuild Western Europe, 
which served private interests as well as produc-
ing overall benefi ts for the US economy. This need 
dovetailed with, and provided the basis for, maintain-
ing and preserving the socio-economic status quo in 
democratic capitalist states, which was under acute 
electoral threat in Western Europe in the immediate 
post-war years. It also complemented a broader global 
strategy of  building a new economic world order on 
the expansion of  multilateral trade, which required 
the reconstruction of  Western Europe and the elimi-
nation of  imperial and communist economic blocs. 

 For those post-revisionists concerned with the re-
lations between public and private interests, and be-
tween foreign economic policy and military strategy, 
alleged external threats served more to justify than to 
explain policies linked to the domestic needs of  the 
state and the position of  its ruling elites. It seems that 
the Cold War developed when there was a conjunc-
tion of  external and internal threats to the stability of  
capitalist states and their communist rivals, which had 
not existed to the same extent in the inter-war years. In 
Western Europe, the experiences of  the Second World 
War produced more awareness of  class divisions and 
privilege from which the Left gained new strength. 
Signifi cant social reform, as predicted by appeasers 
like Neville Chamberlain, was now unavoidable, but 
post-war economic diffi  culties might open the door to 
more radical challenges to the capitalist status quo. In 
the East, the Soviet regime had been weakened by the 
destruction of  the Second World War, in which tradi-
tional ideas about the nation had again proved more 
powerful than the ideology of  communism in rally-
ing the people. Consideration of  these issues and their 
links to foreign policy is important if  the nature of  the 
early Cold War is to be fully understood. 

 More diffi  cult to determine is the degree of  respon-
sibility for the Cold War, given the extent to which ex-
planations of  the confl ict have been put forward as part 
of  the strategy of  fi ghting and winning the Cold War, 
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 rather than as determinants of  policy or as analyses of  
the nature of  the struggle. In this situation where all 
governments were involved in overt and covert propa-
ganda campaigns, often aimed primarily at their own 
citizens, it is diffi  cult to disentangle the genuine per-
ceptions of  policy-makers from the perceptions they 
wanted the public to have in order to succeed in their 
various Cold War aims. How far, for example, did the 
military measures adopted refl ect genuine fears of  at-
tack or how far were they put forward in order to unite 
domestic opinion against an ideological and political 
challenge to elite values and interests? 

 Attempts to allocate blame by portraying the poli-
cies of  one state as essentially free from the desire to 
maintain and expand power, and as geared only to 
countering the aggressive intentions of  others, are not 
convincing. Far better to start from the position that 
all major states sought to expand their power and in-
fl uence in proactive as well as reactive ways, for what-
ever combination of  reasons. The Cold War was not 
essentially a reaction by one side to the actions of  the 
other; its origins need explaining in terms of  confl ict-
ing ambitions and the diff ering perceptions of  what 
kind of  post-war order was necessary to reconcile 
such ambitions and interests with order and stability. 
In addition, foreign policy in the immediate post-war 
years has to be connected to the dynamics of  internal 
and external socio-economic relations. The issue then 
becomes how the external quest for power and the 
internal attempt to preserve the social and economic 
status quo, combined to produce a unique Cold War 
era in international relations. In other words, how and 
why did the desires for two very diff erent domestic 
political and economic orders prove internationally 
irreconcilable. In this context, aims and perceptions 
have to be explained and these historical details linked 
to broader theories locating the Cold War, within an 
interpretative international relations framework.     

 The Causes and Nature of the Early 
Cold War      

 The Power Political Issue of 
Confrontation replacing Cooperation   

 The fi rst stage of  any eff ort to explain why three great 
victorious powers (all initially committed to the main-
tenance of  cooperation in order to prevent a future 
global confl ict) embarked on the Cold War, is to defi ne 

the diff erent stages by which attempts at cooperation 
and compromise were replaced by confrontation and 
confl ict. These stages are vital to any understanding 
of  how and why the determination to ensure that 
recently defeated enemies should never again have 
the power to disturb world peace was replaced by an 
equal determination, on the part of  one bloc, to re-
build them in opposition to a former ally. In essence, 
the prime commitment to cooperation was replaced 
in the fi rst three months of  1946 (although the British 
had reached this stage by September 1945) by an em-
phasis on confrontation, followed by the defi nition of  
requirements which had to be accepted by the other 
parties if  continued cooperation were to succeed. 

 Initially, in 1945, power politics dominated the disa-
greements, but ideology became increasingly more 
evident in the development of  the confl ict in 1946 
and 1947. By the beginning of  1948 confrontation and 
hostility was accepted and a new phase of  Cold War 
confl ict began. Yet both sides still justifi ed actions and 
policies directed against ideological enemies in terms 
of  traditional interstate threats and challenges (geopo-
litical or geostrategic).     

 The Second World War’s Impact   

 The world from which the Cold War was born was 
one in which popular expectations of  social reform 
and international cooperation were high in the wake 
of  the Second World War. Leaders in the allied states 
doubted whether such goals could be easily fulfi lled, 
partly because of  the enormous diffi  culties of  eco-
nomic reconstruction and the failure to fashion a 
peaceful world order in 1919. Moreover, there was no 
consensus as to how international peace and stability 
could best be preserved. In addition, the lessons of  the 
past and the needs of  the present were seen diff erently 
in the Soviet Union, Western Europe and the US. In 
part, these diff erences can be explained by short-term 
self-interest, particularly in those countries which 
had suff ered most from the war. In terms of  insecu-
rity and potential threats, it is necessary to consider 
the contrasting impact of  the war on the allies. The 
Soviet Union suff ered enormous economic losses. Its 
industries were moved eastwards and its population 
was reduced by up to 29 million in a war of  exter-
mination on the Eastern European front. Britain too 
was weakened economically, although it had neither 
the huge armed forces nor the massive problems of  
reconstruction which characterized the Soviet Union 
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 in 1945. The Soviet Union was desperate for economic 
aid and the British, eager to regain great power status, 
were determined not to sacrifi ce the short-term needs 
of  recovery for the sake of  free trade and international 
economic cooperation. Only the US could wield for-
midable military and economic strength and this has 
to be considered in any objective assessment of  ten-
sions stemming from supposed concerns about power 
and threats to security.     

 Reconciling Vital Interests and 
Idealistic Rhetoric   

 However, rather than so-called national security prob-
lems it was the failure to reconcile the maintenance of  
expanding vital interests with the preservation of  the 
vital interests of  others that was the initial source of  
disagreement and tension in 1945. The Soviet Union 
certainly had the greater territorial ambitions, but 

   Post-Revisionism and the Geopolitics/
Revisionist Debate on the Origins of the 
Cold War    

 Those post-revisionist writers who reject the orthodox idea 

that American policy was essentially reacting to Soviet actions 

also reject the revisionist idea that American policy was 

deliberately geared to confronting the Soviets. Instead, they 

have sought to focus on factors such as geopolitics, cultural 

traits, and elite perceptions, on psychology, bureaucratic politics, 

security requirements, misunderstandings, and misperceptions, 

none of which are mutually exclusive. 

  Geopolitics . At its most basic level this view is linked to the 

pre-1917 development of two great land-based empires in 

Eurasia and the western hemisphere. Inevitably, these two 

exploitative land-based systems would come into confl ict. 

Another explanation, based on the post-1945 period is the 

clash of three imperial powers seeking to expand their 

infl uence, who were unable to agree on a cooperative strategy 

for so doing. Thus, ideology is largely removed from the 

analytical framework and issues of power and security are, in 

the realist tradition, central to the confl ict. However, the 

diff erent geopolitical situations of the great powers and the 

diff erent traditions and socio-economic systems provided 

diff erent perspectives on ‘security’. 

  Security . The emphasis many writers place on ‘security’ (or, in 

the US after 1947, ‘national security’) often fails to distinguish 

between security and imperial requirements. In the Soviet case 

territorial vulnerability, the fear of another war of 

extermination, and more twentieth-century attacks from the 

West were undoubtedly real, but whether they justifi ed the 

kind of repressive measures taken against the Soviet population 

and the peoples of Eastern and Central Europe is more 

questionable. In the US, ‘national security’ clearly came to 

involve factors other than military power and territorial 

defence. Even if the extension of a Soviet-controlled Eurasian 

empire constituted a threat to the US, did it justify the 

acquisition of a vast array of military bases and the 

determination to project a ‘preponderance’ of power? The US 

drive for ‘security’ on a global basis ironically ignored the more 

limited Soviet security/imperial requirements, largely confi ned 

to areas neighbouring the Soviet Union, and emphasized the 

universal, revolutionary rhetoric of Marxism-Leninism. Was this 

a misperception or a calculated strategy to protect state and 

elite interests? 

 In the West the most commonly used Cold War terms are 

‘national security’ and ‘containment’ with threats to the former 

from an expansionist Soviet Union allegedly leading to the latter. 

The importance of both terms as explanations of the Cold War 

have recently been questioned. National security has become so 

broad in its usage that it can be used to justify virtually any 

internal or external policies pursued by the US government, 

whether related to national or sectional interests. Moreover, its 

emphasis on the Soviet threat excludes many of the economic 

and social requirements of elite groups whose interests were 

most threatened by left-wing ideologies in the West or by 

opposition to communism in the East. Thus, two questions arise. 

How important were the infl uences of internal economic and 

political factors in producing external policy in the US and the 

Soviet Union, and were the alleged requirements of security 

policy, defi ned in terms of military power and inter-state 

struggles for infl uence, justifi ed as defensive measures prompted 

by genuine fears? Barton Bernstein has argued that to use 

national security as an explanation of the Cold War makes more 

sense in relation to Soviet policy than it does to that of the US. 

Indeed, given the relative geopolitical positions of the two 

powers it is the US that has historically been secure and the 

Soviet Union that has been vulnerable. Moreover, given the 

ability of the US to project all forms of military power in 1945 

(including the only nuclear weapons), and the superior 

American economic strength, it does seem odd that the quest 

for national security has been attributed more to the US than to 

a Soviets. After all, the Soviet state had been subjected to three 

twentieth-century invasions, and has suff ered from human and 

economic devastation on an almost unimaginable scale and 

initially lacked atomic weapons.  
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 tensions also stemmed from the failure to imple-
ment the new principles of  international political and 
economic cooperation which were expounded most 
forcefully in the US. In the 1940s the principle of  mutu-
ally benefi cial international goals proclaimed by many 
American policy-makers did not square with their own 
practices let alone gain universal acceptance. Despite 
much American rhetoric, idealism did not override 
American self-interest, even though it became an im-
portant element in US domestic politics.  

 The Cold War may, therefore, have been born out 
of  the failure by both sides to reconcile old practices 
with new principles. The West needed to proclaim the 
end of  power politics, but if  such policies were still pur-
sued, such hypocrisy had to be concealed from domes-
tic opinion for political reasons. One way to do this was 
to attack Soviet power political ambitions in Europe 
while pretending that Britain and the US had no such 
goals in the Middle East or the Pacifi c. Thus, even if  
an imperialist deal with the Soviet Union, based on 
vital interests, had been acceptable on a global basis to 
Stalin, it would not have been acceptable in the West.     

 Ideology and Legitimate Expansion   

 Such explanations of  the Cold War have never satisfi ed 
most historians in the West. For them, conceptions of  
competing national interests, of  confl icting rhetoric 
and practice, of  equally crusading ideologies, or dif-
ferent understandings of  democracy and security are 
less important than the allegedly in-built motivation 
of  a communist state assuming the mantle of  a tra-
ditional imperialist power. They do not see post-war 
leaders having to reconcile competing power politi-
cal ambitions—Soviet control of  Eastern Europe, the 
maintenance and extension of  exclusive British infl u-
ence in the Middle East, or the acquisition of  new US 
bases and control of  Japan to ensure domination of  
the Pacifi c—but rather as facing the same situation 
as in the 1930s. Then the issue was not how to rec-
oncile great power diff erences, but whether it would 
have been better to resist an inherently expansionist 
German power sooner rather than later. Viewed from 
this perspective, the Cold War could be attributed to 
the West’s lack of  realization that Stalin had unlim-
ited ambitions, albeit with no timetable for achieving 
them, and its consequent failure to confront the Soviet 
dictator soon enough.   2    

 Fundamental to these explanations is the belief  
that Western ambitions were legitimate and limited 

whereas, because of  the ideological and repressive na-
ture of  the Soviet regime, its ambitions were neither. 
While there can be no doubt that the Soviets did have 
imperialist ambitions after 1945, the question is the ex-
tent to which, in foreign policy terms, they were fun-
damentally diff erent from those that Britain and the US 
saw as essential to their post-war roles as great pow-
ers. To portray them in terms of  an unlimited drive for 
global domination by Moscow means excluding the 
possibility that some (such as the demand for a trus-
teeship in Tripolitania in north Africa) may have been 
put forward in order to win acceptance of  limited gains 
elsewhere, in areas more important to the Soviets. It 
also means ignoring the substantial evidence that Sta-
lin, like his Western counterparts, and unlike Hitler, 
was not only extremely cautious but initially commit-
ted to the maintenance of  great power cooperation 
and the concessions this would require. So, he was 
prepared to compromise over the nature of  the United 
Nations (UN) and to accept the position of  Greece as 
lying in the Western sphere of  infl uence. And the main 
motivation for this cooperation was the self-interested 
need to prevent the revival of  a strong Germany. More 
importantly it means accepting that the US did not 
have a crusading ideology whose aim was to shape 
the world in ways which would reconcile ideological 
principles with the expansion and success of  American 
political and economic interests. Given the substan-
tial, detailed evidence of  the specifi c ways in which 
American post-war planners intended to create a world 
dominated by US values and interests, and while there 
is as yet no evidence of  similar Soviet planning, the idea 
of  a one-sided Soviet eff ort to gear a crusading ideol-
ogy to world domination remains diffi  cult to swallow.     

 Regional or Global Origins of 
the Cold War   

 Those who take the line of  unlimited Soviet ambitions, 
which forced the West to confront Stalin, tend to focus 
more on European issues and on the aims of  the Soviet 
Union and the US within a new bipolar framework. For 
some, Britain and France allegedly played subordinate 
roles to the dominant forces of  Soviet–American ri-
valry, roots of  which have been traced back before the 
1917 revolution. In this clash between the two land-
based empires of  the Western hemisphere and Eurasia, 
European problems served to arouse or exacerbate 
Soviet–American disagreements. It was in Europe that 
the Soviet Union carried out its most repressive and 
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 exploitative acts, in defi ance of  the Yalta agreements 
on Liberated Europe, which sought broadly based 
provisional governments and free elections. This focus 
on Eastern Europe has normally been accompanied 
by an ideological condemnation of  the ruthless and 
undemocratic nature of  Soviet power. In emphasizing 
European developments, historians have ensured that 
areas of  vital interest to the Soviet Union became the 
centre of  attention. The post-war aims and ambitions 
of  Britain and the US in areas of  vital interest to them 
(the Middle East and Pacifi c, for example) receive rela-
tively less attention and the imperialist mantle of  re-
pression is placed squarely and solely on the Soviets. A 
full understanding of  the Cold War’s origins requires 
a closer examination of  the Middle East and Pacifi c 
regions and the interaction between great power goals 
outside Europe and the Soviet attempts to maintain 
and strengthen their control within it. 

 The eff orts of  the Western powers to preserve areas 
of  exclusive infl uence outside Europe may have been 
seen by Soviet leaders as comparable to their determi-
nation to have an exclusive sphere of  infl uence over the 
territories adjoining the Soviet Union. We can be more 
certain that while many Americans, then and in subse-
quent historical accounts, have seen Soviet imperialism 
as part of  an ideological crusade for global domina-
tion, their Soviet counterparts have seen US power and 
ideology in precisely the same light. Messages from 
the Soviet embassy in Washington in 1946–7, portrayed 
America as keen to ensure global domination based on 
a crusading capitalist ideology and economic hegem-
ony. In addition, it was believed that the Americans 
were even prepared to embark on global war to bring 
it about. These perceptions, an almost mirror image 
of  the threat presented by the other superpower, had 
clearly developed by 1947 despite the perceived inter-
ests of  both sides in maintaining cooperation. The 
most plausible power political explanation of  the Cold 
War lies in the failure to reconcile great power impe-
rialist goals,  in areas outside Europe as well as within it . 
The implications of  this failure became more serious 
because of  ideological concerns and the possible chal-
lenges to the domestic status quo that all elites faced in 
the wake of  the Second World War’s upheavals.     

 The Early Cold War’s Portrayal and its 
Domestic Factors   

 Both sides faced a situation which was unique in the 
previous history of  international relations since the 

French Revolution. Internal opposition threatened 
the socio-economic dominance of  European ruling 
elites through a political ideology with mass appeal, 
which was more dangerous because it was backed by 
a powerful state. In the East, Stalin could contem-
plate, in the light of  invasion and external interven-
tion in the Russian Civil War, the threat presented 
by capitalist powers hostile to communism or the 
Soviet Union or both. External enemies could unite 
national sentiments and pre-empt opposition to op-
pression more eff ectively if  they were presented as 
military and territorial threats. In the West, commu-
nism was now linked to the victorious and most pow-
erful continental European state that was prepared 
to confront the Western Allies with its own impe-
rial demands. It was now a more potent ideological 
threat because of  the post-1941 increase in support 
for the Left in much of  Western Europe, which was 
driven by its important role in resistance movements 
and by the increased demand for signifi cant social re-
form. Again, it was far safer to present this as a mili-
tary danger to the nation than an ideological threat 
to elites even if  it meant transforming wartime 
friends into post-war enemies. The military focus, 
portrayed in terms of  containing a military or impe-
rialist threat, has been subsequently emphasized but 
the problems and challenges of  reconstruction and 
the preservation of  the political and economic status 
quo were now even more important in defi ning the 
developing Cold War.   3         

 Defi ning US Policy   

 Territorial security was much less of  a direct con-
cern for American policy-makers. The Soviets in 1945 
had no powerful surface fl eet to threaten US naval 
supremacy. American aims have been frequently ex-
plained in terms of  the invented concept of  ‘national 
security’ and in terms of  a defensive reaction defi ned 
as ‘containment’ which has been associated with the 
diplomat George Kennan. National security came to 
encompass much more than the need to defend the 
boundaries or home waters of  the state and has been 
used to explain US policy in terms of  the geopolitical 
and strategic nature of  the Soviet threat. Based on the 
fear, as in the Second World War, of  one single power 
dominating the European land mass, the possibility 
of  a hostile power dominating Eurasia was allegedly 
a much bigger threat to US national security than the 
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 prospect of  a German-dominated Europe. Cold War 
hostilities are then explained in terms, not of  a failure 
of  three powers to accept a new power political world 
order, but of  America containing Soviet expansion-
ism to preserve national security. Thus, economic and 
ideological factors are reduced in importance which is 
diffi  cult to justify in 1947.      

 Acceptance of an Ideological 
Cold War   

 By the end of  1947 imperial ambitions and geopolitical 
rivalries were accompanied by a greater sense of  ideo-
logical diff erences, which refl ected genuine fears about 
domestic stability and the nature of  the international 

economic order. If  the period prior to the fi rst quarter 
of  1946 was dominated by the desire for cooperation, 
but with growing tension that resulted from the fail-
ure to reconcile or compromise over imperial rivalries, 
1946 and especially 1947 were dominated by ideologi-
cal confrontation. This led to the real onset of  Cold 
War by the beginning of  1948. 

 In early 1947, tensions increased, with the  Truman 
Doctrine in March, and the economic problems 
brought by the winter hardships in many parts of  
Europe. The Truman Doctrine, by promising aid to 
Turkey, as well as Greece, was an early indication that, 
if  it was a question of  preventing the spread of  com-
munism, then Washington was willing to deal with 
authoritarian states. However, it was the Marshall 
Plan, launched in June, that subordinated rhetoric to 

   The Debate on the Role of Ideology and 
Perceptions on the Origins of the Cold War    

 Ideology has generally fi gured in the debate on the Cold War in 

terms of policy-makers assessing its infl uence on the policies of 

the opponent. Communism was perceived as innately hostile to 

capitalism just as the contradictions of capitalism were deemed 

in Moscow to produce war and confl ict. Were these the most 

important infl uences of ideology or did ideology play a diff erent 

role in the origins of the Cold War? And was ideology linked to 

misperception rather than misrepresentation. 

  Perception and Misperception . The importance of 

misperceiving the aims of the opponent and particularly of 

misperceiving ideology’s infl uence on policy has featured 

strongly in the accounts of those post-revisionists who believe 

the Cold War could have been avoided. For such authors the 

US view of Marxism-Leninism producing policies aimed at world 

domination misperceives the role of Soviet ideology and ignores 

such factors as diff erences within Soviet political elites and the 

historical traditions which shaped Russia’s geopolitical fears and 

ambitions. The Soviet analysis of capitalist contradictions 

exaggerates the inevitability of US actions and ignores the 

various infl uences on US policy decisions. It also distorts the 

relations of capitalist powers by assuming rivalries and divisions 

arising from the contradictions of capitalism. Ideology is 

therefore connected to misperceptions of its infl uence on the 

foreign policy of the other, but it is normally assumed that as 

only the Soviets had a crusading ideology the issue is the impact 

of communism on foreign policy and US (mis)perceptions of 

this. In the West the unstated assumption has been that liberal, 

democratic, free-market capitalism is not a crusading ideology 

or an ideological determinant of foreign policy. The focus is 

therefore on how the ideology of communism infl uences (mis)

perceptions of Soviet foreign policy rather than on how the 

West’s own ideology infl uences (mis)perceptions of Soviet 

foreign policy. Moreover, such assessments ignore the ideological 

infl uences which shaped US and Soviet elites’ perceptions of the 

role their own state was to play and the extent to which these 

infl uenced (mis)perceptions or misrepresentations of the 

other’s policies and actions. Ideology may well be most 

important in producing a particular conception of the kind of 

world role the perceiver’s own state should play. This, in turn, 

produces a perception of what is required from the other and 

when the other fails to play the required role ideology can serve 

as an explanation for this. Few studies have looked at the 

possible impact of a Western crusading ideology and the links to 

Western policy or on Soviet (mis)perceptions of this. 

Perceptions of one’s own role may determine expectations of 

the other’s role and the actions or ideology of the other may 

not shape perceptions of the other’s policy as much as 

considerations of one’s own world role with its ideological 

justifi cations. Hence the importance of each side’s crusading 

ideology and its ideological relationship to foreign policy and the 

real world may be linked more to Cold War misrepresentations 

than misperceptions. Moreover, these misrepresentations may 

have formed a vital part of a coordinated propaganda campaign 

to persuade the masses that the Cold War was more to do with 

power and military capabilities than it was to do with ideology. In 

the West, ideology is thus relegated to the simple question of 

freedom versus tyranny posed in political terms, with the 

fundamental nature of the social and economic order played 

down and divorced from the Cold War.  
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 the economic reality of  whether capitalism or com-
munism could survive in Europe. The Soviets saw 
in the Marshall Plan an economic threat to commu-
nist ideology and to their need to dominate Eastern 
Europe. In reality, the Americans were initially more 
concerned with keeping Western Europe within the 
democratic camp, while serving the interests of  the 
US economy, than with attracting the countries of  
Eastern Europe into an American economic bloc. By 
alleviating the economic diffi  culties that could have 
been portrayed as the failure of  democratic capital-
ism, the spread of  communism in Western Europe 
could be prevented. But by including Eastern Europe 
in the off er of  benefi ts to those prepared to accept the 
expansion of  non-discriminatory trade and economic 
integration, Soviet fears were heightened. Therefore, 
the Marshall Plan signalled the creation of  a divided 
Europe in which the consolidation of  confrontational 
capitalist and communist blocs became a priority on 
both sides.     

 The German Problem   

 The confrontation which developed during 1947 was 
formalized by the failure of  the Council of  Foreign 
Ministers, meeting in London in December, to reach 
agreement on the German peace treaty. The more 
that suspicion and confrontation developed in 1945–7, 

the more diffi  cult it became to reach a decision on the 
future of  Germany. As past German actions and fu-
ture military potential were considered in an atmos-
phere of  confrontation both sides came to realize that 
a divided Germany off ered the safest bet. The risk of  
a revived, united Germany allying with the opposing 
bloc was too great. Germany had too much potential, 
in terms of  its industrial strength, large population, 
and central geographical position in Europe, to be 
left to the other side. However, there were economic 
diffi  culties inherent in a divided Germany that was 
unable to use its agricultural surpluses in the East 
to provide for the industrial population in the West. 
To avoid expenditure on foreign exchange, it was 
inevitable that the British and the Americans would 
support the revival of  West German industry and at-
tempt to limit the Soviet desire for reparations. Thus 
a combination of  power political concerns and the 
economic needs of  reconstruction placed Germany 
at the centre of  the confrontation. However, because 
the fi nal breakdown of  the attempts to fi nd an accept-
able German solution did not occur until the end of  
1947, it is hard to ascribe a causal role to the German 
question in the origins, as opposed to the develop-
ment, of  the Cold War. This is all the more signifi cant 
when it is realized that initially there was a general 
assumption that self-interest in preventing the re-
vival of  Germany would facilitate agreement. At the 
same time, the economic diffi  culties and potential 

   Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin (1879–1953)    

 Born in Gori, Georgia, Joseph Djugashvili, who later adopted the 

name Stalin, joined the Social Democratic Party in 1898 and the 

Bolsheviks in 1903. He founded  Pravda  in 1911 and was the 

Bolshevik leader in the Duma until exiled to Siberia in 1913. On 

his return after the October revolution of 1917 he became 

Commissar for Nationalities and General Secretary of the 

Communist Party in 1922 a position he held until his death. It 

was this position and the patronage it provided that enabled him 

to succeed Lenin as Chairman of the Politburo on Lenin’s death 

in 1924. Stalin then changed his ideological stance in order to 

defeat all his rivals, including Trotsky, and become the all-

powerful leader of the party and the government in 1927. At 

enormous human cost, Stalin embarked on the modernization 

of the Soviet Union transforming it into a major industrial power 

by the Second World War. Millions died in the process with the 

collectivization of agriculture and the ineffi  cient expropriation 

of rural surpluses for urban development. Stalin also moved to 

eliminate all potential rivals within the party and the military 

through show trials, and he created a regime of fear and terror 

in which families and neighbours were prepared to denounce 

each other to the secret police. In 1939 in a futile attempt to 

ward off  an attack by Hitler and to secure territory in Poland he 

signed an agreement with the Nazi leader. Reluctant to accept 

he had been duped when the Germans attacked in 1941, Stalin 

then embarked on a brutal war of survival in which millions died 

because of the extermination policies of the invaders or 

because of the sacrifi ces demanded by Stalin. After the war, he 

secured Soviet predominance in much of Eastern Europe, 

developed atomic weapons and encouraged a ‘personality cult’ 

around himself. Preferring to work and hold meetings at night, 

he continued as the undisputed, but highly suspicious head of a 

brutal and tyrannical regime until his death from a stroke in 

March 1953.  
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 sacrifi ces created further antagonism and made it 
more likely that German industry would have to be 
rebuilt, which in turn would create further insecu-
rity. The Berlin crisis of  1948–9 was born in this con-
text. It was a crisis which is often deemed to herald 
the birth of  the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) and another phase in the Cold War where 
the preparations for military confl ict loomed much 
larger. However, this depends on the type of  analysis 
of  the Cold War, and in particular of  the nature of  its 
development, that is adopted.      

 The Myth of Containment?   

 In the West the early Cold War has been described 
and justifi ed in terms of  the development of  ‘con-
tainment’, on which Western strategy was allegedly 
based. However, there are a number of  basic prob-
lems associated with this idea, particularly regarding 
the stages through which Western policies passed. 
A frequently encountered sketch of  these develop-
ments, before and after 1947, is that in Europe a more 
or less expansionist and militaristic Soviet Union was 
eager to increase the pressure on the free world. This 
was allegedly indicated by the expansionist takeover 
of  Eastern Europe, the 1947 actions of  Western com-
munist parties in calling widespread strikes, and by the 
dangerous 1948–9 Berlin Blockade, which necessitated 
a fi rm Western response. Thus, the militarization of  
containment, through the creation of  a military al-
liance, NATO, was required to deter an aggressive 
Soviet attack on Western Europe. Then, in 1949 the 
focus of  the Cold War allegedly moved to Asia, with 
the success of  the communists in seizing power in 
China and the growing left-wing insurgencies in Indo-
China, and Malaya. As the Americans began to con-
sider these new challenges in the spring of  1950 with 
the production of  a lengthy National Security Council 
Memorandum (NSC 68), the communist threat culmi-
nated in armed aggression in Korea. The Korean War 
of  1950–3 allegedly produced further modifi cations of  
containment. Not only did the war serve to prove the 
aggressive intentions of  the Soviet Union, it signifi ed 
that the Cold War had become a global confl ict with 
an active military dimension that required rearma-
ment on a gigantic scale. Most notably it required the 
arming of  the recent German enemy to contain Soviet 
expansionism and ensure the defence of  freedom in 
Western Europe. 

 The fi rst problem with such a scenario is that the 
Soviets had in fact not expanded into areas outside 
their control after 1945. They simply kept control of  
the areas occupied during the war, while attempting 
expansion at the expense of  Turkey and Iran in 1945–6. 
They drew back there out of  fear of  provoking hos-
tilities with America, but Soviet ambitions justifi ably 
aroused mistrust in the West. Second, there is the 
issue of  whether US policy by 1948 can accurately be 
described as one of  containment. Of  course, in order 
to defeat an enemy one would need to adopt an ini-
tial strategy of  containment before a more aggressive 
strategy could be implemented. And, preventing the 
spread of  Soviet control or infl uence from areas like 
Western Europe, to which the US attached particular 
signifi cance, was an important consideration in 1946 
and 1947. 

 However, from the end of  1947 the US also aimed 
at the destruction of  the Soviet satellite empire in 
Eastern Europe, not simply at containing it. Indeed, 
the crusading American ideology had no place for the 
existence of  communism, and Kennan himself, despite 
being labelled as the architect of  containment, had 
not envisaged long-term coexistence with the Soviet 
Union. Thus, as the Soviets directed communists in 
Western Europe to undermine bourgeois govern-
ments there, so Washington began its campaign, not 
just to contain communism, but to weaken the Soviet 
hold on Eastern Europe. New agencies were created 
within the US government, beginning with the Offi  ce 
of  Policy Coordination, whose aim was to prepare for 
undermining the Soviet system by weakening Soviet 
control over its satellites in Eastern Europe. It was al-
ready not just a question of  containing Soviet power 
but reducing it. Most activities of  American agencies 
within Eastern Europe generally remain classifi ed 
but they were the other side of  the 1948 coin of  as-
sisting Western Europe. The strategy was more than 
just containment and refl ected Kennan’s earlier beliefs 
that coexistence between capitalism and communism 
was impossible: one or the other must be destroyed. 
We do not know so much about the aggressive aims 
of  the Soviets in destabilizing the democratic capi-
talist world, but in Marxist doctrine the existence of  
bourgeois governments can be accepted as part of  the 
ultimate transition to communism. Yet it seems more 
accurate to portray the Cold War in 1948, not in terms 
of  coexistence or containment, but as a determined ef-
fort by both sides to develop off ensive means of  weak-
ening the other in order to achieve outright victory, as 
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 in any military confl ict where coexistence is ruled out. 
The idea of  containment, then, serves more to indi-
cate how, during the Cold War, the means of  explain-
ing and fi ghting it were subordinated in the West to the 
need to justify it and to build support for the attempts 
to win it. More than an attempt to explain American 
policy and long-term strategy, the idea of  containment 
became a part of  the Cold War struggle itself.     

 Bloc Consolidation   

 Whatever the nature of  the two sides’ strategies in 
1948, there can be no doubt that one consequence was 
the attempt, in various ways, to consolidate infl uence 
or control over their respective blocs in Eastern and 
Western Europe. The Soviet Union began this process 
with a ruthless policy of  economic exploitation based 
on the extraction of  raw materials and machinery 
from Eastern Europe to serve the needs of  Soviet re-
construction. Whether Moscow’s infl uence was grad-
ually extended from an initial position in which Stalin 
was determined never to allow any communist par-
ties independence, or whether he was reacting more 
to growing concerns about Western policies, there 
can be no doubt of  the result. One by one, Romania, 
Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were, 
by 1948, denied the right to choose their own govern-
ments or even pursue their own form of  socialist de-
velopment. The fact that, in Yugoslavia, Marshal Tito 
was reluctantly allowed to develop his own form of  
communism only reinforced Stalin’s determination to 
clamp down on any deviation from Moscow’s control 
elsewhere in the region. As the attempts of  both sides 
to subvert the other began in earnest, control and in-
fl uence over the respective blocs became more impor-
tant for the future of  the European continent. 

 In the West, American infl uence and US domi-
nance of  the economic and political reconstruc-
tion of  Western Europe has been deemed ‘Empire 
by invitation’ or ‘Empire by inspiration’.   4    Certainly, 
there was a desire on the part of  European elites to 
achieve stability and reconstruction even if  it meant 
accepting American terms. Suppressing the Left was 
both a short- and long-term goal given its strength 
in much of  post-war Western Europe. At the same 
time short-term US assistance off ered the prospect 
of  eventually charting a more independent domestic 
and foreign policy course between raw, free-market 
American capitalism and the harsh and oppressive 

practices of  Soviet communism. In the event, by 1949 
the Western bloc was established voluntarily under 
US dominance as a permanent feature for the fore-
seeable future. More importantly, because the ideo-
logical competition was part of  a broader battle over 
the nature and success of  European economies and 
societies, Western European economic recovery was 
vital. It was fi rmly believed that such recovery was 
dependent not just on American aid to overcome the 
dollar gap but on a revived West German economy 
contributing to the recovery of  Western Europe as 
a whole. As in other areas there was a clear linkage 
between economic and political requirements. Fears 
of  an economically powerful Germany, which were 
widespread in Western Europe and generally under-
represented in Cold War historiography, meant that 
the incorporation of  Germany into a cohesive West-
ern bloc was essential as part of  a policy of  contain-
ment. Indeed, containment can be seen as a more 
accurate description of  the goals of  Western policy to 
Germany in 1948 than the goals of  Western policy to 
the Soviet Union.     

 The Cold War and European 
Integration   

 In 1948 the fi rst moves to closer European cooperation 
coincided with the implementation of  the Western 
European Recovery Program, talks on military alli-
ances, and the attempts of  both sides to undermine 
the opposing bloc. Like the process of  decoloniza-
tion, which was beginning to gather pace outside 
the European continent, European integration was 
linked to the dynamics of  the Cold War as well as to 
the prevention of  any further threat from Germany. 
Behind the process lay the vision of  integrationists 
like France’s Jean Monnet, who had a broad political 
agenda for the development of  European integration, 
as well as a narrower economic agenda defi ned by 
the national needs of  French recovery. Yet, Monnet’s 
political vision of  a more united Europe was always 
driven by the need to pursue Franco-German recon-
ciliation within a framework that limited Germany’s 
ability again on a path of  confrontational nationalism. 

 The debate over the goals and achievements of  
European economic cooperation and integration 
has focused on whether this meant abandoning or 
strengthening the nation state. On the one hand, in 
the eyes of  Alan Milward, the French in particular have 
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 been perceived as driven by nationalism and the pro-
cess of  integration interpreted as the salvation rather 
than the demise of  the nation state in Europe.   5    On the 
other hand, liberal institutionalists like Joseph Nye and 
Robert Keohane do not see the creation of  institutions 
like the European Coal and Steel Community as mere 
tools of  the nation state but as signifi cant in their own 
right and capable of  producing greater international 
cooperation. Similarly, functionalists, in the tradition 
of  David Mitrany and Ernst Haas, see European in-
tegration as promoting a transfer of  allegiance away 
from the nation state by European elites and then the 
mass of  the population. 

 In the early days of  integration, the minds of  both 
these groups were certainly focused more on the 
practical problems of  recovery and German contain-
ment than on changing the nature of  the interna-
tional system. By 1946, the idea of  a divided Germany 
had its attractions particularly for those in the West 
even though the Russians made a number of  pro-
posals for a neutral, but united Germany. The most 
famous of  these occurred in March 1952 and debate 
has subsequently raged over whether Stalin’s proposal 
was a serious one or one merely designed to prevent 
a rearmed Western Germany becoming a more im-
portant American partner. In a sense, some of  the ar-
guments are not mutually exclusive. On the one hand 
is the idea that Stalin was always driven by the idea 
of  creating a united but communist Germany which 
would form part of  the Eastern bloc. All his proposals 
for a united Germany therefore had that goal in mind, 
which was why it was important to prevent an eco-
nomically revived West Germany from being incorpo-
rated into the capitalist bloc. Thus, talking to Stalin 
on such matters was deemed to be disadvantageous 
to the West given Stalin’s allegedly spurious appeals 
to the German people that would only arouse sympa-
thy and undermine Western solidarity. On the other 
hand Stalin may have genuinely been seeking a settle-
ment, without aiming to dominate a united Germany, 
in ways which would bring greater German stability. 
It seems clear from Soviet sources that Stalin hoped 
to use the 12 March 1952 note as a means to thwart 
German disarmament, but that does not necessarily 
mean he was motivated by a quest for gain as opposed 
to genuine fears about a rearmed West Germany. In 
the latter case, he would be sharing the same fears as 
many in the West and his attempts to mitigate them 
were to be geared to modelling East Germany more 
on Soviet lines.     

 The Militarization of the Cold War    

 It was the Berlin Blockade that allegedly made a major 
contribution to the creation of  NATO. A strong re-
sponse to Soviet actions was seen as necessary by 
Western governments for the sake of  credibility, but 
explained and justifi ed in terms of  the risk of  war 
and the need to resist Soviet expansion. Here was the 
point, it is claimed, when the military dangers pre-
sented by the Soviet Union became clearer, presaging 
the limited warfare that the Soviets were to authorize 
in Korea two years later. Not normally mentioned are 
the fi rst American moves in 1948 in what was to be-
come a signifi cant campaign to undermine Soviet con-
trol over Eastern Europe. Nor is it often mentioned 
that military opinion in Britain and the US in 1948 
deemed it unlikely that the Soviets would deliberately 
start a major war. In other words, the US and British 
military believed that there was no immediate military 
threat to Western Europe (even if  it was always pos-
sible that war might start through some miscalcula-
tion). Their assessments were borne out by another 
example of  Stalin’s cautious nature and his fear of  a 
direct clash with the US, when the blockade was ter-
minated in humiliating circumstances in 1949. 

 The reasons for creating what became NATO were 
not primarily geared to hostile Soviet actions in Berlin 
nor to perceptions of  an imminent Soviet military at-
tack in Europe. In the West, while Soviet moves over 
Berlin were seen as increasing the risk of  war by mis-
calculation, NATO was essentially conceived to meet 
political not military threats and requirements. In-
deed, the military role for NATO in operational terms 
has always been subordinated to its political impor-
tance. The fear in 1948–9 was of  further communist 
political successes, and NATO’s creation was seen as a 
political boost to the morale of  the people of  Western 
Europe. Put another way, it was better to present the 
threat in military terms to encourage popular resist-
ance to left-wing ideologies expounded by political 
parties, some of  which were eff ectively dominated by 
a foreign power. NATO had little chance in the imme-
diate future of  providing a military defence of  Europe 
but its political impact could be considerable. Unlike 
the military, the public and academics would come to 
accept that the Soviets were geared to attacking West-
ern Europe, rather than spreading communism or in-
creasing Soviet power and infl uence peacefully. This 
deception was a vital part of  Cold War strategy in the 
West. It developed against a post-war background of  
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 what has been described as an exaggeration of  Soviet 
military strength in order to maximize the need for 
strong American armed forces.   6    

 In the Soviet Union the creation of  a confrontational 
military bloc also infl uenced the domestic aspects of  
Stalin’s Cold War strategy. Paranoid and insecure, im-
agining internal and external threats to his personal 
power, the Soviet leader, although he would have 
known from spies within the British government that 
NATO was not planning to attack the Soviets, could, 
as in the West, use an invented short-term military 
threat for domestic purposes. Imperialist spies could 
be linked to armed aggressors seeking to destroy 
the Soviet Union and thus provide the excuse for the 
brutal elimination of  political rivals and opponents 
alike. In a sense, by 1948–9 the three former allies were 
manipulating public perceptions of  the external world 
for domestic as well as foreign policy reasons, and the 
US and the Soviet Union were consolidating infl uence 
or control over their respective European spheres.     

 Empire, Decolonization, and 
the Impact of Colonialism   

 In 1948 when the Cold War began in earnest there 
were confl icts within the Asian possessions of  
Holland, Britain, and France, and in South Asia Britain 
had abandoned India and was about to concede inde-
pendence to Burma and Ceylon. European rule was 
on the retreat in an area where it had never recovered 
from military defeat in the Second World War and 
the consequent loss of  belief  in the innate superior-
ity of  the white man. The term ‘decolonization’, itself  
somewhat problematic, has thus been applied to the 
beginning of  a process which was to transform the 
world in the next twenty years by the creation of  a 
large number of  new states, and signify the decline of  
Europe in the post-war world. The impact of  decolo-
nization, or the end of  the European empires, aff ected 
the workings of  international organizations and had 
important implications for state formation, and for the 
relationship between political and economic freedom. 
The process was closely tied up with the development 
of  nationalist or anti-colonial movements, the specifi c 
cultures and ideologies of  the colonial powers, and the 
impact of  international developments, most notably 
the Cold War. 

 To provide an overall interpretation for develop-
ments, in such disparate countries as India, the Wind-
ward Islands, Algeria, Fiji, and Angola, is a diffi  cult task, 

as the circumstances in each former colony refl ected 
diff erences in everything from geography to the politi-
cal structures of  colonial rule. Moreover, the percep-
tions and policies of  the imperialists in the metropoles 
and the colonial capitals also refl ected diff erent ideas 
about the meaning of  empire and the nature of  colo-
nialism. These stemmed from, among other factors, 
European perceptions of  how colonies contributed 
to an imperial system that was designed to fulfi l an 
economic, strategic, cultural, or even symbolic role 
indicating international status and prestige. It was 
precisely because European colonies refl ected met-
ropolitan perceptions of  national roles as great world 
powers that the transformations during and after the 
Second World War helped produce the violent na-
ture of  the confl icts between colonial rulers and their 
subjects. Had the issue been simply the nature of  the 
administrative, judicial, or cooperative arrangements 
between parts of  Europe and large areas of  the non-
European world, then transferring power would not 
have been so burdened by such disputes. Nor would it 
have become so closely entwined with the developing 
Cold War if  the only issues were how best to control, 
infl uence, or be involved with some of  the poorest 
and most inhospitable places on the planet. 

 Central to the progress of  decolonization were a 
number of  interrelated factors, all infl uenced by the 
Second World War and the Cold War. They ranged 
from the crucial mobilization of  Asian and African 
political movements in opposition to colonial rule to 
the emotive attachment of  Europeans to their own 
perceptions of  superiority. For some in Britain this 
refl ected a concern for, and knowledge of, what is 
often referred to as the developing world, and came 
to be embodied in a sense of  duty or mission to pre-
pare what were perceived as more backward peoples 
for the modern world. For other policy-makers it 
refl ected a belief  in their country’s position within a 
global community that was defi ned in the same terms 
of  exclusiveness, status, and sense of  superiority that 
had characterized their upbringing in English pub-
lic schools and Oxbridge. Thus for some, by the late 
1930s it was desirable to transfer power as soon as the 
colonies were suffi  ciently developed politically, once 
progress had also been made in providing the neces-
sary infrastructure and social welfare. For others, 
even in the mid-1950s they found the very idea of  
independence, as opposed to self-government, hard 
to swallow. And in the case of  the mandated terri-
tory of  Togoland, some of  whose people were also 
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 inhabitants of  the Gold Coast, the thought of  uniting 
them in French territory was ruled out by the unbear-
able prospect of  part of  the British Empire being given 
to the French. The sense of  importance and prestige 
associated with Britain’s international role, in com-
parison with France, would be compromised by such 
actions whatever the situation in Africa. Hence, the 
governmental debates on colonial policy were infl u-
enced by international perceptions as well as by the 
demands of  the anti-colonial movements that grew in 
strength and number after 1945. 

 The historical debate on decolonization has de-
veloped within the tripartite framework of  national-
ist challenges to colonial rule, the European colonial 
policies which confronted them, and the international 
infl uences which all parties had to take into account. 
The rise of  what are generally deemed to be nation-
alist movements began in nineteenth-century India, 
but did not emerge in parts of  Black Africa until after 
the Second World War. Whether they were national-
ist in terms of  civic or ethnic nationalism is a matter 
of  debate. It is true that the Western-educated elites, 
who tended to dominate political movements in the 
colonies, sought to build popular mass-based parties 
in support of  independence. Yet some would argue 
that the lack of  a civic tradition in many African cul-
tures weakened any sense of  identifi cation with newly 
created states based on externally imposed bounda-
ries. Furthermore, while nationalist parties sought to 
transcend ethnic divisions and attract support on poli-
cies and issues, in both Africa and Asia, parties tended 
to divide on ethnic or religious grounds, particularly 
with the approach or attainment of  independence. 
This lack of  a civic or political culture has led some 
to conclude that nationalism in the era of  decoloniza-
tion constituted a set of  elite groups whose support-
ers were united by anti-colonialism, then divided by 
competition over who should wield power with the 
achievement of  independence. Others have seen the 
failure of  nationalist movements to create successful 
post-independence states as rooted in the allegedly di-
visive nature of  colonial rule and the corruption and 
weakness of  some African and Asian elites. The causes 
of  state instability may be primarily social and politi-
cal, with their internal roots in colonialism, or they 
may be primarily economic, with their roots in the na-
ture of  the developing world’s links with the interna-
tional economy. What is certain, however, is whatever 
the success of  nationalist or anti-colonial movements, 
the political freedom gained by decolonization was 

generally not matched by the gaining of  economic 
freedom. 

 Whether this was due to some form of  neocolo-
nialism is again a matter of  dispute, but a uniform 
analysis of  international capital’s development that 
supposedly produced neocolonial links of  depend-
ence is diffi  cult to reconcile with the diff erent eco-
nomic and political policies of  the various colonial 
powers. In political terms, Britain’s aims can be linked 
to the tradition of  granting independence to the white 
Dominions of  Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and 
South Africa. The British were certainly committed 
to eventual self-government for parts of  their colonial 
empire before the Second World War, but the crucial 
factor was its timing, and independence. The French 
and Portuguese, on the other hand, found such a 
concept anathema, and after the Second World War 
initially preferred a policy of  assimilation into the 
culture and political structure of  the metropolitan 
state. Thus, in the face of  indigenous opposition they 
argued that there were no longer any colonies or na-
tionalist movements. In the French case their overseas 
territories were portrayed as part of  the one and indi-
visible Fourth Republic with their inhabitants granted 
political rights according to the same principles as 
metropolitan French people. Such claims ignored 
the unstated premiss that on a constitutional and on 
an individual basis overseas French citizens and their 
territories would not achieve full political equality 
with their metropolitan counterparts. However, both 
France and Portugal claimed that all overseas citizens 
were part of  the metropolitan nation or on the way 
to being assimilated into it so there could be no in-
ternally inspired nationalism. Protests against colo-
nial rule were therefore seen as examples of  external 
forces at work, whether they be communist-inspired 
or a consequence of  American imperialism. This re-
mained the case for the period in question; it was only 
the British and the Dutch who were prepared to grant 
independence before 1953. 

 In economic terms, the benefi ts or burdens of  
colonialism remain as controversial as neocolonial-
ism. The fi rst Colonial Development Act, enacted by 
the British in 1929, was designed to provide outlets for 
the goods of  British fi rms hit by the Depression. How-
ever, by 1946 Britain, and especially France, began to 
provide funds aimed at assisting the colonies. In Over-
seas France this gave metropolitan producers with 
overpriced goods that were unable to compete on 
world markets privileged access to protected colonial 
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 markets. On the other hand, it could be argued that 
French colonial producers also benefi ted from pro-
duce prices which in the franc zone were fi xed above 
world market prices. Jacques Marseille has argued that 
the economics of  the French imperial trading bloc in-
fl uenced the process of  decolonization. As the French 
economy changed in the 1950s with the modernization 
of  French industry reducing the numbers of  small pro-
ducers dependent on the markets of  Overseas France, 
so the resistance to ending French rule was weakened. 

 Portugal also adopted a system of  imperial pref-
erence, which maintained close economic ties with 
its overseas possessions, and this trade was certainly 
important for the Portuguese economy. Moreover, in 
Portugal’s African colonies, where many Portuguese 
settlers sought to escape the high levels of  unemploy-
ment back home, as in French Algeria, racial tensions 
were high as white settlers competed with Black 
Africans for menial employment. The situation was 
made worse by the post-war continuation of  forced 
labour, which the British and French no longer used 
for such tasks as road-building. In Portuguese Africa 
exploitation was not to be mitigated by even minimal 
social and economic reforms until the 1960s. 

 In the rest of  colonial Africa development was more 
evident, but of  limited eff ect. The hopes of  the British 
Colonial Offi  ce, that economic measures could be 
taken to assist African producers in achieving higher 
and more stable prices for their tropical produce, were 
dashed by 1947. The demands of  the imperial state for 
post-war recovery centred on increased colonial pro-
duction, without any compensation in the form of  in-
creased imports of  consumer goods. The latter were 
in short supply as wartime industry in Britain strug-
gled to revert to peacetime production. The priority 
given to metropolitan consumers meant, at the very 
least, the short-term exploitation of  colonial produc-
ers in the interests of  overcoming the ‘dollar gap’ and 
assisting an ailing metropolitan economy. These pres-
sures were never fully removed in this period and the 
chances of  making a signifi cant impact in a vast con-
tinent lacking in infrastructure were always remote. 
Despite the acceptance by some policy-makers of  the 
principle of  colonial development for the colonies, it 
remained of  marginal importance both from the point 
of  view of  benefi ting the metropole and for producing 
signifi cant changes in the colonies. 

 Moreover, as the urgency of  economic require-
ments was reduced in the early 1950s, international 
pressures on colonial rule began to grow. They had 

been signifi cant in the 1930s when the British response 
to disturbances in some colonies, most notably in the 
West Indies and Palestine, was clearly infl uenced by 
the impending war. It was particularly important then 
to avoid deploying troops, not just for the obvious mili-
tary reasons but also to avoid international criticism of  
British colonialism, which would have been damaging 
to Britain’s international reputation at a crucial time. 
After 1939 international pressures came to be associ-
ated with the anti-colonialism of  Britain’s two main 
wartime allies, particularly the US. However, this 
American criticism was almost immediately reduced 
as the war ended, owing initially to the demand of  the 
American military for an extensive network of  over-
seas bases, particularly in the Pacifi c and East Asia. 

 With the establishment of  the United Nations and 
the infl uence of  its Latin American, Middle Eastern, 
and Asian members who had once been colonies, a 
new source of  international pressure for the end of  co-
lonial rule emerged by the 1950s. The developing anti-
colonialism in the United Nations had an important 
Cold War dimension in terms of  winning support for 
the West in the non-European world. This presented 
the US, which saw colonialism and its end as part of  
the East–West confl ict, with a number of  dilemmas. It 
was not simply a question of  avoiding NATO divisions 
which would jeopardize American strategic require-
ments. The broader Cold War dilemma stemmed 
from the disadvantages of  fi ghting a Cold War for free-
dom with large areas of  the Western world denied this 
right. The Soviets could point to the Western idea of  
freedom in the context of  formal subjugation making 
colonialism a serious handicap in the propaganda bat-
tle. It therefore appeared to make sense to terminate 
colonial rule as soon as possible. If  this did not happen, 
unrest would mount and the conditions would be ripe 
for communist exploitation even if  growing numbers 
of  colonial people did not look to the Soviets for sup-
port in their battle for independence. Unfortunately, if  
the European powers granted independence too soon, 
without adequate preparation, then the new states 
would be unstable and open to subversion if  they 
proved unable to provide law and order and a stable 
political environment. From a Western Cold War per-
spective, there were dangers in transferring power too 
soon as well as in delaying it. 

 In 1953, the US Secretary of  State, John Foster 
Dulles, tried to get round the dilemmas of  Cold War 
and colonialism by portraying the latter as a lesser 
evil, in terms of  the denial of  freedom, than Soviet 
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 communism, thus overcoming the disadvantages co-
lonialism presented to the West. It was a dubious ploy 
to excuse one denial of  freedom by pointing to the ex-
istence of  a greater loss of  liberty. Moreover, colonial 
people did not accept that their freedom should be de-
layed merely because it was denied to Soviet citizens, 
so the American dilemma remained. Even though 
they accepted the British strategy of  granting inde-
pendence to ‘responsible’ leaders when their countries 
were ready for it, the issue was whether that would be 
sooner rather than later. 

 The question of  timing was a key one, and remains 
so for any understanding of  the transfers of  power 
which ended formal European rule. If  anti-colonial 
movements were the sine qua non in producing 
change is it plausible to say that they determined the 
timing of  the transfers of  power? Did the colonial 
powers change their policies or speed them up simply 
because they grew more aware of  the strength of  in-
digenous opposition to their continued presence? Or 
was the international situation important in determin-
ing precisely when power was transferred? And how 
important were considerations of  preserving eco-
nomic interests as opposed to establishing new collab-
orators who would look to their colonial masters for 
advice and guidance? Were Cold War considerations 
vital in eff orts to ensure that power was transferred 
at appropriate times to those elites whose allegiances 
would be to the Western rather than to the commu-
nist world and who were deemed likely to provide the 
necessary stability in viable new states? 

 Some ideas on these and other questions arising 
from the complex process of  decolonization will be 
suggested in the following sections. For the period 
from 1945 until 1953, it is clear that Cold War require-
ments were mixed up with the perceived need to re-
tain infl uence on a regional and global basis while 
dealing with challenges to European rule. To some 
extent the nature of  the international environment 
can be used to explain why in 1947 power was trans-
ferred in India, but not in what are often regarded 
as less important parts of  the British Empire. Some 
explanations for this have focused exclusively on the 
strength of  the Indian nationalist movements which 
forced the British hand. Subsequently, it can therefore 
be argued that, with the ‘jewel’ in the British Crown 
abandoned, it was inevitable that the rest of  the de-
pendencies would achieve independence as and when 
nationalist movements were strong enough to de-
mand it. This does not explain why the British were 

so keen to resist any loss of  infl uence in the Middle 
East during this period nor why there was resistance 
in London to the transfer of  power in parts of  Black 
Africa. To some extent, explanations for this can be 
located in the diff erent circumstances in the colonies 
including their economic viability, political awareness, 
and educational development, but also such things as 
their racial mix, particularly when there was a signifi -
cant white-settler minority. Thus in many ways it can 
be argued that India was ripe for independence when 
most parts of  the British Empire were not. Another ar-
gument, which ignores the infl uence of  international 
factors, is that by the end of  the Second World War 
India was much less important to the British economy 
and was therefore abandoned because it had outlived 
its usefulness. By contrast, the fact that Prime Minis-
ter Clement Attlee had an intimate involvement with 
India through his work on the Simon Commission 
(which drew up the devolved 1935 Constitution), and 
a personal commitment to Indian independence, has 
been portrayed as another signifi cant factor. 

 What the above have in common is that, to a greater 
or lesser extent, they made it easier to concede to the 
demands of  the nationalists, and easier for Attlee to 
convince his reluctant colleagues of  the need to leave 
India. The international situation had a similar eff ect, 
as did the fact that opponents such as the Foreign Sec-
retary Ernest Bevin could off er no practical alterna-
tive, although the confl ict between the practical and 
the desirable in imperial policy-making did not always 
favour the former in the process of  decolonization. In 
1945–6, before the growing international tensions fully 
gave way to confrontation and Cold War, the spirit of  
internationalism, characterized by the commitment to 
freedom for which the war had allegedly been fought, 
ran through the newly established United Nations 
and into all corners of  the globe. The expression of  
that spirit and plans for its implementation dominated 
the immediate post-war years in which the key deci-
sions on India’s future were taken. Britain’s status in 
the international community could be enhanced by 
embracing that principle of  freedom and off ering it to 
Indian subjects as well as to those deprived of  it by 
Nazi rule. 

 The United Nations and the ideas it embodied, in 
terms of  the rhetoric, if  not the reality, was important 
before the Cold War really began to impact on interna-
tional politics. The new Prime Minister was someone 
who embraced internationalism as something that 
would be a new addition to the post-war international 
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 order, which could be used eff ectively by Britain as 
a tool for crafting a new and more aff ordable world 
role. Attlee did not see internationalism as something 
which would supersede the old order, and replace 
empire and interstate rivalry, but as something which 
would modify the latter and which therefore had to 
be taken into account. Such ideas have proved easy 
to misrepresent and easier to dismiss once the Cold 
War world was established at the end of  1947. By then, 
of  course, India was independent and the idea that 
Britain would gain kudos from transferring power as 
part of  her quest to regain her status as one of  the Big 
Three powers was less plausible. Moreover, the glib 
assumption that Britain would recover economically 
from the war was under threat from the harsh winter 
of  1947 and the growing dollar gap. Empire thus came 
to be seen not only in the diff erent light of  the Cold 
War but as something which would have to be em-
ployed to regain British economic strength and great 
power status. Thus, Colonial Offi  ce eff orts to develop 
the colonies in ways which would prepare them for 
self-government now coincided with attempts by the 
Treasury and the Board of  Trade, backed by the For-
eign Offi  ce, to increase colonial production. Produce 
and raw materials could then help British industry and 
consumers or be sold to the dollar area. As a result, the 
second colonial occupation, as it has been termed, also 
involved increasing exploitation, through production 
without economic incentives which in turn would in-
fl uence anti-colonial movements and the nature of  the 
British response. Increased exploitation was diffi  cult 
to reconcile with increased cooperation the Cold War 
notwithstanding.      

 Ideology and Power Politics 
in East Asia   

 It has been suggested that the tensions that developed 
in the Grand Alliance in 1945 stemmed from disagree-
ments over power and infl uence on a global basis, 
with the Middle East and East Asia contributing as 
much as Europe to the failure to agree on the distri-
bution of  formal and informal infl uence. As such, the 
idea of  a Cold War developing separately in Asia is a 
misperception despite the fact that the establishment 
of  a new, unifi ed China in October 1949 was the result 
of  the particular circumstances that produced a com-
munist victory over the Nationalists in the civil war. 
In order to understand Soviet and American reactions 

to this, one has to take into account the regional cir-
cumstances and the way in which East Asian events 
interacted with broader international considerations. 
Such interactions have to be seen in terms of  the Cold 
War’s ideological nature and in terms of  the impact 
on the regional power balance. They cannot simply 
be defi ned by analyses of  Soviet–American relations 
based on the assumption that a gain for one was a loss 
for the other—a so-called ‘zero-sum game’. China’s 
emergence in particular was a threat to both powers 
and both were uncertain about how best to respond. 

 The more powerful Mao Zedong and communist 
China became, the more they became a threat to Stalin 
who had ambitions to achieve in East Asia, particularly 
with regard to a warm-water port and the extension 
of  Soviet infl uence. The success of  Mao eff ectively 
put a brake on these ambitions, especially the agree-
ment which, with American help, Stalin had foisted 
upon Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalist regime. 
Arguably, Stalin’s ambitions would have been achieved 
more easily with American support. It was logical for 
the Soviet leader to assume that the price would be 
paid by the Nationalists, with whom ideological sym-
pathy was lacking, and therefore power political goals 
would be easier to achieve at their expense. An ideo-
logically-friendly regime, while it might enhance the 
global communist movement, would not be so easy to 
reconcile with Stalin’s power political goals. 

 The confl ict in Korea and the communist take-
over in China were far more than an extension of  a 
European confrontation into a more global one cen-
tred on Soviet–American rivalry. They involved a 
mixture of  ambitions with purely Asian elements as 
well as the confrontation between the capitalist and 
communist worlds. The Chinese communist success 
was long seen as inevitable by those in the West with 
knowledge of  the region, but this did not remove 
old Chinese fears and ambitions in East Asia. On the 
other hand, power politics did not mean that Mao 
would turn to the Americans. Just as the prospect of  
the US saving China was a forlorn hope so was the 
prospect of  Mao, disillusioned with Stalin, turning 
to Washington. Whatever Mao’s disillusion and sus-
picion of  the Soviets or his ideological affi  nities with 
Moscow, there was the American attitude to the Na-
tionalists to consider. This major obstacle required a 
massive shift in American policy to surmount and to 
take into account the importance for Mao of  unify-
ing China. This fundamental Chinese communist goal 
was far more important than ideology or long-term 
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 regional ambitions. It would long constrain Sino-
American relations and rule out any Sino-American 
cooperation.   7    

 In a sense, given the closer links with the Chinese 
communists, the Korean War, for the Soviets, was 
part of  the attempt to reconcile ideological support 
with Stalin’s particular ambitions in East Asia. As has 
been argued by Shen Zhihua, this could be achieved 
by returning the port of  Darien and replacing it with 
warm-water ports in Korea once the peninsula was 
united under communist control. Unfortunately for 
Stalin, his fears of  taking on the Americans made him 
disinclined to risk such actions, and until early 1950 he 
refused to accede to the North Korean leader Kim Il 
Sung’s requests to support a proposed invasion of  the 
South. Only when the Chinese were on board, and it 
seemed the Americans were unwilling to fi ght for an 
area they deemed strategically unimportant, did Stalin 
fi nally give Kim Il Sung the green light. It was a grave 
miscalculation on Stalin’s part and another example 
of  his lack of  understanding of  the West, manifest-
ing itself  in serious consequences for the Soviets who 
emerged the only real losers from the war, despite 
playing a back seat and only providing trained military 
personnel and equipment. 

 The Korean War can be characterized and as-
sessed in a number of  contrasting ways. A war 
which enhanced the status of  the United Nations 
and which saw a fi rm stand being taken against 

armed aggression on the part of  the North. A war 
which saw a further extension of  Soviet–American 
hostility and which clearly played a major role in the 
global confl ict and added a new armed dimension. 
The Korean War can thus be seen as a Cold War 
which became hot but which was limited to a re-
gional confl ict. This indicated the fears in the com-
munist camp about the military power of  the US, 
and the fact that those in the latter country who fa-
voured an extension of  the war were fi nally defeated 
with Truman’s sacking of  General MacArthur in 
April 1951. The aggression perpetuated by the North 
Koreans brought no reward, yet the Chinese gained 
in status enormously, because of  their proven ca-
pabilities against the Americans in a military stale-
mate. The Americans managed to prevent the loss 
of  South Korea and, as they perceived it, the loss of  
credibility for their leadership and defence of  the 
free world. They also concluded that communist ag-
gression in Korea was instigated by Stalin, which led 
them to dramatically overstate the scale and ambi-
tions of  the Soviet Union and the closeness of  its 
ties with China. Stalin was the loser because the 
Americans acted on this exaggerated perception and 
reinforced their commitment to the kind of  aggres-
sive Cold War actions that he feared. It was therefore 
a war which intensifi ed the Cold War in the short 
term and reinforced Stalin’s paranoid perceptions 
while bringing him no power political gains.   
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    PART I    CHRONOLOGY 

The origins and development of the Cold War, 1944–53        

  1944  

 October  Percentages Agreement between Stalin and Churchill over Greece, Romania, Hungary, Yugoslavia, 

and Bulgaria. 

  1945  

 January  USSR requests American loan. 

 February  Yalta conference of Big Three leaders. 

 Ceasefire in Greek Civil War. 

 March  British Foreign Office discusses value of a tougher stance against and showdown with the Soviets. 

 Some Anglo-American concern over Soviet installation of puppet Romanian government (27 Feb.) and 

failure to broaden Lublin governments in Poland in breach of Yalta agreement. 

 Soviets denounce Turkish treaty and refuse to sign another one unless Turkey returns provinces of Kars 

and Ardahan. 

 April  President Roosevelt dies. 

 Truman confronts Molotov over Soviet failure to stick to all the Yalta agreements. 

 May  German surrender ends the war in Europe. 

 May–June  Hopkins mission to Moscow succeeds in securing agreement on Poland with Stalin broadening the Polish 

government. 

 June  Soviets inform Turkey of their desire for bases in the Straits of the Dardanelles. 

 State Department report on international communism concludes it poses a serious challenge to the 

United States. 

 UN Charter agreed at San Francisco. 

 Soviet request for say in the international administration of Tangier. 

 James Byrnes becomes US Secretary of State. 

 George Kennan reports that the end of the Comintern has not weakened Moscow’s control over 

international communism. 

 July  Potsdam conference of Big Three leaders. 

 British Foreign Office debating value of concentrating on protecting vital interests in the Mediterranean, 

Middle East, and Germany at the expense of endeavouring to retain a say in areas such as Poland and 

Romania where no interests were at stake. 

 6 August  Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. 

 8 August  USSR declares war on Japan. 

 9 August  Atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki. 

 14 August  Japanese cease fighting. 

 September  54 per cent of US public opinion trusts Soviets to cooperate. 

 September–October  London Council of Foreign Ministers (UK, USA, China, France, and USSR attend). 

 November  Communists are defeated in Hungarian elections. 

 Marshall leaves for China to mediate between communists and Nationalists. 

 44 per cent of US public opinion trusts Soviets to cooperate. 

 December  Ethridge report on Soviet policy in Romania and Bulgaria concludes that to concede Soviet sphere of 

influence in Eastern Europe would be to invite its extension. 

 16–26 December  Moscow Council of Foreign Ministers. 
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PART I CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1946  

 January  UN meeting where Iran complains about alleged Soviet interference in its internal affairs. 

 Truman tells Byrnes he is tired of babying the Soviets. 

 Secret Yalta agreement on Soviet acquisition of South Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands made public in the 

US. 

 February  US warship sent to Istanbul to signal support for Turkey. 

 9 February  Stalin speech calling for new 5-year plan to prepare for the inevitable conflict between communism and 

capitalism. 

 February  35 per cent of US public opinion trusts the Soviets to cooperate. 

 Reports on Soviet spy ring providing information on US atomic bomb. 

 22 February  Kennan’s Long Telegram from Moscow. 

 March  Soviets fail to withdraw troops from Iran in accordance with agreement. 

 5 March  Churchill’s Fulton speech describing an Iron Curtain across Europe from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in 

the Adriatic. 

 March  US send a note complaining of the Soviet troops present in Iran which violated the Soviet-Iranian treaty. 

 70 per cent of Americans disapprove of Soviet actions. 

 April  Soviets agree to withdraw troops from Iran in May. 

 Fighting begins again in Manchuria between Chinese Nationalists and communists. 

 April–May  First Paris Council of Foreign Ministers takes place. 

 June–July  Second Paris Council of Foreign Ministers. 

 July–October  Paris Peace Conference (all Allied nations attend). 

 November–December  New York Council of Foreign Ministers takes place. 

 December  The Bi-Zone agreement fuses US and British occupation zones in Germany. 

  1947  

 January  Polish elections are rigged. 

 12 March  Truman makes his Doctrine speech. 

 March–April  Moscow Council of Foreign Ministers on Germany. 

 June  The Marshall Plan is launched. 

 July  Kennan’s Mr X article in  Foreign Affairs . 

 August  Elections in Hungary are rigged. 

 September  Rio Treaty of Latin American states signed. 

 November  UN partition plan for Palestine. 

  1948  

 February  Communist coup in Czechoslovakia. 

 March  Brussels Treaty signed. 

 May  British leave Palestine and Israel established. 

 June  The Berlin blockade begins as the Soviets block the surface access to West Berlin. 

 Yugoslavia is expelled from Cominform. 

(continued...)
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PART I CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1949  

 April  The North Atlantic Treaty is signed. 

 May  Berlin blockade is ended. 

 August  Soviets explode their first atomic bomb. 

 September  The Chinese People’s Republic is proclaimed by Mao Zedong. 

  1950  

 January  Acheson speech withdraws Korea from US defensive perimeter. 

 Stalin decides to authorize N. Korean plan to attack S. Korea. 

 February  The Sino-Soviet Alliance is signed. 

 April  The National Security Council memorandum number 68 (NSC 68) proposes a large arms build-up. 

 May  Schuman Plan launched for a European Coal and Steel Community. 

 June  North Korean forces invade South Korea. 

 October  Pleven plan for a European army launched. 

 November  The Chinese intervene by using force in Korea. 

  1951  

 June  Establishment of Psychological Strategy Board. 

 July  Ceasefire talks concerning Korea begin. 

 September  US Japanese defence treaty is signed. 

 November  An agreement on the ceasefire line is reached in Armistice Talks in Korea. 

  1952  

 May  The occupation of West Germany is ended. 

 November  US explodes first hydrogen bomb. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 

read about the key events in that year. 
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Tensions in the Grand 
Alliance and Growing 
Confrontation, 1945–7        

  A.    The Yalta Conference      

 The Context   

 The Yalta Conference of  February 1945 was the second 
of  the three wartime summits between the leaders 
of  Britain, the US, and the Soviet Union. Unlike the 
fi rst meeting between Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin 
at Tehran in the autumn of  1943, a signifi cant part of  
the proceedings in the Crimea involved discussions on 
the post-war settlement. Yet the military situation was 
bound to overshadow the Conference. The conduct of  
operations in various parts of  the globe could not be 
divorced from the attempts of  the Big Three allies to 
maintain or increase infl uence. As the talks took place, 
the Soviet armies had crossed the Vistula and reached 
the Oder–Neisse river, while in the West, although 
the December 1944 German off ensive in the Ardennes 
had been repulsed, Allied armies were not making the 

 progress expected when the invasion of  France began 
in June 1944. 

 By 1945 a number of  military decisions and devel-
opments had helped produce mutual suspicion. The 
Soviets had long been concerned about the delay in 
establishing the second front in Western Europe. 
Roosevelt and Churchill were aware that the Soviet 
military position in Europe was extremely strong 
and that in the lands east of  Germany little infl u-
ence could be brought to bear. There were fears that 
the Russians might eventually occupy the whole of  
Germany, which would increase the infl uence that the 
Soviet Union could exert on the peace process. At the 
same time it was realized that without cooperation 
with the Soviets and the continuation of  the off ensive 
in the East, the defeat of  Germany would be diffi  cult 
and costly. There was a common interest in securing 
Germany’s unconditional surrender and in maintain-
ing post-war cooperation to prevent a re-emergence 
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 of  the German threat. But there was also a concern in 
both East and West that a separate peace could have 
unfortunate consequences by enabling German forces 
to be focused on a single front.    

 As the Red Army advanced westward, Stalin ap-
peared determined to eliminate, as far as possible, 
those organized groups opposed to the Soviet Union 
and/or to the ideology of  communism. In keep-
ing with the ruthless and inhumane character of  the 
Stalinist regime, this applied not only to the former 
enemy states but also to Poland, which had always 
fought on the Allied side. The most glaring example 
of  Stalin’s desire to eliminate potential sources of  
 opposition, even if  they were anti- German, occurred 
in Warsaw. In August 1944 members of  the Polish 
 resistance, known as the Home Army, rose against 
the  Germans in an eff ort to seize the city before the 
arrival of  the Red Army. The rebellion was ruthlessly 
put down by the Germans, as Soviet forces refused to 
cross the Vistula to assist the rebels, despite Anglo-
American requests. This sign that Stalin supported the 
German destruction of  independently minded or anti-
Soviet Poles was matched at the start of  1945 by the 
deportations in Romania, the other nation with long-
standing territorial disputes with Russia; these were 
also designed to make control from Moscow easier. 
It was never likely that the Soviets would even agree 
to semi-independent governments for their two most 
important regional enemies. 

 Roosevelt and Churchill were fully aware of  the ap-
palling nature of  the Soviet regime and, if  anything, 
had fallen over backwards to avoid condemnation of  
some of  Stalin’s wartime actions. It is easy to argue 
that the domestic policy of  totalitarian regimes and 
the evil nature of  men prepared, like Stalin, to send 
thousands of  their fellow citizens to their deaths pre-
cludes eff ective international cooperation. Yet there 
is no evidence at the end of  1944 that the British or 
Americans saw this as a barrier to future cooperation 
with Moscow. The Russians were bound to be inter-
ested in cooperating to control Germany. To do this 
would require the maintenance of  Allied cooperation 
and the formalization of  a new international order 
dedicated to the preservation of  peace. One key ques-
tion was whether this could be achieved if  the Soviets 
insisted on a tightly controlled sphere of  infl uence 
containing Poland and Romania and possibly other 
parts of  Eastern and Central Europe.     

 The US, Soviet, and British Approach 
to Yalta   

 Roosevelt had always been a supporter of  the kind 
of  world order and international cooperation advo-
cated by President Woodrow Wilson. At the end of  
the First World War, Wilson had failed to win the ap-
proval of  the American Congress for US participation 
in the League of  Nations and this had fatally damaged 

   Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1882–1945   

  Born in New York, FDR attended Harvard University and 

Colombia University Law School and qualifi ed as a lawyer in 

1907. In 1910 he was elected to the New York state senate and 

came up against the infamous Tammany Hall political machine. 

Roosevelt’s political instincts were such that he survived the 

encounter and after a spell as assistant secretary to the Navy in 

Woodrow Wilson’s administration he ran unsuccessfully as vice-

presidential candidate in democrat James Cox’s bid for the White 

House in 1920. The following year FDR contracted polio and 

remained partially paralysed as a result. Nevertheless, he 

returned to public life in 1928 when he was elected governor of 

New York. In 1932 he was elected president and served a unique 

three successive terms in the White House. His programme of 

reform to counter the economic and social problems of the 

Depression, known as the New Deal, was a landmark in 

government intervention in the US and was bitterly resented by 

the right. FDR however remained an immensely popular 

president whose ‘fi reside radio chats’ charmed the American 

public and added to his enormous political abilities. Always 

preferring to use personal relations rather than political principles 

to retain his hold on the levers of power, FDR remains an enigma 

whose beliefs are diffi  cult to defi ne. In foreign aff airs, while keen 

to play a leading role in international conferences and the aff airs 

of Latin America, he was nervous of the public’s reaction to any 

US involvement in alliances that would remove America’s 

freedom to act. This kind of isolation helped keep the US out of 

the Second World War until the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor 

in December 1941. Signifi cantly, FDR agreed with Churchill that 

wartime military strategy should give priority to the defeat of 

Germany. Roosevelt, who has been accused of selling out to the 

Soviets at Yalta, died suddenly in April 1945 from a stroke. There 

has been much speculation as to whether cooperation with 

Stalin would have continued had he remained alive.  



 Tensions in the Grand Alliance and Growing Confrontation, 1945–7 25

 the new organization. For Roosevelt it was vitally 
important not to repeat the same mistake in 1945. A 
prime goal for the President when he went to Yalta 
was therefore to win his allies’ support for the kind 
of  world order and international organization that 
would be acceptable to Congress and public opinion 
in the US. 

 In addition to these requirements and general 
principles, Roosevelt, like the other leaders, had also 
to consider vital US defence and economic interests 
which were deemed essential for US infl uence and 
prosperity. The US had always had what was seen 
as a sphere of  infl uence in Latin America, although 
the State Department was keen to emphasize the 
diff erence between the US position in the western 
hemisphere and the Soviet position that eventually 
emerged in Eastern and Central Europe. Charles 
Bohlen of  the State Department, claimed the US right 
‘to have a guiding voice in a certain limited sphere of  
the foreign relations’ of  Latin America, but that the 
US did ‘not attempt on the basis of  that right to dic-
tate their internal national life or to restrict their inter-
course with foreign nations except in a limited sphere’ 
which he defi ned as ‘the politico-strategic sphere of  
their  foreign relations’.   1    

 While maintaining US infl uence and vital interests 
Roosevelt had to establish a basis for cooperation 
with two other powers that did not share American 
views on the underlying principles of  a new world 
order. In so doing, he had to convince opinion in 
the US that any post-war settlement was in line with 
American ideals and justify to international opinion 
the continuation of  exclusive US infl uence in Latin 
America. At the same time, he had to take account 
of  the military and political realities of  the situation 
in early 1945. In the Pacifi c, where the Japanese were 
still fi ghting, the US was clearly the controlling Allied 
infl uence, but in Europe the Soviets had done most 
of  the fi ghting against the German armies and were 
therefore likely to exercise dominance. The US had 
no vital economic or political interests in much of  
Central and Eastern Europe, and the issue was sim-
ply whether the post-war arrangements there would 
conform to American principles of  democracy and 
non-discriminatory trading blocs. Here the only 
card the Americans had to play was the Soviet need 
for support in the containment of  Germany, which 
might ensure that Russian desires to expand their 
power and infl uence would be limited. Roosevelt 
had to deal with this problem while maintaining the 

cooperation needed to establish an international or-
ganization that could preserve peace. Despite the 
dominant economic and military position which the 
US had obtained on a global basis (the  Soviet Union 
had no signifi cant navy and no real ability to project 
power beyond the areas adjacent to its borders), the 
President had a diffi  cult task. The  diffi  culties would 
have been there irrespective of  the political or ideo-
logical stance of  America’s allies. 

 It is more diffi  cult to assess Soviet ideas on the 
nature of  the settlement and the new international 
order or the problems they had in realizing them. 
Historians, like many Western policy-makers who 
had to fi ght the Cold War, have sometimes attrib-
uted unlimited expansionist goals to Stalin and other 
 Soviet leaders. For some, Stalin had a clearly worked 
out plan to take control of  Eastern and Central 
Europe with the possible extension of  such domi-
nance to Western Europe if  little resistance were 
met. Other historians have emphasized the impor-
tant security requirements of  a Soviet state whose 
short history had continually borne witness to fre-
quent foreign invasions.   2    Recent research in Soviet 
archives, while still at an early stage, has helped cast 
doubts on such simple interpretations. From Stalin’s 
statements at Tehran it was clear that he favoured 
a world order based on spheres of  infl uence with 
each of  the three great powers being responsible for 
peace and security within their respective spheres. It 
was also clear from the Soviet leader’s unprincipled 
cooperation with the Nazis that his ambitions/se-
curity requirements in Eastern and Central Europe 
were considerable (see  Chapter  2  , B). Restoration of  
the borders of  the old Tsarist empire and full access 
to the warm waters of  the Mediterranean were also 
important Soviet goals. The latter could be secured 
by ending the restrictions on Soviet shipping pass-
ing through the Straits of  the Dardanelles which had 
been imposed by the 1936 Montreux Convention. 
Such ambitions would likely have been present even 
under a capitalist Russian regime, and to some extent 
the peacemakers had to consider whether such aims 
were acceptable within the framework of  the new 
world order. More generally, a desire to increase 
the world standing of  the Soviet Union, given the 
 importance of  the Russian war eff ort to the  Allied 
cause, was  another unsurprising Soviet aim which 
had to be reckoned with. 

 With regard to Soviet desires for spheres of  infl u-
ence, the extent of  the domination imposed on the 
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 lesser states was an important issue given the ideologi-
cal diff erences between the Soviets and the Western 
Allies. In the wake of  the Tehran meeting and subse-
quent events in Poland it should have been clear that 
Stalin was not going to accept a Polish regime which 
had the political freedom to oppose the Soviet Union.   3    
It was likely that the Poles would only be independent 
in the cultural and linguistic sense. A free and demo-
cratic Poland, in the Western sense of  the term, was 
not going to be achievable, given the long-standing 
hostility between the Russians and many sections of  
the Polish population. This was bound to cause prob-
lems in both London and Washington, despite the 
fact that neither the British nor the Americans had 
any vital interests in Poland. Many Poles had fought 
in the British armed forces and there would certainly 
be awkward questions in Parliament if  the Poles were 
subjected to Russian domination. In the US, not only 
would the establishment of  Soviet control over Poland 
be at odds with the principle of  all peoples being al-
lowed to choose the form of  government under which 
they lived, but it would particularly aff ect the substan-
tial Polish-American community. 

 The British went to Yalta as the weakest of  the three 
allies but with an equal determination to protect what 
they saw as vital interests. As an imperial power with 
formal control over subject peoples they had some-
thing in common with the Russians, despite the dif-
ferent nature of  the controls pertaining in the Soviet 
Empire. The British Empire had certainly aroused 
hostility among sections of  the American government 
during the war. Its existence clashed with American 
principles in the same way as the Soviet Empire and 
was more threatening to US economic interests. Yet 
the British shared the same ideology and political 
 system as the US and were committed to the same 
kind of  new economic order once British post-war 
 recovery had been achieved. 

 British post-war planning was torn between accept-
ance of  a set of  principles and a system of  coopera-
tion based on spheres of  infl uence. The former might 
threaten the future of  the British Empire, but would 
ensure the support of  the world’s leading economic 
and military power. The latter would be more condu-
cive to the maintenance of  formal empire and the pre-
vention of  German domination of  Europe, but might 
threaten the unusually close Anglo-American cooper-
ation established during the war. British policy-makers 
went some way towards the latter in October 1944 with 
the spheres of  infl uence deal arranged by Churchill 

and Stalin in Moscow. In order to gain freedom of  
 action in Greece, Churchill had proposed giving the 
Soviets the same licence in Romania on the basis of  
90 per cent infl uence for both powers in their respec-
tive spheres. In addition, infl uence in Bulgaria would 
be divided 75–25 in the Soviets’ favour with Hungary 
and Yugoslavia each shared on a 50 per cent basis. In es-
sence, this kind of  arrangement was designed to main-
tain Anglo-Soviet cooperation in Europe: Churchill 
did not see any need in late 1944 to construct, as the 
military desired, a British-led Western European bloc, 
with a view to containing the Russians. As it turned 
out the Yalta Conference was to undermine Church-
ill’s arrangements and claims that Yalta divided Europe 
are not compatible with the records of  the conference.     

 The Conference Proceedings   

 The atmosphere at Yalta, the fi rst crucial inter-allied 
meeting primarily on the post-war world, was one of  
hope that a new era of  peace and cooperation could 
be fashioned from the rubble of  war; the participants 
were also conscious of  their responsibilities in the 
face of  such an enormous task. There was no Anglo- 
American alliance, partly because Roosevelt had no 
desire to confront the Soviet Union. The President 
was also disinclined to support an unreformed British 
 imperial system, which was a threat to US economic in-
terests. Although it has been suggested that Roosevelt, 
whose health was failing, was duped by Stalin at Yalta, 
it appears that the President was fully aware of  the 
problems of  peace making. It would be diffi  cult, if  not 
impossible, to reconcile Stalin’s requirements with 
the appearance of  a new world order. US principles 
were never likely to override the Red Army’s domina-
tion of  Eastern and Central Europe, but this problem 
dictated Roosevelt’s tactics in the Crimea. It led the 
President to attempt to fool American opinion, at least 
until Congress had accepted the new United Nations 
organization, by pretending that the Yalta agreements 
embodied American principles. 

 One element of  Roosevelt’s plan at Yalta involved 
James Byrnes, a leading Southern democrat. Byrnes 
was excluded from certain sessions and sent home be-
fore the conclusion of  the conference in order that he 
could quite genuinely portray a version of  events that 
was incomplete but in line with American expecta-
tions. Meanwhile, Roosevelt was free to make agree-
ments which suited great power interests and military 
realities rather than American principles. Byrnes was 
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 instrumental in leading the American public to believe 
that Yalta marked the end of  old-fashioned power 
politics and the beginning of  international coop-
eration based on American principles. On his return 
from Yalta, Roosevelt himself  attempted to reinforce 
the message by telling Congress that: ‘The Crimean 
Conference ought to spell the end of  the system of  
unilateral action, the exclusive alliance, the spheres of  
infl uence, the balance of  power and all the other ex-
pedients that have been tried for centuries, and have 
always failed.’   4    

 By contrast, some historians have portrayed Yalta 
as an American betrayal of  moral principles, which 
were sacrifi ced by an acceptance of  a Soviet sphere 
of  infl uence in Eastern Europe that eff ectively di-
vided the continent. Both interpretations are wide of  
the mark. Yalta marked the fi rst attempt to reconcile 
 principles with power politics and to devise arrange-
ments that protected vital Allied interests. One histo-
rian has noted that, ‘Because FDR could not concede 
portions of  Eastern Europe to Stalin or deny them to 
him he would in eff ect do both—the former through 
implicit understandings, the latter through the prom-
ulgation of  principles that were interpreted diff erently 
by the Soviets and by the American people.’   5    In light 
of  this, few specifi c agreements were fi nalized, much 
remained to be clarifi ed and little progress was made 
on the more diffi  cult issues. 

 The most important, if  not the most diffi  cult 
issue, was the future of  Germany. Germany had al-
ready been divided into zones of  occupation by the 
three main Allies (with a fourth zone carved out for 
France late in the day), and would be governed by an 
Allied Control Council. But there was disagreement 
on whether  Germany should remain a single state. A 
united Germany would again be in a position to wield 
economic and military power, which could not be 
contained by its neighbours in the West or the small 
states to the East. On the other hand the dismember-
ment of  Germany into a number of  separate states, 
or the detachment of  important economic areas, 
would run the risk of  arousing the kind of  German 
resentment that Hitler had exploited in the inter-war 
years. The feeling at Tehran had been in favour of  
dismemberment but nothing had been decided. At 
Yalta, the principle was accepted by all three Allies, 
but the method was deferred for further study and, 
despite the existence of  separate occupation zones, 
Germany was to be treated as a single administrative 
unit by the Control Council. Similarly, the question 

of  German reparations was referred to a commission 
in Moscow, directives to which would be given by the 
foreign  ministers who would report back to the con-
ference. What  was  decided (without consulting the 
inhabitants) was the position of   Poland’s eastern fron-
tier. Poland would cede territory to the Soviet Union 
by following the Curzon Line with a digression from 
it in some regions of  5–8 kilometres in favour of  Po-
land.   6    Poland would then gain German territory in the 
west as compensation for the territory lost in the east. 
Crucially, the western frontier on the Oder–Neisse 
river was not fi nally agreed upon. The Soviet proposal 
clearly referred to the Western Neisse rather than the 
Eastern Neisse, a diff erence that was to prove signifi -
cant later. 

 With the future of  Germany and its boundaries still 
undecided, the other European issue was the treat-
ment of  Germany’s allies and the governance of  other 
areas liberated from German control. In Greece, the 
British had been the arbiters between the compet-
ing political factions, while in Italy, a former German 
ally, the British and the Americans had decided to give 
control to the military commanders on the spot. This 
was exercised through an Allied Control Council, 
thereby excluding the Soviets, who had no military 
commanders in Italy where a right-wing government 
under Badoglio was left in place. In Poland Stalin had 
imposed a provisional government, the Lublin Com-
mittee, which excluded representatives of  the Polish 
resistance (including local communists) and mem-
bers of  the London-based government-in-exile. In 
 addition, the Soviets had supervised the installation of  
a communist-dominated Popular Front government 
in Bulgaria.    

 At Yalta the discussions focused on the arrange-
ments to be made for the provisional governments 
in the liberated areas and for the people eventually to 
choose, in line with the Atlantic Charter, the form of  
government under which they would live. The out-
come was a formal agreement, the Declaration on 
Liberated Europe, supplemented by an additional 
agreement on the formation of  a Polish provisional 
government. The latter seemed necessary, given 
the particular interest in Poland as an ally for whom 
 Britain had gone to war and over which Stalin had 
 previously come to an arrangement with Hitler. 

 The Declaration on Liberated Europe made spe-
cifi c reference to the Atlantic Charter and required the 
signatories to ‘form interim governmental authorities 
broadly representative of  all democratic elements in 
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 the population and pledged to the earliest possible 
establishment through free elections of  governments 
responsive to the will of  the people … and to facili-
tate where possible the holding of  such elections.’ The 
agreement on Poland was that the Lublin government 
should be ‘reorganized on a broader democratic basis 
with the inclusion of  democratic leaders from Poland 
itself  and from Poles abroad’. Perhaps even more sur-
prisingly Stalin informed Churchill and Roosevelt that 
elections would be held in Poland in a month provided 
there were no military disasters.   7    This agreement on 
applying the principles of  the Atlantic Charter in 
Europe was accompanied by an agreement to break 
them in Asia. In return for Soviet entry into the war 
with Japan it was agreed that, again without consult-
ing the inhabitants, the Soviet Union would receive 
Southern Sakahlin and the Kurile Islands from the 
Japanese. Here was the mix of  power politics and 
high-minded rhetoric, which lay at the heart of  Yalta 
and subsequent attempts to reconcile two confl icting 
approaches to the new world order.     

 Yalta did see some progress towards Roosevelt’s 
beloved United Nations Organization. Stalin’s ac-
ceptance of  American views on voting procedures 
produced agreement on the calling of  a conference at 
San Francisco. It would prepare a charter for a gen-
eral international organization for the maintenance 

of  peace and security based on a Security Council of  
fi ve permanent members (Britain, China, France, the 
Soviet Union, and the US). This concession by Stalin 
matched a number of  others he made, including: the 
acceptance of  the Western request for French mem-
bership of  the German Control Council, the com-
mitment (particularly in Poland) to representative 
government and free elections in Europe, and the 
postponement of  the reparations issue along with the 
issue of  revising the Montreux Convention. No won-
der that the British believed that Stalin had never been 
so obliging. In fact the issues discussed at Yalta were 
related much more to the vital interests of  the Soviet 
Union than they were to the interests of  Britain or the 
US. In return for his concessions, although not part of  
an explicit bargain, Stalin had received territory on the 
Polish border, in Bukovina (from Romania) and in East 
Asia. Part of  this territory agreed at Yalta was in return 
for committing Soviet forces to the war against Japan 
and the rest was territory the British had long felt was 
rightly part of  the Soviet Union. Subsequent dissatis-
faction with Yalta came because of  the large number 
of  unresolved issues and, as was to be revealed, the 
fact that Stalin failed to abide by the Yalta agreements 
whenever their rhetoric clashed with the interests of  
the Soviet state, whether defi ned in terms of  security 
or imperial ambitions.      

   Extracts from the Yalta Conference, 3rd and 
4th Plenary Meetings    

  3rd Plenary Meeting, 6 February  

 MARSHAL STALIN then gave the following summary of his 

views on the Polish question: Mr Churchill had said that for 

Great Britain the Polish question was one of honour and that he 

understood, but for the Russians it was a question of both 

honour and security. It was one of honour because Russia had 

many past grievances against Poland and desired to see them 

eliminated. It was a question of strategic security not only 

because Poland was a bordering country but because 

throughout history Poland had been the corridor for attack on 

Russia. We have to mention that during the last thirty years 

Germany twice passed through this corridor. The reason for this 

was that Poland was weak. Russia wants a strong, independent, 

and democratic Poland. Since it was impossible by the force of 

Russian armies alone to close from outside this corridor, it could 

be done only by Poland’s own forces. It was very important, 

therefore, to have Poland independent, strong, and democratic. 

It is not only a question of honour for Russia, but one of life 

and death. 

  4th Plenary Meeting, 7 February  

 THE PRIME MINISTER … said in regard to the second point of 

Mr Molotov’s proposals [the moving of the western frontier of 

Poland to the Oder–western Neisse rivers] he would always 

support the movement of Polish frontiers to the west since he 

felt they should receive compensation [for the loss of territory 

in the east], but not more than they could handle. He said it 

would be a pity to stuff  the Polish goose so full of German food 

it got indigestion … He said he felt if it were confi ned to East 

Prussia, six million Germans probably could be handled quite 

aside from moral grounds, but the addition of the line west of 

the Neisse would create quite a problem in this respect. 

 MARSHAL STALIN remarked that most Germans in those 

areas had already run away from the Red Army.  

   Source : FRUS, 1945,  The Conferences of Malta and Yalta  (Dept. of State, 

Washington, DC, 1955, 669).  
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   B.    From Yalta to Potsdam    

 From the point of  view of  the British and the Soviets, 
the Yalta agreements were at odds with the agreements 
reached in October 1944 at Moscow regarding the exer-
cise of  British and Soviet infl uence in parts of  Eastern 
and South-Eastern Europe. When, on 27 February 1945, 
the Soviets intervened in Romania to install a puppet re-
gime under cover of  a ‘democratic front’ government, 
the British could either regard this as a breach of  Yalta 
or the implementation of  the percentages agreement. 
It was an act that bypassed the Allied Control Council 
and confi rmed that, as in Italy, the occupying power 
was going to exercise eff ective control. If  Britain were 

to dispute this, it would mean that the Soviets might 
challenge the exercise of  British control in Greece. 
 Romania did not thus become an issue in the early 
spring, unlike Poland, which had not been a subject of  
the Anglo–Soviet deal. 

 In the US at the beginning of  March, Roosevelt 
was proclaiming that Yalta had reversed the trend 
to a spheres of  infl uence arrangement and provided 
hope for a free, independent, and prosperous Poland. 
It began to look as if  Poland might provide an initial 
test case, of  whether the Soviets would abide by the 
rhetoric of  the Yalta declarations or impose controls 
on parts of  Central and Eastern Europe in line with an 
exclusive spheres of  infl uence arrangement. 

   Extracts from the Yalta Conference, 
6th Plenary Meeting    

 THE PRESIDENT said he would like to add one word. He felt 

that the elections was [ sic ] the crux of the whole matter, and 

since it was true, as Marshal Stalin had said, not only at home but 

also abroad, he would like to have some assurance for the six 

million Poles in the US that these elections would be freely held, 

and he was sure if such assurance were present that elections 

would be held by the Poles there would be no doubt as to the 

sincerity of the agreement reached here … 

 THE PRESIDENT pointed out that the Declaration [on 

Liberated Europe] would of course apply to any areas or 

countries where needed as well as Poland. 

 THE PRIME MINISTER said he did not dissent from the President’s 

proposed Declaration as long as it was clearly understood that the 

reference to the Atlantic Charter   *    did not apply to the British 

Empire. He said he had already made plain in the House of 

Commons that as far as the British Empire was concerned the 

principles already applied. He said he had given Mr Willkie [ sic ] 

[Wendell Wilkie, Republican presidential candidate 1940 and 

author of  One World ] a copy of his statement on the subject. 

 THE PRESIDENT inquired if that was what had killed 

Mr Willkie [ sic ].  

   *  Declaration on war aims issued by Churchill and Roosevelt in 1941 

affirming the right of peoples to choose their form of government.  

   Source : FRUS, 1945,  The Conferences of Malta and Yalta  (Dept. of State, 

Washington, DC, 1955, 848).  

   Winston Churchill (1874–1965)   

  Son of Sir Randolph Churchill, a one-time Conservative 

Cabinet minister, and an American mother, Winston was 

committed to a world characterized by cooperation between 

English speaking peoples. He saw military service in the Sudan 

and India, and was a journalist in the Boer War, before being 

elected to Parliament as a Conservative in 1900. Opposed to 

the party leadership he joined the Liberals in 1904 and served 

as President of the Board of Trade, Home Secretary, First Lord 

of the Admiralty, and Minister for Munitions before the end of 

the First World War. When the war ended he became Colonial 

Secretary but lost his seat in 1922. In 1924 he eff ectively 

rejoined the Conservatives and returned to Parliament serving 

as Chancellor of the Exchequer, alienating many workers with 

his stance over the 1926 General Strike. In 1931 he resigned 

from the Shadow Cabinet over his opposition to Indian self-

government and, in the later 1930s, became chief critic of the 

government’s appeasement of Nazi Germany. In 1939 he was 

again appointed to the Admiralty, until a Conservative revolt led 

to him becoming Prime Minister of a coalition government in 

1940. An unconventional but brilliant wartime leader Churchill 

aroused fear and respect in large measure. Despite some 

unrealistic ideas he galvanized the war eff ort in all its aspects 

and, unlike some members of his party, realized the importance 

of cooperation with the Soviets and the necessity of involving 

the Americans in the war if Hitler was to be defeated. Defeated 

in the election of 1945 he returned victorious in 1951 and 

served as prime minister again until 1955.  
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  Stalin may have believed that a gesture to Western 
opinion would be suffi  cient to maintain the great power 
cooperation to which all three allies attached impor-
tance. Roosevelt may have believed that he could con-
vince the American people that accepting the realities of  
military power and political infl uence was all part of  a 
new, idealistic world order. That was never tested, owing 
to the President’s death in April 1945, and it is not pos-
sible to determine whether or not Roosevelt was set on 
a collision course with  Stalin over the Soviet leader’s ini-
tial refusal to abide by the Yalta agreements on Poland. 
Roosevelt’s successor, the former Vice-President, Harry 
Truman, had little or no knowledge of  foreign aff airs. He 
also lacked Roosevelt’s chameleon-like character, which 
could represent diff erent things to diff erent people, and 
his political sleight of  hand, which enabled him to keep 
abreast of  public opinion and to manipulate supporters 
and opponents alike. 

 In stark contrast to Roosevelt, Truman’s inexperi-
ence led him to give more weight to advisers within 
the State Department for whom his predecessor had 
little time. Thus the infl uence of  those more inclined 
to confront the Soviet Union as an ideological oppo-
nent began to grow. Truman was more inclined to 
join the British in challenging the Soviets over Yalta. 
On 23 April, he told the Soviet foreign minister in a 
famous confrontation that the Russians should stick to 
their agreements and, with the German surrender in 
May, Lend-Lease aid to Moscow (which had supplied 
the Soviets with arms and materials during the war) 
was terminated. Yet Truman too was torn between 
an inclination to confront the Soviets and a desire to 
maintain cooperation and good relations. At the end 
of  May the new president sent a close confi dant of  
Roosevelt’s, Harry Hopkins, to Moscow in an attempt 
to get agreement with Stalin over Poland. In defi ance 
of  what was said at Yalta, Stalin had neither held elec-
tions nor broadened the provisional government, but 
in response to the Hopkins mission (26 May–6 June) 
on 21 June the Soviet leader gave four non-Lublin Poles 
ministerial offi  ce. The letter of  Yalta was now adhered 
to in terms of  the composition of  the Polish govern-
ment and, although the actual impact was negligible, 
for the Americans the problems of  Poland no longer 
assumed centre stage. The Western democracies could 
hardly insist on elections in Eastern Europe when they 
had been unable to hold any in Western Europe. 

 However, it was not only in Europe that there was 
a clash between US principles and the Yalta agree-
ments on the one hand, and Soviet desires to expand 

infl uence and control through spheres of  infl uence ar-
rangements on the other. The area of  contention that 
emerged after the Hopkins mission was the Mediter-
ranean where the British and Soviet empires had long 
competed for infl uence. Having given up exclusive 
control (but not eff ective domination) in Poland, the 
Soviets began to press for greater involvement in what 
had previously been an area of  exclusive  British infl u-
ence. In June 1945, the Soviets expressed a desire to 
share in the international administration of  Tangier, 
an important port in North-West  Africa, and  informed 
the Turks of  their desire to have bases in the Straits of  
the Dardanelles. In the run-up to the  Potsdam Confer-
ence, the focus was not, as at Yalta, largely on Ger-
many and those European areas of  greatest concern 
to the Soviets, but other regions where  British vital 
interests, as well as American principles, were at stake.     

 The Potsdam Proceedings   

 At Potsdam, where Churchill was replaced towards 
the end of  the conference by the newly elected Labour 
Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, there was more dis-
cussion of  specifi c questions such as the resumption 
of  diplomatic relations with the provisional govern-
ments of  Germany’s allies. Consequently, more diffi  -
culties emerged. Sometimes the British and Americans 
agreed and sometimes the Americans and the Soviets 
agreed, but the British and the Soviets, almost always, 
disagreed. The diplomatic confl ict was initially an 
 Anglo-Soviet one.   8    Signifi cantly, Stalin pointed out 
that while Britain and the US were refusing to resume 
diplomatic relations with the non-elected govern-
ments of  the former German satellites in the East, 
they had re-established relations with the unelected 
government in Italy. He was also unhappy about the 
lack of  action against the extreme right-wing regime 
of  General Franco in Spain.    

 The Western allies were naturally disturbed by the 
unilateral Soviet actions in East-Central Europe. The 
wartime brutality, economic devastation, and mass 
murder perpetuated by the Germans were followed by 
the reprisals of  a Soviet regime whose recent history 
was steeped in atrocities and repression. The Russians 
were beginning the post-war economic  subjugation 
of  the Eastern European economies to Soviet re-
covery and removing industrial plant, notably oil 
equipment, from Romania. More signifi cant was the 
unilateral  Soviet action in handing over to the  Polish 
government responsibility for the administration of  
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 the newly acquired territory in the West up to the 
boundaries of  the Western Neisse river. 

 Although this was a contentious issue at Potsdam 
and stored up trouble for the future, Allied disagree-
ments in the second half  of  1945 centred neither on 
Germany nor Poland. In order to avoid an open breach, 
diff erences on Germany were papered over with a 
fi rm agreement on reparations and on the principles 
of  deNazifi cation, decentralization, and disarmament 
in governing Germany under Allied control. Deci-
sions on the frontier between Germany and  Poland 
were postponed until the fi nal peace settlement, but 
it was accepted by all three powers that the territory 
up to the Western Neisse should in the meantime 
be administered as part of  Poland. This added to the 
problems of  transferring populations, and with these 
lands eff ectively removed from Germany it would not 
be possible, as initially assumed, to use their agricul-
tural production to feed Germans. The administration 
of  Germany as a single economic unit—a principle 
continued at Potsdam—would have to be done with a 
smaller food supply for the inhabitants of  Germany’s 
cities. In the event, this was to force the British to pay 
for the importation of  wheat to feed the starving in-
habitants of  their occupation zone, which contained 
Germany’s prime industrial region, the Ruhr. 

 No agreements could be reached on a number of  
other issues in addition to the acceptance of  provi-
sional governments in Romania and Bulgaria. The 
 Soviets claimed a trusteeship, or involvement in a joint 
trusteeship, over Tripolitania, the western part of  the 

former Italian colony of  Libya; this aroused British 
fears about Soviet ambitions in the Mediterranean 
which was seen as a vital part of  Britain’s imperial com-
munications. Decisions on trusteeship and the fate of  
the Italian colonies (in Libya and the Horn of  Africa) 
were to be taken by a Council of  Foreign  Ministers 
(CFM), which was to be established to draw up peace 
treaties with Germany and its allies. The future of  
Tangier was to be considered by representatives of  the 
three governments at a special conference. The third 
Mediterranean issue also failed to produce full agree-
ment. It was accepted that the Montreux Convention 
should be revised, but Soviet claims for bases in the 
Straits, put forward on the grounds that the British 
had a base in Egypt in order to protect the Suez Canal, 
another important international waterway, were re-
jected. The British maintained that, because of  the su-
preme importance of  the Middle East and the Eastern 
Mediterranean to their empire, they could not accept 
an increase in Soviet infl uence in the region or allow 
their responsibilities for its defence to be replaced by 
arrangements of  an international character. 

 The Potsdam Conference was longer and more 
troublesome than Yalta. Although all the participants 
remained keen to reach agreement, there were more 
disputes, more problems with detail, and more areas 
of  the world were discussed. While there was still no 
united Anglo-American front it was clear that, for the 
Soviets and the British, concerns about their post-war 
positions were going to make confrontation diffi  cult 
to avoid. Soviet economic recovery was not going to 

   Harry S. Truman (1884–1972)    

 The son of a Missouri farmer, Truman served in France during 

the First World War before starting a clothing business in 

Kansas City. After his business failed Truman entered politics in 

1922 under the auspices of Kansas Party boss Thomas J. 

Prendergast and was chosen by him to stand for the Senate in 

1934. On election Truman became a committed New Dealer 

and achieved fame as head of a Committee to investigate waste 

in military expenditure in 1940. Roosevelt manipulated his  

vice-presidential nomination as a compromise candidate 

between Henry Wallace, a northern liberal and James Byrnes, a 

southern conservative. On succeeding to the presidency 

Truman had little or no knowledge of foreign aff airs and his 

greater reliance on the State Department offi  cials shunned by 

Roosevelt has led some to conclude that Truman followed a 

more hard-line policy towards the Soviets. Certainly, this was 

the case by 1946 and the greater emphasis on confrontation 

produced the Truman Doctrine of March 1947. As a 

down-to-earth president with a tendency to ‘shoot from the 

hip’, Truman’s Cold War policies in Europe with the Marshall 

Plan and the Berlin airlift are seen as great successes in contrast 

to his China policies which failed to prevent the loss of China to 

communism. Truman’s unexpected electoral victory in 1948 

was overshadowed by the triumph of Mao Zedong’s forces, and 

his domestic Fair Deal programme of social reform was largely 

blocked by Congress. His determination to prevent a 

communist triumph in Korea led to the involvement of US 

forces in a drawn-out bloody confl ict with the Chinese, which 

made him increasingly unpopular at home. But he remained 

committed to confronting the Soviets in both Europe and Asia.  
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 be helped directly by America, the only solvent capital-
ist power. It could only be secured indirectly through 
the exploitation of  the Soviet zone in Germany and 
the lands to the east of  it. This in turn was likely to 
produce diffi  culties and require sacrifi ces by the West-
ern allies if  Germany were to be treated as a single 
economic unit. 

 The problems of  reconciling American principles 
embodied in the rhetoric of  Yalta with Soviet spheres 
of  infl uence and territorial adjustments, epitomized 
in the secret Yalta deal on the Far East, remained. They 
were complicated by the British determination to pre-
serve what they regarded as an exclusive sphere of  
infl uence in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Mid-
dle East. British offi  cials debated whether it would be 
desirable to accept a Soviet sphere in areas of  Eastern 
Europe in return for Soviet recognition of  a British 
sphere in the Mediterranean and Middle East. These 
issues pertaining to the great powers’ vital interests, 
prestige, and status were to become more acute at 
the fi rst CFM held in London in September 1945 when 
US vital interests were fi rst seriously challenged. By 
then the impact of  the fi rst atomic explosion, which 
took place during the Potsdam Conference, was a new 
 factor in Allied relations.      

  C.    Atomic Diplomacy and Council 
of Foreign Ministers meetings, 1945    

 The fi rst atomic test took place in the deserts of  
New Mexico on 16 July 1945. It was followed by the 
dropping of  an atomic bomb on the Japanese city of  
 Hiroshima on 6 August, with a second bomb dropped 
three days later on Nagasaki. Accusations have been 
levelled against the Truman administration that the 
bombs were dropped for political rather than military 
reasons. The surrender of  Japan, it is alleged, would 
have taken place anyway because of  the terrible de-
structive power of  the conventional carpet bombing 
being undertaken by the US Air Force. The Japanese 
economy was in tatters and an invasion of  Japan was 
not planned to take place until November—so that the 
dropping of  the atom bombs did not save many Amer-
ican lives. Therefore, it is argued, Truman dropped the 
bombs in order to impress the Soviet Union with the 
destructive power of  the US. Yet the fear of  large-scale 
losses if  the US had to invade Japan was clearly present 
in the minds of  US policy-makers. On the other hand,   9    
it is certainly likely that Truman’s secretary of  state, 

James Byrnes, believed at Potsdam and at the London 
CFM that the bomb would enable the US to pressure 
its allies into greater compliance with American post-
war aims. It has also been suggested that the timing of  
the atomic attack on Japan was infl uenced by the Yalta 
agreement on the Far East, according to which the 
 Soviets had to enter the war against Japan by 8 August. 
If  Japan surrendered before the Soviets entered the 
war, then there would be no grounds for implement-
ing Roosevelt’s old-fashioned territorial deal by which 
the Soviets acquired Southern Sakahlin and the Kurile 
Islands. Even if  the Soviets did enter the war, an early 
Japanese surrender would reduce the impact the Red 
Army could make in the Far East and thereby reduce 
future Soviet infl uence. 

 There were both political and military arguments 
for the use of  the bomb, but if  the Americans were 
infl uenced by a desire to strengthen their diplomatic 
hand it proved, at best, ineff ective. With Stalin an 
overtly suspicious, paranoid character, and all Soviet 
leaders inevitably insecure in the wake of  the German 
assault, a US monopoly of  the bomb was only likely 
to create more distrust. This distrust could feed on 
ideological diff erences, geopolitical rivalries, and the 
increasing problem, more in evidence at Potsdam than 
at Yalta, of  universal acceptance of  what each of  the 
Allies regarded as their vital interests. These interests 
were refl ected in general approaches to the post-war 
settlement and in the particular aspects of  it which, 
along with Germany’s future, they regarded as most 
important to their world roles. 

 The fi rst indication of  the US approach to an area 
it regarded as vital to American interests came when 
Japan off ered to surrender on 11 August. In Germany 
as in other parts of  Europe, Allied Control Councils 
had been set up to provide at least for the nominal in-
volvement of  the Big Three (and in Germany’s case, 
France). In Japan, the US, which had fought the Pacifi c 
War without British participation in an Allied Com-
mand, initially refused to consider an Allied occupa-
tion agreement for Japan. This was a key area for the 
Americans because of  Japan’s industrial power, its 
strategic position in relation to access to the Pacifi c, 
and its large, highly educated population. Determined 
to secure a dominant post-war position there, they 
were reluctant to consider even the token involvement 
of  the British or the Russians. A willingness to reject 
cooperation in order to protect what were seen as vital 
interests was shared by all members of  the alliance. 
The more it was done, the more mistrust was created, 
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 which in turn reinforced the tendency to seek security 
on a unilateral basis rather than through compromise 
and cooperation.     

 The London and Moscow CFMs   

 From Potsdam onwards, while it is not possible to 
make any confi dent judgements on Soviet strategy, 
the British were no longer prepared to compromise 
for fear of  jeopardizing their vital interests. This 
 British concern was heightened by the growing con-
sciousness of  their weakness in economic and political 
terms compared to their Allies. To make concessions 
and compromises would threaten their position as one 
of  the three great powers, particularly if  it increased 
the infl uence and importance of  the Soviet Union. 
The Americans had not yet moved away from attempt-
ing to resolve issues through tripartite arrangements, 
but the British now believed their interests would be 
best protected by gaining the support of  the US in a 
common front against the Soviets. This was especially 
important with regard to the Mediterranean. 

 These problems became more evident at the fi rst 
meeting of  the CFM, which broke up in disagreement 
and revealed the fi rst signifi cant failure of  post-war 
Allied cooperation. The CFM met under the terms 
and conditions laid down at Potsdam. It was to con-
sist of  the representatives of  Britain, China, France, 
the Soviet Union, and the US and was charged with 
drawing up the peace treaties with Germany’s allies 
(Italy, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Finland) and 
preparing a peace settlement for a future German gov-
ernment. In discussing a particular peace treaty, the 
Council would be composed of  members of  those 
states which had signed the surrender agreement with 
the enemy state in question. The exception was Italy 
where France was to be regarded as a signatory of  the 
surrender terms. In order to exclude China from Euro-
pean aff airs, other members would only be invited to 
take part when matters that directly concerned them 
were under discussion. But, at the fi rst meeting, the 
British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, requested a 
change to enable all powers to be present and to par-
ticipate in the discussions, but with only the signato-
ries to the surrender terms having voting rights. 

 This having been agreed, there followed a wrangle 
over the agenda with the Americans not wanting to 
discuss Japan and the British not wanting to discuss 
Greece. If  Romania was going to be on the agenda, 
the Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, 

could see no reason why the situation in Japan and 
Greece should not be addressed, although under the 
terms of  the  Potsdam agreement they were outside 
the  Council’s remit. The French, who now entered 
high-level Great Power discussions for the fi rst time 
since 1940, also wanted to discuss Germany, intending 
to press for  territorial changes on Germany’s west-
ern border. But the Big Three, who had discussed 
Germany quite fully at Potsdam, wished to leave dis-
cussions on the  German peace treaty until other less 
complex treaties were signed. Unhappy at this situa-
tion, the French were to veto all measures by the Allied 
Control Council to treat Germany as a single unit and 
this called into question an important element of  the 
Potsdam agreements. After this inauspicious start Italy 
was the fi rst state to be dealt with and the fi rst item 
on the agenda was the future of  the Italian colonies. 
Libya was seen as vital by the  British, who occupied 
most of  the colony. They wanted not only the trus-
teeship of  Cyrenaica (Eastern Libya) but to establish a 
new military base there and prevent the Soviet Union 
from being involved in the trusteeship arrangements 
for Tripolitania (Western Libya). After lengthy discus-
sions, during which no progress was made, the issue 
was passed to the foreign ministers’ deputies and even-
tually to the United Nations. It was fi nally resolved 
with the independence of  Libya in 1952. The confer-
ence then turned to Finland and  Romania which the 
Soviets saw as vital interests. Again no progress was 
made, with the Americans refusing to recognize the 
Romanian government as being broadly representa-
tive of  all democratic elements. 

 If  spheres of  infl uence were ruled out and the Yalta 
agreements adhered to, it was perfectly understanda-
ble for the Americans, British, and French to complain 
about Soviet actions in Romania. However, if  that was 
the case, then there was no sound argument for ex-
cluding the Soviets from Japan or from a trusteeship 
of  an Italian colony. Soviet diplomacy seemed to have 
little room for manoeuvre. In this situation Molotov 
claimed that progress had been too slow and raised a 
procedural issue on which the Council broke down: 
the Soviets would no longer attend the Council  unless 
the Potsdam agreements on Council procedure, 
which would exclude the French from discussing most 
peace treaties, were reverted to. From the Soviet point 
of  view they had been outmanoeuvred, having agreed 
to change the Potsdam agreement in one case while 
the British and Americans were determined to stick 
by it in others. 
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  The breakdown of  the London Council revealed 
the determination of  all the Allies to pursue their own 
power political interests even if  they involved confron-
tation. The commitment to cooperation, whether out 
of  principle or self-interest, was weakening and prior-
ity was being given to protecting vital interests. Trust 
was being eroded and suspicions developing. Crucially, 
the idea that the Allies could accept an international 
framework which met all their requirements and am-
bitions as great powers was proving unrealistic. The 
diplomatic battleground which was to become a Cold 
War was thus being laid out in power political terms. 

 However, the attempts at cooperation did not end 
at the London Council and some Western concessions 
were to be forthcoming, largely at the instigation of  
James Byrnes. American opinion had been upset by 
the London failure and Byrnes may have decided 
that the attempts to pressure the Soviets under the 
shadow of  the atomic bomb had not worked and that 
it would still be possible to make progress with a more 
conciliatory stance. He instigated another Council in 
Moscow, confi ned to the Big Three, and off ered the 
prospects of  international cooperation over the use of  
atomic energy. Bevin was not keen on such a meet-
ing, preferring to build an Anglo-American front to 
convince the Soviets to modify their stance. He had 
now rejected any deal with the Soviets on spheres of  
infl uence, because it would be damaging to Britain’s 
international position: exclusion from large areas of  
East-Central Europe was deemed by the Foreign Of-
fi ce to be incompatible with great power status, even 
if  Britain’s vital interests in the Middle East and Medi-
terranean were secured. The British foreign secretary 
argued that the Soviets had no need for a substantial 
 European sphere of  infl uence to off set the British po-
sition in the Mediterranean and Middle East, because 
the Soviets had gained other territory as a result of  the 
war. Byrnes, however, was keen to compromise with 
the Soviets whatever the British view. 

 The Moscow Council in eff ect witnessed the last seri-
ous attempt at compromise between the Big Three, but 
one which did not fundamentally alter power political 
realities. It thus proved possible, as in Poland, to achieve 
an agreement on the broadening of  the provisional 
governments. In Romania, a joint commission was to 
arrange for the inclusion of  additional ministers, which 
was duly done in February 1946. Bulgaria was trickier 
because elections had been held in the autumn of  1945 
that were not regarded in the West as entirely free. 
The agreement therefore was to advise the Bulgarian 

government to include some members of  the oppo-
sition. In return, the US accepted an  Allied Control 
Council for Japan. When the conference ended, a pro-
posal was also accepted for a UN Commission on the 
international control of  atomic energy and on the re-
sumption of  peace negotiations in the full CFM. The 
desire for compromise had prevented the collapse of  
cooperation but by the end of  1945 the atmosphere was 
very diff erent from Yalta. 

 The London and Moscow CFMs clearly revealed 
that the issues which divided the Big Three, and 
which would lie at the heart of  the Cold War, were 
of  a global nature. Each power had vital interests to 
preserve: the US in Latin America and the Far East, 
the Soviets in Eastern Europe, and the British in the 
Mediterranean and Middle East. The principles and 
practices which were to be applied to the post-war 
world aff ected those interests which were linked to 
perceptions of  global power and infl uence. The alli-
ance experienced tensions because it proved diffi  cult 
to reconcile vital interests within an agreed interna-
tional framework. Principles and power politics were 
clashing and undermining cooperation; this was to as-
sume much greater signifi cance than previous great 
power rivalries because of  the importance of  ideology 
at the end of  the Second World War. 

 At the end of  1945 the Soviets clearly saw the  British 
as more antagonistic than the Americans despite the 
American position on the Romanian and Bulgarian 
 governments. Cooperation with the Americans could 
be combined with attempting to drive a wedge between 
the two capitalist powers, a process which Marxist ide-
ology deemed in any case to be inevitable. Molotov 
complained bitterly about British actions in Greece 
and reasserted Soviet claims for bases in the Straits 
and for the return of  two Turkish provinces (Kars and 
 Ardahan), which had once been part of  the Russian 
Empire. From the Soviet point of  view, it was vital for 
them to move forward with post-war economic recov-
ery, and while the Americans agreed to assist the British, 
they were not prepared to treat the Soviets, or indeed 
the French, in the same way. This was one factor which 
was to encourage assertive, unilateral action rather than 
tripartite cooperation. There was also the Soviet con-
cern that, backed by the atomic bomb, the Americans 
were attempting to dictate the post-war settlement. 
The Soviets may have put forward claims for involve-
ment in Tripolitania and Turkey in order to convince 
their Allies that a spheres of  infl uence deal would be 
desirable. They may have been seeking recognition of  
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 their newly acquired importance as a great power. Or, 
they may have been determined to extend their infl u-
ence outside Eastern and Central Europe in an attempt 
to undermine British vital interests and hasten  confl ict 
within the capitalist world. Whatever Soviet aims may 
have been, and despite the American concessions in 
Moscow, their realization through cooperation was 
going to be diffi  cult. 

 From the American perspective, the Soviets were 
failing to carry out the Yalta agreements that had 
been sold as the embodiment of  a New World Order 
in which old-fashioned power politics were to be re-
moved. Already, by the autumn of  1945 serious ques-
tions were being raised in the US following the Soviet 
occupation of  Southern Sakhalin and the Kuriles in 
line with the Yalta agreements. Senators and members 
of  Congress were questioning the Democrats’ role in 
appeasing the Soviets through the abandonment of  
American principles. James Byrnes was called to ac-
count before a Senate investigatory committee. Both 
Republicans and Democrats were concerned about 
policies they regarded as too soft on communism. At 
the end of  November, ambassador Patrick Hurley, an 
eccentric Republican right-winger, resigned over pol-
icy to China, calling the diplomats on his staff  ‘com-
munist supporters’. Opinion polls were indicating that 
more and more Americans were less sympathetic to 
cooperation with the Soviets and supportive of  a more 
assertive policy. The Soviets had reneged on some of  
the Yalta agreements and criticism of  their ruthless 
and self-serving actions in Eastern Europe was mount-
ing. Although Washington had no vital interests there, 
an American mission under Mark Ethridge was sent 
to determine the facts in Romania and Bulgaria. The 
report was critical of  Soviet actions and argued that 
representative government was necessary if  peace was 
to be secured. Spheres of  infl uence would invite fur-
ther confl ict and encourage Soviet ambitions. 

 Truman had to confront his growing domestic dif-
fi culties from a weak position because of  his lack of  
experience in foreign aff airs. In addition, he was in 
the unfortunate position of  being a former protégé 
of  his Secretary of  State. He had tried the tough ap-
proach with the ending of  Lend-Lease and harsh 
criticism of  Soviet bad faith and he had tried the con-
ciliatory approach through the Hopkins mission. His 
decisions on which line to take after Potsdam were 
not helped by Byrnes’s tendency to keep him in the 
dark about diplomatic moves, in particular about the 
concessions made at Moscow. With the criticism of  

the US role at Moscow mounting, Truman declared 
in early 1946 that he was ‘tired of  babying the Soviets’. 
The President appeared ready to embark on a more 
confrontational approach as public opinion became 
less willing to trust the Soviets. It was in early 1946 
that a crisis in Iran was to provide a basis for a con-
frontation that, for the fi rst time, was fi rmly to unite 
the  British and the Americans in open opposition to 
 Soviet ambitions.      

  D.    Growing Confrontation: 
The Near East and Mediterranean      

 The Iranian Crisis   

 As President Truman tired of  babying the Soviets, a 
crisis was developing in Iran, which had been jointly 
occupied by the USSR and Britain since 1942 and had 
served as a supply route from the West to Russia. 
From the Western perspective, this crisis confi rmed 
the perception of  the Soviet Union as an ambitious 
imperialist power. The Iranians were increasingly un-
happy about the Soviet occupation of  northern Iran, 
which they feared would encourage separatism in the 
border province of  Azerbaijan and lead to pressure for 
oil concessions to Moscow. Like the British, who oc-
cupied the southern part of  the country, the Soviets 
were required, under the terms of  the 1942 treaty, to 
end their occupation six months after the termination 
of  hostilities. Based on the Japanese surrender, this 
would be on 2 March 1946. Before then, however, the 
Iranians complained to the UN about Soviet interfer-
ence in their internal aff airs. 

 The British were keen to provide support and en-
couragement to the Iranians. They hoped to dem-
onstrate to the Americans the need to resist a Soviet 
threat to an independent state, which also presented a 
threat to Britain’s own imperial position in the  Middle 
East and Mediterranean. Soviet imperialism in Iran 
was justifi ed in Stalin’s eyes because of  the alleged 
danger of  Iranian sabotage of  the Baku oilfi elds, and 
by the fact that the British were refusing to withdraw 
troops from Greece and were occupying Egypt with 
more troops than permitted by the Anglo-Egyptian 
treaty. The fact that the British refused to discuss 
the Greek situation at the Moscow Conference in 
 December 1945 may have reinforced the Soviet desire 
to retain the  infl uence stemming from a military pres-
ence in Iran. 
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  When the Soviets broke the 1942 agreement in 
March 1946, by not withdrawing their troops from 
Iran, both the British and the Americans urged the 
Iranians to renew their complaint to the UN Secu-
rity Council. The Soviet Union was thus placed in 
an unfavourable international light. Moreover, it had 
succeeded in uniting the British and the Americans 
against Soviet imperialism in a region where, unlike 
in Eastern and Central Europe, Soviet infl uence was 
bound to threaten Britain’s imperial position. Stalin’s 
ambitions had led the Americans, who had been genu-
inely suspicious of  British imperialism, to support a 
common stance against the Soviet Union in a clash of  
rival imperialisms. This diplomatic blunder became 
more evident when the Soviets backed down in the 
face of  British and American opposition and agreed to 
withdraw from Iran on 20 March. The reasons for this 
Soviet retreat remain unclear. The prospect of  con-
frontation with a more powerful adversary possess-
ing atomic weapons may have been a factor, as may 
have Stalin’s fear of  destroying future prospects of  
cooperation. Alternatively, Stalin may have assumed 
that his ambitions in Iran, including the securing of  
oil concessions, could be achieved at less cost through 
the creation of  a separate state in Azerbaijan which 
the Russians were actively encouraging. Either way 
it was clear that the Soviets were averse to a serious 
international confrontation with the British and the 
Americans.     

 The Turkish Crisis 1946   

 In early 1946, Soviet ambitions presented another chal-
lenge to the Western powers. As in Iran the issue cen-
tred not on those European areas, which the  Soviets 
had inevitably come to dominate as part of  the ef-
fort to defeat Germany, but on areas outside Europe. 
Nothing had been heard from the Soviets since the 
summer of  1945 about their claims for bases in the 
Straits and the return of  the former Russian provinces 
of  Kars and Ardahan. Western concerns about Turkey 
therefore focused on the presence of  Soviet troops in 
Bulgaria and the Trans-Caucasus, but as 1946 began 
there were fears in the US of  a possible Soviet attempt 
to use military force to seize the Straits. The Soviet 
press was unremittingly hostile to Turkey and as a 
gesture of  support, in February 1946, the US sent the 
battleship  Missouri  to return the body of  the Turkish 
ambassador. The situation remained tense through-
out the spring as confl icting reports of  Soviet troop 

movements were received in Washington. It is clear 
that Stalin, by a combination of  military and non-
military means, was seeking to exert pressure on the 
Turks before in August 1946 calling for a revision of  
Montreux and joint Soviet-Turkish defence of  the 
Straits. This prompted a determined stand by the Tru-
man administration, which, while accepting the need 
for the revision of  Montreux, warned against Soviet 
aggression against Turkey. 

 In Cold War terms, Washington’s determination 
to assist Turkey (probably communicated to the 
 Russians by the British spy Donald Maclean) was a re-
fl ection and reinforcement of  a developing strategy, 
usually referred to as containment, which involved 
greater determination to confront the Soviets. Po-
litically, it was important to avoid further expan-
sion of  Soviet infl uence. Militarily, it was believed 
that the Soviets could be stopped without risking a 
major confl ict, because Stalin was not in a position 
to wage a war in 1946. It was therefore necessary to 
make clear the importance attached by the American 
government to defending Turkey from Soviet en-
croachment. If  the Soviets were convinced that their 
attempts to make gains in the Near East would be 
resisted, then it was likely, as proved to be the case 
with both Turkey and Iran, that the status quo would 
be maintained and the Soviets would back down. 
Therefore, the issue was the prevention of  Soviet 
expansion into areas not already dominated by the 
Russians as a result of  the war. Unfortunately, this 
was not a line that could easily be sold to the Western 
public, who were more concerned about predomi-
nantly European issues and who therefore had to be 
convinced that the Soviet Union expanded after, not 
during, the war.      

  E.    Containment, Confrontation, 
and the Truman Doctrine, 1946–7    

 During the Iranian crisis in the fi rst two months of  
1946, other developments revealed the increasingly 
confrontational approach adopted by the three for-
mer allies. In January and February, Soviet attacks on 
British policy became more hostile. The idea that co-
operation was impossible with capitalist powers was 
reinforced in Stalin’s address to the Supreme Soviet 
on 9 February, which claimed that economic competi-
tion under capitalism made war inevitable. The  British 
Foreign Offi  ce’s response was to create the Russia 
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 Committee to examine how best to reply to what was 
seen as a Soviet propaganda off ensive. Britain and the 
Soviet Union, like the Truman administration, were 
beginning to put confrontation, propaganda, and the 
protection of  vital interests before cooperation and 
compromise. 

 Developments in Washington centred on the fa-
mous Long Telegram sent from Moscow by George 
Kennan two weeks after Stalin’s speech. By then, 
opinion polls showed that the numbers of  Americans 
who believed in the possibility of  cooperation with 
the Soviet Union had fallen, from the 54 per cent of  
September 1945 to 34 per cent. Kennan had been a 
long-time critic of  Roosevelt’s policy of  cooperation 
with the Soviet Union because he believed the nature 
of  the Soviet system demanded a hostile approach 
to the outside world. In other words, Soviet foreign 
policy would essentially be dictated, not by external 
developments, but by ideological imperatives geared 
to promoting what Moscow believed would be the 
 inevitable collapse of  capitalism. 

 As early as February 1945, Kennan had urged the di-
vision of  Europe into spheres of  infl uence based on 
a line beyond which the expansion of  Soviet power 
would not be permitted. Now, one year later, Kennan 
urged fi rm action on the part of  the Western pow-
ers to confront and contain a Soviet state deemed 
ideologically averse to cooperation with the capital-
ist West. Kennan believed containment was necessary 
because cooperation with a state ideologically com-
mitted to the destruction of  capitalist democracy was 
impossible. Thus at the beginning of  March 1946, US 
domestic opinion, Soviet defi ance of  its treaty agree-
ments in Iran, and an extensive analysis of  Soviet atti-
tudes to the West all pointed America towards a policy 
of  greater confrontation. In the British embassy in 
Moscow, Frank Roberts, who had always favoured a 
spheres-of-infl uence deal in 1945, now became con-
cerned about the implications of  any such arrange-
ments. With the Soviets more and more  interested in 
areas outside Europe, especially the Mediterranean 
and Middle East, any concessions there, even to legiti-
mate Soviet aims, would be interpreted as a severe set-
back to Britain throughout the Arab world. Roberts 
saw prestige and security considerations intermin-
gling in the Middle East and Soviet security could not 
be achieved without damaging British or  American 
interests.   10    In early 1946 both Kennan and Roberts 
saw advantages in containment through confronta-
tion rather than a spheres-of-infl uence deal involving 

concessions to the Soviets. For the Truman admin-
istration, while attempts at cooperation were not to 
be abandoned in 1946, from now on, cooperation was 
only desirable on American terms. US policy to the 
Soviets was now in line with that advocated by the 
British in 1945 and again it was Middle Eastern rather 
than European issues which had had the most impor-
tant infl uence on policy. 

 Kennan’s idea on the implementation of  contain-
ment was based on securing the world’s important 
industrial areas. The advance of  Soviet communism 
at the expense of  capitalism could be prevented if  this 
could be achieved. Kennan, like most policy-makers 
in the US, was not afraid of  the Soviet Union deliber-
ately starting a global war. What most concerned the 
 Americans and the British was the spread of  Soviet in-
fl uence and control on the basis of  communist politi-
cal successes. Churchill, who reinforced the moves to 
confrontation/containment in early March 1946 with 
his Iron Curtain speech in Fulton Missouri, empha-
sized this point. While criticizing the nature and  extent 
of  Soviet actions in Eastern and Central  Europe, the 
former British prime minister, in Truman’s presence, 
referred to the Soviet desire to achieve the fruits of  
war while avoiding military confl ict. 

 The condemnation of  Soviet actions in Central and 
Eastern Europe was linked to the growing realization 
of  the ruthless nature of  the persecution and eco-
nomic exploitation they entailed. A satellite empire 
had not yet been fully consolidated, since the strict 
 Soviet controls that would eventually be imposed 
were not in evidence outside Romania. The prospect 
of  such an empire presented a threat to the British po-
sition, as a great power with European-wide interests, 
and to American perceptions of  the new European 
order. Yet, fear of  the extension of  Soviet military 
power and/or political infl uence into areas such as the 
Mediterranean and Middle East remained more im-
portant in 1946 than developments in Eastern Europe, 
as it would constitute Soviet post-war expansion rather 
than wartime gains. However, by April when the next 
session of  the CFM met in Paris,  Soviet demands were 
reduced when Molotov supported the French idea of  
returning the Italian colonies to Italy as compensation 
for its proposed loss of  Trieste. Again, the Soviets ap-
peared willing to bargain in the Mediterranean while 
the British were adamant that no concessions should 
be contemplated that might threaten their vital inter-
ests and great power status. It still proved impossible 
to reach agreement at the fi rst session of  the Paris 
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 Council prior to the formal opening of  the actual Paris 
Peace Conference. A second Council had to meet in 
Paris and a further one in New York before peace trea-
ties with Germany’s allies could be fi nalized at the end 
of  1946. 

 British interests continued to revolve around the 
Mediterranean and Middle East where, over the issue 
of  the Dardanelles, they now had American support. 
The Soviets were aware that in that region Britain 
believed it had vital interests and were prepared to 
back down. In areas of  Central and Eastern Europe, 
however, where the Soviets believed they had vital 
 interests, there was to be no retreat in the face of  
Anglo-American pressure. This growing confronta-
tion was exacerbated by the failure to secure agree-
ment on future international controls over the use of  
atomic energy. In March 1946 the Acheson-Lilienthal 
proposal provided for a transition period to interna-
tional control during which the US would retain its 
advantageous position as the only power with nuclear 
weapons. The American proposals seemed to be based 
on a determination to preserve the dominant US posi-
tion until international arrangements were in place, 
which would prevent the Soviets securing any advan-
tage. Moscow’s position was that existing stocks of  
weapons should be dealt with as a precursor to future 
controls. In 1946 suspicion and mistrust were gather-
ing pace even though there were still some signs of  a 
willingness to compromise on both sides. In 1947, this 
willingness was to disappear and confrontation was 
eventually to lead to the end of  eff orts at cooperation. 

 One element in this scenario was the importance 
of  propaganda. If  both sides were, in eff ect, to insist 
that the maintenance of  cooperation could only be 
on their terms, it was important to convince the rest 
of  the world that the other side was to blame if  co-
operation proved impossible. So, when the attempts 
to produce a post-war settlement at the Paris Peace 
Conference became public, the propaganda battle 
was joined in earnest and by the end of  1947 was to 
become of  much greater signifi cance in the conduct 
of  the Cold War. For both Washington and Moscow, 
1947 was to be a crucial year, when fears of  losing con-
trol over their respective European areas of  infl uence 
reached such an extent that priority was accorded to 
the consolidation of  Europe into two opposing blocs. 
The key events in the abandonment of  cooperation 
and the start of  an unremitting propaganda campaign 
were the failure to reach agreement on the future of  
Germany and the discussions on the Marshall Plan to 

provide American economic aid to Europe. They were 
to lead to an extension of  Soviet control in Eastern 
Europe and to the modifi cation of  the doctrine of  con-
tainment in the US.     

 The Truman Doctrine   

 Often portrayed as the defi ning moment for the 
American strategy of  containment, Truman’s famous 
speech delivered in March 1947 can also be seen as a 
substantial modifi cation of  a previously defensive doc-
trine, which eventually opened the door to all kinds 
of  proactive US actions throughout the globe. Its 
origins lay in the general sense of  economic crisis in 
Europe which developed during the winter of  1946–7, 
but also in the specifi c problems faced by Turkey and 
Greece. While the Soviets had been unsuccessfully en-
deavouring to intimidate the former in 1945, Stalin had 
largely ignored Greece, despite the initial opportu-
nity presented by a large communist-dominated left-
wing opposition and a civil war. The confl ict which 
began in 1944 and led to armed British intervention 
was renewed in 1946, when the Left reacted to the per-
secution of  opposition groups by the British-backed 
government, and was to continue until 1949. The lack 
of  Soviet interference prior to 1947 refl ected a desire to 
appease the British and uphold the percentages agree-
ment, which would increase the prospects for con-
tinued cooperation on the basis of  agreed spheres of  
infl uence. Nevertheless, the cost of  the British eff orts 
to contain the confl ict and create long-term stability 
was becoming too high to bear by the end of  1946. 

 The diffi  culties facing Greece and other areas of  
Western Europe were part of  the general problem 
of  post-war reconstruction, made more diffi  cult by 
the failure to cooperate over the economic future of  
 Germany. The Soviet desire to maximize the exploi-
tation of  all of  Eastern Europe, ended the pre-war 
East–West trade in agricultural produce. The prob-
lem was made worse by the Soviets handing over to 
Polish administration the agricultural lands between 
the Eastern and Western Neisse. Thus there was less 
food to feed the Germans in the West than the British 
and Americans had anticipated. A poor harvest in 1946 
was followed by a desperately harsh winter, when it 
became clear that the post-war US loans to individual 
countries in Western Europe would not meet the 
needs of  recovery. Fears of  an economic collapse were 
exacerbated by the probability that already-strong 
communist movements in the West would seize the 
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 opportunity presented by the apparent failure of  
capitalism. The link between economic hardship and 
greater opportunities for the spread of  communism 
was to remain central to the worldview of  Western 
elites for many years after 1945. 

 If  economic hardship was to be mitigated, two im-
mediate problems had to be confronted. One was the 
general imbalance in world markets resulting from the 
wartime disruption of  previous global trade patterns 
and the consequent dominance of  the US as a supplier 
of  industrial goods and foodstuff s. The other was the 
economic revival of  Germany, which was deemed nec-
essary for the recovery of  the rest of  Western  Europe. 
With German production levels only a third of  what 
they were in 1936, and with no food supplies from 
the territory in the east now controlled by Poland, 
basic foodstuff s were having to be imported into the 
 Western zones. This not only exacerbated the trade 
imbalance and contributed to a serious ‘dollar gap’   11    
by the end of  1946, but also imposed further economic 
hardship on the occupying powers. These problems 
contributed to the British decision, communicated to 
Washington in February 1947, to end their economic 
and military assistance to Greece and Turkey. 

 Washington was then faced with a number of  
 diffi  culties. The future of  the capitalist world econ-
omy was in doubt and with it the capacity of  the US 
to ensure that the economic expansion of  the wartime 
years was maintained. If  there was a serious trade im-
balance, a worldwide recession could ensue, as many 
countries would not have the dollars to  purchase 
American goods and foodstuff s. The serious crisis 
in Europe, particularly Germany, would threaten 
the successful implementation of  George Kennan’s 
strategy of  preserving important areas of  economic 
strength for the capitalist, as opposed to the commu-
nist, world. Finally, Turkey and Greece would be left 
more exposed to Soviet pressure and interference if  
British assistance was not replaced. One way in which 
all these problems could be tackled was the provision 
of  US economic aid on a large scale. Unfortunately, 
these problems came to a head just after a Republican 
Congress had been elected and was committed to a 
policy of  tax-cutting and retrenchment. 

 On the international front, although some progress 
had been made with the treaties with Germany’s allies, 
tensions continued to grow as confrontation made 
compromise unlikely. These tensions and problems 
made it more diffi  cult to draw up a German peace 
treaty, which had yet to be tackled in detail by the 

CFM. The West, because of  the economic diffi  culties 
in running their zones, was already moving towards 
the division of  Germany and the consolidation of  the 
Western zones (see  Chapter  2  , D). It was an option 
which off ered the largest economic advantages and 
the smallest geopolitical risks. Both sides were fully 
aware that, if  cooperation could not be maintained, 
it was far better to extend control over their own 
spheres in Germany than to risk a united  Germany 
coming under the infl uence of  a potentially hostile 
power or bloc. 

 From the American perspective, if  Germany was to 
be divided there was little prospect of  eventually secur-
ing the kind of  European settlement in line with their 
ideals. The Soviets had indicated in 1945, as  before, that 
there was little chance of  democratic governments in 
the Western sense emerging in Romania, Bulgaria, 
or Poland. What was now at issue were the future 
prospects of  Western Germany and Western  Europe 
which might fall prey to a political ideology that 
would threaten the socio-economic system on which 
Western elites depended. Consolidating infl uence and 
control in the West therefore became more important 
than applying principles in the East. In these circum-
stances, the disadvantages of  escalating confrontation 
were much less than the risks of  standing aside from 
the specifi c crises in Greece and  Turkey and the more 
general crisis in Western Europe.  Similar considera-
tions about the risk of  not taking action in parts of  
Eastern Europe were likely to have infl uenced Stalin in 
1947. By then a more determined stance against com-
munism also off ered domestic political benefi ts for the 
Truman administration, because the more the threat 
was played up, the more likely it was that Congress 
would provide the money to aid Western Europe. 

 The result was a speech by Truman on 12 March 
1947, which universalized the confl ict then confront-
ing the free world in Greece and Turkey. In the Greek 
case a civil war was represented as part of  a global 
struggle. Moreover, the speech portrayed the strug-
gle in a general manner without specifying whether 
it emanated from the military threat of  a rival state, 
a political ideology connected to a rival great power, 
or an economic threat to American business. Unlike 
any previous confl ict in history between compet-
ing states, dynastic rivals, or other forms of  govern-
ment, according to Truman, the US was engaged in 
a worldwide battle between two diff erent ways of  
life. What became known as the Truman Doctrine 
 proclaimed that: ‘One way of  life is based on the will 
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 of  the majority, and is distinguished by free institu-
tions, representative government, free elections, guar-
antees of  individual liberty, freedom of  speech and 
religion and freedom from political oppression. The 
second way of  life is based upon the will of  a minority 
forcibly  imposed upon the majority. It relies upon ter-
ror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fi xed 
elections and the suppression of  personal freedoms.’ 
The US therefore had ‘to support free peoples who are 
 resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities 
or by outside pressures’. 

 The Truman Doctrine was not a response to an 
 unforeseen or new situation, as the US had already sent 
$260 million dollars of  aid to Greece in 1946. More-
over, concern over Greece increased after the Truman 
Doctrine, because of  Yugoslav involvement and the 
greater Soviet commitment to support communist 
subversion in the West from the autumn of  1947. It 
was more a calculated attempt to instil fear into the 
American population and their representatives in order 
to procure aid on a much larger scale.   12    In this aim, it 
was astonishingly successful in the short term but it 
sowed the seeds of  a policy which would have unfor-
tunate long-term consequences. By implying that the 
US had unlimited responsibilities to assist all those 
who were allegedly resisting a challenge to the Ameri-
can way of  life, the Truman Doctrine opened the door 
to intervention in any civil war. As long as one of  the 
participants could be portrayed as sympathetic to com-
munism, then an internal confl ict would become part 
of  a global struggle against the Soviets and require 
US involvement. In addition, threats to the American 

way of  life could emanate from within the US and the 
invocation of  such threats, however far-fetched and 
imaginary, could be exploited for political benefi t. In 
the long term, the US would pay a heavy price abroad 
for the development of  an ideology of  global dimen-
sions which defi ned security in extremely broad terms. 
In the short term the impact of  the Truman Doctrine 
was much more signifi cant within the US than it was 
on Soviet foreign policy. Stalin seemed unperturbed by 
the US president’s proclamation. Actions rather than 
words always meant more to Stalin, and the forthcom-
ing Moscow Conference still off ered the prospect of  
an advantageous agreement on Germany. It was not 
until the Moscow Conference proved fruitless and the 
Americans produced the Marshall Plan to aid Europe 
as a whole, that Soviet policy underwent a decisive shift 
which eff ectively meant the abandonment of  coopera-
tion. It was to be replaced not just by confrontation and 
a signifi cant tightening of  Soviet political control over 
Eastern Europe, but by increasing eff orts to weaken 
the Western hold over the other half  of  the continent. 
Particular attention was to be given to preventing the 
rebuilding of  the Western zones of  Germany as part of  
an anti-Soviet bloc. Similarly, by the end of  the year the 
US, having devised a strategy for aiding the recovery 
of  Western Europe in line with American economic 
interests, had begun the construction of  a national 
security state. This was to be followed by policies to 
weaken the Soviet position in its sphere of  infl uence 
in Eastern Europe. Whether such strategies can best 
be seen as the beginning or the end of  containment 
remains a debatable Cold War question.           
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        2 
Two Worlds East and 
West, 1945–8        

 By the end of  1947 the establishment of  two opposing 
blocs was largely in place. Whether this was essentially 
an ideological, economic, or military confrontation is 
still a matter of  contention. Moreover, historical un-
derstanding of  this confrontation was made more dif-
fi cult by the Cold War itself. It produced worst-case 
assumptions of  the threats each side faced and claims 
that only one side had reason to be concerned. The 
evidence suggests that  both  sides had reason to be con-
cerned and that in private these concerns were often 
genuine but they were not predominantly military 
ones. The historical explanation of  the emergence of  
the two blocs needs to be removed from the linear, 
aggressive action/defensive response model that ulti-
mately produced military confrontation. If  we want 
fully to understand the ambitions and, particularly 
after 1947, the concerns of  both sides, we need to look 
beyond arms build-ups and the military dimension of  
power politics. 

 Traditional concepts of  power in the economic 
and military sense were combined with ideologies 
based on liberal or socialist values. These were in tune 
with the deeper currents and traditions of  elite cul-
ture, including the general preservation of  domestic 
status, not just the specifi c economic interests which 
helped realize and preserve it. In this sense, Soviet 
elites lacked the historical memories of  their Western 
counterparts and a clear conception of  how the world 
could be moulded to refl ect both their country’s status 
and their own values and privileges. For elites in the 
West who felt threatened in 1947, a way of  life at home 
was fi rmly linked, particularly in the US, to an interna-
tional order embodying values as well as power. 

 At the heart of  these values in 1947 was the estab-
lishment of  a liberal order, which would involve the 
global dominance of  a capitalist economy based on 
multilateral trade. If  this failed, a liberal international 
order would not win mass acceptance. With Western 
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 Europe unable to generate the means to recover, a free 
and unregulated market economy was more likely to 
create chaos than prosperity. Action was therefore 
required by Washington, not just in American eco-
nomic interests, but in the interest of  a new interna-
tional liberal order which had been planned for by the 
US in universal terms even before the attack on Pearl 
Harbor. Crucially, events propelled the US into a posi-
tion to link its power with a crusading ideology at the 
appropriate historical moment. In the Soviet Union 
the events of  the 1940s, and particularly the wartime 
devastation, inclined elites to concentrate less on the 
global and the universal than on the domestic and 
the regional. In ideology, as in most other fi elds, the 
Soviets were on the back foot and while the Marshall 
Plan could off er both ideological and practical advan-
tages the Soviets could off er nothing of  the latter.     

  A.    The Marshall Plan and the 
Western Economic System      

 The Origins of the Marshall Plan   

 The Marshall Plan was, without doubt, a key turning 
point in the development of  the two blocs and the ori-
gins of  the Cold War, although some historians see it 
more as a watershed than others. On the political level 
it was both a cause and a consequence of  growing fears 
and tensions. On the economic level its origins can be 
traced to long-held American perceptions of  the kind 
of  international economy that would bring prosper-
ity and avoid war. Signifi cant consequences stemmed 
from the threat it presented to Soviet status and infl u-
ence and to the maintenance of  a rival socio-economic 
system to capitalism. This unprecedented aid package, 
which provided about $17 billion to Western Europe 
in 1948–52, sought to ward off  the threat of  commu-
nism in Western Europe and to ensure that the post-
war American economy was not sent into recession by 
unfavourable economic conditions. The Marshall Plan 
was thus partially geared to the requirements of  US 
businesses and to the problems facing the American 
economy which had expanded dramatically during 
the Second World War. 

 The American planners, who began their attempts 
to defi ne a new international order even before the US 
entered the war, were clearly infl uenced by ideas that 
war in general developed from unfair economic com-
petition. Both Cordell Hull, the US Secretary of  State 

until late 1944 and Sumner Welles, Roosevelt’s key for-
eign policy adviser until the autumn of  1943, believed 
that state power should not be used to exercise control 
over resources. Imperial trading blocs were deemed 
to lead to military confrontations and war. Hull and 
Welles were not advocates of  free trade but of  the 
elimination of  discriminatory tariff s and quotas which 
allowed some nations privileged access to markets and 
resources. They sought ways to promote greater com-
mercial access to all areas of  the globe and to facilitate 
multilateral trade. During the war, at Bretton Woods in 
New Hampshire in July 1944, a system was put in place 
to do just that. The Bretton Woods agreements were 
endorsed by forty-four nations and led to the estab-
lishment of  the International Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (World Bank) and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). The former was designed to 
provide reconstruction loans and to promote private 
investment, while the latter was designed to prevent 
currency diffi  culties hampering international trade. If  
a nation found itself  suff ering from temporary balance 
of  payments diffi  culties, the IMF would provide the 
requisite currency loans, which would encourage and 
facilitate multilateral rather than bilateral trade. The 
system was eff ectively underpinned by the strength 
of  the dollar, which was exchangeable for gold, and 
by the economic power of  the US, which as the main 
provider of  funds was able to dominate both institu-
tions. The World Bank has always had an American 
president and one-third of  the World Bank’s money 
and one-third of  the votes in both institutions are ex-
ercised by the US.   1    

 Despite this, the World Bank and the IMF, like the 
Marshall Plan, were not without opponents in the US. 
All were seen as embodying the New Deal ideology 
of  government controls and interference. It was the 
infl uence of  what the leading Marshall Plan historian 
has called the ‘New Deal coalition’, which was central 
to American attempts to defi ne a new economic order 
at home and abroad. ‘A bloc of  capital-intensive fi rms 
and their allies amongst labour, farm, fi nancial and 
professional groups’ desired a new, world economic 
system. This would be founded on ‘self-governing 
economic groups integrated by institutional coordi-
nators and normal market mechanisms, led by coop-
erating public and private elites, nourished by limited 
but positive government power, and geared to an eco-
nomic growth in which all could share’.   2    These ideals 
and interest groups tied the Bretton Woods system 
to American eff orts to rebuild Western Europe. They 
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 would have infl uenced US policy irrespective of  the 
existence or ideology of  the Soviet Union. 

 However, the ideological challenge mounted by 
the Soviets, especially if  presented as a more sinister 
military threat, was a useful weapon for those wish-
ing to use American economic power to create an 
integrated market for European goods that would 
serve the interests of  US exporters. The fear that the 
American recovery from the Depression of  the 1930s 
would be thwarted if  new world markets were not se-
cured was a real, if  largely groundless, one. The vast 
expansion of  the US economy, in which the trade sur-
plus at the end of  the War was greater than the total 
of  US exports in the Depression, fuelled these fears. 
When it became obvious by the end of  1946 that the 
European dollar shortage had not been solved by the 
initial American loans, short-term self-interest rein-
forced the long-term goals of  remodelling Western 
European economies as part of  a new international 
economic order. 

 Whether the primary aim of  the Marshall Plan 
was to enable the American economy to dominate 
Western Europe as part of  a multilateral trading sys-
tem, whether it was geared to the long-held views 
of  specifi c interest groups on a new economic world 
order, or whether it was a reaction to growing fears 
about the spread of  communism, all such aims and 
concerns were mutually reinforcing. Republican op-
ponents of  the New Deal were more likely to swallow 
the government expenditure involved if  the Marshall 
Plan had a political goal, vividly represented in the 
Truman Doctrine, of  defeating Soviet communism. 
Fighting communism and Soviet ambitions were 
more likely to be supported if  American exporters and 
the US economy in general would benefi t as a result. 

 Whatever the motivation, it has been argued that 
Western Europe did not need large-scale American 
aid and that certain countries were well on the road to 
recovery.   3    The American drive for European integra-
tion may have contained elements of  self-interest and 
economic imperialism. However, any US attempt to 
consolidate Western Europe under its auspices at least 
off ered something to attract European governments 
into a voluntary association. In contrast, the further 
consolidation of  a Soviet sphere in Eastern Europe, 
which followed the Marshall Plan, off ered economic 
asset-stripping and political repression as a means of  
preserving Soviet dominance. It was only later that 
Soviet imperialism achieved the unique distinction of  
an empire in which many inhabitants of  the periphery 

were generally better off  than their metropolitan 
equivalents.     

 The Implementation of the Marshall 
Plan and its Consequences   

 A US plan to provide economic aid to Europe was an-
nounced by the American Secretary of  State, George 
Marshall, in a speech on 5 June 1947. It was followed 
by a conference in Paris later in the month of  the 
British, French, and Soviet foreign ministers. It was 
expected in Washington that the Europeans would 
take the initiative in coordinating a more specifi c re-
sponse to Marshall’s general proposal. The Soviets 
 attended because they saw the prospect of  capital for 
much needed reconstruction and initially encouraged 
Eastern European countries to respond positively. 
There were, however, those in the Soviet govern-
ment who saw the Plan as an attempt to undermine 
their position in Germany and Eastern Europe. 
Confronted with fi rm British and French intentions 
(which they never fully carried out) to produce a com-
bined set of  aid requirements rather than a series of  
country-based proposals, Molotov became more con-
vinced that the main American aim was the creation 
of  an anti-Soviet bloc including the revived Western 
zones of  Germany. As a result, and much to the relief  
of  the Truman  administration, the Soviets walked 
out of  the Paris meeting and subsequently exerted 
suffi  cient pressure on Eastern European countries 
for them not to become involved. The Plan was never 
designed by the US to encompass all of  Europe  and  
the Soviet Union, but for domestic political reasons it 
would have been diffi  cult to deny particular countries 
the opportunity to participate. Had the off er been 
taken up by the Soviet bloc, it is unlikely that Con-
gress could have been persuaded to vote the neces-
sary funds. As it was, the British and French convened 
a conference in Paris over summer that was attended 
by sixteen Western European states and framed a 
recovery plan by September. After considerable dis-
cussion in Congress, an aid package was approved in 
March 1948, when the Economic Cooperation Act 
was passed. 

 The Cold War consequences of  the Marshall Plan 
were momentous. It refl ected the American belief  that 
the economic rebuilding of  Western Europe, which 
required an economic contribution from Western 
Germany, was more important than attempting to 
maintain cooperation with the Soviets. Exactly the 
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 same conclusions were drawn in Moscow, where 
it was assumed that the Plan was designed to draw 
Western and Eastern Europe into the American eco-
nomic orbit thereby isolating the Soviet Union and 
creating a revived, united Germany. Stalin believed 
that even limited cooperation with the West was now 
impossible because the Marshall Plan was seen as a 
serious threat. Unlike the restrained Soviet response 
to the Truman Doctrine, after which the Soviets had 
agreed to American proposals to speed the work of  a 
commission to form an interim German government, 
there was a very diff erent reaction.   4    The response was 
to end cooperation in the commission and prepare to 
strengthen the Soviet hold over Eastern Europe. By 
February 1948 this extended to Czechoslovakia, the 
only country in which Western-style democracy had 
been preserved in the inter-war years. 

 According to one historian, the Soviet response to 
the Marshall Plan was essentially defensive. Soviet 
leaders saw their war-devastated country as weak, and 
were therefore unwilling to embark on a confronta-
tion with the West.   5    It may well have been the case 
that this confrontation was inevitable, given the obsta-
cles to agreement on the future of  Europe, and that 
at some point the Soviet attempt to preserve token 
coalition governments in Eastern Europe for the 
sake of  appearances would have ended and rigid con-
trols been imposed from Moscow (see  Chapter  2  , B). 
Nevertheless, it was the Marshall Plan that infl uenced 
the timing of  these developments. In July the Molotov 
Plan, a series of  bilateral agreements linking the 
Soviet Union with Eastern European countries, be-
came the economic response to Marshall’s off er and 
the forerunner of  the Council for Mutual Economic 
Assistance (COMECON), established in 1949. 

 The political response was coordinated at a meeting 
of  communist leaders at Szlarska Poreba in Septem-
ber 1947. Here the Communist Information Bureau 
(Cominform) was established to provide Moscow with 
the institutional means to control foreign communist 
parties and formally to end cooperation with other 
non-fascist parties. The chief  Soviet ideologist, Andrei 
Zhdanov, spoke of  the creation of  two camps, and al-
though there was one last attempt at cooperation at 
the London Council of  Foreign Ministers (CFM) in 
November–December 1947, the Marshall Plan was the 
decisive catalyst for the division of  Europe. Both sides 
had concluded that it was more important to maintain 
their preferred economic and political systems in one 
half  of  a divided Europe, than to cooperate in creating 

a united Europe that would risk a reunited Germany 
siding with their ideological rival. 

 A satisfactory resolution of  the German problem 
was another goal of  the Marshall Plan and  European 
economic integration. Tying the western zones 
of  Germany into a system of  economic coopera-
tion would help prevent the revival of  German eco-
nomic power (see  Chapters  2  , D and   4  , C). Although 
the Organization of  European Economic Coopera-
tion (OEEC), which was established in March 1948 
to deal with Marshall Aid, was not a supranational 
body, it was the fi rst stage of  a process that ultimately 
aimed to revive the German economy while limiting 
 German economic independence. The OEEC lacked 
the power to make policy independently of  the sixteen 
national governments it represented, but it provided 
institutional evidence of  the West’s commitment to 
European economic recovery. 

 For the US administration, the Marshall Plan at one 
stroke off ered a way to bring the long-held New Deal 
vision of  a new international economic order a step 
nearer realization, a way to reduce the security risks of  
German recovery, and a way to make it more diffi  cult 
for communists to take control of  Western European 
governments. For the Soviet Politburo, the Marshall 
Plan was seen as an American attempt ‘to restore the 
economy of  Germany and Japan provided it is subordi-
nated to the interests of  American capital’. As a result, 
Germany would be linked to the ‘forces of  capitalist 
encirclement’. In the US George Kennan published an 
article in  Foreign Aff airs  in July 1947 (under the absurd 
pseudonym ‘Mr X’), which claimed that Stalin was 
determined to overthrow all Western governments, 
and that the only counter to this would be the ‘adroit 
and vigilant application of  counterforce at a series of  
constantly shifting geographical and political points’.   6    

 It is diffi  cult to assess how far these interpretations 
stemmed from genuine fears or from a perceived 
propaganda need to maximize the threat of  the other 
side. The rooting out of  Stalin’s internal opponents 
could be justifi ed on the grounds that they were 
linked to Western imperialist forces encircling the 
Soviet Union. In the West, by the end of  the decade 
the Truman administration was under fi re for not 
rooting out alleged communist sympathizers, particu-
larly those in the government service. By early 1950, 
Senator Joe McCarthy of  Wisconsin was conducting 
a campaign of  hate and vilifi cation based on lies and 
accusations that would not have been out of  place in 
Stalin’s regime. McCarthyism was to lead to a loss of  
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 livelihood for a number of  American offi  cials and to 
an atmosphere in the US in which any contact with 
left-wing ideologies or governments was deemed un-
acceptable. Even moderate US opinion tended to re-
gard Marxist-based political opposition to capitalism 
as undermining the security of  the state. Overseas, in 
parts of  the French and British empires after 1947 (see 
 Chapter  3  , A and B), as in Soviet controlled Eastern 
Europe, the alleged aims of  the new enemy were used 
to justify repressive measures to maintain internal sta-
bility or to win support for the status quo. And this sta-
bility was seen to be important precisely because the 
attempts by both sides to maintain it were interpreted 
as an attempt to undermine the other’s ability to do so 
in its areas of  control. This is what national security 
(or old and new imperialisms), the Truman Doctrine, 
the Marshall Plan, and the Cominform had produced 
by the end of  1947.      

  B.    The Soviet Takeover of Eastern 
and Central Europe    

 The origins of  Soviet policy towards Eastern Europe 
can be traced back to before the Second World War, 
but its nature and motivation remain intense sources 
of  controversy. At the heart of  the debate is the extent 
to which Stalin sought, remorselessly, to extend Soviet 
controls as part of  a grand scheme for European or 
even world domination. Views on this are bound to 
infl uence explanations of  the Cold War, for the more 
determined and coherent Stalin’s ambitions were, the 
more justifi able it becomes to see Western actions as 
a response to Soviet ambitions or, to employ the most 
common term, Soviet expansionism. Those who fa-
vour such explanations can point to the Nazi-Soviet 
pact of  1939 and the subsequent Soviet occupation of  
Eastern Poland and seizure of  Northern Bukovina 
(part of  Romania). These actions were followed by 
attempts to win Nazi approval for further territorial 
gains and infl uence. Stalin vainly endeavoured to se-
cure greater infl uence over Finland, to make Bulgaria 
part of  a Russian security zone, to acquire military 
bases in the Dardanelles, to establish a Russo-Danish 
condominium over the Baltic Straits, and to annex 
southern Bukovina, while securing a special interest in 
Hungary, Yugoslavia, and Greece. 

 Such goals bear some resemblance to the kind of  
situation created at the end of  the war by Soviet arms, 
but in 1940 they were the product of  desperate Soviet 

diplomacy in the face of  gathering German power. 
What Stalin would have liked, what he could obtain, 
and what he saw as bargaining counters, have always 
to be carefully distinguished as elements of  Soviet for-
eign policy throughout the 1940s. The lack of  evidence 
and the contradictory policies also make it diffi  cult to 
assess what Soviet aims actually were. The Soviet ex-
ploitation of  German and Eastern European resources 
did not bode well if  the aim was to enhance the appeal 
of  Soviet communism. If  the aim was to impose the 
Soviet model of  political control and economic devel-
opment, this was not initially attempted in all areas 
occupied by the Red Army and was not systemati-
cally imposed at any time during Stalin’s rule. It may 
well have been that Stalin was proceeding cautiously 
in order to avoid taking on too much, too soon. On 
the other hand, the Soviet leader may have had limited 
ambitions in Eastern Europe in the expectation that 
these could be reconciled with Allied cooperation over 
the containment of  Germany. 

 The motivation for Stalin’s Eastern European 
policies is a further source of  controversy. Were they 
born out of  traditional Russian imperialism, out of  
 Marxist-Leninism, which predicted the inevitable col-
lapse of  capitalism and the triumph of  communism, 
or out of  the specifi c needs of  the Soviet state? What-
ever the role of  ideology it can hardly be denied that 
the Soviet Union still remained an essentially impe-
rialist power, seeking to enhance its power and in-
fl uence. Yet it should not be forgotten that all great 
powers, including the Western allies, have had similar 
imperial goals. Their precise nature, and of  course 
the means of  their implementation, varied according 
to the type of  regime and its geopolitical situation. 
It is also the case that prior to 1942 the Soviet Union 
faced more serious threats to its territorial security 
than either Britain or the US. Its enemies in Europe 
were not only the  Germans, who had twice attacked 
in the twentieth century. There were also the Poles 
and the Romanians, long embroiled in territorial dis-
putes with  Moscow, and under German pressure the 
Hungarians who had all recently been engaged in 
hostilities against the  Soviets. On the other hand, it is 
clearly inappropriate to attempt to justify Soviet pol-
icy purely as a response to security needs. Stalin’s am-
bitions extended to the restoration of  those parts of  
the Russian empire lost in the First World War and the 
Russo– Japanese war of  1904–5. The Soviet leader also 
sought to extend Soviet infl uence into Iran and into 
areas such as the Eastern Mediterranean from which 
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 hitherto it had largely been excluded. Soviet foreign 
policy at the end of  the Second World War was geared 
very much to a crude pursuit of  control and infl uence, 
and only after Stalin’s death in 1953 to more sophisti-
cated attempts at achieving greater status as a world 
power. 

 Much of  this has subsequently been justifi ed in 
terms of  Soviet security needs. Territorial security 
in the traditional sense of  protection against mili-
tary aggression was something that must have played 
heavily on Stalin’s mind. However, it cannot justify or 
explain all Soviet actions in Europe, let alone those 
in Asia and the Middle East. Nor can the control of  
Eastern  European communist parties imposed by 
Moscow.  Security and imperialism can be very simi-
lar concepts, and the same issues apply to defi ning US 
goals and policies about which much more evidence 
is available. 

 Stalin’s own personality remains a key factor in 
any analysis of  Soviet actions, not least because for-
eign policy was always his policy rather than that of  
the Soviet foreign ministry or the communist party. 
A brutal and secretive leader whose personal habits 
refl ected a deeply disturbed personality, Stalin and his 
murderous regime have sometimes been portrayed as 
incapable of  conducting a cooperative foreign policy. 
It seems unlikely, however, from Western records of  
meetings with the Soviet leader that he was unwilling 
to compromise, or that he was irrational and unable 
to make judgements about Soviet interests in Eastern 
Europe or elsewhere. Nor was he regarded during the 
war by Western leaders as someone with whom a co-
operative relationship was impossible.     

 The Pattern at the End of the War   

 In 1944–5, as the Red Army moved closer to Berlin, 
there was no evidence of  Stalin deploying Soviet 
forces with an eye to the post-war settlement, other 
than allowing the Germans to eliminate anti-Soviet 
elements in Poland. Priority was given to the most 
expeditious way of  defeating the Germans, at least 
until after the Yalta Conference in the spring of  1945 
when it has been suggested that Soviet policy then 
began to change.   7    What may have infl uenced this 
was the  British response to the Soviet-sponsored coup 
in  Romania, which breached the Yalta agreements. 
 Stalin’s failure to include in the Polish provisional 
government democratic elements from abroad or to 
hold the elections he had promised within about one 

month (see  Chapter  1  , A) also fl ew in the face of  the 
Yalta agreements.   8    Yet Yalta itself  contradicted the 
1944 percentages agreements. 

 The Romanian coup was the only Soviet-imposed 
government in Eastern Europe after Yalta and before 
the end of  the war. Having led the eff orts to remove 
the pro-German Romanian government in 1944, King 
Michael was faced in February 1945 with Soviet de-
mands for a communist government. The decision 
had been taken by the Red Army to move Romanian 
units out of  Bucharest in January 1945, prior to the 
Yalta conference. On 27 February, with Soviet tanks 
in the streets of  Bucharest, King Michael, on Andrei 
 Vyshinski’s insistence, appointed a Cabinet subservi-
ent to Moscow, although four of  its members were 
non-communists. As British protests, more over 
Poland than Romania, were voiced, Stalin became 
increasingly fearful that a separate peace, if  not collab-
oration with the Germans, was being sought. To the 
Russians it was diffi  cult to explain why German troops 
fought a desperate rearguard action in Czechoslovakia 
while off ering only token resistance on the Rhine. 
Thus, it has been claimed that in April and May the 
Soviets began to view military operations with an eye 
to future bargaining counters in preparation for what 
was termed the strategies of  occupation.   9    

 It seems that Stalin had not, however, abandoned his 
commitment to cooperation with the West. Rather, 
in keeping with his character, he was increasingly 
suspicious and uncertain. While Zhdanov argued for 
encouraging socialism in Eastern Europe, other sen-
ior ministers, such as Georgi Malenkov, were more 
concerned with grabbing what was possible from 
Germany and Eastern Europe, then retreating into iso-
lation, without becoming too concerned about coop-
eration with the West or Eastern European socialism. 
Whether cooperation remained Stalin’s priority would 
depend on the extent to which any such cooperation 
satisfi ed Soviet interests. Unfortunately, it is impossible 
to be sure which Soviet interests Stalin regarded as vital 
and worth ending cooperation for. Maxim Litvinov 
defi ned the maximum aims in 1944 in terms of  a 
 Soviet sphere of  infl uence including  Sweden, Finland, 
 Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and the 
Slav Balkan countries. A minimum set of  aims would 
clearly have included Poland and  Romania, both con-
taining traditional Russian enemies, and more than in 
a traditional sphere of  infl uence the latter countries 
would have required tight controls in order to ensure 
the necessary pro-Soviet regimes. 
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  The imposition of  Soviet control over Eastern 
 Europe made little progress in 1945. In November, 
free elections in Hungary, in which the Communist 
Party won only 17 per cent of  the vote, were followed 
by elections in Bulgaria, which were suspect but not 
rigged as blatantly as some later ones in areas less-
favourably disposed to the Russians. The unilateral 
search for the best means of  maintaining Soviet in-
terests in Eastern Europe, including Soviet security, 
may not have begun until early 1946   10    or even later. 
As 1946 began, the Polish elections were postponed 
while elections in Czechoslovakia proved favourable 
to the communists who gained 38 per cent of  the 
vote. On the other hand, the elections in Romania in 
 November 1946 were rigged. Disagreement rages on 
the signifi cance of  all this. Was Stalin playing for time 
to deter Western intervention if  moves were made to 
impose communist rule throughout Eastern and Cen-
tral  Europe? Did Stalin believe that it was possible for 
communists to be freely voted into power? Did he still 
believe that cooperation with the West was desirable 
to contain Germany and therefore strict Soviet control 
would have to be minimized? 

 The communists throughout the region were cer-
tainly aware of  the likely need to undermine opposi-
tion parties if  their position was to be strengthened. 
In 1946 eff orts were made in Hungary to weaken 
the opponents of  communism. Yet there was clearly 
no imposition of  total Soviet control over most of  
 East-Central Europe in the face of  majority opposi-
tion until 1947. The tightening of  Soviet control began 
in Poland before the Truman Doctrine and the Mar-
shall Plan, with the rigged elections of  January 1947. 
However, it was the latter which increased the need, 
from a Soviet perspective, to preserve the communist 
system and maintain Soviet domination of  the region. 
Nothing had yet happened before the late spring of  
1947, brutality and exploitation notwithstanding, 
which would not have been clear to perceptive West-
ern offi  cials in 1943 and 1944—namely that the Soviets 
would not permit anti-Soviet political movements in 
Poland and Romania. 

 It was the defeat of  Germany by the Red Army 
which put the Soviets in a position to control Eastern 
Europe and the issue after 1945 was less whether there 
would be further European expansion than whether 
there would be any contraction. With regard to po-
litical domination of  provisional governments, even in 
Romania there was no certainty before 1947 that the 
Soviet economic and political model would be fully 

imposed. In Hungary and Czechoslovakia, Stalin had 
clearly not implemented a policy of  strict Soviet con-
trol by the end of  1946, and even in Poland there were 
still opposition elements that had not yet been crushed. 
Indeed, Vojtech Mastny has argued that  Stalin had no 
real desire for a tightly controlled system in Eastern let 
alone Western Europe. Rather than having a formally 
divided Europe, with half  under communist domi-
nation, a Europe made pliable by internal confl ict 
may have been the Soviet leader’s preferred option.   11    
Ideologically, communist leaders had to believe in the 
eventual demise of  capitalism; therefore Stalin’s natu-
ral preference could have been a system of  political 
ineffi  ciency and economic chaos for most of  Europe, 
which would lead to that demise. Communist parties 
in both Eastern and Western Europe could contribute 
to this instability, which would serve an ideological 
purpose as well as satisfying the interests of  the Soviet 
state, not least by preventing the re-emergence of  a 
powerful Germany. 

 Such a scenario off ered the prospect of  maintain-
ing cooperation with the British and the Americans, 
and avoiding the kind of  confrontation in Europe 
that Stalin had engendered over Turkey and Iran be-
fore hurriedly backing down. Before 1947 there was 
always a need for Stalin to balance his heightened 
ambitions against the advantages of  maintaining 
some form of  cooperation with the West. The latter 
could not only solve the problem of  German revival 
but also off er the possibility of  economic assistance 
to help Soviet recovery. It is possible that the Soviet 
abandonment of  any hope of  cooperation with the 
West came as early as 1946. The strongest evidence 
indicates, however, that this important shift came be-
tween the failure of  the Moscow CFM on the future 
of  Germany, in March 1947, and the Paris meeting on 
Marshall Aid for Europe, in June of  the same year. 
Prior to Moscow, Stalin retained the hope that he 
could extract concessions over German reparations, 
which was a more important consideration than the 
rhetoric of  the Truman Doctrine. After the failure of  
the Moscow CFM and after refl ecting on the  Marshall 
Plan, there seemed no advantage for the Soviets in 
maintaining cooperation. The Marshall Plan was 
seen as an attempt to build a Western economic bloc 
in opposition to the Soviet Union and as a scheme 
to bring Eastern Europe into the orbit of  American 
capitalism. It therefore became vital for the Soviets to 
prevent this and to secure control over their half  of  a 
divided Europe.     
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  The Extension of the Soviet System in 
Eastern Europe   

 Soviet interference with the political process in East-
ern Europe had been considerable, but far from uni-
form, prior to the genesis of  the Marshall Plan in 
the spring of  1947, after which it became much more 
repressive, with the exclusion of  all non-communist 
parties and the imposition of  the Soviet system with-
out any consideration of  local needs or wishes. Yet 
it remains uncertain as to the extent to which fear 
of  Western interference embodied in the Marshall 
Plan aff ected the nature and timing of  Stalinist rule 
in Eastern  Europe, as steps towards this were taken 
both before and after June 1947. In Romania, the non-
communist minority members of  the government 
who had been installed as part of  the Moscow Coun-
cil agreement of  January 1946 had been removed by 
fraudulent elections in  November that year. But, it was 
a year later, following the Marshall Plan and the crea-
tion of  Cominform, that all opposition parties were 
fi nally repressed. In Hungary, some allegedly unde-
sirable non-communists had been removed from the 
government in May 1947. Then in August, rigged elec-
tions, which still gave non-communist groups 35 per 
cent of  the vote, were followed by the exclusion of  all 
such groups from power. Hungary therefore followed 
Romania, Bulgaria, and Poland down the road of  one-
party governments subordinate to Moscow and com-
mitted to the imposition of  the Stalinist approach to 
economic development. However, it was not until 
1948 that the most signifi cant events for the future of  
the Soviet bloc were to come in Czechoslovakia and 
Yugoslavia. 

 In the former it appears possible that, until the 
events of  1947, Stalin was happy to let the Czechoslo-
vaks develop their own socialist model in their own 
time. The fear after 1947 was that Czechoslovakia 
would ally itself  with the West or that the West would 
interfere in the country, thereby threatening Soviet 
dominance. The coup, which took place at the end 
of  February 1948 and installed a communist govern-
ment under Klement Gottwald, was precipitated by 
elections scheduled to take place in the spring of  1948 
in which the communists were likely to fare badly.   12    
It is not clear whether Stalin was the instigator of  the 
coup, or whether the initiative came from within the 
Czech communist party and was welcomed by Stalin. 
However, it raised the prospect of  communist gov-
ernments coming to power without the Red Army 

playing a direct role and in countries with a signifi -
cant democratic past. Czechoslovakia thus symbol-
ized the worst fears of  Western governments, who 
were primarily concerned about the spread of  com-
munism by political means rather than the expansion 
of  Soviet power by military means. Indeed, the State 
Department, as far as foreign policy was concerned, 
had already assigned Czechoslovakia a role as a Soviet 
satellite. However, the need to unite Western Europe 
against communism, which was now more closely 
directed by Moscow, contributed to an attempt, if  
not to promote a war scare, at least to portray what 
was viewed as a short-term political danger as an im-
mediate military one.   13    Also, events in 1948 raised un-
pleasant memories of  the 1938 Munich Crisis, when 
the Western powers had bowed to Nazi demands on 
Czechoslovakia.     

 The Tito–Stalin Split   

 Yugoslavia, like Czechoslovakia, had been relatively 
free of  direct control from Moscow, not least because 
the liberating role of  the Yugoslav resistance reduced 
the Red Army’s infl uence. With Stalin’s and Zhdanov’s 
belief  that Washington now sought to extend capi-
talism to Eastern Europe, the relative autonomy of  
Yugoslavia was seen as a greater threat in Moscow. 
Ironically, but with signifi cance for any understanding 
of  the role of  ideology as opposed to state interests 
in Stalin’s foreign policy, the Yugoslavs were the lead-
ing proponents of  Zhdanov’s revolutionary line. Tito 
was the Cominform’s strongest supporter, one who, 
in ideological terms, was ‘following Stalin out of  con-
viction rather than fear’.   14    

 Now that Stalin was determined to control what 
was perceived as a communist Eastern Europe, any 
lack of  subservience on Tito’s part was deemed a 
threat in itself. The threat loomed larger because there 
were a number of  power political diff erences to sour 
Soviet–Yugoslav relations and override ideological 
convictions. Tito had clashed with Stalin over mili-
tary strategy during the War, and in the immediate 
post-war period Tito resented Stalin’s refusal to give 
fi rm backing to Yugoslavia in its dispute with Italy 
over Trieste. By December 1947, when treaties were 
signed between Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, Romania, 
and Hungary respectively, Stalin feared that Yugoslavia 
could become a rival for the allegiance of  Eastern 
European states. Such fears were confi rmed by the 
announcement in January 1948 of  a customs union 
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 between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia. Talks between Tito 
and Bulgaria’s Dmitrov were geared to the formation 
of  a Balkan federation which could even be extended 
to states outside the Balkans. The Yugoslavs and the 
Bulgarians were therefore informed that ‘relations be-
tween people’s democracies which exceeded the inter-
ests of  the Soviet government and which did not have 
its approval… were inadmissable’ and that the Soviet 
Union had the right to interfere in the internal aff airs 
of  the People’s Democracies.   15    

 This was particularly galling to Tito, who had 
been persuaded to establish joint Soviet-Yugoslav 
economic enterprises on disadvantageous terms. 
The Yugoslav leader now faced continued eco-
nomic exploitation by Moscow, more interference in 
 Yugoslav Party aff airs, and demands for special privi-
leges for Soviet personnel. As a particularly strong 
personality, with a high self-regard, Tito was not pre-
pared to accept Soviet economic or political domi-
nation. Rather than follow the Bulgarian leader to 
Moscow to accept a dressing down from Stalin, Tito 
only sent representatives. In March, Stalin therefore 
withdrew Soviet economic experts from Yugoslavia. 
With backing from the majority of  the Yugoslav 
central committee, Tito was able to resist Stalin’s ef-
forts to orchestrate an internal pro-Soviet coup. On 
28 June 1948, four days after the Berlin blockade (see 
 Chapter  2  , D) began in earnest, a special Cominform 
meeting expelled Yugoslavia. So began the fi nal con-
solidation of  the Soviet bloc. 

 As problems appeared to threaten Stalin’s control, 
the necessity to install loyal followers and prevent 
the emergence of  other Titos increased. Trade and 
friendship agreements between Yugoslavia and the 
other communist states were cancelled as part of  the 
strategy of  punishing Tito. Such actions served to 
open the door to economic and military cooperation 
between Yugoslavia and the West and the Yugoslav 
regime was to survive. Elsewhere in Eastern Europe 
the Tito–Stalin split was followed by purges of  alleged 
‘deviators’ from the Soviet revolutionary path. In all 
the communist countries of  the Eastern bloc except 
East Germany, arrests and show trials took place. 
Some ministers were executed, while others such as 
the Polish leader, Gomulka, faced imprisonment.   16    
Yet as Stalinist tactics were succeeding in creating an 
atmosphere of  terror and in imposing rigid controls 
over a Soviet satellite empire (with the exception of  
Yugoslavia), they were failing to resolve the German 
question to Moscow’s satisfaction (see  Chapter  2  , D).      

  C.    The Struggle for Infl uence in 
East Asia    

 A central argument of  this text is that the Cold War 
was born out of  a global confl ict over the nature of  
the post-war international order which was conceived, 
particularly in the West, as embodying principles 
which would enable power, domestically and inter-
nationally, to be exercised and preserved. It was not 
a confl ict born out of  actions and reactions in Europe 
which then spread to Asia or which can be portrayed 
predominantly in power political terms without refer-
ence to principles and the ideologies which produced 
and justifi ed them. Therefore, as Western concern 
over the economic condition of  the defeated enemy 
in Europe became acute in 1947, so did concern about 
the economic condition of  Japan in Asia. In both cases, 
there were fears that a failure to rehabilitate the two 
countries would play into the hands of  the opponents 
of  capitalism. It was not just that the worsening eco-
nomic conditions would produce unrest, but that the 
failure to rebuild the important German and Japanese 
economies would prevent regional recovery and 
undermine the global vision of  a new liberal order. 
Moreover, failure would vindicate Soviet ideology as it 
predicted that the contradictions of  capitalism would 
produce confl ict and divisions in the West. Such ex-
pectations on the part of  Stalin and other communist 
leaders were to be proved wrong in both Europe and 
East Asia.     

 Japan and the Reverse Course   

 In Japan the Americans, having abandoned their 
1945 attempt to exclude their wartime allies from 
any formal role in the occupation of  Japan, had to 
rely on all eff ective authority being exercised by the 
military commander. Thus, the situation in Italy and 
Eastern Europe was repeated in Japan except that the 
American commander, General Douglas MacArthur, 
considered himself  to be more than capable of  run-
ning Japan single-handedly. Strong-willed and not 
amenable to control or even advice, MacArthur as 
Supreme Commander Allied Powers (SCAP) began 
a programme of  decentralization and the break-up 
of  large economic groupings ( zaibatsus ) while purg-
ing those associated with the aggressive policies of  
expansion and war. In line with the American system 
of  federalism and anti-trust laws, MacArthur believed 
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 he was reforming Japan in ways which would involve 
reparations and the destruction of  a society which 
did not conform to the American model. While this 
might have succeeded in the long term, in the short 
term it did little or nothing to solve the pressing prob-
lems of  preventing Japanese economic collapse. As in 
Germany, the War had destroyed the regional patterns 
of  trade and by 1946 there were to be increasing signs 
of  acute hardship amongst a population whose eco-
nomic viability was soon to become more important 
than their social or economic structures. 

 MacArthur was, however, disinclined to be defl ected 
from his chosen course when in 1946 the State Depart-
ment, as in Germany, became concerned about the 
dangers of  economic hardship. In early 1947 SCAP 
ordered the purge of  business executives who could 
be linked to ultranationalist groups or who had sup-
ported military aggression. MacArthur was attacking 
the industrial-banking system without concern for 
the means by which the economy could attract for-
eign investment and earn the means to import food 
and avoid infl ation and shortages. Moreover, in Japan 
the cost to the US of  preventing hardship by supplying 
food and other essentials would be even greater than 
in Europe unless the Japanese themselves could make 
a contribution. In the middle of  1948 the non-military 
cost of  supplying food, fuel, and medicine had almost 
reached $1 billion.   17    The State Department argued, at 
the moment the Truman Doctrine was launched, that 
a ‘positive economic programme’ must quickly ‘cre-
ate a viable Japanese economy’ which would be ‘self-
sustaining’ by 1950.   18    

 In the spring of  1947, criticism of  MacArthur’s poli-
cies was intensifi ed by George Kennan’s appointment 
to the newly created Policy Planning Staff  in the State 
Department. Kennan saw the main problems as po-
litical, economic, and psychological, rather than mili-
tary in both Europe and Japan. He also conceived the 
Soviet ideological challenge in global terms in 1947. 
In other words, it was not just important to keep 
communism from gaining control and infl uence in 
Europe but in all areas, including Japan, which had 
developed strong industrial economies. Kennan 
linked these economic and political factors to a con-
cept of  a non-military balance of  power in Eurasia 
with a rebuilt Japan and Germany countering Soviet 
power but not threatening Western interests. Re-
building Germany and Japan would ‘immunize them 
and their regions against communism’.   19    He had sup-
port for a change of  course and the abandonment of  

MacArthur’s policies from an increasing number of  
sources, including former President Herbert Hoover 
and the War Department. Opposition to MacArthur 
was strengthened with the establishment of  the De-
partment of  Defence in July 1947, which made it more 
diffi  cult for MacArthur to portray himself  as above 
the individual services. A more concerted eff ort was 
now to be made to produce what became known as 
the ‘reverse course’ in Japan that would end repara-
tions and the decentralization programme with its at-
tacks on the  zaibatsus . 

 In the summer of  1947 the State Department pro-
duced a paper on Japanese recovery which contained 
similar ideas to those in the Marshall Plan and which 
aimed to provide $500 million to produce Japanese 
self-suffi  ciency by 1950. In September 1947, General 
William Draper, the recently appointed Under Sec-
retary, visited Japan and took on the role of  coordi-
nating the State-Army assault on MacArthur. The 
crunch came in the fi rst two months of  1948 when the 
State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee   20    approved 
a Japanese recovery programme thereby accepting 
the State Department line. But, then came proposals 
from Tokyo earmarking over 300 companies for pos-
sible dissolution. Kennan regarded this as a greater 
threat to Japan than Soviet military strength and de-
parted for Tokyo determined to persuade MacArthur 
of  the need to use the economic potential of  Japan in 
the Cold War, rather than undermine it by a post-war 
reform programme.   21    As in Europe, what had been 
earmarked for destruction now had to be utilized in a 
new battle for salvation. 

 Kennan’s visit coincided with that of  Draper who 
had been lobbying Congress to win support for a 
 Japanese recovery programme. Kennan produced 
arguments for reversing course which portrayed 
Japan as more important than China in the strug-
gle against Soviet communism. Draper got support 
from businessmen whom he brought to Tokyo and 
put the economic arguments in regional terms. 
The Japanese situation was portrayed as a regional 
problem that jeopardized the future of  multilateral 
trade in Asia and, with it, the creation of  an open 
international economic system. Even if  Japan could 
successfully rebuild its manufacturing export sec-
tor, markets in Asia remained problematic. A full-
scale civil war was underway in China and cheap 
sources of  raw materials were no longer available 
because of  the collapse of  the pre-war Japanese em-
pire. Japanese self-suffi  ciency would have to depend 
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 on access to Asian raw materials and markets with 
less dependency on obtaining them from the dollar 
zone. These were the offi  cial conclusions of  the re-
port drawn up by Draper and his aides which was 
followed by the Army under- secretary’s establish-
ment of  a Deconcentration Review Board to make 
fi nal recommendations to MacArthur on the policies 
to be adopted with regard to Japanese business and 
fi nancial institutions. 

 By June Congress had voted funds for the economic 
recovery of  Japan as part of  a programme laid out in 
June 1948, in National Security Council (NSC) memo-
randum 13, which proposed terminating the reform 
programme and seeking stability by siding with busi-
ness against organized labour. Japan, like Europe was 
being rebuilt not reformed in order to integrate it 
into an American-dominated economic world order, 
with the cooperation of  traditional elites, in opposi-
tion to Soviet communism. Its recovery was to be ac-
companied by attempts to link Japan with other Asian 
economies, most notably South Korea, which had 
previously been a victim of  Japanese imperialism. The 
fact that Japan’s war machine was seen as having been 
run by the country’s most able businessmen now mat-
tered little.   22    

 Thus, Japan moved further to the Right in 1948 as 
China moved further to the Left with the prospect of  a 
communist victory in the Civil War appearing increas-
ingly likely. A new Japanese government was formed 
by the conservative Democratic Liberal Party leader, 
Yoshida Shigeru, and at the end of  1948 President 
Truman issued a new stabilization directive and ap-
pointed Joseph Dodge as a special emissary charged 
with overseeing the Japanese economy. MacArthur, 
who had suff ered a crushing defeat in the Republican 
primaries, was no longer the powerful political force 
he had been in the immediate post-war years. The 
Kennan–Draper policy could now be implemented 
along with renewed eff orts to integrate Japan suc-
cessfully into an Asian regional economy as outlined 
in NSC 48. With China about to fall to communism 
this assumed greater importance, but it was not until 
the disturbing events of  1950 that its success would be 
achieved.     

 The Emergence of Communist China   

 China entered the Sino-Japanese War in 1937 without a 
central government and having suff ered a long period 
of  internal weakness and chaos after the collapse of  

the Manchu dynasty. In the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries its independence was continually compro-
mised with the great powers interfering in Chinese 
aff airs and winning extraterritorial privileges. The 
failure of  the Boxer rebellion in 1900 indicated the 
futility of  attempting to resist without using external 
alliances as a means of  regaining greater independ-
ence. Michael Hunt has argued that China was torn 
between the need for support from friends and the 
dependence that this could produce. The confl ict be-
tween dependency and autonomy was deeply embed-
ded in the Chinese psyche and remained there after 
the Second World War when China became one of  the 
victorious allies.   23    

 It was not, however, a unifi ed or powerful China 
which emerged from the War in 1945. Sun Yat-sen had 
led a united nationalist party into the inter-war period, 
but divisions had appeared in 1927 as the split with the 
communists was formalized. Following the collapse 
of  the united front during the next decade, the nation-
alist leader Chiang Kai-shek failed to establish a cen-
tral government over all of  China and found himself  
facing Japanese attacks on Chinese territory. Chiang 
had abandoned any attempt to win over the masses 
and preferred to bargain for support with local strong-
men and warlords. Fighting the Japanese enemy led to 
a brief  reconciliation with the communists, but when 
the Sino-Japanese war began in earnest in 1937 this fur-
ther reduced the prospects of  Chiang creating a united 
China. 

 The wartime problems stemmed from the Japanese 
invasion and their takeover of  China’s coastal cities, 
which provided a signifi cant amount of  government 
revenue through customs duties. Deprived of  this 
resource Chiang’s Kuomintang (KMT, or Nationalist 
Party) had resorted to printing money which created 
high infl ation and discontent amongst government 
employees and manual workers. Things became more 
serious when the Japanese left and the KMT proved to 
be incapable of  providing an eff ective, corruption-free 
administration. With labour unrest and student dem-
onstrations taking place even the KMT’s traditional 
supporters were alienated when the administration 
acceded to workers’ wage demands. In the rural areas 
not controlled by the communists the KMT foolishly 
reimposed the land tax in 1946 and caused further hos-
tility by compulsory purchases of  grain at below mar-
ket prices. In addition, their poorly paid troops were 
ill-disciplined and aroused resentment both during 
and after the confl ict with Japan.     
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 The experiences of  recent Chinese history were im-
printed on the mind of  the communist leader Mao 
Zedong who in the 1930s began a struggle to unite the 
country under a single central authority and carve out 
a more independent and prestigious role for China in 
international aff airs. They were to infl uence Mao’s 
perception of  how the international community could 
both strengthen and weaken his domestic position as 
he sought to re-establish China as a regional power. 
Like any other revolutionary movement, the Chinese 
communists were in need of  domestic legitimacy but 
the Cold War situation in 1949 would complicate this 
and signifi cantly infl uence international reactions 
to the new state. In part, this was connected to the 
nature of  the achievement of  Mao. He ensured that 
for the urban middle classes and rural peasants who 
were equally opposed to the KMT in the years after 
1945 the communists were the only viable alternative. 
While the urban middle classes were thoroughly dis-
illusioned with Chiang Kai-shek they had little posi-
tive commitment to a communist regime. Mao was 
conscious of  the need to preserve this fragile alliance 
which could require external help to overcome the 
enormous problems left by the demands of  the War 
and the corruption and incompetence of  the KMT 
administration. The weaknesses of  the KMT clearly 
contributed to the communist victory, but the military 

and political strategies of  Mao’s forces were also 
signifi cant. 

 In 1945, few expected the communist forces that 
were outnumbered by fi ve to one to emerge victorious 
and Stalin was particularly doubtful of  such an even-
tuality. In part this was because, with Soviet infl uence 
in East Asia very much in mind, Stalin had gained con-
cessions from the Nationalists, albeit with British and 
American support, regarding the warm-water port 
of  Lushun and the control over the Chinese Eastern 
Railway. As a result, it is argued, Stalin was prepared to 
restrict communist activities in Manchuria when the 
Soviets entered the War against Japan in August 1945 
and even to try and expel them from Manchurian cit-
ies. At the time of  the Soviet involvement in the war 
against Japan, Stalin was more interested in possible 
territorial and economic gains than he was in the pros-
pects of  a communist revolution in China. This was 
one of  the reasons why he was initially reluctant to 
off er aid to Mao and preferred to avoid a confrontation 
with the Americans over China. In 1945 and 1946 when 
cooperation with the Americans seemed possible and 
desirable, ideology was not a suffi  cient incentive for 
Stalin to give full backing to Mao. Moreover, Stalin, as 
in Europe, was suspicious of  communists who might 
show independence from Moscow and Mao’s revolu-
tion had always been free of  Moscow’s control. This 

   Mao Zedong (1893–1976)   

  Born in Shaoshan, Hunan province, Mao enlisted in 1911 for 

the revolutionary army in Hunan during the fi rst rebellion 

against the Manchu dynasty. Infl uenced by the nationalistic ideas 

of Sun Yat-sen, Mao converted to Marxism and became 

involved in political activity as a student at Peking University. 

In 1921 he co-founded the Chinese Communist Party. He 

also organized communist guerrilla army units as part of the 

revolutionary forces between 1924 and 1925. Mao was 

appointed chief of propaganda and publicity under Sun Yat-sen 

and he also supported a united front with the Kuomintang 

(Nationalist Party) under Chang Kai-shek until 1927, when the 

two parties split and he was dismissed from offi  ce. Mao, now 

leader of the communists, retreated to south-eastern China 

where he established the Chinese Soviet Republic in a section 

of Kiangsi province. In 1934, Kuomintang troops forced Mao to 

leave Kiangsi and he led his army on the ‘long march’ of 6000 

miles to Shensi in northern China. During the Second World 

War an alliance was negotiated between the communists and 

the Kuomintang against the Japanese during which time Mao 

wrote major works on Marxist-Leninism. In 1945 the Civil War 

resumed and resulted in eventual victory for the communists. 

In 1949 Mao became leader of the newly established People’s 

Republic of China. During the 1950s Mao abandoned the 

Soviet economic model and began to introduce his own 

reforms to rejuvenate the economy. In 1958 he initiated the 

Great Leap Forward. However, these new policies disrupted 

Chinese industry and opposition mounted and in 1959 Mao 

resigned as leader of the republic but continued to infl uence 

policy as leader of the Communist Party. He launched the 

Cultural Revolution of 1966 to 1969 during which 

revolutionary attitudes were encouraged, offi  cials dismissed, 

and all aspects of culture destroyed. Schools and universities 

were closed and students were organized into Red Guards who 

attacked nonconformists and destroyed property. Mao’s 

thoughts in the ‘Little Red Book’ provided a doctrine for the 

mass of Chinese people, inspiring a cult based on his own 

personality that lasted until his death.  
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 could sow the seeds of  rivalry in East Asia especially if  
China began to play a more important regional role. 

 In the West the orthodox Cold War tendency has 
been to play down the impact of  power politics and 
history as infl uences on Stalin’s and Mao Zedong’s 
foreign policy and emphasize Marxist-Leninism and 
global revolution as the dominant infl uences shaping 
Chinese and Soviet approaches to the external world. 
It may be more meaningful to see the ideological 
forces as justifying rather than determining foreign 
policy, which retained at least some of  the traditional 
Chinese and Russian imperial infl uences. These gave 
priority to the pursuit of  power and infl uence for the 
state and its rulers, and for a quest for domestic legiti-
macy through international means. 

 As the Civil War intensifi ed in 1945, and with US 
and Soviet forces in China, the Americans initially 
attempted to reconcile the Nationalists and the com-
munists through the Marshall Mission. Led by General 
George Marshall the initiative seemed to produce re-
sults in the form of  a ceasefi re in February 1946 but 
it collapsed by April. By then, the Soviets were with-
drawing from Manchuria leaving behind considerable 
quantities of  confi scated Japanese arms which were 
seized by the communists. One month later the com-
munists, in the rural areas they controlled, shifted 
from a policy of  rent reduction to a more radical one 
of  land reform. Their policies in terms of  winning 
support from the peasants were sensible and fl exible. 
As they moved south and faced counter-attacks by 
the KMT, they would revert to rent reduction in areas 
where control was diffi  cult, realizing that land reform 
could not be implemented without eff ective military 
control. All that was necessary at this stage was the 
overthrow of  existing rural elites.   24    

 In 1946 Stalin could feel confi dent enough to begin 
small-scale military aid to the communists, if  only 
to mitigate future recriminations. Cautious as ever, 
he was unwilling to make a bigger commitment out 
of  fear of  an American military response. Neverthe-
less, for Mao this was a crucial turning point as it was 
the fi rst concrete sign of  the support which he de-
sired from the Soviets. Research indicates that Mao 
was more desirous of  close relations with the Soviets 
than had previously been thought. While it is true that 
there was little reason for Mao to trust Stalin, espe-
cially as Stalin was still attempting to maintain links 
with Chiang Kai-shek in 1946, he had even less reason 
to turn towards the Americans. Mao was preoccupied 
with what he perceived as the long-term hostility of  

the US to the communist revolution in China. He saw 
the prospects of  renewed US intervention as a sig-
nifi cant possibility, if  only in the form of  encouraging 
 resistance on the part of  the urban bourgeoisie to his 
attempts to forge a new China through the heat of  rev-
olution. Consequently he needed backing from Stalin. 
It has been argued that in 1946 Mao had the basis of  
the Soviet alliance he had been seeking in place.   25    The 
Chinese communists were given free rein in Manchuria 
as the Soviet forces withdrew, and the contacts were 
certainly closer than has generally been assumed in 
the West.   26    For Mao, the fact that the Soviets gave 
the communists an increasing amount of  military as-
sistance and civilian aid as time progressed was more 
important than Stalin’s subsequent attempts to reopen 
contacts with the Nationalists.   27    

 As the KMT continued to display incompetence and 
corruption, more members of  the Truman adminis-
tration became convinced that aid to the KMT would 
not rescue an increasingly unpopular organization 
which by 1948 was clearly losing the war. Spreading 
forces too thinly had made the KMT army vulnerable 
to more concentrated communist deployments, and 
in 1948 Marshall, now Secretary of  State, had fi nally 
decided that the communists were going to win. By 
the end of  that year, Stalin too was convinced that 
victory for Mao was in sight and that the US was un-
likely to prevent it. Soviet attention now moved more 
towards infl uencing future relations with the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) within an East Asian context. 
One option was to act as a mediator in the fi nal days 
of  the confl ict in order to win international acclaim as 
a peacemaker and to make the Chinese communists 
more beholden to Moscow. In the event, Mao was hav-
ing none of  it but remained determined to look to the 
Soviets for fear of  malign American infl uence in China 
although it was not until 1950 that a fi rm alliance was 
concluded.      

  D.    The Division of Germany    

 The German question was perhaps the most important 
single problem facing the Allies at the end of  the war. 
It was not, however, the source of  immediate confl ict 
in 1945 when issues about it were either resolved or 
more usually postponed. Talks on a German peace 
treaty, always seen as the most diffi  cult to achieve, 
were delayed until 1947 after treaties with Germany’s 
allies were concluded. It was more the case that, as 
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 wider Cold War tensions increased during 1946–47, 
they made an acceptable German peace settlement 
harder to achieve. Since Germany itself  was such a sig-
nifi cant issue, this in turn produced more tension and 
more unilateral actions in the Eastern and Western 
zones. The initial agreements on Germany resulted 
partly from the importance both sides attached to con-
taining the principal enemy state of  the Second World 
War. The fact that there might be diff erent views on 
how to do this did not imply that failure to reach a fi nal 
agreement was impossible. Yet, as the costs of  vari-
ous options became clearer, who should pay for them 
formed one irresolvable problem. To that extent, the 
Cold War role of  Germany had an economic dimen-
sion linked to ideology as well as to the strategic in-
terests of  the great powers. In particular, the Soviet 
Union had reasons to be deeply concerned about such 
a potentially powerful state at the heart of  Europe. 

 During the War, a number of  confl icting ideas had 
arisen about how fi nally to prevent a resurgence of  
German militarism. The US Morgenthau Plan eff ec-
tively proposed a pastoral state deprived of  the indus-
trial capacity to make war. From the Soviet point of  
view the best way to ensure that a capitalist Germany 
was prevented from making war on its Eastern bound-
aries was to create a communist state. Given that it 
had been agreed during the War to establish an Allied 
Control Council, this was not an option in the short-
term. There was also the possibility of  the dismember-
ment of  Germany and of  demilitarizing the country 
with international controls, to prevent its industrial 
capacity being used to produce military equipment. 
All this would require cooperation and joint control, 
which might have been why Stalin was not averse at 
the end of  the war to American troops remaining in 
Europe. Finally, there was the issue of  German repara-
tions, which the Soviets, who had suff ered most from 
German aggression, were desperately keen to impose. 

 From the Western perspective, it was important 
to prevent the revival of  German militarism within a 
powerful centralized state. How best to do this was 
seen as more problematic given that excessively harsh 
treatment (as some believed the Germans had received 
at the end of  the First World War), was likely to foster 
resentment; this in turn could produce a determina-
tion to overturn any post-war settlement. There was a 
further consideration, which soon became important 
to the West, and that was Germany’s role in European 
recovery. Stalin was not only unperturbed by the 
prospect of  starving Germans, but had no interest in 

the revival of  European capitalism, especially as this 
would require German resources, particularly coal. 
For the West, capitalism’s ability to produce  European 
prosperity was an important consideration and for 
that Germany’s role was crucial. The cost of  prevent-
ing starvation in  Germany also required some form of  
controlled  German recovery, in which the  Soviets had 
less interest. 

 The future treatment of  the country, and the par-
ticular issues of  dismemberment and reparations, had 
been broached at Yalta (see  Chapter  1  , A). There, it had 
been decided to ‘take such steps including the com-
plete disarmament, demilitarization, and dismember-
ment of  Germany’ as was deemed necessary for peace 
and security.   28    The specifi c issue of  dismemberment, 
strongly favoured by the Soviets, was to be considered 
by a committee. On reparations it was agreed by the 
Soviets and Americans that a commission would ex-
amine this on the basis of  a fi gure of  $20 billion, half  
of  which would go to the Soviet Union. When the 
leaders next met at Potsdam, decentralization had re-
placed dismemberment as the accompaniment of  dis-
armament and demilitarization, but during the period 
of  occupation Germany was to be administered as a 
single economic unit. The occupying powers were to 
extract reparations from their own zones, but in addi-
tion the Soviets would be entitled to receive from the 
Western zones ‘10 per cent of  industrial capital equip-
ment as is unnecessary for the German peace econ-
omy’, and ‘15 per cent of  such usable and complete 
industrial capital equipment … as is unnecessary for 
the German peace economy’ in return for an equiva-
lent value of  food and raw materials.   29    

 The potential for confl ict in such complex arrange-
ments was enormous. For a start, there was a confl ict 
between zonal reparations and Germany’s administra-
tion as a single economic unit. This problem was made 
worse by the fact that the Russians gave over a sizeable 
part of  the agricultural lands of  Eastern Germany to 
the Poles. This increased the food shortages within 
Germany, making it more necessary to bring in food 
from outside, which in turn required German indus-
tries to be brought back into production to pay for it. 
The Russians remained determined that German in-
dustry and coal should primarily be used for repara-
tions, even though they had handed over the German 
coalfi elds in Silesia to the Poles. The Western Allies 
were disturbed that they were expected to pay for the 
loss to Germany of  dismantled industry, coal, and one-
quarter of  its agricultural land. The deputy American 
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 military governor, General Lucius Clay, emphasized 
the need to increase productive capacity in the Western 
zones even before the Potsdam meeting. The Western 
desire to use and develop German industrial resources 
was bound to increase in importance and to disturb 
the Soviets. If  the people of  a united Germany were 
to be fed, there would be costs to be met either by im-
porting food or by increased industrial production and 
reduced dismantling for reparations. 

 These short-term economic costs had more seri-
ous political implications once it became clear, by 
early 1946, that the arguments on the Mediterranean, 
Eastern Europe, and Japan had produced confronta-
tional speeches and increased tension. If  control over 
Bulgaria and Libya were such diffi  cult issues to agree 
on, how would control over Germany be resolved? If  
it was a battle between two rival economic and po-
litical systems which one would prevail in a united 
Germany? If  economic hardship could not be averted 
by increased production, was that not likely to increase 
support for communism? If  it was averted, would that 
not only strengthen capitalism but raise the spectre of  
German revival? 

 For General Clay the practical diffi  culties in the 
Allied Control Council stemmed in early 1946 more 
from the French than from the Soviets. The French de-
manded the right to take reparations from their own 
zone and the restitution of  goods taken by the Germans 
during the war (something the Soviets were not inter-
ested in because of  their ‘scorched earth’ policy on the 
Eastern front). Paris was determined to keep  Germany 
weak, but in contrast to other powers, wanted to do this 
by severing areas from Western  Germany (including 
the industrial Ruhr) and decentralizing the country. 
While there were Soviet–American arguments over 
the level of  German industrial production, the nature 
of  a German import–export programme and repara-
tions from current production, the French were deter-
mined to sabotage any form of  central planning. One 
vital issue was the standard of  living to be accorded to 
the German population. The Americans were keen to 
bring it up to the European average, which understand-
ably upset the Russians whose post-war living standards 
were well below that average. It took until March 1946 
to agree on a Level of  Industry plan, but the Russians 
stalled on an export–import programme claiming this 
was a zonal issue that could not be addressed by the 
Control Council before reparations had been settled 
and a trade surplus produced. The Russians, who had 
higher productivity levels in the east in both agriculture 

and industry, realized that they would be making eco-
nomic sacrifi ces over imports and exports and were in 
eff ect postponing indefi nitely a single import– export 
programme. With the Eastern zone the most self- 
suffi  cient, there were grounds for the Soviets to  believe 
that a single import–export programme would result 
in them subsidizing the Western zones. On 3 May 
1946, General Clay therefore  suspended reparations 
deliveries from the Western zones believing that zonal 
reparations had to be linked to a single export–import 
programme.   30    

 At the same time the Russians alienated the West 
by extending controls over their zone, including in 
April 1946 the forced merger of  the Social Democratic 
Party with the German Communist Party (KPD). This 
move could have been part of  Soviet preparations for 
the communization of  all Germany, an indication 
of  Soviet ambitions rather than Soviet security con-
cerns, although a communist Germany would have 
been the best security option. It was in an endeavour 
to allay  Soviet fears that a few days later on 29 April 
the Secretary of  State, James Byrnes, had proposed 
a demilitarization treaty for Germany. The Soviets, 
whose priority remained dismantling for reparations 
and reparations from current production, rejected the 
idea. In Washington, it was assumed that this indicated 
the Soviets were interested in more than just security. 

 However, there is an alternative explanation stem-
ming from Soviet ideology and fears. German Nazism, 
as other forms of  fascism was, in communist eyes, 
a structural feature of  capitalism. To prevent it re-
emerging fundamental changes in the German econ-
omy and society were needed. Demilitarization was 
not enough. Moreover, for security reasons it would 
be better, from the Soviet point of  view, to ensure 
that the factories were dismantled to limit German 
war potential than to sign a disarmament treaty. For 
suspicious Soviet leaders, if  the West were reluctant 
to dismantle German industry to the extent desired 
by Moscow, it would be important, as Molotov told 
 Byrnes, to have inspections to ensure that disarma-
ment measures were being enforced. Otherwise, 
German resources could ultimately be used against 
the Soviets. If  the Americans were prepared to allow 
inspections, then the rebuilding of  German industry 
would be less of  a threat; and disarmament agree-
ments would be more appropriate after the occupa-
tion had ended. Also, this would enable the Soviets 
to have a role in the more important industrial areas 
of  Western Germany. None of  this could be done by 
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 a demilitarization treaty and nor would the alternative 
of  division provide the Soviets with any infl uence over 
the resources of  the Ruhr.   31    

 The value of  a united or a divided Germany to the 
respective allies was related to security  and  economic 
requirements. The dismantling of  German industry 
was linked not only to how much industrial produc-
tion would enable the needs of  the population to be 
met, but also to security and reparations. In 1946 there 
were advantages to the Soviets in a united Germany, 
whether one interprets their motives as defensive or 
expansionist (infl uence over the Ruhr and changes 
in, or controls over, German capitalism and society). 
For some Americans, like George Kennan, who dis-
counted Soviet fears of  Germany against the aggres-
sive designs of  communism and Russian imperialism, 
Stalin would succeed in his aim of  creating a com-
munist Germany if  the country remained united. As 
early as March 1946, Kennan already believed it would 
therefore be preferable to integrate the Western zones 
into a Western bloc. In contrast, Clay and his associ-
ates in Germany did not believe in Soviet aggression 
and pointed out that the Russians had ‘been meticu-
lous in their observance of  Potsdam’. There were thus 
clear divisions within the US administration over the 
desirability of  a divided Germany which emerged 
in 1946.   32    

 Whether or not Stalin had a long-term aim of  
dominating Germany, there were a number of  pos-
sible benefi ts from posing as champions of  German 
unity, which the Soviets continued to do in the sum-
mer of  1946. The British, on the other hand, who were 
faced with the largest zonal costs and who had little to 
gain but much to lose from a united Germany, were 
beginning to favour permanent division by May 1946. 
This would either enable them to exploit the Ruhr’s 
resources more for their own benefi t or ensure that 
the Ruhr was merged with the other Western zones 
to alleviate British costs. One reason for British sup-
port of  a zonal merger, which the Americans favoured 
in July 1946, was to relieve the economic burdens of  
occupation. It was becoming more evident that for 
the West, German recovery, in whatever ultimate 
form, was an integral part of  European recovery and 
therefore, as Byrnes outlined in his Stuttgart speech in 
September 1946, Germany would not be bled dry or 
dismembered. 

 The issue of  European, as opposed to German, 
recovery was increasingly to be at the centre of  the 
disagreements. With the growing need for a European 

recovery programme in 1947, it made the implementa-
tion of  the relatively harsh Potsdam agreement more 
diffi  cult for some Americans to swallow. By the time 
the next step towards division was taken, with the 
creation of  the Bi-zone (the fusion of  the British and 
American zones) in January 1947, Byrnes, it is claimed, 
had abandoned the idea of  a united Germany out of  
fear it would fall prey to Soviet infl uence.   33    However, 
as the pro-‘containment’ group of  offi  cials in 
Washington favoured integrating the Western zones 
of  Germany into a Western bloc, the Soviets made 
substantial concessions which suggested that they 
were not primarily motivated by the desire to produce 
a Soviet-controlled Germany. 

 In October 1946 the Kolpakov proposal off ered an 
upwards revision of  the level of  German industry and, 
once the Control Council had set the levels of  cur-
rent production reparations taking into account the 
capital removal, to institute a balanced export–import 
programme. That same month, the East Germans 
went to the polls in free elections and infl icted major 
losses on the Soviet-sponsored SED. The idea of  com-
munist successes through political integration would 
therefore depend on subversion not elections, but the 
Soviets seemed to be backing away from this and em-
phasizing economic requirements. This gave credence 
to the idea, held by Clay, that it would be possible to 
gain infl uence in the Soviet zone as part of  the price 
the Soviets were prepared to pay for the maintenance 
of  acceptable cooperation in determining the eco-
nomic future of  all Germany. In particular, Clay be-
lieved that in exchange for reparations from current 
production the Soviets might permit democracy to 
develop in East Germany.   34    

 In the run-up to the March CFM in Moscow, which 
began talks on a German peace treaty, the key issue 
was reparations from current production. Could this 
be used to secure agreement on Germany? Or would 
it be preferable to exclude the idea and use the re-
sources of  the Western zones for the rebuilding of  
Western Germany and Western Europe? Some in 
Washington were opposed to the former strategy and 
argued that a German settlement with the Soviets 
might not be in America’s best interests. Others sim-
ply assumed that a united Germany would inevitably 
become communist. By the start of  1947 the British 
were keen to push ahead with the Bi-zone in order 
to produce self- suffi  ciency there. In Washington, even 
before the Moscow Council, the importance of  Euro-
pean recovery as a means of  countering communism 
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 and assisting the American and Western European 
economies meant that German resources in the 
Western zones were increasingly earmarked for that 
end. By March 1947, as the Moscow Council got un-
derway, for Marshall, the Potsdam agreement to limit 
 German industrial production to meeting German 
subsistence needs was no longer  appropriate. Nor, 
for the same reasons, would it be desirable to accept 
reparations from current production, even though 
the Soviets were now prepared to accept a combined 
 import– export programme. The bottom line was that 
for the US, German reparations for the Soviets had 
to be sacrifi ced in order to meet the needs of  West-
ern European recovery, which particularly required 
 German coal, and the avoidance of  starvation and 
unrest in Western Germany. The only compensation 
would be a disarmament treaty. The Soviets, on the 
other hand, wanted the economic benefi ts of  repara-
tions from current production while, for reasons of  se-
curity and infl uence, maintaining joint controls over 
German industrial production. To achieve this they 
were apparently prepared to accept a German Con-
stitution based on the Weimar Republic model, with 
reduced executive powers and nationwide elections 
to decide the future governmental structure. Stalin 
may ultimately have been hoping for a united com-
munist Germany at the expense of  Allied cooperation, 
but the British and the Americans were already com-
mitted to the division of  Germany in the interests of  
European recovery. In that sense, whether Stalin was 
seeking to control a communist Germany, embark on 
world revolution or achieve security from right-wing 
German aggression made little diff erence. Western 
concessions to the Soviets would hamper German and 
Western European recovery, boost communism, and 
weaken the American and British economies.   35    

 By the time the CFM met again in London in 
 November 1947, the State Department was affi  rming 
that there were no terms under which the US would 
accept Germany’s economic unifi cation.   36    As in other 
areas of  Cold War policy in the West, the approach 
to the German question was based on perceptions of  
economic and political advantages, not simply on re-
sponding to what the Soviets were doing. Even before 
the March 1947 meeting, many British and American 
policy-makers were determined to proceed with the 
integration of  the Western zones of  Germany into the 
Western European capitalist economy. After London 
this could go ahead without further constraints and 

it led, in  September 1949, to the creation of  a West 
German state.     

 The Berlin Blockade   

 In February 1948 the Western powers convened a 
conference in London to run until June 1948 to dis-
cuss zonal policy in Germany, including control of  
the Ruhr, with a view to establishing a West German 
state. The decision to exclude the Soviets came after 
Stalin’s objections to the currency reforms which had 
been broached in the Control Council. The London 
Conference, with its published proposal on 6 March to 
incorporate the Western zones within the European 
recovery programme, led the Soviet Control Council 
representative, Marshal Sokolovsky, to walk out two 
weeks later. From this point on Stalin produced a mix 
of  coercion and diplomacy, in an endeavour to prevent 
the formation of  a West German state strengthened 
by Marshall aid. The initial coercion took the form of  
restricting the movement of  Allied personnel entering 
Berlin by rail and road from 1 April. The diplomacy in-
cluded off ers to discuss the disputed German issues on 
a Soviet-American basis, together with an attempt to 
encourage French doubts about the creation of  a West 
German state. By June, as it seemed that a new cur-
rency would be introduced in the Western zones, the 
Soviets walked out of  the Berlin  Kommandatura . The 
following day when the new currency was introduced 
in the Western zones of  Germany, but not in Berlin, 
the Soviet response was to close all surface routes into 
West Berlin on 24 June. 

 It could have been a desperate Soviet act to prevent 
the creation of  a potentially threatening West German 
state or a calculated attempt to drive the West out of  
Berlin. More likely, perhaps, it was Stalin’s attempt to 
prevent the former and to reopen talks on the future 
of  Germany as a whole. If  the Western Allies could 
be forced to reopen talks on Germany, the possibility 
of  an economically strong West German state might 
be averted. Whatever interpretation is favoured, if  
the blockade failed to prevent a new German state 
it would at least enhance the prospects of  a Soviet- 
controlled East German state. In the West, this form 
of  Soviet intimidation was seen as a challenge, which 
had to be met and an airlift was mounted to get sup-
plies into the city of  Berlin. Stalin off ered to lift the 
blockade in August 1948 in return for a Council of  
Foreign Ministers on the future of  Germany, and in 
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 January 1949 to end it if  the establishment of  a West 
German state was postponed. In the event, beating 
the blockade became a major operation which lasted 
324 days and airlifted 13,000 tonnes of  supplies per day. 

 Western leaders were determined to show resolve 
when, with European communist parties subverting 
elected governments, the morale of  a war-weary 
European public might have fallen. An ability to re-
tain credibility and resist pressure was important in 
resisting communism. On the other hand, if  the crisis 
escalated a war-weary public might not have seen the 
value of  an armed clash with a power that had been a 
key ally only three years earlier. The airlift challenged 
the Soviets to start a military confl ict by shooting 
down the planes, but that was something Stalin was 
unprepared to contemplate in 1948. Consequently, 
the means chosen by the Soviet leader to try and stop 
the rebuilding of  a capitalist western Germany led to 
 humiliation and to further measures which proved 
 disadvantageous to the Soviet Union. 

 The Berlin crisis was in many ways a symbolic crisis 
in a city which came to epitomize Cold War tensions 
until 1989. It has been regarded as an important cause 
of  the militarization of  the Cold War and the forma-
tion of  NATO, although it is more plausible to see the 
crisis as a justifi cation for, rather than a cause of, the 
formation of  a Western military alliance. The crisis 
itself  has also been interpreted as another indication 
of  aggressive Soviet moves designed to win control 
of  a communist Germany, but it probably stemmed 
from Soviet fears of  a capitalist Germany being used 
as part of  an anti-Soviet bloc. What is certain is that 
Stalin’s ill-conceived actions, the risks they entailed, 
and the hardships they produced in Berlin, provided 
justifi cation for those in the West who  were  seeking to 
construct an anti-Soviet bloc. 

 The airlift was ultimately successful as the Berlin 
blockade was lifted in May 1949, but Western resolve 
to see it through without concessions was not always 
fi rm. Both British and American representatives pro-
posed compromise and a retreat from the London 
Conference proposals. Ultimately, those who saw the 
importance of  Berlin as a symbol of  Western resist-
ance to communism prevailed. They feared a retreat 
from Berlin would drain confi dence in the American 
commitment to Europe and lead to a withdrawal from 
Germany as a whole.   37    Thus, Berlin became an island 
of  resistance to communism and a symbol of  Western 
determination, not to defend Europe militarily against 
the Soviets (West Berlin was always indefensible), but 
to prevent the spread of  communism as a political 
force. In addition, the crisis gave the West Germans 
confi dence in American support and led opinion in the 
West to become more sympathetic to Germans only 
three years after the end of  the Second World War. 
The adoption of  communism was now less likely in 
Western Europe and Stalin’s blunder had undermined 
Moscow’s infl uence. This was the crux of  what had 
become a Cold War and it explains the true signifi -
cance of  Berlin. Berlin was more important politically 
in terms of  its resistance to Soviet attempts to extend 
communism or weaken capitalism than it was militar-
ily in producing a Western alliance. The latter devel-
oped for reasons that were evident before the 1948–9 
crisis over Berlin and were linked to a mix of  fear and 
ambition concerning the political and economic future 
of  Western Europe and to the links to non-European 
areas (see  Chapter  4  , B). None of  this could be ex-
plained to the Western public for whom it was now 
easier and more advantageous to depict the Cold War, 
not primarily as a political or economic confl ict, but as 
a military confrontation.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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  A.    Asia    

 The changes that took place within the European 
empires during the early years of  the Cold War con-
stituted another crucial element of  the new inter-
national order after the Second World War. Often 
referred to as decolonization—a vague term, which is 
not meant to imply, here, that the process was devised 
by the colonial powers, or that colonies were the only 
components of  empires—these changes formed part 
of  the broader shift in the global balance of  power. 
The war marked the end of  the European-dominated 
system of  nation states and was followed by the de-
cline of  the major European powers, with interna-
tional dominance lying for a quarter of  a century 
with the US, challenged only by the Soviet Union. 
For many policy-makers in the European capitals, 
the loss of  their overseas possessions was not simply 
about ending the formal administrative and judicial 
arrangements that constituted colonial rule. It was 
also about adjusting to the Cold War and the new 

forces of  anti-colonialism in ways which would en-
hance their positions as great powers. 

 The challenges to colonial rule were evident in 
both Africa and Asia during the inter-war years. In 
the Indian subcontinent a mass-based anti-colonial 
movement, the Congress Party, had emerged by the 
end of  the First World War and the British had re-
sponded with a mix of  concessions and repression. 
The economic changes, which infl uenced the nature 
and development of  anti-British movements in India, 
also had an impact in Africa. British rule everywhere 
depended to an enormous extent on the collabora-
tion of  important social groups. Particularly in West 
Africa, the increasing commercialization of  cash 
crop production, a process which began in the nine-
teenth century, brought to the fore producers whose 
economic power was not refl ected in their social and 
political standing within native societies. In short, the 
chiefs on whom the British depended were facing chal-
lenges from within that were to have implications for 
their British masters. During the Depression, when 
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 the role of  foreign trading fi rms was resented more 
and more by African producers, who had little con-
trol over marketing, solutions to economic problems 
were seen as requiring the removal of  the social and 
political obstacles that were blamed for economic dif-
fi culties. Chiefs who tried to use traditional powers to 
control land or the marketing of  such crops as cocoa 
could be removed, but ultimately greater opportuni-
ties were seen only in a new political order; this would 
undermine the basis of  British rule by giving greater 
political control to emerging economic groups, keen 
to exclude foreign and traditional infl uence. 

 The economic changes brought by the Second 
World War and production for the war eff ort added 
new diffi  culties to some already unstable situations. 
Moreover, the war brought a radically new political 
challenge to European colonialism. While its impact 
was not always immediate, and certainly not uniform, 
its importance as a precursor of  political change is dif-
fi cult to exaggerate. In the fi rst place, by 1942 the disas-
trous defeats suff ered by the British, French, and Dutch 
in South-East Asia at the hands of  a non-white people, 
the Japanese, dealt a massive international blow to the 
standing of  European colonialism. If, as was the case, 
the indigenous people did not resist the Japanese in-
vasion, the benefi ts of  colonial rule had to be ques-
tioned. This was particularly so for the British, who 
were increasingly keen to point to the alleged value 
of  colonial rule in nurturing and encouraging the ad-
vancement of  native societies. The British Colonial 
Offi  ce was eager to emphasize the enlightened and 
liberal nature of  their rule and the loss of  their Asian 
colonies signifi cantly undermined this. The worst 
British military defeat of  modern times, at Singapore 
in 1942, has to be placed in the context of  their position 
as rulers in South-East Asia. The indigenous inhabit-
ants were generally not prepared to fi ght to preserve 
British colonialism and were generally indiff erent as 
to who should rule them. The European defeats at the 
hands of  the Japanese destroyed the myth of  white 
supremacy, which had always underpinned colonial 
rule. In the second place, the Second World War was 
fought by the Allies as a war for freedom from Nazi 
oppression. The occupation of  conquered territory 
by the Nazis was something that could not be toler-
ated, not just because of  the inhumane nature of  the 
new regimes, but because it denied people what was 
increasingly perceived as their legitimate right of  self-
determination. The publicity surrounding the Anglo-
American signing of  the Atlantic Charter in 1941, with 

its statement of  the right of  all peoples to choose their 
own governments, was a signifi cant blow to colonial-
ism. The war for freedom and for a new world order 
became exactly that, although its precise eff ects mani-
fested themselves in diff erent ways from what many at 
the time expected. 

 To comprehend the nature of  the subsequent large-
scale termination of  colonial rule remains a complex 
undertaking, and explanations for the timing of  the 
transformations are particularly diffi  cult. Why was 
power transferred quickly in Sri Lanka, but not in 
 Malaya? Why was India given up when eff orts were made 
to cling to infl uence in Egypt and to maintain control in 
East Africa? Why were so many territories granted inde-
pendence in the early 1960s? Obviously a key factor was 
the strength of  those anti-colonial movements that were 
demanding the transfer of  power and the establishment, 
often in very diffi  cult economic circumstances, of  inde-
pendent nation states. The colonial powers had always 
to respond to these demands. Yet, at the same time, they 
devised policies to place relationships with their overseas 
possessions on new footings and, however much these 
were infl uenced by the colonial peoples’ demands, they 
clearly had an eff ect on the nature and timing of  inde-
pendence. Furthermore, these policies and the reaction 
to anti-colonial movements were to some extent deter-
mined by the nature of  the Cold War and by broader 
perceptions of  the European powers’ own roles in the 
international system.     

 India   

 Organized political opposition to British rule in India 
had begun in the nineteenth century with the founding 
of  the Congress Party in 1888. Congress was the fi rst 
political organization to pose a threat to the continua-
tion of  British rule in the non-white Empire. Although 
dominated by educated, westernized Indians, Con-
gress became a broad-based mass party by the end of  
the First World War. It was then open to both Hindus 
and Muslims and could accommodate the radical, 
non-violent protests of  Gandhi. The latter’s emphasis 
on traditional, as opposed to Western values, was a 
marked contrast with the English-educated intellectual 
Jawaharlal Nehru, who became the party’s leader in 
1929 and the fi rst Indian prime minister on independ-
ence in 1947. The inclusive nature of  the Indian National 
Congress Party would not survive the Second World 
War and the religious divisions which were to scar India 
in the late 1940s were already signifi cant in the 1930s. 
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  The British have to assume some responsibility for 
the increasing confl ict and bitterness which began to 
aff ect Hindu and Muslim communities that had hap-
pily coexisted for hundreds of  years. The key point in 
the politicization of  religious diff erences came with 
the enactment of  the Government of  India Act in 1935. 
The Act applied to those Indian provinces directly ad-
ministered by the British and was designed to take the 
sting out of  the opposition to British rule by devolving 
local power to the provinces while maintaining eff ec-
tive national control at the centre. The measure was 
never likely to quench the desire for independence and 
it enormously complicated the process of  achieving it. 
After 1935, political power in the provinces was up for 
grabs and this, alongside the attempts to secure repre-
sentation for both Hindus and Muslims, provided the 
reason for greater competition and confl ict between 
the two communities. It eventually encouraged Con-
gress to become a Hindu Party, as the various Muslim 
political groupings came to be eff ectively dominated 
by Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s Muslim League.    

 The Second World War reinforced the politicization 
of  these religious diff erences as the Muslim League 
grew in importance, assisted by the British. The latter 
perceived the Muslims as more reliable wartime part-
ners in the wake of  Gandhi’s ‘Quit India’ campaign 
of  civil disobedience. Both parties in Britain’s war-
time coalition saw this attempt to force the British to 
leave as a major threat to the war eff ort. In 1942, most 
of  the leading members of  the Congress movement 
were imprisoned. With the way clear for the Muslim 
League to strengthen its position as a political force, 
and therefore as a participant in any transfer of  power, 

problems began to mount for any attempt to move 
India closer to independence. 

 By 1945, there was little doubt that India would 
soon become independent despite the fact that die-
hard imperialists in the Conservative and Labour par-
ties had an emotive aversion to such a step. The issue 
was simply when and how. During the War, India had 
been off ered Dominion status largely because of  its 
importance to the war eff ort. In addition, the new 
Labour Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, was a long-
time advocate of  Indian independence. As a member 
of  the Simon Commission, which looked at constitu-
tional change in the 1930s and was responsible for the 
1935 Government of  India Act, Attlee had advocated 
Indian independence then and was the author of  the 
Commission’s minority report. The war could only 
have reinforced his support for Indian independence, 
although neither Attlee nor the Labour Party had any 
clear plans as to how this was to be achieved, except 
that the Indians should somehow be made to decide 
their own future. 

 Unfortunately, a Constitutional Assembly to do just 
this raised a number of  diffi  culties. The position of  the 
princely states, ruled indirectly by the British through 
the medium of  ‘residents’ at the royal courts, was now 
overshadowed by the political/religious divisions in 
India. In order to ensure that Muslims and Hindus 
were fairly represented in any Constituent Assembly 
to determine an independent India’s future, how was 
such a body to be elected? With Jinnah determined on 
a separate Muslim state it was diffi  cult to see a way 
forward to a united India. In 1946 a Cabinet mission 
was despatched to India to negotiate with Congress 

   Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964)    

 Born in Allahabad, Nehru began his education in England at 

Harrow School and later attended Trinity College, 

Cambridge. He then qualifi ed as a barrister at the Inner 

Temple, London. After his return to India in 1912, Nehru 

became involved in the India nationalist movement. He joined 

the Indian National Congress, led by Mahatma Gandhi, after 

the massacre at Amritsar in 1919. In 1929, Nehru was elected 

leader of the Congress Party, succeeding his father (Pandit) 

Motilal Nehru. Despite being imprisoned nine times by the 

British during the 1930s, Nehru worked closely with Gandhi 

in the campaign for Indian independence, even entering into 

negotiations with the British authorities. In 1947, when India 

and Pakistan became separate nations, Nehru was elected as 

India’s fi rst Prime Minister. An early act of Nehru in his new 

offi  ce was his decision to keep India as an independent 

republic within the continent, which helped it to evolve into a 

multiracial society of equals. He was also responsible for 

India’s foreign policy, based on non-alignment. Nehru was 

popular with his people and remained in offi  ce until his death 

at the age of 74. His daughter, Indira Gandhi, was elected 

Prime Minister in 1966.  
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 and the Muslim League on the basis of  the provinces 
combining into three groups, one for Hindu majority 
provinces, one for Muslim majority ones, and one for 
Bengal and Assam. These groups would thus provide 
a third tier of  government, which would be placed 
between the provinces and the central administration 
that would still deal with foreign aff airs and defence. 

 Unfortunately, both sides feared that accepting 
such a proposal would weaken their position in the 
constitutional battle. In the wake of  the failure of  
the Cabinet mission, communal tensions between 
Muslims and Hindus erupted into large-scale violence 
in August 1946. The number of  deaths in Calcutta ran 
into the thousands and, to make matters worse, there 
were growing doubts about the desirability of  with-
drawal within the government. In February 1947 in an 
attempt to put pressure on the Indians to agree on the 
mechanism by which to achieve independence, Attlee 
made a fi rm commitment of  British withdrawal by 
June 1948. 

 At the forefront of  those averse to Indian independ-
ence were the military who were keen to retain bases 
in what was to become Pakistan. They were supported 
by the foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, for broader 
reasons of  foreign policy and Britain’s international 
standing. In essence, these were related to the prob-
lems of  re-establishing Britain as a great world power 
but the development of  the Cold War by 1947 was also 
a factor. When the decision to plan for Britain’s depar-
ture was taken there were still expectations that a new 
world order guided by the spirit of  internationalism 
and based on the cooperation of  independent states 
in the UN would emerge. Even in February 1947, the 
Cold War had not been fully accepted and there was 
still the possibility that the proclamation of  Indian in-
dependence would be seen in a positive way as a great 
power contribution to the new international order. 

 By then there was an urgent need to convince the 
Indians to work together by giving a date on which 
Britain would withdraw, hence the statement of  
18 February 1947. Yet the situation in India was so trou-
blesome and the cost of  attempting to resolve it by the 
continuation of  British rule so enormous that avoiding 
future involvement with India’s problems was a key 
consideration. Even so, in January 1947 Bevin urged 
the Prime Minister to resist pressure for withdrawal 
from India fearing the consequences for Britain’s posi-
tion as a great world power and the subsequent loss of  
electoral support. Attlee, however, pointed to the lack 
of  any viable plans to remain in India and appointed 

Mountbatten as the viceroy charged with securing In-
dian independence. 

 By the time Mountbatten arrived in the subconti-
nent in March 1947 the withdrawal date of  June 1948 
appeared too much like a costly dragging of  British 
feet. Ignoring the desirability both of  defence agree-
ments before independence and of  a united India, 
Mountbatten brought the date for the transfer of  
power forward to August 1947. While this helped to 
secure agreement between Congress and the Muslim 
League it did so on the basis of  two separate independ-
ent states. Congress accepted partition out of  fear of  
even greater divisions that would lead to the Balkani-
zation of  the subcontinent. So, the independence of  
India was created in an unseemly rush and managed 
by a British plenipotentiary rather than ministers 
or offi  cials in London. It brought the British little 
credit because population transfers between India and 
Pakistan were accompanied by large-scale bloodshed. 
Yet for all parties there was the saving grace that the 
creation of  two new states within the British Com-
monwealth had spared everyone from something 
much less acceptable. In that respect, the transfer of  
power in India had revealed an important rationale 
for the end of  empire which was to fi gure in future 
European decolonization.     

 Ceylon, Burma, and Indo-China   

 The loss of  what was generally perceived as the 
‘jewel’ in the British imperial crown helped produce 
the transfer of  power in the rest of  south Asia. Dur-
ing the war, both Burma and Ceylon had been prom-
ised self-government in a short space of  time. For 
Ceylon in particular, having conceded independence 
for India, there seemed little reason to resist demands 
from moderate leaders for similar treatment when 
a defence agreement and membership of  the Com-
monwealth were part of  the package. Moreover, the 
elections of  September 1946 confi rmed Senanyake’s 
United National Party as the leading political force, 
but in the face of  a strong challenge from the com-
munists. In 1947, strikes and disturbances in the wake 
of  the elections only reinforced the British desire to 
work with the moderates in strengthening their posi-
tion. There was thus every reason for the British to co-
operate in the achievement of  independence. Such a 
strategy off ered the best prospects of  replacing British 
control with British infl uence and avoiding the coming 
to power of  radical leaders as the Cold War became an 
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 accepted fact of  international life. Ceylon duly became 
the independent state of  Sri Lanka in February 1948. 

 Burma was more problematic, and here it was less 
a question of  working out a process with nationalist 
leaders than accepting the inevitable, however un-
pleasant. As in India, British weakness in the face of  
Burmese opposition was signifi cant in determining 
the timing of  the transfer of  power. Burmese lead-
ers were generally more distrustful of  their British 
rulers than their Sri Lankan counterparts and Aung 
San, the most infl uential, who was head of  the Anti-
Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPL), could call 
on the Burmese ‘national army’ which had been cre-
ated under Japanese rule. Aung San was determined to 
gain control of  the administration without delay and 
to avoid any return of  the old socio-economic order, 
based on British commercial interests and Indian mi-
grant labour. Reluctantly, the British accepted the 
rapid speed of  constitutional change despite the fact 
that the Burmese were refusing to join the Common-
wealth. The means to resist Burmese demands were 
simply not there and an additional concern in 1947 was 
the strength of  the Burmese communist party. With 
the old order destroyed in all its aspects, there was 
no middle way for the British to pursue in Burma be-
tween armed resistance to political change or a rapid 
unconditional retreat from power, which was com-
pleted by January 1948. 

 While the British chose the path of  retreat in Burma 
and India, the French chose to fi ght in Indo-China. 
These contrasting choices owed much to the percep-
tions of  policy-makers in London and Paris as well as 
to the situation on the ground and the strength of  the 
opposition to colonial rule. Whereas in India a strong 
political movement seeking independence was already 
in existence before the onset of  the great Depression 
and the Second World War, in Indo-China, Malaya, 
and Indonesia it was the dramatic social and economic 
changes in the 1930s and early 1940s that helped pro-
duce signifi cant challenges to the continuation of  
European rule. Whether the extent of  the change in 
socio-economic relations made it more likely that the 
colonial power would refuse to fi ght, as in Burma, or 
to embark on a bloody confl ict, as in Indo-China, is a 
moot point. 

 Indo-China proved to be the longest and bloodiest 
of  the confl icts born out of  the quest for independ-
ence in Asia, and regional divisions exacerbated the 
subsequent struggle to control Vietnam. Tonkin, later 
to be known as North Vietnam, was a predominantly 

rural society of  smallholding peasants, increasingly 
exploited on a sharecropping basis by absentee land-
lords. As population pressures mounted, those who 
escaped to the plantations of  the south in Cochin 
China found themselves victims of  an unregulated 
labour market. In South Vietnam, where the pattern 
of  landholding was more varied, the existence of  
French and Chinese plantation owners provided an-
other focus for Vietnamese discontent. When the Sec-
ond World War began, the level of  rural discontent in 
many parts of  Vietnam made the situation ripe for the 
development of  a mass-based movement opposed to 
foreign rule. 

 The leader of  such a movement, created in 1941 and 
known as the Viet Minh, was Ho Chi Minh, a charis-
matic communist fi gure with experience of  both China 
and the Soviet Union. Emphasizing the nationalist 
characteristics of  the organization, Ho maintained 
communist control and established strongholds in 
many parts of  Vietnam during the war. The Japanese 
left a puppet French Vichy administration in control 
until March 1945, which further eroded the legitimacy 
of  the French regime in the eyes of  many Vietnamese 
peasants who retained a strong sense of  hierarchy and 
authority. Food shortages added to the loss of  French 
acceptability as rulers and produced growing internal 
support for the Viet Minh. Externally, Ho Chi Minh 
and his supporters received encouragement from the 
wartime Roosevelt administration and the Offi  ce of  
Strategic Services, the predecessor of  the Central In-
telligence Agency, because they were initially viewed 
predominantly as an anti-colonial nationalist move-
ment. More signifi cant were the military supplies 
that Ho and his forces were able to obtain from the 
Chinese. Thus in the North the Viet Minh established 
a viable government in Hanoi by August 1945. In the 
South, where the British, with some assistance from 
their former Japanese enemies, began to re-establish 
control in September the situation was rather dif-
ferent. French settlers and the provisional French 
government in Paris had no intention of  allowing a 
nationalist movement to control a united Vietnam. As 
the French began to pour forces into Indo-China the 
stage was set for confrontation despite the weakening 
of  colonialism that the War had brought.    

 The weak French position did, however, contribute 
to the attempts to negotiate an agreement with Ho 
Chi Minh in 1946. The discussions took place as the 
constitution of  the Fourth Republic was being drawn 
up. Central to the new republic’s constitution was the 
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 Union Française (French Union) which, in imperial 
terms, was designed to reconcile the irreconcilable. 
It was made up of  the indivisible French Republic, 
which along with metropolitan France included what 
was termed Overseas Territories and a number of  As-
sociated States, like those in Indo-China which would 
achieve internal autonomy. Colonialism was there-
fore, in theory, abolished because within the repub-
lic ‘one and indivisible’, its individual citizens would 
eventually all be assimilated as equals with the same 
rights as metropolitan Frenchmen. Associated states 
would, the French claimed, willingly accept their new 
constitutional position. One contradiction was that 
if  all the citizens of  the French Empire were equal 
within a single republic, then those of  metropolitan 
France would be outnumbered and the former Em-
pire’s subservience would be ended. Hence the struc-
ture of  the Union, while proclaiming equality, had to 
ensure the dominance of  metropolitan France, ‘freely 
consented to’, not least through the power granted to 
the French president as head of  the Union Française. 
Another contradiction emerged in Indo-China where 
the essence of  the problem was that Ho Chi Minh, 
while prepared to consent freely to membership of  
some form of  union, would only do so on the basis 
of  an independent state fi rst having the freedom 
to consent. For the French the indivisibility of  the 
French Union meant that no state could exist inde-
pendently outside the Union and subsequently join 
on the lines of  the British Commonwealth. On this 
barrier the talks broke down while in Indo-China 

the determination of  the French military and the 
settlers to reimpose control soon led to confronta-
tion. In November 1946, the French bombardment of  
Haiphong marked the beginning of  what was to be-
come a protracted military struggle for control over 
a united Vietnam. 

 By 1947 the Viet Minh had become a guerrilla force 
and the French were seeking viable collaborators 
whom they could use to attract support away from 
Ho Chi Minh and his campaign for independence. The 
fi rst fi gure to play such a role was the titular emperor 
Bao Dai who, despite his Catholic religion, did have 
some credibility as a supporter of  Vietnamese nation-
alism. The problem was that, if  the French were to in-
crease his standing, they would have to off er the kind 
of  meaningful concessions on independence that they 
had refused to off er to Ho Chi Minh. Catholic or com-
munist made no diff erence to this fundamental issue, 
although the French were subsequently to emphasize 
the importance of  combating the latter particularly 
to the Americans. What mattered to the French was 
the impact of  the loss of  Vietnam to their position as 
a global power. It was a position constructed on the 
basis of  a French Union which embodied the formal 
end of  colonialism, but retained French domination 
under a new guise and refused to consider either inde-
pendence or self-government. Unlike the British case, 
the constraints and contradictions it embodied made 
political concessions in the overseas territories to even 
the most pro-Western indigenous leaders extremely 
diffi  cult to make.      

   Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969)    

 Born in Kim-lien, North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh was educated at 

a Franco-Annamite school. He worked as a teacher and a 

seaman before moving to England in 1915 and France in 1917. 

He became a founder member of the French Communist Party 

in 1920. Three years later Ho Chi Minh moved to Moscow and 

studied at the East University. In 1924 he travelled to China as a 

translator with the Soviet consulate in Canton and began to 

organize the Vietnamese nationalist movement. However, in 

1927, Ho Chi Minh returned to Moscow after the split between 

the Chinese Nationalists and the communists. In 1930 he 

founded the Indo-Chinese Communist Party. He then escaped 

to Moscow in 1932, after being arrested as a revolutionary by 

the French, only to return to China fi ve years later. In 1941 he 

formed the communist-dominated Vietnam League for 

Independence, the Viet Minh. 

 During the Second World War he organized the Viet Minh in 

guerrilla raids against the Japanese. In 1945, Ho entered Hanoi 

and declared Vietnam an independent republic, with himself as 

President. But when the French returned they refused to accept 

Vietnamese independence and a military struggle followed in 

1946–54, until the French were defeated at Dien Bien Phu. At 

the Geneva conference of 1954, Ho accepted the division of 

Vietnam along the 17th parallel and became President of the 

North. He supported the Viet Cong guerrillas who fought against 

South Vietnam and the US during the Second Indo-China War. 

When the South’s capital, Saigon, fell to the North Vietnamese 

Army in 1975, it was renamed Ho Chi Minh City in his honour.  
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   B.    Africa      

 French West Africa   

 In order to win African support for the Fourth Repub-
lic at the end of  the war, the French, given the politi-
cal constraints imposed by the Union Française, chose 
to rely on social and economic reform combined with 
greater representation in Paris for increased numbers 
of  Africans. Those Africans who were deemed to have 
the required attributes of  French civilization could 
qualify for the same rights as metropolitan French-
men and send signifi cantly more representatives to 
the French Parliament. This still meant, however, that 
even educated Africans with full voting rights could 
wield no eff ective power in Paris or the local capitals. 
In French West Africa, prior to 1956, the right to vote 
did not enable Africans to elect members of  local rep-
resentative bodies with any executive or administra-
tive functions. In Paris, the eff ective domination of  the 
legislative assembly was diffi  cult enough for metropol-
itan parties let alone a limited number of  African rep-
resentatives. The growing African realization of  this 
fact during the late 1940s was to change the focus of  
African political parties. It was also, eventually, to con-
tribute signifi cantly to the acceptance by the Ministry 
of  Overseas France that neither social and economic 
reform, nor the ending of  some of  the worst abuses 
of  pre-war French colonialism, would satisfy the de-
mands of  Africans. Meaningful political change would 
eventually be needed if  the French were to continue to 
exert infl uence in Africa. 

 The impact of  social and economic changes in the 
post-war African colonies should not, however, be dis-
missed entirely. The French in particular spent large 
sums of  money under the Fonds d’Investissement 
Economiques et Socials (FIDES) programme espe-
cially in the 1950s. If  the eff ects were minimal, it was 
largely due to the nature and scale of  the African de-
velopmental problem. Geography and demography 
along with the linkages to the international capitalist 
economy, which were established before as well as 
during colonialism, and which were far from depend-
ent on the continuation of  European rule, made sig-
nifi cant economic progress diffi  cult to achieve. The 
principle of  metropolitan taxpayers contributing to 
the benefi t of  colonial subjects, through the devel-
opment of  the colonial economies, was neverthe-
less accepted by both the British and the French by 
the end of  the Second World War. Unfortunately, in 

the immediate post-war period the practice was to a 
large extent compromised by the economic needs of  
European recovery. 

 In the French case, it was the conference of  colonial 
governors which met in Brazzaville in January 1944 
that produced the commitment to provide public 
money for social and economic development. Africans 
were also to be wooed by the ending of  forced labour 
and the  indegénat , a system of  justice whereby the 
French colonial authorities could imprison Africans 
without trial. Political reforms which might lead to 
independence were fi rmly excluded, although the tra-
dition of  assimilation   1    was questioned at Brazzaville 
where there was some support for decentralization. 
In the end, these issues were left to the drafters of  the 
new constitution to resolve and here the interests of  
metropolitan France were clearly paramount. The 
wartime importance of  French Equatorial and later 
West Africa as a base for the Gaullist opponents of  
Vichy did not produce a desire to provide political 
benefi ts to Africans in Africa. There was to be no form 
of  independence or equality in the foreseeable future 
and there were no Africans at Brazzaville even for con-
sultation. Imperial questions of  France’s world role 
meant that France’s African territories and the ma-
jority of  their inhabitants would only receive greater 
freedom and status within a political structure, one 
still dominated by metropolitan France. 

 This was in contrast not only to British actions in 
South Asia, but to the thrust of  their West African pol-
icy which was galvanized by events in the Gold Coast 
that began in 1948 with serious disturbances in Accra. 
As the war drew to a close, the French had sought to 
cooperate with the British over colonial policy in West 
Africa partly so that in technical matters mutual ben-
efi ts for Africans might occur, but primarily to keep 
out what they saw as American imperialism and the 
involvement of  international bodies. Such proposed 
bodies would operate on a regional basis and would be 
accountable to the new United Nations. The French 
hoped that, by an association with the British, such 
bodies could be pre-empted. In the event, nothing 
came of  the proposed regional commissions under 
international auspices, but the French and to a lesser 
extent the British became concerned to avoid any UN 
involvement in the aff airs of  non-self-governing ter-
ritories, other than the former Mandates which were 
now placed under Trusteeship. 

 By the beginning of  the 1950s international pres-
sures through the UN were on the increase and the 
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 very basis of  the French Union was under threat in 
Africa from new internal and external forces. With the 
Cold War after 1947, those concerned with maintain-
ing France’s international standing could portray the 
nationalist challenges more as ones directed by the 
forces of  international communism. These were cer-
tainly infl uential in Indo-China but were much weaker 
in Black Africa and the Magreb (North Africa). How-
ever, the fact that the Rassemblement Démocratique 
Africain (RDA), an interterritorial political grouping 
established in 1946, was associated with the French 
Communist Party (PCF) clearly off ered the possibil-
ity of  communist advances. Africans had initially been 
attracted to the communists prior to May 1947 when 
they were part of  the coalition government. After 
that date, when the communists left the French gov-
ernment and adopted a strategy of  subversion rather 
than cooperation, the threat they presented was more 
menacing. This coincided with serious disturbances 
in  Madagascar, which began in March 1947 and which 
remained out of  control until July.   2    They were partly 
inspired by a general process in much of  the French 
Empire stemming from reactions to reform and the 
nationalist/communist challenge. In broad terms, 
as the process of  reform began, French settlers and 
merchant fi rms, fearing their economic and political 
interests threatened, began to react to changes in the 
colonies and the metropole. They and those focused 
on the general issue of  French status in the post-war 
world were given a fresh impetus by the Cold War, 
which in turn was to produce a reaction in Africa. In 
Madagascar, this reaction was expressed in attacks 
on settlers by indigenous groups based on the war-
time growth of  secret societies. By August, the so-
cialist Minister of  Overseas France, Marius Moutet, 
wondered, after reading some intelligence reports 
on Africa, whether the problems were ‘premonitory 
symptoms of  a vast disintegration in our Overseas 
Territories, which is tending, following Indo-China 
and Madagascar to create new fronts of  agitation and 
confl ict’.   3    As the Cold War became fi rmly linked to 
disturbances in the colonies and the possible disinte-
gration of  France’s overseas territories, the need for 
French resistance was strengthened. Support could 
be garnered on a mix of  international and colonial 
fronts for repressive policies in Black Africa. In the 
Ivory Coast, where the RDA was strong, the French 
attempted to smash the party in 1949 and a series of  
violent incidents provoked or encouraged by the ad-
ministration occurred between the RDA and its local 

African opponents. Strikes and boycotts created a seri-
ous situation, which led to the banning, in February 
1950, of  RDA meetings throughout French Africa. 
However, the dangers inherent in this policy of  con-
frontation, which contrasted with the British response 
to the disturbances in Accra, were soon obvious. 

 The French were now dealing with a major war 
in Indo-China that was increasingly dependent on 
American assistance. When René Pleven, one of  the 
architects of  the Brazzaville reforms, became Prime 
Minister in July 1950 it was clear that the French 
lacked the ability to cope with a multitude of  confl icts 
through the use of  force. Pleven therefore sought, as 
in 1944, to mollify African opinion, which was now 
more politicized, and to isolate the communists by 
a combination of  social and now political reforms 
based on electoral changes. François Mitterrand was 
sent to persuade the Ivory Coast leader of  the RDA, 
Félix Houphouet-Boigny, to break with the PCF and 
affi  liate to his Union Démocratique et Sociale de la 
Résistance (UDSR) party. Measures against the col-
our bar were introduced along with greater African 
involvement in elections, but while the French had 
extended the hand of  collaboration it contained 
nothing of  substance.   4    The problem remained that 
whoever was elected by whom, African deputies in 
the French Parliament remained essentially as sup-
plicants to, or dependent on, French political parties. 
In Black Africa, progress towards self-government 
or even  s’administrer euxmêmes  remained dead in 
the water as long as local assemblies were given no 
administrative or legislative powers and remained 
merely advisory bodies. 

 International pressures now stemmed more from 
the UN and from the greater American interest in 
Black Africa, which was apparent from early 1950 with 
the conference in Lourenço Marques of  consular and 
diplomatic representatives. It was followed by the re-
organization of  the State Department, which allowed 
for the creation of  regional bureaux. Confl icts, as in 
Indo-China might be avoided and opportunities de-
nied to communists if  the French were to move more 
towards the kind of  political concessions made by the 
British in their West African territories of  Nigeria and 
the Gold Coast. To some extent this view was shared 
by the French Foreign Ministry (the Quai d’Orsay) in 
the early 1950s, who had a very diff erent view from 
the Ministry of  Overseas France on how to deal with 
African political movements and build up resistance 
to communism. In essence, by 1951 the Quai d’Orsay 
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 was in favour of  greater cooperation with Britain on 
colonial matters concerned with political change. 
The ultimate aim was to create a West African Federa-
tion, which would be one of  a number of  federations 
linking European colonial territories with France and 
Britain in a new and close association. In part, this 
stemmed from the Quai’s disillusionment with the 
French Union, which they believed was unacceptable 
to international opinion and less attractive to Africans 
than the British policy of  granting self-government. 
Cooperating with the British in a West African fed-
eration would involve granting greater autonomy to 
French territories, together with Anglo-French joint 
policies on constitutional change and the problem of  
anti-colonial/anti-Western movements.   5    Regional-
ism and autonomy would provide an alternative at-
traction to nationalism and the centralism associated 
with assimilation. The Ministry of  Overseas France 
was fi rmly opposed to such suggestions and it was 
to be several more years before the concept of  a ‘re-
public one and indivisible’ ceased to be a barrier to 
moves to granting powers to local bodies in French 
West Africa.     

 British West Africa   

 The British granting of  local powers to elected African 
representatives began in the 1940s and accelerated after 
the war. It was a process which involved social and 
economic development as well as political change, but 
it was infl uenced by broader imperial and international 
requirements. In this mix of  confl icting intergovern-
mental pressures, Britain’s post-war economic needs 
ran counter to the desire to use political concessions 
to attract pro-Western Africans who would cooperate 
in the process of  handing over power. Again, there was 
a blend of  Cold War goals to ensure that left-wing, ‘ir-
responsible’ Africans were excluded and traditional 
desires to maintain British as well as Western infl u-
ence under a new guise could be met. The ultimate 
aim was to use new links with the colonies to refl ect 
and preserve the world power status that was deemed 
the sine qua non by British elites. More specifi cally, in 
Africa the aim was the ‘substitution of  a relationship 
of  friendly association for that of  benevolent domina-
tion’ in order that Britain could emerge as a ‘leader 
of  free associates rather than a commander of  a band 
of  subordinates’. To achieve this, it was necessary to 
devise machinery to ‘substitute links of  consultation 
for links of  control’ to avoid ‘the very real danger of  

the ultimate dissolution of  the colonial part of  the 
British Commonwealth’.   6    The Colonial Offi  ce there-
fore became committed to taking initiatives to control 
and manage the process of  political and constitutional 
change, but after the riots in Accra the British were 
always playing catch up in terms of  pre-empting 
African protests. Political concessions never bought 
the hoped-for time that was believed necessary to pro-
vide greater social and economic benefi ts for Britain’s 
African subjects. 

 The riots in the Gold Coast stemmed from eco-
nomic dissatisfaction with the post-war regime, as 
much as from a desire for independence from Britain. 
Having lost out in the battle to benefi t colonial pro-
ducers, the Colonial Offi  ce had to rely on political 
means to appease African dissatisfaction. In a sense, 
the concessions stimulated further African political 
awareness and indicated that the best way of  securing 
more economic benefi ts would be to escape external 
controls through the achievement of  independence. 
A process of  constitutional change designed to head 
off  nationalist demands began and, in 1946, a new 
constitution was introduced essentially to give the 
Legislative Council an unoffi  cial majority of  Africans. 
By then, Africans had been appointed as assistant 
district offi  cers in the colonial administration and 
town councils with elected majorities established in 
Accra, Cape Coast, and Sekondi. The reforms had 
at fi rst been welcomed but then resented. By 1947, 
cocoa growers were being badly hit by swollen shoot 
disease and food prices in the rural areas were af-
fected by low rainfall, while the loss of  the wartime 
American air-staging base in Accra had increased un-
employment.   7    Import prices had also been rising, as 
the British throughout the empire restricted imports 
to the colonies to preserve dollar resources for the 
United Kingdom itself. 

 That same year, the United Gold Coast Convention 
Party was founded demanding ‘self-government in the 
shortest possible time’. Discontent was on the verge 
of  combining with organized anti-colonialism when 
the riots erupted in Accra in February 1948. Coming 
at a crucial time in the Cold War, and when the Co-
lonial Offi  ce assumption was that anti-colonial forces 
were being contained and pre-empted, the scale of  the 
disturbances caused a mixture of  shock and outrage. 
New security measures involving the British counter-
intelligence service, MI5, and the Gold Coast police re-
fl ected the belief  that the riots, while inspired by social 
and economic discontent, must have been organized 
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 by communists or those who were infl uenced by com-
munism. A commission of  inquiry was soon set up 
which reported within four months. Rather than iden-
tifying the communist problem, the Watson Report, 
although exceeding its remit, was extremely critical 
of  the colonial government, and was described by one 
historian as ‘one of  the most important documents 
produced in the colonial period of  not only Ghana-
ian history but also of  modern African history’.   8    From 
then on, even though the British believed they could 
control developments, they were often taken by sur-
prise by events which outstripped their expectations. 
The British failed to appreciate the growth of  political 
consciousness and its translation into a movement for 
national independence. If, unlike in India, the British 
were not desperately seeking an avenue of  escape, the 
pace of  their retreat in the Gold Coast, however co-
operative, was much more rapid than they expected. 

 The constitutional criticisms of  the Watson Report 
were addressed by a British-appointed committee, 
composed entirely of  Africans, who were expected 
to produce the necessary constitutional remedies. 
The Coussey Committee included members of  the 
United Gold Coast Convention (UGCC) party who 
were deemed suffi  ciently ‘responsible’ to cooperate 
on, essentially, British terms in the transfer of  power. 
The thrust of  the recommendations was generally 
in line with Colonial Offi  ce thinking as, unlike their 
French counterparts, British offi  cials were prepared to 
accept the transfer of  power and the self- government 
that went with it. The issues were how, when, and 
to whom. 

 The British hope was that the Coussey proposals 
would enable them to control the pace of  change. In 
1948 a Committee on Youth Organization had been es-
tablished within the UGCC by Kwame Nkrumah, an 
American-educated former schoolteacher. Nkrumah 
was a radical nationalist with left-wing beliefs and as-
sociations who was sometimes unfairly depicted as a 
communist detainee but who was less inclined to ac-
cept the gradualism with which the Colonial Offi  ce 
wished to approach self-government. In June 1949, 
Nkrumah formed his Committee into the Conven-
tion People’s Party, which soon wrested the initiative 
from the British and the UGCC. Campaigning on 
the slogan of  ‘Self-Government Now’, Nkrumah, to 
 British surprise, quickly built support and established 
a political machine, which was more dynamic and 
had greater mass appeal than that of  the UGCC. The 
reforms which were introduced included ministerial 

government and a legislative assembly with repre-
sentatives from the whole of  the Gold Coast. But they 
were measures which were seen as limiting the kind of  
radicalism Nkrumah represented. Crucially, ministers 
were responsible to the executive council and there-
fore to the governor who retained reserve powers over 
the whole constitution. It was a long way from ‘Self-
Government Now’.    

 In January 1950 Nkrumah launched ‘Positive Ac-
tion’ in the form of  a general strike but the colonial 
government prevented any serious violence and most 
of  the leaders of  the protest, including Nkrumah, 
were arrested, charged, and convicted. If  there were 
expectations that this was another stage in contain-
ing radicalism and ensuring that the elections in early 
1951 would be won by moderates, they were again to 
be mistaken. One leading member of  the CPP, K. A. 
Gbedemah, had remained at large and was able to 
maintain the party organization. When municipal 
elections were held later in 1950 the CPP swept the 
board. As the registration for the assembly elections 
got underway it became clear that the CPP was bet-
ter equipped to assist in this process than the chiefs. 
When the CPP repeated their electoral success in 1951, 

   Kwame Nkrumah (1909?–72)    

 Born in Nekroful, Western Gold Coast (now Ghana) and 

educated at Catholic mission schools, Nkrumah trained to be 

a teacher in Accra in 1926. Later he travelled to the US and 

took degrees at Lincoln and Pennsylvania universities. 

Nkrumah then moved to London in 1945 and studied law. 

He was active in the West African Students’ Union and when 

he returned to the Gold Coast in 1947 he became leader of 

the UGCC. After being forced to resign in 1949 over his 

‘Positive Action’ campaign which included widespread 

agitation and civil disobedience, Nkrumah formed his own 

political party called the Convention People’s Party (CPP). In 

1950 he was imprisoned by the British as a subversive but 

was released in 1951 following a landslide victory by the CPP. 

He was elected the fi rst Prime Minister of the Gold Coast in 

1952 and fi ve years later the Gold Coast became the fi rst 

black African colony to achieve independence and took the 

name of Ghana. Nkrumah declared Ghana a republic in 1960 

and decreed himself president for life in 1964 and banned all 

opposition parties. In 1966 he was deposed while on a visit in 

Peking and the Ghanaian people reacted with jubilation. He 

died in exile.  
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 even managing to gain twenty-nine seats from the col-
legiate electoral system, it was clear that Britain had 
to reckon with a mass-based political party demand-
ing independence. 

 The next stage of  the transfer of  power was facili-
tated by the approach of  the post-Accra riots governor, 
Charles Arden-Clarke, who had never believed in the 
idea that the Cold War involved African communists 
hiding under every bush. He was also aware that nei-
ther a commitment to democracy, nor to the retention 
of  British infl uence, could be secured with the leader 
of  the largest political party in gaol. Nkrumah was 
therefore released and persuaded to cooperate with 
Arden-Clarke and the British in transferring power to 
himself  and the CPP. In the Gold Coast this was to be 
a straightforward democratic process and the Africani-
zation of  government at all levels continued apace. 

 The smooth transfer of  power was still depend-
ent to some extent on the close cooperation between 
Nkrumah and the governor, which would avoid con-
fl ict and hopefully establish the kind of  good post-
independence relations that the British valued as a 
means of  preserving infl uence. Arden-Clarke was 
able to persuade Oliver Lyttelton, the new Colonial 
Secretary under the 1951 Churchill government, of  the 
value of  this strategy, even though there were many 
in the Conservative Party who fought shy of  the idea 
of  independence. Thus, Britain kept control of  foreign 
and defence policy, along with the police, while in 1952 
Nkrumah assumed the title of  prime minister as the 
executive council became the Cabinet. In 1953, the 
British accepted that the legislative assembly should 
be directly elected and after fresh elections in June 1954 
the CPP again emerged victorious. 

 The only cloud on the horizon was the emergence 
in Ashanti of  an opposition party seeking independ-
ence on the basis of  a federal system. Eventually, 
 Nkrumah and the CPP were forced to undergo an-
other electoral trial before the Gold Coast became in-
dependent in March 1957. In a sense, the importance 
of  the process in the Gold Coast seemed a model suc-
cess but although Ghana joined the Commonwealth 
it contained the seeds of  failure that were to sprout in 
other areas of  British Africa. The model was applied, 
as much out of  necessity as choice in Nigeria, which 
also received a new Constitution in 1946 in order to 
remain in step with the Gold Coast. The same process 
of  Britain reacting to events, perhaps in ways which 
accelerated the development of  anti-colonialism, was 
to be evident in Nigeria.     

 East and Central Africa   

 In 1952 a rebellion broke out among the Kikuyu people 
of  Kenya which was to bedevil the transfer of  power 
in a colony that had to confront the interests of  white 
settlers. The latter were more in evidence in Central 
Africa, where in 1953 the British created the ‘Central 
African Federation’ that ultimately presented an even 
bigger problem. It was not resolved until 1980. The 
Federation contained the territories of  Nyasaland and 
Northern and Southern Rhodesia, but the latter had 
achieved an anomalous position under the Crown in 
1923 as a self-governing territory. This enabled its set-
tlers to benefi t from the allocation of  most of  the land 
to white farmers, while promoting pass laws and col-
our bars that discriminated against non-whites. After 
the war, the Colonial Offi  ce feared that the Rhodesian 
settlers might turn to the exponents of  a similar and 
even more pernicious and exploitative system in 
South Africa. Broader imperial concerns, about the 
spread of  South African economic power and infl u-
ence, also provided an incentive for the creation of  an 
economically strong federation. Whites in Northern 
Rhodesia would be united with their more numer-
ous equivalents in the south, providing an alternative 
to joining with the Union of  South Africa. Pressure 
for federation came from their leader, Roy Welensky, 
who had risen through the trade union ranks and 
from the old-fashioned reactionary, Godfrey Huggins, 
Prime Minister of  Southern Rhodesia, and later Lord 
Malvern. In 1960, he continued to believe the African 
was a ‘decent fellow’ provided things were explained 
to him, but that, ‘he is being carried away by people 
who have been to Britain and America and have come 
back with left wing-ideas in their heads’.   9    What was 
established with ease in 1953 was to prove far more dif-
fi cult to unravel in the early 1960s. It had to confront 
the problems and dilemmas of  a multiracial society 
which were largely absent from West Africa. 

 By the time the problems became urgent in the late 
1950s there was more pressure from external sources 
to respond to the alleged needs of  a changing Cold 
War world. These needs refl ected the importance 
of  regional and global requirements as opposed to 
the needs of  individual colonies. In essence, this 
meant transferring power to the right people at the 
right time generally on the basis of  negative, short-
term goals (out of  fear of  more instability or outside 
interference) and the formality of  Commonwealth 
membership. The Colonial Offi  ce’s hope of  building 



 Empire, Cold War, and Decolonization, 1945–53 73

 Western-orientated states, with sound economic pros-
pects, education, and welfare, was even more diffi  cult 
to attain. In East and Central Africa settlers were able 
to infl uence governments in the colonial capitals as 
well as in London. As a result, there was to be less op-
portunity for establishing a basis for cooperation and 
compromise over the nature and timing of  the end of  
British rule. Racial problems had already contributed 
to a guerrilla war in 1952 in Kenya and were eventually 
to become a key factor in the abrupt ending of  British 
rule in Central Africa.      

  C.    The Middle East    

 The Middle East, perhaps more than any other region 
has suff ered from a multitude of  confl icts and rivalry. 
Imperialism and the struggles against it have formed 
part of  a post-war landscape that has also witnessed 
disputes over oil and water, superpower competition 
for infl uence, inter-Arab rivalry, and the confl ict over 
Palestine and the fate of  its peoples. It is an area which, 
particularly in the immediate post-war world, had a 
geopolitical and strategic signifi cance because of  its 
position at the meeting of  three continents and the 
scene of  large-scale battles between European powers. 
Yet colonialism in its purest form was largely absent by 
the end of  the Second World War. French infl uence 
was no longer signifi cant and apart from the man-
dated territory and the colonies of  Aden and Cyprus 
British rule did not formally exist. Even in the Gulf  in 
1945 responsibility remained that of  the India Offi  ce 
until 1947 while the Anglo-Egyptian condominium of  
the Sudan was the responsibility of  the Foreign Offi  ce. 

 What existed in the region, dominated by the British, 
were less formal means of  projecting and symboliz-
ing power. In the inter-war years this informal empire 
had involved considerable power and infl uence. In the 
1920s, Britain exercised its mandatory responsibilities 
in Iraq by bombing its peoples; in Egypt, before 1945, 
it overthrew governments by both direct and indirect 
means, and was able to manipulate the king, the nota-
bles, and the nationalist party of  the pashas, the Wafd, 
to maintain signifi cant infl uence over the government. 
Informal empire was no longer able to operate in such 
ways after the war as British power declined, yet the 
importance of  the region to the British increased. 

 This did not involve a process of  decolonization 
but the abandonment of  an ability to project power 
which was seen at the time, if  not since, as a much 

more signifi cant retreat than the abandonment of  
India or the moves towards self-government in South 
Asia and Africa. What was at issue in the Middle East 
was not nation-building nor the exercise of  paternal-
ism, but the future of  the British Empire as a world 
system and the kind of  world role Britain should play. 
Here there was no prospect of  replacing control with 
infl uence even if  British domination had been more 
benevolent. It was a question of  acknowledging to the 
world that Britain no longer had the power to exercise 
dominance in the Middle East and for that there was 
no substitute; no Commonwealth fi nesse could dis-
guise this impotence and, if  it was accepted, the impli-
cations were perceived as disastrous for Britain’s status 
and prestige as a world power. British elites, always 
keen to maintain an international position, which re-
fl ected their superior social status at home, could not 
willingly accept such a loss of  power. Therefore, it be-
came vital to maintain the symbols of  power in the 
hope that what little real power did remain would be 
buttressed by the Americans.     

 Palestine   

 Before that a British failure occurred in Palestine 
which was reminiscent of  the retreat from India, 
but without an agreement to go with the bloodshed. 
 Palestine had become a major problem in the wake of  
the Balfour Declaration of  1917 and the establishment 
of  the mandate six years later. The Palestine question 
was complicated by disputes over what constitutes 
 Palestine, as the administrative units of  the Roman 
and Ottoman empires had diff erent boundaries from 
those established by the European powers after the de-
feat of   Turkey in the First World War. Yet at one level 
the issue was very simple: a dispute over land between 
two people who believe their claims are justifi ed. The 
Balfour Declaration gave British support to the estab-
lishment of  a Jewish ‘national home’ in Palestine and 
the mandate confi rmed this on the understanding 
that it was not prejudicial to the welfare of  the native 
inhabitants. There was of  course no inherent reason 
why two people could not coexist side by side within 
the same territory, but the Zionist movement which 
had developed since the end of  the nineteenth century 
wanted the establishment of  a Jewish  state  rather than 
the creation of  a Jewish  homeland . Almost immedi-
ately, this produced diffi  culties as by 1920 Jewish im-
migration into Palestine had increased nearly fi ve-fold 
and in 1921 Palestinian Arabs took to the streets of  Jaff a 
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 in protest. The British subsequently made a number 
of  eff orts to deal with the rights of  Arabs and Jews in 
Palestine and the issues arising from signifi cant Jew-
ish immigration. They were attempts to reconcile the 
irreconcilable. 

 A serious outbreak of  communal violence in 1929 
led to two commissions under Sir William Shaw and 
Sir John Hope-Simpson, which examined the causes 
of  the riots and the problems they presented. The 
conclusions were that the attacks stemmed from 
‘Arab feelings of  animosity and hostility to the Jews 
consequent upon the disappointment of  their political 
and national aspirations and fear for their economic 
future’. The latter was understandable given Hope-
Simpson’s assessment that there was ‘no margin of  
land available for agricultural settlement by new im-
migrants’. However, the British could only ban fur-
ther immigration at the expense of  the commitment 
to a Jewish national home and so the fundamental 
contradiction of  the Palestine mandate was to remain. 
In the wake of  the Arab revolt of  1936, which required 
signifi cant numbers of  British troops to put down, the 
Peel Commission in 1937 recommended the partition 
of  Palestine. However, this solution was unacceptable 
to the Arabs and as the Second World War approached 
the prospect of  further disturbances, which would 
require the deployment of  troops, led the British gov-
ernment to abandon the idea. As a further gesture to 
the Arab world the British also imposed Jewish immi-
gration quotas of  10,000 per year for fi ve years plus 
25,000 refugees. This coincided with the rise of  Nazi 
persecution and genocide, which many European 
Jews were to experience as a result.   10       

 The British were therefore in a tricky situation as 
the war drew to a close and boat-loads of  refugees 
made desperate attempts to obtain sanctuary in 
 Palestine. Their attempts to escape from it were based 
less on a solution acceptable to both parties (which 
did not exist) than on getting the US to assist in deter-
mining and then imposing one, which would be least 
hated. An Anglo-American Committee of  Inquiry was 
set up in 1945. In 1946 it proposed the establishment 
of  a bi-national state still under the supervision of  the 
mandatory power and the entry of  100,000 Jews. The 
British government was not happy with the immigra-
tion proposal, nor with being left with sole responsi-
bility for Palestine. Further discussions by British and 
American offi  cials to resolve these issues produced the 
Morrison–Grady report, which placed a new emphasis 
on partition: separate and autonomous political units 

would be created under international supervision. As 
the solutions of  partition or a bi-national state were 
debated within the British government, the American 
President, Harry Truman, decided to make a state-
ment in support of  the immediate entry of  100,000 
Jews. This would aff ect decisions on the actual divi-
sions in Palestine which had not yet been determined 
and eff ectively killed off  the idea of  Anglo-American 
cooperation in a solution to the Palestine problem. In 
the autumn of  1946 the British brought Zionist rep-
resentatives together with those from Arab states in 
a fi nal attempt to reach a settlement, but the eff ort 
proved counter-productive in that Arab leaders com-
peted with each other to champion the Palestinian 
cause, making any compromise even more unlikely.    

 Meanwhile, the situation on the ground was con-
tinuing to worsen from the British point of  view. Al-
though the Arab Mufti of  Jerusalem supported the 
Germans, the British were reluctant to create dis-
tinct Jewish forces for the war eff ort. Their concerns 

   Foreign Office Opinion of Egypt    

 ‘Thinking over our diffi  culties in Egypt, it seems to me that the 

essential diffi  culty arises from the very obvious fact that we 

lack some power. The Egyptians know this, and that accounts 

for their intransigence. 

 On a strictly realistic view we ought to recognize that our lack 

of power must limit what we can do, and should lead us to a 

policy of surrender or near surrender imposed by necessity. 

 But the basic and fundamental aim of British policy is to build 

up our lost power. Once we despair of doing so, we shall never 

attain this aim. Power, of course, is not to be measured in 

terms alone of money and troops: a third ingredient is prestige, 

or in other words what the rest of the world thinks of us. 

 Here the dilemma arises. We are not physically strong enough 

to carry out policies needed if we are to retain our position in 

the world; if we show weakness our position in the world 

diminishes with repercussions on our world wide position. 

 The broad conclusion I am driven to is therefore that we 

ought to make every conceivable eff ort to avoid a policy of 

surrender or near surrender. Ideally we should persuade the 

Americans of the disaster which such a policy would entail for 

us and for them, and seek their backing, moral, fi nancial, and if 

possible, military, in carrying out a strong policy in Egypt.’  

   Source : FO371/90152 Minute by Sir Pierson Dixon, 23 January 1952.  
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 about their position in the broader Middle East cre-
ated strong support for policies which were accept-
able to Arab leaders and delayed the formation of  a 
separate Jewish army, thereby hampering the creation 
of  well-trained Jewish forces, except those who were 
incorporated individually into the British Army. The 
war in that sense increased the incentives to estab-
lish a Jewish organization which would be placed to 
wage a campaign against Palestinian Arabs, so as to 
establish a Jewish state. It also encouraged the devel-
opment of  underground Jewish forces in the Hagana, 
which had been created in 1920. Given the lack of  
Palestinian unity and the persistence of  diff erent po-
litical groupings, the British were the only organized 
force in the way of  Zionist ambitions at the end of  the 
war and some Jews were prepared to use all means to 
remove them. As a result, Arab nationalism and the 
Palestinian revolt were now accompanied by an anti-
British Jewish campaign from 1942 onwards. Between 
1944 and 1946, the Stern Gang and the Irgun, Jewish 
terrorist groups, carried out a number of  operations 
against British forces. With the involvement of  two fu-
ture Israeli prime ministers, they also assassinated the 
Minister of  State in the Middle East, Lord Moyne, and 
blew up the British military headquarters at the King 
David Hotel in Jerusalem, killing ninety-one people, 
including Jewish and Arab civilians. 

 With violence on the increase by 1947 the British 
were reluctant to try and hold the ring in Palestine, 

even though in 1946 the military had argued that its 
retention was vital for their position in the region. 
Consequently, in February 1947, in the same month 
that Attlee announced the date of  the British with-
drawal from India, the government agreed to place the 
 Palestine problem in the hands of  the United  Nations. 
The UN set up a Special Committee on  Palestine 
(UNSCOP)  which in August 1947 duly came out in 
 favour of  the partition of  Palestine and the creation 
of  a Jewish state. The partition solution was accepted 
by the Zionists and endorsed by the UN General As-
sembly in November 1947. It was a settlement which 
gave the Jews 56 per cent of  the land when they consti-
tuted less than one-third of  the population. The Arabs 
had never accepted the principle that they should give 
up their land to save signifi cant numbers of  Jewish 
refugees from the Holocaust, especially when the vast 
areas of  Europe and North America were reluctant 
to share any of  the burden. Neither were the British 
 prepared to take up the burden of  implementing the 
UN-devised settlement and, in the wake of  the par-
tition plan, London announced in September that all 
British forces would be withdrawn by May 1948. 

 The hanging of  murdered and booby-trapped 
British soldiers had caused bitter feelings in post-
war Britain, but the reasons for the withdrawal were 
more complex. They were partly fi nancial, partly 
inherent in the realization that there was no settle-
ment that both parties could accept, and partly be-
cause Britain’s position could be maintained through 
a military presence in Egypt. In addition, there was 
a sense that Palestine was going to continue to be 
a source of  trouble and it might therefore pay the 
British to wash their hands of  the matter. It was be-
lieved that, if  a Jewish state were established, blame 
would be focused on the Americans with the British 
able to claim to the Arab world that they had done 
their best to work out a solution. Once partition was 
agreed, they could claim, on the back of  an absten-
tion in the UN, that they had not supported partition. 
By then refusing to be involved with its imposition, 
they would preserve some kudos in the Arab world. 
In that sense it was not the fi rst stage of  a planned re-
treat from the Middle East but the mark of  a renewed 
commitment to stay, and to attempt to get Arab sup-
port for that presence. 

 However, that support was far from guaranteed. 
Already in 1945 the Egyptians had requested that the 
British withdraw in peacetime from Egypt. Con-
cerned as always with their military position within 

   David Ben-Gurion (1886–1973)    

 Born in Plonsk, Poland, Ben-Gurion attended local Jewish 

schools in Poland before emigrating to Palestine in 1906. He 

worked as a farm labourer and became an active Zionist. At 

the universities of Salonika and Constantinople he studied law 

but was forced to leave Turkey in 1915 because of his Zionist 

activities. During the First World War he fought against the 

Turks in Palestine. Ben-Gurion became secretary-general of 

the Jewish Labour Federation from 1921 to 1930, when he 

was elected leader of the Mapai Party. In 1935 he was 

appointed chairman of the Jewish Agency, the executive body 

of the World Zionist Organization. When the state of Israel 

was proclaimed in 1948, he became the fi rst prime minister 

and minister for defence. He held these positions until 1953 

and then again from 1955 to 1963, when he retired. He briefl y 

returned to politics from 1965 to 1967 to lead the breakaway 

Labour (Rafi ) Party but resigned his seat in Parliament in 1970.  
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 the region as a whole, the British military agreed to 
do so in the spring of  1946 when they still assumed it 
would be possible to retain Palestine. Unfortunately, 
an agreement was never ratifi ed, because the rest of  
1946 was taken up with arguments over the conditions 
under which the base would be maintained and re-
occupied in times of  confl ict. By 1947 the position in 
 Palestine was rather diff erent and that year saw Britain 
facing the prospect of  a military withdrawal. The mili-
tary then claimed that large numbers of  troops were 
necessary in Egypt in peacetime in order to defend the 
Middle East, which by 1951 was to bring them into seri-
ous confl ict with the Egyptians. 

 With the UN acceptance of  the partition in 
 Palestine, conditions there deteriorated rapidly. 
 British forces were no longer concerned with eff orts 
to maintain law and order, as they were preoccupied 
with a safe and dignifi ed withdrawal by May 1948. 
From November 1947 onwards, Palestine became the 
location for a civil war as Arabs and Jews battled for 
position and strategic advantage. Initial Arab attacks 
on Jews in Haifa, Tel Aviv, and other cities and the 
formation of  a Palestinian force to resist partition, 
were followed by an attempted siege of  Jerusalem. 
As spring broke, however, Jewish forces broke out 
and by March 1948 had gained control of  the areas 
allocated to the Jews by the UN and began to seize 
Arab territory in Palestine. By the time the state of  
Israel was established on the departure of  the British 
on 14 May 1948 the Palestine army was in disarray and 
many thousands of  Arabs fl ed their homes. The fol-
lowing day Israel was attacked by the armed forces of  
Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq thereby beginning the 
fi rst Arab–Israeli War which, in three phases was to 
last until early 1949. 

 The fi rst phase ended in June 1948 with a truce that 
was broken briefl y in July. By September the UN me-
diator, Sweden’s Count Bernadotte, had produced a 
plan for the repartition of  Palestine. He proposed to 
attach Arab Palestine to Transjordan, but the Arabs 
refused again to accept the principle of  partition and 
a Jewish state. The Israelis were also unhappy because 
the Negev, which had enormous symbolic impor-
tance to some Jews, was now given to the Arabs. The 
peace process was abruptly halted by terrorists from 
the Stern Gang who assassinated the peacemaker in 
September 1948. To all intents and purposes the fi rst 
Arab–Israeli War ended with the Egyptian–Israeli ar-
mistice in February 1949, by which time Israel had ex-
tended its share of  territory by one-third. 

 After the Lausanne Conference in 1949 when both 
sides accepted the UN partition as a framework for 
discussion, Britain, France, and the US signed the tri-
partite declaration in May 1950 which was an attempt 
to prevent further armed confl ict. The declaration in-
dicated their opposition to the use of  force, restricted 
the sale of  arms to the region, and promised consul-
tation over the action to take if  either side breached 
the armistice lines. The Cold War now had a new di-
mension in the Middle East, because the Soviet Union 
had been an important backer of  Israel and enabled it 
to receive vital arms supplies. The Russians had pre-
viously tried to gain greater infl uence in the Middle 
East on the basis of  specifi c demands on Turkey and 
Iran. Now they supported Israel because the British 
in particular were seen as fi rmly linked to the Arab 
world. Soviet–Israeli links were broken when the Ko-
rean War broke out and Israel sided fi rmly with the 
West, but Soviet infl uence presented a prospect that 
would worry their policy-makers for years to come. 
As Western support for Israel became fi rmer, there 
was always the risk that the Soviets would be able to 
establish close links with the Arab states, which would 
greatly enhance their regional infl uence.     

 Egypt, the Cold War, and Middle 
Eastern Defence   

 Thus the Cold War in the Middle East became a bat-
tle for infl uence rather than a battle to prevent  Soviet 
territorial or military gains in the form of  bases. As in 
Europe, however, this political and ideological battle 
for hearts and minds was connected to, but in real-
ity separate from, the military issue of  defence. The 
British and the Americans held talks on defence in 
the autumn of  1947 and, in essence, Washington was 
prepared to support the importance that  London 
attached to the defence of  the region. American 
aircraft and troops were to join with the British in 
attempting to defend the region within one month 
of  war breaking out. Similarly, the State Department 
defi ned US policy in the 1940s in terms of  support-
ing the British as the leading Western power in the 
Middle East. 

 However, by 1950 perceptions were beginning to 
change, as American economic interests and Cold 
War concerns began to increase as their support for 
defending the region lessened. The growth of  Mid-
dle Eastern oil production, in response to increasing 
demand, produced a new agreement between the 
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 Saudi monarchy and the Arabian-American Oil Com-
pany (ARAMCO). British fi rms, receiving no Treasury 
backing, were unable to match this agreement which 
gave greater benefi ts to the producing country by re-
placing the existing royalties arrangement with a more 
generous profi t-sharing agreement. Interestingly, as 
the American stake in oil development grew, its com-
mitment to defending the region declined in the wake 
of  the changes to the short-term global war plan in 
1949. With a new commitment to defend a bridgehead 
in southern Spain and to build up reinforcements in 
North Africa, the Americans were no longer prepared 
to commit forces to the defence of  the Middle East, 
which they deemed a British responsibility. Unfor-
tunately, the British lacked the resources to do this 
and their fi rst plan to defend the region in 1948 (Plan 
 Sandown) took a line from Tel Aviv to Ramallah as the 
main defence line. Not only did this not defend the 
Middle East, it did not even defend Israel. The British 
were in the position of  insisting on retaining peace-
time base facilities in Egypt in order to defend the Mid-
dle East. But the reality was that they needed a base 
in Egypt, as a symbol of  power and prestige, and the 
military plans were to defend that base not the Mid-
dle East. Moreover, what resources they did have were 
progressively to be reduced, especially in the wake of  
their 1952 global strategy paper. 

 The British argument was that their military pres-
ence was necessary to quell internal unrest and to 
promote confi dence by convincing the indigenous 
people that they would protect them from the Soviet 
threat. The argument was disingenuous in a number 
of  ways, in addition to the lack of  British capability, 
and simply refl ected the British need to avoid being 
seen as a declining global power when formal imperial 
responsibilities were abandoned. For one thing, it was 
not going to be easy to convince Arabs and Jews of  
the need to defend the region from an external threat 
when they saw the real threat as emanating from 
within. For another thing, as the Americans began to 
realize, the British presence was more a threat to sta-
bility than a promoter of  it. This view was infl uenced 
by two events in the early 1950s, which were important 
in the end of  the British Empire and in terms of  the 
Cold War, and which must now be discussed.     

 The Iranian Crisis and the Coup in Egypt   

 In March 1951, the Iranian Parliament passed a decree 
nationalizing the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company which 

was implemented in May by the party of   Mohammed 
Mossadeq, the only bourgeois nationalist party in 
Iran. Mossadeq was striking at the greatest symbol 
of  foreign domination, because the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company ran the biggest refi nery in the world 
at Abadan. By October, the issues of  personnel and 
management within the newly nationalized company 
were still not resolved and resulted in the expulsion 
of  British workers from Abadan. This ‘scuttle’ was 
regarded as a deep British humiliation by Churchill’s 
Conservative government, which came to power in 
the same month, eager to persuade the Americans 
that Mossadeq and his supporters were anti- Western. 
Attacks on Britain were said to be damaging to the 
Western cause; the irresponsible nationalism of  
 Mossadeq was likely to produce the kind of  instabil-
ity that would be exploited by the communist party. 
As the British sought support in the overthrow of  
 Mossadeq, the members of  the Truman adminis-
tration were reluctant to accept the picture that 
the  British were painting. For them, Mossadeq rep-
resented a progressive form of  nationalism which 
was needed to create a more modern and demo-
cratic  Middle East no longer subject to European, as 
 opposed to American, imperialism. 

 More importantly, the State Department came to 
believe that, because Britain no longer had the power 
to impose itself  in the region and in so doing dic-
tate to the Arab states in the Cold War, Washington 
would have to take a greater interest in the region. 
It was assumed that that would involve developing 
their own policies in conjunction with the British 
but, by 1951, that was becoming diffi  cult to do. Seeing 
the corruption and ineffi  ciency which characterized 
the rule of  King Farouk in Egypt and the landown-
ing notables who formed the palace cliques, the CIA 
had begun to foster contacts with young Egyptian of-
fi cers who, it was hoped, would end the corruption 
of  the monarchy which the British continued to rely 
on. Once these ‘Free Offi  cers’, led by Gamal Abdul 
Nasser, overthrew Farouk in July 1952, the Americans 
were particularly keen to play the role of  media-
tors in the confl ict between Britain and Egypt over 
the future of  the Suez military base. This was not 
welcomed by the British, who faced a campaign of  
terror, begun in 1951 with the aim of  expelling the 
British from the Suez base. London believed that 
strong American backing for its stance would be the 
way to obtain an agreement on the base, but this be-
came less and less likely as the Americans struggled 
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 to keep a foot in both camps. The next phase in the 
Middle East battleground began in June 1953, when 
the new, Republican Secretary of  State, John Foster 
Dulles, visited the region. In addition to the confl ict 
between the Arab states and Israel, which involved 
cross-border incidents and an Arab blockade, there 
was the Anglo–Egyptian confl ict and the Anglo– 
Iranian dispute which were adding to the divisions in 
the region and diverting attention from resolving the 
Arab–Israeli dispute. Dulles returned shocked by the 
extent of  anti-British feeling in the region and con-
vinced that Washington must take the initiative in the 
Middle East, even if  it meant pursuing policies which 
the British were unwilling to back. 

 This was to contribute to the subsequent disaster 
which befell the British in the Suez Crisis of  1956, but 
in the short term new American policies led to co-
operation over Iran. Dulles, as part of  the new Cold 
War American initiatives, sought to inaugurate a 
Middle East regional defence grouping. Unlike previ-
ous, British-backed attempts, it would not be based 
on Egypt but based on the so-called ‘northern tier’ of  
countries from Turkey down through Iraq, Iran, and 
Pakistan. It would aim to prevent Soviet expansion 
into the Gulf, although in reality such geopolitical 
ideas made little strategic sense. Apart from the lack 
of  direct US military involvement in the Middle East 
and the lack of  British and indigenous forces, there 
was the fact the natural defence line of  the Zagros 
Mountains ran through rather than between Iran 
and Iraq. This may have infl uenced American think-
ing, in as much as it made it more diffi  cult to ensure 
Iranian involvement and it was, therefore, important 
to have a ruler there who could be relied upon to put 

US interests fi rst. As a result, as H. W. Brands has 
suggested,   11    the Americans now changed their posi-
tion on Iran. Mossadeq, whatever his value in rela-
tion to nationalism and anti-communism, could not 
be relied on; whereas the Shah, the Iranian monarch, 
would be happier to play the role defi ned for him by 
the Americans. Thus the Central Intelligence Agency 
cooperated with Britain’s MI6 to create the condi-
tions for a coup to restore the Shah to power, which 
took place in July 1953. As a result, the possibility of  a 
modern, secular political movement that might unify 
Iran was sacrifi ced for the uncertain prospect of  a 
defence grouping that actually carried little strategic 
benefi t—and had a lot of  political disadvantages to 
off set any Cold War gains. 

 One of  the main tensions between fi ghting a 
global Cold War, while tackling challenges created 
by regional instability and confl ict, was that measures 
deemed likely to assist in the Cold War could contrib-
ute to regional confl icts. This was particularly true 
in the Middle East, where the Soviet desire for more 
infl uence was made clear in 1945–6. Economic or po-
litical concessions were regarded as completely unac-
ceptable by the British, who were able to persuade the 
Americans that Soviet imperialism was more threat-
ening to the Middle East than their own. But, ironi-
cally, as the global Cold War got underway in 1948, the 
Middle East was the scene of  a ‘hot war’ in Palestine, 
linked to the retreat of  British power. If, as suggested 
by Ronald Hyam,   12    decolonization was merely a foot-
note to the Cold War, there can be no doubt that, in 
the Middle East, the mix of  Cold War, rival imperial-
isms, and regional confl icts were to produce a deadly 
concoction of  irreconcilable aims.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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The Cold War Intensifi es: 
Containment Superseded, 
1948–53        

  A.    Covert Operations and the 
Origins of Cold War Fighting   

 By 1948 the dominant relationship between the Soviet 
Union, the US, and Britain had moved from one of  
cooperation to confrontation, and then to hostility 
and confl ict. In this situation, the Cold War required 
a clearly defi ned strategy for fi ghting it. Western in-
terpretations of  this strategy have largely been based 
on the idea of  containment and especially about the 
 form  of  containment that should be adopted. Did it 
require military strength and a ‘preponderance’ of  
power, or should it concentrate on economic suc-
cess, with the provision of  full employment, growth, 
and consumer goods? Should it focus on the impor-
tant economic areas of  the world, or should it be a 
truly global struggle? But there is an alternative idea 

that, as confrontation gradually replaced cooperation 
from 1946, containment too was superseded by a Cold 
War aimed at destroying the enemy or fatally under-
mining its strength. Of  course, containment implies 
an expansionist power (in orthodox interpretations, 
the Soviet Union), which provokes a defensive re-
sponse (the US and its European allies). Yet, as with 
the origins of  the Cold War, fi ghting the confl ict after 
1948 needs to be seen more in terms of  competing 
powers, each prepared to go beyond preserving the 
status quo. 

 One murky area is that of  covert operations and 
propaganda, aspects of  policy geared to aggressive 
subversion rather than defensive containment. The 
Soviets had numerous agents in the West during the 
inter-war years, refl ecting their civil war experiences 
in which fear of  the capitalist West was rooted. Fear 
was easily converted into paranoia by Stalin, who saw 

 Chapter contents   

      •      Covert Operations and the Origins of  Cold War Fighting     80     

  •      Armaments and Militarization     83     

  •      The Cold War and Integration in Europe     87     

  •      NSC 68, Rearmament, and the Cold War Off ensive Controversy     89     

  •      The Growing Importance of  Communist China and the Confl ict in Korea     97              



 The Cold War Intensifi es: Containment Superseded, 1948–53 81

 most things in terms of  threats to his personal posi-
tion of  power, and who, even in the post-1945 period, 
may have been less concerned with undermining the 
capitalist system, than with preserving the Soviet state 
from its enemies. His paranoia required that every 
eff ort be made to discover internal and external en-
emies, and if  possible to eradicate them. Soviet intel-
ligence activities at home and abroad in the inter-war 
years were geared to the detection and elimination of  
these ‘enemies of  the people’. In Britain, in the 1930s, 
a small number of  recruits successfully infi ltrated the 
British diplomatic and intelligence services. During 
the war, Stalin devoted considerable resources to spy-
ing on his allies, with 221 agents in the US, and he was 
never free from the paranoid suspicion that the British 
and the Americans would be prepared to do a deal 
with the Germans. 

 The use of  espionage certainly had the potential 
to deliver real off ensive advantages. The Soviet secret 
services had the advantage of  knowing the British po-
sition prior to negotiations at some wartime confer-
ences and about British attitudes to the Soviets in the 
1940s, as well as the nature of  British and American 
operations against the Soviet Union.   1    But it is impossi-
ble to tell exactly what information went to Stalin and 
there are doubts about how eff ectively the Soviets ex-
ploited the amount of  information coming in. Papers 
of  Britain’s Post-Hostilities Planning Committee, re-
fl ecting military hostility to the Soviet Union, were 
sent to Moscow, but whether this encouraged Soviet 
suspicion and resentment remains a matter for spec-
ulation.   2    And espionage always carried real dangers. 
When the war ended, some agents that were operat-
ing in the West were compromised by an American 
code-breaking success known as Venona. Along with 
defectors’ testimonies, Venona enabled some agents 
to be identifi ed and the extent of  the Soviet espionage 
system to be revealed. This exposure of  Soviet espio-
nage cast doubt about Stalin’s desire to cooperate and 
was used to portray Moscow in a negative light from 
1946 onwards.   3    

 Of  course, espionage was not one-sided. Through-
out the war, Britain’s MI5, responsible for counter-
subversion, maintained extensive surveillance on 
communists in Britain.   4    The intelligence agency MI6 
had always seen Bolsheviks as a major enemy, while 
Churchill’s Special Operations Executive, which 
led subversion against the Axis powers during the 
war, kept some operatives in place afterwards who 
occasionally contributed—even before the end of  

1947—to measures taken against the Soviet regime. 
Similarly, confrontation had also already begun in 
the propaganda fi eld. In 1945 Russian diplomatic 
representatives claimed the ‘Anglo-Americans have 
not curtailed but enhanced their propaganda appa-
ratus’ and redirected it to the ‘ideological struggle 
against the USSR’. In turn, organizations in Moscow 
debated how propaganda could be improved to 
counter the West’s ‘global and reckless ideological 
off ensive’. This led repeated assertions of  the need 
for Soviet propaganda to be more ‘off ensive’ and 
‘penetrating’, although the idea of  a vast and well-
organized Soviet propaganda off ensive at this time 
clearly needs revising.   5    

 Once the Cold War began at the end of  1947, a 
signifi cant campaign of  psychological warfare was 
mounted by Washington and London, which involved 
more than espionage and propaganda. ‘Instead it en-
compassed any initiative which might aff ect the posi-
tion of  a foreign regime.’   6    The West had the major 
advantage of  a socio-economic and political system 
which was based largely on elements of  popular 
support. As a result, there was less opportunity for 
communist agents to work with disaff ected national 
minorities or opponents of  a harsh repressive regime, 
but greater prospects for gathering information and 
recruiting sympathizers. In contrast, Soviet oppres-
sion made it harder for spies to operate within the 
Soviet Union. However, groups opposed to Russian 
communism had already made secret contacts with 
Western operatives. In December 1946, some of  the 
25,000 Ukrainian guerrillas assassinated the head of  
the Odessa MGB (the predecessor of  the KGB). What 
precise role the West played in this remains obscure, 
but we do know that responsibility for managing 
Ukrainian exiles lay with the British Secret Service 
until 1953, when the CIA took over.   7    On the Soviet side, 
support for communist parties in the West had been 
geared to electoral success until September 1947, After 
that, support for the French and Italian communists 
remained a cause of  concern in Britain and the US, but 
Moscow also demanded extra-parliamentary action, 
with strike action and sabotage. By mid-1948 the com-
munists’ popularity was being countered by the vast 
resources that the CIA could deploy to infl uence elec-
tions, with telling eff ect in Italy, where the Christian 
Democrats emerged in fi rst place. 

 Truman’s National Security Council (NSC) fi rst at-
tempted to devise an overall Cold War fi ghting strat-
egy in March 1948.   8    NSC 7, ‘The Position of  the US 
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 with Respect to Soviet Directed World Communism’, 
called for a worldwide counter-off ensive against Soviet-
directed world communism, concluding that: 

 The defeat of the forces of Soviet-directed world com-
munism is vital to the security of the US. This objective 
cannot be achieved by a defensive policy. The US should 
therefore take the lead in organizing a worldwide counter-
off ensive aimed at mobilizing and strengthening our own 
and anti-communist forces in the non-Soviet world, and 
at undermining the strength of the communist forces in 
the Soviet world.   

 At ‘the appropriate time’ this was to include ‘a coor-
dinated programme to support underground resist-
ance movements in countries behind the iron curtain, 
including the USSR’.   9    Although details of  the covert 
operation by Western intelligence services are sparse, 
it is clear that America’s Cold War strategy involved 
more than containment. It sought to undermine 
the Soviet satellite-empire in Eastern Europe, a pro-
cess sometimes known as ‘roll-back’ or ‘liberation’—
although such ideas are usually associated with US 
policy in the 1950s. True, there are those who would 
oppose this interpretation. John Lewis Gaddis points 
out that doubts were expressed about NSC 7 in the 
State Department. This is correct. But the Joint Chiefs 
of  Staff  endorsed it and the State Department’s one 
criticism was that the memorandum and its recom-
mendations, most of  which were deemed worthy of  
support, lacked an overarching, general theme. This 
criticism, from one Assistant Secretary, was based on 
the lack of  any measures to ‘eliminate communism 
at its roots’: if  the right kind of  economic and politi-
cal programmes were put in place, there would be 
no need to suppress communist activities in the West 
because they would have no impact.   10    It was an im-
portant point, but separate from action to undermine 
communism in Eastern Europe.   11    

 When NSC 20/4 replaced NSC 7, in November 1948, 
the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff , set up in 
1947 under Kennan, drew up the new memorandum. 
It argued that Moscow would seek to achieve world 
domination by ‘seizing every opportunity presented 
by weakness and instability in other states and exploit-
ing to the utmost the techniques of  infi ltration and 
propaganda, as well as the coercive power of  prepon-
derant military strength’. It was not felt ‘that the Soviet 
government is … planning any deliberate armed ac-
tion calculated to involve the US’; rather Moscow 
would ‘achieve its aims primarily by political means, 

accompanied by military intimidation’. In this light 
the US should ‘encourage and promote the gradual re-
traction of  undue Russian power and infl uence from 
the present perimeter areas around traditional Russian 
boundaries and the emergence of  the satellite coun-
tries as independent of  the USSR’.   12    This reinforced 
the need for measures that were off ensive in nature 
and which, according to Kennan, should constitute 
‘Organized Political Warfare’, meaning ‘the employ-
ment of  all the means at a nation’s command, short 
of  war, to achieve its national objectives’. The machin-
ery which this required was deemed to be a ‘covert 
operations directorate within the government’. What 
emerged was the Offi  ce of  Special Projects, which was 
supervised by the Secretaries of  State and Defence 
(rather than the CIA taking a lead) and which would 
be responsible for operations: 

 Conducted or sponsored by this government against hos-
tile foreign states or groups or in support of friendly foreign 
states or groups but which are so planned and executed 
that any US government responsibility for them is not evi-
dent to unauthorized persons and that, if uncovered, the 
US government can plausibly disclaim any responsibility for 
them. Specifi cally, such operations shall include any cov-
ert activities related to: propaganda; economic warfare; 
preventive direct action, including sabotage, anti-sabotage, 
demolition, and evacuation measures; subversion against 
hostile states, including assistance to underground resist-
ance movements, guerrillas and refugee liberation groups, 
and support of indigenous anti-Communist elements in 
threatened countries of the Free World.   13      

 The Offi  ce of  Special Projects soon became the Offi  ce 
of  Policy Coordination (OPC), responsible for all 
US covert operations behind the Iron Curtain. It is 
hard to see how this could be seen as containment. 
Although it did not seek the overthrow of  the Soviet 
 regime, it did seek to roll back Soviet power by all 
means short of  war. From a staff  of  302 with a budget 
of  $4.7 million in 1949 the OPC had expanded by 1952 
to 2,812 personnel with 3,142 contract staff  and a 
budget of  $82 million. 

 By 1948 many in the US administration were con-
vinced that they were fi ghting a war. Not a hot war 
perhaps, but a crucial contest in which there could be 
only one winner. The Soviet Union presented a power 
political and an ideological threat of  great potency, a 
combination not seen since the French Revolution. 
Moreover, it threatened capitalist democracy and 
the new international order, planning for which had 
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 occupied so much attention in the wartime US. This 
has been described as a liberal order, which the US 
was prompted to bring about after 1945 as a conse-
quence of  hegemony.   14    Once this order was seen to 
be threatened, the inauguration of  political warfare 
became necessary. As suggested in the Introduction 
(above) there was now a situation of  competition 
for the survival or destruction of  two incompatible 
world orders. The US was involved in an ideological 
crusade to impose an economic or political order, 
rather than simply to contain a Soviet one as many 
accounts claim. This interpretation counters the 
standard orthodox and post-revisionist justifi cation of  
Washington’s role in the fi rst two decades of  the Cold 
War, without giving support to the revisionist empha-
sis on economics (the importance of  the latter not-
withstanding) or attributing blame to the US. Support 
for this interpretation has been provided by one of  the 
most insightful Cold War historians, Scott Lucas, who 
quotes the following, from correspondence sent to the 
Psychological Strategy Board:   15    ‘Though it seems to 
be widely believed inside the Government as well as 
by the public that our policy is simply “containment”, 
it may be doubted whether it is or has been, except for 
public consumption.’   16        

  B.    Armaments and Militarization    

 The fi rst steps to rearm the West came at a time when 
US and British military experts felt it unlikely that 
Stalin would deliberately begin a major war. The ini-
tial steps were political in nature and designed to cre-
ate military alliances for political purposes. Furthering 
the Cold War in this way was, however, not the whole 
story. The fi rst alliances in Europe—the Anglo-French 
Treaty of  Dunkirk of  March 1947 (which still saw 
Germany as the key menace to peace) and the Brussels 
Treaty a year later between Britain, France, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and Luxembourg—had their roots 
in European concerns which were separate from the 
Cold War. The attempt to create a ‘Third Force’, able 
to stand up to the superpowers, and the desire to con-
tain Germany, instigated a process of  European inte-
gration which became tangled with, and taken over 
by, Cold War demands. The second stage of  the pro-
cess stemmed from a US strategy paper, NSC 68, and 
involved the signifi cant expansion of  armed forces. 
NSC 68 was not a response to the aggression in Korea: 
it came from the internal debate about fi ghting the 

Cold War which began in 1948 and was to continue 
after the Korean War. While that war made this policy 
more acceptable to public opinion and legislatures 
on both sides of  the Atlantic, it did not provide the 
original rationale for Western rearmament, any more 
than the Berlin crisis provided the original rationale 
for NATO.     

 The Third World Power Idea   

 The involvement of  the US in a European military al-
liance has generally been described by politicians as 
the key provider of  deterrence and security, which 
they deemed necessary because of  the developing 
Soviet threat to Western Europe. In reality, NATO’s 
origins and its role in the Cold War were complex. 
As with other features of  East–West relations, NATO 
was born out of  a mix of  fear and ambition and, in 
Cold War terms, was designed to serve political, more 
than military, goals. The broader value of  a Western 
military alliance, linked only partially to the military 
threat of  the Soviet Union, initially refl ected diff erent 
priorities in Washington, Paris, and London. For the 
Truman administration, having made an economic 
commitment to Europe, it seemed logical to make a 
military commitment if  only to defend a signifi cant 
investment. In Europe, there was not only the com-
munist danger to consider but also how best to control 
an economically strong West German state. Concern 
was understandably most evident in Paris, although 
there were those in the Foreign Offi  ce in London who 
were worried about, and distrustful, of  Germany.    

 For Britain, the move towards a Western alliance in-
itially formed part of  a broader scheme for economic 
cooperation aimed at the creation of  a British-led ‘Third 
Force’ in Western Europe, an idea fi rst discussed dur-
ing the war. This was very diff erent from NATO and 
showed that a US–European alliance was far from in-
evitable. By late 1947 sophisticated ideas were being 
discussed in London for maintaining British infl uence 
in future. By combining the manpower and resources 
of  Western Europe, the Middle East, and the African 
continent with those of  the British Commonwealth, 
the Foreign Offi  ce hoped that this would provide the 
necessary economic strength (especially after the 
Marshall Plan put European economies on their feet) 
for a British-led bloc to stand on equal terms with 
the US and the Soviet Union. It was believed that the 
resources of  the colonies and the Commonwealth 
would also be necessary, because Europe could not 
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 manufacture enough goods to sell to the dollar zone in 
order to fi nance the purchase of  imports that Western 
Europe needed. Raw materials and primary produce, 
particularly from Africa, would provide exports to the 
Western hemisphere and substitutes for imports from 
America. For the Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, a 
‘spiritual union’ would be created, in which the anti-
communist forces of  social democracy, backed by 
the US, could provide an alternative ideological focus 
to Soviet communism and America’s unrestrained 
capitalism. More importantly, it would enable Britain 
to remain a world power as one of  the Big Three by 
assuming leadership of  this Third Force. 

 Serious problems became apparent with a British-led 
grouping, however, not least because of  divisions within 
London. For example, the Foreign Offi  ce advocated 
the creation of  a European Customs Union which 
Britain would join.   17    But, they met opposition from 
the Treasury and the Board of  Trade who saw this as 
potentially damaging to British interests (especially if  
Commonwealth markets had to be shared with other 
Europeans) and unlikely to help tackle the ‘dollar gap’ 
(since all West European states had a trade defi cit with 

the US). Military cooperation with Western Europe 
seemed to off er better prospects for mutual European 
benefi ts but, given Britain’s relative lack of  military re-
sources, this made an American involvement essential. 
Also, fears of  communist agents within the French 
government and hopes of  recreating an exclusive 
Anglo-American military relationship, such as had 
existed in the war, made military chiefs less keen on 
purely European cooperation than the Foreign Offi  ce. 

 There were also those in the State Department who 
were attracted by the idea of  an anti-communist Third 
Force, as a February 1948 memorandum revealed:

  Some form of political, military, and economic union in 
Europe will be necessary if the free nations of Europe are 
to hold their own against the people of the east united 
under Moscow rule… The only way in which a European 
union, embracing Britain but excluding eastern Europe, 
could become economically healthy would be to develop 
the closest sort of trading relationships either with this 
hemisphere or with Africa.   18      

 If  it were to provide for permanent European recov-
ery and the resolution of  the dollar-gap problem, then 

   NSC 68 (extract)       

 US Intentions and Capabilities—Actual and Potential   

  Political and Psychological  

 Our overall policy at the present time may be described as one 

designed to foster a world environment in which the American 

system can survive and fl ourish. It therefore rejects the concept 

of isolation and affi  rms the necessity of our positive participation 

in the world community. 

 This broad intention embraces two subsidiary policies. One is a 

policy which we would probably pursue even if there was no 

Soviet threat. It is a policy of attempting to develop a healthy 

international community. The other is the policy of ‘containing’ 

the Soviet system. These two policies are closely interrelated 

and interact on one another. Nevertheless the distinction 

between them is basically valid and contributes to a clearer 

understanding of what we are trying to do. 

 The policy of trying to develop a healthy international community 

is the long-term constructive eff ort we are engaged in. It was 

this policy which gave rise to our vigorous sponsorship of the 

UN. It is of course the principal reason for our long continuing 

endeavours to create and now develop the Inter-American 

system. It, as much as containment, underlay our eff orts to 

rehabilitate Western Europe. Most of our international 

economic activities can likewise be explained in terms of this 

policy. 

 In a world of polarized power, the policies designed to develop a 

healthy international community are more than ever necessary 

to our own strength. As for the policy of ‘containment’, it is one 

which seeks by all means short of war to (1) block further 

expansion of Soviet power, (2) expose the falsities of Soviet 

pretensions, (3) induce a retraction of the Kremlin’s control and 

infl uence, and (4) in general, so foster the seeds of destruction 

of the Soviet system that the Kremlin is brought at last to the 

point of modifying its behaviour to conform to generally 

accepted international standards. It was and continues to be 

cardinal in this policy that we possess superior overall power 

(1) as an ultimate guarantee of our national security and as 

(2) as an indispensable backdrop to the conduct of the policy of 

‘containment’. Without superior aggregate military strength, in 

being and readily mobilizable’—a policy of ‘containment’—which 

in eff ect is a policy of calculated and gradual coercion—is no 

more than a policy of bluff .   

   Source : FRUS, 1950, 1 (State Dept., Washington, DC, 1977) NSC 68, 

14 April 1950, 252–3.  
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 it could serve American interests without incurring 
continued costs to the US taxpayer. Furthermore, 
at the end of  the last Council of  Foreign Ministers 
meeting, in London in December, Secretary of  State 
Marshall had said that the West Europeans should get 
some form of  European cooperation established, for 
the Americans to support  before  the nature of  that sup-
port or involvement could be defi ned. The US wanted 
to see a willingness on the part of  the West Europeans 
to protect themselves, before committing American 
resources further. The fact that it was an election year, 
and that massive resources were already being com-
mitted to the Marshall Aid Programme, also made 
Washington reluctant to rush into a military alliance 
in 1948. 

 Early in the year Bevin worked to create what he 
now called a ‘Western Union’, with the signing of  the 
Brussels Treaty on 17 March. The Brussels Treaty was 
not simply designed to create a security organization, 
though it did include that. It had important economic 
clauses, inspired by ideas on future economic integra-
tion, as well as providing an indication that military 
issues were now a consideration. Clearly, the timing of  
the signature was infl uenced by the Czech coup and 
a sudden feeling of  West European vulnerability as 
divisions grew with the Soviets. But, the main short-
term fear was a political one, concerned with main-
taining West European confi dence, rather than the 
need to face any imminent military threat. It is also 
noteworthy that the pact referred to Germany as a po-
tential menace. To what extent Bevin was following 
Marshall’s advice, and creating a European security 
organization that Washington might later support, 
is also debatable. There is evidence that his hope was 
still to create a British-led group, even if  it cooper-
ated closely with the US. But as the months passed, 
enthusiasm for this concept waned even in the Foreign 
Offi  ce. Assessments showed that an independent eco-
nomic bloc was not viable and that, if  Europe failed 
to recover, Britain could be dragged down by the dev-
astated economies of  Western Europe if  it tied its fu-
ture to theirs too closely. Eventually, a major fi nancial 
crisis in October 1949, which led to a devaluation of  
the pound and required considerable US support, led 
the Cabinet to decide in favour of  a special place in the 
American-dominated alliance. In any case, by then, 
such a solution had been partly established through 
the creation of  NATO. The Third World Power con-
cept was dead and Britain retreated from European 
economic cooperation.     

 The Creation of NATO   

 The reasons for creating what became known as the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization were not primar-
ily geared to hostile Soviet actions in Berlin nor to 
perceptions of  an imminent Soviet military attack in 
Europe. What mattered was how an alliance could 
build the confi dence to strengthen the political will 
to resist communism. Reluctance to accept a mere 
‘paper’ treaty, rather than military aid or a joint mili-
tary strategy as the basis for agreement, came from 
the French not the Americans. Britain’s main contri-
bution to the creation of  NATO was to persuade the 
French that, only through the political gains of  sign-
ing a paper treaty in the short term, would they get 
an American commitment to provide the defence 
resources for Western Europe in the long term. The 
military situation was such that, in March 1948, nei-
ther the British nor the Americans had an emergency 
war plan that set out how to employ existing forces if  
war should break out. Now that Europeans had signed 
the Brussels Pact, it became necessary to examine 
military strategy for future cooperation involving the 
Americans; and, with the Berlin crisis, there seemed 
a greater possibility of  war ‘by accident’.   19    The fi rst 
emergency plans, produced in the summer of  1948, 
suggested that neither European nor US forces could 
halt the Red Army if  it marched westwards.   20    But, 
obviously, such a pessimistic course could not be re-
vealed to the public. It clashed with the political aim 
of  bolstering European confi dence, so as to encour-
age cooperation and resistance to communism. It was 
hoped that a military alliance, even a paper one, as 
long as it was backed by US power, could inspire con-
fi dence as part of  a political Cold War strategy. The 
fact that the Soviets were not expected to attack meant 
that the lack of  an eff ective Western military defence 
strategy did not really matter. 

 By mid-1948, there was general agreement on some 
military arrangement linking America to Western 
Europe, but not on its precise nature. Once it became 
clear that the Americans preferred to concentrate on 
a broad, Atlantic pact—partly because of  short-lived 
fears of  Soviet pressure on Norway, which suggested 
that Stalin might try to pick off  West European coun-
tries one by one—this received priority. Political and 
constitutional obstacles in the US were removed in 
June, when the formerly isolationist Senator, Arthur 
Vandenberg, sponsored a resolution in support of  
regional pacts. In July, talks began between the US, 
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 the Brussels Pact and Canada in Washington. By Sep-
tember 1948, the French had given up on their initial 
hopes of  large-scale US military aid to the Brussels 
Pact. After that, delays to the treaty were largely due 
to the US Presidential election and discussion of  ex-
actly which states to include, the preference eventually 
being to cast the net widely. Aside from the Brussels 
Pact, America and Canada, the alliance included Italy, 
Norway, Denmark, Iceland, and Portugal. The last two 
were included largely because they could provide air 
bases for the US to reinforce Europe in the event of  
war. It was further evidence of  the US desire to pri-
oritize anti-communism over liberalism that Portugal 
became a member despite having been ruled by a dic-
tatorship since the 1920s. 

 The Atlantic Pact was formally signed on 4 April 1949 
and was clearly directed against the Soviet Union. The 
West now portrayed an ideological confl ict over the 
political and economic shape of  the post-war world, 
as a military eff ort to defend strategically important 
territory. The irony was not just that the idea of  such 
power blocs had been rejected in the immediate after-
math of  the War, but that the Soviets appear to have 
had no desire to attack Western Europe at the time. 
Western military experts did not expect the USSR to 
be in a position to launch a war until about the mid-
1950s, when the country had recovered from the last 
one. Indeed, there is evidence that the Western pow-
ers did not want to spend money on defence if  this 
militated against another Cold War aim, the need for 
economic stability. After a NATO council meeting in 
Lisbon in February 1952, where it was proposed to cre-
ate a force of  96 divisions, fears grew that this would 
create major economic and social dislocation. As a re-
sult, the force levels were eff ectively abandoned. Yet 
that same year the alliance stretched the area it had 
to defend even further, by extending membership to 
Greece and Turkey.     

 Military Considerations for Hot War   

 Since 1945, all the victor states had demobilized. The 
US had a monopoly, but limited numbers, of  atomic 
weapons (with 13 in 1947 and 56 in 1948) and had re-
duced its forces from 10 million in 1945 to 1.4 million 
in 1947. The Soviets reduced theirs from 12 million to 
2.8 million in the same period and only carried out 
their fi rst atomic test in August 1949.   21    At the same 
time, they were taking up railway lines in Eastern 
Europe because of  the shortage of  steel in the Soviet 

Union. In early 1947 their ‘Plan for the active defence 
of  the territory of  the Soviet Union’ envisioned three 
main tasks for the armed forces. The fi rst was to repel 
aggression and maintain the integrity of  the frontiers 
agreed at the end of  the War. The second task, for the 
Soviet air force, was to repel an air off ensive, including 
one involving nuclear weapons. The third role, for the 
navy, was to repel a sea-borne assault and to operate 
in coastal waters in support of  Soviet land forces. As in 
previous campaigns these defensive operations to halt 
an invasion of  Soviet territory would pave the way for 
a counter-off ensive, but the details of  the planned of-
fensive operations have not yet been disclosed. The 
Soviet posture in Europe after the war, concludes one 
historian who has examined Soviet sources, ‘was the 
posture of  a state determined to consolidate its power 
on the territory it now occupied, rather than expand 
that territory’.   22    The militarization of  the Cold War 
began at a time when neither side expected the other 
deliberately to start a major confl ict. 

 The explosion of  the fi rst atomic weapons in sum-
mer 1945 clearly had momentous implications for the 
future nature of  warfare. However, the implications 
were slow to produce new military ideas and the con-
cept of  deterrence was not immediately embraced in 
Western military circles. In fact, while civilian strate-
gists like Bernard Brodie began to think through the 
implications of  weapons that might make war too 
horrible to contemplate, military thinkers remained 
either uncertain about the role of  atomic weapons or 
perceived them as merely an extension of  conventional 
strategic bombing. Nor did the Americans believe that 
atomic weapons would prove decisive. In late 1948 a 
study of  the likely outcome of  dropping all their exist-
ing atomic bombs on the Soviets concluded that while 
it would result in 2.7 million deaths and the destruc-
tion of  30–40 per cent of  Soviet industrial capacity, 
it would not defeat the Soviet Union, nor prevent 
Soviet forces advancing into Western Europe or the 
Middle East. There were those, like Air Force General 
Curtis LeMay, the head of  the Strategic Air Command 
(which controlled US nuclear bombs) in 1948, who saw 
nuclear weapons as the ultimate means of  ensuring 
the supremacy of  air power. For LeMay, nuclear dev-
astation was an extension of  war fi ghting by the kind 
of  carpet-bombing he had employed against Japan in 
the Second World War. Total destruction was the way 
LeMay believed wars would be won in future.   23    Yet 
not everyone in the US air force accepted the indis-
criminate nuclear targeting of  cities that LeMay had 
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 in mind. In the early 1950s there were major disputes 
within the American services about the role of  nuclear 
weapons which, because of  the resource implications, 
paralysed the drawing up of  detailed global war plans 
on an inter-service basis. 

 Nuclear weapons did not immediately change the 
approach to war fi ghting or instantly inaugurate an 
age dominated by deterrence. It was a change that 
came gradually and one that was given more impetus 
by the development of  the more powerful hydrogen 
bomb, than by the fi rst atomic weapons. The hydro-
gen bomb, fi rst tested by the US in November 1952 
and by the Soviets in August 1953, used the fusion of  
atoms, not just their fi ssion or break-up, to release 
energy thousands of  times more powerful than the 
atomic bomb. The threat to civilization itself  was now 
real, but it did not prevent the eff orts to incorporate 
nuclear weapons into an active military role, as well 
as into a more passive one in the form of  deterrence. 
The remark by Foreign Secretary Bevin, in 1947, that 
Britain must have an atomic bomb with ‘the bloody 
Union Jack fl ying on top of  it’—an aim it achieved fi ve 
years later—was a sign that nuclear weapons were 
more of  an asset in terms of  status than as practical 
weaponry.      

  C.    The Cold War and Integration 
in Europe    

 When European leaders surveyed the situation in 
Europe at the end of  1947, they faced a number of  chal-
lenges. There was the dollar shortage, which it was 
hoped the Marshall Plan would address, providing 
the impetus for European economic recovery. There 
was the problem of  rebuilding Germany so that it 
could contribute to economic revival without be-
coming a threat to peace once more. There was the 
need to prevent communist parties from becoming 
more popular and perhaps forcing their way back into 
power. Precise motives for seeking European integra-
tion in the various capitals stemmed from diff erent 
national priorities: the political need to resist com-
munism was strongest in France and Italy, for exam-
ple. It has already been seen how Bevin, at least for a 
time, hoped to use infl uence in Europe to maximize 
Britain’s importance in the world role. An interest in 
‘federalism’, which might have led rapidly to the crea-
tion of  a European state, was evidently restricted to a 
minority and it is still far from clear whether European 

integration represented an erosion of  the nation state 
or merely its adaptation to a new role. On the one 
hand, the French in particular have been seen as driven 
by national self-interest and the process of  integration 
has been interpreted as the salvation of  the nation state 
in Europe, after its failures in the Second World War.   24    
On the other hand, liberal institutionalists, like Joseph 
Nye and Robert Keohane, see European institutions 
as signifi cant in their own right and capable of  pro-
ducing greater international cooperation. Similarly, 
functionalists in the tradition of  David Mitrany and 
Ernst Haas see European integration as promoting a 
transfer of  allegiance away from the nation state. 

 After mid-1948 the French government, though not 
necessarily the French public, was reconciled to the eco-
nomic rebuilding of  West Germany and the probable 
creation of  a West German state. The concern was 
over how to achieve this without the risks that might 
fl ow from an independent, economically powerful 
West Germany. The answer seemed to lie in integrat-
ing Germany into a greater European whole, with 
‘supranational’ bodies—bodies that involved some 
surrender of  national sovereignty—to curtail German 
independence. Thus, while the British saw Europe as 
part of  a solution to their global weakness, the French 
gave more emphasis to concerns nearer home. In Sep-
tember 1948, the French proposed that the Ministerial 
Council of  the Brussels Treaty should study the idea 
of  a European parliament, with the result, a year 
later, of  the Council of  Europe. This had a wider 
membership than the Brussels Treaty and included an 
Assembly, but the last was merely a consultative body 
and real power rested with ministers on an intergov-
ernmental level. The Council of  Europe, though it 
proved invaluable in encouraging respect for human 
rights in Europe over the following decades, therefore 
lacked a supranational element. But it was also signifi -
cant for showing that France was now taking a lead in 
European integration, as British interest in ideas for a 
third force (already discussed) waned. 

 The fi rst moves to closer European cooperation 
coincided with the implementation of  the Marshall 
Plan (through the European Recovery Programme of  
1948–52) and talks on military alliances, both processes 
which involved a strong element of  European coop-
eration. Like the process of  decolonization, European 
integration was linked to the dynamics of  the Cold 
War. Washington strongly supported the idea, believ-
ing it would strengthen capitalism if  a large, single 
market were created on US lines. The CIA bankrolled 
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 pro-federalist groups. In Western Europe itself, old 
fears about Germany combined with, and to some 
extent were softened by, new fears about Soviet com-
munism. The recipe for dealing with the commu-
nist threat, by strengthening capitalism through the 
Marshall Plan, could be neatly combined with ce-
menting West Germany into a prosperous European 
economic and military bloc, which simultaneously 
put limits on German independence. The fi rst stage of  
the process began in earnest with the Schuman Plan, 
launched in 1950, just before the Korean War broke 
out, and implemented in 1952, when the European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) was created. 
Behind this lay the vision of  Jean Monnet, head of  
the French reconstruction plan, with a broad, political 
agenda for the development of  European integration, 
as well as a narrower, economic agenda defi ned by the 
needs of  French recovery.     

 The Schuman Plan and the European 
Coal and Steel Community   

 It was Monnet who devised the ECSC proposal, 
which was announced by the French Foreign Minister, 
Robert Schuman, on 8 May 1950. Schuman had been 
born in Luxembourg to a family from Lorraine, which 
had been part of  Germany between 1871 and 1919. This 
background made him ideally suited to the appeal of  
European institutions as a way to reconcile France 
and Germany, even if  they were also geared to French 
national interests. The Schuman Plan would bring 
Franco-German reconciliation in a way that bound 
Germany to its Western neighbours and served the 
needs of  the French coal and steel industry. The more 
closely the German economy was integrated into the 
Western European, the less likely that it would be ag-
gressive and nationalistic, especially if  coal and steel 
industries were involved, because these were the back-
bone of  a mid-twentieth century industrial economy, 
as well as essential to weapons manufacture. West 
German steel production was much larger than the 
French and had signifi cant cost advantages over them. 
Coal costs were higher in France, which in the post-
war years was heavily dependent on supplies from the 
Ruhr, in north-west Germany. Price negotiations were 
therefore necessary if  French industry was not to be 
disadvantaged—or unless the entire Franco-German 
coal and steel production was controlled by a single 
authority. In announcing his proposals for such a High 
Authority, Schuman pointed out that this would ‘create 

the fi rst concrete foundation for a European federa-
tion which is so indispensable for the preservation of  
peace’. The threat to peace, which the Germans repre-
sented, would be reduced by federal controls while the 
threat to peace, which the Soviets represented, would 
be reduced by the Western European nations uniting 
together. 

 While the French saw important economic and po-
litical advantages in the Plan, the British saw signifi cant 
dangers. London was keen to support the eff orts of  
its European allies in the early 1950s, but also keen to 
maintain its independence as a great power and not in-
clined, therefore, to become part of  any supranational 
organization. The impact of  the proposed Coal and 
Steel Community on Britain’s nationalized industries 
was not seen as favourable, nor was greater economic 
cooperation after 1948 seen as bringing benefi ts, partly 
because most British trade was with the world beyond 
Europe. Signifi cantly, however, German leaders saw 
political advantages in European integration and, in 
June 1950, proved ready to support the Schuman Plan, 
even as Britain rejected membership. The German 
chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, who assumed offi  ce in 
August 1949, was a staunch liberal democrat, a past 
opponent of  communism and Nazism, who wanted 
to tie his country closely to the West, removing any 
chance of  a return to dictatorship and militarism. He 
even proved willing to defer reunifi cation with East 
Germany in order to anchor West Germany into a 
process of  European integration. He also saw coop-
eration with France (which, hitherto, had been suspi-
cious of  German revival) as a way of  hastening the 
removal of  occupation controls. 

 Franco-German goals could be achieved through 
the Schuman Plan without British involvement and, 
although Monnet might have preferred them to join in 
discussions on the Schuman Plan, he was not prepared 
for them to delay progress. The French therefore is-
sued invitations to discussions in Paris on the basis that 
acceptance required also accepting the principle of  su-
pranationality. The British were reluctant to do this: 
they wanted to know, in advance, what degree of  con-
trol over their own coal and steel industries they would 
have to surrender. It was not so much the principle of  
giving up sovereignty that the British rejected, as the 
open-ended commitment in advance. Attempts were 
made to fi nd a formula to enable Britain to participate, 
but none could be found and the French—whose pri-
ority, after all, was to secure German participation in 
the scheme—imposed a deadline on talks. The loss 
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 of  sovereignty was essential for the French, in order 
to tie down Germany, and not a principle they could 
compromise. The signifi cance of  British exclusion 
from the ECSC, which was established in 1952, with 
a strong High Authority under Monnet, remains a 
matter of  debate. It has been described as ‘missing 
the bus’ on European integration. For twenty years 
Britain was left in a detached position, when in 1948 
Bevin had hoped to lead a European bloc. But the de-
cision was not a matter of  oversight; rather, London 
wished to avoid being seen as primarily a European 
power and had real fears, both about Europe’s eco-
nomic prospects and the need to preserve its global 
trade, based around the Empire-Commonwealth and 
Sterling Area. For France, in contrast, the Schuman 
Plan proved the cornerstone for a new relevance in the 
world, based on leadership of  European integration. 
But the new path could prove an uncertain one, as the 
next supranational initiative showed.     

 The Pleven Plan and the European 
Defence Community   

 Although the military dimensions of  the Brussels 
Pact and NATO had been less important than the 
political cooperation they embodied, the military 
wished to add some military clout to the Western de-
fence. They wanted suffi  cient conventional forces to 
defend against a future attack, when the Soviets had 
recovered from the war. Even before the Korean War, 
both London and Washington concluded that some 
military contribution from West Germany would be 
necessary. At the same time they were aware of  the 
opposition this would produce, only four years after 
the defeat of  Nazism. In late 1949, the British military 
began arguing for an armed German ‘gendarmerie’, 
but faced Foreign Offi  ce opposition. The French were 
likely to oppose such a development and the Soviets 
might be so hostile that they could launch a preventive 
war. The British military, however, could argue that 
a gendarmerie was simply the equivalent to the East 
German  Bereitschaften , which the Soviets had already 
formed and was more a miniature army than a police 
force. In May 1950, Bevin approved the creation of  a 
gendarmerie of  25,000 men, a proposal that fi tted in 
with current thinking from Konrad Adenauer, who 
shared Britain’s desire to defend Germany as far east 
as possible.   25    

 The following month the Korean War broke out 
and the prospect of  hot war loomed larger. Events 

in East Asia gave the German rearmament question 
a new importance, partly because North Korea’s in-
vasion of  the South suggested that an East German 
attack on West Germany might be possible. By 
September, the American Secretary of  State, Dean 
Acheson, had been won over and he proposed the cre-
ation of  a West German army to Bevin and Schuman. 
To win support for this, he off ered a ‘package deal’, 
with a greater American military commitment to 
 European defence, including the appointment of  a US 
supreme commander for NATO. The British accepted 
this idea in principle, although they were increasingly 
cooler to the idea of  German rearmament now that 
the Korean War had raised the stakes, by making a 
European hot war seem possible. The French were at 
fi rst totally opposed to Acheson’s scheme, but Mon-
net feared that this stance could off end Germany and 
bring about the collapse of  the Schuman Plan. He 
therefore hastily developed a supranational blueprint 
for involving German forces in Western European 
defence. This time, the proposal was announced by 
the Prime Minister, René Pleven. The Pleven Plan 
was not for a German army integrated into NATO 
but for the creation of  a European army into which 
German and other forces would be integrated, hereby 
removing the spectre of  independent German forces 
with their own general staff . The plan posed a threat 
to NATO cohesion and to basic British military values 
and traditions. Even though their commitment to the 
importance of  the Middle East was being eroded be-
cause of  the attention given to Europe, they still lacked 
enthusiasm for a continental commitment and coop-
eration with European partners who were regarded as 
somewhat inferior. Economic and power political in-
terests remained important considerations for Britain 
and other European states but these have tended to 
be underestimated by historians concentrating on 
the alleged security problem which they claim arose 
from the Cold War and the Soviet threat to Western 
Europe.      

  D.    NSC 68, Rearmament, and the 
Cold War Off ensive Controversy    

 The rearmament issue was closely connected to secu-
rity and to the future development of  the Cold War as 
involving a nuclear confrontation which began with 
the Soviet testing of  an atomic bomb in 1949. The 
linking of  the two separate issues of  preparing for a 



90 The Origins and Development of the Cold War, 1945–53

 possible hot war in the future and fi ghting the Cold 
War in the present now became more closely con-
nected in the minds of  some American policy-makers. 
In hot war terms the Soviet bomb presented greater 
risks for the West because they would be more fearful 
of  using atomic weapons. In the short term the threat 
of  retaliation would be faced only by the Europeans 
but there was a medium-term threat to the US. As Paul 
Nitze, a member of  Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff  in 
the State Department pointed out, the fact that there 
might be no resort to nuclear weapons made conven-
tional forces much more important. Consequently, in 
order to devote resources to increasing conventional 
forces in Western Europe it might be necessary to 
lower, rather than raise, civilian standards of  living 
there.   26    

 These kinds of  ideas were to give a boost to ad-
vocates of  West German rearmament but they were 
at odds with a key component of  Cold War strategy. 
The Marshall Plan involved the reconstruction of  
Western Europe in order to remove the conditions 
of  poverty and austerity which were deemed to give 
root to communism. For those like George Kennan 
who had argued for containment in this way between 
1946 and 1948, rearmament and the militarization of  
the Cold War made no sense. However, once commu-
nism had been contained in Eastern Europe by 1948 
and seemed unlikely to spread westwards, Kennan 
had also advocated the Cold War strategy of  liberation 
of  the Soviet satellites in order to win the Cold War 
by the rolling back of  communism. Now if  this Cold 
War fi ghting was to act as a provocation to the Soviets, 
their reluctance to risk a hot war rather than capitu-
late would actually be increased if  the West rearmed 
to gain a clear preponderance of  power.     

 Rearming for Cold War—NSC 68   

 The whole American approach to the Cold War was 
debated in 1949 and the famous NSC 68 memorandum 
was the culmination of  that debate, which signalled 
a victory for the aggressive Cold War fi ghters and 
rearmers. A leading advocate of  this group was Paul 
Nitze even though he continued to believe that ‘a total 
war started deliberately by the Soviets is a tertiary 
risk’.   27    The question was not whether the US should 
prepare for such an eventuality but how it should pre-
pare for the prevention of  hot war while fi ghting an 
off ensive Cold War. For some the answer was that hot 
war could only or best be avoided by winning the Cold 

War which meant the fall of  the Soviet government 
and the collapse of  its satellite empire which was what 
covert operations were seen by many of  their advo-
cates as designed to achieve. 

 Although Western support for Ukrainian rebels 
and anti-communist groups in Romania and Bulgaria 
began in 1946, by 1949 covert operations involved 
 signifi cant support for armed rebels and dissidents in 
the Soviet bloc, the infi ltration of  agents, the develop-
ment of  underground resistance, and the facilitation 
of  guerrilla operations in strategic areas. Unmarked 
American aircraft were used to send supplies, dollars, 
and gold into the Baltic states, Czechoslovakia, Romania, 
and Yugoslavia and the Ukraine. Propaganda was 
broadcast through the voice of  America and Radio 
Free Europe.   28    As outlined in a secret annex to NSC 
68 there was a substantial attempt to implement what 
was termed ‘The Ring Plan’. Powerful transmitters 
were to surround the Soviet satellites in order to pre-
vent the Russians jamming the propaganda broadcast 
by American radio stations. Ukraine, Poland, and 
Hungary were the three main targets.   29    

 The eff orts to promote psychological warfare and 
subversion were not, however, confi ned to Europe. 
The success of  the Chinese communists created new 
opportunities for the US to use the troops of  the de-
feated Chinese Nationalists in order to fi ght an aggres-
sive Cold War in Asia. These eff orts to assist armed 
incursions by the Nationalists into mainland China 
took several forms and became increasingly impor-
tant with Chinese involvement in the Korean War in 
1950. General Li Mi, the Chinese Nationalist warlord 
from Yunnan province, had retreated into Burma after 
the communist victory. In 1951, supported by the CIA 
through its running of  front companies such as Civil 
Air Transport, Western Enterprises in Taiwan, and the 
Sea Supply Company in Thailand, Mi Li attempted an 
invasion of  Yunnan which was repeated the following 
year with around 10,000 troops. The force advanced 
60 miles into China before being repulsed. At the 
same time, in the early 1950s, the CIA was para chuting 
Nationalists into communist China to build up op-
position in the remote areas and to conduct sabotage 
missions on important installations.   30    

 It is most unlikely that the Chinese and the Russians 
saw such actions as the implementation of  contain-
ment rather than an attempt to destroy communism 
and to bring their subjects under the umbrella of  
capitalism. Could the Cold War then be described as 
an attempt to bring down communist regimes and 
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 liberate their subjects? Richard Aldrich, in a brilliantly 
researched book, has argued that within a year of  com-
ing to power in 1953 the Republican administration 
under President Dwight D. Eisenhower abandoned 
liberation but he never makes clear when liberation 
began. This is part of  the controversy of  whether the 
problem can be avoided by legitimately describing lib-
eration and the overthrow of  the Soviet government 
or its satellite regimes as part of  containment. 

 In addition there are diff erent interpretations of  the 
ultimate purpose of  the new off ensive Cold War policy 
of  the US. The central issue is whether the Americans 
were keen to use their support for dissidents and re-
bels to overthrow the regimes in Moscow and Beijing 
and thereby win the Cold War, or whether their aims 
were less ambitious and more limited. A number of  
reasons have been put forward to justify the latter 
explanation. The British Russia Committee thought 
the goal of  these policies was the stirring up of  trou-
ble in the Soviet empire and George Kennan argued 
that covert operations were to maintain pressure on 
the Soviets in order to make them less likely to probe 
Western weak spots. William Donovan, head of  the 
Offi  ce of  Strategic Services, the wartime equivalent 
of  the CIA, was clear that the aim of  Cold War fi ght-
ing was not liberation but ‘keeping the communists 
off  balance’. It has also been suggested that covert op-
erations were a means of  ‘venting frustration against 
the intractability of  Cold War problems and a means 
of  fi nding ideological expression, rather than realistic 
plans to overturn communist rule’; or were ‘a form of  
ideological aggression, the only honest expression of  
America as a freedom-loving nation’.   31    

 On the other hand, when the Foreign Offi  ce became 
concerned at some of  the American operations, be-
cause of  a fear of  hot war, they argued that instead of  
encouraging risings and revolts more specifi c opera-
tions should be launched against particular targets.   32    
This clearly points to the diff erence between a policy 
of  ‘pinpricks’ to keep the Soviets preoccupied and a 
policy designed to seriously threaten regimes behind 
the Iron Curtain. Lloyd Berkner, the director of  Project 
Troy,   33    told Secretary of  State Dean Acheson that ‘it 
is possible to organize an aggressive political war of  
suffi  cient eff ectiveness to bring the Soviet Union to 
its knees in a relatively short time without resorting 
to widespread military action’. And the guidelines 
for Radio Free Europe defi ned its purpose as con-
tributing ‘to the liberation of  nations imprisoned be-
hind the Iron Curtain by sustaining their morale and 

stimulating in them a spirit of  non-cooperation with 
the Soviet-dominated regimes’. According to its hand-
book, speakers should assert that there was ‘no pos-
sibility of  an enduring peace anywhere in the world 
until the Moscow-dominated regimes have been over-
thrown’. Kennan in 1948 had advocated not merely 
the liberation of  the satellites but attempts to change 
boundaries and thereby break up the Soviet Union by 
encouraging minority groups to split. Moreover, a 
member of  the Psychological Strategy Board, which 
was established in 1951 in a vain attempt to coordinate 
all activity related to the fi ghting of  the Cold War, 
called for an all-out psychological counter-off ensive. 
This was deemed to require less of  an offi  cial change 
of  policy than a frank recognition of  what is really ex-
plicit in existing policy objectives, that is:    

   (a)    abandoning ‘containment’ and openly espousing 
‘liberation’;  

   (b)    scrapping—not necessarily in public but in our 
strategic planning—the passive wishful thinking of 
‘coexistence’ and adopting a positive approach that 
acknowledges the vital necessity of overthrowing the 
Kremlin regime;  

   (c)    discarding our present strategy of fi ghting a defensive 
delaying action in the Cold War while we prepare 
to defend ourselves in a hot one, and substitute, 
therefore, a fully planned and phased global strategy 
of off ensive underground fi ghting.       

 Others would go further in their suggestions, and 
consultants advising the Psychological Strategy Board 
proposed in November 1951 that:

  US power and interests require continuation of the pre-
sent hostilities in Korea, either on an active or standby 
basis until such time as the Japanese can be infi ltrated on 
to the Asian land base. This concept requires control of a 
resurgent rearmed Japan with a major drive towards the 
Manchurian complex.   

 In Europe the US was to work with Western Europeans, 
including the West Germans, to bring about ‘the 
break-up of  the USSR into separate national com-
ponent states so that, in eff ect, the emissaries of  the 
Grand Dukes of  Moscovy are sent back to Moscow’.   34    

 These diff erent views do indicate that American 
policy-makers had diff erent perceptions of  what the 
goals of  Cold War fi ghting should be, of  what they 
actually were, and of  what their consequences might 
involve. It thus makes it diffi  cult to defi ne precisely 



92 The Origins and Development of the Cold War, 1945–53

 when liberation replaced containment because of  
these diff erences over the desirability of  an off ensive 
strategy and what it involved. What can be said is that 
the military on both sides of  the Atlantic were gener-
ally more in favour of  trying to win the Cold War than 
 offi  cials in the Foreign Offi  ce or the State Department. 
In the US this was refl ected in the bureaucratic wran-
gling, which, according to the CIA, meant it was 
impossible ‘to arrive at a defi nitive answer for the 
fundamental question of  whether it is possible to live 
with the Kremlin or whether it must be destroyed’. In 
Britain Air Vice-Marshal Slessor had argued as early as 
the beginning of  1948 that the way to avoid hot war 
was to win the Cold War. By the end of  the year the 
desirability of  winning the Cold War was endorsed by 
the Chief  of  the Air Staff  Lord Tedder, who defi ned it 
as the overthrowing of  the Soviet regime within fi ve 
years.   35    Once the Korean War had begun the British 
Chiefs of  Staff  were to argue that an off ensive strategy 
of  fi ghting the Cold War was even more necessary. 
If  the West failed to win the Cold War, they would 
be increasingly embroiled in limited hot wars like 
Korea which Britain’s defence budget could ill aff ord 
to bear. As yet nothing has been found in the limited 
number of  archival resources available in the former 
Soviet Union to indicate any discussions about the de-
sirability of  destroying Western regimes by winning 
the Cold War. It may be that it was never considered 
feasible and that some historians researching Russian 
archives are right in their assessment that the empha-
sis in the Kremlin was on building up the Soviet bloc 
rather than undermining the Americans in Western 
Europe.   36    

 Some in the American military were not only con-
sidering how to destroy the Kremlin by Cold War but 
the possibility of  doing so by resorting to hot war. To 
a large extent this refl ected the views of  those who 
believed that there could be no coexistence with the 
Soviets. Either Moscow would start a war once they 
were ready or else they would force the West to take 
military action to prevent the spread of  communism. 
For those thinking along those lines, especially in the 
US air force, war with the Soviet Union was inevitable 
in the not too distant future, and the issue was when 
it would be best to fi ght it. In 1951 the British Director 
of  Naval Intelligence noted that ‘there is a clear dan-
ger of  the USA becoming involved in a preventive war 
against Russia, however fi rmly their NATO allies ob-
ject’.   37    Obviously, like the consequences of  Cold War 
fi ghting, this was very much linked to a rearmament 

drive, which would provide for clear American mili-
tary superiority in the light of  the post-Soviet atom 
bomb danger that the Russian conventional forces 
would become relatively stronger. 

 The commitment to rearmament was clearly a fea-
ture of  NSC 68 and the reasons for it can be linked to 
allegedly far-sighted people understanding the nature 
of  the growing Soviet menace soon to be confi rmed 
by Moscow-supported North Korean aggression. Yet 
NSC 68 was not just about rearmament and its origins 
can also be traced to ideas about American perceptions 
of  how best to achieve US goals in the East–West con-
fl ict, which were related more to the very existence 
of  communist states than to a response to particular 
Chinese and Soviet actions. It was the general threat 
that was highlighted at the start of  NSC 68 and por-
trayed in universal terms. The issues involved the 
‘fulfi lment or destruction’ not only of  the American 
Republic, whose ‘fundamental purpose is to assure 
the integrity and vitality of  our free society’ but of  
‘civilisation itself ’. The Soviets were deemed to have 
universal goals aimed at domination of  the world, or 
civilization (the free American society), in a negation 
of  freedom through a ‘quest for total power over all 
men’. Consequently

  In a shrinking world which now faces the threat of atomic 
warfare, it is not an adequate objective merely to check 
the Kremlin design, for the absence of war among nations 
is becoming less and less tolerable. This fact imposes on 
us, in our own interests, the responsibility of world lead-
ership. It demands that we make the attempt, and accept 
the risks inherent in it, to bring about order and justice 
by means consistent with the principles of freedom and 
democracy.   

 Here was refl ected a perception of  the temporary na-
ture of  peace and a desire to avoid a military stalemate 
and pursue American hegemony. Yet in an apparent 
compromise between the drive for Cold War victory 
and liberation on the one hand and containment or 
coexistence on the other,

  [I]t might be possible to create a situation which will 
induce the Soviet Union to accommodate itself, with 
or without the conscious abandonment of its design, 
to coexistence on tolerable terms with the non-Soviet 
world … The objectives outlined in NSC 20/4 … Are fully 
consistent with the objectives stated in this paper and 
they remain valid. The growing intensity of the confl ict 
which has been imposed on us, however, requires the 
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 changes of emphasis and the additions that are apparent. 
Coupled with the probable fi ssion bomb capability and 
possible thermonuclear capability of the Soviet Union, the 
intensifying struggle requires us to face the fact that we 
can expect no lasting abatement of the crisis unless and 
until a change occurs in the nature of the Soviet system.   38      

 Central to NSC 68 therefore was consideration of  
how best to destroy the Soviet satellite empire and 
ultimately to win the Cold War. The Soviet Union 
itself  could be transformed or destroyed, and the 
appeal of  a free and healthy capitalist society could 
be relied on to contain the spread of  communism. 
The reality was that the Soviets did not and could 
not use the kind of  covert actions and support for 
rebel groups to endeavour to undermine the West, 
and many still have believed that such a situation was 
likely to lead to an undesirable hot war. The Soviets 
could only manipulate Western communist parties 
to endeavour to bring about change and therefore 
would need to rely on military force. In this situation 
it made sense to go for massive rearmament to deter 
the Soviets from resorting to war either as a means 
of  dominating the globe or as a reaction to their 
imminent demise brought on by a successful Western 
strategy of  fi ghting the Cold War. 

 NSC 68 made clear the importance of  the connec-
tion between rearmament and a more proactive and 
off ensive fi ghting of  the Cold War rather than sim-
ply preparing for a Soviet hot war off ensive. ‘If  such 
a course of  increasing our military power is adopted 
now, the US would have the capability of  eliminating 
the disparity between its military strength and the exi-
gencies of  the situation we face; eventually of  gaining 
the initiative in the “cold” war and of  materially delay-
ing if  not stopping the Soviet off ensives in war itself.’ 
And there was a third pillar to the NSC 68 strategy 
derived from the idea that rearmament would make 
the US appear resolute and determined which would 
encourage its friends in Europe. Without the sense of  
purpose provided by the mobilization of  greater mili-
tary power the free world for some unexplained reason 
would become demoralized. It was an interesting fea-
ture of  the early Cold War that both sides were appeal-
ing for support for a particular ideology and way of  life 
and both had doubts about their ability to attract such 
support without other Cold War measures.   39    

 Time and again NSC 68 would come back to the 
connection between winning the Cold War while 
using rearmament to reduce the risk of  hot war.

  The risk of having no better choice than to capitulate or 
precipitate a global war at any number of pressure points 
is bad enough in itself, but it is multiplied by the weak-
ness it imparts to our position in the cold war. Instead of 
appearing strong and resolute we are continually at the 
verge of appearing and being alternately irresolute and 
desperate; yet it is the Cold War which we must win, 
because both the Kremlin design, and our fundamental 
purpose give it the fi rst priority.   

 For those assuming that the Soviets would attack when 
they believed they could win, rearmament would buy 
time for the fi ghting of  the Cold War to at least pro-
duce some results.

  Such a build up of strength could safeguard and increase 
our retaliatory power, and thus might put off  for some 
time the date when the Soviet Union could calculate that 
a surprise blow would be advantageous. This would pro-
vide additional time for the eff ects of our policies to pro-
duce a modifi cation of the Soviet system.   

 Without the build-up of  strength, the writers of  
NSC envisaged that (without producing any evidence 
other than the Soviet atom bomb) the balance of  
strength would continue to change to the advantage 
of  the Russians. The American possession of  nuclear 
weapons, while it could ‘open the road to victory in a 
long confl ict, it is not suffi  cient by itself  to advance the 
position of  the US in the cold war’. Consequently, ‘a 
build-up of  the military capabilities of  the US and the 
free world is a precondition to the achievement of  the 
objectives outlined in this report and to the protection 
of  the US against disaster’.   40    Whether disaster would 
be less likely with some diff erent objectives was not 
considered. 

 What was considered was persevering with what 
were deemed the existing programmes, war, isola-
tion, or a military build-up as part of  meeting Cold 
War objectives. The fi rst scenario was criticized be-
cause the

  military capabilities, actual and potential, of the US and 
the rest of the free world, together with the apparent 
determination of the free world to resist further Soviet 
expansion, have not induced the Kremlin to relax its pres-
sures generally or to give up the initiative in the cold war. 
On the contrary the Soviet Union has consistently pur-
sued a bold foreign policy modifi ed only when its probing 
revealed a determination and an ability of the free world 
to resist encroachment upon it.   
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  Crucially the resistance of  encroachment was not 
deemed suffi  cient as ‘a continuation of  present trends 
will mean that the US and especially other free coun-
tries will tend to shift to the defensive, or to follow a 
dangerous policy of  bluff , because the maintenance of  
a fi rm initiative in the Cold War is closely related to 
aggregate strength in being and readily available.’ Nor 
were economic programmes designed to remove the 
causes of  communism regarded as suffi  cient. Finally, 
NSC 68 while ruling out negotiation at the present 
time suggested that without a build-up of  American 
military strength any attempt to negotiate a general 
settlement on US terms would probably be long drawn 
out and ineff ective.   41    In a sense, NSC 68 had rejected 
the very concept of  containment but was struggling 
to defi ne an acceptable way to move beyond that and 
specify the precise nature and objectives of  roll-back 
and Cold War victory. 

 Isolation, as an alternative to the present policies, was 
ruled out because the abandonment of  the European 
allies was deemed likely to result in the Soviet domina-
tion of  most of  Eurasia. And many Americans ‘would 
feel a deep sense of  responsibility and guilt for having 
abandoned their former friends and allies’. More im-
portantly, with the resources of  Eurasia the Soviet’s 
relative military capabilities would increase and the 
US government would fi nd itself  facing a number of  
unpalatable options. There would be those advocating 
‘peace’ on Soviet terms while others ‘would seek to 
defend the US by creating a regimented system which 
would permit the assignment of  a tremendous part of  
our resources to defence. Under such a state of  aff airs 
our national morale would be corrupted and the in-
tegrity and vitality of  our system subverted.’   42    

 The prospect of  war which some favoured was re-
jected on the grounds that it would not be supported 
by the American people, and would give the US enor-
mous problems in re-establishing some sort of  order. 
Even a victory would bring the US

  little if at all closer to victory in the fundamental ideologi-
cal confl ict … and that the only sure victory lies in the 
frustration of the Kremlin design by the steady develop-
ment of the moral and material strength of the free world 
and its projection into the Soviet world in such a way as 
to bring about an internal change in the Soviet system … 
A more rapid build-up of political, economic, and military 
strength and thereby of confi dence in the free world than 
is now contemplated is the only course which is consist-
ent with progress toward achieving our political purpose. 

The frustration of the Kremlin’s design requires the free 
world to develop a successfully functioning political and 
economic system and a vigorous political off ensive against 
the Soviet Union. These, in turn, require an adequate mili-
tary shield under which they can develop.   

 In other words, a military victory was of  little value in 
securing a way of  life and the global triumph of  capi-
talism and democracy over alternative economic and 
political systems.   43        

 Rearming for Hot War, 
Questioning NSC 68   

 NSC 68 and its rearmament strategy, like NATO, were 
initially designed more to create the conditions for a 
strong foreign policy geared to fi ghting the Cold War 
and strengthening allies, than to providing the re-
sources for a military victory over the Soviet Union.

  The immediate objectives—to the achievement of which 
such a build-up of strength is a necessary but not suffi  cient 
condition—are a renewed initiative in the Cold War and 
a situation to which the Kremlin would fi nd it expedient 
to accommodate itself, fi rst by relaxing tensions and pres-
sures and then by gradual withdrawal.   44      

 Yet the Kremlin had not embarked on any new initia-
tives. Rather the triumph of  communism in China, 
combined with the Soviet atomic bomb, had created 
a fear that the American way of  life, while secure in 
Western Europe, would not be universally emulated. 
The power of  the Soviet Union was seen as suffi  ciently 
dangerous, despite its wartime losses, to detract from 
American achievements and as the source of  a way of  
life which could become universal, by imposition if  
not emulation. Ultimately, therefore, the successes of  
communism would have to be reversed and NSC 68 
was a clarion call for more military power that would 
enable cold warfare to triumph without a global con-
fl ict even though it was unclear how this triumph 
would be achieved. The global confl ict was something 
the Soviet Union, according to NSC 68, might now 
contemplate within the next 4–5 years when it would 
possess suffi  cient capability to deliver a signifi cant sur-
prise atomic attack. As with the Cold War situation 
this too required greater military strength for defence 
and deterrence rather than the off ensive covert meas-
ures generally referred to in NSC 20/4 and reaffi  rmed 
in NSC 68. The needs of  hot war began to assume 
greater importance after the outbreak of  the Korean 
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 War which convinced some in the US that Moscow 
was now prepared to risk a major confl ict to achieve 
its goals.    

 The planned military expansion set out in NSC 68/4 
and approved after the outbreak of  the Korean War 
was on an unprecedented scale. The force goals for the 
1952 fi nancial year were 18 divisions, 397 combat ves-
sels, and 95 air wings, compared with the previously 
planned goals for 1954 of  10 divisions, 281 naval vessels, 
and 58 air wings. In all, the numbers of  military per-
sonnel were to double to 3,211,000. By the beginning 
of  the summer of  1951 the US army had 18 divisions, 
the navy 342 combat ships, and the air force 87 wings.   45    
Ironically, just as the military build-up was taking 
place, the US armed services were so riven by rivalry 
that they were unable to agree how these forces should 
be used if  the Soviets were to launch a surprise attack 
within the next twelve months. This rivalry bedevilled 
the planning process which had always suff ered from 
the fact that war plans, for example a plan for a stra-
tegic off ensive, could be drawn up by the individual 
services for a particular year and would then have to 
be incorporated into a joint planning process. The 
initial process could constitute outline plans as well 
as those geared to existing circumstances or long- and 
medium-term plans. In the wake of  diffi  culties over 
agreement to approve the 1951–2 joint emergency plan 
(for fi ghting a war within twelve months with existing 
resources), related to the agreed outline plan, Truman 
attempted to systemize the planning process. 

 From the summer of  1952 long-, medium- and short-
term objectives would be defi ned for a ten-year period as 

a Joint Long Range Strategic Exercise, a Joint Strategic 
Objectives Plan, and a Joint Capabilities Plan, with the 
latter covering the forthcoming year. The Strategic 
Objectives Plan was to cover three diff erent types or 
phases of  confl ict ranging from the peacetime confl ict 
short of  global war to the emergency phase of  general 
war and the additional forces needed for a mobiliza-
tion base along with the US and allied requirements 
in the fi rst four years of  general war. Objective and 
Capability plans would dictate priorities for resources 
and mobilization, which, in turn, would infl uence the 
relative importance of  the services’ roles. In this con-
text the main diff erences were over the importance of  
the strategic nuclear off ensive with the army and the 
navy rejecting the overwhelming importance which 
the air force wished to attach to it. The result was that 
it took until March 1953 to draft a Joint Capabilities 
Plan which the Joint Strategic Plans Committee spent 
three months arguing over without agreement. By 
the time the Joint Chiefs of  Staff  began debating it the 
time period it was supposed to apply to had ended. 
The Joint Operations Plans ran into even greater dif-
fi culties and if  global war had occurred there was no 
combined plan for dealing with it.   46    

 The fact that an enormous programme of  military 
expansion was implemented owed less to the cogent 
arguments of  the military strategists and the drafters 
of  NSC 68 than to the outbreak of  the Korean War, 
which increased the sense of  insecurity in Washington. 
The fact was that NSC 68 rested on a number of  gen-
eral and questionable assessments that were disputed 
by other members of  the administration and remain 

   NSC 68: an extract    

 NSC 68 is based on the assumption that the military power of 

the USSR and its satellites is increasing in relation to that of the 

US and its allies. In view of the vast preponderance of US and 

allied assets in every respect except that of manpower that 

assumption needs more documentation than is contained in 

NSC 68. In particular no attention seems to have been given to 

the question of the possible drain which recent developments 

may have been placed on Soviet military strength. Tightening of 

controls at home and in particular in the satellites would tie 

down military manpower and equipment. The furnishing of 

military technicians to China in any number would constitute an 

important drain on the USSR whose supply is relatively limited. 

Put another way, it is hard to accept a conclusion that the USSR 

is approaching a straight-out military superiority over us when, 

for example, (1) our air force is vastly superior qualitatively, is 

greatly superior numerically in the bombers, trained crews and 

other facilities necessary for off ensive warfare; (2) our supply of 

fi ssion bombs is much greater than that of the USSR, as is our 

thermonuclear potential; (3) our navy is so much stronger than 

that of the USSR that they should not be mentioned in the 

same breath; (4) the economic health and military potential of 

our allies is, with our help, growing daily; and (5) while we have 

treaties of alliance with and are furnishing arms to countries 

bordering the USSR, the USSR has none with countries within 

thousands of miles of us.  

   Source : FRUS, 1950 (State Dept., Washington, DC, 1977); Comments by 

the Bureau of the Budget on NSC 68, 8 May 1950.  
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 unproven to this day. The fi rst, which was questioned 
by a leading State Department Soviet expert, Charles 
Bohlen, concerned Soviet aims. Bohlen took issue, not 
with the idea of  rearmament, but with the depiction 
of  the Soviets as hell bent on world domination. If  that 
were the case, then war would be inevitable unless the 
Soviet regime was brought down. Here was the crux 
of  the argument before and after NSC 68. The accept-
ance of  the Soviets as determined on world domina-
tion ruled out the possibility of  coexistence and the 
only issue, if  that were the case, was whether the Soviet 
Union should be destroyed by cold or hot war. Bohlen, 
however, was to become an advocate of  containment 
and coexistence and was therefore repeatedly to chal-
lenge some of  the NSC 68 assessments of  the goals of  
the Soviet regime. In 1952 he became responsible for 
coordinating the fi rst major attempt at re-evaluating 
the goals of  the Soviet Union and the implications for 
the national security of  the US in the Cold War. 

 In the meantime, there were critics of  other dubious 
assumptions contained in NSC 68. The Bureau of  the 
Budget took exception to the idea that the Cold War 
was a confl ict over the future of  civilization between 
the ‘slave world’ and the ‘free world’. While the Soviet 
Union, it argued, could properly be called a slave state 
it was not true that the US and its friends constituted 
a free world. There were those living under the cor-
rupt Quirino government in the Philippines and those 
in Indo-China who could not be termed free and vast 
numbers of  people who were in neither Cold War 
camp. The fact was that this simplistic and inaccurate 
approach to freedom obscured the important point 
that many people were attracted to communism pre-
cisely because they were experiencing despotic and/
or corrupt governments.   47    

 Despite these important question marks about the 
assumptions underlying NSC 68, the Korean War made 
it diffi  cult to question not only the conclusion that 
more rearmament was necessary but that a new phase 
in Moscow’s quest for world domination had begun. 
When changes in the world situation in the light of  
the Korean War were examined in NSC 114 the conclu-
sion was that the Soviet willingness to accept the risk 
of  global war was greater than envisaged in NSC 68. 
Moreover, Moscow was now deemed to be prepar-
ing the Russian people for war with the US in order to 
achieve global domination. Whereas in April 1950 it was 
assumed that 1954 was the year when this would be most 
likely, by August 1951 it was argued in NSC 114 that this 

time of  maximum danger already existed and would 
continue to do so until rearmament was complete.   48    

 Bohlen continued to take issue with this interpre-
tation of  Soviet strategy as, like Kennan and the US 
ambassador in Moscow, he believed that the Soviets 
had no desire to start a global war. This did not mean 
that Bohlen and others in the State Department were 
averse to some degree of  rearmament; it meant that 
they did not view rearmament as part of  a crusade 
against an enemy that was committed to world dom-
ination and prepared to go to war to bring it about 
because of  its revolutionary ideology. They tended 
to see Soviet ambitions as limited ones that had to be 
checked, which in a sense was a reversion to something 
like containment without any aggressive US Cold War 
attempts at roll-back that required greater strength to 
deter the Soviets from acting to prevent their demise. 
For Bohlen, 

  In the eyes of Soviet rulers, they are in a constant state 
of warfare with all non-Soviet powers and organizations. 
However, the chief purpose of the Soviet Union is not the 
worldwide extension of communism to which all other 
considerations are subordinated, but rather the reverse. 
The world revolutionary movement is, since the incep-
tion of Stalin’s dictatorship in Russia, the servant and not 
the master of the Soviet Union. Ever since his accession 
to power the guiding thought of the Stalinist Group has 
been that under no circumstances and for no revolution-
ary gains must the Soviet state be involved in risks to the 
maintenance of Soviet power in Russia. The process of 
imperialistic expansion will always take place when op-
portunities for such expansion exist without serious risk 
to the maintenance of Soviet power in Russia, but will not 
be undertaken if, in the eyes of the Kremlin, the acquisi-
tion of any positions for communism involves a serious 
risk to the Soviet system. 

 Soviet actions since the end of the Second World War 
confi rm in every respect the accuracy of this judgement. 
For at least six years after 1945 it was believed that it was 
within the power of the Soviet Union to acquire by overt 
force virtually all of continental Western Europe and the 
Middle East, since there was no force even remotely com-
parable to that which the Soviets could bring to bear in 
those areas. The reason why the Soviet Union has not 
capitalized on these opportunities is clearly the fear of 
world war or rather war with the US which would inevi-
tably risk the continued existence of the system in Russia. 
The case of the armed aggression in Korea, according to 
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 available evidence, is not a departure from traditional 
Soviet caution in this respect but appears to have been 
based on a very profound miscalculation on the part of 
the Kremlin as to what US reaction would be.   49           

  E.    The Growing Importance of 
Communist China and the Confl ict 
in Korea    

 It has been suggested that (see  Chapter  2  , C) the idea 
of  a Cold War developing separately in Asia is a mis-
perception despite the fact that the establishment of  
a new, unifi ed China in October 1949 was the result 
of  the particular circumstances that produced a com-
munist victory over the nationalists in the Chinese 
civil war (see  Chapter  2  , C). In order to understand 
Soviet and American reactions to this one has to take 
into account the regional circumstances and the way 
in which East Asian events interacted with broader 
international considerations in the 1940s. Such inter-
actions have to be seen in terms of  the Cold War’s 
ideological nature and in terms of  the impact on the 
regional power balance. The latter cannot simply be 
incorporated into analyses of  Soviet–American rela-
tions based on the assumption that a gain for one was a 
loss for the other. To some extent communist China’s 
emergence was a threat to both powers and both were 
uncertain about how best to respond.     

 ‘Who Lost China?’   

 In the West, both at the time and in the historiogra-
phy, controversy has arisen over how the emergence 
of  another communist state was allowed to happen. 
Was there any possibility of  preventing the alliance 
between the Soviet Union and communist China, 
which was formalized through the Sino-Soviet Treaty 
of  February 1950? These issues became part of  an 
American debate, which centred on the allocation 
of  blame for the communist victory and played a key 
role in US politics. Based on the theme of  ‘Who lost 
China’ it contributed to the witch-hunts in the early 
1950s of  Senator Joseph McCarthy that led to many 
people being accused of  communist sympathies. The 
degree of  intolerance and persecution which this rep-
resented is a matter of  debate but many lost their jobs 

and careers on the basis of  false allegations that stoked 
up anti-communism and contributed to the Cold War 
crusade in the US. 

 The idea that somebody in the US could have lost 
such a vast and populous country as China is an ex-
traordinary example of  the American-centric world-
view. It assumes that in the wake of  developments in, 
or actions by, foreign states, the US could have done 
something to improve what in this instance was a Cold 
War situation. And it goes counter to the views of  all 
US policy-makers who believed by 1948, if  not before, 
that nothing could be done to prevent a communist 
success, not least because of  the incompetence and 
corruption of  the Nationalist forces. The idea of  the 
US being able to play a decisive role against the com-
munists in a country where there was substantial mass 
support for their political and economic programme 
is now generally rejected. The rejection has been 
helped by the experiences in Vietnam where, with the 
lack of  a viable indigenous alternative to the commu-
nists, no amount of  money could prevent the latter’s 
success even when backed by the use of  considerable 
military force. 

 This idea that the world can be shaped by American 
actions underlies the more interesting academic de-
bate about what the US could have done once the 
communist victory in China was assured. ‘The Last 
Chance’ debate concerns the possibility of  whether 
the US threw away an opportunity in 1949 for estab-
lishing better relations with China and preventing the 
‘lean to one side’ embodied in the Sino-Soviet alliance 
of  February 1950. It implies that the opportunity was 
lost because of  the state of  US domestic politics with 
Republicans criticizing the Truman administration for 
being soft on communism. Proponents of  the missed 
opportunity interpretation argue that China was in 
need of  aid for reconstruction after the devastation of  
the war with Japan and the four-year civil war which 
followed it. Therefore economic assistance and trade 
links could have mitigated the ideological ties with 
the Soviet Union and encouraged divisions between 
them. Even if  Mao was not inclined to turn to the US, 
there may have been a prospect of  him preserving 
some links to avoid any possible dependence on the 
Soviet Union. 

 Along with this incentive there went the assumed 
Chinese communist dislike and suspicion of  Stalin’s 
reluctance to give unequivocal support to Mao. This 
was evident in the inter-war years when Stalin sought 
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 to reconcile the communists and Nationalists and 
after the war as Stalin showed a reluctance to aban-
don Chiang Kai-shek. In part this was because, with 
Soviet infl uence in East Asia very much in mind, Stalin 
had gained concessions from the Nationalists, albeit 
with British and American support, regarding the 
warm-water port of  Lushun and the control over the 
Chinese Eastern Railway. At the same time as these 
were secured in the Yalta agreements of  1945, Stalin 
remained doubtful about the communists’ prospects 
for ultimate, military victory. As a result it is argued, 
Stalin was prepared to restrict communist activities in 
Manchuria when the Soviets entered the war against 
Japan in August 1945 and even to try and expel them 
from Manchurian cities. 

 While it is true that there was little reason for Mao 
to trust Stalin there was less reason for him to trust the 
Americans and the thesis which rejects the idea of  a 
lost American opportunity has been supported by 
new evidence from Chinese and Soviet sources. As 
early as the summer of  1946 when Stalin’s attempts to 
maintain links with Chiang Kai-shek had collapsed, it 
has been argued that Mao had the basis of  the Soviet 
alliance he had been seeking in place.   50    The commu-
nists were not only given free rein in Manchuria but 
active support, and the contacts were certainly closer 
during the subsequent period than has generally been 
assumed in the West.   51    For Mao the fact that the Soviets 
gave the communists an increasing amount of  military 
assistance and civilian aid was more important than 
Stalin’s subsequent attempts to reopen contacts with 
the Nationalists and to pressure him to seek a negoti-
ated settlement. Moreover, Mao was preoccupied with 
the long-term hostility of  the US to the communist 
revolution in China. He saw the prospects of  renewed 
US intervention as a signifi cant possibility, if  only in 
the form of  encouraging resistance on the part of  the 
urban bourgeoisie to his attempts to forge a new 
China through an ideological campaign to maintain a 
revolutionary momentum. As a consequence, by 1948 
Mao was speaking of  squeezing out Western diplomats 
and fi rmly committed to seeking a Soviet alliance 
whatever its fl aws. Even though there is some evidence 
that the US sought to build some links with China, 
such links were never a possibility. Only by abandon-
ing Chiang Kai-shek and treating the communists as 
equals could the door to China be even partially 
opened.   52    This, more than any chance of  a partial rap-
prochement, was what was ruled out by US domestic 
politics and the ‘Who Lost China’ lobby.     

 Stalin, the Establishment of Communist 
China, and the Origins of the Korean War   

 If  Mao was committed to building cooperation with 
Stalin to meet his domestic, if  not his international re-
quirements, the question arises as to Stalin’s attitudes 
to Mao and the emergence of  a communist state on the 
Soviet Union’s eastern border. Why was the Soviet leader 
reluctant to embrace a like-minded revolutionary? There 
were of  course, diff erences between Mao’s vision of  a 
revolutionary communist state and Stalin’s. However, 
the motives for Stalin’s China policies can also be ex-
plained by his concern with the implications of  a 
strong China for Soviet leadership of  the international 
communist movement and more importantly for Soviet 
infl uence in East Asia. In addition, because the Cold 
War was a global issue, Soviet–American relations in 
one part of  the world were aff ected by events in an-
other. After the Council of  Foreign Ministers in Sep-
tember perhaps options were best left open for 
preserving the Soviet gains from Yalta and more gen-
erally the idea of  the Soviet Union playing a role in the 
resolution of  the civil war. In both cases an outright 
victory or defeat for Mao Zedong would not be the 
most desirable option. As has been suggested in Eastern 
Europe, divisions may have been seen as desirable as a 
means of  maximizing Stalin’s ability to exploit the sit-
uation. Stalin in August 1945 may also have have been 
infl uenced by his expectation that cooperation with 
the British and Americans involved not supporting 
Mao strongly. On the other hand, when in 1948 all 
doubts about a communist victory in China were re-
moved it paid to move closer to Mao provided Soviet 
leadership and infl uence were not threatened. 

 In Mao’s case Michael Hunt has argued that China 
was torn between the need for support from friends 
and the dependence that this could produce.   53    This con-
fl ict between dependency and autonomy was deeply 
embedded in the Chinese psyche. These experiences 
from recent Chinese history were imprinted on the 
mind of  the communist leader Mao Zedong as he 
began a struggle to unite China under a single cen-
tral authority and carve out a more independent and 
prestigious role for China in international aff airs. 
They were to infl uence Mao’s perception of  how 
the international community could both strengthen 
and weaken his domestic position as he sought to re-
establish China as a regional power. Like any other 
revolutionary regime the Chinese communist state 
was in need of  domestic legitimacy but the Cold 
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 War situation in 1949 would complicate this and sig-
nifi cantly infl uence international reactions to the new 
state. In the West the Cold War tendency has been to 
play down the impact of  history and culture as infl u-
ences on Mao Zedong’s foreign policy and emphasize 
Marxist-Leninism and global revolution as the domi-
nant infl uences shaping Chinese approaches to the 
external world. It may be more meaningful, as with 
the Soviet Union, to see the ideological forces as jus-
tifying rather than determining foreign policy which 
retained at least some traditional Chinese and Russian 
imperial infl uences. These gave priority to the pursuit 
of  power and infl uence for the state and its rulers and 
for the quest for domestic legitimacy through interna-
tional means. On the other hand, Mao may have ini-
tially been inclined to turn more to Stalin out of  fear 
and dislike of  the Americans and to meet his domestic 
reconstruction needs. Yet this did not suppress power 
political rivalries between Moscow and Beijing and 
these need to be examined along with the ideological 
pressures of  the Cold War. 

 It would not be surprising if  the strengthening of  
the communist bloc, which the Americans saw as a 
Cold War reversal, was also perceived by Stalin as a 
reversal, if  of  a diff erent type. Assuming the Cold War 
is distinct from traditional power political rivalries, 
Stalin may have seen Mao’s success more in terms of  
regional power politics than in terms of  his Cold War 
confl ict with the West. This argument is supported 
by the work of  Shen Zhihua, in his interpretation 
of   Stalin’s Korean policy and in particular of  Stalin’s 
change of  mind in January 1950, which led him to 
authorize and support a North Korean attack on the 
South which he had resisted in 1949.   54    From Stalin’s 
point of  view there was a need to build up China 
and use her as an ally in the Cold War, but this would 
have a number of  adverse regional consequences. 
It would mean a new treaty with the Chinese com-
munists replacing Yalta and the loss of  the port and 
railway concessions, which would deprive Stalin of  a 
warm-water port in Asia. On the other hand, if  North 
Korea controlled the whole peninsula that could well 
provide Stalin with access to the warm-water port he 
desired. These former Russian imperialist goals were 
the advantages of  a quick success, which was deemed 
likely if  the US did not become involved. On the other 
hand, Stalin made it clear to the North Korean leader 
Kim Il Sung that Mao’s agreement was an essential 
condition for his approval of  the invasion and to Mao 
that the Soviets would not intervene directly in Korea. 

Therefore, if  there was no quick success, provided the 
Chinese gave direct support, then the disadvantages 
would be off set by the Chinese inability to launch an 
invasion of  Taiwan and by making China more de-
pendent on Soviet assistance. 

 The prospect of  direct confrontation with the US 
always haunted Stalin. It seems that the US Secretary of  
State Dean Acheson’s speech of  January 1950 in which 
Korea and Taiwan were excluded from the Asian-Pacifi c 
defence perimeter of  the US led him to believe that a 
confrontation was unlikely in the wake of  North Korean 
aggression. At the same time, Stalin may have been con-
cerned by the prospect of  another strong communist 
power in Asia. This would threaten his control over in-
ternational communism and would create competition 
in parts of  East Asia that were areas of  traditional strate-
gic concern to the Soviet Union. Thus it may be that the 
emergence of  China, the Korean War, and the rebuild-
ing of  Japan (see  Chapter  2  , C) were seen as regional 
problems as much as new aspects of  the global confron-
tation with the US. Certainly, there is reason to believe 
that Stalin was attempting to balance these considera-
tions with the aim of  increasing Soviet infl uence in East 
Asia rather than in the hope of  furthering a revolution-
ary ideology aiming at world domination. The Chinese 
Revolution and the Korean War may therefore constitute 
more complex international phenomena than when 
seen simply through the Cold War lens of  the commu-
nist world versus the capitalist world. 

 However, bipolarity, where the focus is on the infl u-
ences of  the global confl ict on regional and domestic 
events remains the dominant image. A contrasting 
perception downplays the international dimension 
and seeks to locate the causes of  the Korean War and 
the  Chinese Revolution predominantly in the domes-
tic circumstances of  each country. A third interpreta-
tion assesses the interaction of  the international and 
the domestic within a framework that was not exclu-
sively defi ned by Soviet–American relations. It would 
take account of  the regional situation and distinguish 
hot war from Cold War and the ideological struggle 
from the struggle to enhance and maintain traditional 
interests. The emphasis on international bipolarity as 
both cause and consequence tends to be accompanied 
by a belief  that Soviet–American relations are all about 
power politics and military force and  are  the Cold War 
because they are accompanied by an ideological con-
frontation. A more sophisticated approach to regional 
dynamics may open up a greater understanding of  the 
global Cold War.     
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  The West and the Korean War   

 The events in China and Korea, whatever their domes-
tic and international signifi cance, have come to be seen 
in the West as landmarks in the development of  a Cold 
War defi ned primarily and perhaps misleadingly by 
 bipolar Soviet–American relations. In Western histori-
ography there are two accompanying assessments of  
the emergence of  China and the confl ict in Korea’s sig-
nifi cance in the developing Cold War. First, the events 
in East Asia allegedly embody the globalization of  the 
Cold War inasmuch as containment was extended to 
Asia with the emergence of  the Chinese communist 
threat and the Soviet-sponsored aggression in Korea. 
Second, they allegedly signify the militarization of  the 
confl ict as Korea indicated Stalin’s intention to use 
force and limited war to realize his expansionist aims. 
As such, the Cold War was escalated to another level 
requiring the kind of  military response defi ned in NSC 
68 and justifying the claims made when NATO was 
created that the free world was in imminent danger of  
military attack. Such interpretations justify the West 
as again simply responding to an aggressive Soviet 
Union and the portrayal of  Stalin as determined to 
march towards new communist successes even at the 
expense of  military confl ict. 

 These standard interpretations may well contain 
some truth but fail to consider a number of  facts as 
well as the evidence available from sources in the 
Soviet Union. A more aggressive American Cold War 
strategy was suggested before NSC 68, the commu-
nist triumph in China, and the Korean War. The latter 
had a double-edged impact on this proactive American 
policy. While it could serve to vindicate it, it also led 
to worries that an aggressive strategy aimed at un-
dermining the Soviet satellites might increase the risk 
of  hot war. Rearmament was advocated to reduce 
that risk. On the other hand, as the British military 
argued, if  a more aggressive Cold War strategy was 
not pursued and the Cold War thereby won, the West 
could fi nd itself  facing more Koreas which the British 
at least could ill aff ord. As far as the globalization of  
the confl ict is concerned, it has been argued that the 
Cold War developed from disagreements about the 
nature of  the post-Second World War global changes 
not because of  events in a particular region. While the 
Cold War can be portrayed as a series of  events stem-
ming from Soviet actions that had European and then 
worldwide implications, this argument based on reac-
tions to Soviet initiatives is not convincing. It ignores 

the ambitions of  the Western powers in areas of  spe-
cial concern to them outside Europe and the events 
in Indo-China and Malaya which occurred in 1946 and 
1948. These had international implications but also do-
mestic roots which preceded the Cold War.     

 The Korean War and its Internal Origins   

 The Korean War was an important Cold War water-
shed for a number of  reasons. It massively increased 
tension, provided a new regional focus in Asia, which 
became the new danger area in Western eyes, and 
ensured that armaments and preparing for hot war 
began to fi gure more prominently in plans to deal 
with the Soviets. Its origins and development are still 
surrounded in controversy despite the recent revela-
tions from communist sources about the actions and 
thoughts of  Stalin and Mao Zedong. The war provides 
a remarkable example of  how internal confl icts can 
interact with the broader international situation to 
determine the nature and development of  a military 
struggle. In particular, Korea provided an example 
of  how a Cold War, which raged as a civil war from 
June 1950 until October of  that year, developed into a 
regional hot one once the US, acting on behalf  of  the 
UN, then became engaged in a major war with China. 

 When the Second World War ended, Korea, as a 
territory under former Japanese control, was divided 
at the 38th parallel for occupation purposes between the 
Americans and the Soviets. Although a Joint Commission 
was set up at the Moscow Council of  Foreign Ministers, 
leaders in both zones were not happy with the division 
and the drive for unifi cation was to fi gure strongly in 
the political programmes of  Korean political parties 
who were split ideologically as well as geographically. 
In the North the Soviets, whose zone comprised only 
one-third of  the population, initially permitted all po-
litical groupings but restricted movement across the 
border which would make the imposition of  tighter 
controls easier if  it was deemed necessary. In the 
South the American commander refused to cooperate 
with the self-proclaimed Korean People’s Republic and 
maintained the Japanese bureaucratic structure. 

 By early 1946 when Allied relations began to dete-
riorate, non-communist elements in the North were 
purged. The Soviets supported Korea being placed 
under trusteeship but the Americans campaigned 
against it with non-communists in the South, and 
the Joint Commission, having failed to produce pro-
posals for the unifi cation of  Korea, was suspended in 
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 May 1946. Political turmoil and Soviet–American disa-
greement was accompanied in 1946 by bad economic 
conditions that produced riots and strikes in rural 
and urban areas in the South. There was support in 
Washington for building a non-communist coalition 
of  moderates in the South but the man on the spot, 
General John Hodge, favoured the forces of  the Right. 

 Polarization accompanied factionalism on the Korean 
peninsula with the communists in the North attempt-
ing to build support in the South. Their leader, Kim Il 
Sung, was keen not only to reunite the peninsula but 
to end the splits in the North. An invasion was one 
way of  doing this but its success proved to be more 
diffi  cult than expected because of  American inter-
vention. The invasion was only launched because of  
Stalin’s change of  mind in early 1950 and the expecta-
tion that the US would not fi ght for Korea. Despite 
Soviet support in terms of  equipment and trained 
personnel, the fact that the Americans were able to 
launch a counter-attack under UN auspices led to a 
bloody and destructive confl ict. The counter-attack, 
spearheaded by a surprise landing behind enemy lines 
at Inchon, led to the recrossing of  the 38th parallel and 
the pushing back of  the communist forces to the brink 
of  defeat. The opportunity to reunify Korea under 
Western auspices appeared too good to miss but after 
much consultation between Moscow and Beijing, and 
warnings to the Americans, the Chinese intervened on 
a large scale in November 1950. 

 The war had now become a fully fl edged regional 
confl ict as the opposing forces recrossed the 38th par-
allel for the third time. Pressure began to mount for 
a negotiated peace but the Chinese were determined 
that the talks should be on regional issues concern-
ing peace and security, including the issue of  Taiwan 
(Formosa). The British had been pressing for a negoti-
ated settlement before Chinese intervention, not least 
because of  the fear that the war would escalate into a 
global confl ict involving the use of  nuclear weapons. 
By the end of  the year some Americans, including the 
military commander General MacArthur, wanted to 
take the war to China either by blockading Chinese 
territory or by bombing the Chinese mainland. In 
the event, escalation by the Americans was avoided 
by Truman sacking General MacArthur and General 
Ridgeway preserving a foothold on the peninsula to 
prevent a Chinese victory. Once again, in 1951, the op-
posing forces battled up the Korean peninsula until in 
June 1951 a stalemate was reached very close to the old 
dividing line on the 38th parallel. 

 The question was whether this stalemate could pro-
duce an armistice as what might have been a simple 
process dragged on in a lengthy and protracted wran-
gle for two years. Military pressure applied by the 
Americans in 1953 may have contributed to the ending 
of  the confl ict as might the death of  Stalin who had his 
own reasons for keeping the Chinese and the Americans 
embroiled in a struggle. The fact that Eisenhower was 
threatening to escalate the war might have combined 
with Stalin’s death to increase the communist desire to 
reach an agreement over an armistice. The diffi  culties 
arose primarily over the issue of  prisoners of  war. The 
Americans were reluctant to return to the communists 
those prisoners who did not wish to return to the op-
pressive societies they had come from, whereas the 
communists preferred the exchange and return of  all 
prisoners. Elaborate eff orts were made by both sides 
and through third parties to ensure that prisoners 
were persuaded to take the option of  return or express 
a desire to stay. In the end, the problem was partly re-
solved by the establishment in May 1953 of  a repatria-
tion commission to supervise prisoners of  war inside 
Korea to prevent intimidation during the time permit-
ted for the exercise of  a free choice. In addition, the 
fi ve-member commission would allow representations 
to be made for non-repatriated prisoners for four 
months, which was shorter than the communists wanted 
but longer than the West would have liked. 

 In conclusion, the Korean War was a war that af-
fected all aspects of  Cold War and East–West relations. 
Propaganda and psychological warfare were promoted 
to fi ght the Cold War and win the propaganda battle 
over the repatriation of  prisoners of  war. A clear con-
nection was made between Cold War and the fact that 
it could lead to regional military confl icts which made 
global war more likely. However, the lessons that 
were drawn both at the time and with hindsight have 
proved to be fl awed. It was a war with domestic and 
international causes and consequences and to portray 
it simply as an internal struggle which developed into 
an international one is akin to seeing the Cold War as 
a European confl ict which became a global one. The 
two were always intertwined. The West saw it not just 
as a test of  how eff ectively they would resist commu-
nist aggression but how they could remain united in 
carrying out military action in a regional context that 
always threatened to become a global one. It was a 
war which set regional issues fi rmly within a global 
context and one in which the West for the fi rst, but not 
the only time, confused Stalin’s regional ambitions 



102 The Origins and Development of the Cold War, 1945–53

 with ascribed global ones. Their determination to act 
fi rmly against the communist menace was now com-
bined with some clear justifi cation for military meas-
ures to deal with the Soviets and their new allies, and 
in the wake of  NSC 68 for taking Cold War measures 
to avoid the outbreak of  hot war. 

 As far as Stalin was concerned, the Korean War con-
fi rmed the idea suggested here (see  Chapter  1  , D) that 
in 1946 he was keen to extend Soviet power and infl u-
ence along the same lines as Russian imperialism. Yet 
it also suggests that Stalin’s imperialism was charac-
terized by caution, fear, and paranoia rather than by 
revolutionary fervour and risk-taking. What was cru-
cial was the need to avoid confrontation and military 
confl ict with the US, which, nevertheless, it has been 
claimed, was likely to occur without American vigi-
lance and rearmament. Stalin’s ambitions were held in 
check by fear and caution until the beginning of  1950 
when he saw the opportunity to benefi t from Kim Il 
Sung’s proposed aggression in Korea. However, it is 
unlikely that he sought simply to strike a Cold War 
blow against the US. His concerns were also with the 
regional power and infl uence that stemmed from old 
imperial ambitions and with his new requirements as 

the leader of  international communism. As such, this 
was a refl ection of  all the wartime allies’ concerns 
about old power political requirements and their new 
post-war roles. When combined with the fears that 
new power alignments could threaten the domestic 
position of  elites in new ways, the tensions became 
acute. The Cold War was the result of  these ideologi-
cal concerns but had to be painted as a military strug-
gle in order to win the ideological battle and preserve 
the economic and social status quo, which was what, 
in 1948, the Cold War was primarily about. At least 
this was what distinguished it from a traditional bat-
tle between rival imperialisms. If  the above analysis 
of  Stalin’s policies in East Asia is to be accepted, it 
may mean that although both sides were keen to give 
this confl ict a predominantly military appearance, 
the West was the more concerned about imposing a 
particular ideology on to the rest of  the world. Stalin, 
in East Asia and elsewhere, had the power political 
concerns of  the Soviet state foremost in his mind and 
thus neglected the international ideological battle. 
If  so, this has important implications for interpreta-
tions of  Soviet approaches to the Cold War confl ict 
in general.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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  Soviet–American Approaches to 
Cold War and Peaceful Coexistence   

 The beginning of  a new Cold War era, with the death 
of  Stalin and a new Republican administration in 
Washington, has generally been analysed in terms 
of  a quest for peace and of  a ‘thaw’ in Cold War rela-
tions. One cause of  debate is whether the new rulers 
in Moscow were genuinely prepared to introduce new 
policies and to change the foreign policy approach 
of  the Soviet Union. Policy under Stalin was based 
on promoting a climate of  Western hostility so that 
this could assist the regime’s repression of  dissent. 
The question was whether the death of  Stalin would 
change this climate and lead to a new era of  accom-
modation. In other words, was there any prospect of  
a real change in Soviet policy and a real possibility for 
accommodation, with agreement on issues such as 
Germany and the control of  nuclear weapons? 

 The debate has been framed in the West with the 
usual onus on Soviet actions and policy. Therefore, 
issues tend to be defi ned in terms of  whether the US 
missed an opportunity for real accommodation or 
whether the Kremlin’s actions continued to refl ect 
the ascribed goals of  expansion and confl ict, while 
employing diff erent means to achieve them. As with 
other issues, the questions about Soviet motivation 
could be applied equally pertinently to American 
policy. Were the policies of  Eisenhower, such as the 
‘atoms for peace’ and ‘open skies’ initiatives, genuine 
attempts to reach accommodation with the Soviet 
Union? Or were they gestures to reassure West-
ern opinion that the United States was prepared to 
deal constructively with the Soviet Union? With the 
advent of  the hydrogen bomb, it was clear that any 
resort to military confl ict was now likely to have cata-
strophic consequences for the future of  civilization 
and public concerns about future war were to grow in 
the second half  of  the 1950s. We also know that there 
were those in the US administration who believed 
that it was not possible to reach agreement with 
Moscow. They believed that the Soviets would use 
any negotiating process to score propaganda points 
and raise false optimism in the West about the pros-
pects for peace, in the hope that Washington would 
get the blame when this did not materialize. On the 
other hand, British premier Winston Churchill was 
set on trying to reach agreement with the Soviets and 
reduce Cold War tension through summit meetings, 

albeit as part of  a grand exit from politics in the form 
of  a peacemaking role. 

 The issue of  whether the Soviets would genuinely 
participate in a process of  détente has been defi ned 
within a Cold War framework which, as suggested in 
Part I, has tended to down play both the off ensive policy 
of  the US and the extent to which it was defi ned, not 
by what the Soviets were doing, but by assessments of  
what they  might  do. When the extent of  the American 
move away from containment is taken into account, 
and despite the opposition in 1952 to plans to subvert 
the Soviet regime and/or its control over the satellite 
regimes of  Eastern Europe, the focus on peace initia-
tives becomes questionable. There are those who see 
the changes between 1953 and the Geneva summit of  
1955 as constituting a ‘thaw’ in the Cold War. The issue 
of  the extent to which the Soviets were genuine in 
trying to reduce tensions after Stalin’s death, and how 
far Eisenhower’s proposals were designed merely for 
propaganda purposes, are then transformed into the 
idea that the Cold War atmosphere was changing for 
the better.     

 The Changing Cold War   

 This concept of  a ‘thaw’ in the Cold War depends 
on a defi nition of  the confl ict which encompasses all 
aspects of  Soviet–American relations and does not 
distinguish between those policies aimed at the de-
struction of  the Soviet bloc short of  war, and those 
policies designed to use diplomacy to lessen the chance 
of  a major hot war. In Washington, the new adminis-
tration contained a number of  ardent supporters of  
psychological warfare including covert operations to 
undermine the Soviet bloc. Moreover, the Eisenhower 
administration and the new Secretary of  State, John 
Foster Dulles, became associated with ideas expressed 
publicly that communism could be rolled back unlike 
during the Truman administration, which was criti-
cized for not doing enough in the battle against the 
Soviets. At the same time, the Americans were becom-
ing more concerned about the possibility of  war and 
the vulnerability of  the US to future Soviet attack with 
nuclear weapons. Similarly, with the Soviet Union, it 
is possible to distinguish between the encouragement 
given to communist parties to oppose Western gov-
ernments by action outside the political process, and 
the desire to seek accommodation and reduce the 
possible threat from American military might and a 
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 revived Germany. Thus, it is possible to see a ‘thaw’ 
not in the Cold War, but rather in the concerns to 
stabilize Soviet–American relations and to mitigate 
the danger of  Cold War becoming hot. Moreover, 
this Cold War could be intensifi ed in the hope that 
the Soviet Union might collapse while eff orts were at 
the same time made to maintain an equilibrium that, 
along with greater American military strength, might 
reduce the risk of  hot war. The post-Stalin period 
could therefore be interpreted as an intensifi cation of  
the Cold War while improving relations to reduce the 
risk of  hot war breaking out if  the Cold War was not 
won. Even with the impact of  the hydrogen bomb, it 
took some time before the obvious point seemed to 
sink in that off ensive Cold War policies would almost 
inevitably lead to greater risks of  hot war in several 
important respects. 

 In addition, from the American point of  view there 
were growing doubts about the eff ectiveness of  sub-
versive measures. These were seen as unlikely to have 
an impact on the USSR or its hold over the satellites 
without a major war, which would be increasingly 
destructive. On the other hand, there were those in the 
military who did not want to abandon the Cold War 
attempts at roll-back. The debate between the civilian 
and the military formed a growing division in the US, 
between advocates of  coexistence and those in favour 
of  the ultimate roll-back of  the Soviet satellite Empire 
or the transformation of  the Soviet Union itself. Dif-
ferent Cold War measures would be needed for either 
strategy, but the US tried to keep both options open. 
Instead of  going all out with an off ensive Cold War 
strategy or accepting peaceful coexistence and the 
pursuit of  US interests by trying to reach agreements 
with Moscow, Eisenhower avoided that choice. In the 
end, it faded away in the early 1960s as the USSR con-
tinued to exist and as Cold War attention moved away 
from Eastern Europe to the less developed world and 
the Cuban Missile Crisis provided more of  an incen-
tive for trying to reach agreements to avoid hot war. 

 Whatever the outcome of  the debate on this 
question, there are three separate areas which need to 
be distinguished in order to provide a more meaning-
ful analysis of  the Cold War in this period. On the one 
hand, there are the specifi c points of  disagreement 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, such 
as the failure to agree on peace treaties for Austria and 
Germany and the problem of  reaching a settlement to 
the war in Korea. Linked to these is the more general 
attempt to put East–West relations on a better footing, 

whether it be through summit meetings or through 
proposals to grant overfl ying rights, so that military 
developments were not secret. 

 Another way in which the Cold War might be said 
to have intensifi ed was the growing concern on both 
sides of  the Iron Curtain about events in the colonial 
or less developed world. Stalin had little or no interest 
in areas of  the world not adjacent to the USSR and had 
not attempted to compete with the West in such re-
gions by, for example, providing economic or military 
aid. However, with the new regime of  Malenkov, 
Khrushchev, and Bulganin, who were less stricken 
with the siege mentality of  Stalin and keener to see the 
USSR compete as a superpower, the idea of  competing 
with the West on a global basis held more attraction. 
In addition, Soviet attacks on Western imperialism 
and the continuation of  colonialism would appeal not 
just to the peoples of  Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 
who were still denied the freedom to choose the form 
of  government under which they lived, but to those 
newly independent countries keen to oppose Western 
colonialism.     

 Cold War and Colonialism   

 The degree of  Soviet hypocrisy on this could be 
hidden by the armed struggles against colonial rule 
that were taking place in Malaya, Kenya, Vietnam, 
and Algeria by 1954, along with disturbances in Egypt 
and Morocco. On the one hand, the demonstra-
tions and armed rebellions could be portrayed by the 
colonial powers, Britain and France, as instigated by 
communists or as opening the door to communism 
and therefore as something for the Americans to 
 oppose. On the other hand, the continued imposition 
of  foreign rule against the wishes of  so many people 
made the West appear guilty of  hypocrisy in trumpet-
ing the virtues of  freedom and democracy, which were 
actually lacking in colonial situations as much as in the 
countries of  the communist bloc. The US Secretary 
of  State, John Foster Dulles, was keenly aware of  the 
damage this did to the West’s propaganda campaign 
against communism, as well as making it extremely 
diffi  cult to balance the need to strengthen the Western 
alliance with the needs of  increasing American and 
Western infl uence in the non-European world. Ini-
tially, Dulles tried to transcend these confl icting needs 
by shifting the NATO alliance away from the practical 
needs of  military defence cooperation to the reasons 
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 why these were needed in the fi rst place. At the end 
of  1953 Dulles suggested a moral crusade against the 
‘root evil’ of  communism, which he claimed was a far 
bigger obstacle to freedom than Western colonialism. 
By no longer contrasting the military importance of  
NATO with the political importance of  sympathy for 
those struggling against colonialism, as the US once 
had, the moral crusade against the enormity of  the 
portrayed communist threat could unite the Western 
and non-Western worlds. 

 Unfortunately, the moral crusade meant little to 
those seeking political freedom and can only have en-
couraged those who worried about the implications 
of  a world where everyone was roped into a confl ict 
between two systems represented by military blocs. 
Even though the Warsaw Pact military alliance was 
not created until 1955, Dulles can only have encouraged 
those like India’s leader, Nehru, who believed in non-
alignment and the avoidance of  blocs. The leaders of  
those countries who initiated the non-aligned move-
ment in 1955, at a conference in Bandung, Indonesia, 
rejected any idea of  crusades with the world divided 
into two groups. Bandung was an attempt to do just 
what Dulles was trying to avoid and associate non-
alignment with the eff orts to end colonialism.     

 Latin America and the Cold War   

 Dulles’s initial failure to devise a means of  removing 
the confl ict between support for colonial powers and 
support for the Western bloc in opposition to com-
munism was only part of  a bigger failure of  American 
policy outside Europe. In Latin America, which was 
now dominated economically and politically by the 
United States, fear of  communism was growing. In 
Europe ‘the empire by invitation’ which had produced 
enormous American infl uence was built on economic 
aid that Latin America never received. After the war, 
it soon became clear that Washington was going to 
extend a large measure of  political as well as economic 
control over the region, but without the benefi ts 
given to Europe. Post-war American hegemony was 
more overt and less rewarding. The US involvement 
in the overthrow of  the leftist Guatemalan govern-
ment in 1954 has provoked a debate as to whether this 
was done out of  Cold War concerns, or because of  a 
need to protect American economic interests in the 
particular form of  the United Fruit Company. What 
is certain is that the Eisenhower administration was 

not acting against the forces of  communism, which 
barely existed in Guatemala or elsewhere in Latin 
America in the fi rst half  of  the 1950s. Although there 
were communists associated with the Guatemalan 
leader, Jacob Arbenz, it was the belief  that left-wing 
governments would prepare the way for communism 
that was crucial. The pressures exerted by the United 
Fruit Company, which had connections to the Dulles 
brothers, who were Secretary of  State and Director of  
the Central Intelligence Agency, undoubtedly made 
the overthrow of  Arbenz easier. However, it was the 
Cold War and Eisenhower’s belief  in the value of  
covert operations that probably proved more impor-
tant. The early success in Guatemala followed that 
in Iran the previous year, but US attempts to mould 
the Third World to its economic and political require-
ments were not always to be successful. Even in Latin 
America, where the policy of  the fi rst Eisenhower ad-
ministration to leave development and aid in the hands 
of  the private sector began to change in 1958, the re-
sults were not good. They did not prevent the Cold 
War’s key development in the Western hemisphere, 
which was the emergence of  a communist Cuba in the 
wake of  Castro’s successful 1959 revolution. 

 The Cuban revolution refl ected the diffi  culties 
faced by Washington in reconciling capitalism with 
the need for welfare and development in those non-
industrialized countries which lacked the resources 
that could command high world market prices. 
Such countries, especially those countries exporting 
tropical produce, were usually characterized in Latin 
America by gross inequality, corruption, and a land-
owning class whose economic interests were tied, as 
in pre-revolutionary Cuba, to the US economy. The 
dictatorial regime of  General Batista had not tack-
led agrarian reform, modernization in the sugar in-
dustry, or low investment. Castro’s attempts to do so 
soon fell foul of  those middle-class supporters who 
had welcomed the overthrow of  Batista along with 
the Eisenhower administration. As Castro’s links to 
Moscow and communism became more infl uen-
tial, Washington began to take action to subvert the 
communist regime, and the Kennedy administration 
became obsessed with the removal of  the Cuban dicta-
tor. How far the measures taken to bring down Castro 
can be linked to the Soviet decision in 1962 to deploy 
nuclear armed missiles is still being debated. The fact 
that Castro remained in power in Cuba and imple-
mented health and education policies, which gener-
ally improved the lot of  the population, was a source 
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 of  concern to US governments after the revolution. 
The fear was that alternative paths of  development, 
if  they were successful, would be a boost to left-wing 
ideologies and to Soviet communism. Kennedy em-
barked on a signifi cant attempt to use federal funds 
to promote the kind of  liberal economic development 
that he associated with the American democratic sys-
tem. The problem was that, without any form of  so-
cial change or redistribution of  wealth, the social and 
economic system was unlikely to be acceptable to a 
majority of  the population. Kennedy’s attempt to assist 
Latin America with what was known as the Alliance 
for Progress and provide an acceptable alternative to 
Castro were unsuccessful in promoting democracy or 
bringing broad-based development to the region.     

 Regional Defence Pacts and their 
Political and Military Roles   

 American policy was equally unsuccessful in produc-
ing positive results in areas of  the world where either 
US economic interests were less prevalent, or where 
political control was deemed less of  a requirement. In 
the Middle East and South-East Asia, which bordered 
on the Soviet Union, and where the negative achieve-
ment of  preventing the spread of  communism was 
the goal, the Eisenhower administration sought to 
build defence organizations like NATO which would 
encircle the Soviet Union and in theory prevent Soviet 
military expansion, which it was assumed lay behind 
the Korean War. More importantly they would, like 
NATO, be deemed to have a political eff ect in pro-
moting the confi dence to resist communism. The 
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) and the 
Baghdad Pact in the Middle East seemed to confi rm 
that the US and other Western powers would come 
to the signatories’ assistance if  the Soviets were to use 
force to impose their political ideas. Both organiza-
tions remained militarily weak and the Baghdad Pact 
never came near to achieving the force levels that were 
deemed necessary to defend the Middle East. 

 In the Middle East, by 1953, Dulles had decided to 
pursue policies independent of  the British includ-
ing the creation of  the Baghdad Pact. Based on the 
‘Northern tier’, which followed a line across Turkey 
and the Zagros mountains down through Iraq and 
Iran to the Persian Gulf, its political consequences 
were extremely destabilizing in both the Middle East 
and South Asia. With a membership of  Pakistan, Iran, 

Iraq, Britain, and Turkey the Baghdad Pact was prob-
ably the most useless and hated military organiza-
tion of  the Cold War. There was a shortfall of  forces 
to meet a Soviet invasion and the pact only became 
plausible as a military organization when the British 
promised to use nuclear weapons to defend the Zagros 
passes. Unfortunately, these weapons could not be 
made available in the region until 1959. Militarily, the 
British thus invented a new meaning for deception 
plans based on deceiving your allies as well as your en-
emies. Politically, the Israelis disliked the pact because 
it allied an Arab state with a Western organization 
backed by the US and thereby reduced the likelihood 
of  American aid and assistance. The Egyptians and 
Saudis disliked it, because it appeared to elevate their 
arch-enemies in Iraq towards leadership of  the Arab 
world. Colonel Nasser, the Egyptian prime minister, 
particularly hated it, because his attempts to become 
the clear leader of  the Arab world were linked to his 
success in 1954 in reaching an agreement by which 
the British were to remove their troops from the Suez 
base. The French hated it, because it signifi ed the end 
of  their last remaining infl uence in the Middle East. 
And even the Americans became lukewarm towards 
it after its creation in early 1955, because it re-injected 
anti-Western sentiments into the region and alienated 
Nasser, whom the Americans hoped would play the 
leading role in achieving an Arab–Israeli settlement. 
Moreover, because it placed Pakistan in an alliance 
backed by the US, it alienated the Indians who were 
in dispute with their neighbour over the territory of  
Kashmir. Ultimately, it alienated the Pakistanis too, 
because it failed to give them the means to get help in 
their confl ict with the Indians.     

 The Cold War in Asia and Africa   

 In South-East Asia, growing American involvement in 
the renewed Vietnam confl ict after the Geneva settle-
ment of  1954 was built on the perceived need to prevent 
the spread of  communism. The motives for providing 
aid and military ‘advisers’ to South Vietnam during 
this period have been located in the so-called ‘domino 
theory’, whereby the fall of  one part of  the region 
would lead to the collapse of  the other parts. Thus, 
even though Vietnam had little strategic or economic 
importance, the US had to prevent its takeover by the 
communist North, whether through the elections for 
a unifi ed Vietnam (promised in the 1954 agreement 
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 which the United States refused to sign) or through 
an armed rebellion. By the end of  the 1950s, when the 
Chinese began assisting the insurgents in their cam-
paign against the Saigon government, the Cold War 
had become a battle of  wills in the developing world 
where communist successes would undermine the 
prestige and credibility of  the West. Would commu-
nism be able to surpass capitalism as the best means of  
development and progress, or would capitalism prove 
more able to satisfy the needs of  non-Western people 
and off er them greater economic and technological 
benefi ts? This was the question that could only be an-
swered by the allegiance and support of  those in the 
world not yet associated with either bloc, who could 
still exercise a choice. 

 Africa was the continent where most nations still 
had choices to make once they achieved independence 
for the fi rst time. Hence the interest taken in the con-
tinent by both sides as the transfer of  power moved 
closer in a large number of  former colonies. The issue 
for the Americans became, not so much how to recon-
cile the interests of  the metropolitan powers and the 
unity of  NATO with attracting support and allegiance 
from Africans, but how to ensure that power was 
transferred at the right time and to the right people. 
To delay might encourage the leaders of  anti-colonial 
movements to become more radical and to turn to the 
Soviets for support. Or, it might lead to their replace-
ment by new and more radical leaders not prepared to 
cooperate with the West. On the other hand, to trans-
fer power too soon in Africa might produce unstable 
non-viable regimes prone to collapse and therefore 
seen as off ering opportunities to communist parties or 
other radical left-wing groups. This was the dilemma 
for the British and eventually the French, if  not the 
Portuguese, and the way in which American support 
came to be off ered was on the basis of  providing a 
specifi c commitment to self-government in return for 
US support in the United Nations, while eff orts were 
made to arrange the appropriate moment for the 
transfer of  power. 

 This approach, modelled on British policy for trans-
ferring power, eventually worked with the French 
in that it helped produce a commitment in 1953 for 
Moroccan self-government and thereby sounded the 
death-knell for the French Union. Yet it failed with the 
Portuguese in Angola. Portugal, under the right-wing 
dictator Salazar, was determined to hang on to Angola 
at all costs even, as their foreign minister told the 
Americans, if  it meant the start of  a third world war. 

Once a rebellion in Angola broke out in February 1961, 
the issue became vital as over the border in the former 
Belgian Congo, which became an independent state 
(later Zaire) in June 1960, chaos reigned and the possi-
bility of  Soviet intervention loomed. To the east of  the 
Congo, the British were faced with a delicate situation 
as the Central African Federation of  Northern and 
Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland was on the verge 
of  breaking up. Thus, in Central Africa all the com-
plexities of  African decolonization were in evidence. 
The UN was involved, the Soviets were being asked 
to support the Congo’s fi rst Prime Minister, Patrice 
Lumumba, and the British policy of  creating a multi-
racial society, in which political representation would 
be based on racial affi  liation rather than the will of  the 
majority, was collapsing. Fighting and internal con-
fl ict became serious in the Congo as Moshe Tshombe 
established a breakaway kingdom in the mineral-rich 
province of  Katanga. The intervention of  Belgian 
troops further complicated a situation comprising 
a failed transfer of  power, the problems of  multira-
cialism, important European economic interests, the 
Cold War implications of  Soviet involvement, the re-
sponsibilities of  the UN, and the determination of  the 
Kennedy administration to give support to Africans. 

 The fi rst thing to be aware of  in this extraordinary 
tangle of  the Cold War with the end of  Empire and 
multiracialism, is that the Cold War did not simply in-
volve Soviet–American competition over giving aid 
to some of  the groups competing for control over the 
central government or those in Katanga seeking to 
escape from it. The issue was a broader one, particularly 
with regard to newly independent West African states. 
Kennedy was determined that Africa should be at the 
centre of  American foreign policy, and the allegiance of  
the newly independent states, such as Nkrumah’s Ghana 
was deemed crucial. The concern within Africa about 
the possible collapse of  the Congo, or the secession of  
Katanga, was based on a determination that the gaining 
of  independence should not be seen as a failure; and, in 
particular, that Belgian or other European forces should 
not create what was expected to be a blatant form of  neo-
colonialism based on Katangan secession. If  Lumumba, 
whose position was under threat from internal enemies 
and from the CIA, who were working towards his as-
sassination, could not unite the country and Katanga 
seceded, then the transfer of  power would be seen as 
a failure. The role of  Belgian troops and the assets of  
the Union Minière company in Katanga would be in-
terpreted as economic neo-colonialism. On the other 
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 hand, to have a united Congo, courtesy of  Soviet help to 
Lumumba, was another disaster for the West to avoid. 

 One of  the lessons to emerge from the crisis was the 
extent to which Washington and the UN Secretary-
General, Dag Hammarskjöld, shared the common 
goal of  preventing Soviet involvement in the Congo. 
Over time, and well before Hammerskjöld’s death in 
September 1961, there were disputes about the best 
means to achieve this but the fact that the UN worked 
closely with the American government is undeniable. 
Once Lumumba’s murder became public knowledge 
in February 1961, the Americans had to provide a ‘mod-
erate’ alternative for the leadership of  an increasingly 
divided Congo. The struggle to win support for the 
former trade unionist, Cyrille Adoula, whose election 
as Congo premier was secured by American money in 
August 1961, meant defeating Lumumba’s left-wing 
successor, Antoine Gizenga, and ending Katanga’s 
secession. More importantly for US policy, it meant 
fi ghting British, Belgian, and French reluctance to in-
volve the UN in the forcible termination of  Tshombe’s 
regime in Katanga. Not only were there links between 
European governments and the fi nancial interests of  
the Union Minière du Haut Katanga and its associated 
companies, but neither the British nor the Belgians 
were keen to eject the anti-communist Tshombe in 
such a fl uid and unpredictable situation. Interestingly, 
in ending Katangan secession, the Kennedy admin-
istration opted for a policy which would win African 
support in the Cold War. In avoiding the easy option 
of  preferring the devil they knew who would be pro-
European and anti-communist (Tshombe) to a devil 
with an uncertain future (Adoula), the Kennedy admin-
istration showed its commitment to a liberal Cold War 
political strategy, which was to be repeated in Angola 
after the 1961 revolt began. Sadly, as the dangers of  
African instability seemed to increase, as in other areas, 
Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson, was to aban-
don the eff orts to win over the less developed world 
by liberal policies and to rely on dictators, like the mili-
tary leader Joseph Mobutu, who took over the Congo 
in 1965. African decolonization did not always equate 
with political freedom let alone economic opportunity.     

 The End of European Empires   

 The end of  French rule in Africa was almost as rapid as 
that of  Belgian rule in the Congo. The Algerian War, 
which began in 1954, was obviously a key moment in 

post-war French history, not least because it led to the 
return of  Charles de Gaulle as president of  the new 
Fifth Republic in 1958. In the same year, de Gaulle 
established the French Community, which served to 
replace the defunct Fourth Republic’s French Union 
and provided a new constitutional framework for the 
territories of  Overseas France. This framework was 
more in line with the British Commonwealth, in terms 
of  being a friendly association, than a manifestation of  
the French Republic ‘one and indivisible’. To explain 
why this change took place is a matter of  juggling the 
various changes that occurred from 1953 onwards. At 
the top of  the list are pressures from the developing 
anti-French nationalist movements in North Africa. 
The Istiqlal in Morocco, the Neo-Destour in Tunisia, 
and the National Liberation Front (FLN) in Algeria 
were more willing to use more violent means than 
their equivalents in French West and Equatorial Africa 
in the fi rst half  of  the 1950s. Faced with riots, distur-
bances, and a full-scale war in Algeria, the French had 
little alternative. Yet there were other pressures from 
within France, given the foreign ministry’s dislike 
of  the French Union as an acceptable means of  pre-
serving infl uence over Overseas France, which may 
have infl uenced the Minister for Overseas France, 
Pierre-Henri Teitgen when, in 1955, he began to pre-
pare for real devolution. The French equivalent of  this 
British process involved constitutional change that 
required a  loi cadre , or enabling law, which came into 
force in 1956. 

 Before then, however, the process of  moving to-
wards internal self-government was well advanced in 
Morocco and Tunisia, which were associated territo-
ries of  the French Union. Again, it is easy to attribute 
this simply to the French conceding to the demands 
of  the Istiqlal and the Neo-Destour. Yet the American 
role may have also been important. Given their eco-
nomic interests and the existence of  important US air 
bases in Morocco, it was clear that American concerns 
about French policy were at a much higher level than 
in Black Africa. Active American involvement had to 
take the form of  a quest for stability that depended 
on preserving good relations with the nationalists 
and their allies in the Asian and Arab worlds, without 
alienating the French. After 1951, when riots occurred 
in Casablanca and eff orts began to bring the North 
African situation before the UN General Assem-
bly, American involvement may have prevented the 
French from refusing to devolve power in ways which 
would damage the interests of  French settlers. US 
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 support in moderating UN resolutions may have led 
the French to contemplate bringing Morocco to self-
government. Once the French had acknowledged this 
possibility, progress towards it could not be delayed 
and the ultimate fate of  the French Union was sealed. 

 The deposition of  the Sultan of  Morocco in August 
1953, where traditional leaders were more in favour 
of  the French than the Istiqlal or the Sultan, and the 
Algerian revolt in 1954, made progress easier in Tunisia 
where the principle of  internal self-government was 
conceded that same year. Thus, by the time de Gaulle 
was faced with the problem of  solving the Algerian 
mess, a pragmatic approach would not require 
principles to be conceded other than those emotive 
ones inherent in Algeria’s constitutional position 
as part of  France. De Gaulle had, of  course, always 
given consideration to how French greatness could 
be best pursued on the international stage. It may 
be argued that de Gaulle had rapidly concluded that 
the drain of  a bloody and bitter confl ict in Algeria 
was the last thing that would rebuild French prestige 
and status as a leading world power. Moreover, that 
power in political and economic terms could only be 
exercised through an emphasis on a modern Europe 
centred on France, rather than on an outmoded col-
lection of  undeveloped colonial territories. Hence, 
the establishment of  the French Community, a federal 
organization whose president, elected primarily by 
metropolitan Frenchmen would retain control over 
foreign and defence policy and certain aspects of  
economic policy. Membership was voluntary and al-
though most African leaders accepted the argument 
on what today would be considered the advantages 
of  an increasingly interdependent world, the people 
of  Guinea chose independence. The French did what 
they could to make life diffi  cult for the newly inde-
pendent state, but when they failed to cajole Sekou 
Touré, the radical Guinean leader, the attractiveness 
of  African independence received a massive boost. For 
de Gaulle, who was seeking to base European coop-
eration on a union of  nation states, endeavouring to 
hold a reluctant group of  African federalists together 
was singularly unattractive. Close bilateral links could 
be created, which would preserve French infl uence on 
the African continent more eff ectively.   1    

 The British, having led the way with the Gold 
Coast, now found themselves having to catch up with 
the French as eleven French territories in Black Africa 
became independent in 1960. Diffi  culties for Britain 
were growing at the end of  the decade as troubles 

in Nyasaland and Kenya added to the political prob-
lems of  creating a federal structure in Nigeria, which 
was facing division and confl ict. The fi nal phase of  
Britain’s African empire was not fi nally given up after 
careful calculations about costs of  resisting national-
ists, or because of  a strategic choice between Africa 
and Europe, but because it was the easiest way to re-
solve a growing list of  problems. Plans that Britain had 
for transferring power were hardly ever implemented 
on the basis of  social and economic infrastructure, 
multiracialism, or strategic requirements for bases. As 
particular plans ran into diffi  culty, whether in Africa 
or in smaller colonies like Malta and Cyprus, political 
change was concocted on an ad hoc basis that would 
encounter the least resistance. These plans could in-
volve increasing British control, as in the Aden Pro-
tectorates, and not just relinquishing it by bowing to 
the inevitable. In many respects, Britain was slow to 
realize what was necessary let alone inevitable, par-
ticularly in terms of  timing. In places like the Central 
African Federation, white settler interests were still 
seen in 1959 as protectable under the guise of  multi-
racialism. In the last moments of  Empire, rather than 
transferring power reluctantly under pressure from 
Africans, the latter were suddenly pushing at an open 
door through which the British government was only 
too happy to go if  only it could fi nd a way to do so 
without bringing greater disasters upon itself. 

 The disasters that befell the French in South-East 
Asia and North Africa, in the form of  long and bloody 
wars, were largely avoided by the British, whose con-
fl icts were of  a much smaller scale and signifi cance, 
except in areas where most British control and infl u-
ence was exercised informally. A major crisis erupted 
in 1956 in independent Egypt, which has been seen 
by some as a milestone in the history of  British de-
colonization. In defi ance of  the US and Arab world, 
Britain invaded Suez in November in collusion with 
the French and the Israelis. This infamous moment 
in British history, when some members of  the Eden 
government and the Foreign Offi  ce tried to hide from 
the world the true nature of  the military aggression 
perpetrated against Egypt, has engendered contro-
versy ever since. 

 There are those who maintain that the disgrace and 
humiliation experienced at Suez destroyed any claim 
that might have been made for the liberal, progressive 
nature of  the British Empire. Moreover, the limited 
nature of  the British ability to project power by using 
military force was exposed to the world. Without 
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 Washington’s backing, the British imperial lion was 
powerless and with the use of  force now ruled out in 
‘colonial’ situations the increasing pace of  decoloni-
zation was inevitable. On the other hand, there are 
those who do not see Suez as a watershed in British 
imperial history. Suez was essentially about power 
and the end of  British dominance in the Middle East, 
as expressed in the ability to deploy military forces 
in strategic positions overseas. They were to be used 
in global or regional confl icts as befi tting the world-
power status desired by British elites. The humiliation 
of  no longer being able to use forces to depose inde-
pendent governments had little to do with the formal 
transfer of  power on a basis of  cooperation. In terms 
of  power, and particularly world-power status, Suez 
simply aff ected the means by which this was now to be 
exercised. Military power and the occupation of  bases 
now became more symbolic and totally dependent on 
American support. Yet the pursuit of  world-power sta-
tus and the preservation of  overseas commitments re-
mained at the heart of  British policy, at least between 
the fi asco at Suez and the retreat from East of  Suez 
over a decade later. 

 Moreover, while the strategic importance of  the 
Suez crisis was great in terms of  the loss of  overfl ying 
rights, the British continued to fi ght for their posi-
tion in the Gulf  and South Arabia by sending troops 
to Kuwait in 1961 and by trying to tighten their con-
trol over the Aden Protectorates in the 1950s. Even in 
the heart of  the Middle East, the British sent troops 
to the region as part of  an eff ort to react to the prob-
lems presented by the Iraqi revolution in 1958. The 
British pleaded for the Americans to allow them to 
send troops to Jordan, allegedly to stabilize the situa-
tion in the same way as the Americans were allegedly 
deploying forces to stabilize the situation in Lebanon. 
As result, the British perception was very much that 
their continued involvement in the Middle East was 
important for their world status and as a means of  
protecting the region from Soviet infl uence. The latter 
was seen as increasingly likely as more radical Arab 
regimes came to power. 

 What was certain was that the US was now 
the dominant regional power in the Middle East, 
which was given formal expression through the 
Eisenhower Doctrine in January 1957, and which 
basically off ered aid to countries threatened by the 
forces of  international communism. The subse-
quent issue has been whether the stability of  Middle 
Eastern states was threatened by international 

communism or whether, as in Lebanon in 1958, the 
instability was internally engendered. By then, the 
only signifi cant external infl uence in the Middle East 
came from the US.     

 The Years of Crisis, 1958–62: 
Soviet Challenges to US Hegemony   

 The second half  of  the 1950s witnessed, for 
some, the true emergence of  bipolarity when the 
old European empires were crumbling, China was 
suff ering the internal convulsions of  the Great Leap 
Forward and its economic disasters, and the eco-
nomic strength of  Western Europe and Japan was 
not yet in evidence. Others see merely the zenith of  
American hegemony as the Soviet Union’s military 
and economic strength was well below that of  the 
US. The debate over this challenge concerns the 
post-1956 degree of  Soviet commitment to their 
proclaimed policy of  peaceful coexistence and the 
seriousness of  Khrushchev’s attempt to bully the 
West over Berlin and Cuba. 

 The Russian leader made a number of  claims about 
the success and future of  socialism in the wake of  
Sputnik’s launch. His provocative boasting was prob-
ably born from a feeling of  weakness, but it helped 
feed the rhetoric of  John F. Kennedy who promised 
a more dynamic America both at home and abroad. 
The two leading powers both sought more and more 
adherents to their cause, as the global community 
expanded and more newly independent states joined 
the United Nations. The Cold War became acute as 
a result and a number of  crises occurred in the early 
1960s in Laos and Berlin, as well as the escalation of  
the Vietnam confl ict, and culminated in the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. Their roots may be traced back to the 
late 1950s and to 1958 in particular, when the Soviets 
began their challenge to the Western position in Berlin 
soon after the Sino-American confrontation over the 
Chinese nationalist hold on a number of  islands a few 
miles off  the Chinese coast. 

 Clearly designed to intimidate, this breast-beating, 
and grandiose claims about the success of  socialism 
in military and economic terms, did not translate 
into determined attempts to secure Soviet changes 
to the post-war order by force if  necessary. Given 
the parlous state of  the Soviet economy, the true na-
ture of  which was not fully understood at the time, 
and the clear Soviet inferiority in nuclear weapons, 
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 it is more convincing to see Khrushchev’s policies 
as nothing more than bluff . Equally Mao Zedong’s 
desire to unify China was never posited on plans to 
tackle the military might of  the US again, at least in 
a situation where US naval and air forces were likely 
to be decisive. This is not to say that the crises over 
Berlin, the Off shore Islands, and Cuba were mere 
communist gestures as there were some specifi c aims 
for them to achieve. In Europe, the position of  Berlin 
was increasingly causing problems to the Soviets 
and the East Germans, and a change in the status 
quo was both logical and necessary from Moscow’s 
perspective. The need to strengthen a hold on a key 
component in the Eastern bloc was made more im-
portant by the need to prove that the proclaimed 
policy of  peaceful coexistence could bring concrete 
benefi ts to Moscow. In the West, the German prob-
lem had been solved with the integration of  the 
Federal Republic into NATO and the establishment 
of  the European Economic Community (EEC). The 
unity of  the Western bloc was only problematic from 
the American point of  view in that it might become 
too much of  a rival if  the EEC’s policies deviated too 
far from those serving US interests as well. The 1950s 
ended with Western unity preserved at the failed 
Paris summit, where the Soviets produced embar-
rassment by shooting down an American spy plane 
and proving that Eisenhower had lied about its true 
nature and mission. 

 However, divisions in the communist bloc were 
becoming serious as the Sino-Soviet split grew wider 
in the late 1950s. Some of  Khrushchev’s harsh words 
and threats of  action against the West may have been 
designed to impress hardliners in Moscow. But it was 
also necessary to take the sting out of  Chinese claims 
to be the true inheritors of  revolutionary Marxism-
Leninism. The Off shore Islands crisis indicated more 
diff erences between Moscow and Beijing. And the 
Cuban crisis was in part exacerbated by Khrushchev’s 
fears of  losing Castro and his own reputation as the 
leader of  global communism. Preserving the Cuban 
revolution would serve to prove that the progress of  
revolutionary socialism could take place without the 
revolutionary wars that Mao still deemed necessary. 
For the Americans, bloc divisions were to become 
more of  a problem with the challenge mounted by 
de Gaulle which was to grow during the 1960s. But, 
in essence, victory for them in the early 1960s Cold 
War now meant preserving the status quo by resisting 
the communist challenge wherever it occurred, and 

their ideological friends never broke with them as the 
Chinese broke with the Russians. 

 The Soviet rift with the Chinese, which began in 
the wake of  Khrushchev’s rejection of  Stalinism 
in 1956, has been linked to ideological diff erences, 
competition for geopolitical rivalries in East Asia, 
the quest for leadership of  the communist world, 
the re-emergence of  China as a leading Asian power, 
and the personalities of  Mao and Khrushchev. The 
Sino-Soviet split was a shock to those who saw the 
communist challenge as monolithic, but it had little 
impact on American Cold War strategy in this period. 
Subversive operations were carried out against China 
as well as in Eastern Europe and, while the determi-
nation to subvert and destroy the Soviet Union waned 
in Eisenhower’s second term, such activities were not 
abandoned. The focus was much less on destroying 
the Soviet Union than on preventing the spread of  
communism in the less developed world as part of  a 
struggle for hearts and minds. Khrushchev and others 
could claim to off er a better way towards economic 
and national development free from the shackles of  
Western imperialism and exploitation by vaunting 
the socialist model, but people were fl eeing from it 
in Berlin. Some had been taken in by such claims, as 
the Soviets sent the fi rst satellite into space in 1957 and 
produced fears that socialist technology might out-
strip the West; the sense of  American insecurity had 
not gone away. 

 Part of  this Soviet attempt to claim superior-
ity was linked to military power and the develop-
ment of  nuclear weapons with intercontinental 
delivery systems, which promised to bring instant 
destruction on an opponent. The Soviets’ desire to 
claim far greater military strength than they actu-
ally possessed could have been linked to fears that 
their inferiority would make them vulnerable to 
diplomatic pressure. Ironically, it was not their ac-
tual inferiority but their imagined superiority that 
was emphasized by the Democratic opponents of  
President Eisenhower. They claimed a missile gap 
in favour of  the USSR, caused by the neglect of  the 
Republican administration. The accusations about 
Eisenhower letting things slip and handing an ad-
vantage to the Soviets have been replicated in the 
subsequent historical controversy. Initially, histori-
ans portrayed Eisenhower as a lacklustre president 
lacking in assertiveness, who let things drift by ne-
glecting to keep a firm grip on government. Later, 
Eisenhower revisionists claimed that in reality he 
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 was a ‘hands-on’ president, who calmly and care-
fully defended American interests without getting 
carried away by Soviet posturing and rushing into 
excessive and unnecessary military spending. Then 
there was a re-emergence of  orthodoxy, portraying 
Eisenhower as an ineffective president, albeit one 
who considered his options carefully before decid-
ing not to decide. 

 At the time, the arguments about missile gaps 
proved bad for both Eisenhower and Khrushchev with 
the American president’s age and apparent neglect of  
defence needs contributing to his party’s defeat at the 
hands of  the younger, and apparently more dynamic, 
John F. Kennedy. Problems began for Khrushchev 
when the Americans fi nally revealed the reality of  
Soviet weakness in missile development in 1961. Soviet 
prestige was badly dented and may have contributed 
to Khrushchev’s decision to install missiles in Cuba in 
1962 in an attempt at least to gain the appearance of  
overcoming the advantages enjoyed by Washington. 

 It is certainly important to view the development 
of  the arms race in the 1950s and early 1960s in terms 
of  the political advantages that the appearance of  
strength off ered. The Cold War was less about the ac-
tual military balance, eff ective deterrence, or nuclear 
confl ict than about the attractiveness or advantages 
of  socialism and capitalism. The arms race was not 
the essence of  the Cold War, or even central to its 
pursuit, but something which was linked to it and 
which thereby threatened international stability. The 
growing importance of  nuclear weapons and arma-
ments had stemmed from the perceived American 
need to have them in order to deter a military reac-
tion to the aggressive fi ghting of  the Cold War, as in 
NSC 68. Then, particularly after the hydrogen bomb, 
there developed on the one hand attempts to inte-
grate nuclear weapons into the conventional conduct 
of  warfare and diplomacy and, on the other hand, ef-
forts to devise meaningful strategies of  deterrence to 
avoid their use. These confl icting aims were to aff ect 

Soviet and American approaches to a number of  crises 
particularly in the early 1960s. By then, the number of  
newly independent states had grown and the battles in 
the less developed world were increasingly being won 
by the West. 

 The result was an increasing Soviet attempt to 
challenge the US by a greater emphasis on world 
power status, and to hope that revolutionary move-
ments would develop, building on the communist 
success in Cuba. Hence the need to exploit the impact 
of  the Sputnik and to install missiles in Cuba when 
power in tangible terms, as opposed to its appear-
ance, was weighted in favour of  the US. The prospect 
of  changes in the East–West status quo were much 
greater outside Europe, where the long-running cri-
sis over Berlin refl ected the Soviet desire to do pre-
cisely that—either by removing the Western powers 
from the city or achieving the recognition of  East 
Germany. For the Soviets and for Khrushchev’s own 
personal position, the need to achieve something 
from the proclaimed policy of  peaceful coexistence 
that could at least appear to change the status quo 
became increasingly urgent as the 1960s began. It was 
not enough to preserve Soviet control of  their area 
of  infl uence by repression in Hungary or to forge 
links with what began as a broad-based revolutionary 
movement in Cuba. Credibility in global terms was 
now more of  an issue, so that by 1962 the so-called 
long peace was increasingly unstable—because of  in-
stability outside Europe and challenges to the status 
quo within it. As the Cold War came to focus more 
on Asia and Africa and as the Americans, inspired 
by the rhetoric of  the young President Kennedy, be-
came more determined to resist the Soviet challenge 
everywhere, the risk of  Cold War becoming hot war 
increased. Then came the crisis over Cuba and the 
subsequent realization that the risk of  nuclear war 
had to be prevented from being gambled with again. 
As 1963 began, the Cold War might be said to have 
been entering a new phase.   

     NOTE   

        1.      John D. Hargreaves ,  Decolonization in Africa  (Longman, New York, 2nd edn., 1999), 189.                      
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    PART II    CHRONOLOGY 

Cold War: Crises and Change, 1953–63        

  1953  

 20 January  Eisenhower becomes President of the US. 

 5 March  Death of Stalin. 

 16 April  Eisenhower’s ‘Chance for Peace Speech’. 

 11 May  Churchill’s call for a summit meeting with the new Soviet leaders. 

 17 June  Riots in East Germany. 

 27 July  An Armistice agreement ends the Korean war. 

 8 August  Soviets explode their first hydrogen bomb. 

 19–20 August  US-backed coup in Iran restores the Shah to power. 

 12 September  Khrushchev becomes First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. 

 8 December  Eisenhower makes his ‘Atoms for Peace’ speech. 

  1954  

 25 January–18 February  Berlin Foreign Ministers’ Conference on Germany. 

 15 January  Dulles makes Massive Retaliation Speech. 

 7 April  Eisenhower statement on danger of ‘falling dominoes’ in South-East Asia. 

 26 April–21 July  Geneva Conference on Korea and Indo-China takes place. 

 7 May  The French are defeated in Vietnam at Dien bien phu. 

 19–27 June  The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) backed coup takes place in Guatemala. 

 24 July  Soviet proposal for a European-wide security agreement, excluding the US. 

 30 August  French parliament refuses to ratify EDC treaty. 

 6–8 September  The South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) is created at a conference in Manila. 

 28 September–3 October  London conference of Western powers agrees on German rearmament under certain controls. 

 19 October  Anglo-Egyptian agreement on future of the Suez base. 

 December  Chinese Offshore Islands Crisis begins as Chinese communists begin shelling Jinmen. 

  1955  

 8 February  Khrushchev assumes sole effective leadership of USSR. 

 4 April  The Baghdad Pact is created. 

 18–24 April  Bandung conference of developing nations takes place. 

 25 April  First Chinese Offshore Islands Crisis ends. 

 8 May  West Germany joins NATO. 

 15 May  Austrian peace treaty signed. 

 11–14 May  Conference in Poland leads to reaction of the Warsaw pact. 

 26 May–2 June  Khrushchev visits Tito in Yugoslavia. 

 11–25 June  Jawarahal Nehru visits the USSR. 

 16 July  South Vietnam’s premier, Diem, cancels pan-Vietnamese elections 

 18–24 July  Geneva Summit takes place (US, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union attend). 

 Eisenhower’s ‘Open Skies’ speech. 

 8–13 September  Chancellor Adenauer goes to Moscow. 

 27 October–16 November  Geneva Foreign Ministers’ Conference takes place. 
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PART II CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1956  

 25 February  Khrushchev denounces Stalin at 20th Party Congress. 

 18 April  The Cominform is dissolved; Khrushchev begins visit to Britain 

 28 June  ‘Poznan Rising’ in Poland 

 26 July  In Egypt, Nasser nationalizes the Suez Canal 

 19–20 October  Khrushchev visits Poland and makes Gomulka leader, bringing decline in discontent. 

 22–24 October  Pro-reform demonstrations in Hungary lead to Imre Nagy becoming premier. 

 29 October–6 November  Suez Crisis. 

 2–4 November  Soviets suppress the Hungarian anti-Communist revolt and imprison Nagy. 

 6 November  Eisenhower is re-elected President. 

  1957  

 5 January  Eisenhower doctrine for the Middle East is enunciated. 

 25 March  Treaty of Rome to establish the European Economic Community. 

 3 July  Khrushchev defeats ‘Anti-party’ plot by Malenkov and others. 

 1 August  US and Canada begin a Distant Early Warning (DEW) system against nuclear attack. 

 26 August  USSR tests first intercontinental ballistic missile 

 19 September  US carries out first underground nuclear test. 

 2 October  Rapacki plan launched for a nuclear-free zone in central Europe. 

 4 October  First spacecraft, Sputnik I, is launched by USSR. 

 14–16 November  Mao’s visit to Moscow forms watershed in ending Sino-Soviet cooperation. 

  1958  

 10 January  First US intercontinental missile launched. 

 31 January  First US spacecraft, Explorer I, launched. 

 8 February  French air force attack on Sakhiet, Tunisia. 

 Mid-May  Vice-President Nixon encounters strong anti-American feeling during a trip to Latin America. 

 29 May  French Fourth Republic collapses over Algerian problem; de Gaulle asked to form a government. 

 1 July  Talks begin in Geneva on a nuclear test ban. 

 14 July  Iraq coup overthrows monarchy. 

 15 July  US troops land in Lebanon to prop up government. 

 17 July  British troops sent to Jordan to support King Hussein. 

 6 August– 6 October  Second Chinese Offshore Islands Crisis. 

 10 November  Khrushchev delivers an ultimatum over Berlin, calling for it to become a free city. 

  1959  

 2 January  Castro takes power in Cuba. 

 24 July  Nixon visits the USSR and takes part in the ‘Kitchen Debate’. 

 15–27 September  Khrushchev visits the US. 

(continued...)
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PART II CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1960  

 1 February  Chinese refuse to attend Communist conference in Moscow. 

 13 February  The French perform their first atomic bomb test. 

 1 May  An American U-2 spy plane is shot down over Soviet territory. 

 8 May  Cuba establishes diplomatic relations with USSR. 

 16 May  Khrushchev storms out of the abortive Paris summit. 

 30 June  Congo (later Zaire) becomes independent of Belgium. 

 11 July  Province of Katanga secedes from Congo under leadership of Moise Tshombe. 

 12 October  Khrushchev bangs his shoe on the desk as another delegate addresses the UN. 

 19 October  US begins trade embargo against Cuba. 

 8 November  John F. Kennedy is elected to be the President of the US. 

 1 December  Former premier Lumumba of Congo is captured by the army; later killed. 

 14 December  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is founded. 

  1961  

 6 January  Khrushchev backs ‘wars of national liberation’. 

 20 January  Kennedy is inaugurated as US President. 

 13 March  Alliance for Progress announced by Kennedy. 

 12 April  Soviets send Yuri Gagarin into space. 

 17–20 April  The Bay of Pigs invasion takes place. 

 3 May  Ceasefire between pro-US and pro-Soviet sides in Laos. 

 5 May  US sends Alan Shepard into space. 

 3–4 June  The Vienna Summit, involving Khrushchev and Kennedy, takes place. 

 31 July  Britain launches application to join EEC. 

 19–22 August  Berlin Wall is constructed. 

 17 September  UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld is killed in the Congo, when his aircraft crashes. 

 19 October  Emergency declared against ‘Vietcong’ in South Vietnam. 

 27–29 October  Stand-off between Soviet and US tanks at Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin. 

 5 December  UN forces invade Katanga to put an end to secession. 

  1962  

 31 January  Cuba is excluded from the Organization of American States (OAS). 

 8 February  US sets up a Military Assistance Command in South Vietnam. 

 19 March  Ceasefire between Algerian National Liberation Front and French forces. 

 3 July  Algeria becomes independent. 

 23 July  Laos becomes neutral after talks in Geneva. 

 10 October–21 November  Chinese invasion of India over border dispute. 

 14–28 October  Cuban Missile Crisis. 

 18–21 December  Kennedy–Macmillan Nassau conference agrees US will supply Polaris missiles to Britain. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 
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        5 
Soviet–American 
Relations: Avoiding Hot 
War and the Search for 
Stability        

 Soviet–American relations in the wake of  Stalin’s death 
were generally more complex than standard accounts 
of  the Cold War allow. There was the basic distinction 
between Cold War and hot war, and how to conduct 
them both. Fighting a major hot war was transformed 
by the destructive power of  the hydrogen bomb. Fight-
ing the Cold War thus became more risky because of  
the possibility of  hot war breaking out, especially if  
the survival of  the other side was under severe threat 
in a military or ideological sense. There were some 
ways in which the US and the USSR began a more con-
certed period of  competition, as great powers seeking 
global infl uence or the destruction of  the other’s area 
of  infl uence or control. The desire to prove that their 
domestic socio-economic and political systems were 
superior was linked to covert Cold War measures on 
an increasing scale as the period began. At the same 
time, particular problems and traditional disputes in 
and outside Europe had to be addressed by attempt-
ing to resolve them through diplomatic agreement. If  
only to appease public opinion by apparently reduc-
ing tension, such eff orts could be used to reap Cold 

War propaganda benefi ts. Having inspired fear in their 
populations, it was incumbent on Western politicians 
to appear to be endeavouring to reach an overt modus 
 vivendi with the Soviets when the destructive powers of  
the hydrogen bomb could threaten the very existence 
of  human civilization. Eff orts had therefore to be made 
to avert this and achieve some form of  détente, either 
to reduce the danger of  nuclear war or to cultivate an 
image of  searching for peace more determinedly than 
the other side; or to attempt to gain a particular advan-
tage through negotiating an agreement. The question 
of  the genuineness of  both sides’ eff orts to achieve dis-
armament and resolve troublesome disputes is an im-
portant one to consider in Cold War interpretations.     

  A.    The German Question    

 The future position of  Germany was vital to the fu-
ture of  Europe and a particular concern of  the Soviet 
Union. Germany’s industrial might, strategic position 
at the heart of  Europe and military potential made it 
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 a major potential prize in the Cold War contest. The 
Soviet attitude at the time of  Stalin’s death has often 
been explained in terms of  imposing communist con-
trol over all of  a united Germany. There is no doubt 
that Stalin would have considered such a possibility, 
but he may have concluded that the problems this pre-
sented were such that a better option would be to for-
malize the division of  Germany. This would provide 
some measure of  relief  from the possibility of  a re-
vived, expansionist state bent on another confl ict with 
the Soviet Union. On the other hand, there were two 
main worries inherent in such a scenario, both associ-
ated with the future of  West Germany. The rapid eco-
nomic reconstruction of  a viable West German state 
under Western auspices was accompanied by the 1952 
agreement, which was never in fact ratifi ed, to create 
a European Defence Community incorporating a re-
armed West Germany. The prospect of  Germans in 
the West being rearmed, perhaps eventually even hav-
ing access to nuclear weapons, made the situation far 
more dangerous from the Soviet point of  view. Hence, 
it is reasonable to conclude that the Soviets had an in-
terest in the possibility of  a neutral and permanently 
disarmed Germany whether it became capitalist or 
communist. The dilemmas of  rearmament, or neu-
tralization and division, or unity over maximizing 
security may well have accounted for the Kremlin’s 
interest in proposals for the reunifi cation of  Germany 
if  there were guarantees that no part of  it would again 
fi gure as a potential armed aggressor. 

 The same basic dilemma was evident to Western 
leaders, but their fundamental concerns over Germany’s 
future incorporated a clear strategy for dealing with 
the German problem. Initially, as with the Soviets, 
they saw advantages in the creation of  a divided 
Germany, which reduced the potential risks of  fu-
ture German aggression. Western writers, focusing 
on the idea of  a Cold War and the risk of  an expan-
sionist  Soviet Union, have tended to underplay the 
continuing fears, throughout Europe, about a revived 
Germany. The extent to which this infl uenced policy 
on the German question has been neglected. One key 
element in the economic and military moves to in-
tegrate West Germany into Western Europe was to 
minimize this risk by controlling German power in a 
greater whole; but it was easier to control the Western 
half  of  Germany in this way, rather than to run the 
risk of  recreating a strong, united Germany. It was a 
very diff erent approach to control from that followed 
by the Soviets. Division of  Germany for them, in the 

spring of  1953, still meant control and domination not 
integration. Therefore, a united Germany could pre-
sent a more attractive option, provided it produced se-
curity, than it did to the West, where integration rather 
than direct control was the prime means of  containing 
Germany. The greater the emphasis (see  Chapter  6  , A) 
on reducing direct Soviet dictation over the internal 
policies of  the Eastern bloc countries the more this 
was so. As John Lewis Gaddis has pointed out, both 
sides wanted to rely upon, and yet contain, Germany.   1        

 The Death of Stalin   

 When Stalin died, Western policy was defi ned through 
the response to the Stalin note of  March 1952 and sub-
sequent exchanges with Moscow over the unifi cation 
and demilitarization of  Germany. The Western posi-
tion was, in essence, based on two principles. In the 
fi rst place, reunifi cation must not mean the denial of  
the right of  a united Germany to join any alliance it 
chose; and, second, free elections, monitored by the 
United Nations, should precede unifi cation. Clearly, 
such a process was likely to produce a liberal regime 
that opted to join NATO. Stalin’s proposal may have 
been posited on the possibility of  disrupting German 
rearmament, by winning the propaganda war and 
putting the Soviet Union in a favourable position to 
appeal to the German people to support unity under 
communism. The Western response, also disingenu-
ous, was clearly designed to be rejected by Moscow 
without arousing too much criticism. Once Stalin was 
dead, the new regime under Georgi Malenkov put 
forward another proposal in April 1953 which was part 
of  their so-called peace off ensive (see  Chapter  5  , B). 
It has not been taken seriously by Western leaders or 
historians, who have portrayed it as something purely 
designed to disrupt the Western alliance. The new 
proposal called for the immediate formation of  a pro-
visional government for the whole of  Germany, thus 
sidestepping the disagreement over whether to form a 
government before or after elections. It also reduced 
the risk of  such elections producing results which 
threatened the Soviets with the loss of  all Germany 
to the liberal-capitalist world. The fact that this pro-
posal might have refl ected a genuine desire for the 
neutralization of  Germany, and might be associated 
with the policies that came to be adopted for loosen-
ing controls over the Eastern bloc in the next three 
months, deserves more consideration. In particular, its 
links with the strategy advocated by the secret police 
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 chief, Lavrenti Beria, and its emphasis on security and 
economic needs, as opposed to ideology deserve more 
consideration despite Beria’s fall from grace and elimi-
nation in June 1953 (see  Chapter  6  , A).     

 Reunifi cation or Rearmament   

 In the West those prepared to take the possibility 
of  German unifi cation seriously were led by the 
British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. Churchill 
regarded German reunifi cation at some point in the 
future as inevitable and thus was prepared to consider 
the terms under which it might be implemented. 
Against this were Dulles, the US Secretary of  State, 
and Eisenhower who were focused on the economic 
and military strengthening of  the Western bloc as 
the main requirement of  German policy, just as West 
German Chancellor Adenauer, from a diff erent per-
spective, saw reunifi cation as something that should 
follow but not precede West Germany’s full restora-
tion to independent statehood through its incorpora-
tion into the Western world. When the NSC examined 
the problem in August 1953 they defi ned the goal of  
German policy as:

  Firm association of a united Germany, or, at a minimum 
the Federal Republic with the West, preferably through 
an integrated European community, to enable Germany 
to participate in the defence of the West and make the 
greatest contribution to the strength of the Free World, 
with the least danger of its becoming a threat.   2      

 As Moscow began its eff orts to strengthen the dip-
lomatic status of  the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR), the possibility of  summit meetings, as desired 
by Churchill in 1953, receded and the prospects grew 
of  division becoming more permanent. Eisenhower 
had reluctantly agreed to Churchill’s contacts with 
Moscow partly because he feared the impact on 
Western public opinion if  he appeared, in the age of  
the hydrogen bomb, as the obstacle to progress on 
resolving key issues such as the future of  Germany 
or disarmament. The American President, however, 
saw any summits on Germany or other issues as fi rst 
requiring Soviet concessions to prove that they were 
changing their approach to relations with the West. 
The Russians did not, however, respond positively 
to Churchill’s ideas and their proposal for a Foreign 
Ministers’ Conference instead led to a four-power 
meeting, in Berlin in January–February 1954, where 
the future of  Germany was again discussed. 

 The West produced what became known as the 
Eden Plan, which represented a change from their 
1952 position. It proposed that elections would now 
take place for an all-German constituent assembly su-
pervised by the four powers. Decisions it took would 
be based on a majority vote and any future govern-
ment would be given the right to take over the exist-
ing international obligations of  the West German 
government. For the Soviets, Molotov responded by 
proposing that the elections should only take place 
after the withdrawal of  occupation forces apart from 
those supervising the elections. From the propaganda 
perspective, the West was helped by the crushing of  
the East German revolt in the summer of  1953 (see 
 Chapter  6  , A) and Molotov’s off er lacked suffi  cient ap-
peal to compensate for the dislike and distrust of  the 
Soviets. His last attempt at agreement was based on a 
security treaty for the whole of  Europe, which would 
of  course have the advantage from the Soviet perspec-
tive of  excluding the Americans.   3    The Western allies, 
however, preferred to continue with the existing policy 
of  incorporating a rearmed Federal Republic into an 
integrated Western Europe to counter future threats 
from both the Germans and the Soviets. In the event, 
the collapse of  the European Defence Community, 
because of  the French Assembly’s refusal to ratify it in 
August 1954, appeared to undermine this strategy. But 
agreement was quickly reached on the incorporation 
of  West Germany into NATO (see  Chapter  6  , B). The 
extent of  the Soviet fear of  a revived West Germany, 
and its importance in infl uencing their policy on re-
unifi cation, may be gauged from the fact that the next 
Soviet proposal did not come until the very day the 
Treaties of  Paris ratifying the new arrangements were 
signed in January 1955. 

 The Soviets now indicated their willingness to ac-
cept the Eden Plan for holding elections for the whole 
of  Germany as a basis for discussion. It was shutting 
the stable door after the horse of  German rearmament 
had defi nitely bolted. The next Soviet move, perhaps 
to emphasize their seriousness about the neutraliza-
tion of  Germany, off ered Austria a state of  armed neu-
trality without the condition that this would have to 
be linked to the resolution of  the German question. 
In May 1955, an Austrian State Treaty was signed fol-
lowed by the withdrawal of  Soviet troops. This too 
was probably a propaganda step aimed at the German 
problem: Moscow could now claim that there was 
no reason why the same thing could not happen in 
Germany. Indeed, from the Soviet point of  view there 
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 would be great advantages in a peace treaty, with or 
without German reunifi cation. Western recogni-
tion of  a divided Germany would at least formalize 
the division of  the country, and thereby consolidate 
East Germany’s position in the Eastern bloc after the 
1953 riots. Whether this was the secondary aim, and 
German reunifi cation the main aim will continue to 
arouse controversy. 

 The problems of  1953 and the failure to prevent the 
rearmament in the West indicate that Khrushchev’s 
preference by 1955 was to consolidate the position of  
Walter Ulbricht and the East German state of  which 
he was leader. The whole question was linked to the 
three issues of  security and disarmament arrange-
ments in Europe (see  Chapter  5  , B), to the nature of  
the Eastern bloc and Soviet controls (see  Chapter  6  , A), 
and to the general development of  the Cold War (see 
 Chapter  7  , A and  Chapter  5  , C). Some Americans saw 
the latter as still requiring the weakening of  the Soviet 
hold over Eastern Europe. But by 1955 the Soviet ap-
proach was beginning to be defi ned in terms of  the 
peaceful coexistence of  two European blocs. Certainly 
for Moscow there was less reason to pursue a 

reunifi cation policy after 1955, and even less after more 
problems in the Eastern bloc in 1956 (see  Chapter  6  , A). 
The importance of  preserving the Soviet and Western 
blocs began to reduce the importance of  proposals 
for German reunifi cation and neutrality. Rather than 
the potential threat from a revived Germany being 
reduced by reunifi cation and neutrality, it became tied 
to broader proposals for European security based on 
disarmament and neutral zones. 

 During this transition period, in 1955–6, the British 
proposed that reunifi cation could be furthered by cre-
ating a zone between the blocs in which armaments 
would be limited. In response to Adenauer’s concerns, 
this area was defi ned as lying to the east and west of  
the demarcation line between a united Germany and 
the Eastern bloc; it was thus never likely to be accept-
able to Moscow.   4    In fact, it can only have reinforced 
the need for the Soviets to consolidate East Germany’s 
position in the Eastern bloc, just as Adenauer did not 
want to rule out reunifi cation through Western in-
tegration. Thus, on the one side of  the Iron Curtain 
a treaty between the GDR and the Soviet Union in 
1955 guaranteed the presence of  Soviet troops on East 

   Konrad Adenauer (1876–1976)    

 Adenauer was born in the city of Cologne in 1876. He was 

widely educated, studying at universities in Freiburg, Munich, and 

Bonn. He then studied law at Cologne. In 1906 he entered the 

arena of politics and later became deputy mayor of Cologne in 

1909 and fi nally the lord mayor in 1917. Also in 1917, he became 

a member of the Centre Party of the Provincial Diet and the 

Prussian State Council. He was chairman of these councils from 

1920 to 1933. However, he was dismissed from all the posts for 

opposing the Nazi regime and imprisoned on the same grounds. 

During the Allied occupation in 1945, Adenauer was once more 

installed as the mayor of Cologne. In 1946 he established the 

Christian Democrat Party and also became the fi rst chancellor 

of the Federal Republic in 1949. He was re-elected three times 

and only fi nally retired in 1963, aged 87. Adenauer was 

renowned for his part in transforming post-war West Germany, 

both politically and economically, tying it closely to the Western 

alliance and committing it to European integration.    

 John Foster Dulles (1888–1959)   

 Dulles was born in 1888 in Washington, DC and was the 

grandson of two former secretaries of state. He was educated 

at Princeton and George Washington universities and at the 

Sorbonne. He joined a New York law fi rm after attaining 

acceptance to the bar, and specialized in international law. 

Dulles enjoyed an early career in diplomacy as he attended 

The Hague Conference in 1907 as secretary to his grandfather. 

He also performed the role of legal adviser to US delegates at 

the Versailles Peace Conference in 1919. In 1945, after having 

helped prepare the United Nations charter, Dulles became a 

consultant to the US delegation which took part in the San 

Francisco UN conference. He was also appointed by President 

Truman to negotiate the 1952 peace treaty with Japan. In 1953 

he fi nally fi lled the role of secretary of state when appointed 

by President Eisenhower. His main goal in his new position was 

to better the position of the US in the Cold War, being a 

strong anti-Communist who was against any negotiation with 

the Soviet Union. Dulles was also responsible for the policy of 

‘brinkmanship’ due to confrontations with China and the 

Soviet Union. He famously described the possible US response 

to Soviet aggression as ‘massive retaliation’, which referred to 

the large-scale use of nuclear weapons. Dulles remained in 

power as secretary of state until his resignation on the 

grounds of ill health in April 1959. He died of cancer only six 

weeks later.   
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 German soil and, in 1956, the People’s Army’s (of  East 
Germany) was incorporated into the military forces of  
the Eastern bloc. On the Western side, West Germany 
was part of  NATO and the Hallstein Doctrine was for-
mulated whereby the Federal Republic would not es-
tablish diplomatic relations with any state (the Soviet 
Union had a special position) that had formal ties to 
the GDR. 

 As the Soviet moves towards bloc consolidation in-
creased, a summit conference took place in Geneva in 
July 1955, which attempted in vain to make progress on 
Germany. This summit has traditionally been associ-
ated with détente, despite its notable lack of  achieve-
ment. The signing of  the Austrian Treaty in May 1955 
marked a Soviet concession and thus made the con-
ference diffi  cult for the Eisenhower administration to 
continue to oppose. But the ‘spirit of  Geneva’ lacked 
substance, even if  it did focus attention on arms 

control from a broader European perspective, rather 
than as a means to bring about German reunifi cation. 
In the West, progress was to continue towards inte-
gration with West Germany restored to independent 
statehood in 1955 and becoming a founder member of  
the European Economic Community in 1957. Moscow 
then suddenly experienced a new set of  major Eastern 
European challenges to its control born from the at-
tempts to change the nature of  Soviet domination (see 
 Chapter  6  , A).         

  B.    The Progress of Arms Control 
and Peace Eff orts    

 The impact of  the hydrogen bomb cannot be exag-
gerated, either for strategies for hot war plans or for a 
Cold War ‘fought by all means short of  international 

   Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev (1894–1971)   

  Khrushchev was born in 1894 in the province of Kursk. He later 

moved to the Ukraine, where he trained as a metal fi tter. In 

1917, Khrushchev fi rst became involved in politics when he 

represented miners at political meetings. In 1918 he became a 

communist, and a year later joined the Red Army. In 1921 his 

fi rst wife died, and he returned from the front in 1922. He then 

became deputy director of the Ruchenkov mines as well as a 

student and political leader at Yuzovka Workers’ Faculty. In 1925 

he was appointed Party Secretary of Petrovsko-Marinsk District 

of Stalino (formerly Yuzovka) Region. A year later he made his 

fi rst political speech at the Ukrainian Party Conference in 

Kharkov. He was then promoted to regional politics in 1926 and 

became the Deputy Chief of the Organizational Section of the 

Ukrainian Central Committee in Kharkov. His rapid rise through 

the political ranks continued when he was appointed to the 

Moscow City Party Committee and then promoted to be First 

Secretary of Red Presnya District in 1931. Three years later, 

Khrushchev became the fi rst secretary on the Moscow City 

Party Committee. He took an active role in the construction of 

the Moscow metro. Also in this year, he was elected to the 

Central Committee at the 17th Party Congress. 

 Khrushchev’s rise continued as Stalin’s career progressed and 

when he was made the First Secretary of the Ukrainian Central 

Committee he announced that he would annihilate ‘all agents of 

fascism, Trotskyites, Bukharinites, and all those despicable 

bourgeois nationalists on our free Ukrainian soil’. As a full 

member of the Politburo, Khrushchev supervised the occupation 

and Sovietization of Western (Polish) Ukraine from 1939 to 

1940. In 1944, after Ukraine was liberated, he took up the 

position of Chairman of the Ukrainian Soviet of Ministers. After 

1945, however, Khrushchev suff ered some political setbacks. He 

was accused of not eff ectively ridding Ukraine of nationalist 

agitation and was removed as First Secretary. However, he was 

reinstated as First Secretary of the Ukraine in 1948. In 1953, 

following the death of Stalin, Khrushchev was named as a 

possible First Secretary of the Supreme Soviet. In 1954, he 

toured the Soviet Union and also brought 32 million acres of 

previously uncultivated land in Kazakhstan and south-western 

Siberia into cultivation. By 1955, he had consolidated his power 

by ridding the Party of those opposed to him and, in 1956, he 

continued this process by creating a Central Committee bureau 

for the Russian Union Republic, which he headed and also fi lled 

with his supporters. He escaped an assassination attempt the 

same year. In the ‘anti-party’ plot of 1957, three members of the 

Party attempted to have Khrushchev dismissed. However, he 

refused to accept the vote, and had the Central Committee 

consider the matter and overturn it. In 1958, Khrushchev 

became Premier and party leader. He visited the US the 

following year and addressed the UN in New York in 1960. In 

1961 he met Kennedy in Vienna during the Berlin Crisis. 

Khrushchev was responsible for erecting the Berlin wall during 

this period. In April 1962 Khrushchev decided to place missiles in 

Cuba, and precipitated the Cuban missile crisis. Following the 

end of the crisis, in which he withdrew the missiles, he signed a 

Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in 1963 but was overthrown in 

October 1964 and died in obscurity in 1971.  
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 armed confl ict’. Even if  many in government and 
in the military were opposed to the idea, there was 
bound to be pressure to reduce the risks of  nuclear 
confl ict. The role of  nuclear weapons in the Cold War 
and disarmament talks, then, lay partly in convincing 
the public on both sides of  the Iron Curtain that their 
side was engaged in a quest for peace, but hampered 
by the aggressive designs of  the other. Yet, whether 
or not responses to these concerns with disarmament 
proposals were genuine and designed to secure an 
agreement, their advocates also had to consider ways 
in which armaments might best be deployed and inte-
grated into a military strategy for hot war.    

 It may be argued that the level of  armaments gener-
ally has no decisive impact on the reasons for going to 
war, and that control or limitation has an equally small 
impact on the maintenance of  peace. Weapons do not 
automatically produce confl ict or tension. However, it 
was seen as desirable for public consumption at least 
to seek ways of  using agreements on weapons to in-
dicate the decreasing likelihood of  war. At the same 
time the simplistic idea that the Cold War refl ected 
the likelihood of  a military confl ict developing from 
bloc confrontation, which was conditioned by levels 
of  armaments, was convenient for governments to 
have the public believe. A more persuasive analysis fo-
cuses on how the covert means and ideological ends, 
at the heart of  the Cold War, interacted with other ele-
ments of  interstate relations and their power political 
requirements, including the role of  armaments.     

 Peace Proposals   

 Eisenhower’s arrival in the White House was swiftly 
followed by the death of  Stalin and the Soviet ‘peace 
off ensive’. There was a need to respond and counter 
the expressed desire of  the British Prime Minister, 
Winston Churchill, for détente with the Soviets. 
 Another issue was the UN Disarmament Commission, 
established in 1951, the conclusions of  which were to 
be dealt with at the 1953 General Assembly. The initial 
Eisenhower approach was to tie progress on disarma-
ment and the control of  nuclear energy to the way in 
which Soviet stances on important international con-
cerns developed. However, pressure grew for the defi -
nition of  a disarmament policy in 1953, even though 
many in the West claimed that the same aggressive 
policies were being followed by Moscow but that dif-
ferent means were being employed. As part of  the 

so-called ‘peace off ensive’, the Soviets announced that 
they were ready to settle all unresolved diff erences and 
suggested a new approach to disarmament involving 
a discussion of  ‘detailed proposals for an interna-
tional control organ, which could put into eff ect and 
supervise a comprehensive disarmament program’. 
Eisenhower himself  was clear that the US would now 
have to do something to demonstrate its desire for 
comprehensive disarmament, hence his ‘Chance for 
Peace’ Speech in April 1953.   5    

 There was already a fi ve-point programme for the 
‘reduction in the burden of  armaments’ in the British 
and the American submission to the UN Disarmament 
Commission and the speech was generally vague and 
non-specifi c. Its fi rst part was directed to the situation 
in East Asia and the eff orts to achieve an armistice in 
Korea; then it turned to the German and Austrian 
questions left by the postwar failure to agree on peace 
treaties. The speech has been interpreted positively as 
refl ecting Eisenhower’s genuine belief  that the Soviets 
should ‘choose between war and peace, fear and se-
curity and hunger and prosperity’. Yet, it has also 
been claimed that it was ‘not intended to promote a 
starting point negotiation but had the opposite aim’.   6    
Eisenhower noted that ‘Every gun that is made, every 
warship launched, every rocket fi red signifi es in the 
fi nal sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not 
fed, those who are cold and not clothed.’ However, dis-
armament was consciously placed after the resolution 
of  important problems, which would involve a change 
in Soviet policies. It was the creation through this of  
the right atmosphere which was deemed to be decisive 
in the eff orts to reduce the risk of  nuclear war. The 
President did not make any fi rm disarmament propos-
als, because he remained determined that the Soviet 
Union most show some sign that it was being more 
accommodating and changing its ways over Austria, a 
Korean settlement, Indo-China, or Malaya. Only then, 
he believed, could the control of  nuclear energy and 
arms limitations be considered.   7    

 The speech therefore provided very little of  sub-
stance. This was partly because the administration 
could not agree on an approach to disarmament or 
the reduction of  the nuclear threat. The State Depart-
ment was supportive of  an attempt to make progress 
in arms negotiations, while the Defence Department 
was opposed to holding such talks. The issues were 
discussed in the National Security Council as part of  
the 1953 attempt to redefi ne national security policy. 
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 The latter now, in essence, encompassed anything that 
might pose problems or dangers to the US and how 
best to alleviate such threats within the general Cold 
War context. One problem, which was to reoccur in 
nuclear disarmament talks for much of  the Cold War, 
was the problem of  inspection of  military facilities. 
The Pentagon doubted whether any safe system of  in-
spection to prevent cheating was feasible, whereas the 
State Department wanted such issues explored fully, 
on the grounds that some limited safeguards were less 
risky than no limitation of  nuclear weapons. In 1954, 
the military were still arguing that ‘Soviet bad faith, 
evasion, and outright violation would render any dis-
armament agreement sterile, except as a means to ad-
vance Soviet objectives.’   8    Eisenhower clearly rejected 
the idea that the US could always say ‘No’ to talks and 
so the crux of  the issue came back to the conditions 
required to make it advisable to hold them or impos-
sible not to.   9    

 The situation that Eisenhower experienced has 
been described as the ‘Disarmament Dilemma’ in that 
there were a number of  reasons why disarmament 
could be detrimental to American interests, but it was 
impossible to say so and therefore something had to 
be done to show willing to push the process forward. 
Thus, a debate has emerged between those, notably 
Eisenhower revisionists, who see a president com-
mitted to disarmament and trying through a series 
of  speeches to promote progress towards an eff ective 
means of  preserving peace, and those who see the 
proposals being geared to a Cold War strategy of  at-
tempting to appear more committed to peace than the 
Soviets, but never really desiring an agreement with 
them. Interpretations range from those who put disar-
mament and reducing the nuclear danger at the top of  
Eisenhower’s agenda, to those who regard it as some-
thing which Eisenhower had to avoid without giving 
that impression. In the latter case, it has been argued 
that Eisenhower subordinated his disarmament ef-
forts to psychological warfare and the maintenance of  
Western strategic superiority. Their purpose was thus 
to discourage neutralism, satisfy Western opinion, 
discredit Soviet initiatives, and expose Soviet intransi-
gence.   10    Rather than agreement, Eisenhower opted for 
a policy of  half-heartedly attempting to win the Cold 
War by undermining the Soviet satellite empire, while 
failing to accept fully that this might promote hot war. 

 There is evidence for both arguments, just as there 
are reasons for taking Soviet proposals for German 

neutralization at face value or of  dismissing them 
as attempts to divide the West. It is easy to point to 
American concerns, expressed privately, about the 
dangers of  nuclear war and the need for some form 
of  disarmament—for example Eisenhower’s con-
versation with Senator Knowland in 1956, when he 
said there would be no reason for staying here if  he 
had to give up the objective of  getting a disarma-
ment agreement. He believed a decent disarmament 
treaty was an absolute must.   11    Eisenhower revision-
ists are particularly clear that he was therefore com-
mitted to disarmament and attached importance to 
American eff orts for peace.   12    Yet a case can also be 
made for Eisenhower’s reluctance to accept disarma-
ment, and certainly the attempt to redefi ne national 
security policy produced unequivocal opposition to 
the idea. Whether based on a principled aversion to 
the holding of  talks or on the need for the Soviet 
Union fi rst to change its approach to international 
aff airs, there was disquiet about disarmament (see 
 Chapter  7  , A). 

 Internationally, the settlement of  the Korean War 
aff ected the claim that the Soviets fi rst had to prove 
their behaviour was changing before meaningful talks 
could take place. But for some it was not enough. In 
any case, US interpretations of  change could have been 
related to the US Cold War strategy of  eliminating or 
altering the Soviet Union as a communist state in con-
trol of  satellites in Eastern Europe (see  Chapter  4  , D 
and  Chapter  7  , A). Only then would talks be valuable. 
In September 1953, Dulles came out with the sugges-
tion of  linking disarmament to the creation of  a broad 
zone of  restricted armaments in Europe and to a 
Soviet withdrawal from Eastern Europe, accompany-
ing a US withdrawal from the West. Withdrawal could 
well mean liberalization in the satellite states, which 
would eff ectively achieve US goals and at the same 
time could produce international control of  nuclear 
weapons, to accompany an end to the revolution-
ary mission of  the Soviet Communist Party. In such 
a scenario disarmament again appeared to be linked 
to the end of  the Soviet system. Other proponents in 
the NSC of  an American initiative on a more modest 
scale pointed to the increased Allied pressure for disar-
mament proposals, especially after the Soviet testing 
of  a hydrogen bomb in August 1953. They suggested 
something on the lines of  a Chance for Peace proposal 
which did not introduce ‘new major substantive pro-
posals on disarmament’.   13    
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  The next attempt or gesture for peace and recon-
ciliation came in December 1953 with Eisenhower’s 
‘Atoms for Peace’ speech. The Atoms for Peace idea 
involved the transfer of  a certain amount of  fi ssion-
able materials to an atomic energy agency where they 
would be used for peaceful purposes. The proposal 
was vague enough to avoid any basis for concrete 
disarmament discussions and has been described as 
‘deliberately not a disarmament proposal’. It emerged 
against the background of  the administration’s failure 
to agree on the way forward on such matters. The 
ratifi cation by the French of  the European Defence 
Community Treaty, which would integrate a rearmed 
West Germany into the Western bloc, was still in the 
balance and the concern still present that disarma-
ment talks would encourage its failure. 

 Immediately after, and in the wake of  the US New 
Look policy (see  Chapter  5  , C), the Soviets announced 
that Atoms for Peace did not address the two funda-
mental problems of  acquiring the capacity to pro-
duce nuclear weapons and the actual use of  them in 
war. The Soviet response was the idea of  a ‘no fi rst 
use’ agreement; they therefore proposed an agree-
ment not to undertake the use of  weapons of  mass 
destruction. This move towards the possible renun-
ciation of  the use of  nuclear weapons was rejected 
by the US in January 1954. Eisenhower remarked, 
‘In the present state of  world aff airs, it is impossible 
that any eff ective agreement toward [disarmament] 
could be worked out which could provide the neces-
sary safeguards.’ Nothing would undermine the New 
Look policy more than an agreement banning the 
fi rst use of  nuclear weapons. Dulles and Secretary of  
Defence Charles Wilson commented in the same NSC 
meeting that there had to be an ‘opening up of  the 
iron curtain’.   14    In other words, disarmament was not 
something that could bring about the end of  the Cold 
War but something that could occur when the Cold 
War had ended. The Soviet response, in April 1954, was 
to reject any discussion on Atoms for Peace until the 
two powers had fi rst agreed on renouncing the use of  
atomic weapons.   15    

 Unfortunately, waiting for that day without some 
meaningful disarmament was rendered more diffi  cult 
for the Americans by the contamination of  a Japanese 
fi shing vessel, ironically named ‘Lucky Dragon’, by 
nuclear fall-out from an American thermonuclear 
test, in March 1954. Renewed demands for a summit 
meeting were made by Churchill around this time, 

although this had to wait until his successor, Anthony 
Eden, came to power in April 1955. By then more pres-
sure was mounting on the US as a result of  the French 
and British disarmament proposals and the signature 
of  the Austrian peace treaty. Britain, France, and the 
US fi nally agreed on the desirability of  a summit on 
10 May, the same day as the Russians made detailed 
disarmament proposals including the means of  on-
site inspection. The lack of  any inspection had been 
one key reason for Eisenhower claiming that disar-
mament agreements might not be safe given Soviet 
secrecy. Now, he changed course somewhat and asked 
in a press conference, ‘Are we going to open up every 
one of  our factories, every place that something might 
be going on that could be inimical to the interests of  
someone else?’   16    

 Earlier in 1955 Eisenhower had received a report ad-
vocating a diff erent type of  inspection regime, in some 
ways more comprehensive, than the Soviets were to 
produce and this now became the basis of  his Geneva 
‘Open Skies’ speech. That speech of  21 July 1955 re-
ferred again to the dangers of  disarmament without 
proper inspection and he therefore proposed the ex-
change of  full information on military establishments, 
and the provision of  facilities for aerial photography 
to the other country, thereby producing transparency 
on all military issues. Both the Soviets and the US 
Joint Chiefs of  Staff  were horrifi ed and so initially was 
Dulles. If  the proposal had been accepted by Moscow, 
it might have produced an important breakthrough in 
arms control and could thus be described as a refl ec-
tion of  the priority Eisenhower gave to disarmament. 
The Soviets have to take the blame for its failure. It is 
certainly the case that the Soviet commitment to disar-
mament was questionable. When Malenkov spoke in 
January 1955 about the hydrogen bomb making peace-
ful coexistence both necessary and possible, this was 
used against him shortly after by Khrushchev as part 
of  the discrediting of  Malenkov, which was necessary 
for his own rise to power. Such ideas were deemed 
to be detrimental to the ‘proletarian revolution’, but 
were promptly adopted by Khrushchev when he 
emerged as leader. Whatever the Soviets were, being 
strong on principles was not among them. 

 It does seem, however, that there are many reasons 
to suspect the Americans did not want disarmament 
or peaceful coexistence. Their Cold War strategy 
aimed at undermining the Soviet empire, for instance, 
may have been more important than any perceptions 
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 about the untrustworthiness of  Soviet leaders es-
pecially given their reluctance to test the latter. The 
Open Skies can be seen as an attempt to benefi t the US 
most, given that it already had an open society and the 
Soviets could thus acquire information there relatively 
easily. It was more diffi  cult for US agents to gather 
information behind the iron curtain. Or, the speech 
could be interpreted as an attempt to legitimize the 
U-2 programme of  illegal spy fl ights which was about 
to get underway. Perhaps the most meaningful con-
clusions to draw from the failure of  disarmament by 
the mid-1950s, was that it was never accepted by the 
Americans as something which could create détente. 
They saw it as something which was irrelevant to 
the course of  the Cold War or which was best pro-
duced by its end. For the Soviets, it might have had 
value in furthering revolution because it could re-
duce the prospects of  American military intervention 
and create the impression of  military equality, which 
Khrushchev pursued by other means in the second 
half  of  the decade.     

 European Disarmament and 
Arms Control   

 By the mid-1950s, the German question’s link to dis-
armament was changing. In 1956, Adenauer devel-
oped the idea that rather than link reunifi cation to 
German neutrality the latter should be linked to the 
withdrawal of  all troops from Europe. This would 
sidestep in the short term the growing problem of  
East Germany’s consolidation in the Eastern bloc (see 
 Chapter  5  , A) and was similar to a proposal made in 
1957 by the Polish Foreign Minister, Adam Rapacki. 
Adenauer’s proposal was put to Eisenhower in Janu-
ary 1957 and was more comprehensive than Rapacki’s, 
which was put to the United Nations in October 1957. 
Rapacki’s idea, endorsed by the Soviet government, 
was based on a zone free of  nuclear weapons encom-
passing the two Germanies and Poland. Given the 
lengthy discussions on the Rapacki Plan, Soviet docu-
ments suggest it was less a genuine arms reduction 
plan than an attempt to undercut the West German 
government.   17    More particularly, it may have been in-
fl uenced by Adenauer’s decision about the dilemma 
he faced in 1956 over removing or acquiring weapons 
on German soil. If, because of  the ‘New Look’ in 
1953 and the American policy of  less reliance on con-
ventional forces it embodied (see  Chapter  5  , C), US 

troops were to be reduced in Europe, both political 
and military benefi ts might accrue to West Germany. 
The prospect of  West Germany using the opportu-
nity to acquire American battlefi eld nuclear weapons 
was raised. The prospect of  any nuclear weapons in 
German hands was regarded with horror in Moscow. 
For West  Germany the dilemma over conventional 
forces was only resolved with the Berlin crisis of  1958 
and is discussed below ( Chapter  7  , B). 

 Another set of  disarmament proposals came from 
France and Britain, in February 1955, calling for a total 
ban on the manufacture of  nuclear weapons and re-
ductions in all nuclear and conventional forces, with 
the establishment of  a control organ to guarantee the 
agreed prohibitions and reductions. The Soviets then 
produced their programme for arms reduction and 
the banning of  nuclear weapons to be implemented 
in stages according to a precise timetable, with an 
international body that would operate through the 
‘inspection of  large ports, railroad junctions, high-
ways and airports’. There was no outright rejection 
of  inspection.   18    

 The Geneva Summit Conference was held in 
mid-1955 despite Eisenhower’s reluctance and Dulles’s 
attempt to exclude disarmament from the agenda. 
There was little hope of  substantive agreement. The 
Soviets might have been prepared to take a more co-
operative line in order to gain time for the consolida-
tion of  East Germany’s position or, as Dulles feared, 
seeking international prestige by demonstrating their 
equality with the West.   19    But the Kremlin were los-
ing interest in a neutralized Germany, as the pros-
pect of  a rearmed and reunited Germany in NATO 
loomed larger. Disturbances in Eastern Europe (see 
 Chapter  6  , A) followed in 1956 and prevented con-
tacts on disarmament. The East–West atmosphere 
worsened as the decade progressed. In 1957 the  Soviet 
achievement of  putting a satellite, Sputnik I, into 
orbit (see  Chapter  5  , C) and the 1958 Berlin crisis were 
other disincentives to disarmament talks. The crisis 
provided the Europeans with the opportunity to in-
stall  American medium-range missiles in Europe, 
although no members of  NATO were given independ-
ent control over them. Khrushchev emphasized the 
importance of  disarmament in his 1959 meeting with 
Eisenhower, but by then the President was approach-
ing the end of  his term. Yet, as tensions continued, 
there was a greater need to preserve the appearance of  
seeking peace, if  only for the sake of  public relations. 
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 Preparing for war and pursuing diplomacy were not 
contradictory, hence the Paris summit of  1960.     

 The Paris Summit and the U-2 Incident   

 The Paris summit proved an even bigger fi asco than the 
Geneva one and was eff ectively sunk by the U-2 incident 
and the reactions of  both sides to it. The Soviets had 
been watching these high-altitude American spy planes 
fl ying 70,000 feet above them for nearly fi ve years. 
When they fi nally managed to shoot one down the 
pilot, Gary Powers, allowed himself  to be captured and 
Khrushchev decided to exploit this fl agrant violation of  
Soviet airspace. Assuming that the pilot would not have 
allowed himself  to be taken alive the Americans claimed 
that the plane was a weather plane which had gone off  
course when fl ying near the Iranian border. The Soviets 
then produced the pilot and pictures of  the crash site, 
which was thousands of  miles from where the Ameri-
cans claimed the plane had inexplicably entered Soviet 
airspace. Khrushchev insisted that  Eisenhower apolo-
gize at Paris, but the President refused and the summit 
was abandoned in acrimony. It could be that neither side 
wanted the summit to succeed. Apart from the general 
reluctance to agree on concrete measures, Khrushchev, 
from motives of  self-preservation, may have been keen 
to pander to the hardliners and opponents of  peace-
ful coexistence, not least China’s Mao Zedong. On 
the other hand, Khrushchev may have believed that 
Eisenhower knew little about the fl ights and was being 
manipulated by imperialists in the US administration. 
At all events, the summits of  Geneva and Paris, like all 
the disarmament and peace proposals, achieved noth-
ing, and Germany remained divided. 

 When Kennedy became president in January 1961 
a new era began. There would be no more summits 
involving second-rate powers such as France and 
Britain. In order to give the impression of  seizing the 
initiative and playing a more positive world role, the 
Americans began a massive rearmament programme 
while arms control attention focused on a Test Ban 
Treaty. Abandoning tests would have the eff ect of  
making it diffi  cult to develop new nuclear weapons 
although it took the Cuban missile crisis to bring con-
crete results (see  Chapter  9  , A on the Test Ban Treaty 
and  Chapter  7  , D on the missile crisis) in the form of  
a Test Ban Treaty. Kennedy focused on the world of  
ideas and the changing nature of  technology in the 
expectation that American achievements, not least 
the quest to put a man on the moon, would outshine 
the Soviet sputnik. The rhetoric of  the early 1960s was 
soon to have a destabilizing eff ect.         

  C.    Cold War, Armaments, and 
Preparations for Hot War    

 The relationship of  arms control to the use of  weap-
ons in hot war and to some aspects of  fi ghting the Cold 
War now need to be examined. When Eisenhower be-
came president, one key aspect of  preparing for hot 
war was the role of  nuclear weapons and how to in-
tegrate them into a strategy for so doing. The use of  
nuclear weapons, particularly in global war, was be-
coming unthinkable for many, especially in Europe, 
but for Eisenhower with the lesson of  the end of  the 
Korean War (see  Chapter  4  , E) very fresh in his mind 
there was a diff erent conclusion to be drawn. Dulles, 
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 in particular, saw value in using the retaliatory threat 
they presented as a means of  deterring the kind of  
aggression which had produced the Korean War in 
the fi rst place. It may have been inaccurate that this 
costly war came to an end thanks to threats about 
using nuclear weapons, but a policy of  massive re-
taliation through the nuclear threat now seemed a 
distinct option to Dulles. Eisenhower’s inclination to 
look to nuclear weapons was reinforced by the savings 
they off ered, compared to the costs of  conventional 
forces. The implications of  this were considerable, 
because Eisenhower was reluctant to accept some of  
the arguments of  NSC 68. The substantial increase 
in armaments it proposed seemed to contain dan-
gers for the US economy. Its desire to maintain high 
levels of  defence expenditure was not welcomed by 
 Eisenhower, because he feared that this could threaten 
the American way of  life. In the worst-case scenario, 
the role of  the state in an economy geared primarily 
to production for a possible war was likely to increase 
government controls and deprive Americans of  the in-
dividual freedoms they had been used to. Alternatives 
therefore had to be found to acquiring the overwhelm-
ing all-round military strength allegedly required to 
deter the Soviet Union everywhere in the world. In 
that sense, the ‘New Look’ policy that emerged was a 
combination of  attempts to redefi ne US national secu-
rity taking account of  military  and  economic needs. It 
emphasized the importance of  defending a way of  life 
as well as a territory, and, as such, fi gured in Cold War 
thinking and in particular in the role of  covert opera-
tions and psychological warfare   20    (see  Chapter  7  , A). 

 How this would be done was closely related to the 
tasks of  ‘Project Solarium’, which was set up to deter-
mine the best ways of  dealing with the Soviet Union. 
In May 1953, a panel of  military and civilian dignitaries 
was established, to defi ne the precise terms of  refer-
ence under which three task forces would consider 
what was required to meet three alternative scenarios 
in the development of  a Cold War strategy and its im-
plications for hot war. One general requirement for all 
task forces would be the forces needed and the costs 
that would be incurred, although equally important 
were the various assessments of  the nature of  the 
Soviet threat. In subsequent discussions Eisenhower 
ruled out policies which would be opposed by 
America’s allies, or which would cost too much or in-
crease the risk of  general war by, for example, arguing 
that the US could survive a nuclear one. These discus-
sions infl uenced the formulation of  the New Look, 

which in policy-making terms was one element of  US 
national security strategy because it determined the 
role of  US military forces. While the precise circum-
stances in which nuclear weapons were to be used re-
mained vague, with the New Look there was a much 
greater inclination to use them.     

 The New Look   

 Thrashed out in the autumn of  1953, the New Look 
was not intended to mean that because nuclear weap-
ons would now be relied upon a confl ict would involve 
the ultimate commitment of  US nuclear strike forces. 
What it meant was that nuclear weapons were now 
an integral part of  American military deployments 
and would enable the US to make conventional force 
reductions. Nuclear weapons used on the battlefi eld 
would thus be like any other weapon and serve to give 
the US an advantage as and when needed. This point 
was then developed by Dulles into what became known 
as ‘massive retaliation’, in a speech in January 1954. 
Rather than wait and react to any Soviet or communist 
aggression, Dulles argued that the best way to deter 
any such actions was to be willing to respond at a time 
and in a place of  the West’s own choosing. The forces 
of  local allies would be backed by the nuclear power 
of  the US.   21    The credibility of  such an idea was always 
questionable as the idea of  risking annihilation over 
a localized confl ict was never likely to be convincing. 
The New Look was also designed to make the use of  
nuclear weapons more meaningful—crucially, making 
 threats  to use them more viable—as well as making the 
provision of  conventional forces less costly by using 
covert operations. It would place particular emphasis 
on the roles of  America’s allies as vital players in any 
confl ict. Implicit was the hope that, as the Americans 
provided the nuclear components in Western strategy, 
their European partners might become more involved 
in the provision of  conventional forces.   22    

 Thus, there was little change in the US acquisition 
of  more nuclear weapons, or the development of  
a NATO strategy based on their fi rst use, because 
of  the advantage enjoyed at the time by the Eastern 
bloc’s conventional forces. It was necessary for the 
Eisenhower administration to work out a strategy for 
the preparations for hot war in a situation where the 
Europeans did not believe that they could provide suf-
fi cient conventional forces for the defence of  Western 
Europe. The connections between the use of  nuclear 
weapons, conventional force strategy, and deterrence 
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 were to preoccupy Eisenhower during his fi rst admin-
istration. It is understandable why historians who see 
Eisenhower as genuinely committed to a process of  
disarmament downplay the subsequent development 
of  the New Look. 

 Whatever the President’s views, there were those 
who regarded disarmament as largely irrelevant to 
the real problem of  two opposing ideological blocs. 
More importantly, there were those who were still 
committed to policies aimed at undermining the 
Eastern bloc, or the Soviet Union, or both. For them, 
disarmament and cooperation ran counter to the 
ultimate goal of  US Cold War policy and its under-
mining or destruction of  the Soviet Union. There 
were also those who wanted to seize the opportunity 
presented by Stalin’s death to further these Cold War 
goals, including the President’s psychological war-
fare adviser, C. D. Jackson. He wanted a speech from 
Eisenhower to produce divisions between Soviet lead-
ers and allies such as China, which would combine 
elements of  a serious policy proposal with elements 
of  Cold War psychological strategy. Dulles, for his 
part, simply believed that nothing could be achieved 
and that dealing with the Soviets would encounter 
delays, handicapping the eff orts to incorporate West 
Germany into a united Western European bloc, hence 
the importance of  an aggressive Cold War strategy, of  
the New Look and massive retaliation.     

 Sputnik and the Gaither Report   

 In 1957, thinking about nuclear weapons was trans-
formed with the Russian development of  an intercon-
tinental ballistic missile (ICBM), which could leave 
and re-enter the atmosphere, and therefore pass over 
the US or descend to earth there. Even though the 
Eisenhower administration had seen a massive ex-
pansion of  American nuclear weapons, the reaction 
in the US was dramatic. Edward Teller, who was as-
sociated with the development of  the H-bomb and 
who later became a nuclear expert, stated on televi-
sion that the US ‘had lost a battle more important and 
greater than Pearl Harbor’. There was a suggestion 
that the Russians would reach the moon within a 
week and an aide to Senator Lyndon B. Johnson wrote 
in a memorandum. ‘It is unpleasant to feel that there 
is something fl oating around in the air which the 
Russians can put up and we can’t … It doesn’t really 
matter whether the satellite has any military value. 
The important thing is that the Russians have left 

the earth and the race for control of  the universe has 
started.’   23    In this kind of  Cold War atmosphere the 
politics of  disarmament were unlikely to have much 
of  an impact. 

 The situation was not improved by the establish-
ment of  a special presidential commission to examine 
the implication of  the hydrogen bomb for civil defence 
measures—measures that some saw as essential to 
deter the enemy. Formally established on 8 May 1957, 
under H. Rowan Gaither, the committee of  industrial-
ists, academics, and engineers ended up with a remit 
broadened into considering the question of  civil de-
fence in a wider security context, especially that of  
maintaining ‘second-strike capability’, so as to be able 
to hit back at the Soviets even if  they launched a sur-
prise ‘fi rst strike’. By preparing a ‘second-strike capa-
bility’, the US would deter the very idea of  launching 
a surprise attack. Assisted by researchers and an advi-
sory panel composed largely of  former government 
experts, the committee was eff ectively led by Robert 
Sprague, of  the Sprague Electric Company. He had 
a number of  conversations with Curtis Le May, the 
head of  the Strategic Air Command (SAC), which was 
responsible for US nuclear bombers. Le May initially 
told him that B-52s would solve any problems and 
there would be no missile threat in his lifetime. A few 
weeks later, on 4 October, Sputnik I was launched. But 
Sprague was unhappy before then and returned to talk 
with Le May. As a result, a nuclear alert was staged 
and it emerged that it would take nearly six hours for 
nuclear bombers to be loaded and take off . Even if  the 
bombers were on alert, the early warning detection 
of  an incoming Soviet attack would not allow them to 
be loaded (although they could get off  the ground un-
loaded). Le May was unruffl  ed and told Sprague about 
the U-2 spy planes that were making frequent spying 
missions over the USSR, at altitudes so high that it 
was extremely diffi  cult for them to be shot down by 
ground-to-air missiles. As a result Le May claimed he 
would know when there was activity on Soviet bases 
and when he saw planes gathered for an attack he was 
‘going to knock the shit out of  them before they take 
off  the ground’. 

 This was not government policy and it is unlikely 
that Eisenhower knew about it, but it was indica-
tive of  military thinking especially in the air force 
and SAC. The determining factor was that the most 
sensible thing to do was to fi re nuclear weapons fi rst 
and with as much force as possible—at least if  the 
aim was to have any chance of  partial survival, or 
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 to infl ict the most damage on an enemy as a result 
of  a nuclear exchange. If  this was one disconcerting 
element in the US approach to hot war, then it was 
similar to the Soviet strategy of  using massive force 
as the mainstay of  strategy in a major confl ict. There 
was another worry about US thinking in relation to 
preparing for hot war that had Cold War implications. 
In the wake of  the Sputnik one thing the Gaither 
Committee did favour was the installation of  nuclear 
weapons in Europe, as part of  a call for more rear-
mament in the face of  what seemed a major  Soviet 
military success. The drafting of  the fi nal Gaither 
Committee report, presented in November 1957, was 
entrusted to an academic James Baxter III, who called 
on Paul Nitze for advice and assistance. Nitze, it will 
be  recalled, had been involved in the drafting of  NSC 
68 and its revision in NSC 141 (see  Chapter  4  , D). Its 
call for more arms to enable the US to fi ght the Cold 
War from a position of  strength, that would deter hot 
war, had led to a massive increase in defence spend-
ing of  nearly 300 per cent. Eisenhower had rejected 
NSC 141, and slightly reduced defence spending, a de-
cision which was reinforced by the development of  
the New Look. Nitze was able to return to the charge 
through his signifi cant contribution to the drafting 
of  the Gaither report. The report claimed that the 
 Soviets now had the material to produce 1,500 nuclear 
bombs and that their GNP was growing. The Soviet 
Union’s long-range air force, intermediate range mis-
siles, air defence system and intercontinental rockets 
in which it ‘probably surpasses us’ were all described. 
These assets were deemed to be particularly danger-
ous, given the vulnerability of  the SAC to surprise at-
tack especially when international tension was low.   24    
We now know that the claims of  Soviet strength were 
wide of  the mark, but attention was again fi xed on re-
arming and matching the Soviets when the US was in 
fact still way ahead, especially with regard to nuclear 
weapons. 

 Eisenhower may have been reluctant to listen to the 
calls for disarmament, but he was defi nitely loath to 
commit himself  to more rearmament. If  he is not to 
be praised for his commitment to reducing the risks of  
war with the Soviets, he must at least gain credit for 
not exaggerating them. Eisenhower refused to give in 
to pressure from those in Congress who began to claim 

that the US was falling behind in the nuclear race. He 
also reasoned that there could be no war without in-
ternational tension fi rst and therefore there need be 
no panic over warning times. The claims of  a possible 
‘bomber gap’, and then a ‘missile gap’, also failed to 
change Eisenhower’s approach. In the run up to the 
1960 election, the Democrats tried to make political 
capital out of  the missile gap as it indicated weak-
ness in the face of  post-sputnik Soviet strength. John 
F. Kennedy, who was running against Eisenhower’s 
Vice-President, Richard Nixon, in 1960, hoped to win 
support by claiming that the Republicans had ne-
glected American defence needs. ‘We are facing a gap 
on which we are gambling with our survival’ was one 
of  his campaign lines.   25    

 The various estimates made by the diff erent intel-
ligence organizations all saw the US falling behind, 
but the estimates of  how far the Soviets were in front 
varied. The National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) of  
February 1960 was full of  footnotes referring to ser-
vice disagreements with the estimates. By mid-1961, 
the NIE claimed the Soviets would have between 170 
and 270 missiles and by mid-1963 between 450 and 
650. The higher number refl ected the air force view, 
and the lower number that of  the CIA. Army and 
navy estimates were about one-fi fth to one-quarter 
of  those fi gures. The diff erence in part stemmed 
from the estimates of  how far the Soviets would in-
crease the rate of  production and from guesses about 
what lay in the Plesetsk region of  northern Russia, 
which the U-2s had not reached. They can also be 
explained by the roles the respective services would 
have in dealing with the Soviet nuclear threat and the 
money that could be justifi ed for such purposes in 
the defence budget. 

 As more became known from satellites, it ap-
peared that, in 1961, the Soviets had 3.5 per cent of  the 
NIE estimates and in 1960 may only have had three 
ICBMs. Kennedy was to emphasize the importance 
of   Americans making a commitment and moving 
forward to tackle the danger. Eisenhower, on the 
other hand, was not prepared to use the danger of  hot 
war to make commitments that were too costly and 
too threatening to the American way of  life. Unlike 
 Kennedy, he was prepared to play down the risk of  
 nuclear war whatever the political costs.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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Maintaining the Spheres 
of  Infl uence        

  A.    Eastern Europe    

 The Stalinist period of  bloc consolidation had been 
based on a combination of  terror and strict adherence 
to Soviet models of  political and economic develop-
ment. It was justifi ed by Cold War concerns and the 
need to fi ght ‘enemies’, internal and external, that the 
Soviet Union allegedly faced. Moreover, the atmos-
phere of  threat, danger, and sacrifi ce was accompanied 
in Eastern Europe by the economic exploitation and 
plunder of  territory for the benefi t of  post-war Soviet 
recovery. With the death of  Stalin and the assumption 
of  power by the triumvirate of  Beria, Khrushchev, and 
Malenkov, a fresh approach to domestic issues and to 
the nature of  Soviet control over its European satellites 
soon emerged. The change was partly out of  necessity 
and partly out of  the desire to get away from the type of  
system associated with the Stalinist state. The apparent 
change produced a new Soviet approach to East–West 
relations, if  not to the fi ghting of  the Cold War by cov-
ert means, as well as having a dramatic impact in East 
Germany, Poland and, most signifi cantly, in Hungary.     

 The New Leadership and 
the Crisis in East Germany   

 The full horror and paranoia of  the latter days of  
 Stalin’s rule experienced by those members of  the 
party and governmental elite only gradually became 
evident. Yet it was something that the three leaders 
were very much conscious of  and an important con-
sideration in deciding to change Stalin’s approach to 
domestic policy that, like most things in the Cold War, 
as this book argues, was intimately linked to foreign 
policy. One way to begin the process of  change was to 
remove the central role that Stalin had played, by em-
phasizing the idea of  joint leadership and undermining 
the cult of  personality which Stalin had encouraged. 
Another was to reduce the degree of  repressive in-
terference carried out by the security services. This 
posed diffi  culties for Beria, who had been responsible 
for state security under Stalin. It was therefore easier 
for Beria to distance himself  from Stalin by propos-
ing foreign, rather than domestic, policy initiatives, 
and he therefore came up with a new policy towards 
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 Germany which was the key problem for the Soviets 
in Europe (see  Chapter  5  , A). 

 This, like other initiatives, failed to secure any fun-
damental changes in foreign policy, since the percep-
tions of  the new Soviet leaders, stemming in part from 
the ‘small Committee of  Information’ (KI), ultimately 
remained unchanged. The KI was an  autonomous 
 intelligence body affi  liated to the Ministry of  Foreign 
Aff airs, which was imbued with Stalinist assumptions 
about the dangers presented by the West. It was the 
 attempt to defi ne new responses to such beliefs that 
led to the idea of  change in Soviet foreign policy. 
What the new leadership wanted, above all, was to 
avoid giving any impression of  Soviet weakness which 
might encourage more aggressive Western policies, 
including the campaign of  subversion,   1    which had 
been waged against the Soviets since 1948. This may 
have required some commitment to better relations 
and preventing hot war but the ultimate goal was 
the interests of  the Soviet Union in terms of  defence 
 (security) and, unlike under Stalin, its status as a su-
perpower capable of  competing on equal terms with 
the leading capitalist power. 

 This was the beginning of  the attempt to intro-
duce peaceful coexistence which, for the Soviets, in-
volved the idea of  competition between two equal 
powers representing two diff erent socio-economic 
systems. Both Malenkov and Khrushchev may have 
seen things in terms of  better relations with the West, 
which would reduce the Soviet fear of  attack and over-
come the sense of  military and economic inferiority. 
The  latter was seen to require reform of  the domestic 
structures in order to provide for the people of  the So-
viet Union and its satellite empire in Eastern Europe, 
in the same way that American capitalism, through 
the Marshall Plan, had provided for the people of  
Western Europe. Khrushchev was to pursue both the 
foreign and domestic aspects of  such a strategy more 
eff ectively than Malenkov, and certainly more eff ec-
tively than Beria. Arguing for radical new projects like 
the ‘Virgin Lands Scheme’ for expanded agricultural 
production in Soviet Central Asia and against the 
‘anti-party’ bureaucrats in the Soviet establishment, 
Khrushchev sought greater popular legitimacy which, 
as in the West, required success relative to the ideo-
logical adversary. Whether or not this was a means to 
achieve personal power more than an aversion to the 
horrors of  Stalinism, Khrushchev succeeded, between 
1953 and February 1955, in removing both of  his rivals 
for power and assuming complete control. 

 Beria was the fi rst to fall as a result of  attempts 
to portray himself  as a reformer with regard to the 
 future of  East and West Germany. According to 
 Sudoplatov, then head of  the First Directorate of  the 
MGB (Ministry for State Security), which was incor-
porated into what offi  cially became the KGB in March 
1954 (the term KGB is often used to denote the security 
and intelligence apparatus of  the whole Soviet era), 
Beria wanted to link solving the German question 
(see  Chapter  5  , A) to the solution to Soviet economic 
 diffi  culties. He cited the following points for explora-
tory talks:  

   1.    extending German reparations to the Soviet 
Union;  

   2.    a reconstruction programme for Russia, the 
Ukraine, White Russia, and the Baltic states; 
the costs were to be borne by Western sponsors, 
mainly the Germans.     

 New industrial works were to be built as well as a 
large network of  railroad lines and highways. Beria 
contemplated technical help with German participa-
tion in the range of  $10 million. As he argued, if  the 
Soviets wanted to support the illusory construction of  
Socialism in the GDR, they must invest no less than 
£20 billion within ten years, which would include 
deliveries of  raw materials and food to East Germany 
and Poland. He wanted to be rid of  that heavy burden. 
In its place, he sought a wide-ranging economic agree-
ment with the West, which he wanted to have blessed 
by the UN after arranging things with  America, 
 England, and France.   2    

 Beria thus wished for a treaty guaranteeing a  neutral 
Germany in which the issue of  socialism came second 
to the issue of  Soviet economic recovery, even if  the 
latter involved capitalist help. As Molotov recalled, for 
Beria, if  Germany became a peaceful state, it mattered 
little whether it was socialist or not. The extent to 
which this turned the Soviet leadership against Beria 
or the extent to which they seized on this as a reason 
for his removal and death remains unclear. Whatever 
their views, the situation regarding the East Germans 
in 1952–3 does indicate the importance of  power over 
ideology. In 1952, East Germany began to witness a 
programme of  forced collectivization and industri-
alization, subsidized by the Soviet Union, which had 
an important ideological component. However, in 
early 1953, when it produced understandable reactions 
(with over 100,000 fl eeing to West Germany, crossing 
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 from East to West Berlin, in the fi rst four months of  
the year) things began to change.   3    The new leadership 
now had to address the possibility of  an East German 
economic collapse in addition to the other concerns. 
Worse, in 1953 they faced the prospect of  a revived, re-
armed West Germany and in such a situation ideology 
eventually went out of  the window. 

 Collectivization and industrialization were still fa-
voured by the East German leader, Walter Ulbricht, 
and what to do about this situation seems to have 
caused some disagreement in Moscow. After a meet-
ing on 27 May 1953 the Presidium did, however, con-
demn the forced construction of  socialism and the 
intensifi ed collectivization. The broad issue was how 
best to ensure some control over East Germany, while 
preventing a powerful West Germany attracting more 
and more people to the West or, even worse, incor-
porating the East into a rearmed capitalist state. As 
Beria’s arguments were heard, Molotov argued for a 
relaxing of  the military occupation in order to increase 
the popularity of  the East German government.   4    If  
Beria, possibly with some support from Malenkov, 
was ready to give up the GDR for German neutrali-
zation and economic cooperation with the West, it 
shows the enormous diff erences from Stalin’s regime, 
especially if  Stalin, as late as March 1952, was commit-
ted to the creation of  a communist Germany as part 
of  the westward advance of  the Soviet revolutionary 
state. The proposals discussed in 1953 now suggest a 
picture in which communist revolution and the ex-
pansion of  Soviet power in Germany were defi nitely 
 not  at the top of  the agenda, or even in the debate. 
The murderous nature of  the Soviet regime would 
still be in evidence, albeit in a reduced form, but its 
concerns, if  they had ever been anything else, were 
the maintenance of  controls in Eastern Europe. The 
preservation of  the East German state remained vital 
to some and emerged as the main requirement. But it 
was now to be achieved by means other than Stalinist 
controls and ideological development. Therefore, 1953 
was an important milestone for considering how the 
Soviets viewed the maintenance of  their control and 
infl uence east of  the Iron Curtain. 

 The Soviet leadership opted to reduce Soviet sub-
sidies, while the East Germans slowed the pace of  
change in order to attract more support within the 
GDR. The aim was to obtain more popular accept-
ance of  the East German state by relaxing the kind 
of  controls associated with Stalin. Such a policy 
might also bring dividends if  Germany was reunifi ed. 

Consequently, the politburo of  the East German com-
munists (technically the East German Socialist Unity 
Party) rescinded all measures against the existence of  
private farmers and artisans, along with new meas-
ures pertaining to cultural and religious freedoms. 
The alterations were justifi ed on the basis of  ‘secur-
ing and expanding a mass movement for the creation 
of  a  unifi ed, peace-loving, independent Germany’.   5    
Yet they contained some obvious risks. To introduce 
 economic measures which would impoverish and 
alienate people, and then to follow them by lifting 
some forms of  economic and political repression, was 
a potentially explosive mix. Within a week of  the an-
nouncements, workers in East Berlin and elsewhere 
took to the streets in open revolt. The uprisings were 
quelled throughout East Germany with the help of  
Soviet troops and tanks. They did, however, see the 
end of  Beria and the salvation of  Ulbricht, yet it was 
no clear victory for the hardliners in Moscow. The 
problems created by liberalization had to be compared 
to those created by forced collectivization and indus-
trialization, and the new leadership faced a dilemma 
irrespective of  the German problem. Was it now bet-
ter to move towards liberalization or away from it? It 
was a key issue awaiting resolution.     

 Hungary and Poland   

 The troubles faced by the Soviets in 1953 were a taste 
of  things to come and the crunch came after the 20th 
Party Congress in February 1956. Khrushchev’s famous 
speech attacking Stalin heralded a series of  events that 
indicated a defi nite change of  approach by the Soviets 
under Khrushchev, and which was seen as an oppor-
tunity by many in Hungary and Poland. Apart from 
confessing to the crimes of  Stalin and suggesting that 
confl ict with capitalism was not inevitable, the speech 
claimed that Moscow could no longer tell communist 
parties in other countries what to do but should en-
courage them to adapt to local conditions. The change 
since Stalin, with the prospect of  peaceful coexistence 
and greater independence, seemed to be confi rmed by 
the disbanding of  the Cominform in April and the uni-
lateral reduction in Soviet troop numbers by over one 
million in May. It was reasonable to conclude that bloc 
ties were loosening and greater freedom and reduced 
militarization were on the way. 

 For Khrushchev, the worries that unrest of  the East 
German variety would spread to the rest of  the bloc, 
encouraged by American psychological warfare, had 
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 not disappeared. There were those in Moscow who 
were disinclined to pursue the more relaxed  approach 
which Khrushchev favoured as they drew the oppo-
site conclusions about the cause of  dissent and its 
remedies. In Poland, the Communist Party leader 
Bierut died in 1956 and deStalinization was in pro-
gress,  accompanied by the release of  political prison-
ers. As news of  Khrushchev’s speech was leaked in the 
ensuing months a series of  strikes helped strengthen 
the demands for the return of  Wladyslaw Gomulka, 
one of  Stalin’s leading victims. By August, Gomulka’s 
rehabilitation was complete and the fi nal step for his 
supporters was to bring him back to power in  October 
on the back of  massed rallies. In response, Soviet 
troops in Poland were put on alert and a Soviet tank 
division moved towards Warsaw, but the Soviets could 
not guarantee eff ective control over the Polish army. 
A worried Khrushchev fl ew to Warsaw on 19  October 
as Gomulka was about to be elected and halted the 
Soviet advance towards the capital. The Poles and 
Gomulka refused to back down, but Gomulka com-
bined assurances that Poland would not leave the 
Warsaw Pact (the Eastern bloc’s equivalent to NATO, 
formed in response to West Germany joining the 
 Atlantic Pact) with threats of  arming workers to resist. 
Khrushchev compromised, Gomulka was returned to 
power, and communism in Poland was given a more 
nationalist leader demanding a more equal relation-
ship with Moscow. 

 Hungary was a diff erent story, one where protests 
were more rooted in the mass of  the population, in-
cluding the workers. The demands were thus more 
threatening to the increasingly fragile nature of  bloc 
solidarity in the East. In the wake of  the East German 
riots, Prime Minister Imre Nagy had rejected greater 
concentration on heavy industry. He had placed more 
emphasis on the production of  consumer goods and 
by 1955 had released a number of  political prisoners. 
His departure from government meant that opposi-
tion to Prime Minister Rakosi, after Khrushchev’s 20th 
party Congress speech, began to focus on Nagy’s re-
turn. Student protest groups called for this, but unlike 
in Poland it was not just changes in the party hierar-
chy but in Hungarian politics and society that they de-
manded. The immediate withdrawal of  Soviet troops 
from Hungary was a demand that refl ected deep-
rooted Hungarian resentments at control by Moscow, 
but the reformers also demanded the introduction 
of  a multi-party system and free elections to the Na-
tional Assembly. In addition, they wanted Rakosi and 

another leading fi gure in the Hungarian Workers’ 
Party (the ruling Communist Party) to be put on trial 
for past crimes. The students in Budapest planned a 
massive demonstration in the capital for 23 October 
1956 and won the backing of  workers there, to the ex-
tent that the latter had to be persuaded not to call a 
political strike in support of  the demonstration.   6    The 
protests in Hungary were based on a more radical and 
wide-ranging programme than in Poland, and were 
developing a much greater focus on political reform 
than those in East Germany. The role of  workers was 
also to assume greater signifi cance in trying to wrest 
control from the Workers’ Party and place it directly in 
the hands of  those in the factories. Hungarian workers 
on whose behalf  the Communist Party allegedly acted 
were at the forefront of  opposition in 1956. 

 The Budapest demonstration had grown in size 
during 23 October and unrest spread outside the capi-
tal, with four people shot dead in Debreccen. This 
brought home to the Soviets that the Hungarian crisis 
was becoming more serious than the Polish problem 
and a delegation from the Hungarian Workers’ Party 
was summoned to Moscow. As Nagy returned to the 
Parliament building to speak, the decision was taken in 
Moscow to send in troops. Ironically, Nagy, who was 
sworn in as prime minister in the morning, was call-
ing for the demonstrators to return home and allow 
the government to deal with Hungary’s problems. But 
dealing with Hungary’s problems on the basis of  the 
1953–5 reforms made by Nagy was not enough and his 
speech to the demonstrators damaged his credibility, 
reinforcing the support for radical change. 

 Soviet troops arrived in Budapest on the morning 
of  24 October with the task of  turning the rebels over 
to the police, but their presence initially added fuel to 
the fl ames of  nationalist protest and made the demon-
stration more favourable of  national liberation. By the 
end of  the morning, as the situation deteriorated and 
organized resistance groups began to form at key points 
in the city, the Soviet troops were ordered to open fi re 
when attacked, while Hungarian troops proved unreli-
able. As the Soviet army began to establish control over 
 Budapest, Nagy, whose return the Soviets were now 
backing, lost further credibility when he referred to 
the organized resistance as fascist, and martial law was 
declared. Armed resistance grew, with young workers 
playing a leading role, and the numbers of  deaths at the 
hands of  Soviet troops was well into three fi gures by 
25 October. Two Soviet emissaries, Mikoyan and Suslov, 
began to call for compromise and a political solution as 
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 a means to win back the mass of  the workers, by imply-
ing that bloody repression was undesirable. 

 By 28 October, it appeared that peace could be re-
stored by the new government’s proclamation of  a 
general ceasefi re and the introduction of  some radical 
changes. The State Security Authority was dissolved 
and the government reorganized on a multi-party 
basis. Its new programme retained socialist control 
over the ‘commanding heights’ of  the economy but 
announced a more nationalist-oriented foreign policy. 
The government in Moscow examined the options it 
faced in the light of  the Polish situation where it had 
opted for a less obedient, but more populist govern-
ment rather than maintaining a puppet regime in the 
face of  a possible revolt. In Hungary, the armed revolt 
was already happening with workers’ groups to the 
fore, the Hungarian army in disarray, and the collapse 
of  the old government system in the capital and the re-
gions well advanced. On 28 October, the decision was 
made to support the Nagy government and comply 
with its demand for the withdrawal of  Soviet troops. 
Therefore, the following day, tank units began leav-
ing Budapest and the withdrawal was complete on 30 
October. The Soviet newspaper  Pravda  then published 
a declaration outlining the need for more equality 
between the socialist countries of  Europe. The in-
clination to reconsider the kind of  controls  Moscow 
exercised over the Eastern bloc continued at the 
 Presidium meeting. Foreign Minister Shepilov talked 
about widespread anti-Soviet sentiments in Eastern 
Europe and, in order to overcome them, it was neces-
sary to remove ‘elements of  direct control’. Signifi cant 
evidence existed that events were leading to a revision 
of  relations within the Eastern bloc.   7    

 The following day, circumstances changed and the 
decision was taken to redeploy troops and use force. 
The reasons for this sudden shift have always been 
speculated on but in terms of  the local situation, the 
requirements of  socialism, or the Soviet position in 
the region. Now that we have archival evidence, it 
seems that more attention needs to be given to the 
international context and the global rivalries. For the 
Soviets, a key element of  the Cold War now involved 
a determined quest for greater equality with, or the 
surpassing of, the achievements of  Western capitalism 
and the acquisition of  global status. In the mid-1950s, 
the best means of  doing this were being considered 
in two ways—the maintenance of  the socialist bloc of  
states in Europe and also the development of  Soviet 
relations with the non-European states and colonial 

territories of  the Western powers. The cohesion of  
the satellite states and the position of  Germany were 
central to the fi rst issue, and particularly so, given the 
determination of  the West to incorporate a rearmed 
West Germany into the anti-Soviet alliance. In addi-
tion, the decisions of  the Truman and Eisenhower 
administrations to embark on measures designed 
at least to undermine the Soviet position must have 
been another infl uence. The second issue was how the 
 Soviets could win kudos in the less developed world by 
playing on their own anti-imperialism, or at least their 
opposition to Western colonialism, in this instance by 
developing a more active role in the Middle East. 

 The importance of  these international considera-
tions for the Kremlin and its Hungarian policy lies in the 
fact that on 31 October, as the Soviet forces were leav-
ing Budapest, British bombers began attacking Egypt 
a possible Soviet ally and recipient of  Czech arms. 
Their express but secret purpose of  bringing down the 
Nasser regime was being implemented in  collusion 
with the French and the Israelis who on 29  October had 
launched an unprovoked attack on Sinai (see  Chapter 
 8  , C). Moreover, by the end of  the fi rst week of  the 
revolt in Hungary, it was clear that the  Americans 
were not going to use force to assist the rebels there. 
Soviet control was not, therefore, under threat from 
 American military intervention. The fi rst action taken 
by the Soviet military supplied  convincing proof  of  US 
inaction, but on 31 October Eisenhower announced 
that the US was pursuing a policy of  non-intervention 
in the aff airs of  other countries. This statement was ad-
dressed as much to the British, and their French and 
Israeli allies, as to anyone else, but it provided some 
fi nal reassurance for Moscow. Khrushchev had initially 
expressed concerns on 28 October about the need to 
avoid getting into the same company as the British who 
he believed were stirring up trouble in Egypt. How-
ever, the Soviets had little confi dence in Egyptian re-
sistance and were expecting the attack on Suez to result 
in a signifi cant loss of  Soviet infl uence in the Middle 
East, which might be combined with a loss of  Soviet 
infl uence in Eastern Europe.   8    It was exactly the same 
scenario as in 1945 (see  Chapter  1  , D) when the Soviets 
were faced with the possibility of  losing out in Eastern 
 Europe while the British gained in the Middle East. As 
Khrushchev noted, ‘If  we withdraw from Hungary, it 
will inspire the British, French, and American imperi-
alists. They will regard it as our weakness and go on 
the off ensive … Then we will add Hungary to Egypt. 
We have no other choice.’ Soviet global infl uence was 
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 deemed to be on the line. The Chinese had also be-
come concerned by 30 October. After initially being in 
favour of  more equal relations between East European 
states and Moscow, they then became worried about a 
‘capitalist restoration’ in Hungary.   9    

 The emphasis on Eastern Europe and the idea that 
Soviet concern was about Hungary’s proposed with-
drawal from the Warsaw Pact precipitating a whole-
sale crisis in the Eastern European states now seems 
less credible.   10    The announcement of  the Hungarian 
withdrawal from the Pact was made on 1 November, 
when Soviet forces had redeployed around Budapest. 
The decisions on the use of  force were taken after 
meetings with other European Communist Party 
leaders in the last days of  October and, therefore, be-
fore the Hungarian announcement on the Warsaw 
Pact, although the troops did not immediately move 
into Budapest. It was only the visit to Belgrade to 
consult the Yugoslavs, with whom a post-Stalin rec-
onciliation had been made that took place after the 
announcement. The reasons given by Khrushchev 
for the invasion were very similar to those motivat-
ing the British Prime Minister Anthony Eden in the 
attack on Suez—fear of  communist advances in Egypt 
combined with concern about Britain’s position in the 
region. The consequences were far more serious in 
Hungary, where the Soviets were battling for global 
status and facing an ideological struggle for infl uence 
against the advances of  capitalism. As the British Cabi-
net voted to go ahead with the airborne landings in 
Egypt on 4 November, Soviet troops were in Budapest 
where 25,000 people were killed and 200,000 fl ed.   11    
The rebels fought alongside some regular Hungarian 
troops, but their resistance was ended by the following 
week. The relaxation of  controls in Poland was there-
fore followed by a clampdown in Hungary. 

 Khrushchev’s speech rejecting Stalinism and allow-
ing diff erent forms of  socialism was rendered meaning-
less by a crisis which threatened to highlight apparent 
Soviet weakness. It coincided with events in the Mid-
dle East which threatened to reinforce Western impe-
rialism. The possibility of  the Soviet Union relaxing 
controls and eschewing the use of  force was rendered 
less likely by the international conditions prevailing 
at the time. The Kremlin again resorted to repression 
and coercion with little or no consideration for the 
consequent large-scale loss of  life. For the Americans, 
the events in Hungary proved that the liberation con-
cept inherent in the attempts to subvert the Eastern 
bloc were not going to lead to anything other than the 

death of  local insurgents, unless  considerable military 
force were deployed. The aversion to this in the ther-
monuclear age was part of  the re-evaluation of  the 
 aggressive Cold War strategy pursued in  Washington 
in the fi rst half  of  the decade.      

  B.    Western Europe    

 The Western bloc, which arguably came to be domi-
nated, if  not controlled, by the US, was fi rst conceived 
during the war in Britain as an organization which 
would assist in dealing with a future German threat. 
It later came to be seen as a counter to the commu-
nist challenge mounted by Moscow (see  Chapter  4  , B). 
By 1952 a European Coal and Steel Community and 
a  European Defence Community (EDC) had been 
agreed which provided for closer Western European 
ties, at least among six countries (see  Chapter  4  , C), 
but an important setback to European integration oc-
curred in 1954 with the refusal of  the French National 
Assembly to ratify the EDC treaty. The setback was 
overcome in 1955 (see  Chapter  5  , A), the year that fur-
ther steps were taken towards European economic in-
tegration and which were soon to create the European 
Economic Community (EEC). The progress towards 
integration within Europe was closely watched by 
Washington because of  a number of  important factors 
infl uencing its support for the movement. As Europe 
recovered, the prospect of  a powerful economic bloc 
appeared to present a possible threat to American in-
terests and the Kennedy administration began to seek 
more eff ective ways of  ‘infl uencing’ European eco-
nomic developments. Although American infl uence 
was exerted very diff erently from Soviet control, in 
essence both powers were to some extent concerned 
with ensuring that the members of  the respective 
blocs followed their wishes. In the East, there were a 
number of  popular revolts against Soviet domination, 
while, in the West, disquiet about American domina-
tion took the form of  intergovernmental tensions. 
These were largely confi ned to economic policy and 
nuclear weapons—two things the US was particularly 
concerned to infl uence—and led by the French presi-
dent Charles de Gaulle.     

 Western European Union   

 The collapse of  the EDC was produced by a number 
of  factors. Aside from popular fears in France of  a 
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 rearmed Germany, the French were reluctant to give 
up national control of  some of  their army in order to 
absorb a German army into a federal European force. 
The French were also infl uenced by the British refusal 
to become part of, rather than merely associated with, 
the EDC. From the French point of  view, nationalists 
feared both the equality a European army gave to the 
Germans and the prospect of  that equality being re-
placed by German domination, especially if  the  British 
were refusing to act as a possible counterweight. A 
lot of  eff ort had been expended in trying to ensure 
the EDC’s ratifi cation, but it seemed that much less 
thought had been given to its possible failure. The ex-
ception was in Britain, where doubts about its  success 
and viability had always been strong. The Americans 
were particularly annoyed with the collapse of  EDC, 
because the idea of  the Europeans contributing more 
conventional forces to the defence of  the continent 
was an integral part of  the New Look (see  Chapter  5  , 
C). It was the British Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, 
who embarked on a tour of  European capitals in order 
to get the framework of  an agreement for a Western 
European Union in place. It had to meet the require-
ments of  a rearmed West Germany, integrated into 
the Western alliance, without presenting the same 
kind of  threat to the French as a European army. The 
agreement involved all the key parties, the British, 
French, and Germans making some concessions at a 
conference in London for the sake of  taking Western 
unity further. The Brussels Treaty Organization was 
expanded by adding West Germany and Italy and it be-
came the Western European Union, while West Ger-
many was also admitted as a full member of  NATO 
into which a West German army would be incorpo-
rated. Giving a rearmed West Germany equality in 
NATO had been rejected by the French at the time of  
the Pleven Plan in 1950 (see  Chapter  4  , C). Now there 
was a much greater fear of  French isolation and the 
prospect of  facing a US reassessment of  its commit-
ment to Western Europe. The French acceptance was 
made easier by the West German agreement not to 
manufacture its own atomic armaments or any other 
weapons of  mass destruction, chemical and bacterio-
logical. It was also helped by the British acceptance of  
a commitment to provide and maintain four divisions 
in Europe, along with the 2nd tactical air force or its 
equivalent. The French desire to involve the British 
in a continental commitment was designed to reduce 
the threat from a rearmed West Germany. The whole 
agreement was embodied in the Treaty of  Paris. From 

the Western point of  view the incorporation of  the 
Federal Republic into the Western bloc had survived 
another setback and the German danger was therefore 
reduced.     

 The Messina Conference and 
the Spaak Committee   

 The economic integration of  the Western bloc took 
another step forward with a conference at Messina in 
1955, to get agreement on the next stage of  the pro-
cess. A key decision had to be made over whether 
economic integration would proceed on a piecemeal 
basis, or whether there would be a more comprehen-
sive approach through the creation of  a customs union 
or ‘common market’. The success of  the Western 
European Union had inspired the proponents of  inte-
gration. Yet the failure of  the more federal EDC had 
strengthened the British view that Western Europe’s 
future should be based on intergovernmental coopera-
tion in which Britain, basking in the glory of  Eden’s 
diplomatic successes, would have a key role to play. At 
Messina, the ECSC ministers confronted a memoran-
dum from the Dutch putting the case for a full-blown 
customs union and a committee was established in 
Brussels, under the chairmanship of  Belgium’s Paul 
Henri Spaak, to assess the merits of  the sector-by-sector 
approach to integration (already seen in the ECSC and 
associated with Jean Monnet), and the ‘common mar-
ket’ idea of  the Dutch foreign minister, Jan Beyen. 

 With the setting up of  the Spaak Committee, 
 Britain was again confronted with a choice about 
 Europe that, as before, aff ected perceptions of  its 
role as a world power as opposed to a European one. 
The Six countries at Messina (Italy, France, Belgium, 
 Luxembourg, West Germany, and Holland) invited 
Britain, as an associate member of  the ECSC, to send 
a representative to the Spaak Committee and join in 
the work as a member. The Six asked for no com-
mitment to the supranational principle in advance, 
unlike in 1950 before the negotiations for the ECSC. 
The  British government instinctively wanted, as in 
the past, to be associated with the European move 
towards the extension of  the supranational ideal and 
the new prime minister, Anthony Eden, was a sup-
porter of  the idea that Britain should encourage the 
movement towards greater  European integration. By 
continuing to support and associate Britain with such 
developments, Eden believed Britain would remain in 
a position to serve as a link between Western Europe 
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 and the US, while remaining a world power with im-
portant links to the Empire/ Commonwealth. Harold 
Macmillan, the foreign secretary in 1955, saw things 
rather diff erently, in that he regarded the strengthen-
ing of  economic ties between the states of  Western 
Europe  without  Britain’s involvement as a dangerous 
development. Western Europe could emerge as a 
powerful economic force, which the US might even-
tually treat as more signifi cant than Britain. In other 
words,  Britain had to do more than be associated with 
the European integration movement. 

 Macmillan was not, however, in favour of  Britain 
becoming involved in a supranational Europe where 
its independence would be restricted. It was also the 
case that most British trade lay outside Europe, much 
of  it still directed at the Empire/Commonwealth. The 
general lack of  enthusiasm for anything which would 
detract from Britain’s perceived status as a world 
power diff erent from its Western European allies was 
refl ected in the fact that Britain sent a representative 
to the Spaak Committee in the form of  a lowly Board 
of  Trade offi  cial, called Russell Bretherton. He was 
sent ‘without prior commitment’ and with a wish 
that consideration be given to the signifi cance of  exist-
ing intergovernmental organizations for cooperation, 
such as the Organization for European Economic 
Co-operation (OEEC).   12    In that sense the British were 
making a half-hearted attempt to steer the discussions 
along lines away from supranationalism, but without 
any coherent alternative. The vision that Macmillan 
had articulated several years earlier was that of  a con-
federal Europe. Such ideas, like many of  Macmillan’s, 
remained grandiose but vague, and apart from being 
something akin to the Commonwealth, with a min-
isterial committee and a consultative assembly, the 
concept of  a confederated Europe off ered no real al-
ternative to the stark choice between a supranational 
Europe or an intergovernmental Europe. 

 Bretherton was initially able to report that there 
was little emphasis in the Spaak Committee on supra-
national authority, but it eventually became clear that 
if  Britain were to remain a member of  the commit-
tee it would be drawn into unacceptable decisions.   13    
Bretherton therefore asked Spaak to draw up the fi nal 
report without reference to Britain’s position. Britain 
had avoided any possibility of  being committed to a 
supranational outcome of  the committee’s delibera-
tions. However, there was a growing belief  in the idea 
that the establishment of  a common market might 
be damaging to Britain’s interests and that, rather 

than simply encouraging the development of  a su-
pranational Western Europe Britain should provide 
an alternative—one which was not hampered by the 
vagueness of  Macmillan’s confederal proposals. The 
idea was to be based on a free trade area, controlled by 
member governments, rather than a customs union, 
with supranational institutions, but the extent of  sup-
port for Britain’s approach and the enthusiasm for a 
common market was badly misjudged by Whitehall. 

 In the fi rst place, the failure of  the EDC was given 
too much emphasis in Britain and led too easily to the 
mistaken conclusion that the Germans in particular 
were against the idea of  a common market. The idea 
that such a union would not work was particularly 
misplaced, as it was generally accepted that if  a com-
mon market were established the long-term economic 
outcome would be disadvantageous for Britain if  it 
were excluded. Hence the importance of  the belief  
that this next stage in European integration would not 
work. It was true that the German economics minister, 
Ludwig Erhard, would have preferred the looser ar-
rangements involved in a free trade area but Adenauer 
came out in favour of  a common market. Moreover, 
the Americans were very much in favour of  continued 
 European integration and were to work hard for such 
an outcome by covert and overt means. How deter-
mined the British were to sabotage the work of  the 
Six is a matter of  debate, but the announcement that 
Britain would not join with them certainly came be-
fore the publication of  the Spaak Committee’s report. 

 It was at Venice, in May 1956, that the Spaak Commit-
tee’s report was fi nally considered and it was agreed to 
draw up two treaties to establish a European Atomic 
Energy Authority (Euratom)—in eff ect, integrating 
a new energy sector of  the European economies—
and a European Economic Community (EEC), based 
around a customs union. There were a number of  dif-
fi culties to be overcome, including the reconciliation 
of  high French tariff  barriers with the German and 
Dutch preference for low ones, an idea also favoured 
by the British for a future free trade area. The diff er-
ences were eased by the British failure to produce their 
proposals for a free trade area, Plan G, until July 1956 
and by the British and French fall-out over the ending 
of  the Anglo–French–Israeli invasion of  Egypt (see 
 Chapter  8  , C). Plan G incorporated a free trade area to 
be run through the OEEC, all of  whose members were 
to be eligible, with the six EEC countries joining as a 
single bloc. In other words, it was not an alternative to 
the EEC, which even the British accepted would now 
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 be created, and can therefore be interpreted less as an 
attempt to frustrate the kind of  economic integration 
born from Messina, than an attempt to forge closer 
ties with the Six as Britain had originally envisaged at 
the start of  the decade.   14    

 In a way, the situation embodied the reluctance of  
British elites to compromise their perception of  them-
selves as a leading force in the world. There is a case 
for arguing that such perceptions of  status mattered 
more than the economic-commercial issues. But there 
were economic and commercial, as well as the more 
emotive, reasons indicating that Britain could not af-
ford to be included either. The Commonwealth still 
accounted for over 40 per cent of  Britain’s trade and, 
while the focus was shifting more towards Europe and 
North America, the Commonwealth still off ered ad-
vantages in the way of  cheap food imports. The di-
lemma over the advantages of  being out or in was also 
refl ected in the creation of  a free trade area, which 
would enable Britain to benefi t from important low-
cost food imports while gaining access to the Euro-
pean industrial market where cheap food would allow 
British industrialists to pay their workers less and ben-
efi t from comparative cost advantages. Britain wanted 
the best of  both worlds.     

 Sixes and Sevens and the First British 
Application   

 It can hardly have been a surprise that the Six were both 
distrustful and unenthusiastic about the creation of  a 
European Free Trade Area, especially once their own 
diffi  culties had been resolved with the signing of  the 
Treaties of  Rome, in March 1957. For a time, it seemed 
that the French insistence on special arrangements 
being made for the overseas territories of  the French 
Union, and another French dispute over social policies, 
would produce failure. However, the treaties were im-
plemented in January 1958, eighteen months before 
the creation of  the European Free Trade Area (EFTA) 
comprising Britain, Austria,  Denmark,  Norway, 
 Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland.  Before the crea-
tion of  the EEC and EFTA Britain had  proposed a 
‘Grand Design’, outlined by Selwyn Lloyd, foreign sec-
retary in Macmillan’s post-1957 government. It was a 
proposal for joining the various  European  institutions 
which had developed in the Western bloc during the 
Cold War—the Western European Union, NATO, the 
European Coal and Steel Community, the EEC, and 
the Council of  Europe—through representation in a 

single assembly. It was, of  course, another recipe for 
strengthening intergovernmental links at the expense 
of  supranational ones, but Europe was prepared for a 
future without Britain if  necessary and London seemed 
slow to realize that it was no longer powerful enough 
to act as a restraining infl uence. There was a further 
problem in that, following the Anglo–American divi-
sions over Suez and the attack on Egypt, Macmillan 
was determined to rebuild relations with Washington. 
While Washington was in favour of   European integra-
tion, it was worried by the problem of  British exclu-
sion and by the dangers of  creating two, competing 
economic blocs (the Six and the Seven) within the 
Western alliance. 

 Macmillan was certainly conscious that infl uence 
in Washington would be harder to achieve in terms 
of  Britain’s special position as a link to Europe if  there 
was no way of  reconciling a free trade area with the 
EEC. Attempts were certainly made within an OEEC 
framework but, with de Gaulle’s return to power in 
1958, French interests were now asserted more power-
fully and the new French leader had no desire to open 
up French markets to OEEC states. If  anything, as 
Miriam Camps argued, the talks between the Six and 
the FTA countries forced the EEC countries to defi ne 
their own policies and speeded up their integration.   15    
The British favoured a low-tariff  system, with loose 
ties and maximum access to world markets while the 
French wanted a common market surrounded by 
high tariff s to protect French industry. More gener-
ally, the British were concerned that their exclusion 
from a politico-economic bloc would, especially in 
the long term, harm British economic interests and 
result in the EEC becoming the key American part-
ner within the Western alliance. ‘The French feared 
that the EEC, carefully constructed to protect French 
political and economic interests, and to limit German 
power would be dissolved within a wider FTA.’   16    With 
 Adenauer again prepared to support the basic French 
position there was to be no agreement on links be-
tween the EEC and a free trade area in 1958 which 
forced Britain to become one of  the seven members 
outside the EEC. 

 The Americans had no love for EFTA, which they 
regarded as economically and politically divisive, and 
US support and encouragement were to become an 
important factor in Britain’s decision to apply for 
EEC membership in 1961. The American attitude 
highlighted the growing British fear of  being over-
taken by the EEC with regard to its importance as 
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 a major actor in international aff airs. At the end of  
1959, just after the fi rst meeting between Eisenhower 
and Khrushchev took place and just before the last 
summit meeting in which the British and French were 
to participate collapsed in acrimony, the EEC foreign 
ministers agreed to hold quarterly meetings to discuss 
international aff airs. It is easy to point to the imminent 
loss of  the colonial Empire as a further international 
consideration requiring a reordering of  Britain’s in-
ternational priorities and a move to Europe. How-
ever, there are alternative explanations based more 
fi rmly on Macmillan’s own personal predilections 
and assessments of  Britain’s diffi  culties in redefi n-
ing its world role. There were also domestic factors, 
which as in many instances impinged on  international 
considerations and policies. In the spring of  1960 eco-
nomic problems seemed to reinforce a feeling of  na-
tional unease, and the economy appeared unable to 
match the growth rates in much of  Western Europe. 
Some in Whitehall began to argue that EEC member-
ship would stimulate growth, attract US investment, 
and make the British economy more competitive. 
Internationally, the Congo crisis began in June 1960 
as Britain’s policy of  multiracialism was under severe 
challenges in Central Africa (see  Chapter  8  , B and D). 
It began to look as if  the last days of  Empire would 
be fi lled with diffi  culties, if  not major loss of  life. Nor 
did the  Commonwealth appear to off er an attractive 
way forward. The 1958 Commonwealth Economic 
 Conference appeared to confi rm that any prospects 
of  making the organization into an eff ective eco-
nomic or trading bloc stood no chance of  success. 
The Americans were likely to look more and more 
to Europe, and less and less to Britain, if  the success 
of  the EEC and the relative failures of  EFTA and the 
Commonwealth continued. 

 There were thus a great variety of  reasons for 
Britain to join Europe and be more positive about 
economic integration. Yet Macmillan was fi rst and 
foremost an Empire/Commonwealth man with con-
siderable governmental experience of  several aspects 
of  Empire life. It might therefore be possible to argue 
that  Europe and the application to join the Common 
 Market were supported for extra-European reasons. 
The Americans were very much in favour of  British 
entry, because they believed the EEC was then more 
likely to develop along lines favoured by the US as a low-
tariff , lightly regulated organization, with  Britain sup-
porting such goals inside the organization (see below). 
And, if  the EEC could revive the British economy, 

then Britain could strengthen its Commonwealth ties 
through aid and economic development programmes 
which, in the existing circumstances, it could ill aff ord. 
If  so, a strengthened Commonwealth could continue 
to bolster Britain’s position as a global power, carry 
weight in Washington, and lessen the apparent risk 
of  becoming just another European state as long the 
EEC provided the means to achieve economic success. 
The idea of  an old imperialist like Macmillan becom-
ing converted to the idea of   Europe helping Britain 
reinvigorate the Commonwealth is certainly no more 
implausible than the idea that Britain made a strategic 
choice between a shrinking empire with its decreasing 
trade importance and an expanding Europe with its 
economic potential and political importance. If  that 
was such a clear-cut case, the great debates within 
Britain at the turn of  the decade over the relative im-
portance of  NATO or defence commitments ‘out of ’ 
the European area would not have been so prolonged 
within the corridors of  power. And Britain would have 
easily strengthened its  European forces rather than 
argue for the need to keep an East of  Suez presence 
during most of  the 1960s.     

 Nuclear Cooperation and 
the Multilateral Force   

 Much of  the development within the Western bloc 
 focused on the nature and extent of  its members’ 
roles within Europe. However, the guiding hand of  
Washington was always there even if  only to off er 
support and encouragement in the economic sphere, 
and it was certainly ever present in the area of  nuclear 
cooperation. In part, this indicated a more controlling 
hand or at least the attempt to try and exercise one. 
In economic terms the fact that, for instance, the US 
exported such a small amount of  its total steel pro-
duction led it to believe there was little inherent in the 
creation of  a strong Western European economic unit 
that would pose a threat. The Eisenhower administra-
tion consistently supported integration from the side-
lines, but was more interested in the nuclear aspect of  
cooperation which began with the establishment of  
Euratom by the Treaties of  Rome. Under Kennedy, nu-
clear issues continued to be important and potentially 
more divisive in alliance terms. Within the American 
administration there was more of  a split between the 
‘Europeanists’, who wholeheartedly supported inte-
gration, and the ‘Atlanticists’, who preferred to reduce 
the importance of  integration and accept a much 
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 broader and less regulated framework which would 
be more acceptable to Britain. 

 Initially, Euratom seemed to many on both sides 
of  the Atlantic a more manageable project than the 
creation of  a common market. The idea was that 
there should be common European ownership of  all 
raw materials used in the production of  nuclear en-
ergy. By emphasizing the peaceful use of  energy, the 
French were enabled to go ahead with their produc-
tion of  nuclear weapons. And the Americans could be 
satisfi ed that they were not assisting European powers 
with their own weapons programmes. On the other 
hand, the launch of  Sputnik justifi ed the Eisenhower 
administration’s move some way towards this with the 
amendment of  the McMahon Act. Under the terms of  
the Act, passed in 1946, supplying nuclear technology 
or information to foreign parties was outlawed, but in 
1957, the year Britain exploded its fi rst hydrogen bomb, 
Eisenhower directed that the ‘exchange of  informa-
tion on the design and production of  warheads and 
the transfer of  fi ssionable materials’ be permitted with 
those nations that had made ‘substantial progress’ in 
nuclear weapons development.   17    

 In eff ect this meant Britain, but while the Eisen-
hower administration was seeking to provide help 
and ensure greater cooperation it was done in a way 
that could preserve American control over European, 
including Britain’s nuclear weapons. While fears grew 
under Kennedy that the Germans might develop 
their own nuclear programme, and the French faced 
pressure to submit to US desires to prevent national 
weapons programmes, the British position remained 
ambivalent. To a large extent American policy re-
fl ected the  Europeanist versus Atlanticist divisions in 
Washington and the key issue came to be the crea-
tion of  a  Multilateral Nuclear Force (MLF). There 
were those ‘Europeanists’ eager to integrate nuclear 
 weapons in Europe into a European force in NATO 
outside national control. This would include British 
and future French warheads. The British abandonment 
of  their missile programme in 1960 coincided with the 
fi rst MLF ideas. The term itself  contained an in-built 
ambiguity over whether any European MLF would be 
based on a ‘pool’ of  national contributions or require 
the creation of  a mixed manned force. 

 Kennedy himself  was unclear about this and about 
the precise importance of  a MLF. He was, however, 
committed to the principle of  a more united Europe, 
perhaps because he believed it would be the best way 
to secure American infl uence. On the other hand, 

he did look favourably on the British as in a diff erent 
or special position to the states of  mainland  Europe, 
even if  he was prepared to use them to serve  American 
 interests. The question of  US hegemony again has 
to be considered in this Western European context. 
Was it the case that policy in Washington was driven 
by the idea of  maintaining infl uence and contin-
ued hegemonic control as Western Europe became 
more powerful economically and a possible nuclear 
rival? Was it a non-hegemonic relationship based on 
 partnership or, as Macmillan would have had it, ‘inter-
dependence’? The question has to be asked in terms 
of  relations with Britain and with the Six EEC states 
to determine the extent of  shared US interests and a 
special relationship with Britain. By that is meant a re-
lationship based on a common culture and language, 
which was signifi cantly diff erent from that with other 
members of  the Alliance and infl uenced the American 
approach to Europe. 

 One example of  the alleged special British rela-
tionship has been the nuclear cooperation between 
London and Washington, which culminated at the 
Nassau conference of  1962. Here the Kennedy admin-
istration agreed to supply the British with Polaris mis-
siles that gave the appearance of  preserving Britain’s 
‘independent’ nuclear deterrent. This was the end of  
a long-running saga involving a commitment, never 
formalized by Eisenhower, to supply an air-launched 
missile, Skybolt, to the British. With the Americans 
developing a sea-launched missile, Polaris, Macmillan 
tried and failed to establish Anglo-American coop-
eration and ‘interdependence’ in nuclear submarines 
and sea-launched missiles, by trading the granting of  
base rights to the Americans at Holy Loch Scotland 
for such ‘interdependence’. The Americans regarded 
Holy Loch as the quid pro quo for Skybolt, but when 
the Skybolt programme was abandoned the British 
were left with nothing,   18    hence Macmillan’s determi-
nation to remain a nuclear power by obtaining Polaris 
from the Americans, while blurring the nature of  the 
commitment of  a British Polaris force to an MLF. 
Polaris would have been made available to the French 
too, but de Gaulle was determined on an independent 
French deterrent and the French leader chafed at the 
prospect of  US domination of  Europe with exclusive 
control of  nuclear weapons. 

 This is precisely how the aims of  Kennedy’s policy 
can be defi ned in relation to his Grand Design, which 
embodied the American president’s ideas for the 
 future of  US–Western European relations. Britain 
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 would gain entry into the EEC, which was applied for 
in 1961, Europe would bear more of  the defence bur-
den, its nuclear aspirations would be channelled into 
the MLF, and US exports would be enhanced by the 
reduction of  transatlantic tariff  barriers. It was all de-
signed to bolster the US position, which was becoming 
relatively weaker in economic terms with a growing 
US trade defi cit—hence the idea of  creating a willing 
but largely subservient partner. In specifi c terms, Ade-
nauer was told that good relations with Washington 
depended on Britain in the EEC and the creation of  
the MLF, rather than on Franco-German nuclear co-
operation. It has all been termed a quest for greater US 
infl uence in Western Europe and NATO with Britain, 
as one  offi  cial put it, acting as America’s lieutenant, but 
it was marketed under the auspices of  a more equal 
Atlantic community.   19    

 Fear of  Britain as an American lieutenant was 
precisely what de Gaulle wanted to avoid as France 
began its own quest to shape Western Europe to its 
own advantage. Once de Gaulle realized that neither 
Britain nor America were keen to follow his idea of  a 
tripartite global directorate for the Western alliance, 
he looked more to Western Europe and Germany to 
realize his plans of  regaining France’s position of  lead-
ership in the world, which he believed had not been 
attained since Waterloo. The fi rst attempt, through 
the Fouchet Plan, involved the creation of  a political 
community of  the Six EEC nations forming an in-
tergovernmental organization to coordinate foreign 
and defence policy. The Dutch, in particular, were 
opposed to a political union of  such a type without 
Britain, whereas for de Gaulle, who vetoed Britain’s 
entry into the EEC in 1963, the exclusion of  the British 
and their American backers was vital to ensure French 
leadership in Europe.   20    

 The Fouchet Plan had failed by 1962, but de Gaulle 
was later to pursue other means to challenge US 
leadership (see introduction to Part III) and permit 
France a more prominent European role. The unre-
alized aim was a change in the nature of  inter-bloc 
relations as well as intra-Western European links. 
Kennedy’s Grand Design was no more successful, and 
the MLF never got off  the ground, so preserving the 
British illusion of  an independent nuclear deterrent, 
even though the warheads and delivery systems were 
 dependent on American know-how and equipment. 
Although the EEC did in fact develop broadly along 
the lines desired by the Americans, the degree of  US 
infl uence remained less than many would have liked. 

The integrationists among the Kennedy ‘European-
ists’ were somewhat disappointed by the failure of  
Britain to join the EEC, which was to remain both a 
challenge and an opportunity to Washington. While 
for  Europeans, not just de Gaulle, the US remained 
an essential support for the Continent but had to be 
prevented from becoming a determinant of  the kind 
of  Europe it would have to back. It is diffi  cult to claim 
that the Americans ‘controlled’ Western Europe, 
but equally diffi  cult to avoid the impression of  them 
trying, albeit in rather uncoordinated ways, to do so 
without appearing to be engaged in such a quest.      

  C.    Latin America    

 US relations with Latin America had long been char-
acterized by intervention and a determination, evi-
denced as soon as the 1890s, to exclude other powers 
from the region. US marines in the years before and 
after the First World War were constantly landing in 
South and Central America to protect US economic 
interests and to attempt to produce stable regimes. 
When Roosevelt became president he aimed to  replace 
the use of  military force with a ‘Good  Neighbour’ pol-
icy, but the problems remained and US intervention 
was not entirely ruled out. Dictators like the  Somozas 
in Nicaragua tended to wield force in a brutal manner 
and without any hint of  democracy, yet still win sup-
port from Washington. In 1944, dictators were ousted 
in Guatemala and El Salvador, but the war for democ-
racy did not bring elected governments to much of  
Latin America. Indeed, in 1949, when  Uruguay pro-
posed that the Organization of  American States (OAS) 
consider action against those regimes who violated 
human rights, the idea was rejected by the US.   21    In 
terms of  political freedoms, Latin America was more 
akin to Eastern Europe than the US sphere in the 
Western half  of  the Continent. The problem for many 
in Latin America lay in the lack of  economic devel-
opment in the region, which some thought had to be 
overcome if  democracy were to take root, while oth-
ers believed that democracy could provide the means 
to encourage economic development. 

 There were signifi cant diff erences between coun-
tries such as Argentina and Uruguay, who produced 
primarily temperate-zone produce, and those, es-
pecially in Central America, who were reliant on 
tropical produce. Prices for the latter were far more 
volatile and the chances of  agricultural improvements 
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 providing surpluses for investment in other economic 
activities, as in Europe, were much fewer. In Argen-
tina, the standard of  living of  the lowest 20 per cent of  
the population was three times higher than in Brazil 
in the 1960s, where particular attention was given to 
externally promoted development, and foreign invest-
ment capital was encouraged with incentives and by 
wages being kept low.   22    Another handicap was faced 
by countries with high population densities, such as 
 Guatemala, as compared to those like Nicaragua, 
where, on paper, fewer people should have led to 
 easier access to land. In the event, this proved to be less 
important than the social  relations which  determined 
the use of, and access to, that land. Finally, in trade 
terms, dependency for some countries was refl ected 
in trade with the US, which took up to 80 or 90 per 
cent of  crops such as coff ee produced in countries like 
Nicaragua. The producer country was inescapably 
dependent on the US for earnings from its exports, 
which formed a small fraction of  US imports and 
which could be easily  obtained elsewhere. An alterna-
tive to the large US market was not readily available 
for most Latin  American producers.     

 Economic Development, US Policy, 
and the Early Cold War   

 At the heart of  the debate about US policy lies the 
issue of  development and the US role in hinder-
ing or supporting the diversifi cation of  many Latin 
 American economies. Were the activities of  US com-
panies promoting wealth creation to benefi t the local 
population, or extracting resources for the benefi t of  
their shareholders and/or US consumers? What form 
of  dependency dominated the economic relationship 
between the two parts of  the Western hemisphere, 
and how was this aff ected by the actions of  the US 
government? In terms of  the Cold War, the important 
question is whether policy in Washington was dictated 
primarily by the need to protect economic interests, or 
by the need to defeat communism. It is easy to link the 
two together, in the sense that free trade and respect 
for private property were associated with the develop-
ment of  free societies. Yet in Latin America, for much 
of  the time, this did not involve the exercise of  politi-
cal freedom but the maximization of  the opportuni-
ties for the wealthy and powerful to operate freely in 
economic terms. 

 At the end of  the Second World War, all Latin 
American countries, apart from Mexico, still had in 

place colonial agrarian structures where the owner-
ship of  land, with the exception of  Chile, dictated 
the basic institutions of  social organization. As one 
State Department analysis had noted at the end of  the 
1940s: ‘The economic development of  these countries, 
adapted to the shifting market of  the industrial coun-
tries of  the Northern hemisphere and handicapped by 
a system of  large landed estates, was so unbalanced as 
to prevent the emergence of  an economically strong 
and politically conscious middle class.’ During the 
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations, it was cer-
tainly the case that the US would have been delighted 
to welcome a strong middle class on which to build a 
democratic capitalist society, and it tried various ways 
to encourage the economic development to achieve 
this. Unfortunately, these eff orts proved a failure be-
cause the existing social structures were never tack-
led and the distribution of  the economic surplus they 
produced was never altered. Change would not have 
accorded with the  political and economic principles, 
which were based on very diff erent economic condi-
tions in North America and which the US government 
was fi ghting a Cold War to preserve. 

 In terms of  the power-political relations be-
tween the US and its southern neighbours, the State 
 Department, like the British with regard to the Middle 
East at the end of  the war, wanted the UN kept out 
of  the region which they regarded as an exclusive US 
zone, or sphere of  infl uence. The diff erence between 
Latin America and Eastern Europe was described 
thus: ‘While we do claim the right to have a guiding 
voice in a certain limited sphere of  the foreign rela-
tions of  Latin America we do not attempt to dictate 
the internal national life or to restrict their intercourse 
with foreign nations except in that limited sphere.’   23    
The importance of  the region increased with the 
Korean War and the need for raw materials. George 
Kennan believed that US policy must be directed to 
their protection, to preventing the enemy gaining any 
military benefi ts from the region, and to preventing 
any mobilization of  the region under a banner of  anti-
Americanism directed at the US.   24    

 Dulles shared the concern about the loss of  raw 
materials if  revolutionary movements seized power, 
and Eisenhower saw dangers of  changes in the region 
being exploited by communists. The fi rst National 
Security Council paper on inter-American aff airs 
analysed everything in terms of  the global strug-
gle against communism, emphasizing US concern 
about respecting property rights and guaranteeing 
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 security which would require consideration of  uni-
lateral  intervention.   25    The development of  the New 
Look formalized Eisenhower’s preference for in-
tervention in the form of  covert operations, which 
could be developed from the activities being consid-
ered in Eastern Europe. What concerned the US in 
this area of  large economic interests and important 
foreign policy requirements were often explained by 
policy-makers within a Cold War framework and as-
sociated with security. Yet, there was no real military 
threat and with regard to the distinction between the 
ideology of  communism and Soviet power political 
goals, there were only three countries in the whole of  
the region with which  Moscow had diplomatic rela-
tions in 1952.   26    In addition, the post-war concerns in 
America about the possibility of  European economic 
weakness or collapse did not apply in Latin America 
under  Truman. Despite its problems, Truman did not 
 provide government aid in the form of  a Marshall Plan 
and, during Eisenhower’s fi rst term, the new president 
continued the policy of  relying on private capital to 
serve the region’s fi nancial needs. If  communism ap-
peared, it could be dealt with by cheap covert means.     

 The 1954 Coup in Guatemala   

 In 1944 the rich landowners, constituting around 
2 per cent of  the population, owned nearly three-
quarters of  the cultivatable land in Guatemala, most 
of  which was left fallow, because it was more profi t-
able for large landowners to limit production and 
maintain higher price levels. The election of  President 
Arevalo began to change this and other iniquities in 
 Guatemala. The franchise was extended and forced 
labour ended. In March 1951, a more radical impe-
tus was given to the reform programme by Jacobo 
Arbenz, who was elected president in 1950 with 
60 per cent of  the vote. Arbenz introduced income 
tax, poured money into building ports and roads and, 
worryingly for  American companies such as United 
Fruit, in 1952 he expropriated uncultivated tracts of  
land that were larger than 670 acres. Eighty-fi ve per 
cent of  the United Fruit Company’s land was uncul-
tivated and the compensation payment in the form 
of  government bonds was disputed by them, as the 
fi gure decided on by the  government was based on the 
company’s tax valuation, which turned out to be con-
siderably lower than the company’s market valuation. 

 United Fruit looked to the American govern-
ment for help as it had infl uential contacts in the 

 Eisenhower administration. Both the Dulles brothers 
had represented the company (Allen Dulles was now 
Deputy Director of  the Central Intelligence Agency 
until  February 1953 when he became the head of  the 
CIA and John Foster Dulles was Secretary of  State). 
The alarm cry of  communism in Guatemala was soon 
heard and encouraged by US offi  cials in the region. 
Yet, while communists fi gured in the parliamentary 
coalition under Arbenz, they numbered only four 
out of  fi fty-one and none of  them was in the  Cabinet. 
 According to US intelligence, there were only 500 
Communist Party members in Guatemala in 1952 who 
had become 1,000 by 1953 when the new administra-
tion took offi  ce. The US commitment to covert op-
erations could now be tested in terms of  removing 
undesirable governments that were tainted with the 
communist brush. It would clearly be inaccurate to 
portray the Arbenz government as communist, rather 
than left-wing or reformist, but in this context it was 
not that such governments were communist that was 
crucial for Dulles. The Secretary of  State abhorred the 
 Arbenz government, not because it was a communist 
regime controlled or largely infl uenced by Moscow, 
which it clearly was not, but because it could easily 
become so. Dulles believed that all left-wing Popular 
Front governments, as in Eastern Europe or in the pre-
Second World War years in the West, faced an uphill 
struggle to avoid being taken over by the more ruth-
less communist parties. The government had thus al-
ready defi ned Latin American problems in global, not 
regional or country-specifi c terms. And those at the 
highest level did not fail to understand what consti-
tuted a communist government but were opposed to 
any left-wing regimes of  a radical nature, because they 
might open the door to communism. How much this 
was infl uenced by the need to protect US economic 
interests remains an unresolved question. 

 By his own admission, Dulles had no evidence of  
Arbenz’s links to Moscow but it was decided that ac-
tion should be taken against his regime. The catalyst 
was provided by a shipment of  Czech arms, in May 
1954, and a small force, numbering no more than those 
in the Communist Party, was assembled by Colonel 
Castillo Armas. The following month, the CIA fl ew 
planes over the capital with leafl ets, bombed shipping, 
and dropped explosive devices in the form of  dyna-
mite. As Armas marched towards the capital, the CIA’s 
aim was to create the impression of  a large force of  re-
bels preparing to overthrow the government. Arbenz 
then made a fatal mistake, by distributing arms and 
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 trying to create a peasant militia only to alienate the 
army. It was this which resulted in Arbenz’s demise 
and Guatemala abandoned eff orts at reform to face a 
period when the economy was dominated by  foreign 
enterprises, operating without labour legislation. 
Death squads appeared and the United Fruit Com-
pany was able to acquire more land. It was brought 
about, according to Dulles, by the action taken against 
the evil designs of  the Kremlin and their manipulation 
of  Arbenz.   27    And the success of  the attempts to over-
throw Arbenz, along with the overthrow of  Mossadeq 
in Iran, were to reinforce the American commitment 
to covert operations.     

 The Change of Policy under Eisenhower 
and the Initial Response to 
the Cuban Revolution   

 The end of  democracy and reform in Guatemala 
did not mean that the Eisenhower administration 
became convinced that a successful Latin American 
policy had to be based on dictators rather than demo-
crats, nor that the status quo had to be preserved at 
all costs. Eisenhower himself  preferred democracy 
of  a non-left-wing kind and he became more com-
mitted to its promotion in the second half  of  the dec-
ade, as dictators failed to provide stability and were 
more frequently opposed or overthrown by popular 
movements. In 1954, thirteen out of  twenty Latin 
American countries were under the thumb of  dicta-
tors, but as economic conditions deteriorated, with 
the terms of  trade moving against Latin American 
countries and producers of  primary produce and raw 
materials generally, things began to change. Ironi-
cally, the USSR under Khrushchev became more 
interested in the less developed world and in build-
ing aid and trade links with it, but Latin American 
consumers found Soviet goods singularly unattrac-
tive. The Soviet diplomatic presence in the region 
remained low key and, at the end of  the 1950s, there 
were still representatives only in Argentina, Mexico, 
and Uruguay. There were contacts made between 
Latin America and Soviet satellites such as Bulgaria, 
but in general there was little 1950s interference in 
what the Soviets may have regarded as an American 
sphere of  infl uence. 

 It was certainly more likely that problems which 
appeared had nothing to do with Soviet infl uence and 
everything to do with the economic conditions in the 
region. At all events, the situation led to a change in 

Eisenhower’s thinking as dictators were overthrown 
and the Vice-President, Richard Nixon, narrowly es-
caped serious injury or worse, when he was mobbed 
on a 1958 visit to Venezuela. Between 1956 and 1960 
ten dictators fell from power and, as early as 1957, 
 Eisenhower, for the fi rst time, asked Congress for 
more economic than military aid. Dictators appar-
ently had not provided the hoped-for political and 
economic stability. Nor had the private sector, on 
which Eisenhower had earlier placed so much reli-
ance, produced successful, self-sustaining develop-
ment. In 1958, the US supported the establishment of  
a regional development bank as the economic turmoil 
produced the overthrow of  one of   America’s leading, 
dictatorial friends, President Jimenez of   Venezuela. 
Nixon attributed the stone-throwing  demonstrators 
in Caracas to communist infi ltration into the region, 
but his reaction to the  experience was part of  a US 
shift to a more state interventionist economic policy 
that culminated with John F. Kennedy’s Alliance for 
Progress. 

 Signifi cant elements of  this were in place by 1960 
and partly connected to the progress of  the Cuban 
Revolution, which brought Fidel Castro to power in 
1959 (see next section). The economic problems were 
now refl ected by the fact that, in 1960, Latin American 
interest payments were almost equal to the foreign 
loans and investments provided. Brazil made a trade 
and aid agreement with the Soviet Union the same 
year, so there was the danger that capitalism’s increas-
ing failure in the Latin American context could lead 
to the adoption of  more radical solutions and closer 
links to Moscow. In order to pre-empt this, Eisenhower 
established a Social Progress Fund, while the Inter-
American Development Bank was now to focus on 
loans to those who imposed progressive income taxes. 
The US even supported the more progressive regimes, 
like those of  Frondizi in Argentina and Betancourt in 
Venezuela, who had earlier been frowned upon while 
dictators like Jimenez were seen as preferable. They 
were regimes which, in the words of  the National Se-
curity Council (NSC), favoured ‘rising living standards 
and a more  equitable distribution of  national income 
within the general framework of  a free enterprise 
system’.   28    

 Part of  this concern came from what later drove 
John F. Kennedy in his obsessive campaign against 
Fidel Castro. In essence, it was a fear that the Cuban 
Revolution might provide an example of  alterna-
tive ways to develop under a diff erent social and 
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 economic system. Castro came to power on the 
sugar-growing island of  Cuba, where US investors 
controlled 40 per cent of  the sugar production, by 
leading a popular uprising against the former US-
backed dictator,  Fulgencio Batista. The rebellion was 
initially supported by a broad-based coalition of  re-
formers from the middle classes, as well as by peas-
ants and workers. But Castro, and particularly his 
brother Raoul, had close links with Moscow and, in 
1959, he legalized the Communist Party and began to 
move towards the establishment of  a left-wing dicta-
torship. Farmland over 1,000 acres was expropriated 
in 1960 and he became more determined to abandon 
the US connection. But, as early as January of  that 
year, Allen Dulles was calling for Castro’s overthrow 
and, in March 1960, Eisenhower approved a covert 
operation to achieve this. Castro proceeded with his 
radical  reform  programme which, as he embraced 
nationalization, produced debates as to whether anti-
Castro US actions actually encouraged this radicali-
zation and ultimate ties with the Soviet Union. Only 
in December 1961 did Castro publicly announce his 
conversion to Marxist-Leninism, but his sympathies 
lay in that direction long before 1961 and, even if  the 
Americans had not been so obsessed with the global 
communist  challenge, the outcome in Cuba was 
likely to have been the same. 

 The Cuban Revolution produced someone who 
could be painted as a dictator of  the wrong political 
kind, that is, left-wing. It reinforced Eisenhower’s 
belief  that communism had to be stopped; dictators 
like Batista were probably not the kind of  leader to 
do it but the kind who produced revolutionaries like 
Castro. Eisenhower’s policies provided the initial 
impetus for those with which the Kennedy admin-
istration became identifi ed. These refl ected an in-
tense dislike of  Castro and his ideas and a belief  in a 
more interventionist approach, to produce the kind 
of   political and economic conditions that would suit 
both US ideals and interests. Such policies laid out the 
contradictions between attempts to prevent  another 
Castro and protect American interests, and attempts 
to bring about economic and political change. The 
latter might claim to be in tune with US ideals, but 
they threatened to damage American economic in-
terests. Put another way, changes were needed in 
Latin America to ensure the kind of  stability that did 
not depend on brutal dictators but, without brutal 
dictators, Castro’s infl uence could spread along with 
Marxist-Leninism.     

 The Bay of Pigs and the Alliance 
for Progress   

 When John F. Kennedy became president, there was 
a belief  in America and in his administration that all 
problems could be tackled by applying fresh new ideas 
and moving away from what seemed to be those of  the 
old, outmoded Republican administration. In Latin 
America, Kennedy saw the problems of  poverty and 
instability that had not been solved by Eisenhower. 
His belief  that US government money could make a 
diff erence to the plight of  the Latin American poor, 
producing development and stability, was enhanced 
by the growing diffi  culties he faced over Cuba. 

 Kennedy inherited a covert operational plan from 
the Eisenhower administration, which resembled the 
overthrow of  Arbenz in Guatemala. A small force of  
exiles would land in Cuba in April 1961, gain support 
from the populace and overthrow the regime. The 
President failed to realize the fl aws in the operation, 
which were not pointed out to him by the military or 
the CIA. The chosen landing place was completely 
unsuitable and led into swamps, which were not easy 
for any invading force to escape through if  under air 
attack. Intelligence was poor and secrecy not well 
kept, with the result that the belief  that Castro’s forces 
would take two days to respond proved wrong. To 
make matters worse, considerable numbers were lost 
in the initial invasion as some landing craft were sunk 
on reefs in the bay, while the Cuban air force sank two 
ships. The remaining force soon faced surrender if  
overt US intervention with increased air support was 
not forthcoming. Kennedy refused to deploy regular 
US air crews, to add to the small number of  CIA pilots 
fl ying unmarked planes, and the debacle therefore ran 
its course. There was little support from the general 
population anyway and the idea that the people would 
defect to the US once an invasion had established  itself  
was exposed as wishful thinking.   29    Both the miscal-
culations, and Kennedy’s refusal to authorize what 
would have amounted to a full-scale invasion of  Cuba, 
had lasting eff ects. The President became reluctant to 
accept advice from those he did not trust and grew 
more concerned about any appearance of  weak-
ness. Castro became, for Kennedy, a fi gure associated 
with his failure and therefore an enemy of  supreme 
importance. 

 The response to the Bay of  Pigs failure came in 
the form of  a series of  covert operations designed to 
help Cubans overthrow the Castro regime by using 
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 psychological warfare, sabotage, diplomacy, eco-
nomic and, if  necessary, military action. The type of  
activities considered, under what became known as 
Operation Mongoose, were often extremely bizarre. 
The Pentagon suggested dropping one-way air tick-
ets onto Cuba, using high-powered transmitters in 
Florida to override Cuban TV, putting chemical agents 
into fuel storage tanks, introducing corrosive materi-
als to cause aircraft, boat or vehicle accidents, and is-
suing fake photos of  an obese Castro surrounded by 
food and beautiful women, with a caption referring to 
his diff erent rations.   30    

 The need to destroy Castro was accompanied by a 
need to ensure that there was some alternative attrac-
tion to the promises of  Marxist-Leninism. In keeping 
with the general desire to demonstrate the benefi ts of  
capitalism and prove its superiority over communism, 
Kennedy sought to promote the development of  Latin 
America through an ambitious programme of  gov-
ernment aid. The Alliance for Progress, announced 
in March 1961, was what resulted. The hope was that 
dollars and freedom would prove more attractive than 
communism and Castro, who would be unable to 
provide what the US could off er. The new administra-
tion would bring to bear American drive and money, 
and produce their own form of  revolution in Latin 
America. Unfortunately, in the long run, Kennedy did 
more than Castro to provide the kind of  revolution he 
feared and Castro would have wanted. 

 One explanation for the failure of  the Alliance for 
Progress was that Kennedy concentrated too much 
eff ort on the Castro side of  the equation. Stopping 
Castro began to loom too large in his thinking. Thus, 
the aid and development programme became sub-
ordinated to the eff orts to remove Castro and to the 
need to encourage measures that would quell any 
unrest which was deemed to be exploitable by Cuba. 
The result was expenditure on internal security and 
counter-insurgency measures in Latin America, which 
encouraged the military to promote repression rather 
than freedom and democracy. And there was more 
expenditure on security measures than on health and 
sanitation programmes. By October 1963, Kennedy’s 
Assistant Secretary of  State for Latin American aff airs 
was admitting that the goals of  development and de-
mocracy could not be attained in every country in the 

near future. The US had promised change through 
another democratic revolution while training the ar-
mies to prevent it.   31    And even that was to some extent 
a  failure as in the wake of  the Alliance for Progress 
there were seventeen coups in a nine-year period. 

 Another reason for the failure of  the Alliance can 
be illustrated by Nicaragua, which in the 1980s was to 
produce exactly the kind of  mass-based left-wing gov-
ernment Kennedy was keen to prevent. In many ways, 
Nicaragua can be seen as a good prospect for devel-
opment as it had a low population density. Therefore, 
in theory, land should have been more readily avail-
able than in countries such as Guatemala where the 
population density was much higher. The ownership 
of  land was, of  course, crucial and the fact was that 
most of  the population lived on less than 5 per cent of  
the land. In 1962 when the Sandinistas, the National 
Sandinista Liberation Front (FLSN), were founded in 
opposition to the American-backed General Anastasio 
Somoza, the US took 40 per cent of  Nicaraguan ex-
ports and supplied 50 per cent of  its imports. 

 What the Alliance for Progress did do was to achieve 
economic growth in this situation of  dependency but, 
put starkly, it was growth without development. In 
the Nicaraguan case, the country used the injection 
of  resources to export more cotton and more coff ee as 
more land was brought into production and the coun-
try’s GNP grew. In fact exports rose by 20 per cent in 
the fi rst half  of  the 1960s but, in order to achieve this, 
more peasants were thrown off  their land and more 
recruits from a growing class of  landless labourers 
joined the Sandinistas over the next 15 years. The Al-
liance for Progress failed to instigate land reform, and 
therefore simply made the old system and its enor-
mous inequalities more eff ective. It was an alliance 
with the old landholding elite, who received US money 
to increase production and maintain the existing social 
system without progress. The eff orts to bring stability 
on occasions proved counter-productive and created 
more developmental problems than they solved. With 
coups again taking place on a regular basis and unrest 
increasing, this time the cure would be what was once 
seen as the problem—military dictators. The circle of  
unrest and brutal repression would begin again even 
if  Americans were to become increasingly indiff erent 
to it.       

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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Fighting the Cold War: 
The Off ensive Strategies        

  A.    US Covert Operations and the 
Revised National Security Strategy    

 When the Eisenhower administration took offi  ce it 
confronted the need to examine the eff ectiveness of  
the off ensive Cold War strategy developed by the 
 Truman administration and the machinery put in 
place to implement it, most notably the Psychological 
Strategy Board. However, there was also the question-
ing of  NSC 68 and some of  its assumptions, which 
had been begun by the State Department and Charles 
Bohlen in particular (see  Chapter  4  , D). NSC 68 and 
its proposals might no longer be accepted as eff ec-
tively contributing to national security. Given also 
the  President’s concern over economic policy and the 
need to control defence expenditure to maintain the 
kind of  low tax, sound economy deemed to be essen-
tial to the American way of  life, NSC 68 might require 
considerable revision. The other obvious concern was 
the danger of  hot war, which increased the importance 

of  a Cold War successfully destroying or weakening 
the Soviet Union, while simultaneously increasing the 
risks inherent in attempting to do so.     

 Operation Solarium and the Basis of a 
New Strategy   

 Stalin’s death further encouraged the reassessment 
of  Truman’s Cold War/national security policy, with 
Nitze posing the question as to whether the US would 
fi nd itself  committed to the overthrow of  the regime 
in the Kremlin, or else be willing to reach a diplomatic 
modus vivendi with it, which might be better than 
the present tensions and uncertainty. The fi rst for-
mal reassessment came with Robert Cutler’s critical 
examination of  Truman’s aims, which was produced 
in mid-March. Its criticism was in many ways based 
on an unrepresentative account of  Truman’s policy, 
but it belittled its eff ectiveness and was contemptuous 
of  its limited and defensive objectives. NSC 20/4 and 
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 NSC 68 were described as merely policies of  coexist-
ence, with the objective of  a military build-up being 
only to deter the Soviets from hot war and live with 
them until they changed their ways.   1    This criticism 
was very much in accordance with the initial thinking 
of   Eisenhower and Dulles who, after Stalin’s death, 
saw inducing the disintegration of  Soviet power as a 
means of  ending the danger presented by Moscow. If  
psychological and other pressure were maintained, 
the Soviet Union would either collapse or be trans-
formed into a harmless state.   2    The issue was clearly 
whether NSC 68 was good enough to deter the Soviets 
from hot war  and  to enable psychological pressure to 
wear down and eventually bring about the collapse, or 
transformation, of  the communist regime—roll-back 
over the long term, in eff ect. 

 Those who believed in the value of  making a deter-
mined eff ort to overthrow the Soviet regime because 
of  the opportunity presented by Stalin’s death, such 
as C. D. Jackson,   3    favoured a policy of  ‘rolling back’ 
Soviet power, with much greater determination than 
under Truman. Jackson produced a psychological war 
plan, PSB D-43, whose objectives were ‘to induce the 
Soviet armed forces to overthrow the Soviet regime 
at a propitious future time … and to weaken Soviet 
power by psychological exploitation of  the vulner-
abilities of  the Soviet armed forces’. The push for suc-
cess in destroying the Soviet regime was encouraged 
by the East German revolt (see  Chapter  6  , A). Jackson 
produced another paper on the exploitation of  satel-
lite unrest in Eastern Europe which was approved as 
NSC 158 in June 1953. Its fi rst objective was to ‘nourish 
resistance to communist oppression throughout 
 satellite Europe, short of  mass rebellion in areas under 
Soviet military control, and without compromising its 
spontaneous nature’.   4    

 The rapidity of  the East German uprising and its 
end indicated one of  the problems the Americans 
faced with such policies, but the issue of  how to 
 proceed further with undermining the Soviet Union 
or its satellites, while avoiding hot war, remained. 
 Operation Solarium was in essence directed at this 
question, as part of  a review of  national security 
 policy which would examine the key assumption 
of  NSC 68—the need for rearmament to deter hot 
war, while the Cold War was fought in ways which 
would bring about the collapse or transformation 
of  the Soviet satellites, or of  the Soviet regime itself. 
As has been seen,  Eisenhower had concerns about 
the H-bomb and about the cost of  the rearmament 

programme, which was accompanied by an interest 
in covert operations (see  Chapter  5  , B and C). He was 
also ready to relax controls on trade with the Eastern 
bloc, which had been introduced since 1947 and which, 
since January 1950, were set by a secretive Western 
organization known as the Co-ordinating Committee 
(COCOM). Through a policy of  ‘economic warfare’, 
the Truman administration hoped to prevent Soviet 
access to military materials and industrial equipment 
that could help manufacture weapons. After 1949 
limits were placed on trade with China, too, and in 
1951 Truman approved the Battle Act, which allowed 
the US to cut fi nancial aid to European countries that 
refused to conform with US-defi ned embargo items. 
Although this was never put into eff ect, European gov-
ernments were increasingly critical of  trade controls, 
because these made it diffi  cult to expand trade with 
the Eastern bloc. Churchill also saw trade as a way to 
create division in the Eastern bloc and demonstrate 
the superiority of  Western products, an argument 
that appealed to Eisenhower. In late 1953, Washington 
agreed to relax trade controls against the Soviet bloc 
somewhat, while maintaining them against China. 
There was a further relaxation in August 1954. 

 Operation Solarium consisted of  three teams or 
task forces examining a set of  assumptions pertaining 
to the mix of  pursuing Cold War and avoiding hot 
war. Teams A and C considered alternatives for policy 
towards the Soviet Union as a whole in this context, 
while Team B looked at the relationship of  US nuclear 
weapons to deterring Soviet aggression. Team A, as 
has been pointed out by Gregory Mitrovich, has com-
monly been considered as the ‘containment’ option, 
but was really aimed at the liberation of  the satellites 
and changing Soviet behaviour. Along with Team C it 
refl ected the divisions in the State Department about 
just how far to pursue an aggressive policy in order ‘to 
induce the disintegration of  Soviet power’, as Dulles 
put it. The report of  Task Force A thus proposed 
a dual strategy of  ‘roll-back’ in Eastern Europe and 
some element, at least in the short term, of  peaceful 
coexistence with a changed Soviet Union. Greater 
emphasis on the latter would be somewhat contra-
dicted by the US taking the strategic off ensive in the 
ideological Cold War confl ict. Containment, unlike 
covert operations, was not in the picture whereas con-
cern to prevent a hot war defi nitely was.   5    

 The fundamental diff erence between Task Force A 
and Task Force C was that, while A advocated roll-
back of  the Soviet satellite empire in Eastern Europe, 
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 but was prepared for possible coexistence with the 
Soviets, Task Force C aimed at the destruction of  
the Soviet Union itself  and peaceful coexistence was 
rejected in the medium term.   6    It made clear that the 
US must face up to ‘the lack of  a national strategy to 
end the Cold War by winning it’. The general goals 
were the removal of  the Iron Curtain, reducing the 
strength of  any communist elements left in the USSR, 
and the overthrow of  the Soviet leadership. More 
 specifi cally, Task Force C proposed that the US should 
ensure that in fi ve years the unifi cation of  Germany 
and Korea and a nationalist stronghold in mainland 
China were achieved. In the next phase, up to 1965, the 
satellite governments would be overthrown by an all-
out political off ensive. How all this could have been 
done without a major war remains unclear.   7    

 The Cold War strategy defi ned by Task Force A was 
one that envisaged the possibility of  coexistence if, 
or when, roll-back proved undesirable because of  the 
diffi  culty of  achieving it without resorting to hot war. 
The problem, which Eisenhower never fully came to 
terms with, was that aggressively fi ghting the Cold 
War risked disaster through hot war, yet accepting 
the continued existence of  the Soviet Union could re-
quire such strong military forces over a long period, 
and such large defence expenditures, as to threaten 
the American way of  life and ultimately lead to Cold 
War defeat. Aggressive moves against the communists 
were not therefore abandoned, but merely reduced 
in importance. And the choice between doing what-
ever it took to win the Cold War or accepting peaceful 
coexistence because the Cold War could not be won 
was consequently fudged.     

 The Search for a Post-Solarium National 
Security Policy   

 The fact that the emerging policy after Solarium came 
to contain more of  Task Force A than C was an in-
dication that acceptance of  peaceful coexistence was 
coming closer. For one thing, the aim of  destroying 
the Soviet Union was no longer to be the aim of  US 
covert activities. The subsidiary goal of  undermining 
the Soviet bloc seemed less dangerous, but not neces-
sarily any more realistic, unless it provided for direct in-
volvement by the US. As NSC 162/2 pointed out, while 
there were strains evident within the Eastern bloc, as 
evidenced by the June 1953 East German uprising (see 
 Chapter  6  , A), the Soviet ability to exercise control 
had not been appreciably reduced, and was unlikely 

to be so while Moscow maintained adequate military 
forces. Detachment of  satellites was, therefore, not 
feasible except by war or Soviet acquiescence.   8    

 Continuing doubts about the effi  cacy of  an ag-
gressive Cold War strategy were to produce disagree-
ments between the Joint Chiefs and the more cautious 
State Department in the post-Solarium attempts 
to produce a new national security strategy to fi ght 
the Cold War. Initially, in forming a new policy, con-
sideration was given to how to boost the strength of  
the free world while putting the Soviet bloc on the de-
fensive, but what this would involve and at what risk 
remained vague. Consequently, the immediate impact 
of  Solarium was to produce indecision and confl icting 
views about the future development of  any national 
security strategy centred on fi ghting the Cold War. 
The outcome, as it emerged during the fi rst half  of  
Eisenhower’s presidency, was to prove a key moment 
in the American approach to the Cold War, even 
though there was an absence of  agreement or deci-
sive presidential leadership. The eventual shift in em-
phasis came largely as a result of  three other factors: 
the reassessment of  Soviet capabilities with regard to 
hot war and which related in particular to the com-
munist acquisition of  nuclear weapons; the fact that, 
as more interest was taken in areas outside Europe, 
the success of  a Cold War strategy came to be defi ned, 
less in terms of  the eradication of  communism in 
Eastern Europe through an aggressive strategy, and 
more in terms of  preventing communism spreading 
to other areas of  the world; and fi nally the concern, 
particularly in 1954 as divisions seemed to be appear-
ing within the Western alliance (see  Chapter  4  , C on 
the problem of  German rearmament), that the unity 
of  the Western bloc would be diffi  cult to maintain, 
unless diplomatic eff orts to reach an agreement with 
the Soviets were made while avoiding aggressive acts 
that might provoke war. 

 However, despite the problems and reservations 
about the success of  an aggressive strategy in Eastern 
Europe, American reluctance to accept the continued 
existence of  the Soviet Union led to importance still 
being attached to the conduct of  covert operations and 
psychological warfare, some of  which were included 
in the formal paper on overall national security policy 
NSC 162/2. The paper referred to measures to impose 
pressure on the Soviet bloc, which should take account 
of  the desirability of  creating conditions to induce the 
Soviet leadership to be more receptive to negotiated 
settlements. Covert measures, in particular, should be 
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 taken to create and exploit problems for the USSR and 
eliminate its control over its satellites. Thus, although 
the aim of  destroying the Soviet regime was removed 
as the goal of  US policy, the means to achieve this 
still included similar measures and left scope for the 
kind of  secret actions which were risky and provoca-
tive. The change was that the possibility of  peaceful 
coexistence was now more acceptable and was likely 
to involve attempts at reaching negotiated settlements 
benefi cial to the US.   9    

 Eff ectively, Eisenhower was presented with two 
options (A and C) in the wake of  Solarium and could 
not decide which to choose. The indecision was made 
worse by the growing realization that the Soviets had 
the H-bomb and would at some point in the future 
be likely to achieve nuclear parity. If  under Truman, 
and especially in the wake of  NSC 68, coexistence was 
not in the interests of  the US, would not a preemp-
tive strike in 1953–4 be better than waiting for parity 
or bankrupting the US? The question then reverted 
to that raised by Charles Bohlen, whether the Soviets 
aimed at world domination by all means including 
the use of  force (see  Chapter  4  , D). If  they did, as the 
military claimed, then there was no real choice other 
than the destruction of  the Soviets, but if  they did not 
coexistence was an option. It was another dilemma 
which Eisenhower considered, but never decisively 
resolved. What was certain was the destruction of  
the assumptions behind NSC 68. If  rearmament was 
to enable the US to fi ght an aggressive Cold War, to 
destroy or weaken the Soviets without risking hot 
war (because of  the deterrence provided by America’s 
overwhelming nuclear and conventional strength), 
this policy was no longer an option once the Soviets 
achieved thermonuclear capability.     

 Subversion and Intelligence Gathering   

 The contrast between, on the one hand, policies of  dip-
lomatic negotiation and peaceful coexistence and, on 
the other, covert actions to weaken the Soviet Union 
and its control over the satellites (subversion) was to 
remain a feature of  US policy under Eisenhower. As 
Dulles and the State Department favoured the former, 
the military remained committed to more aggressive 
Cold War policies. The scope and value of  covert oper-
ations and psychological operations remained part of  
US Cold War policy and helped produce a number of  
risky operations against the Soviet Union. If  the Soviet 
Union had to be destroyed or its behaviour radically 

altered, there was no real need to limit the risk of  war. 
Or, as fears of  war grew (again as in earlier periods 
there was a belief  that the Soviets were unlikely to de-
liberately start a war), more attention was paid to how 
the US would be best able to cope with Soviet capabili-
ties in defensive and off ensive hot war terms. The need 
to consider how best to assess and cope with Soviet 
hot war capabilities, combined with the underlying of-
fensive and aggressive strategy in the Cold War of  the 
US military, led to dangerous risk-taking. The former 
need also helped produce much more NSC attention 
to such matters in its reviews of  national security. By 
the time Kennedy radically changed the whole NSC 
approach and reduced the importance of  the National 
Security Council, it dealt with such issues as civil de-
fence, early warning, Soviet air defence systems, and 
relative nuclear and conventional capabilities, includ-
ing joint war plans for hot war. 

 One of  the most secretive US operations involving 
the clearest most direct risk of  hot war was Operation 
Home Run, about which a lot less is known than the 
illegal overfl ying of  Soviet airspace by U-2 spy planes. 
Staged from Greenland, fi fty US bombers were sent 
into Soviet airspace carrying eavesdropping equip-
ment and cameras as opposed to nuclear weapons. 
Most of  Northern Russia was penetrated over a period 
of  seven to eight weeks, in the spring of  1956, and 
156 missions over Russian airspace were fl own. Part 
of  the aim was to acquire information about Russian 
radar, which may be considered in relation to the 
mysterious and disastrous overfl ight of  the Korean 
civilian airliner, KAL 007, under President Reagan (see 
 Chapter  16  , A). US reconnaissance overfl ights of  the 
Soviet Union began in 1954.   10    The US military were not 
just concerned about hot war intelligence; they also 
wanted to use air power and technological supremacy 
for Cold War purposes. They initially proposed Pro-
ject Control in 1953, which was based on the political 
use of  air power. The reconnaissance off ensive could 
lead to the use of  US nuclear weapons to resolve key 
problems with the USSR. In other words, US techno-
logical supremacy in the air could be used as a bar-
gaining tool with the Soviets, for example, to urge the 
withdrawal from Eastern Europe. If  concessions were 
not given by Moscow, and there were attempts to stop 
the reconnaissance planes, the US would respond with 
a nuclear attack.   11    

 Whatever may have come of  such a plan, Soviet 
espionage and subversion appear, from what we know, 
to have been of  a very diff erent kind in the 1950s to 
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 those of  the US. Soviet spies operated in an environ-
ment where it was easier for agents to escape detec-
tion. Developing their agents to follow on from the 
wartime defectors to the cause of  Soviet communism 
was now more diffi  cult because of  recruitment prob-
lems in the Cold War. Recruits would have to come 
from members of  the Soviet intelligence services 
and become illegal entrants to the West. In the US 
Venona (see  Chapter  4  , A) had revealed such knowl-
edge of  Soviet agents that the network in the US had to 
be almost entirely rebuilt. The essence of  Soviet espio-
nage and subversion was a legacy of  Stalinist paranoia 
and wartime mistrust, which had produced a need to 
discover what the West was planning to do against the 
Soviet Union. Fears in the Cold War may have been 
better grounded in reality, but they were based on per-
ceptions that the Soviets needed to know more about 
the nature of  what was being planned against them. 
Hence, probably their most successful agent, apart 
from those recruited in the inter-war years, was the 
British George Blake,   12    who betrayed a large number 
of  Western agents to his Soviet masters. 

 Counter-subversion for the Soviets and for Blake 
was also directed at the secret Western tunnel in 
Berlin. Approved in 1953, the tunnel was begun in the 
late summer of  1954 and completed in 1955; at 1,600 ft 
long, it ran from West Berlin underground into East 
Berlin, so that the West could intercept land-lines run-
ning from the Soviet military and intelligence HQ at 
Karlshorst. The Soviets learned of  the planned tunnel 
through Blake in January 1954, but were unable to 
‘discover’ it until 1956 for fear of  compromising their 
British agent.   13    The Berlin tunnel and the Blake spy 
case came to symbolize some of  the similarities and 
diff erences between Soviet espionage and subversion 
and the Western variety. Both sides were keen to use 
agents to provide knowledge of  what the other side 
was doing, to compromise offi  cials, and to prevent the 
effi  cient conduct of  intelligence operations. The dif-
ferent features of  the two societies (see  Chapter  4  , A) 
made it easier for the Soviets to use agents inside the 
US or Europe. This meant, in the 1950s, that the West 
used more devious means, like the Berlin tunnel, to 
obtain information on Soviet intelligence and military 
activities; and in the military case this made risky ex-
ercises to assess Soviet capabilities more likely (see 
next section, Defi ning an Overall Cold War National 
Security Strategy). In the case of  subversion, it meant 
that because the degree of  underground resistance 
was less in the West, it was therefore more diffi  cult for 

the communists to encourage the use of  illegitimate 
means (uprisings) to overthrow the regime. The result 
was that while ‘illegals’ were sent by Moscow with 
the aim of  disrupting Western governments’ policies 
and obtaining secrets, the West was better able to use 
tactics based on encouraging insurrection of  the peo-
ple against the communist governments. Actions to 
disrupt economic planning, to highlight the relative 
lack of  consumer goods with food and leafl et drops, 
to establish contacts with dissidents, and to continue 
broadcasting propaganda, were not part of  Soviet sub-
version. This was irrespective of  whether there were 
those individuals and agencies who linked their activi-
ties to a strategy based on the ultimate destruction of  
the other side. Here we must wait for evidence from 
the Soviet side that this was ever considered as part of  
a Cold War strategy, at the centre of  which was the 
issue of  eventual coexistence, for the Americans. 

 At the same time, what each side understood by 
subversion was also partly infl uenced by the diff erent 
possibilities that were made available by the nature 
and location of  the two opposing societies. Subversion 
to the Americans was not just action authorized and 
controlled by the Soviet state and its agents, aimed at 
the destruction or weakening of  the US, but any left-
wing communist political activity. Because such activi-
ties were, in theory at least, permitted in free societies, 
any such group, whether controlled or infl uenced 
by the Soviets or largely independent of  them, was 
labelled subversive. Moreover, in some societies it was 
possible for groups to emerge which had diff erent var-
iants of  interests and ideology, as in Vietnam, which 
by 1954 was the key US example of  Soviet subversion. 
The confusion then and now arose over the analysis of  
these movements as both ideological and power po-
litical opponents controlled by Moscow, when some 
were not. 

 The advantage for the communists was the ease 
of  encouragement of  ideological opposition to capi-
talism that the existence of  communist parties pro-
vided. It is arguable, however, that the Soviets were 
never fundamentally interested in ideology, but were 
aware of  its importance to justify and explain actions 
which were always primarily geared to the power 
political goals of  the Soviet state. Naturally, the old 
debate over whether Soviet expansion, world domina-
tion, the survival of  the satellite Empire, the needs of  
state security, or the achievement and enhancement 
of  world power status was the dominant goal remains 
crucial, as does the role of  ideology in Soviet foreign 
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 policy. Yet the Americans arguably used ideology, 
not as a power political state tool, but as a universal 
principle of  international well-being. In other words, 
communist/socialist ideology was interpreted in the 
same way as, and often juxtaposed or confused with, 
the advancement of  Soviet state power as a threat to 
US national security. Communist ideology was not a 
threat because it was seen as a tool of  another state but 
because it was deemed a threat to international well-
being and American interests and values. The result, 
in the 1950s, was that the US perceived threats on a 
broader front and propaganda became more impor-
tant. Moreover, to a signifi cant extent it was prepared 
to run greater risks to remove or counter them.     

 Defi ning an Overall Cold War National 
Security Strategy   

 While there was some reluctance to abandon an 
aggressive strategy, the voices of  moderation con-
tinued to gather strength in late 1953 and in 1954. 
They were boosted by the destructive power of  the 
H-bomb, the prospect of  Soviet nuclear suffi  ciency or 
equality, and the futility of  the immediate Cold War 
destruction of  the enemy. In one sense, American 
policy-makers can be seen as attempting to justify and 
reconcile the two somewhat contradictory tracks in 
US policy and to modify NSC 162. By 1954 this modifi ca-
tion was deemed necessary, because of  the increasing 
likelihood of  Soviet subversion, with North Vietnam 
lost to the West, the increased Soviet nuclear capabil-
ity, and the growing signs of  divisions between the 
Western allies. As NSC 5440 put it, in December 1954, 
the hostile policies of  the Soviet Union could only be 
resolved in accordance with US security interests, ei-
ther through the overthrow of  the Soviet regime and 
its replacement by a government with no expansion-
ist policies ‘or any other objectives inconsistent with 
US security’. Or, the problem could be resolved by the 
modifi cation of  the Soviet system so that its leaders 
‘abandon expansionist policies and accept arrange-
ments in accordance with US national security inter-
ests’.   14    Thus, covert measures could be continued with 
the aim of  encouraging the modifi cation of  the Soviet 
regime, or the withdrawal from Eastern Europe and 
the end of  Soviet expansion, which most Americans 
wrongly believed had caused, rather than encouraged, 
the events in Korea and Vietnam. 

 Dulles, to his credit, tried to defi ne the limits 
to which the Operations Coordinating Board (the 

replacement for the Psychological Strategy Board 
in September 1953) could go in covert operations, by 
arguing in September 1954 that no actions should be 
taken which would impair a negotiated settlement.   15    
The statement proved to be ironic in that it was the 
covert U-2 spy fl ights in 1960 which eff ectively sabo-
taged the Paris summit negotiations (see  Chapter  5  , 
B). Moreover, the crux of  the controversy was over 
the acceptance or rejection of  peaceful coexistence 
and negotiation as the best strategy for ending Soviet 
hostility. The debate was formalized in NSC 5440 
in terms of  the Joint Chiefs of  Staff  ( JCS) and State 
Department views. The former argued that it was 
dangerous to try and solve problems with the Soviets 
through negotiations, and should therefore be rejected 
until Soviet behaviour changed. The latter sought, from 
a position of  strength, to achieve a modus vivendi with 
Moscow.   16    Thus, the dilemma posed by the NSC com-
mittee in June 1954 under Robert Cutler remained 
unresolved. Cutler noted that

  As it has been formulated, NSC policy towards the USSR has 
not provided a ‘strategic concept’ adequate for operational 
guidance in the exploitation of Soviet vulnerabilities … 
There is no clear guidance in NSC policies for determin-
ing the balance and relationship between measures taken 
within the context of a policy of coexistence and measures 
to be taken within a context which postulates the destruc-
tion of the Soviet system and regime.   17      

 The problem of  linking subversion and covert 
operations to the destruction of  the Soviet regime, 
with a policy based on coexistence and reducing the 
Soviet threat by negotiation, was to remain during 
the Eisenhower administration. In 1954, the JCS con-
tinued to argue that for a change in Soviet attitudes 
to occur communists had to be convinced that their 
policies would produce countermeasures that would 
threaten their continued existence.   18    Dulles, however, 
believed that while he could sympathize with the 
military desire for a more dynamic Cold War policy, 
which he himself  had called for in 1952, it was not 
easy to go beyond the point the Eisenhower admin-
istration had reached in translating policy into action. 
If  strong pressure were applied to change the Soviet 
system, or to overthrow the Chinese communist re-
gime, general war was likely. And, even if  this did not 
occur, the problem of  Soviet atomic plenty (which had 
ended the NSC 68 strategy of  being able to apply Cold 
War pressure from a position of  hot war superiority) 
would remain. Finally, to continue with an aggressive 
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 Cold War policy was likely to destroy the unity of  the 
free world.   19    When the next review of  national secu-
rity gave rise, in 1955, to NSC 5501, the outline national 
security strategy was defi ned as a choice between 
meeting the Soviet threat by ‘destroying the power of  
the Soviet-communist bloc or modifying the policies 
of  the Soviet government along lines more compatible 
with US security interests’. The means to implement 
this were not addressed; instead it was merely stated 
that: ‘Either policy could include action to disrupt or 
neutralize the international Communist apparatus  in 
the free world .’   20    

 The emphasis on the ‘free world’ eff ectively meant 
counter-subversion not subverting or destroying the 
Soviet system but protecting the Western one. Yet 
it took more time before the aggressive Cold War 
policy disappeared. The basic reviews of  national se-
curity policy in 1956, 1957, 1958, and 1959 (NSC 5602, 
NSC 5707, NSC 5810, NSC 5906 memoranda) changed 
little in terms of  strategy and still contained sections 
on ‘Means of  Directly Infl uencing the Soviet bloc’, 
including the exploitation of  Soviet vulnerabilities as 
part of  a Cold War strategy which encouraged bu-
reaucratic and popular pressures inside the bloc. Thus, 
the scope was there for the continuation of  measures 
originally designed as part of  a strategy of  undermin-
ing the Soviet Union or its satellites. However, nego-
tiations and the exploitation of  Soviet vulnerabilities 
now went hand in hand. 

 Throughout the 1950s the contradictions in the 
two elements of  Cold War strategy were not totally 
resolved in the context of  national security strategy. 
What happened was that new things were added 
to it, again stemming from the attempts to defi ne 
such a strategy in the wake of  Solarium in 1953 and 
1954. In the fi rst place, more emphasis was given to 
hot war now that the Soviets were approaching nu-
clear plenty, meaning that, by the second half  of  the 
decade, they could deliver an immensely damag-
ing strike on the US. More emphasis was placed on 
deterring this, and analysing ways in which it might 
be prevented by military and technological means. 
Secondly, the growing importance of  the less devel-
oped world had enormous implications by the end 
of  the decade. Rather than concentrating on destroy-
ing the Soviet bloc, it now became more necessary to 
strengthen the free world against the spread of  com-
munism. Aid and other measures to do this, including 
counter-subversion had to be an integral part of  such a 
strategy and under Kennedy the whole emphasis was 

placed there. Covert operations would no longer be 
organized as part of  a general Cold War strategy of  
peaceful coexistence or roll-back, or both, as it had be-
come for much of  Eisenhower’s administration. 

 The implications of  this Cold War shift away from 
Europe, as fear of  hot war grew and peaceful coexist-
ence became something of  a fact, as well as a more 
desirable State Department goal, have important 
implications for interpretations of  US national secu-
rity and Cold War strategy. The diff erence between 
policies geared to hot war and to those pertaining to 
all other forms of  confl ict, short of  an international 
armed one, are again vital for coming to grips with the 
Cold War. Yet, understanding that the whole process 
was never fully centred on containment is even more 
important. The old idea of  containing Soviet power 
in Europe in a Cold War, which then became, for the 
US, a global form of  containment, needs challenging. 
In the 1950s, the issues were coexistence and negotia-
tion with the communists or destroying or radically 
changing the Soviet regimes Moscow imposed on the 
Eastern bloc. As Dulles pointed out: if  the US was 
going to accept coexistence, it would be important to 
determine which areas of  the world it should hold. One 
can only ‘contain’ something which exists. Practising 
a policy of  coexistence, as Secretary of  the Treasury 
George Humphrey pointed out in 1954, would be the 
result of  abandoning roll-back. Containment was, 
arguably, more in evidence after roll-back was being 
abandoned than before it. The diffi  culties and doubt-
ful success of  a policy of  removing the communist 
problem by weakening and/or removing the regime 
in Moscow were rightly seen as greater in the wake 
of  Solarium. Coexistence and peaceful negotiations, 
arguably leading to containment, then became more 
attractive. Eisenhower never made the choice and the 
implementation of  a policy never went beyond what 
Dulles had defi ned as the problem in 1954.      

  B.    The Berlin Crises    

 Berlin was at the heart of  the Cold War, the heart of  the 
German question, and on several occasions became 
the focus of  tension between the two blocs in Europe. 
The airlift of  1948–9 to preserve the Western posi-
tion in the city, which was an island in East Germany 
(GDR), had become a potent Cold War symbol. Berlin 
could be portrayed as a beacon of  freedom in a land 
devoid of  democracy, where communist aggressors 
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 were poised to strike once Western vigilance relaxed. 
It also symbolized the division of  Germany, yet was a 
city that off ered a gateway to the West for people who 
could move between the Soviet sector and the British, 
French, and American sectors. Thus, it became a focal 
point for East German citizens seeking a better life in 
the West. 

 In the early 1950s, the scale of  the exodus was fast 
becoming a problem for the East German authorities 
and a massive disadvantage in propaganda terms, as 
people began to ‘vote with their feet’ on the success 
of  communism. Nevertheless, the roots of  the crises, 
which began in 1958 and 1961, were not simply com-
munist designs on the city, because of  a need to ease 
the political and economic diffi  culties faced by Walter 
Ulbricht’s regime in the GDR. Nor was the American 
response simply based on a reaction to the crises pro-
voked by Khrushchev. American policy was defi ned by 
two key considerations before the fi rst crisis broke, at 
the Russian leader’s instigation, in 1958. One was re-
lated to the pressure the Soviets could bring to bear on 
the US position by a repeat of  the blockade strategy; 
the other was the pressure the US could put on the 
Soviets through covert operations and psychological 
warfare conducted from West Berlin.     

 The Background to the 1958 Crisis   

 The West was very aware of  the virtual impossibility 
of  defending West Berlin in the wake of  a determined 
Soviet attack. The Eisenhower administration consid-
ered this and concluded by 1954 that the Western posi-
tion was suffi  ciently important to retain even at the 
risk of  general war. This raised the stakes, by chang-
ing Truman’s policy of  threatening war only when the 
Western position was unsustainable. Eisenhower saw 
that as too defensive and, while the defence of  West 
Berlin was impossible, he wanted to use the US posi-
tion in the city to wrest the Cold War initiative away 
from Moscow. The President believed West Berlin 
could be used to implement a ‘dynamic programme 
of  penetration to bring freedom to those who want it’. 

 The covert operations programme comprised 
disinformation and radio broadcasts to encourage 
Eastern Europeans to revolt against communist rule, 
even though its eff ectiveness had been put into ques-
tion by the collapse of  the East German uprising in 
the summer of  1953. By then, West Berlin had become 
the centre of  anti-Soviet activities in Europe including 
eavesdropping projects in a secret Berlin underground 

tunnel (see  Chapter  7  , A). One particularly embar-
rassing Western campaign for the East Germans and 
Soviets was the provision of  food parcels. This forced 
the East Germans to impose restrictions on travel 
into West Berlin and to penalize East Berliners who 
were found to be participating in the programme. 
Eisenhower also adopted a more assertive Cold War 
policy with new defensive measures and believed 
that the blockade relief  option, despite stockpiling in 
West Berlin, was no longer desirable. Whatever the 
increased diffi  culties of  implementing a repeat of  the 
1948 airlift in response to a new blockade, there might 
come a time when the US, by fi nally threatening mili-
tary action, would be placed on the back foot. There 
would then be the possibility of  a humiliating climb-
down, after losing a battle to save West Berlin without 
resorting to general war. Of  course, the threat of  gen-
eral war was inevitable if  the Soviets were determined 
enough, given the relative strengths of  the opposing 
forces, but Eisenhower wanted to resort to the threat 
of  military action at the  beginning  of  any future crisis.   21    

 Khrushchev was aware of  East German weakness 
and, particularly after the incorporation of  West 
Germany into the Western alliance, he became more 
committed to strengthening the GDR as a fi rm mem-
ber of  the Eastern bloc. The fear of  losing a satellite 
to capitalism was accompanied by a desire to prevent 
any Eastern European state collapsing, especially in 
the second half  of  the decade. The failure to make 
any progress on a German settlement, which could 
be portrayed as a success, was also something that he 
became concerned about. After 1956, Khrushchev had 
embarked on a policy of  peaceful coexistence and cut 
Soviet conventional forces considerably. If  this con-
tinued to fail to bring results in the form of  increased 
security and status for the Soviets, then domestic criti-
cism would grow. Some analysts told Khrushchev that 
Adenauer could soon force Washington to support 
the ‘implementation of  German reunifi cation on a 
bourgeois basis’. And there were other fears of  a West 
German rapprochement with Poland which would 
force Russian troops back inside the Soviet borders. 
There was particular concern about the Germans 
getting their hands on nuclear weapons.   22    In addition, 
pressure on Khrushchev came from Ulbricht, who 
reminded him of  the subversive activities of  the 
Americans and the continued fl ow of  East Germans 
to the West. Ulbricht urged Moscow to take measures 
which would enhance the international status of  the 
largely unrecognized GDR. The East Germans were 
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 increasingly seeing the need to gain sovereignty over 
the whole of  Berlin, which otherwise would remain 
an open sore inside the GDR. 

 In Berlin, as elsewhere, US subversion policy (see 
 Chapter  7  , A) moved to one of  supporting passive resist-
ance, rather than armed rebellion, in the Eastern bloc. 
The Americans also made it clear that they would not 
tolerate interference with Western access to the city 
and based their response to any such interference on 
‘immediate and forceful action to counter the Soviet 
challenge even though such countermeasures might 
lead to general war’. Berlin was also placed under the 
NATO nuclear umbrella, and, fearing that the Russians 
might relinquish some of  their administrative offi  cials 
to the East Germans, a decision was made in 1954 to 
accept GDR offi  cials as representatives of  the Soviet 
Union.   23    But the crux of  the developing crisis was 
Soviet concerns over nuclear developments in West 
Germany and the increasing need to strengthen the 
East German state, while the US attached enormous 
symbolic importance to West Berlin as the centre of  
psychological warfare against the Eastern bloc.     

 The Crisis of 1958   

 The attempts to strengthen East Germany had led, in 
1954, to a Soviet announcement that it regarded the 
GDR as a sovereign state and to Ulbricht’s statement, 
the following year, that East Berlin was its capital 
and that he was prepared to restrict traffi  c between 
the zones. As economic conditions in West Berlin 
began to improve, the attractions of  the Western 
sector only increased and Khrushchev’s domestic 
credibility became increasingly threatened. Interna-
tionally, there was the impact of  a massive increase 
in 1958 of  the numbers of  escaping East Germans. 
The victory of  socialism, as an economic force, could 
not be reconciled with the growing desire to escape 
from its clutches in East Germany, in order to share 
in the economic success of  capitalism. Nor could the 
security benefi ts of  peaceful coexistence be squared 
with a West German state apparently on the verge 
of  controlling nuclear weapons. In the spring of  1957 
Adenauer did not deny to the Soviet ambassador 
that West Germany might become a nuclear power 
and Heinrich Brentano, the West German foreign 
minister, asked why, if  other West European powers 
had nuclear weapons, Germans should not too. 
Khrushchev suspended high-level contacts with the 
West Germans for a year as a result. In 1958, Ulbricht 

sent Khrushchev alarming reports about American 
nuclear weapons in Berlin and, at the end of  the sum-
mer, the Soviet leader devised a way to strengthen 
his and East Germany’s position. Berlin would be de-
clared a free, demilitarized city and he would threaten 
to transfer control over West Berlin access routes to 
the East Germans. The ultimate aim was to use this 
threat to persuade the West to recognize the GDR, 
and with it the formal division of  Germany, prefer-
ably with both states renouncing nuclear weapons. 
Khrushchev was confi dent he could reduce the rights 
of  the West in Berlin, bit by bit, without giving a real 
justifi cation for war. 

 On 10 November 1958, he therefore announced that 
the Soviet Union would transfer its Berlin occupation 
rights to the GDR so that the West would have to dis-
cuss all Berlin questions with the East Germans. He 
then informed the West Germans that talks in Bonn 
would only continue on the basis of  the West Germans 
not acquiring nuclear weapons and acknowledging the 
GDR as a negotiating partner. Finally, on 27 November, 
he presented a large memo to the Western powers de-
manding an agreement to transform Berlin into a free, 
demilitarized city and an understanding with the GDR, 
on unhindered travel between the city and the rest of  
the world. If  no such agreement was reached within six 
months, the Soviet Union would make its own agree-
ment with the GDR, giving the latter full sovereignty 
over East Berlin. This ultimatum occurred, coinciden-
tally or not, at the same time in 1958 as German bomber 
units were trained so that they might have a nuclear 
capability, and at the same time that the construction 
of  German nuclear storage facilities was completed.   24    
The NATO powers rejected Khrushchev’s demands 
the following month.   25    

 In early 1959, Khrushchev tried to take the heat out 
of  the stalemate by claiming that the speech was not 
intended to be an ultimatum, an assurance repeated to 
the British Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, when he 
visited Moscow in February 1959. The Russian leader 
also accepted Eisenhower’s suggestion for another 
foreign ministers’ conference on the German ques-
tion, which began in Geneva in May 1959. By then, the 
possibilities for agreement on disarmament had been 
exhausted (see  Chapter  5  , B and C) and the conference 
made no progress but it eff ectively ended the ultima-
tum. It also led to another formal process of  meetings 
designed to reduce tension through more summits and 
other high-level discussions, but Khrushchev’s motives 
for this have not been made clear. The most logical one 
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 seems a desire, born from a genuine fear, to reduce the 
German military threat. What particularly concerned 
Khrushchev was the possibility of  West German forces 
being used against a weak East Germany, backed by the 
threat of  nuclear weapons. When Khrushchev visited 
the US in September 1959, to meet Eisenhower, ten-
sions over Berlin were further reduced as the American 
president seemed willing to discuss the partial with-
drawal of  US troops from West Berlin. Thus, Berlin 
for the moment was subsumed in the general round 
of  meetings on bigger and broader issues and the 
crisis would not re-emerge in acute form until a new 
American president was in the White House.     

 The Crisis of 1961   

 The importance of  Berlin was likely to render any 
agreement diffi  cult, as the real question was whether 
the Soviets would take any military action to change 
the status quo and, if  they did, would the Americans 
go to war in response. It was a cat-and-mouse game of  
bluff  for the two protagonists which, in 1961, involved 
their respective allies much more than in 1958. It has 
been suggested that Ulbricht, not Khrushchev, drove 
the 1961 crisis because of  the desperate situation in East 
Germany. Something had to be done, irrespective of  
Khrushchev’s domestic problems or any Soviet desire 
to avoid confrontation with the US. For Ulbricht, the 
general questions of  West Germany obtaining nuclear 
weapons and the creation of  two neutral Germanies 
were also less important. Some 200,000 inhabitants 
of  East Germany fl ed into West Berlin in 1960, many 
of  them qualifi ed professional people most needed by 
the country. The East German economy could not af-
ford the salaries needed to retain them. When the two 
communist leaders met in the last months of  1960, they 
agreed on what their priorities would be in seeking a 
settlement that would solve East Germany’s problem. 
Top of  the list was West Berlin becoming a free city 
and the recognition of  both Germanies in the form of  
a four-power peace treaty. If  not, the communist aim 
was to get an interim four-power agreement pending 
the negotiation of  a peace treaty based, for example, 
on the withdrawal of  troops. Finally, there was the 
possibility of  a separate peace treaty between the 
Soviet Union and its allies, which would give the East 
Germans control over the access routes to Berlin.   26    

 The real problem was that there was no possible 
resolution of  the situation that would satisfy both 
sides. From the communist perspective the status quo 

had to change, whereas from the American perspec-
tive it was vital to preserve it. As 1961 came, the exodus 
from East Germany increased, as did the numbers of  
Westerners taking advantage of  buying basic subsi-
dized goods in the East at cheaper prices. The failed 
Paris summit of  1960 (see  Chapter  5  , B) also made 
peaceful coexistence less attractive and increased 
pressures for more confrontational policies. Thus, 
in January 1961, Khrushchev told the West German 
ambassador that the Berlin problem must be solved 
within a year.   27    The problem with the American de-
termination to preserve the status quo remained—that 
a US conventional response to any Soviet actions was 
bound to be ineff ectual, while the threat of  nuclear 
war, simply because the Soviets signed a peace treaty 
with the GDR, seemed way out of  proportion. On the 
other hand, the abandoning of  American rights, or 
any real alteration of  the West’s position, was deemed 
likely to reduce international confi dence in any form 
of  US guarantee. 

 The scene was set for Berlin, and a German peace 
treaty to form an important part of  the summit be-
tween Kennedy and Khrushchev, planned for June 
1961, in Vienna. The meeting has become notorious 
for Khrushchev’s attempts to bully the young, inexpe-
rienced president. There is no doubt that Kennedy was 
taken aback by Khrushchev’s attempts at intimidation 
and his crude, stark portrayals of  US–Soviet disagree-
ments, but there was no caving in to Khrushchev’s 
demands, especially on Berlin. The Soviet leader pro-
posed his ideal solution, already agreed with Ulbricht, 
but Kennedy likened West Berlin to Western Europe, 
in an attempt to get across the importance that the 
US attached to Berlin. He told Khrushchev he was de-
termined to avoid anything which would appear as a 
change in the global balance to the benefi t of  the com-
munists. Khrushchev emphasized that the Soviets could 
not aff ord a long delay and if  there were no agreement 
by the end of  the year they would sign a separate peace 
treaty with East Germany. The President repeated the 
importance the US attached to Berlin and to American 
occupation rights, which would be infringed if  the sta-
tus quo were changed. He hoped that the two states 
would not end up confronting each other in a situation 
where vital interests were at stake. The Soviet leader put 
the responsibility for choosing war on the Americans, if  
war was what they wanted over Berlin.   28    

 The prospect of  war was of  particular concern to 
the British, who would have preferred a negotiated 
settlement, even if  it involved changing the status quo. 
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 Surprisingly, for all his supposed dislike of  American 
domination, de Gaulle was more fi rmly behind 
Kennedy in 1961. De Gaulle, who wanted to maintain 
close cooperation between France and West Germany 
as leaders of  the European Economic Community, 
believed (correctly) that Khrushchev was bluffi  ng. 
De Gaulle was in favour of  facing the Soviets down 
at the risk of  general war. When the Soviets made the 
ultimatum public on 10 June 1961, Kennedy pushed 
though a conventional arms build-up, with the aim of  
giving US forces more fl exibility and announced the 
call-up of  reservists. It was little more than a token 
gesture, but it forced Khrushchev, already under pres-
sure from the military, to cancel his proposed cutbacks 
in the Red Army   29    and it was designed to indicate 
the seriousness of  Western intent. As tension rose, 
the Americans began to examine exactly what had to 
be preserved in West Berlin at all costs. The bottom 
line was the freedom and survival of  the Western sec-
tor, but how to ensure this except by deterring Soviet 
action was less clear. As Khrushchev told John McCloy, 
the President’s disarmament adviser, a German peace 
treaty would be signed no matter what and as the 
Soviet leader increased the defence budget by one-third 
the game of  cat and mouse reached its peak at the end 
of  July. On 31 July, Kennedy himself  acknowledged 
that Khrushchev would have to stop the refugee fl ow, 
with perhaps the building of  a wall.   30    

 Despite Ulbricht’s June denial that a wall was 
anyone’s intention, one had already been discussed 
on the basis of  a well-prepared East German plan, 
which aimed to see if  the US would start a major 
war to preserve West Berlin. In contrast to this po-
tentially provocative step, the KGB chief, Shelepin, 
advocated a far-reaching programme of  covert opera-
tions and psychological warfare, like those favoured 
by Eisenhower, but on a global scale. This would be 
something to tie American forces down in various 
parts of  the world, while the attempts to secure a 
German peace treaty were pursued. The aim was to 
convince the Americans that, if  they unleashed a mili-
tary confl ict, they could lose infl uence in many parts 
of  the less developed world, as armed uprisings against 
reactionary pro-Western governments took place. 
When the Cuban missile crisis broke in 1962, Kennedy 
believed the Soviets might actually be aiming at con-
cessions over Berlin (see  Chapter  7  , D). Shelepin also 
suggested a campaign of  deception, exaggerating the 
size of  the Soviet nuclear arsenal (see  Chapter  5  , C). 
The KGB was instructed to present more specifi c 
measures for consideration by the Presidium.   31    

 For Berlin, the worst part of  the crisis was over 
when, on 13 August, the two halves of  Berlin were 
separated by barbed wire, followed a month later 
by the building of  a wall. Ulbricht’s problems were 
solved, the haemorrhage of  skilled labour from East 

   John F. Kennedy (29 May 1917–
22 November 1963)   

  John F. Kennedy was born in Brookline, in the state of 

Massachusetts. He was educated at the University of Harvard and 

upon graduating in 1940 he joined the US navy. During his naval 

career, Kennedy became something of a hero in 1943 when after 

a Japanese attack he led many survivors to safety despite his own 

serious injuries. After the war, Kennedy became a Democratic 

Congressman for Massachusetts in November 1946. He entered 

the Senate in 1953 and, in September of that year, married 

Jacqueline Bouvier. In 1958 and 1959 Kennedy gave much of his 

time to labour reform legislation. In 1960, he became the fi rst 

ballot nominee for president which was the culmination of a 

career planned out for him by his ruthless and domineering father, 

Joe. John F. Kennedy, or Jack as he was known, won the 

presidential election by a narrow margin, following televised 

debates with Richard Nixon, and became the fi rst Roman 

Catholic to enter the White House. At the age of 43 he was also 

the youngest man to take up the offi  ce. It was in his inaugural 

address that Kennedy’s famous phrase was fi rst used: ‘Ask not 

what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 

country.’ He was a president who eventually backed the cause of 

Civil Rights, and pledged to rid the country of persistent areas of 

poverty. He set up the Alliance for Progress in 1961, to attempt 

to alleviate much of the poverty in Latin American countries. The 

Peace Corps were also established by the administration in 1961. 

Then, in April 1961, Kennedy faced his fi rst international challenge 

as president, when he allowed the unsuccessful Bay of Pigs 

invasion of Cuba to take place. The failure of the invasion was a 

major setback. In 1961–2 he also had to deal with the Soviet 

leader, Nikita Khrushchev, over the Berlin crisis. Then, a crisis over 

Cuba also emerged in 1962, with the discovery that Soviet 

missiles had been positioned on the island. Kennedy was credited 

with US success during the ensuing ‘missile crisis’ and gained great 

international support. Tragically, on the 22 of November 1963, 

Kennedy was shot and killed by an assassin in Dallas, Texas.  
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 Germany came to an end and, although Soviet and 
American tanks confronted each other for a time 
across the sector boundary in Berlin, the possibility 
of  war over the city suddenly no longer seemed likely. 
The Soviets had failed again to change the status quo 
and the Western alliance had held fi rm despite doubts 
from some of  its members. But the West could do 
nothing to stop the wall being built, eff ectively accept-
ing the Soviet sphere of  infl uence in Eastern Europe.         

  C.    The Off shore Islands Crises      

 The Formosa Situation   

 The numerous small islands in the Formosa Strait, 
between Mao’s forces on mainland China and the 
forces of  Chiang Kai-shek on the island of  Formosa 
(now Taiwan), came close to producing a major war 
in the 1950s. They formed an essential element in the 
confl ict between the US and communist China after 
the Korean War, as they could serve as a stepping stone 
for the Nationalist Chinese to invade the Chinese 
mainland. On the other hand, the island groups of  
Jinmen (Quemoy), Mazu (Matsu), and Dachen could 
be used to put pressure on the Nationalists and to 
weaken their hold on Formosa. The artillery shelling, 
which the communists began in 1954, was certainly 
tied to the issue of  the ‘two Chinas’ and the battle over 
the right to control Formosa. 

 The Chinese island of  Formosa had been taken by 
the Japanese in the Sino-Japanese War of  1895. During 
the Second World War the Cairo Declaration signed 
by China, Britain, and the US stated that ‘all the 
Chinese territories Japan has stolen from the Chinese, 
such as Manchuria, Formosa and the Pescadores, shall 
be returned to the republic of  China’. This was reaf-
fi rmed at the Potsdam Conference which resolved to 
implement the terms of  the Cairo Declaration.   32    The 
US thus formally acknowledged that there should be 
one Chinese authority governing mainland China 
and the islands lost to the Japanese. The fact that, as 
a result of  the Chinese civil war, the rump of  the de-
feated Nationalists were in possession of  Formosa, 
and the communists in possession of  the mainland, 
led the Americans to renege on their commitment 
as soon as this fact became evident in 1949. Truman 
placed the US 7th Fleet in the Strait of  Formosa as 
the Korean War began, to prevent a communist 
Chinese invasion. 

 The off shore Chinese islands were very much on 
the mainland side of  the Straits adjacent to the Chinese 
coast, and within artillery range, but were controlled 
by Nationalist forces. The actions taken by the Chinese 
communists against the islands have been interpreted 
as part of  the general communist attempts to test 
Western resolve, as part of  the Chinese geo-strategic 
quest to become the dominant power in East Asia, 
as the attempt to complete the unifi cation of  China, 
or as the need to preclude an invasion from Formosa 
which it was feared would be aided by American 
imperialists. The most probable explanation relates to 
Mao’s determination to avoid the long-term potential 
threat from a rival seat of  Chinese government, and 
the need to reduce the military diffi  culties of  having 
islands within a few miles of  the coast in the hands 
of  Chiang’s troops. Some interpretations depend on 
accepting a belief  by American policy-makers that the 
communists in Beijing were the puppets of  Moscow. 
Not only was this not the case, but we can be almost 
certain that in private US leaders did not believe it 
either. They were under more pressure in public to 
justify their policies in the face of  political opponents; 
this frequently involved simplifi cations and stark 
portrayals of  the unity of  purpose which US enemies 
allegedly possessed. Hence the interference in China’s 
internal confl ict was infl uenced by domestic Cold 
War politics.     

 The Chinese Approach   

 The islands were vital for Chinese defence but above 
all else they, along with the Pescadores and Formosa, 
both islands of  greater size and distance from the 
Chinese coast, were part of  the emotive desire for the 
restoration of  complete Chinese sovereignty. Mao saw 
American imperialism in terms of  its eff orts to under-
mine China, by interfering in the internal aff airs of  its 
civil war. His opposition to that imperialism was not 
yet fully formulated into a broader regional strategy, 
which was to be based on confronting the US and bring-
ing confl ict with the Soviet Union. In 1954–5, when the 
fi rst off shore islands crisis developed, it was the specif-
ics of  the Formosa question which preoccupied Mao. 
The fact that Washington had, since 1950, forced the 
postponement of  communist attempts to reclaim 
Formosa by force, intervened in Chinese aff airs and 
provided military aid to Chiang Kai-shek, was both 
annoying and disturbing for Mao. The importance of  
the Formosa issue was highlighted by the ceasefi re in 
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 Korea in 1953, and by military manoeuvres between the 
American and Formosan forces. They were followed 
one month later, in September 1953, by an Agreement 
on Mutual Military Understanding. The fact that the 
US was now training and equipping Chiang’s army, 
ensuring consultation over the movement of  Nation-
alist troops and then, in early 1954, discussing a Mutual 
Defence Treaty, seemed to foreshadow a military front 
in the Strait of  Formosa, as Chiang built up troops on 
the off shore islands. By July 1954, Mao responded by 
launching a propaganda campaign, in which the im-
portance of  ‘liberating’ Formosa was emphasized, 
alongside the prevention of  external interference in 
Chinese aff airs. 

 The political off ensive, related to sovereignty and 
outside interference more so than to the Cold War, 
was extended to the military sphere in August 1954, 
when the Central Committee of  the Chinese Com-
munist Party issued instructions for the shelling of  
Jinmen, which began on 3 September. It was unlikely 
that Mao had any intention of  provoking the US, but 
he was seeking to focus world attention on what he 
believed was a situation in which imperialists were 
opposing China’s determination to reclaim full sover-
eignty over its territory. The shelling of  Jinmen would 
also ‘puncture the arrogance’ of  the Kuomintang 
army and enable forces to be concentrated on parts 
of  the coast, especially Zhejiang. Mao may well have 
been determined both to express resolve over, and to 
make some progress towards, regaining Formosa, or 
at least to reduce the threat from the Nationalists and 
their imperialist backers. On the other hand, he may 
have been seeking to test US resolve or to probe for 
any possibility of  settling the Formosan question in 
the communists’ favour through diplomacy. Either 
way, the issue was becoming increasingly urgent with 
the moves towards greater military cooperation be-
tween Taipei and Washington. 

 There is evidence that in the months after the 
Korean War’s end and the beginning of  the shelling 
of  Jinmen, the Chinese made considerable eff orts 
to establish contacts with US diplomats and off er to 
negotiate on the Formosan issue. It is also likely that 
Mao did not see any inconsistency between the strat-
egy of  friendly approaches to the US in pursuit of  
negotiations, and the strategy of  using force against 
the off shore islands. If  the US continued to pursue its 
fundamental policy of  maintaining ‘two Chinas’, he 
was indicating a determination to resist and that rela-
tions could deteriorate signifi cantly. Yet, he was also 

off ering cooperation if  the Americans were prepared 
to stop supporting Chiang.   33    

 Mao was probably looking for ways to put pres-
sure on Chiang and the Americans as part of  an at-
tempt to end the division of  China. With the Korean 
War only over for a year, and with communist China 
still seeking to consolidate the revolution, there was 
little incentive to take on the US in another major 
confl ict. The communist emphasis was on rebuilding 
the country economically and seeking national unity 
rather than regional infl uence. On the other hand, the 
links between the Americans and Chiang were very 
worrying. The prospect of  regaining some at least of  
the off shore islands was another reason why Mao was 
keen to combine pressure and a show of  force with the 
prospect of  cooperation rather than war. This strat-
egy made cooperation with the Soviets easy to main-
tain. Good relations with Moscow were still seen as 
important despite Mao’s reservations, which had been 
heightened by his Korean War contacts with Stalin. 
Hence the fi rst off shore island crisis brought little 
tension between Moscow and Beijing, as Khrushchev 
was largely informed of  Chinese actions and had lit-
tle reason to fear that Mao was prepared for a war 
with the US.     

 The American Approach   

 Much more information is available on the ap-
proaches of  US policy-makers, and the diff erence of  
views between the military and civilian policy-makers. 
Interestingly, the crises expose the apparently diff erent 
approaches of  both Eisenhower and Dulles as they vac-
illated between moderation and extremism. This is, in 
part, related to the debate on Eisenhower revisionism 
(see Part II, Introduction) and whether Eisenhower 
exercised a calm, controlling infl uence over US policy 
or was a victim of  indecision sometimes imposed on 
an irrational anti-communism. In part, it is also re-
lated to the diff erent ways Americans could conceive 
of  the crisis and which perceptions were most useful 
to emphasize as a way of  undermining domestic crit-
ics of  US foreign policy. Was the issue of  ‘two Chinas’ 
fundamentally related to the international communist 
conspiracy, with its alleged commitment to expansion; 
or was it related to the more traditional US battle for 
infl uence in East Asia and the Western Pacifi c? 

 The domestic factor had traditionally been impor-
tant in terms of  America’s China policy, and the roles 
of  the ‘China lobby’ and the Republican Right. It may 
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 have been these domestic infl uences that produced 
the kind of  description of  the crisis that fi gured in 
Dulles’s fi rst public statement after the shelling had 
begun. The Secretary of  State referred to the ‘danger 
that stems from international communism and its 
insatiable ambition’. However, the records now avail-
able reveal not only a less stark US analysis in private, 
but also a tendency to see China’s actions as part of  
its geopolitical ambitions in Asia. The US had itself  
long regarded infl uence in East Asia and the Pacifi c as 
an important component of  American foreign policy, 
before the communist takeover in Beijing. Traditional 
Chinese ambitions were often mixed with US refer-
ences to China as a dangerous and ambitious state, 
such as the analysis in NSC 5429 in December 1954. 
It was the mix of  geopolitical rivalries with the ide-
ological framework of  the Cold War, which is par-
ticularly relevant in Asia. Did the ideology force an 
exaggeration of  the threat power political challenges 
represented or did they help produce them? In the 
American case, it is diffi  cult to believe that they did 
anything other than exacerbate hostility to China and 
to distort geostrategic perceptions. Hence, the judge-
ment of  Senator Wiley that ‘we can defend the US in 
the Formosa Straits now, or we can defend it later in 
San Francisco Bay’.   34    

 The divisions between US policy-makers and be-
tween the Americans and their allies over China were 
considerable. As Eisenhower noted in his memoirs:

  The administration heard the counsel of Attlee (liquidate 
Chiang), Eden (neutralize Jinmen and Mazu), [Democraric 
Senators] (abandon Jinmen and Mazu), Lewis Douglas 
(avoid entry into a civil war, on legal principles), Radford 
(fi ght for Dachen, bomb the mainland), Knowland (block-
ade the Chinese coast), and Rhee (join him and Chiang in 
a holy war of liberation).   35      

 The main diff erences were between the military, 
who were keen to fi ght for the off shore islands, and 
Eisenhower and Dulles, who were not. Some civil-
ians, notably outside the administration, were happy 
to support the Chairman of  the Joint Chiefs of  Staff , 
Admiral Radford, who was suspected by the US 
ambassador in Formosa of  encouraging Chiang to 
step up his attacks on the mainland in response to the 
shelling. NSC 5429 of  December 1954 also urged the 
provision of  a commitment to defend all the off shore 
islands, as it portrayed Beijing as the key source of  
the challenges to American power and infl uence in 
Asia. Moreover, this strategy was part of  the broader 

off ensive Cold War strategy that was advocated, 
especially during the early years of  the Eisenhower 
presidency. NSC 5429 favoured an expanded pro-
gramme of  ‘psychological activities and the use of  all 
feasible covert means against the communists’.   36    

 One cause of  concern was the possible role for 
nuclear weapons. The crisis was instrumental in pro-
ducing presidential statements about the acceptance 
of  the use of  tactical nuclear weapons in the same 
way as conventional ones. Nevertheless, according 
to one historian, in early 1955 the US came closer to 
using nuclear weapons than at any other time under 
Eisenhower.   37    There is no doubt that the President 
was determined to fi ght for Formosa: the question 
was whether the communist pressure on the off -
shore islands constituted the build-up to an assault 
on Formosa or not. Eisenhower, as with other alleged 
‘falling dominoes’, was initially keen to draw the line 
against communist successes, but then came to see the 
problems this would cause if  the communists knew 
precisely what actions the US would resist by force. 
How could some islands be deemed more important 
than others? Would it be better to keep the commu-
nists guessing? 

 The fact that Eisenhower declined to respond, 
except in vague tones, has been used by Eisenhower 
revisionists to illustrate his calm, calculated, and 
responsible handling of  a crisis in the face of  com-
munist provocation. By saying that he would only 
take action if  the attacks on the off shore islands 
constituted a threat to Formosa, he produced the 
maximum deterrence and the minimum danger of  
global war. At the same time, he remained true to 
the policy of  recognizing and supporting Chiang as 
the legitimate ruler of  China. He could not ignore 
communist actions or abandon the off shore islands, 
for fear of  undermining Nationalist morale by creat-
ing the impression that the US was abandoning hope 
of  restoring Chiang as ruler of  mainland China. This 
kind of  analysis largely depends on the need to deter 
the Chinese from starting a major war, or achieving 
signifi cant gains through pressure and intimidation. If  
the Chinese were simply trying to produce talks on 
the future of  Formosa, and not inclined to go to war 
over the islands or even Formosa, then Eisenhower’s 
strategy may have been irrelevant. On the other hand, 
Eisenhower can be portrayed as being locked into an 
unreasonable and dangerous policy which did not pro-
duce unfortunate consequences, because of  the lack 
of  any serious Chinese wish to go to war. Thus, while 
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 there may be a good deal of  truth in the revisionist 
Eisenhower assessment, it depends on the Western as-
sumption about the threat of  Chinese expansion (as in 
the Korean War) as opposed to the securing of  islands 
close to the Chinese coast.     

 The First Off shore Islands Crisis   

 As has been noted, the shelling was related to Mao’s 
attempts to encourage the full exercise of  Beijing’s 
sovereignty and the US attempts to prevent it by 
increasing support for Chiang Kai-shek’s claim to 
exercise sovereignty over the whole of  China. This 
only increased the US belief  in the aggressive nature 
of  communist regimes and focused attention on 
aiding the Nationalists. As Admiral Radford urged 
the bombing of  the mainland and the deployment of  
American forces on the off shore islands, Eisenhower 
informed the Joint Chiefs, in October 1954, that there 
would be no retaliation and no war with China unless 
Formosa was attacked. In that case, the US would de-
ploy naval forces to assist in its defence and Congress 
would be consulted.   38    

 As American military cooperation with the 
Nationalists developed further and the prospect of  
a defence treaty loomed, Mao increased the tension 
and the stakes. While the attention was focused on 
Jinmen, the communists began shelling Dachen on 
1 November and sank a Formosan destroyer off  the 
Zhejiang coast. The short-term tactical aim was prob-
ably to seize Yijiangshan, an off shore base of  the 
Dachen Islands, without a major confrontation with 
the US. On 23 November, the Chinese sentenced US 
airmen taken prisoner after being shot down in the 
Korean War to terms in jail, some on the basis of  
espionage charges. Not surprisingly, this brought no 
response in the form of  off ers to negotiate but rather 
the signing, on 2 December 1954, of  a Mutual Defence 
Treaty between Formosa and the US. 

 Mao’s response was to have Premier Zhou Enlai 
denounce the treaty and order the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) to consider an opportune moment to 
seize Yijiangshan. On 10 January, the Chinese air 
force raided Dachen and eight days later Yijiangshen 
was attacked by Chinese forces who wiped out about 
1,000 Nationalist troops and threatened Dachen, 
which was now in range of  PLA artillery fi re. 
Eisenhower was thus forced to consider a suitable 
response, if  the morale of  the Nationalists and their 
commitment to return to the mainland were to be 

maintained. The result was the ‘Formosa Doctrine’, 
asking Congress to authorize the use of  American 
troops to defend Formosa, but not to defend Jinmen 
and Mazu as Dulles preferred. The resolution went 
through the Senate on 28 January 1955 and, in eff ect, 
Eisenhower was given carte blanche to take military 
action to defend either Formosa or the Pescadores, 
but not to be involved with Dachen. In early February, 
however, the escalation of  the crisis stopped. The US 
announced that the 7th Fleet would help the National-
ist forces on Dachen evacuate and Mao issued orders 
not to fi re on withdrawing troops with or without the 
presence of  US naval forces. By April 1955 the crisis 
was eff ectively over, as talks were agreed to. There 
was thus no confrontation or renewed Sino-American 
war, but Mao had reaffi  rmed China’s ‘commitment 
to liberating Taiwan, reduced the KMT’s dangerous 
strongholds along the coast and tested the resolve of  
the US.’   39    For their part, the Americans had preserved 
Chiang in Formosa and demonstrated their commit-
ment to a ‘two China’ policy.     

 Sino-Soviet Relations and China’s New 
Anti-Imperialist Strategy   

 In 1955 the Chinese made eff orts to produce talks that 
would resolve the Formosa issue peacefully, most 
notably at the Afro-Asian conference at Bandung, 
in April 1955. In July, eleven Americans detained in 
China were released and talks then began at the am-
bassadorial level which Beijing hoped would lead to 
higher-level conversations focused on the future of  
Formosa. This was exactly what the Americans did 
not want, preferring only to secure a guarantee from 
the communists that they would not use force against 
Chiang. The lengthy ambassadorial talks merely pro-
duced an agreement on the rights of  citizens to return 
to their own countries. Mao was to become increas-
ingly frustrated by the attempts to work with the 
Americans and to bring about the peaceful liberation 
of  Formosa. Yet, in July 1956, Zhou Enlai proposed 
another period of  cooperation between the commu-
nists and the Nationalists as had taken place in the 
inter-war years. In 1957, Taipei dismissed the concept 
as a ploy which aimed at the seizure of  Formosa and, 
from the autumn of  1957, the Nationalist raids and 
sabotage on the Chinese coast intensifi ed.   40    

 The years 1956 and 1957 witnessed broad changes in 
the nature of  Chinese foreign policy, which were re-
fl ected in another off shore islands crisis in 1958. In part, 
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 this was produced by a belief  that American imperial-
ism was determined to interfere in Chinese aff airs; in 
part, it stemmed from a diff erent assessment of  the 
Soviet Union that followed Khrushchev’s denuncia-
tion of  Stalin in February 1956; and, in part, it refl ected 
Mao’s analysis of  the changing international situation. 
The turning point in relations with the Americans 
over Formosa came at the end of  1956. In August, Mao 
told the Eighth Party Congress that he was still willing 
to pursue friendly relations with Washington. But, as 
the American commitment to its ‘two China’ policy 
remained fi rm in 1957, in September of  that year with a 
renewed threat from Chiang, Mao stated that China’s 
policy towards Western countries was now ‘to fi ght 
against them’.   41    

 Mao’s visit to Moscow in November 1957 has also 
been described by one historian as a watershed in 
Sino-Soviet relations and the last time that the Sino-
Soviet alliance functioned well. The background to 
this was the collectivization, which began in 1955 and 
marked for Mao an intensifi cation of  socialist transfor-
mation. The denunciation of  Stalin by Khrushchev, on 
which Mao had not been consulted, made the Chinese 
leader more committed to fi nding his own version 
of  socialist development, accompanied by his own, 
Stalin-like personality cult. At the same time, the prob-
lems that Khrushchev had had to confront in Eastern 
Europe gave Mao food for thought about the poli-
cies of  deStalinization pursued by the Soviet leader. 
The apparent successes of  socialism in 1957, including 
the launch of  the fi rst sputnik, led Mao to doubt the 
wisdom of  the whole idea of  peaceful coexistence as 
socialism seemed to be emerging as a stronger force 
than capitalism. As Mao put it, the east wind was pre-
vailing over the west wind and thus it should now be 
possible for the communist world to ‘confront the 
Americans with confi dence in their own strength and 
without fearing war’. Khrushchev on the other hand, 
wanted ‘to redirect Soviet policy towards a relaxation 
of  tension with the West’.   42    

 By 1957, Mao had decided on a far more assertive 
foreign policy. It may have been motivated primar-
ily by the need to confront the Americans over their 
determination to maintain a ‘two China’ policy. 
It may have been based on an ideological commit-
ment to revolution, in which the growing strength of  
China was important both as a regional power and as 
a key member of  the world communist movement. 
It may have been linked, essentially, to the perceived 
need to take the Chinese revolution further through 

the Great Leap Forward and a greater commitment 
to socialist transformation. Either way, the change 
had an impact on relations with the US and with 
the Soviet Union and produced a second off shore 
islands crisis.     

 The Second Off shore Islands Crisis   

 The second off shore islands crisis began with the 
shelling of  Jinmen, on 23 August 1958. Attitudes on 
all sides had hardened, as Mao was now committed 
to confrontation and Chiang more determined to 
cling to the hope of  returning to the mainland with 
American help. Eisenhower and Dulles were keener 
to protect Formosa from what they saw as Chinese 
attempts to drive the US from Asia, in accordance with 
the well-known domino theory of  one state falling to 
communism and precipitating a total collapse of  the 
pro-Western position, hence their commitment to 
Chiang to assist in the defence of  the islands, unlike in 
1954–5. As early as December 1957, Dulles told the NSC 
that the defence of  the off shore islands was now an 
integral part of  the defence of  Formosa (over 100 miles 
away) and that their loss to the communists could not 
be accepted.   43    The islands had now become a symbol 
to Dulles, as well as Chiang, because it was overall US 
military sea and air power which were important to 
the defence of  Formosa not islands adjacent to the 
Chinese coast. 

 Yet in this situation in 1958 the main American 
concerns were to maintain the morale of  the Nation-
alists and their determination to resist communism, 
by not abandoning the prospect of  returning to the 
mainland and preserving the territorial integrity of  
Formosa. As Dulles claimed, a few days before the 
shelling began, if  the off shore islands were taken 
by the communists ‘morale [on Formosa] would 
crumble and Chiang’s control would be lost’. And 
as Eisenhower noted, ‘the key point is the evalua-
tion of  morale, since physically the islands would 
not help the Chinese Communists against Formosa’. 
Initially, the Americans faced two major problems in 
the form of, fi rstly, restraining Chiang and prevent-
ing him from dragging them into a war with China; 
and, secondly, of  convincing world and Western opin-
ion that it was worth risking a major war to prevent 
communist China retaking islands, some four miles 
from its coast. The fi rst scenario was more likely 
to arise if  Chiang attacked Chinese airfi elds on the 
mainland. If  the communists retaliated, this would 
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 serve as the means by which he might secure the 
American support he needed to re-establish himself  
on mainland China. The second problem related to 
perceptions of  what was at stake. The Americans saw 
everything in terms of  assisting Chiang and maintain-
ing the morale of  the Nationalists, which was vital 
for their ‘two China’ policy. But many saw the cause 
of  defending the Nationalist claim to the islands as 
being unjustifi able and Chiang as a dangerous, un-
trustworthy partner. Moreover, there was something 
contradictory in both trying to restrain Chiang and 
prevent American involvement in a war with China, 
and perhaps the Soviet Union, while maintaining a 
commitment to the very person most likely to bring 
this about. Sustaining the morale of  the Nationalists 
might eventually have come to mean endorsing the 
very off ensive operations in which the Americans 
feared Chiang wanted to involve them. 

 The Chinese were now not only confronting the 
Americans, but also prepared to go against Moscow. 
Khrushchev had recently embarked on what became 
known as his ‘peace off ensive’ towards the Americans 
and had visited Beijing in July 1958. Mao may still have 
been nervous of  war with the US, but he had no time 
for peace off ensives and did not tell Khrushchev that 
the shelling of  Jinmen would soon begin. Instead, he 
concentrated on acquiring more Soviet aid and es-
tablishing closer military cooperation.   44    Khrushchev, 
while warning the Americans against an attack on 
China, was now prepared to be critical of  Mao over 
his more aggressive approach to international rela-
tions. Khrushchev now believed in coexistence and in 
developing a more peaceful Cold War strategy. The 
Sino-Soviet split, which was now beginning, was to 
be characterized by moves to develop cooperation, 
juxtaposed with frequent disagreements and denunci-
ations, as the international situation seemed to require 
one approach or the other. 

 One issue for the American president to face 
was the nature of  a White House statement on the 
islands. With more importance attached to their 
defence, pressure for an unambiguous statement was 
greater than in 1954, but again Eisenhower refused 
to give a clear public commitment to the defence 
of  Jinmen, as opposed to indicating a willingness to 
take military action. In private, a three-stage plan was 
devised in which the US would convoy ships resup-
plying Nationalist forces. Then, if  a major assault was 
mounted on any of  the islands, the Americans would 
join in their defence; and, fi nally, if  China extended 

the action to international waters, ‘appropriate’ ac-
tion would be taken, which would almost certainly 
involve the use of  tactical nuclear weapons favoured 
by the Joint Chiefs.   45    

 Despite the more confrontational position taken 
by Mao in terms of  the global struggle between com-
munism and capitalism, it seems unlikely that he was 
prepared for a major confrontation with the US. Yet, 
the perceptions of  the Americans did not indicate an 
appreciation of  this possibility. The emphasis was on 
preventing or deterring the communist capture of  the 
off shore islands, because it represented the alleged 
communist challenge aimed at driving the US from 
Asia, epitomized by the possible destruction of  the 
pro-Western regime of  Chiang Kai-shek. Moreover, 
this anti-communist stance over the importance of  a 
few off shore Chinese islands was justifi ed with refer-
ence to the Munich crisis of  1938, even though neither 
Eisenhower nor Dulles were keen on a war with China. 
By September, Eisenhower was seeking a way out and 
considered an off er to Chiang to withdraw his forces, 
in exchange for an amphibious capability to make an 
assault on the mainland more feasible. The only bright 
spot was the eff ectiveness of  the convoys which, by the 
end of  the month, were bringing suffi  cient quantities 
of  supplies to Jinmen.   46    

 The stalemate at the end of  September did not 
alter the American position of  using direct military 
intervention in publicly unspecifi ed circumstances 
to preserve Chiang and the ‘two China’ policy. In 
private, these circumstances were defi ned as prevent-
ing the off shore islands falling to the communists. Yet, 
the prospect of  nuclear war remained equally unpalat-
able and Eisenhower, in particular, continued to look 
for ways out. This was made easier by the Chinese pro-
claiming a seven-day ceasefi re on 6 October, provided 
the Americans agreed to stop convoying supplies, 
which they did. Dulles then pressured Chiang to an-
nounce that the liberation of  China would be achieved 
principally by the application of  Sun Yat-sen’s   47    three 
principles of  nationalism, democracy, and social well-
being, rather than by the use of  force. As in 1954, talks 
off ered by the Chinese at ambassadorial level were 
taken up by the US and the crisis was virtually over 
in October. Even though the communists resumed 
the bombardment on 25 October this indicated the 
islands’ importance as propaganda and political 
symbols rather than serious Chinese military intent. 
Tension was further reduced by Chiang agreeing to 
remove 15,000 men in November 1958.     
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  The Aftermath   

 The Sino-American confrontation in 1958 also had 
an impact on Sino-Soviet relations. The lack of  con-
sultation with Moscow worried Khrushchev, not 
least because of  the nuclear implications, while Mao 
believed the Soviets were lessening their commitment 
to the defence of  China. Although Mao did not criti-
cize Soviet policies towards the US in the immediate 
aftermath of  the crisis in June 1959, the Soviets told the 
Chinese that they were abandoning the programme 
of  nuclear cooperation. From this point on it has been 
argued, as the Great Leap Forward ran into diffi  culties, 
Mao began to see the Soviets as more of  a handicap 
than a benefi t in the development of  China and the 
pursuit of  revolutionary goals at home and abroad. 
Therefore, he began to distance China from the 
Soviet Union while still preserving the basic commit-
ment to the alliance. Then came the border incidents 
with India in the summer of  1959, directed against 
the Soviet’s main non-aligned contact, which could 
have produced a bigger rupture had it not been for 
Mao’s weak domestic position. It was Mao’s stronger 
position at the time of  the Sino-Indian War in 1962 that 
fi nally produced an unbridgeable gap between the two 
former communist allies.   48    

 The Sino-Soviet split featured ideological disputes 
which had implications for domestic and foreign 
policy, particularly with regard to relations with the 
Western world and non-aligned nations. The latter 
had implications for straightforward power-political 
infl uence especially in Asia, as well as for the develop-
ment of  Cold War policies. The relationship between 
domestic weakness and the commitment to a coopera-
tive relationship with Moscow was evident in Chinese 
policy and the progress of  the split. For the Soviets, the 
need to avoid being dragged into a confrontation with 
the Americans was a key factor in their relationship 
with Beijing. The off shore islands crises could be seen 
from the Chinese perspective as originating in the civil 
war and the fundamental struggle to achieve a united 
China, to which Chiang presented a threat irrespective 
of  ideological diff erences. 

 The role of  the Cold War in American policy 
during the off shore islands crises is clearer. Policy 
was unequivocally infl uenced more by Cold War 
considerations than traditional state goals expressed 
in terms of  vital interests. The second crisis was ex-
tremely revealing of  American attitudes which were 
hard-line in political Cold War terms. There was a 

determination, for reasons of  morale and credibility, 
to defy the communists, however absurd or trivial the 
economic and strategic issues at stake. At the same 
time, it is evident that leading policy-makers in the US 
were reluctant to risk a major war which might well 
involve the use of  tactical nuclear weapons. Mao was 
also exercising restraint, despite his desire to confront 
the Americans, as he was still unprepared for a major 
military confrontation with the nuclear power of  the 
US. The crisis should be compared to the Cuban mis-
sile crisis (see  Chapter  7  , D) for, despite the diff erences 
between the two events, the American conceptions of  
the geostrategic importance of  the islands in relation 
to security provides an interesting example of  how the 
US failed to consider the perceptions of  the other side. 

 One interesting question is the role of  national 
security. Then and now, the concept of  US national 
security being dependent on the preservation of  an 
alien military presence on an island four miles from 
China, and thousands of  miles from the US, has 
been stated without any sense of  the absurd. Nor 
do Western writers normally attempt any analysis 
of  what might constitute Chinese national security 
by a comparison based on similar criteria. What can 
be stated, very simply, in terms of  understanding the 
Cold War is that the islands, which the Americans were 
reluctantly prepared to defend with nuclear weapons, 
had no military or strategic signifi cance. Their signifi -
cance was as symbols representing the preservation 
of  a political and ideological position that was under 
challenge. The particular policies followed by the US, 
on the basis of  this general perception, required the 
preservation of  the Nationalists’ position and their 
determination to return to the mainland. The irony 
was in providing them with support, while persuading 
them not to act. It is worth speculating as to whether, 
subconsciously or not, the development of  the link 
to the preservation of  the US position in Asia and the 
Western Pacifi c was to justify the importance attached 
to the island’s symbolism or whether it produced it.      

  D.    The Cuban Missile Crisis      

 Origins   

 The crisis that resulted from Khrushchev’s decision, 
secretly to install intermediate and medium-range 
nuclear missiles in Cuba, in 1962, has frequently been 
portrayed as the only time that the world stood on the 
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 ‘brink’ of  a nuclear war between the superpowers. 
The latest research has tended to downplay the risk of  
war, but the crisis continues to engender controversy 
despite detailed records of  the American decision-
making process becoming available. Explanations 
of  why Khrushchev decided to risk the deployment 
of  surface-to-surface missiles that could threaten 
cities in most of  the US have varied, while many in 
America have retained a mix of  outrage and incom-
prehension. Some analysts have located Khrushchev’s 
motives in the situation in Cuba, where the Castro 
regime appeared to be under threat from an American 
determination to bring it down by covert means, or 
even by an invasion. Others have seen Khrushchev’s 
motives stemming from his penchant for bullying and 
intimidation, and his perception of  Kennedy as a weak 
president of  whom he could take advantage. A third 
explanation stems not from the local or the interna-
tional situation, but from the domestic situation in 
the Soviet Union which may have forced Khrushchev 
to be more adventurous in order to appease domes-
tic critics. None of  the interpretations are mutually 
exclusive and all may have acted as infl uences on the 
Soviet leader. 

 The fi rst idea, that Khrushchev was concerned 
about the threat to Castro, is undoubtedly true to 
some extent. As the only country to have turned 
to communism in this period, Castro’s symbolic 
importance to the credibility of  the communist world 
was considerable and Khrushchev could ill aff ord the 
deposition of  the Cuban leader. The damage to the 
Soviet claim to leadership of  the alleged progressive 
socialist countries would be great, particularly as this 
was under threat from communist China in the early 
1960s. Moreover, Khrushchev knew that the CIA was 
hatching a number of  plots to take Castro’s life and 
may well have been aware of  US plans (unapproved) 
for an invasion of  the island. However, if  the Soviet 
leader was merely concerned with the defence of  the 
Cuban revolution, it is diffi  cult to see why medium-
range and intermediate-range ballistic missiles 
(MRBMs and IRBMs) served a better defence than 
tactical nuclear weapons or even conventional forces. 

 The military/strategic value of  these weapons re-
mains a matter of  dispute as it did at the time when the 
Executive Committee (Ex Comm) was established to 
advise President Kennedy on how best to respond to 
the installation of  the missiles. The American military 
saw them as giving the Soviets an important advan-
tage, which changed the strategic balance in their 

favour. The Secretary of  Defence, Robert McNamara, 
believed they had no real eff ect on the strategic bal-
ance, but gave the Soviets the appearance of  a signifi -
cant gain, a view which the President seemed largely 
to share. It is likely that Khrushchev was attracted by 
the idea of  appearing to gain greater military strength 
relative to the US, particularly as he was desperately 
concerned to cover up the military and economic weak-
ness of  the USSR. Such things were crucial in terms 
of  convincing the rest of  the world that the Soviets, 
as demonstrated by the success of  Sputnik, were in 
fact outstripping the US because of  the superiority 
of  socialism. Khrushchev was particularly concerned 
about apparent Soviet weakness in nuclear terms and 
the reality was less important than its perception. This 
was particularly the case for those Americans who had 
been arguing with the Democrats, in the 1960 election, 
that there was a ‘missile gap’ encapsulating Soviet 
superiority. There was, indeed, an enormous missile 
gap, but one in favour of  the US, which was duly indi-
cated by the U-2 spy fl ights and fi nally revealed by the 
Assistant Secretary of  Defence, Roswell Gilpatric, in 
August 1961. 

 Khrushchev was almost certainly embarrassed 
by this revelation, even though it was done in a rela-
tively unobtrusive manner. From his perspective, 
not only was it bad Cold War news for the world to 
learn how far the Soviet Union was behind America 
in missile production, but the Soviet leader was 
under considerable domestic pressure. Those who 
wanted a more hard-line assertive policy towards the 
West, which was certainly the line being taken by 
the Chinese, were keen to increase military expendi-
ture and were generally unhappy about the adoption 
of  peaceful coexistence with the West. In addition, 
Khrushchev, rather like Mikhail Gorbachev twenty-
fi ve years later, was keen to restructure the ailing 
Soviet economy, particularly the agricultural sector, 
by reducing military expenditure. His hope had been 
that by using Berlin as a pressure point on the West he 
could gain concessions, which would be regarded as 
Soviet achievements and a justifi cation for his foreign 
policy. Unfortunately, his Berlin policy had led to 
the passing of  two Soviet deadlines without changes 
in the status quo in Berlin or in the position of  East 
Germany. 

 In these circumstances, there was a desperate need 
for a successful Soviet initiative, which would silence 
domestic critics by enhancing the Soviet position as 
a great world power and leader of  the communist 
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 movement. The temptation of  attempting to score 
a nuclear success over the Americans was therefore 
enormous, even if  it was more apparent than real. 
Moreover, Khrushchev could justify his Cuban policy 
by the fact that the Americans had similar, Jupiter 
missiles in position right on the Soviet doorstep in 
Turkey. On these grounds, it might have been reason-
able to conclude that the Americans would fi nd it hard 
to take a strong line in opposition to the arrivals of  
missiles in Cuba. 

 And then there was the idea of  Kennedy as a weak 
and uncertain president lacking in experience and 
guile. Such perceptions could have been based on 
Kennedy’s handling of  the Bay of  Pigs crisis in 1961 
(see  Chapter  6  , C), just months after he took offi  ce. 
Subsequently, Kennedy had seemed intimidated by 
Khrushchev at their summit meeting in Vienna in 
June 1961 and, rather than give unconditional support 
to the anti-communist forces engaged in a civil war 
in Laos, had sought a compromise. Why therefore 
should the American president react by confronting 
the Soviets over nuclear weapons in Cuba? After all 
when, in July 1960, Khrushchev had spoken of  Soviet 
missiles perhaps one day being used to defend Cuba, 
he had received no response, unlike over Berlin where 
the US had always made its position clear.     

 The Crisis   

 The crisis began in earnest on 16 October 1962 when 
Kennedy and his advisers fi rst saw U-2 pictures of  
Soviet missile sites on Cuba that had been taken two 
days before. However, the immediate origins of  the 
crisis and the explanation of  the installation’s impact 
on the Americans goes back to April 1962, the date 
when Khrushchev decided on their deployment. 
The deployment was not only to be done in secret, 
but the Americans were subsequently lied to about 
Soviet intentions, which was naturally disturbing to 
the Kennedy administration. What made the situa-
tion worse were the leaks about the concerns of  some, 
like the CIA Director John McCone, that produced a 
series of  questions and accusations regarding the role 
of  the Soviets in Cuba. It was only two days before 
the President examined the photos of  the site, that 
McGeorge Bundy had asserted there was no likelihood 
of  the Soviets acquiring a major off ensive capability in 
Cuba. This was the last statement by the administra-
tion based on Khrushchev’s denying the Soviets had 
any intention to install surface-to-surface missiles and 

equip Cuba as an off ensive base, which the President 
had warned against. 

 When the reality was revealed, whatever US 
assessments of  the strategic or symbolic importance, 
the sense of  resentment was enhanced by an aware-
ness of  Khrushchev’s deception. Unsurprisingly, 
Kennedy’s initial reaction was along the lines that 
the US would have to do something in response. The 
determination to take some action was reinforced by 
Kennedy’s sense of  his own domestic position, and 
the belief  that he was vulnerable to accusations of  
weakness in terms of  anti-communism and American 
defences. The President, from the start, was also con-
vinced that the crisis was connected to the situation 
in Berlin, where the Soviets held the military cards 
and could well be using the missiles in Cuba as a fur-
ther means of  putting pressure on the Americans in 
Berlin. At all events, the question now was what kind 
of  response the US should make. 

 The essential requirement of  any action was that 
it would lead to the removal of  the missiles, even 
though Kennedy and McNamara believed their pres-
ence did not alter the strategic nuclear balance. One 
option was an air strike to take out the missiles, but 
the US air force would not guarantee 100 per cent suc-
cess and this raised the question of  whether the mis-
siles had nuclear warheads in place. In the event, we 
now know that they  did  and such warheads could in 
fact have been fi red at US cities. Decision-makers at 
the time, some of  whom changed their minds over 
the days, were not of  course to know this. Other mili-
tary options were a nuclear attack on, or a full-scale 
invasion of, Cuba. Those members of  the Ex Comm 
who had been in power during the days when the US 
enjoyed a nuclear monopoly tended to believe that 
the nuclear advantage held by the Americans in 1962 
would enable them to get their demands met for the 
withdrawal of  the weapons. Yet, if  the Soviets refused, 
then some form of  military action seemed inevitable. 
It was Robert McNamara on 18 October who came up 
with the idea of  a quarantine on further Soviet ship-
ments to Cuba, as a means of  exerting pressure for the 
removal of  the missiles. 

 Such action would have no basis in international 
law, but it would place the Soviets in a diffi  cult posi-
tion where they might have to be the fi rst to use force 
to beat the naval quarantine. When the fi rst Ex Comm 
vote was taken, on 18 October, eleven members were 
in favour of  the quarantine option, while six voted for 
an air strike. Three days later opinion had hardened, 
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 with nine members in favour of  the air attack and only 
six for quarantine. By then, however, Kennedy had 
given up on the idea of  an air strike, and when he ad-
dressed the American people, on 22 October, it was 
to tell them that in order to halt the off ensive military 
preparations in Cuba he had ordered a strict quaran-
tine on the shipment of  military equipment there. If  
necessary, further military action would be taken and 
the US armed forces had been instructed to prepare for 
any eventuality. He would regard any military attack 
on the US from Cuba as an attack by the Soviet Union, 
requiring a full retaliatory strike. The quarantine 
would begin on the morning of  24 October. 

 The US response was essentially dictated by the 
need not to look weak in the face of  Khrushchev’s 
challenge to the status quo in the Western hemisphere. 
Accepting the missiles as a fait accompli would give the 
impression of  growing Soviet strength and increasing 
American vulnerability, although, as Kennedy had 
said, it mattered little whether nuclear warheads were 
fi red on the US from 50 or 500 miles. For domestic and 
Cold War reasons Kennedy  had  to act. The method he 
initially chose was the most reasoned and restrained 
of  the ones available to him. Khrushchev initially re-
sponded by denouncing the interference with vessels 
on the high seas as unjustifi ed, and an action which 
constituted a threat to peace, but Kennedy had 
wrested the initiative away from the Soviet leader. 
When the crunch came, some Soviet ships stopped 
and one tanker carrying a non-military cargo was 
allowed through. However, the following morning 
Kennedy received another message from Khrushchev, 
accusing the President of  banditry and pushing man-
kind to the brink of  nuclear war. In it, he stated that 
the Soviet government could not give instructions to 
the captains of  Soviet vessels to obey the instructions 
of  American ships blockading Cuba. 

 As Khrushchev continued to refuse concessions on 
the missiles, the American press published a column 
by the journalist Walter Lippmann, in eff ect suggest-
ing a trade-off  between Soviet missiles in Cuba and 
American missiles in Turkey. Such a deal, while emi-
nently sensible, had the disadvantage of  appearing to 
give concessions to the Soviets. On the other hand, as 
Kennedy realized, to start a nuclear war for the sake 
of  preserving some obsolete missiles in Turkey might 
not be the most popular action either. The world 
continued to wait, as ships bound for Cuba were in-
tercepted on 26 October and the US navy forced six 
Soviet submarines to the surface, but there were no 

signs of  the missiles being removed from Cuba. On 
27 October, Kennedy received another letter from 
Khrushchev, in which the Soviet leader accused the 
US of  threatening him with war, which he believed 
could only be done by lunatics or suicides. More im-
portantly, Khrushchev suggested that if  the US would 
guarantee not to invade Cuba and recall its navy, the 
question of  armaments would disappear because if  
there was no threat they would simply be a burden 
to maintain. Almost immediately, after the contents 
had been digested by the Ex Comm the White House 
received news of  another letter from Khrushchev, this 
time a public one. The Soviet leader was now off ering 
a deal: he would remove the missiles from Cuba if  the 
US did the same for those in Turkey and pledged not 
to invade Cuba. 

 The US faced a new diffi  culty because if  they 
accepted the public deal Khrushchev would have 
gained the removal of  the missiles in Turkey. On the 
other hand, if  the deal was rejected what could the US 
reasonably do if  Khrushchev went ahead with devel-
oping the missile sites with material already in Cuba? 
Would it mean that an invasion of  Cuba would have 
to be launched as the Joint Chiefs were suggesting? 
The President then came to two key decisions. The 
fi rst was that the US could not invade Cuba to remove 
missiles that they could have had taken out by agree-
ing to remove obsolete weapons from Turkey. The 
second was to follow McGeorge Bundy’s suggestion 
of  replying to the fi rst private letter from Khrushchev, 
rather than to the second public one. In other words, 
the basis of  the public deal would be that the Soviets 
would remove the missiles if  the US gave a guaran-
tee not to invade Cuba. Khrushchev would not have 
gained anything at the expense of  the Americans, but 
could save face by claiming to have protected Cuba 
from invasion. 

 This, in fact, formed the public basis of  the agree-
ment, although it was buttressed by a private commit-
ment made to the Soviet ambassador by the President’s 
brother, Attorney-General Robert Kennedy. This in-
volved an assurance that the Jupiter missiles in Turkey 
would be withdrawn in the near future. Such a com-
mitment could not be part of  a public deal because of  
how it would refl ect on the US, which emerged from 
the crisis having apparently been successful in resisting 
Khrushchev’s brinkmanship. It appeared to have stood 
fi rm and prevented any advantages accruing to the 
Soviets whether apparent or real. Yet, while Kennedy 
resisted the options which presented the greater threat 
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 to peace, he also engaged in brinkmanship in order to 
avoid the impression of  weakness or conceding any 
advantage to the Soviets. In terms of  credibility and 
the assertion of  US nuclear power in the face of  a 
Soviet challenge, Washington had preserved its supe-
riority and made clear that Khrushchev’s intimidation 
was essentially bluff  and bluster. 

 The risks that were run, and indeed the reasons 
for running them, have probably both been over-
stated. At the end of  the day, neither leader was likely 
to have ordered a major nuclear strike for the sake 
of  what were more apparent than actual strategic 
benefi ts. Yet there were risks, and not just from those 
in Washington who were prepared to be more asser-
tive than the President. There was the danger of  local 
commanders seizing the initiative and dragging their 
superiors into a confl ict they would have wanted at 
all costs to avoid. Not only did the US navy clash with 
the Soviets, but a local commander in Cuba, acting 
on his own authority, shot down an American U-2 on 
25 October. In addition, General Tommy Power, the 
head of  the Strategic Air Command placed his forces 
on DEFCON 2 and prepared for immediate action, 
without consulting the White House. The fl aws in the 
decision-making process and the chain of  command 
could have led to a nuclear clash because of  the level 
of  brinkmanship, and in spite of  the politicians’ desire 
to avoid any such confl ict.     

 Consequences   

 The consequences of  the missile crisis were felt at 
both local and international levels and had a profound 
impact on the future nature of  the Cold War. The im-
pression that a catastrophe had only just been avoided 
made the need to prevent the Cold War turning into 
a hot one all the more urgent. Arguably, the Cuban 
missile crisis made the US accept, for the fi rst time, 
that no longer should American foreign policy aim 
at the eventual removal of  the USSR, or even seek 
to prevent the Soviets being fully accepted as a great 
power. It was now more a question of  learning to cope 
with a world in which the US was unable to exercise 
hegemony, adapting to a world in which capitalism 
had to coexist with communism. Peaceful coexist-
ence certainly now meant more to both Moscow and 
Washington and eff orts were made, like the hot line 
communications link between the Kremlin and the 
White House, to prevent any more direct confronta-
tions in which it was diffi  cult for either side to back 

down. None of  this made the winning of  hearts and 
minds in the less developed world any less impor-
tant, but now the battles had to be fought more care-
fully. For the Americans, there was a hope that in the 
future such less developed world confrontations could 
eventually be removed if  the status quo was accepted 
by the communists, but this was never likely given that 
the status quo would only serve to maintain American 
hegemony. 

 As to the practical reasons for the fears provoked 
by the Cuban crisis, namely the existence of  grow-
ing numbers of  nuclear weapons, it is tempting to 
argue that, after 1962, there began the process to 
control and limit them starting with the Test Ban 
Treaty in 1963 (see  Chapter  9  , A) and leading via the 
1968 Non-Proliferation Treaty to SALT 1 in 1972 (see 
 Chapter  12  , B). However, other lessons were undoubt-
edly drawn at the time. For the Americans, the crisis 
reinforced the value of  nuclear superiority whereas 
for the Soviets the need to achieve nuclear parity be-
came a sine qua non of  equality with the Americans, 
in order to avoid another humiliating climb-down. 
Thus, while, in the early 1960s, it was the Americans 
that led the way in producing more armaments, later 
in the decade the Soviets outpaced them in this fi eld. 
More weapons, rather than fewer, remained the order 
of  the day even if  this could be justifi ed in the name of  
deterrence, which must at best remain questionable. 
Whether this was responsible for the disastrous long-
term decline of  the already weak Soviet economy is a 
moot point. More immediately, Khrushchev’s position 
within the Soviet Communist Party and government 
was weakened, although his removal from power 
would take another two years and follow the Chinese 
acquisition of  nuclear weapons. 

 With regard to the local situation, the eff ect was not 
what the Americans would have desired. In eff ect they 
had placed the Cold War goal of  appearing more pow-
erful than the Soviet Union on a nuclear issue, above 
the Cold War goal of  preventing the spread of  left-
wing revolutionary ideas in the Western hemisphere. 
By guaranteeing not to remove Castro by overt means, 
they had limited their ability to cut off  the source of  
communist propaganda and assistance. Of  course, 
that did not stop some of  the covert eff orts to remove 
Castro under the Mongoose programme, but it could 
no longer be backed up with any overt involvement of  
US forces. As a result, while Castro was furious with 
Moscow for agreeing to the removal of  the weapons 
he probably emerged slightly more secure as a result. 
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  Whether the changes after the Cuban missile 
crisis were suffi  cient to warrant describing 1962 as 
the end of  the fi rst Cold War remains contentious, 
but the relations between the two superpowers 
certainly entered a new phase. Even if  the idea of  
peaceful coexistence was now generally accepted 
within the US, the aftermath of  the crisis was not 
the fi rst time that the US and USSR can be regarded 
as having made an eff ort to improve relations. Nor 

was it the time when consideration was fi rst given 
to the advantages of  peaceful coexistence. The issue 
now was whether the existence of  nuclear weapons, 
combined with the realization of  the dangers of  un-
restricted competition, meant that new approaches 
to the Cold War  had  to be adopted. If  so, these 
would have to be based on a greater acceptance of  
the other side as a power with whom coexistence 
was desirable.              

   Fidel Castro (1926–)    

 Castro was born in Biran in 1926. He went on to be educated at 

a Jesuit school and completed his legal studies at the University 

of Havana. Graduating with a law degree in 1950 he began work 

with the poor. In 1953, Castro attempted to overthrow the 

Cuban dictator, Batista. The attempt failed and Castro was 

imprisoned but his movement would be known as the 26th of 

July Movement and achieve lasting recognition. Upon his release 

in 1955 Castro organized more guerrilla campaigns and after 

another unsuccessful revolt in 1956, Castro and his men fl ed 

into the Sierra Maestra mountains and began a three-year-long 

guerrilla campaign. In 1959, Castro fi nally overthrew Batista and 

became the leader of a socialist government. The US was quick 

to enforce economic sanctions and also instigated the Bay of 

Pigs invasion. This merely reinforced Castro’s desire to look to 

the Soviet Union for help and support. Cuba’s dependence on 

the Soviet Union eventually led to the Cuban missile crisis, as 

Khrushchev was able to install missile bases on Cuba. Castro 

later created a new Constitution in which he took the role of 

president and secretary-general of the Communist Party, as well 

as commander-in-chief of the army. Castro refused to liberalize 

Cuban society and criticized the reforms of Mikhail Gorbachev. 

This resulted in an increasingly isolated position for Cuba in the 

international community, but the regime survived, nonetheless. 

Increasingly beset by illness, Fidel handed power over to his 

brother and fellow revolutionary, Raul, in 2009.  

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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Collapsing Empires: 
The Cold War Battle 
for Hearts and Minds, 
1953–63        

  A.    The End of the French Empire    

 The war between the French and the Vietnamese na-
tionalists led by the communist Ho Chi Minh became 
a long and bloody aff air, which received substantial 
American fi nancial backing from May 1950. Despite 
US aid, it ended with the French defeat at Dien Bien 
Phu, in May 1954. The Geneva Conference, which 
took place at the same time, saw agreement on the 
neutralization of  an independent Laos and Cambodia, 
while Vietnam was divided in two along the seven-
teenth parallel, with French forces regrouping in the 
South before their eventual withdrawal and a com-
munist government being set up in the North under 
Ho. The Americans were unhappy about the partial 
loss of  a former French possession to communism. 
The division between North and South was not meant 
to last: under the terms of  Geneva, all-Vietnamese 
elections were meant to reunite the country within 
two years. Such elections, however, were never held, 

mainly because their outcome was mostly likely to 
result in a victory for Ho. Instead, as French power dis-
integrated, Washington backed the South Vietnamese 
government of  Ngo Dinh Diem in its refusal to deal 
with the North and became involved in a new and 
drawn-out post-colonial confl ict. 

 In Africa, the French approached their empire after 
the Second World War in fundamentally diff erent 
ways from the British. Black Africa had been the only 
part of  the empire loyal to the ‘true’ French repub-
lic, and had enabled de Gaulle and the Free French to 
emerge as an important source of  opposition to the 
collaborators in Vichy. Empire and its preservation 
was thus totally tied up with French greatness and 
world-power status. Moreover, unlike in Britain where 
those on the Left were thinking about which colonies 
might follow the Dominions, the Popular Front gov-
ernment in Paris during the 1930s saw reforms, not 
as leading the empire to self-government, but tying it 
closer to metropolitan France. This signifi ed what was 
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 soon an important fact of  French political life in the 
1940s: that those on the Left as well as the Right were 
committed to an imperial future. Yet, by the early 
1950s the French Union had ceased to attract Africans 
by its off er of  associating them with the exercise of  
power in metropolitan France (see  Chapter  3  , B). The 
issue was thus becoming whether the French Union 
would survive, or whether and under what conditions 
the French would accept a transfer of  power in Africa.     

 The Loss of French Indo-China and 
the Start of American Involvement 
in Vietnam   

 Ngo Dinh Diem was appointed prime minister of  
South Vietnam by the French-selected head of  state, 
Emperor Bao Dai, in June 1954, when the days of  
French rule were numbered. Born in 1901, the son 
of  a mandarin offi  cial, Diem had already served as a 
regional governor and, in 1932–3, as a government 
minister. But then he had retired to private life, exasper-
ated by France’s failure to reform its methods of  co-
lonial rule. Diem became increasingly reclusive but, in 
1945–6, his anti-communist convictions were hardened 
when he was imprisoned for a time by the Viet Minh. 
In 1950 he went into exile, living for some time in the 
US, where his pious Catholicism helped him establish 
links with, among others, the Kennedy family. By late 
1954 the US government, unhappy with the prospect 
of  an all-communist Vietnam, saw Diem as a potential 
saviour. In particular, the CIA counter-insurgency ex-
pert, Edward G. Lansdale, fresh from defeating a rebel-
lion by the communist ‘Hukbalahup’ movement in the 
Philippines, took it upon himself  to groom Diem as an 
ally, while also providing the South with advice on cov-
ert military operations. Diem appealed to Americans, 
because his background made him both anti-French 
and anti-communist, so that he could pose as a defender 
of  South Vietnamese independence from both colonial 
rule and Marxist-Leninism. The only serious doubt 
about him concerned his ability to face up to dissident 
elements. But, in March–May 1955, aided by Lansdale, 
he proved his worth on this front by ruthlessly secur-
ing control of  Saigon, driving out armed groups who 
were opposed to him. In October 1955, he was able 
to depose Bao Dai and establish a republic, being ap-
proved as president by a 98 per cent majority in a rigged 
poll. To US satisfaction, he also refused to prepare for 
all-Vietnamese elections on the grounds that his gov-
ernment had not been party to the Geneva Accords. 

 Diem’s overwhelming triumph in the 1955 refer-
endum disguised the fact that South Vietnam was a 
complex society, in which his support was severely re-
stricted, a legacy partly of  French colonial tactics of  
‘divide and rule’. His military victory in May 1955 was 
essentially over three groups, each with its own private 
army: two were Buddhist sects, the Hoa Hao and the 
Cao Dai; the other—and the most serious threat—was 
a criminal group, the Binh Xuyen who eff ectively ran 
the police force in the capital, Saigon. The victory gave 
Diem some respite from serious opposition, as did the 
withdrawal of  the last French troops in September 
1956. A ‘mixture of  monk and mandarin, he was hon-
est, courageous and fervent in his fi delity to Vietnam’s 
national cause’ but he was also ‘distrustful of  every-
one outside his family, he declined to delegate author-
ity, nor was he able to build a constituency … beyond 
his fellow Catholics’.   1    Buddhist opposition to his 
Catholic-dominated regime continued and even inten-
sifi ed, as Northern Catholics fl ed to the South in the 
wake of  Geneva and were shown favouritism in terms 
of  landholdings and offi  cial appointments. Catholics 
were always a minority in the country, numbering up 
to one-and-a-half  million, out of  a total population of  
13 million, in the mid-1950s, and they were identifi ed 
by many with French colonial rule. Other groups in 
the country, particularly ethnic minorities such as the 
Chinese, Cambodians, and Montagnards (the last liv-
ing in the sparsely populated highland areas) were also 
alienated, in their case by Diem’s practice of  favour-
ing the majority Viets. Neither did the President try to 
tackle the problems of  government corruption, grasp-
ing landlords, and peasant debt which had become 
widespread. Instead, as with religious and ethnic is-
sues, he tended to compound problems, by relying on 
rich landlords (who controlled about three-quarters of  
the land) and government offi  cials for support. In 1957, 
Lansdale left South Vietnam, disappointed that Diem 
had failed to reform the country on liberal democratic 
lines, which the US would have welcomed. Instead the 
President, personally aloof  from his people, insisted 
on an authoritarian form of  rule, appointed members 
of  his family to leading positions, and especially re-
lied for advice, not on American representatives, but 
his corrupt brother Nhu, who dreamt up the vague 
doctrine of  ‘personalism’, as justifi cation for a system 
dominated by one individual. 

 Despite the weaknesses of  his regime, Diem seemed 
to succeed until 1959 in limiting the threat from the 
Communist Viet Minh and South Vietnam’s position 
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 was far from hopeless. His determined campaign after 
1956 to arrest or execute any suspected communists 
helped reduce their active numbers markedly, as well 
as claiming thousands of  innocent lives. Alongside the 
defeat of  the ‘Huks’ in the Philippines (1946–54) and 
of  the Malayan communists (1948–60), South Vietnam 
seemed part of  a pattern of  Western victories against 
leftist subversion in South-East Asia. However, Diem 
never succeeded in completely destroying the Viet 
Minh and neither was the Vietnam situation without 
costs for the US, even if  they avoided a direct commit-
ment of  troops there. 

 The Eisenhower administration had provided about 
$1 billion worth of  military aid to South Vietnam by 
1961, as well as a lesser amount of  economic assistance, 
and the fi rst American casualties occurred in July 1959, 
when two military advisers were killed. Furthermore, 
there were already signs that American involvement 
carried its own problems: Diem became ever more re-
liant on US money, the circulation of  which created 
infl ationary pressures and oiled the wheels of  cor-
ruption among offi  cials. The Army of  the Republic 
of  Vietnam (ARVN) was resentful of  the patronizing 
and bullying approach of  many Americans, and US 
advice took the form, not of  anti-insurgency expertise 
(which was what was needed), but of  help in creating 
a 150,000 strong conventional army that could meet 
an all-out North Vietnamese invasion (which never 
came). The ARVN was in any case poorly led, largely 
by Catholic offi  cers promoted more for their loyalty to 
Diem than for ability, and was another element iden-
tifi ed in the popular mind with French rule. Neither 
did its supposed loyalty prevent one group of  offi  cers 
from attempting a coup in November 1960, suggest-
ing that not all was well, even at the heart of  Diem’s 
regime. This was doubly worrying because the ARVN 
was about to face a resuscitated communist campaign, 
backed by the North.     

 Ho Chi Minh and North 
Vietnam, 1954–61   

 Ho Chi Minh, who had led the Viet Minh to victory 
over the French, accepted the idea of  elections at the 
1954 Geneva Conference as the best way to remove 
French troops from the North. It was in northern 
Vietnam that the colonial war had been at its most 
intense, where the physical destruction was great-
est, and where he wished to secure control fi rst. But, 
supported by the USSR and China, he expected that 

North and South Vietnam would soon be united, es-
pecially since it seemed improbable in 1954 that anyone 
like Diem might emerge, who could forge a separate 
state in the South. Reunifi cation was an economic as 
well as a political imperative because the North had a 
higher population, yet the South the most productive 
areas for growing the staple food, rice. In 1954–6, there-
fore, Ho pursued a peaceful strategy for securing the 
reunifi cation of  Vietnam, based on the fulfi lment of  
the Geneva Accords, and concentrated on setting up 
a classless society and a centralized government in the 
North. The latter did not prove an easy task, and it was 
accompanied by considerable violence. He succeeded 
in collectivizing agriculture, but only by wiping out any-
one suspected of  being a ‘landlord’, a process which 
involved executing or imprisoning tens of  thousands 
of  people. Many were not real landlords at all (the real 
ones had often joined the refugee trail to the South), 
but fell victim to local feuds or the overenthusiasm of  
Ho’s offi  cials. Another practice was the extensive use 
of  forced labour to help the reconstruction eff orts. 
Small wonder that more than a million people fl ed 
to the South in the mid-1950s. In November 1956 such 
policies had become so unpopular that there was seri-
ous peasant unrest in Ho’s native province of  Nghe An. 

 The events in Nghe An were salutary in a number 
of  ways: they led Ho’s government to backtrack on 
certain policies, especially collectivization; they cre-
ated the impression that life in the North was no bet-
ter (and for some was far worse) than in the South; and 
they underlined the need to strengthen communist 
rule in the North before beginning any serious armed 
campaign to reunite the country, now that it was clear 
that peaceful reunifi cation was unlikely. In any case, 
the ability of  the Viet Minh to mount such a campaign 
was limited in 1956. Although they had numbered per-
haps 100,000 in the South in 1954, and had controlled 
large swathes of  the countryside, most communists 
had moved to the North in the wake of  the General 
Accords and those who remained were mainly pre-
pared for self-defence, not major off ensive operations. 
One Viet Minh leader from the South was Ho’s dep-
uty, Le Duan, who was increasingly exasperated at the 
situation. A limited guerrilla war was revived in 1957, 
mainly marked by assassinations of  government offi  -
cials, but by 1959 there were perhaps as few as 5,000 
active Viet Minh in the South, repressed by Diem’s se-
cret police and demoralized by the apparent lack of  
support from the North. There was still widespread 
sympathy for the communists among the peasantry, to 
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 whom they promised land reform, lower taxes, and an 
end to corrupt offi  cialdom. But such support was la-
tent not active. Furthermore, despite religious, ethnic, 
and political opposition to Diem, this too was diffi  cult 
for the communists to exploit. Buddhists, criminal 
gangs, and would-be liberals were naturally unsympa-
thetic to Marxism. 

 Despite this unpromising situation, in January 1959 
the 15th plenum of  the Vietnamese Communist Party 
decided to back military action and revolutionary vio-
lence in the South, meeting Le Duan’s pleas and hop-
ing to expose the weakness of  Diem’s regime. In part, 
this was linked to the greater Chinese commitment to 
support revolutionary movements throughout Indo-
China. Little was initially forthcoming in practical 
terms for the Vietnamese and their ‘momentous deci-
sion did not lead immediately to war … attention was 
instead directed towards strategic and logistical prepa-
ration’.   2    The foundations of  a supply route to the 
South—the ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’—were laid and Viet 
Minh attacks on local offi  cials, government offi  ces, 
and the army were intensifi ed, so that some country 
areas again came under communist rule, especially in 
the Central Highlands. Only in 1960 did the Chinese 
begin to back the armed struggle in South Vietnam. 
One way in which Diem responded was to draw some 
peasants into fortifi ed ‘agrovilles’, but these were hated 
by the peasantry who were torn from their ancestral 
villages. In any case, the number of  ‘agrovilles’ was 
limited: more signifi cant in alienating the peasantry—
the bulk of  the population—from Diem was his de-
struction of  village autonomy in creating a centralized 
state. Even the French had respected village rights. By 
September 1960 the North Vietnamese leadership was 
convinced that a revolution was in sight in the South, 
a conviction probably helped by Ho’s success in cre-
ating a strong, united North Vietnam in the wake of  
the 1956 troubles. Ho’s Politburo now presided over a 
stable, one-party state, fi nancially supported by both 
the USSR and China, with a (largely) centrally planned 
economy that was approaching self-suffi  ciency. Indus-
trial production was expanding, although from a very 
narrow base. The communists could also be confi dent 
that, in aiming above all at national reunifi cation, they 
had one cause which appealed to most Vietnamese 
whilst paradoxically, by promising to respect eth-
nic minorities, they could win sympathy among the 
Chinese and Montagnard minorities. 

 On 20 December 1960, Ho’s government fi nally 
confi rmed the primacy of  the armed struggle in the 

South over consolidation in the North, when it set up 
the National Liberation Front as a government-in-exile 
for the South, designed to win the widest possible 
political sympathy there, including non-communist 
groups, but under communist leadership. ‘After six 
years of  trying to reunify the country through po-
litical means alone, the (North Vietnamese leaders) 
accepted a combination of  political and military 
struggle movements to overthrow the Diem regime.’   3    
The NLF quickly expanded its number of  recognized 
sympathizers in the South to over a quarter of  a mil-
lion, although only about 20,000 were Viet Minh activ-
ists and even fewer could be termed guerrillas. Also, 
in February 1961 it formally created a military wing, 
the People’s Liberation Armed Forces, although 
Northern leaders hoped that it might be possible to 
undermine Diem and create a coalition government 
(as a step to communist domination) without a drawn-
out, costly confl ict. These important developments 
made Vietnam a challenging situation for the incom-
ing American administration of  John F. Kennedy.     

 Kennedy, the Viet Cong Menace, 
and the Fall of Diem, 1961–63   

 Kennedy arrived in offi  ce as a critic of  the supposed 
weakness of  the Eisenhower regime in the face of  the 
communist menace, keen to resist the ‘wars of  na-
tional liberation’ (about which Khrushchev fi rst pub-
licly spoke on 6 January 1961, promising Soviet support 
and specifi cally mentioning Vietnam) and already per-
sonally allied to his fellow Catholic, Ngo Dinh Diem. 
Viet Cong activity continued to intensify, and Kennedy 
immediately came under pressure to increase the 
685 military advisers whom Eisenhower had despatched 
to South Vietnam. Despite the evident discontent with 
Diem and the genuine desire of  Vietnamese national-
ists for reunifi cation, it was easy for Americans to see 
the NLF as a puppet movement of  North Vietnam, 
itself  seen as part of  a monolithic communist menace 
which would spread throughout South-East Asia if  it 
was not resisted. The crisis in Laos actually dominated 
US thinking about South-East Asia at this time, how-
ever, and its peaceful outcome in 1962, when a neu-
tralist coalition was formed, suggested that an armed 
confl ict involving the US was not inevitable. Kennedy, 
with plenty of  problems elsewhere in the world, was 
warned soon after coming into offi  ce, in a report 
by Edward Lansdale, about the weaknesses of  the 
anti-communist position in South Vietnam. Diem’s 
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 failure to reform, together with the unreliability of  the 
ARVN, led the US to follow a dual policy of  provid-
ing greater military assistance to South Vietnam while 
trying to win Diem over to the wisdom of  change. 
Discussions of  military requests to send US combat 
troops led to Kennedy opposing any mention of  the 
possibility of  such a policy and to subsequent specula-
tion that he would never have got embroiled in the 
later confl ict. The aim was to contain the communists 
militarily in the short term, while broadening political 
support for the South’s government in the long term. 
By such means, Kennedy apparently hoped to prevent 
any communist advance without the need for direct 
US involvement, a policy which essentially built on 
Eisenhower’s, albeit with a greater commitment of  
advisers and money. 

 By the end of  1961, there were 3,200 US military 
advisers in Vietnam and the Defense Department 
had eff ectively replaced the State Department as the 
prime factor in policy-making on Vietnam. A number 
of  senior offi  cials in the administration, including 
Walt Rostow (Deputy National Security Adviser) were 
becoming sympathetic to a deployment of  American 
combat troops. Although Kennedy always ruled out 
the combat option, his support for Diem remained 
undiminished, despite the latter’s continued failure to 
carry out land reform or legalize opposition groups. 
By late 1963, US personnel in South Vietnam had 
climbed to 16,000. The 1961 Bay of  Pigs fi asco and the 
need to compromise on Laos, may have strengthened 
the desire to ‘win’ in Vietnam and such alternatives 
as negotiation with the communists, or making fur-
ther aid to Diem conditional on reform, were not 
properly considered. Arguably, the Americans were 
already  becoming trapped in a situation where their 
anti- communism tied them to an unpopular regime 
fi ghting an unwinnable war. Even those who feared an 
escalation of  the US commitment, like George Ball, 
the under-secretary of  state, did not speak out strongly 
at this time. In any case, during 1962, over-optimistic 
reports from US representatives in Vietnam, created 
the impression that the ‘Viet Cong’ (as the commu-
nists were now described by the Saigon government 
and the Americans) were being contained. 

 One development, backed by the US at this time 
and inspired by British policy against communists in 
Malaya, was the US ‘strategic hamlets’ programme 
which, like Diem’s ‘agrovilles’, tried to move peasants 
away from communist infl uence. The programme at 
least showed a recognition of  the need for a proper 

counter-insurgency programme, winning the peas-
antry to the government side, but it was carried out 
too hastily and proved as unpopular with the peasants 
as had the ‘agrovilles’, although its failure took some 
time to become evident. Even the celebrated battle 
of  Ap Bac in January 1963, when 1,400 heavily armed 
ARVN troops were held at bay by about 350 Viet Cong, 
failed to destroy American optimism about the war 
and in 1963 Kennedy was hopeful that the US pres-
ence in Vietnam might soon be reduced. The weak-
nesses of  Diem’s position—his reliance on repression 
rather than reform, an ill-disciplined badly led army 
and widespread alienation of  the countryside—were 
not yet fully exposed by a Viet Cong movement which 
still numbered only several thousand guerrillas. Nor 
was the extent and nature of  the South Vietnamese 
support for the communist-led resistance movement 
perceived accurately by American leaders, preoccu-
pied as they were with communism as the explanation 
for anti-Western revolts. 

 US confi dence in Diem was fi nally, fatally, ques-
tioned in mid-1963 not by any communist action but 
by dissatisfaction among the Buddhist majority. There 
were widespread disturbances in May following a new 
law which gave the national fl ag precedence over all 
other symbols, even religious banners carried during 
celebrations. Then, on 11 June, in front of  Saigon press 
cameras, one Buddhist priest burnt himself  to death as 
a protest against Diem. Several similar cases followed, 
increasing doubts about Diem’s leadership among the 
American media and further emphasizing his failure to 
reform. The situation was made worse by remarks from 
his sister-in-law, Madam Nhu, that she was quite happy 
to have monks ‘barbecue’ themselves. By mid-August, 
Diem felt so threatened that he introduced martial 
law, as well as raiding Buddhist pagodas in key cities, 
imprisoning hundreds. The US was shocked and, in 
Washington, the issue of  replacing Diem was seriously 
considered. There was a major problem with any such 
step: he had no obvious successor. But, by late October, 
his opponents in the army were confi dent that the US 
government would welcome his replacement. Cer-
tainly the American ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, 
did not discourage this belief  and on 1 November after 
trying to fl ee, Diem was captured by an army unit and 
murdered along with the much despised Nhu. Kennedy, 
who had known that a coup was possible, but who did 
not want Diem dead, was stunned by the news. 

 Only three weeks later Kennedy too was assas-
sinated, leaving the problems of  South Vietnam to 
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 be tackled by his successor, Lyndon Johnson. The 
question of  what Kennedy would have done about 
Vietnam, had he lived, is one which continues to ex-
ercise historians. Some are sympathetic. William Post, 
for example, believes that the President ‘would not 
have bombed North Vietnam, and would not have 
committed US ground troops’ in the way Johnson 
later did. But even this claim is qualifi ed by the ad-
mission that there was an ‘absence of  clear direction 
to Kennedy’s policy’.   4    The President had spoken pri-
vately on several occasions of  his desire to reduce US 
personnel levels in South Vietnam; yet, on the very 
day he died, he was planning to give an address which 
confi rmed his commitment to fi ghting communism 
in South-East Asia. The contradiction is probably best 
explained by Gary Hess who argues that by late 1963, 
Kennedy ‘was thinking on two levels: the commit-
ment to South-Vietnam was integral to US national 
security, but the price of  upholding it seemed less 
controllable’.   5    He did not live long enough to focus 
upon, or resolve this dilemma and, as another study 
of  Kennedy’s policy concludes, he ‘bequeathed to 
Johnson a failing counter-insurgency programme 
and a deepened commitment to the war in South 
Vietnam’.   6    From this commitment Johnson would 
fi nd no easy escape.     

 The Collapse of French Rule in 
Morocco and Tunisia   

 In North Africa, the French faced, as in Indo-China, 
a number of  nationalist movements that grew in 
strength after 1945 and were causing major problems 
by 1953–4. The existence of  French settlers created 
additional political problems in dealing with them, 
even for those ministers who came to accept the 
idea of  self-government if  not independence. The re-
gion, particularly Algeria, had signifi cant numbers of  
French settlers along the coastal plain, many of  whom 
were competing for menial jobs with the local popu-
lation. In addition, while Morocco and Tunisia had 
originally been French protectorates that were the re-
sponsibility of  the Quai d’Orsay (the French foreign 
ministry), Algeria provided a much bigger constitu-
tional and emotive problem. Technically part of  met-
ropolitan France, like French  départements  it was the 
responsibility of  the French Ministry of  the Interior. 
This produced, amongst certain French elites, an ab-
solute refusal to give up a part of  French soil to na-
tionalists who began a campaign of  violent resistance 

in November 1954. Thus strong Gaullists and former 
members of  the resistance, including Georges Bidault 
who had been both prime minister and foreign 
minister under the post-war Fourth Republic, were 
prepared to abandon loyalty to de Gaulle and to the 
French state over the issue of  Algeria.    

 The events in Sétif, Algeria in 1945 which involved 
a considerable loss of  life with over 100 settlers mas-
sacred, followed by large-scale reprisals, seriously 
damaged relations between the European and Muslim 
communities. When the hoped-for reforms never ma-
terialized the already signifi cant nationalist groups 
throughout North Africa became more and more dis-
illusioned with French promises. As the 1950s began, 
the French were facing increasingly radical national-
ists. In Algeria these were grouped in the Front de 
Libération National (FLN); in Morocco the national-
ist focus was provided by the Istaqlal (Independence) 
Party, founded in 1943 and supported since 1947 by the 
Sultan of  Morocco, Mohammed V; and in Tunisia the 
Neo-Destour (New Constitutional) Party was created 
as early as 1934 although, like many nationalist groups 
it fi rst sought better links with France and easier access 
to French citizenship. Its leader was Habib Bourguiba 
who, after 1949, returned to Tunisia to lead the cam-
paign for independence. 

   Ngo Dinh Diem (1901–63)    

 Diem was born into an important Roman Catholic family in 

South Vietnam in 1901. In the years before the Second World 

War he was a civil servant. In 1954, Diem became the prime 

minister of South Vietnam after having previously refused any 

position in Bao Dai’s government. A year later he became the 

president of his country after controlling the 1955 referendum 

which abolished the royal family. Washington supported Diem 

strongly, because of his combination of being anti-French, 

anti-communist and pro-American. But there were problems 

within Vietnam owing to his favouring Roman Catholics over 

the Buddhist population. This, combined with his arbitrary and 

dictatorial rule, resulted in much dissatisfaction. Opposition to 

Diem also increased by 1960 as his attempt to root out 

opponents in the civil war in the South became less eff ectual 

with help to the rebels coming from the North. In 1963 Diem 

was murdered during a takeover by unhappy generals, in which 

the CIA was involved, and to which the American government 

gave tacit approval.  
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  The French hope was to head off  any political re-
form which would undermine the French Union or 
damage the privileged position of  the French settlers. 
In Morocco, Sultan Mohammed V came to seek the 
renegotiation of  the 1912 Treaty of  Fez, which defi ned 
the protectorate status, in order to gain greater infl u-
ence for himself, as opposed to the traditional pashas 
and caids, and then to end French controls. Troubles 
began when the proposed reforms of  General Juin 
were revealed by 1951 to be a sham. The Istaqlal used 
demonstrations and riots, most notably in Casablanca 
in 1952, and attempted to exploit American and inter-
national concern to demand realistic reforms leading 
to self-government. In the face of  these pressures and 
the inscription of  Morocco on the UN Security Council 
agenda, the French position became increasingly diffi  -
cult. Their attempts to introduce local assemblies with 
equal representation for settlers and the indigenous 
population were patently inadequate, though consist-
ent with avoiding any commitment to the devolution 
of  local power which would have implications for the 
future of  the French Union. They were those in the 
Quai d’Orsay who had never believed that the French 
Union would gain international acceptance; the writ-
ing was on the wall for the centralization it embodied 
from the early 1950s. The need for American support 
at the UN may well have been a decisive factor in infl u-
encing the eventual French acceptance of  meaningful 
self-government by 1954. 

 Paying lip-service to political change, which would 
temporarily satisfy the Americans, had ultimately to 
be followed by meaningful actions to start the pro-
cess of  change. In Morocco this was more easily said 
than done, as in September 1953, when traditional 
dislike of  the Sultan’s commitment to the Istaqlal 
led to the armed followers of  the reactionary leader, 
El Glaoui, preparing to overthrow the Sultan. The 
French, rather than be seen as lacking the will to 
maintain law and order, took action themselves and 
deposed Mohammed V.   7    As in many other cases, na-
tionalist opposition to European rule was not uniform 
and this complication led to greater progress to self-
government in cooperation with the French being 
made in Tunisia. Pierre Mendès-France, the new Radi-
cal prime minister in June 1954, was instrumental in 
this acceptance of  self-government just as he sensed 
the impossibility of  successfully continuing the war 
in Indo-China. In July 1954, he promised Tunisia full 
internal self-government, but by then the demand was 
for independence and control over foreign and defence 

policy. The French were now simply reacting to events. 
To make matters worse, an armed insurrection had 
broken out in Algeria in November 1954, and although 
by the following year El Glaoui was prepared to accept 
the return of  Mohammed V in Morocco, there was 
no respite from French diffi  culties. After Minister of  
Overseas France, Pierre-Henri Teitgen, had begun its 
preparation in 1955, the passing of  the enabling law ( loi 
cadre ), to permit the constitutional changes that ren-
dered the French Union inoperable, was achieved in 
1956. Tunisia and Morocco gained independence the 
same year and there was now the prospect of  a mean-
ingful process of  transferring power in France’s Black 
African territories. Algeria, however, was a very diff er-
ent situation.     

 Algeria   

 Algeria became an acute crisis for the French Republic 
and one which was to threaten the very basis of  civil-
ian government. Unlike the other territories in North 
Africa, the abandonment of  Algeria was seen by many 
establishment fi gures as akin to the abandonment of  
Brittany or any other French  département . The war 
itself  had become a brutal, bloody aff air with atroci-
ties on both sides and emotions running high. In 1957, 
fi erce fi ghting in the Muslim quarters of  Algiers was 
accompanied by the extensive use of  torture by the 
authorities. The French army could win control of  
the urban areas, albeit at signifi cant cost, but it was in 
no position to extend that control into the mountain-
ous rural regions, despite the deployment of  400,000 
troops. The war also assumed an important interna-
tional dimension, not least because Egypt’s President 
Nasser was supplying the rebels and the French could 
not seal the Algerian borders. When the Tunisian bor-
der town of  Sakiet was bombed in 1958, the French 
also incurred widespread international condemna-
tion. As the burden of  the war fell more heavily on 
metropolitan France and opposition to it grew, the 
army in Algeria became increasingly frustrated. Be-
lieving that they were winning the military battle and 
concerned with another loss of  political will, they 
joined with a settler protest in May 1958, which re-
sulted in the proclamation of  a ‘Committee of  Public 
Safety’ being established in Algiers. A military coup 
in Paris was becoming a real possibility when agree-
ment was reached on the return of  the French war-
time hero Charles de Gaulle, with authority to reform 
the constitution. 
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  In a famous outdoor speech, de Gaulle told a cheer-
ing mass of  settlers, ‘ Je vous ai compris ’, but in fact 
he had understood what he believed were more im-
portant issues pertaining to the future of  France. Al-
ways confi dent in his ability to both understand and 
personify France, de Gaulle looked to the continued 
transformation of  the country with a view to playing 
a more important world role, not on the back of  an 
increasingly burdensome empire, but through a rein-
vigorated Europe under French leadership. Moreover, 
he also understood that the Algerian settlers, when 
France last faced a crisis, had, to a man, supported 
the collaborationist regime of  Marshal Pétain, not de 
Gaulle’s Free French. There could be no reason for de 
Gaulle being reluctant to sacrifi ce the interests of  such 
people in order to further the true interests of  France, 
if  this required escaping from the millstone of  Algeria. 
Once this was accomplished, the economic moderni-
zation of  France could continue and foreign policy 
refocused on Europe and building a partnership with 
West Germany, so as to escape US domination. 

 The Algerian imbroglio, like many other key ele-
ments in decolonization, became something from 
which de Gaulle had to fi nd the best way out. It was 
not a question of  planning a strategy, but of  fi nding 
one which would be acceptable to nationalist leaders 
and to at least some of  the French governing elite. In 
1959, de Gaulle spoke of  an Algerian Algeria as some-
thing in line with the self-government idea embodied 
in the  loi cadre , but it was February 1961 before secret 
negotiations began with the FLN. One obstacle in the 
way of  any agreement to end the fi ghting was the 
French army, or at least some of  its former generals 
who launched a failed coup in April 1961. Another was 
the French determination to obtain a special regime 
for the Sahara, in the south of  the country, which was 
rich in oil and gas. In the end, it took over a year before 
French concessions secured an agreement, the Evian 
Accords, in which the settlers were to be given three 
years to choose whether or not to remain in an inde-
pendent Algeria. If  they left, their goods and capital 
could go with them while the French retained their 
atomic test site in the Sahara and the naval base at 
Mers el Kebir for limited periods. The war had cost 
hundreds of  thousands of  lives and nearly brought 
down the French government on two occasions. The 
loss, perceived by some as the loss of  a part of  France, 
was another seminal moment in French history with 
its bitter internal divisions at all levels of  French soci-
ety and politics.     

 Black Africa   

 By 1953 the divisions between French and British co-
lonial policy in Black Africa were still starkly evident 
as the French idea was to avoid political change lead-
ing to self-government. The French Union continued 
to defi ne the constitutional process, whereby French 
overseas territories were to be incorporated into the 
single and indivisible French Republic, and the Black 
African empire’s importance for metropolitan France’s 
regaining world power was still generally accepted by 
both Right and Left. Divisions were soon to appear, 
with the Algerian War and colonial policy becoming 
an important distinguishing feature between parties 
of  the Right.   8    In Black Africa, the wars in Indo-China 
and Algeria were not, however, to be repeated except 
in the Cameroon, where the Union des Peuples Cam-
erounais launched an armed struggle in 1956. 

 The prospect of  fi ghting a major war in Black Africa 
seemed to be largely irrelevant by 1958, when de Gaulle 
was committed to the giving up of  Algeria. Therefore, 
the struggle for independence in Africa was concluded 
quickly between the establishment of  the French 
Community, in 1958, and its dissolution two years 
later, when independence was largely conceded. From 
the French side, the years until de Gaulle’s return to 
power began the process, formalized in 1956, whereby 
power was devolved at the local level to ‘responsible’ 
African leaders. For the Africans, obtaining this power 
was the inevitable result of  their abandonment, in the 
early 1950s, of  the policy of  associating themselves 
with the power exercised in Paris by French politi-
cians. By 1956, the French were eff ectively following 
the same path as the British even if  their expectations 
and planning remained somewhat diff erent. 

 The  loi cadre  encouraged the development of  terri-
torially based political movements, and the weakening 
of  the French regional and the semi-federal struc-
tures in place in French West and Equatorial Africa. 
Critics of  the process refer to the ‘Balkanization’ 
of  West Africa and the determination of  the richer 
territories, like Ivory Coast, to divest themselves of  
any sacrifi ces inherent in regional structures with 
supranational powers. In fact, there were important 
changes undermining the very idea of  African unity, 
which was embodied in the Organization of  African 
Unity, established in 1963, even before the African 
states themselves had been formally created with 
the end of  French colonial rule. It is true that from 
the French perspective the idea of  centralization in 
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 the French Union was replaced by the goal of  creat-
ing structures, which would tie the former overseas 
territories closer to France. Hence, the French were 
determined to include their African territories in 
the economic provisions of  the Treaty of  Rome, so 
that the creation of  the European Common Market 
would not disadvantage them. The need, with the 
end of  the French Empire, to distinguish the strug-
gle for political independence from the achievement 
of  economic independence was clear.   9    There are 
 obviously links between the two and it has been ar-
gued that the  economic changes in France enabled 
political changes to accompany economic develop-
ments in the empire.   10    

 Jacques Marseille points to the importance of  the 
modernization of  French industry and claims that 
this process weakened the role of  small businesses, 
who benefi ted from protected empire markets. Once 
greater competitiveness became more necessary, as 
French trade and industrial expansion took place, 
smaller less effi  cient or cost-eff ective enterprises, tra-
ditionally empire supporters, were displaced by those 
with equivalent economic ideas to the political ideas 
on France’s future being developed by de Gaulle. 

 For de Gaulle, the problems of  Black Africa in 1958 
were much less than those of  Algeria. The Constitu-
tion of  the Fifth Republic eff ectively committed Black 
African territories to a new federal structure, but on 
the principle of  decentralization. Africans would elect 
leaders to the French Community whose president, 
de Gaulle, would retain responsibility for foreign and 
defence policy and large areas of  economic policy. 
Leaders would emerge from the territorial assemblies 
constituted in 1957, after the  loi cadre , and membership 
of  the Community would be determined by the indi-
vidual territories on the basis of  plebiscites. Those in 
favour would be the recipients of  continued French 
aid and assistance, while those choosing independ-
ence would be left to fend for themselves. While most 
countries were prepared to join, in Guinea, where the 
radical former trades unionist Sékou Touré had estab-
lished a large following, the voters chose independ-
ence by a large majority. Once de Gaulle had tried and 
failed to prevent the establishment of  a viable state by 
withdrawing French equipment and administrators, 
he realized that French ties could best be preserved by 
a series of  bilateral agreements with suitable African 
leaders. Consequently, in 1960, most French African 
territories secured new constitutions as internation-
ally sovereign states within the Community. As the 

French Community was, like its predecessor, never 
intended to be a community of  equals, pressure for 
formal independence was bound to build up quickly. 
Between June and November 1960, seven new states 
came into being and the fi nal vestiges of  the Federa-
tion inherent in French West Africa also disappeared. 
What was left was a mix of  French education and cul-
ture, military agreements based on the stationing of  
the modern-day equivalent of  rapid reaction forces, 
and economic assistance programmes.   11    The  loi cadre , 
for good or ill, had failed to produce a Commonwealth 
and arguably left a diff erent perspective to that of  the 
British on the meaning of  great power status.         

  B.    The Crises in the Congo 
and Angola      

 The Zenith of the Cold War 
in Black Africa   

 The two crises which began in Central Africa in 1960 
and 1961 illustrate the importance that was attached to 
the Cold War in Black Africa at the turn of  the decade. 
They both involved the Americans in situations where 
the French and the British were playing minor roles—
roles generally at odds with what the Americans 
desired. The situation in the Congo raised issues of  neo-
colonialism, important European economic interests, 

   Sékou Touré (1922–84)    

 Touré was born in 1922, the son of a Muslim peasant farmer. 

He completed his education at a French technical school and, 

following his expulsion, worked at a variety of diff erent jobs. 

He fi rst caught the attention of the public in his younger years 

during his time in the Labour Union, where he became 

Secretary-General. He was very critical of colonialism but 

became Mayor of Conakry (the capital of Guinea) in 1956 and 

Guinea’s deputy to the French national assembly. In 1958, 

when Guinea gained its independence under Touré, he 

became its fi rst president. His leadership of the sole political 

party, the Parti Démocratique de Guinée (PDG) marked him 

as a radical Leftist. During his presidency, Touré received aid 

from the USSR but at the same time tried to improve relations 

with the Western world. He died in 1984 and a week later a 

military coup took over governance and banned the PDG.  
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 Soviet involvement, regional confl ict with racial over-
tones, and the importance of  Cold War issues for 
Africa as a whole. In Angola, Portuguese–American 
relations over the future direction of  colonial policy 
combined with strategic issues, centred on the con-
tinued American use of  the Portuguese airbase in the 
Azores. It was an unprecedented mix of  Cold War and 
colonialism. As has already been seen, in the US the 
questioning of  covert operations and propaganda di-
rected at the Soviet bloc in Europe, combined with the 
increasing importance of  the less developed world as 
European rule was ending, to shift the focus of  Cold 
War attention more to Asia and Africa. The idea that 
the Cold War was a battle for hearts and minds was in-
dicated by an examination of  the Congo and Angolan 
issues, and their importance for many members of  the 
Kennedy administration. 

 Those who still saw Western Europe as the main-
stay of  the Cold War front and the important eco-
nomic partner (or competitor) with the US, battled 
against others like Chester Bowles and the Assistant 
Secretary of  State for African Aff airs, G. Mennen 
Williams who believed that the US could not aff ord to 
alienate African opinion. It was certainly the case that, 
as in the 1940s and 1950s in Europe, there was an exag-
geration of  Africa’s importance in both economic and 
political terms. It took a few years for the Americans to 
realize this, but it does not lessen the Kennedy admin-
istration’s commitment to the less developed world or 
to the ideals of  freedom and self-determination, even 
when other interests were at risk. Cynics might argue 
that progressive policies regarding Black Africans 
were easier to endorse and brought greater political 
dividends in the US than progressive policies towards 
Afro-Americans. Alternatively, it might be argued 
that there was no genuine concern for the welfare of  
Africans but merely a sign that they were important 
pawns in the latest Cold War game. Either way, the 
fact that such policies were followed at all provides a 
contrast with many other American administrations.   12        

 The Congo Crisis   

 The crisis in the Congo, which sprang from the way 
the Belgians transferred power to a large, unprepared 
colony lacking trained personnel and indigenous ad-
ministrators, began on 8 July 1960 just over a week after 
independence. The lack of  any provisions for political 
transition, or the eff ective functioning of  public ser-
vices without trained Belgian personnel, made the loss 

of  discipline in the army and subsequent rioting more 
serious. Rivalries between diff erent ethnic groups in 
Leopoldville province and Luluabourg added to the 
diffi  culties of  maintaining order which, with the as-
saults on Europeans, was used by the Belgians as a 
reason to reinforce their troops in Katanga on 10 July. 
The initial crisis was compounded the following day 
when Katanga province, under Moshe Tshombe, pro-
claimed its independence from the government of  
Patrice Lumumba in the capital, Leopoldville. The 
Belgian presence led Lumumba to appeal fi rst to the 
UN for assistance in what his government termed a 
state of  war with Belgium, and then to the Soviets. 

 UN troops soon arrived in Leopoldville, but with-
out a mandate to end the Katangan secession that 
Lumumba and his important African supporters, par-
ticularly Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana, saw as vital for a 
united Congo. In fact, the UN Secretary-General Dag 
Hammarskjöld began to liaise with Washington, not 
the Congo government, on the best way of  dealing 
with the crisis, while keeping the Soviets out of  the 
region. They could not, however, stop the supply of  
Soviet aid or remove the risk of  direct Soviet military 
involvement or assistance. The longer the Belgian 
troops stayed, the greater the risk of  increasing Soviet 
infl uence, as there was a danger that Belgian or other 
European forces would continue to assist what would 
be perceived as a blatant form of  neo-colonialism 
based on Katangan secession. The issue was crucial for 
the newly independent African states and those colo-
nies which were about to gain independence. Kennedy, 
if  not Eisenhower, was determined that Africa should 
now be at the centre of  American Cold War policy 
and the allegiance of  the newly independent states, 
such as Nkrumah’s Ghana, was deemed crucial. The 
concern within Africa and the Kennedy administra-
tion, about the possible collapse of  the Congo or the 
continuing secession of  Katanga, was based on a de-
termination that the gaining of  independence should 
not be seen as a failure. If  Lumumba could not unite 
the country and Katanga was allowed to secede, then 
the transfer of  power would be seen as the ultimate 
failure. It might also encourage secession by other re-
gions in other colonies and former colonies. On the 
other hand, the success of  Lumumba was seen by the 
Americans as opening the door to pro-Soviet or other 
radical left-wing groups in Africa. 

 One obvious way to ease the diffi  culty was to 
eliminate Lumumba. On 5 September 1960, President 
Kasavubu, in a move of  dubious constitutional 
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 legitimacy, dismissed Lumumba from his position as 
prime minister, but Lumumba then set up a rival govern-
ment until, on 14 September, General Joseph Mobutu 
announced a temporary army takeover. Mobutu dis-
missed both government and Parliament, placing 
Lumumba under house arrest, in the light of  the grow-
ing problems in the Congo. The number of  UN troops 
in the Congo, including those from Ghana and Guinea 
who backed Lumumba, was now growing. The long-
term issues were whether they would be used to end 
Katangan secession and restore the territorial integrity 
of  the new state, and whether or not Lumumba would 
remain as the elected leader of  a reunited Congo. The 
latter outcome was not acceptable to the Americans 
who, in September 1960, split with Nkrumah over this 
issue. When Nkrumah attended Khrushchev’s speech 
in the UN, the Eisenhower administration portrayed 
the Ghanaian as pro-Soviet rather than pro-Lumumba. 
The reality was that, for Eisenhower, the idea of  a radi-
cal African leader in the Congo was more than prob-
lematic and in fact completely beyond the pale. The 
new Kennedy administration did not have to deal with 
the uncomfortable fact of  Lumumba being for many 
Africans the legitimate Congo leader, and was more 
able, with an eye to the future Cold War position of  the 
West in Africa, to pursue a more pro-African independ-
ence policy. The short-term problem in the Congo was 
the maintenance of  order and governmental author-
ity as Lumumba’s supporters, led by Antoine Gizenga, 
were fi rmly established in Stanleyville. Along with 
the capital in Leopoldville, and the Katangan capital 
Elizabethville, there were now three rival power cen-
tres, with an additional secessionist movement based in 
South Kasai and ethnic divisions and violence in most 
provinces. 

 As acrimonious disputes occurred in the General 
Assembly and the UN Secretary-General, Dag 
Hammerskjöld, worked closely with the Eisenhower 
administration to pre-empt Soviet involvement in the 
region, the divisions were made worse by Lumumba’s 
escape and recapture. The problem was that the gov-
ernment in Leopoldville lacked the legitimacy that 
it could only get through the reconvening of  Parlia-
ment. As Washington devised various plans for the 
liquidation of  the Congo’s fi rst leader, in January 1961 
Lumumba was moved to Katanga. At some point after 
the journey he was beaten to death by his captors, al-
though his death was not announced until 13 February. 
The US was thus relieved of  the Lumumba problem, 
but still had to fi nd and legitimize a Congo leader 

who would be acceptable to African opinion. They 
settled on Cyrille Adoula, a former trades unionist, 
and when Parliament was reconvened, on 19 July 1961, 
CIA bribes eff ectively ensured that Adoula was elected 
prime minister. 

 The fi rst priority for the new leader was to reunite 
the country, which above all required the ending of  
Katangan secession. Unfortunately, this was easier said 
than done despite the support of  the new Kennedy ad-
ministration. For one thing, the Belgians, the French, 
and the British did not share American confi dence 
in the future stability of  a united Congo run from 
Leopoldville. Any regime containing Lumumba’s sup-
porters was seen as capable of  again appealing to the 
Soviets and irresponsible enough to provide opportu-
nities for the spread of  radical left-wing ideas. A radical 
regime would aff ect signifi cant European fi nancial in-
terests in the copper-rich Katanga, represented by the 
Union Minière du Haut Katanga, in which the British 
company Tanganyika Concessions had a particular 
fi nancial interest. The British were nervous of  the 
political risk of  alienating the right-wing Empire sup-
porters in the Conservative Party, who were keen to 
preserve white-dominated regimes particularly those 
in the Central African Federation (see  Chapter  8  , D), 
which had close links with Tshombe. Therefore, the 
last thing they wanted to see was a beacon of  pro-
Western anti-communism removed from power by 
UN forces, consisting largely of  Asian and African 
troops operating with American logistic support. As 
time went on, the British became keener to escape 
from any responsibility for Central Africa which might 
involve them in a racial confl ict. The Americans, with 
their determination to end Katangan secession, were 
seen as stirring up trouble that would threaten British 
economic interests and cause confl ict involving the 
Central African Federation whose leader, Roy Welensky, 
was allowing arms to be supplied to Tshombe via 
Northern Rhodesia. 

 In September 1961, Adoula announced that Gizenga 
would become vice-premier in the Leopoldville gov-
ernment, and UN forces engaged Tshombe’s troops 
and mercenaries in Elizabethville. A ceasefi re was 
announced the following month, but by then the 
agreement between Adoula and Gizenga had col-
lapsed and the former’s supporters were becoming 
increasingly incensed by the Prime Minister’s failure 
to end Katangan secession. The Americans were de-
termined to bring the two governments together and 
reunite the former Congo territory. If  they failed, and 
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 independence was seen to have failed, the aim of  en-
suring that power should be transferred peacefully to 
new African states as part of  the Western world would 
have received a serious blow. The British were less 
concerned with that kind of  successful outcome than 
with their large fi nancial interests in the Congo, which 
would be threatened by a civil war that could spread 
to British territories, especially after a rebellion broke 
out in neighbouring Angola in the spring of  1961. In 
November, as renewed incidents took place between 
the white mercenaries and Tshombe’s  gendarmerie  
they were supporting, and the UN troops, a second 
security council resolution was passed, reaffi  rming the 
February resolution specifi cally charging the UN with 
the task of  securing the withdrawal and evacuation 
from the Congo of  mercenaries. 

 Hammarskjöld was now dead, killed in a plane 
crash in Northern Rhodesia in September 1961, and 
his successor, Burma’s U Thant, had to deal with 
Tshombe, and Gizenga who was waiting in Stanleyville 
as a potential radical successor to Lumumba. In this 
situation, the British feared that law and order could 
completely collapse if  Tshombe was attacked by UN 
forces, while valuable economic assets could be lost 
and the white community endangered even if  the 
fi ghting did not spread. They therefore preferred the 
preservation of  Tshombe as a form of  stability, rather 
than the use of  UN force to remove him if  negotia-
tions ultimately failed between Adoula and Tshombe. 
However, in December 1961, the Kitona Accords 
brought success and agreement on the reincorpora-
tion of  Katanga into the Congo state. 

 Unfortunately Tshombe, playing for time, declined 
to take any steps to implement the agreement and 
the supporters of  Adoula became more and more 
disillusioned. The Americans were increasingly con-
cerned about Adoula being replaced by more radi-
cal Africans from Leopoldville or Stanleyville, with 
whom Tshombe was more than prepared to ally. As 
the UN representatives in the Congo became con-
vinced that Tshombe would never voluntarily reinte-
grate Katanga into the Congo, discussions began in 
Washington as to the best means to apply pressure on 
Tshombe to demonstrate his willingness to implement 
the Kitona agreement. After a May tripartite Anglo-
American-Belgian meeting on this had only served to 
reveal their divisions, the Americans, consulting with 
the Belgian Foreign Minister Paul-Henri Spaak, went 
ahead alone. The diff erences in Washington over how 
best to put pressure on Tshombe were evident, but 

the stages by which measures would be escalated if  
Tshombe did not voluntarily take action were agreed 
upon. The plan, drafted in the State Department, was 
presented to U Thant at the start of  the summer. The 
Secretary-General then endorsed it as the UN plan 
with minor amendments. The British were adamantly 
opposed to the idea of  collecting tax revenue through 
customs posts in Katanga without Tshombe’s agree-
ment, and could not accept sanctions even though 
they imported little Katangan copper, because of  the 
impact on the London Metal Exchange where prices 
were manipulated to maintain the high price of  North-
ern Rhodesian copper. Thus they could only agree to 
part of  the US/UN plan. 

 The need for international involvement resulted 
from the ‘inability’ of  Washington to pressure the 
Union Minière to pay its taxes to the legitimate Congo 
government and, as the French pointed out, the re-
fusal of  the Belgian government to require it to do so. 
According to the French Foreign Minister, Maurice 
Couve de Murville, everyone knew that the Belgian 
government controlled Société Générale Belgique, the 
holding company that had originally provided share 
capital for Union Minière du Haut Katanga in the fi nal 
years of  Léopold’s Congo Free State. At all events, 
George McGhee was sent to Katanga in October 1962, 
as an American diplomat welcomed by Tshombe, 
who could win his acceptance of  the US/UN plan. 
The Kennedy administration was so determined to 
bring about Congo reunifi cation that by December, 
although McGhee was making progress, the President 
was prepared to send a squadron of  US fi ghter planes 
to the Congo which would at least convince Tshombe 
that the US were serious about securing the reintegra-
tion of  Katanga. The despatch of  the squadron was, 
however, ruled out by U Thant, who had adequate air 
support and was adamant that Hammarskjöld’s policy 
of  only accepting forces from the lesser powers should 
be maintained. Thus, as in all the operations of  the 
UN military mission in the Congo, heavy equipment 
for its forces would simply be positioned by US trans-
port planes where needed. 

 Although civilian representatives of  the UN mis-
sion had long been convinced that some form of  ac-
tion was necessary to bring the secession to an end, 
the fi nal military climax resulted from the keenness of  
the Katangan mercenaries to fi re on UN troops, prob-
ably initially without Tshombe’s instructions. Well 
trained Indian troops were then able to seize control 
of  the whole of  Elizabethville. While the Americans 



188 Cold War: Crises and Change, 1953–63

 stated their opposition to further fi ghting in Katanga, 
they were unable to infl uence events on the ground 
or even get reliable information on them, Indian 
UN troops marched on the Katangan mining towns 
of  Jadotville and Kolwezi whose capture in January, 
 including the Union Minière du Haut Katanga instal-
lations, signalled the end of  secession. 

 A reunited Congo symbolized the US commitment 
to African independence and the attempt to win the 
support of  the emerging African states. Yet it came too 
late for the economic conditions of  the independent 
state, emerging from the poisoned chalice left by the 
Belgians, to be rectifi ed. The UN mission remained 
until 1964 but the number of  troops was drastically 
reduced as the economic conditions, particularly for 
internal trade, further deteriorated. Thus the benefi ts 
provided by the corrupt use of  political offi  ce, includ-
ing the issuing of  import licences, became even more 
important. Even though the US took nation building 
in the Congo seriously, the resources to enable demo-
cratic capitalism to operate successfully were simply 
not there whatever good will existed. 

 Although the credibility of  the US and the UN had 
been preserved, the triumph was short-lived and as 
elsewhere, particularly in Latin America, the ideal-
istic commitment of  the Kennedy administration in 
the Cold War did not produce the desired long-last-
ing eff ects and was soon changed under the Johnson 
and Nixon administrations (see  Chapter  11  , A). In the 
Congo, which became Zaire in 1971, Tshombe re-
turned as prime minister of  the reunited state in 1964, 
largely to help counter the new rebellions, with the US 
now more a supporter than opponent of  the Tshombe 
regime. Produced by the increasing economic disloca-
tion in the Congo, separate revolts broke out in Kwilu 
and Kivu in 1963 and early 1964, aided by the departure 
of  the reduced UN presence that had remained after 
the end of  secession. The Conseil National de Libé-
ration, a divided group of  radical Africans, was un-
able to unite the new rebellions with the successors 
to Gizenga’s Stanleyville regime. Even Ché Guevara, 
who joined the rebels in Kivu, was unable to bring or-
ganisation and discipline to the rebel forces. With the 
UN and its increasing numbers of  newly independ-
ent Afro-Asian states unable to be so easily manipu-
lated by the US, Washington’s Congo policy changed. 
After seeking the removal of  Tshombe’s mercenaries 
from the Congo under Kennedy, the Americans, now 
under Lyndon Johnson, began paying for them to help 
against the opponents of  the Tshombe regime, and 

airlifted Belgian paratroops into Stanleyville to release 
rebel held hostages. 

 It was only when General Mobutu returned to 
power in 1965, with a military coup backed by the 
Americans, that order began to return, not under the 
banner of  freedom and independence, but through 
brutal repression under a military strongman. It was 
characteristic of  changing American policy in the less 
developed world, where the importance of  promot-
ing support for the West was replaced by encourag-
ing the imposition of  pro-Western regimes whether 
indigenous people liked them or not. In this situation, 
the Cold War became even more about preserving 
the values of  capitalism than enabling the spread of  
democracy.     

 The Angolan Crisis   

 Over the border from the Congo, in north-western 
Angola, a rebellion broke out against Portuguese 
colonial rule in the spring of  1961 which has been as-
sociated with the Union of  Angolan Peoples (UPA), 
established and led by Holden Roberto. Roberto had 
come to prominence though the Union of  the Peo-
ples of  Northern Angola (UPNA), which was based on 
Bakongo nationalism and on the idea of  restoring the 
old Kongo kingdom. The UPA was an attempt to es-
tablish a single Angolan nationalist movement to oust 
the Portuguese. It was, however, just one of  the fi fty 
or more Angolan political movements operating from 
Leopoldville when the Congo became independent in 
1960. Those in the UPA seeking to make alliances with 
these other groups were initially opposed by Roberto 
who was determined to establish himself  as leader, a 
position he only achieved in 1961.   13    The fact that the 
UPA then, unlike its main rival, the Popular Move-
ment for the Liberation of  Angola (MPLA), became 
more committed to armed struggle, means it is easy 
to interpret the revolt in Northern Angola as stem-
ming from the growth of  nationalism, spearheaded 
by the UPA.   14    Actually, there is evidence from mission-
aries in the region that the outbreak of  violence was 
more spontaneous and due less to political organiza-
tion than to the economic grievances associated with 
peasants being removed for forced labour and unable 
to tend to their own crops, particularly coff ee. In any 
event, it is likely that the UPA benefi ted from being 
able to politicize the rebels. 

 The anti-communist Roberto was a frequent visi-
tor to the US and met with President Kennedy. His 
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 ideological opponents, the MPLA, did not initially fa-
vour violence, until the revolt eff ectively forced their 
hand, and by the end of  1961 they too were established 
in Leopoldville, under the leadership of  Mario de 
Andrade, the founder of  the movement, and Viriato 
da Cruz. The fact was that the rebellion occurred only 
a few months after a key UN resolution of  December 
1960, supported by the US and infl uenced Portuguese 
perceptions of  the rebellion. While it was eventually 
brutally suppressed and largely contained, the rebel-
lion was never totally extinguished by Portugal. The 
UN resolution referred to colonialism as alien domina-
tion and a denial of  human rights, it called for immedi-
ate steps to be taken to transfer power. It was followed 
by another in March 1961, calling for Portugal to in-
troduce reforms and allow the exercise of  the right of  
self-determination. The Portuguese therefore began 
to assume that it was the Americans who were respon-
sible for the troubles in Angola and who were, thereby, 
providing opportunities for communism to advance. 

 The US State Department rightly concluded early 
on that, in order to avoid jeopardizing American stand-
ing with the African states and in the UN, it would be 
necessary to maintain a position that was unpalatable 
to the Portuguese. It was certainly unpalatable to the 
Portuguese Foreign Minister, Alberto Nogueira, who 
warned the Americans that, if  their undermining of  
the Portuguese empire continued, the communists 
could take over the whole of  the Iberian peninsula. 
He also claimed that the Angolan crisis was more im-
portant than Berlin and that, if  necessary, the Portu-
guese were prepared to go to the bitter end and face 
a third world war, rather than give up their empire. 
The argument of  the State Department’s Africanists 
was that it would be important to champion African 
self-determination, even if  Portugal withdrew from 
NATO—a good example of  the extent to which Cold 
War considerations were Africa-based. 

 The point is particularly relevant to the question 
of  the Azores base, which was used by the Americans 
under an agreement due to expire at the end of  1962. 
The fact was that the agreement was neither renewed, 
nor the Americans thrown out and, while there were 
changes in the way the Kennedy administration dealt 
with the Angolan issue at the UN, the essential nature 
of  the policy remained unchanged. Public criticism to 
win Afro-Asian support accompanied private criticism 
and persuasive pressure. The problem was that the 
resolutions put forward at the UN became more radi-
cal and the US feared not just their eff ect on Portugal, 

but on their relations with more moderate Afro-
Asian states. It thus became more reluctant to sup-
port them, especially when sanctions were involved. 
However, the commitment to Africans still remained 
and while Kennedy was aware of  the importance the 
military attached to the Azores and was keen not to 
lose the base, it did not mean that there was a move to 
preserve better relations with Portugal at the expense 
of  the commitment to African self-determination. As 
late as December 1963, the US was supporting resolu-
tions calling for self-determination and no arms sup-
ply to Portugal. 

 The problem was that the Portuguese would not 
tolerate the concepts of  independence and self-
government and would not introduce political change 
in any meaningful form. The Kennedy administration, 
at the very highest levels of  Secretary of  State Dean 
Rusk, and even Kennedy himself, tried in meetings 
with high-level Portuguese representatives to change 
these attitudes but failed. Thus, the revolt simmered 
beneath the surface in Angola and the anti-colonial 
movements continued without establishing a single 
unifi ed movement. The MPLA, with its  mestiço  domi-
nation, was at odds with the Black African UPA, which 
in March 1962 merged with the Democratic Party 
of  Angola (PDA), another largely Kikongo-speaking 
group, to form the National Liberation Front of  Angola 
(FNLA). The purpose was to broaden the ethnic base 
and aspire to become a national party and, in April, an 
Angolan revolutionary government in exile (GRAE) 
was formed with an anti-communist message. Later 
in the year, in December 1962, Agostinho Neto be-
came leader of  the MPLA after escaping from prison 
in Portugal and the seeds of  future confl ict were 
sown. Although the MPLA tried to play down its so-
cialist links until 1964,   15    there was now an ideological 
division in Angolan anti-colonialism which could be 
interpreted in Cold War terms. Ultimately, the Cold 
War achieved little for Angolans except in contribut-
ing to their divisions, despite the commitment of  the 
Kennedy administration to promote African national-
ism of  a ‘responsible’ kind.      

  C.    Crises in the Middle East    

 The mid-1950s in the Middle East produced a number 
of  crises during the transition from the period of  
British domination, to the era of  superpower com-
petition in which the Soviets posed a challenge to 
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 Western dominance in the area. Outside interference 
was a feature of  the post-1953 period, which focused 
on the confl ict between the Arabs and the new Jewish 
state of  Israel. The second Arab–Israeli War in 1956, 
or Suez Crisis, stemmed from a number of  intercon-
nected international, regional, and national prob-
lems. In essence, these involved the maintenance of  
power, which as one senior British offi  cial pointed 
out, in terms that could also apply to the Cold War, 
is to be measured not only in terms of  money and 
military forces but in prestige. What the world thinks 
about the status of  a great power is, in other words, 
extremely important. In the Middle East, by the mid-
dle of  the decade, there was one power, Britain, which 
was clearly declining in hard power terms as measured 
by military and economic strength, and was desperate 
to preserve its power in terms of  status and prestige. 
As the British saw it, this had to be done in the face 
of  threats from both friends, notably the US, and en-
emies, whether the Soviet Union or emerging radical 
Arab states. This British determination to remain the 
leading external power was accompanied by regional 
rivalries, which embodied not just the Arab–Israeli dis-
pute but also serious rivalries within the Arab world. 
Finally, there were the problems and confl icts within 
individual states in the Middle East. It was the combi-
nation of  all three that produced the Suez Crisis.     

 Britain’s Declining Power   

 The collapse of  Britain’s informal empire in the Mid-
dle East, which was the clear result of  the Suez Crisis, 
has formed a central part of  the debate on decoloni-
zation. Having abandoned its position in India and 
other parts of  South Asia, as well as Palestine, it can 
be argued that Britain was also engaged in planning its 
withdrawal from the Middle East. It therefore ran into 
diffi  culties over the nature and timing of  this process. 
Britain was allegedly seeking to preserve some degree 
of  infl uence and to resist the spread of  Soviet com-
munism by selecting pro-Western leaders as its succes-
sors. Equally, it can be argued that the Middle East was 
radically diff erent from Asia, in that the development 
of  the Cold War and the growing need for oil made 
Britain reluctant to abandon the Middle East until the 
Suez Crisis made Britain’s departure inevitable. Thus, 
Suez can fi t the model of  the planned transfer of  
power, with the occasional aberration, or the model 
of  radical nationalists demanding the end of  external 
control, whether exercised formally or informally. 

 However, Suez has been interpreted as a much 
more important milestone in the history of  British 
imperialism and decolonization. The Suez Canal was 
probably the most well-known symbol of  the British 
Empire and the vain eff orts to retain control of  it in 
1956, for some, signifi ed Britain’s imperial demise.   16    
The decolonization of  the rest of  Britain’s empire was 
inevitable after the ‘lion’s last roar’ had been muffl  ed 
on the banks of  the Canal. Suez was a watershed be-
cause force had failed and Britain could no longer fi ght 
to hold its empire. Opponents of  that view argue that 
Suez was not a watershed because it failed to change 
the fundamental goals of  British policy overseas.   17    
This argument rests, in part, on the assumption that 
Suez was not part of  decolonization, in the sense that 
it did not involve the formal transfer of  power. It is 
much more accurate to see Suez as the loss of  infl u-
ence that was supposed to remain  after  power had 
been transferred. In the Middle East, this was particu-
larly important because of  the region’s geopolitical 
importance and its association, not with colonies, but 
with Britain’s status as a great world power by virtue 
of  its responsibility for the defence of  the area. Thus, 
the policy of  maintaining the status of  a great world 
power remained unaltered by the Suez fi asco, which 
had little eff ect on decolonization except to under-
mine the idea of  Britain as a liberal colonial power. 
What it did do was to reveal that Britain could only ex-
ercise infl uence and employ force in a regional context 
with the approval and support of  the US.     

 The Regional Crises   

 The fi rst crisis, which the British and the Ameri-
cans began to address at the end of  1955, was the 
Arab–Israeli confl ict which was centred now on Egyp-
tian organized raids of   fedayeen  into Israel. Originally, 
such raids were largely the result of  local grievances 
over the position of  the border but, by 1955, their or-
ganization by Egypt and the scale of  the Israeli re-
prisals had made the situation more infl ammatory. 
If  the British, or even the Americans, were to pose as 
the region’s protectors against the Soviet threat, they 
would need a united Middle East in which such inter-
nal confl icts were no longer more important than an 
external threat. This meant securing an Arab–Israeli 
peace settlement. The plan to do this, code-named 
Alpha, involved the creation of  a link between Egypt 
and Jordan to symbolize Arab unity, the right of  Pales-
tinian refugees to return to their homes or to receive 
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 compensation, which would be fi nanced by the West, 
and the provision of  guarantees of  Israeli security. The 
Egyptian leader, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, was 
chosen by the US to convince the Arab world of  the 
plan’s desirability before the Americans would begin 
to pressure the Israelis to accept it.    

 There were some obvious diffi  culties in that the Is-
raelis would have to give up the Negev (in the south 
of  the country) and accept the right of  refugees to 
return, albeit in a controlled fashion. No amount of  
American pressure was likely to do that even without 
the Jewish lobby in the US. Moreover, even if  Nasser 
was personally willing to accept the existence of  an 
Israeli state, his chances of  persuading other Arab 
leaders to do the same, while recognizing his leader-
ship, were almost as low. To some extent, the idea of  
Arab nationalism and anti-imperialism which Nasser 
had promoted raised more Arab divisions. He had de-
posed a monarch in Egypt and his rivals for leadership 
in Iraq and Saudi Arabia were both conservative mon-
archs.   18    Yet Nasser’s radical Arab nationalism, while 
certain to upset the old Arab landowning elites, was 
also unacceptable to the masses if  it was combined 
with the recognition of  Israel. 

 In the Middle East after 1955, Nasser was to emerge 
as the key challenger to the idea that Britain had a 
special regional role as military protector, and it was 
Nasser, who in eff ect, challenged the British for the 
right to exert predominant infl uence in the Arab 
parts of  the region. In 1954, the Anglo-Egyptian 
agreement on the withdrawal of  British troops from 
the Suez Canal Zone was based on maintenance of  

the base in peacetime and on its reactivation in war, 
and off ered the prospect of  a new era of  Anglo-Egyptian 
cooperation. However, such hopes were dashed in 
April 1955, with the creation of  the Baghdad Pact, an 
extension of  the Turco-Iraqi Pact which, by the end 
of  the year, would incorporate Pakistan and Iran as 
well as Britain. Almost immediately, the Baghdad 
Pact became a hated military alliance, symbolizing 
again British attempts at domination, even though 
this dislike was inversely proportional to the Pact’s 
military value. Its main achievement was to sour Anglo-
Egyptian relations and exacerbate the major confl icts 
which bedevilled the Middle East. First, it involved 
the Iraqis who were the main challengers to Nasser’s 
claim to leadership of  the Arab world. Second, Nasser’s 
standing after the 1954 agreement depended to a sig-
nifi cant extent on his claims to be an anti-imperialist 
leader who had fi nally got rid of  the peacetime British 
military presence in Egypt. He could hardly, therefore, 
welcome his main rival’s almost immediate conclu-
sion of  a new defence agreement with the imperialist 
power from whose clutches Egypt had fi nally been 
delivered. The result was that Nasser embarked on a 
campaign to denounce the Pact and to prevent any 
other Arab members from joining. This, in turn, 
made it less likely that he would cooperate with the 
British and the Americans in implementing Opera-
tion Alpha. In late 1955, the British became keener to 
promote the Pact by getting other Arab states to join. 
In December, they approached Jordan in order to iso-
late Nasser in the Arab world and emphasize British 
leadership of  the defence organization deemed 

   Gamal Abdel Nasser (1918–70)    

 This future Egyptian statesman was born in Alexandria in 1918. 

He completed his education at the Cairo Military Academy, 

which he joined in 1936. While there, Nasser contributed to 

the establishment of a nationalist movement known as the Free 

Offi  cers or the El-Dhobatt El-Ahrar. Nasser fought and was 

wounded in the 1948–9 war against Israel. Following this 

confl ict there was increased support for the Free Offi  cers’ 

Movement because of the King’s corrupt involvement in the 

procurement of inadequate weapons. In 1952, Nasser led a 

military coup against the King Farouk regime. A new Egyptian 

republic was born and Nasser became minister of the interior 

under General Neguib. Neguib was always a fi gurehead and 

Nasser formally assumed power as president and prime 

minister in 1954. Nasser caught the world’s attention by 

announcing the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company in 

1956 after a covert Anglo-American attempt to undermine his 

regime. The Suez crisis ensued, which only enhanced Nasser’s 

popularity in the Arab world. Although he attempted many 

reforms including land redistribution, expansion of public works 

schemes, and improving educational opportunities, his domestic 

policies were a failure. Nasser used Arab nationalism to win 

support in Egypt but lost the 1967 war against Israel. Nasser 

resigned for a short period following that defeat, but he 

returned to power until his sudden death from a heart attack in 

1970, which left the Arab world in deep mourning.  
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 necessary for the Middle East. The Baghdad Pact was 
proclaimed as the vehicle for this, even though the 
shortfall in the forces in the region that London and 
Washington deemed necessary to do this was greater 
than the number of  forces available. The British ef-
forts to secure Jordanian accession led to riots and 
disturbances which threatened King Hussein’s gov-
ernment and had to be abandoned in January 1956. 

 In the meantime, Nasser, fearing his domestic po-
sition would be undermined by an inability to de-
fend Egypt from large-scale Israeli reprisals against 
 fedayeen  raids, had turned to the Soviets for arms 
in September 1955. This deal between Egypt and 
Czechoslovakia raised the spectre of  growing Soviet 
infl uence in the Middle East and was likely to lead 
to questions about the value of  the Baghdad Pact. 
It was falsely claimed that the region, from Turkey 
through Iraq and Iran to the Persian Gulf  (the so-
called ‘northern tier’), could be protected by defend-
ing the passes through the Zagros mountains. In any 
case, what good was that if  the Soviets were already in 
Egypt? A further element of  concern stemmed from 
the fact that once the new arms were absorbed into 
the Egyptian armed forces in about a year’s time, the 
military superiority which the British and Americans 
believed the Israelis enjoyed over the combined forces 
of  the Arab states, would be lost. Consequently, it was 
feared in Britain that Israel would attack Egypt in the 
near future to avoid such an eventuality. 

 The defence issue could more readily be turned 
to British advantage in that they could claim that, 
rather than the reality of  competing with Nasser for 
infl uence in the Middle East, they were in fact serving 
Western interests by leading the struggle against the 
Soviets. This theme, of  portraying the preservation of  
Britain’s imperial interests as part of  fi ghting the Cold 
War, was one with which the Americans were already 
closely acquainted. And they regarded it understand-
ably with a certain scepticism, as it could be argued 
that the unwelcome presence of  British forces in the 
region actually contributed to the instability which 
the Soviets might be able to exploit. But that presence 
was a vital symbol of  Britain’s infl uence in a region 
where, if  it was lost, the country’s status as a world 
power would be at risk. Now that Britain had given up 
its peacetime presence in Egypt it was even more im-
portant to emphasize the crucial role its forces in Iraq 
and Jordan might play in defence terms. This was, in 
fact, why they had joined the Baghdad Pact in the fi rst 
place because it was through that organization that 

they would secure their continued peacetime pres-
ence in Iraq. The consequences of  the other problem 
created by the Czech arms deal would only become 
apparent in 1956. 

 With the failure to get Arab Jordan into the Baghdad 
Pact, it began to look as if  Nasser was winning the bat-
tle with Britain for infl uence in the Middle East. In this 
situation, and encouraged by British intelligence as-
sessments, Prime Minister Eden began to see that the 
only way of  saving face was by the removal of  Nasser. 
Yet the Egyptian leader was still regarded as essential 
to the realization of  Alpha and an Arab–Israeli agree-
ment, which in turn was necessary for a united Middle 
East to focus on the threat of  the USSR, for which a 
British military presence was ostensibly needed. It was 
the dismissal of  General Glubb, who led the British-
offi  cered Arab Legion in Jordan, and the American 
realization that Nasser was not going sell Alpha to 
Arab leaders, that gave credence to Eden’s arguments 
in Washington. The result was an American plan, 
codenamed Omega, with which the British were to 
cooperate and which sought to remove Nasser by a 
combination of  measures designed to weaken his in-
ternal position and isolate him in the Arab world. 

 A number of  economic measures were to be taken 
against Egypt including the withdrawal of  the prom-
ised aid to build a dam on the River Nile at Aswan. 
Externally, the Americans would try to turn King Saud 
of  Saudi Arabia against Nasser, and the CIA and MI6 
would sponsor a coup, code-named Straggle, against 
the left-wing Syrian regime which was Nasser’s other 
important Middle Eastern friend. However, once 
Nasser realized that British and American policy had 
become hostile to Egypt, he looked for a way to strike 
back which would increase his support in the Arab 
world. In the wake of  the announcement, based on 
Omega, that US aid for building the prestigious Aswan 
Dam would be withdrawn, Nasser decided on 26 July 
1956 that the nationalization of  the Suez Canal Com-
pany would best serve his needs.        

 The Suez Crisis   

 The nationalization of  the Suez Canal Company, 
which was largely owned by the French and British 
governments, was a massive blow to British prestige 
as the dominant regional power. It was, however, 
an Egyptian registered company and, as Nasser of-
fered compensation, he was in fact acting perfectly 
legally and simply buying out the shareholders. It 
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 was, nevertheless, a hugely symbolic moment, en-
capsulating the decline of  British infl uence and belit-
tling Britain in the eyes of  the world—that was too 
much for Eden to swallow. He immediately ordered 
the Chiefs of  Staff  to prepare plans for an invasion of  
Egypt. He also began a long series of  eff orts to con-
vince the Americans that Nasser would now use the 
nationalized company’s control of  the Canal to stran-
gle Britain’s supply of  Middle Eastern oil. Eisenhower 
and Dulles were not impressed, but extremely wor-
ried about the reactions in the Middle East and else-
where to a naked show of  force by the British. With 
Omega, the Americans had shown a willingness to 
seek Nasser’s removal, but they were reluctant to 
jeopardize the West’s position by an act of  overt ag-
gression for which there was no justifi cation. Both 
Eisenhower and Dulles realized that they would need 
to persuade Eden against using force, but to con-
front the British by ruling out military options in all 
circumstances, including the closure of  the Canal to 
international shipping, would be counterproductive: 
the British might resent American opposition, un-
less qualifi ed, and be encouraged to use force. The 
strategy therefore became one of  playing for time, 
by convincing the British that regaining control of  
the Canal could be achieved by peaceful methods or 
that military force required further action by Nasser. 
The longer the attempts at negotiation went on, the 
less likely it would be that force would be used. In the 
event, a London conference of  users and signatories 
to the 1888 Suez Canal Convention (which established 

the canal as an international waterway and governing 
its use) reached a majority agreement, in August 1956, 
on the principles of  a new international regime for 
the Canal. Nasser, however, refused to go along with 
the agreement, which did not specify how interna-
tional control was to be exercised over a waterway 
that was part of  sovereign Egyptian territory. With 
another American proposal to establish a Users’ 
Group that would assert the rights given under the 
Suez Canal Convention, the issue again came down 
to whether the Egyptian company would oversee the 
Canal through an international supervisory board, 
or whether an international body would actually 
run the Canal. The crux of  the matter for Eden was 
whether the international body operating the Canal 
would have the power to impose sanctions and humil-
iate Nasser. If  it did, it would be unacceptable to the 
Egyptians. When the British took the issue to the UN, 
the two countries were, nevertheless, coming close to 
a deal because the power to humiliate could not eas-
ily be portrayed as an international requirement. It 
was then that Eden received some unexpected French 
visitors. 

 General Challe and General Gazier, who visited 
London on 26 October, produced a plan which would 
avoid any need for a settlement and thereby spare 
Eden from being pilloried by the right-wing, imperial-
ist wing of  the Tory Party for ‘appeasing’ Egypt dur-
ing its annual conference. Eden had every reason to 
believe that his party would fi nd it diffi  cult to live with 
a settlement that did not provide for the humiliation of  
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 Nasser and reassert British prestige in the Middle East. 
The French generals had been in close contact with the 
Israelis, who were keen to destroy any possible advan-
tage the Egyptians might gain from the Czech arms 
deal. The French were also eager to strike at Nasser, 
because he was supplying the rebels in Algeria fi ghting 
for independence from France. The plan put to Eden 
was that Israel would fi rst attack Egypt. As they did so, 
Britain and France would issue an ultimatum to cease 
fi ghting and, when this was refused, would send forces 
to Egypt, allegedly to protect the Canal from the war-
ring parties. This plan had the advantage of  heading 
off  any Israeli attack on Jordan, which Britain was 
committed to defend. It would have been a strange 
irony if, having accused Nasser of  wishing to take over 
the Middle East on behalf  of  the Soviet Union, and 
having suff ered from Egyptian propaganda against 
imperialism and the Baghdad Pact, Eden had ended up 
assisting Jordan alongside Nasser. On the other hand, 
to collude with the French and the Israelis was even 
more bizarre and based on the illusion that the collu-
sion with the Israelis could be kept secret. 

 One immediate reason for Eden’s actions may have 
been the feeling at the Tory Party conference, but the 
roots of  Eden’s decision go back before this. Eden 
himself  later argued that the decision helped prevent 
the spread of  Soviet infl uence in the Middle East, 
while the strategic importance of  the region and the 
existence of  large quantities of  oil also made action 
necessary. However, the more emotive perceptions 
of  the Prime Minister and some of  his Cabinet col-
leagues and offi  cials refl ected a world-view of  Britain 
as a global power with exclusive responsibilities in the 
Middle East. These perceptions and belief  systems 
were broadly comparable to the ways in which the US 
and USSR saw their credibility in terms of  competing 
in a Cold War. To lose status was seen as disastrous 
and, while all sorts of  reasons could be brought forth 
to justify this view, ultimately, it refl ected a sense of  
prestige derived from emotive belief  systems rather 
than interests. Reason was thus cast aside, and Eden’s 
failure to take account of  the true extent of  American 
opposition to the use of  force is one example of  how 
rationality could be overridden. The idea of  collusion 
being kept secret is another. 

 The fi nal agreement was reached with the French 
and Israelis after a number of  secret meetings at Sèvres 
in France: it involved an Israeli attack on 29 October 
followed by a 24-hour ultimatum. This would demand 
a withdrawal to ten miles from each bank of  the Canal 

which, when refused, would be followed by a British 
attack on Egyptian airfi elds after midnight on 30/31 
October. The reason for this was the Israeli fear of  
Egyptian planes bombing their cities, but in the event 
the bombing was postponed until after all American 
citizens were evacuated from Cairo. Unfortunately, by 
the time the ultimatum was delivered the Israelis were 
still a long way from the Canal. In eff ect, it demanded 
that the aggressor advance into Egyptian territory 
while the victim of  the aggression fell back. In addi-
tion, the latest British military plan called for an ex-
tended period of  psychological warfare including the 
bombing of  important civilian installations. This was 
clearly incompatible with the type of  quick operation 
that would have been over before international and, 
especially American, opinion had time to mobilize. 

 By early November, the UN passed two resolu-
tions calling for a ceasefi re and, on 4 November, the 
British were in the position of  being morally unable 
to condemn the Soviet assault on the civilians of  
Budapest (see  Chapter  6  , A) while they themselves 
were bombing Cairo. A UN peacekeeping force was 
then agreed by the General Assembly and, as a result, 
further pressure mounted for military action to be 
halted. The emotive nature of  the Suez crisis is epit-
omized by the majority decision of  the Cabinet on 
4 November, when it was believed (incorrectly) that 
both the Egyptians and the Israelis had accepted a 
ceasefi re. When asked whether to go ahead with the 
airborne landings, to postpone them, or to abandon 
them altogether, the Cabinet voted to go ahead. It was 
the fi nal futile attempt to assert British power in the 
Middle East that had already evaporated. Twenty-four 
hours later, when the Canal was half  in British hands, 
but useless as the Egyptians had sunk block ships in 
it, the British government called the fi ghting to a halt. 
As the Americans refused to consider any action to 
stop the run on the pound that took place because 
of  the economic uncertainty, the British were facing 
a balance of  payments crisis and criticism from the 
entire world apart from the Antipodean Dominions. 
The pressure from the Americans and the disapproval 
of  the UN, where the Americans and Soviets were, for 
once, essentially in agreement, fi nally brought home 
to the British the disastrous consequences were they 
to continue. The collusion always suspected by the 
Americans was soon obvious, despite the British deni-
als, and having lied to Parliament Eden was forced to 
resign in January 1957, to be succeeded by the American-
backed Harold Macmillan.     
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  The Aftermath of Suez   

 For the British, Suez meant that they could no longer 
operate militarily in old imperial areas without the 
tacit support of  the US. Eden’s eff orts to maintain a 
dominant regional role as the leading representative 
of  the Western Alliance was a futile attempt to cling 
to a world role of  signifi cance. Britain would have to 
accept American leadership in the Middle East, as well 
as in East and South-East Asia, Latin America, and even 
Africa. However, this did not mean that Britain was 
suddenly willing to decolonize and abandon Africa. 
Unlike the French who, under de Gaulle were prepared 
to abandon an empire that was becoming increasingly 
costly and an impediment to the modernization of  
French agriculture and industry, the British did not 
suddenly decide to abandon their African empire. The 
quest to retain some world status, to distinguish Britain 
from the other European powers, was to remain an al-
most constant theme of  British foreign policy. Indeed, 
Macmillan was to see it as a means of  embodying 
Britain’s ‘special’ position as America’s leading partner. 

 The most obvious consequence of  Suez was the re-
duction of  British status in the Middle East, although 
the British still continued to try and preserve what in-
fl uence did remain. As with the loss of  empire in gen-
eral, Suez did not mark a decisive watershed in British 
Middle East policy. British infl uence was to decline 
over a further period of  years as Nasser’s success con-
tributed to the rise of  radical Arab nationalism if  not 
in a united and coherent form. However, from 1957 
onwards it was the US that had to face that challenge 
under the Cold War umbrella. What amounted to a 
formal expression of  US policy came in January 1957, 
with the Eisenhower Doctrine. The Doctrine stated 
that the US would provide military and economic aid to 
those nations who were prepared to resist the forces of  
international communism. It was misleading in terms 
of  Middle Eastern problems, which did not centre on 
communism but on radical Arab movements. The 
Americans, because of  the Cold War, believed some 
Arab states were likely to be taken over by Soviet com-
munism or would generate the kind of  instability that 
communists could exploit. It was to lead very quickly 
to American involvement in what were local Middle 
East problems that, however they were depicted, had 
nothing to do with communism or Soviet interference. 

 The Eisenhower Doctrine was the second in the 
line of  anti-communist doctrines that many post-1945 
American presidents would have. It led to US marines 

landing in Lebanon in 1958 while British troops were 
sent into Jordan, inspired less by fear of  communism 
than by fear of  the spread of  Arab movements un-
friendly to the West, and in particular by the overthrow 
and murder of  the Iraqi king and his pro-Western prime 
minister Nuri Said. Many Arabs disliked both Western 
imperialism  and  Soviet communism, and it became 
a bone of  contention between London and some in 
Washington as to whether the leaders of  radical na-
tionalism in Egypt and Iraq could become a useful 
counter to communism. Ultimately, it was the Ameri-
cans who would carry the clout and the Eisenhower 
Doctrine symbolized the end of  British domination 
more than a new element in the Cold War. Nasser was 
to remain relatively favoured by some in Washington, 
while totally anathema to all in London, but in the end 
he was unable to unite the Arab world. Despite Egypt 
joining with Syria to form the United Arab Republic for 
three years between 1958 and 1961, the lure of  control-
ling their own nation state proved too compelling for 
territorial civil and military elites. The rivalry between 
Egypt and Iraq was also to continue despite the ending 
of  their respective monarchies. Arab leaders remained 
more willing to use the nationalism of  the masses to 
build support for their positions as head of  particular 
groups competing for power, than to promote politi-
cal union, or even cooperation, despite the existence 
of  the common Israeli threat.      

  D.    The End of the British 
Empire in Africa    

 The British Empire in Black Africa also came to an 
end with a rush, if  not quite such a precipitate one as 
its French and Belgian counterparts. The Gold Coast 
(later Ghana) had already been irrevocably set on the 
road to independence by 1954 and the Sudan soon fol-
lowed, thereby eff ectively following in the footsteps of  
the Dominions. Central to any analysis of  the end of  
the British Empire in the early 1960s is accounting for 
its timing and for the lack of  any long-term planning 
in that timing. The basic principles may well have been 
lurking in the minds of  policy-makers, and if  there 
was any impact of  initiatives in the colonies they had 
more of  an immediate eff ect on policy than on plan-
ning in the Colonial Offi  ce. If  there was a key rationale 
behind the decisions that were taken in the latter half  
of  the 1950s and the fi rst half  of  the 1960s, it was based 
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 on the principle of  whatever was necessary, or could 
be made acceptable, in order to transfer power while 
minimizing the international and domestic problems 
that would result from satisfying the demands of  
African political leaders. 

 Originally, the plan was to prepare each of  the 
larger colonies for independence by assisting in the so-
cial, economic, and political development that would 
make them viable states. Despite the lack of  resources, 
the British Colonial Offi  ce still professed to believe in 
this, but by the middle of  the decade other factors 
were coming into play. The Foreign Offi  ce became 
increasingly worried that the task of  keeping Africa 
loyal to the West could not be trusted to a Colonial Of-
fi ce concerned with the particular issues of  a number 
of  fragmented territories. A regional or continental 
policy would be more suitable to deal with Cold War 
needs. Then there was the broader diffi  culty of  trans-
ferring power too slowly which, perhaps in the face 
of  Colonial Offi  ce claims that some colonies were not 
ready for independence, might produce the radicali-
zation of  independence movements in British Africa. 
There was the example of  the Mau Mau rebellion in 
Kenya (1952–9), even though it did not fi t the Cold 
War model and was produced by the changing nature 
of  land use, with people being excluded from using 
land traditionally available to them. Then there was 
the opposite problem of  moving too fast to independ-
ence which would create unstable states that could of  
course be deemed exploitable by Soviet communism.     

 Multiracialism and its Demise   

 What was worse was the existence, in East and Central 
Africa (in Kenya, Northern and Southern Rhodesia in 
particular), of  signifi cant minorities of  white settlers. 
The problem was further complicated by the creation 
of  the Central African Federation of  the two Rhode-
sias and Nyasaland in 1953, largely in order to prevent 
the infl uence of  South Africa spreading northwards 
under the banner of  apartheid. In eff ect, this united a 
white-dominated Southern Rhodesia, having eff ective 
internal self-government and the dominant economy, 
with two colonies still under Colonial Offi  ce tutelage. 
In Kenya, where the Mau Mau rebellion continued to 
smoulder, there was no courting of  Black African par-
ties, as in West Africa, and by 1957 it was diffi  cult to see 
how the British were going to fi nd native collabora-
tors. There was a particular problem in Kenya, where 
African leaders like Jomo Kenyatta, who were suspected 

of  association with Mau Mau terrorism, could not be 
trusted by the British as ‘responsible’ leaders of  African 
parties. The problem in the largest West African colony, 
Nigeria, was in keeping the disparate three main re-
gions together in the establishment of  a modern state—
divide and rule but unite and decolonize in order to 
move from control to infl uence. The Gold Coast model 
of  working cooperatively, with the leaders of  the largest 
African Party in return for early independence, seemed 
inapplicable to many other territories. Problems of  re-
gional diff erences, or the politicization of  ethnic diver-
sity, were formidable obstacles to the creation of  viable 
pro-Western nations in East, West, and Central Africa. 

 One solution that the British came up with was the 
idea of  multiracialism in which the idea of  African 
majority rule with ‘one man, one vote’ would be su-
perseded by the idea of  racial groups working in sepa-
rate electoral colleges to produce governments based 
on racial cooperation, although not of  a proportional 
kind. It was designed to give representation on a ‘com-
munity’ or ethnic basis which would clearly benefi t 
the European and Indian minorities. It was encour-
aged by a mistaken belief  that white settlers brought 
added expertise to African farming and crop cultiva-
tion, and by the need to try and reconcile the racial 
groups in Central Africa to make the Federation work. 
As the 1950s wore on, it became increasingly less likely 
that the British would be able to get away with the 
avoidance of  one man one vote. 

 The Americans were much quicker to realize this, 
even though they had long worried about too rapid 
a transfer of  power leaving badly prepared and unsta-
ble states prone to communism. In 1959, they saw that 
the British were slow and rather too complacent be-
cause they believed that the transfer of  power could 
be delayed and major confl ict avoided, whether by 
multiracialism or anything else. In essence, this con-
cern was based on the British paper ‘Africa: the Next 
Ten Years’, an offi  cial report begun in early 1959 and 
presented in June of  that year. The report explicitly de-
fi ned the dilemma between moving too fast and mov-
ing too slowly, but as the Americans noted, there was 
a lack of  concrete proposals for avoiding this conun-
drum. Instead, there was some criticism, which the 
Prime Minister endorsed, along the lines that Britain 
still wielded infl uence in Africa. It was a strange illu-
sion, one which was to be tested in East and Central 
Africa by a series of  events which questioned the idea 
of  moulding Africa in line with British designs, and 
was to lead, by the end of  1960, to a much greater 
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 commitment to the abandonment of  responsibilities 
as soon as was reasonably possible.   19    

 In those territories away from the troubled racial 
mix in Kenya and the Central Africa Federation, early 
1959 saw the continuation of  what was still a medium-
term goal to transfer power by the Colonial Offi  ce, 
albeit without any coherent or precise time-frame. It 
was true that after the Suez crisis doubts were cast, 
if  largely ignored, about the continuance of  Britain’s 
world role but this goal was to be maintained in 
changed form and, in the long term, without colonies. 
Resources for defence expenditure were less in relative 
terms, economic problems continued to mount, and 
strategic conceptions changed as the Suez-induced air 
barrier across much of  the Arab world refocused at-
tention on the Persian Gulf  and East African regions. 
It is arguable that, in the Gulf, attempts were made 
to strengthen British involvement in ways other than 
through mere retention of  infl uence that was being 
sought in the largest West African territory, Nigeria, as 
it approached independence. In Nigeria, the goal was 
to bring the new nation together under the banner of  
independence, but the latter was desired more by the 
educated and Westernized people of  the eastern and 
western regions than by the more populated, but less 
politically aware Muslim north. British policy aimed 
to concede independence, demanded by the south-
ern provinces, through the creation of  a federal entity 
which would include a ‘modernized’ north that was 
somewhat reluctant to embark on such a process. In 
one sense, Britain was attempting to create national-
ism in the north in order to comply with the wishes of  
the ‘nationalists’ in the south for the sake of  a larger, 
more powerful state. Post-colonial British infl uence 
would then be stronger than in a divided set of  newly 
independent small provinces. The main concern of  
the British was that the backward north would refuse 
to participate in a unitary state geared to the demands 
of  a Christian, capitalist elite in the south. The Willink 
Report and constitutional conference in 1957 had set 
a precedent in as much as resolving diffi  culties by of-
fering independence was seen as a way to avoid fur-
ther problems. If  the diff erent parties in Nigeria could 
agree on the nature of  a federal government, inde-
pendence could be granted and the role of  the colonial 
power was to encourage in the north what the south 
was clamouring for.   20    As the Cold War began to focus 
more on the less developed world in the second half  of  
the decade, and Africa in particular by 1959–60, escap-
ing diffi  cult situations assumed greater importance 

and meant that less attention was paid to the prepara-
tion for independence, which had dominated Colonial 
Offi  ce thinking in the fi rst post-war decade. 

 Progress was easier in the less developed territory 
of  Tanganyika where independence was not expected 
to be achieved rapidly and the danger of  ‘irresponsi-
ble’ elements inheriting power was less of  a consid-
eration. The idea, put forward in ‘Africa: the Next Ten 
Years’, that Kenya would not achieve independence 
until at least 1970 was even more true of  Tanganyika, 
although for diff erent reasons. While there was a 
united nationalist party, the country was deemed to 
be educationally backward and therefore not ready for 
even internal self-government until 1970. The fact that 
events moved more quickly resulted from the crises 
which emerged in Central Africa from 1959 onwards, 
although the fi rst sign came in 1958, with the Southern 
Rhodesian rejection of  Garfi eld Todd’s liberal com-
mitment to African advancement. Much worse was to 
follow in 1959 and, eventually, it was to make a signifi -
cant impact on the approach to the transfer of  power. 
The realization of  the internal and international dif-
fi culties and, more importantly, the dangers Britain 
faced in clinging on to power provided an incentive 
to speed up the process. Power was thus transferred 
more quickly than anticipated when ‘Africa: the Next 
Ten Years’ was fi rst drafted in the crisis year of  1959. 
Transferring power rapidly was encouraged by the 
need to retain the initiative and control the basis of  
present and future cooperation and because, as a last 
resort, it increasingly seemed the only way of  avoiding 
embroiling Britain in the kind of  scenarios that were 
emerging in the Congo (see  Chapter  8  , B). 

 The riots that broke out in that country in 
January 1959 were accompanied by a state of  emer-
gency in Southern Rhodesia in February. Fears among 
the whites in the Federation of  wide-ranging distur-
bances led to Southern Rhodesian troops being sent to 
Nyasaland, which further increased tensions and pro-
duced clashes in which around fi fty Africans died. In 
March, a state of  emergency was declared and Hastings 
Banda, the leader of  the Nyasaland Congress Party, 
was arrested. This provoked further demonstrations 
in which twenty Africans were shot dead. A Commis-
sion of  Inquiry under Lord Devlin, a distinguished high 
court judge, was then established and the Devlin re-
port, delivered in July 1959, was scathing in its criticism 
of  the colonial administration. The latter was accused 
of  reacting to the widespread growth of  African politi-
cal consciousness by the creation of  a ‘police state’. 
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  On the same day as Banda’s arrest, at a remote camp 
in Kenya where terrorist suspects were detained (with-
out a formal conviction), a number of  African prisoners 
refused to carry out their forced labour. In response, 
their guards carried out beatings and eleven were 
beaten to death with twenty more badly injured. The 
deaths at Hola became part of  an attempted cover-up 
based on stomach illnesses that unsurprisingly failed 
and questions were asked in the British Parliament. The 
veil of  liberalism, always somewhat threadbare since 
Suez, was now being unceremoniously lifted from 
British colonialism. Multiracialism, clearly a diffi  cult 
if  not an impossible goal, was also dramatically seen 
to be worthless as a liberal veneer when the Southern 
Rhodesian government interned some 500 people, in-
cluding a white missionary farmer, Guy Clutton Brook, 
whose case was taken up in Parliament by Barbara Cas-
tle, a Labour MP. Clutton Brook was described as ‘sub-
versive’ by the native commissioner, who was unaware 
in the bush of  the concept of  multiracialism. Regarded 
as an ‘odious and harmful infl uence’, because he al-
lowed Africans to eat at his table and even sleep in his 
own house, Brook was accused of  neglecting to require 
them to stand up if  a European entered the room.   21        

 The End Comes Quickly   

 The failure of  multiracialism, the granting of  inde-
pendence by the French (see  Chapter  8  , A), and the 
atrocities in East and Central Africa contributed to 
a growing desire to avoid yet more diffi  culties and 
ridicule by solving problems as rapidly as possible 
whenever the easiest way to do so seemed an early 
transfer of  power. Where this could be done in ways 
uncomplicated by multiracialism, as in Tanganyika, 
it stemmed from a desire to retain the initiative, as 
was vainly hoped in the 1940s, if  not to slow down 
the African drive for independence but to ensure that 
the process ran smoothly. In Tanganyika, Governor 
Richard Turnbull presented proposals for rapidly in-
creasing the pace of  political advancement in 1959. His 
plan was ‘to tame Nyerere’, the leading African politi-
cian, and prevent the ‘wild men’ coming into positions 
of  power, as appeared to be the case in other parts 
of  eastern and central Africa. Turnbull therefore im-
mediately introduced an unoffi  cial majority (African 
representatives as opposed to British offi  cials) on the 
legislative council. He envisaged an African majority 
on the Council of  Ministers by 1965, some fi ve years 
earlier than planned and the new Colonial Secretary 

Iain Macleod, who came to offi  ce in October 1959, 
was more easily reconciled to such a rapid transfer of  
power. In the event, the Cabinet moved even faster, 
won over by the perceived need to retain confi dence in 
Britain and ensure ‘peaceful development’. The result 
was independence in December 1961. 

 Kenya, with its signifi cant minority of  white set-
tlers was more diffi  cult to keep on the narrow road 
of  peaceful development, given settler opposition to 
African majority rule. It was even more diffi  cult in the 
Central African Federation, where African politicians 
seeking political advancement in Northern Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland were up against the white-dominated 
Federation. When government in the newly inde-
pendent Congo eff ectively collapsed in 1960, the 
problem appeared even worse as Europeans were at-
tacked. In both cases, the options of  Britain not giving 
independence seemed to present more problems and 
presage African disturbances, and even racial violence, 
with Europeans rallying to the regime in Pretoria. In 
January 1960 Macleod devised a new constitution for 
Kenya, which, by extending the electoral roll, eff ec-
tively guaranteed an African legislative majority, and 
an important watershed was crossed. The Americans, 
worried as 1959 began at British reluctance to embrace 
the inevitable quickly enough, now had renewed con-
fi dence in the implementation of  the British transfer of  
power in Africa. Of  course, the acceptance of  African 
majority rule still left the problem of  compensation 
for white farmers and the rehabilitation from jail of  
Jomo Kenyatta, the only eff ective claimant for leading 
Kenyans on a national basis. As with Nkrumah in the 
Gold Coast, Banda in Nyasaland, and others, the in-
side of  a British-run jail was the precursor to national 
leadership. What produced the change for the British 
were perceptions of  the diffi  culties of  slowing down, 
never mind preventing, change. Rapid change was 
easier to accept because of  the mounting strength of  
African political movements, combined with a grow-
ing fear of  turning a diffi  cult situation into something 
worse. In Kenya, it was fear of  reviving the Mau Mau 
rebellion, which had largely ended in 1959, and the 
general breakdown of  law and order in the middle of  
a Cold War for the hearts and minds of  Africans. By 
December 1963 Kenya was independent.   22    

 The real problem was speeding up change in the 
Central African Federation where independence for 
Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia could herald the 
break-up of  the Federation. In the crisis summer of  1959, 
the government decided to appoint a commission of  
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 inquiry under Walter Monckton, the former critic of  his 
government’s handling of  the Suez aff air (see  Chapter  8  , 
C), in order to examine the Federation’s constitutional 
future. The Monckton Commission began work in Feb-
ruary 1960 and, in September, eight of  its twenty-fi ve 
members submitted an agreed report. The rest had res-
ervations and the two African members submitted a mi-
nority report. With the recommendations including an 
African majority on the Northern Rhodesian legislative 
council and the conclusion that the Federation could 
not continue in its present form, Macleod decided to 
bite the bullet and attempt to move forward along these 
lines. Kenneth Kaunda, another African political leader 
released from jail in Northern Rhodesia, had acted to 
restrain his followers and channel their protests along 
peaceful lines. Yet, given the complications of  the Fed-
eration and the white opposition to its break-up, force-
fully led by the former Union leader, Roy Welensky, 
there were serious obstacles to challenge. 

 Back home, white settlers had considerable support 
within the Conservative Party, while many in the gov-
ernment were loath to abandon the Federation and risk 
sending Southern Rhodesia into the arms of  the South 
Africans. Macleod may have hoped that moving forward 
to African majority rule was a way of  preserving the 
Federation by placing it on a new footing. But the whole 
of  1961, before and after Macleod’s departure from the 
Colonial Offi  ce, was taken up with wrangling over the 
future of  the Federation and the precise arithmetic to 
be applied to the Northern Rhodesian Constitution. 
White opposition to Macleod’s proposal for the mini-
mum impact and maximum concealment of  an African 
majority produced protests in Africa and the Conserva-
tive Party, but the real menace lay in the prospect of  
large-scale African violence if  it was not implemented. 
From the collapse of  the Federation’s constitutional re-
view conference in December 1960, to the fi nal decision 
on the Northern Rhodesian Constitution in February 
1962, with its African majority built in, deceit, recrimina-
tion and bitterness grew on all sides. Responsibility for 
planning the fi nal denouement in the Federation in the 
worst possible situation was given in April 1962 to R.A. 
Butler, as head of  a new government department. Inevi-
tably, it resulted in the secession of  Northern Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland, which achieved independence in 1964 as 
Zambia and Malawi, after the dissolution of  the Central 
African Federation in December 1963.   23    

 The extremely rapid end to the process of  trans-
ferring power requires some explanation. The more 
committed empire supporters on the Right had never 
entirely accepted the abandonment of  British respon-
sibilities, even when signifi cant amounts of  British 
prestige, associated with world-power status, were not 
at risk. Even in 1960, there were diehards who could 
not easily contemplate Africans being given greater 
political responsibility for white men and who were 
still prepared to off er determined resistance. That this 
was overcome is easy to ascribe to the growing eff ec-
tiveness of  mass-based African parties and to the mo-
mentum for decolonization, as what one country had 
obtained could not easily be withheld from another. 
The implications, for example, of  the French territo-
ries being off ered independence had implications for 
British Africa. If  one country in East Africa was given 
an African majority, how could this be withheld from 
another? Yet reactions to the events of  1959 onwards 
and the demands of  African leaders were also infl u-
enced by other concerns which contributed to the 
speed of  the process. The process occurred as Euro-
pean trade grew in importance, and trade between 
the developed countries in the North rose much more 
than that between the North and the Commonwealth 
countries in Africa and the southern hemisphere. 
Britain’s application to join the EEC in 1961 may have 
refl ected a sea change in global focus. Far more im-
portant, however, was the infl uence of  the Cold War 
and the fear of  chaos and confl ict that it induced and 
magnifi ed. The Cold War had increasingly become 
an ideological battle for hearts and minds outside 
Europe by the second half  of  the 1950s. The focus was 
on Africa at the end of  the decade, where the Congo 
had revealed only too well how the problems inherent 
in European rule could develop into international cri-
ses. Fear encouraged the process by making the rapid 
transfer of  power desirable, if  it avoided the type of  
situation that had developed in Algeria and the Congo. 
The British colonial empire’s rapid demise in Africa did 
not come about because of  foresight, strategy, or even 
as a careful readjustment to African demands. Its rapid 
termination off ered the best prospect of  preventing 
signifi cant local diffi  culties becoming unmanageable 
and threatening Britain and the West with Cold War 
disasters that could have far more serious implications 
than the abandonment of  colonies.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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  The international system that existed in 1963 was in 
many ways unrecognizable from that which was in 
place after 1945, or even 1953. The failed attempts to 
agree on the principles, or the power political arrange-
ments, that should govern it had produced the Cold 
War and, with it, the possibility of  armed confl ict 
between rival blocs, culminating in the Cuban mis-
sile crisis. In addition, the creation of  many new inde-
pendent states in Asia and Africa had challenged, and 
altered, the global domination of  the rival blocs. This 
was one factor in the emergence of  a more multipo-
lar world, which required a more complex  approach 
to the maintenance and pursuit of  interests for the 
superpowers. Another key factor was the split in 
the communist bloc, with diff erences emerging, not 
only between the USSR and China, but also within 
Soviet-dominated east-central Europe. In addition, 
East–West relations were dramatically aff ected by 
the development and spread of  nuclear technology. 
 Finally, in economic terms, the success of  the  Bretton 
Woods system and the unrivalled dominance of  the 
dollar, were increasingly called into question by the 
early 1970s. These developments did not lead to the 
disintegration of  the post-1945 global system, but they 
were an indication of  long-term systemic shifts. The 
1960s saw signs of  a world in which power relation-
ships were more complicated, states were more nu-
merous, international institutions more important, 
East–West rivalry more tied into regional issues, and 
the cohesion of  the opposing blocs called into ques-
tion. If  the late 1950s had marked a move away from 
attempts to destroy the other side, the years after 1962 
witnessed the further acceptance of  peaceful coex-
istence, leading to Richard Nixon’s talk, in his 1969 
inaugural address, of  an ‘era of  negotiations’. These 
negotiations included strategic arms talks, the sta-
tus of  Berlin and a relaxation of  tension in Europe. 
Anders Stephanson has even suggested that the Cold 
War, as seen by its participants as a struggle for sur-
vival, was now over.   1    

 The confrontation engendered by the Cuban mis-
sile crisis made both sides acutely aware of  the dangers 
of  Cold War competition leading to hot war. From 
the Soviet perspective, the lessons learned by 1963 
centred on their relative lack of  traditional military 
and economic power, compared to the US. Always 
more concerned with the stark realities of  power, 
the new Soviet leadership that replaced Khrushchev 
in 1964 saw the need to avoid any future humiliation 
similar to the Cuban crisis. In order to do this it was 

believed vital to increase all-round Soviet strength to 
equal that of  Washington. Before the  crisis, it was 
Kennedy who launched a signifi cant arms build-up; 
after it, the  Soviets led the way, helped by the fact that 
the Americans got bogged down in Vietnam. In the 
end, enormous American military expenditure failed 
to deliver dividends in strategic terms, nor did it pro-
duce domestic or political benefi ts—far from it. It was 
partly because the US realized that the Soviets had 
achieved nuclear parity that Nixon was willing to take 
up détente.     

 Vietnam Issues   

 The Vietnam experience has been seen as deeply 
scarring for American society and undermining the 
US role in the world, even though the suff ering and 
devastation was essentially borne by the Vietnamese. 
Its causes and consequences still remain controver-
sial despite the vast, ever-growing literature on the 
subject. The fact that the war originated in an anti-
colonial movement with deep roots, which came to 
be largely controlled by a communist leadership, was 
one explanation of  the inadequate US understanding 
of  the struggle. The extent and nature of  support for 
the communist-led resistance movement within South 
Vietnam was poorly perceived by American leaders. 
The nature of  the revolt in South Vietnam has been 
interpreted as either essentially an indigenous move-
ment or one provoked by external forces sent from 
the communist North. In reality, it was a combina-
tion of  these. There is little doubt that the revolt was 
southern in origin. However, the issue is complicated 
by the number of  insurgents who were originally na-
tives of  the North. The repression that followed in the 
South limited the scope of  the uprising by the early 
1960s and its extension was undoubtedly connected to 
greater support from the North, as well the increas-
ing involvement of  North Vietnamese regular armed 
forces. This, in turn, was part of  a wider campaign 
to promote revolution which received support from 
China and the Soviet Union. 

 For American opponents of  the war, Lyndon 
Johnson is often seen as the villain who led America 
to greater disasters and inevitable defeat by increas-
ing the scale and costs of  the confl ict. Kennedy, on the 
other hand, refused to send in combat troops and, in 
the months before his death, may have thought about 
scaling down the number of  US military ‘advisers’ 
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 to the South Vietnamese government with a view to 
eventual withdrawal. But even those sympathetic to 
US aims accuse Johnson of  fi ghting the war with one 
hand tied behind his back, hoping to win at low cost. 
There is certainly substance to the charge of  fi ghting 
a limited war, but the idea that the war was ultimately 
winnable if  only more resources had been used is less 
convincing. For example, if  American ground forces 
had been used to invade the North then the likelihood 
of  direct Chinese intervention would have greatly in-
creased. The possibility of  another Korean confl ict 
between the US and China would have constituted a 
major escalation and could have led to a third world 
war. Even without that, Johnson was reluctant to com-
mit more than 500,000 US troops because of  the politi-
cal and fi nancial implications arising from such extra 
numbers. 

 Internationally, Vietnam was seen as part of  
 America’s campaign to prevent the spread of  com-
munism anywhere. It was also a further indication 
that, in order to prevent the spread of  communism, 
Washington was willing to support corrupt, authori-
tarian regimes. It was not that the US had given up 
on its ideological support for liberal democracy 
where this could be established on a stable basis, as in 
Western Europe and Japan. But, in the less developed 
world attempts to  liberalize often led to political in-
stability and, if  it was a choice between communism 
and  dictatorship, the US would rely on the latter. Also, 
the need to demonstrate US credibility as a reliable 
ally had become much more important, at the time, 
than the Truman Doctrine. If  the Soviet Union was 
now accepted as a permanent great power player on 
the international stage, it was vital to prevent any 
increase in its communist allies. The growth of  the 
blocs, measured in terms of  political allegiance to 
Washington or Moscow, was now even more impor-
tant as a global issue. This increased competition for 
ideological loyalty had been created by the emergence 
of  so many independent countries in the years up to 
the early 1960s. As this process was being completed, 
US troops were landing in Vietnam and the fate of  
Indo-China became the most important element in 
this Cold War battle. 

 The debate about why the US lost in Vietnam 
not only revolves around the extent of  Johnson’s 
military commitment, but also the tactics employed 
by US generals, the nature of  Washington decision-
making, the weaknesses of  the South Vietnamese 
regime and the fundamental fact that, in order to 

triumph, the insurgents did not have to win any bat-
tles but merely to stay in the war. Both General de 
Gaulle and Ho Chi Minh were confi dent that the 
Americans would lose, with Ho emphasizing that, 
however long it took, the communist forces seek-
ing to unite the country would stay and fi ght longer 
than the Americans. In other words, for the North 
and the insurgents in the South, victory would only 
require continuing the fi ght. There were other rea-
sons for the diffi  culties Johnson got into in Vietnam. 
Undoubtedly, one turning point which illustrates 
the political importance of  military campaigns was 
the impact of  the Tet off ensive in 1968. This psycho-
logical victory for the North made a  massive dent in 
Johnson’s credibility, even though American forces 
infl icted heavy losses on the Viet Cong. The media 
may also have created political problems for Johnson 
by reporting the off ensive as it happened, without 
restriction. At home discontent grew and the scale 
of  protests was such that, when Richard Nixon be-
came president in January 1969, it was impossible for 
the US to stay in the war but almost as diffi  cult to get 
out. Nixon claimed to have a ‘secret plan’ to achieve 
this, but the best he could produce was the old idea 
of  the ‘Vietnamization’ of  the war, the failure of  
which had got America involved in the fi rst place. 
To put pressure on the North to make peace, Nixon 
tried extending the war outside Vietnam and the in-
creased use of  airpower; hence the secret bombing, 
and subsequent invasion, of  Cambodia. Yet bombing 
had never worked in the past and American interven-
tion in Cambodia arguably prepared the way for the 
triumph of  Pol Pot’s murderous communist regime 
there. The extension of  the Vietnam War had simi-
lar destructive eff ects in Laos. The domino theory 
had predicted that the fall of  Vietnam would lead to 
communist regimes seizing power beyond. Events 
showed that American action, as much as inaction, 
could help the process by widening divisions and en-
couraging extremism.     

 Problems within Blocs   

 Central to the problems of  preserving a global sys-
tem based on competition and coexistence between 
two opposing groups was the rift between the two 
principal communist powers. First evident in 1957, this 
assumed the proportions of  an unbridgeable gulf  by 
1963, and came near to large-scale military confl ict 
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 by 1969.   2    The reasons for this split, which astonished 
many Western observers, have been linked to a great 
variety of  causes, including the personal rift between 
Khrushchev and Mao, (see  Chapter  7  , C for its origins) 
but the power political implications were clearly sig-
nifi cant (see  Chapter  9  , B). Power politics here refers 
to the growing competition between the USSR and 
China, not merely over leadership of  the communist 
bloc, but also in international and regional aff airs. The 
decade saw the growth and extension of  each power’s 
relations with states outside the communist bloc and 
culminated in the Chinese–American links that began 
in 1971. Connected to this were the growing ideologi-
cal divisions over the meaning of  Marxist-Leninism 
for internal and external policy. In the latter case, this 
essentially boiled down to a commitment to peaceful 
coexistence or revolutionary confl ict. 

 The Soviet Union also had continuing problems 
maintaining unity within its European satellite em-
pire. Having suff ered a number of  challenges to Soviet 
authority in the 1950s, the Kremlin tended to be scep-
tical about attempts at reform. But a new challenge 
in 1968 came from Czechoslovakia under Alexander 
Dubček. By then both sides had learned lessons from 
the Hungarian reforms and their suppression by Soviet 
troops. Dubček tried to ease Soviet fears by keeping 
the reformers within the Communist Party and em-
phasizing his commitment to the Warsaw Pact. The 
Russians were more alert to the threat and planned 
military intervention well in advance, while warning 
Dubček of  that danger. In terms of  the ideological 
challenge to Soviet-style communism they had more 
reason to be concerned even than in 1956. The Sino-
Soviet split involved a Chinese challenge to Soviet ide-
ology, which Mao presented as deviating from the true 
path of  Marxist-Leninism. It was therefore no surprise 
that the Czech eff orts to liberalize led the Soviets to 
embark on another round of  forcible repression in 
Eastern Europe. 

 It also led, as part of  the drive to preserve Soviet 
domination of  the communist countries in Europe, to 
Leonid Brezhnev coming up with a justifi cation based 
on the need to preserve the unity of  the Soviet bloc. 
Known as the ‘Brezhnev Doctrine’ (see   boxed sec-
tion  ), its commitment to prevent the spread of  capi-
talism was in part the reverse image of  the Western 
determination to prevent the spread of  communism. 
It underlined the continuing connection—whatever 
Mao claimed—between ideology and power politics 
in Soviet foreign policy. Brezhnev emphasized the 

‘limited sovereignty’ that resulted from maintain-
ing socialism in Europe and justifi ed this in ideologi-
cal terms. Yet the Doctrine was eff ectively geared to 
the maintenance of  the Soviet satellite empire and 
Moscow’s credibility in the global Cold War. Those 
leaders in Eastern Europe who achieved a degree of  
independence from Moscow were those who, para-
doxically, avoided liberalization. Nicolae Ceauseşcu’s 
strategy in Romania was to carve out a more inde-
pendent foreign policy from within the Warsaw Pact; 
Albania’s was to move closer to China, while preserv-
ing a Stalinist political system. 

 Parallel challenges were mounted to US domina-
tion within the Western bloc, which was starting to 
run into economic diffi  culties. In the long term, the 
West was to prove far more stable than the East, hav-
ing only one leading power (there was no equivalent 
to China), and because capitalism in Europe proved 
far more successful and adaptable than Soviet com-
munism, despite the diffi  culties brought by the war 
in Vietnam. Nonetheless, Ceauseşcu’s growing inde-
pendence in the East, was refl ected in the policies of  
the French leader, Charles de Gaulle, who embarked 
on an eff ort to enhance the role of  Europe in general 
and France in particular through the modifi cation 
of  US dominance. This, it has been argued,   3    was 
not simply the French assertion of  a new leader-
ship role, in a Europe more independent of  the US, 
but part of  an attempt to weaken the two oppos-
ing blocs in order to build better relations with the 
East and create a more ‘European’ Europe. How-
ever, it soon became clear that there were limits to 
how far such a policy could go. A more independent 
Western Europe was largely ruled out by the West 
German refusal to abandon the Atlantic alliance 
and, albeit temporarily, by the 1968 Soviet invasion 
of  Czechoslovakia which revealed the lack of  pro-
gress in the East.     

 The Politics of Nuclear Strategy   

 The attempts to change the nature of  relationships 
within the Western bloc were related to the role and de-
velopment of  thermonuclear weapons. The Soviet re-
armament eff ort, arguably, for the fi rst time produced 
a truly bipolar world as their nuclear forces caught 
up, around 1969, with the US. Their ability to project 
power over greater distances, as with the creation of  
an ocean-going navy, also grew. Of  course, there was 
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 a growing realization that the use of  thermonuclear 
weapons on a major scale made war unwinnable, so 
that such weapons were in essence unusable: once the 
Soviets achieved nuclear parity with the US, there was 
a situation of  ‘mutual assured destruction’—any war 
would result in both sides being annihilated. However, 
the weapons themselves symbolized power and con-
sequently there was a strong case for making them 
seem usable. Opponents of  such weapons argued that 
the eff ort to devise situations and strategies of  use was 
simply trying to rationalize the irrational. But sup-
porters claimed that nuclear weapons, when linked 
with conventional weapons in a clearly defi ned mili-
tary strategy, would enhance deterrence. By making 
the use of  nuclear weapons, in a limited and more fl ex-
ible way short of  global war, seem rational, an all-out 
exchange would become less likely as the deterrent 
became more credible, hence NATO’s development 
of  ‘fl exible response’ within the parameters of  mutu-
ally assured destruction. The idea was that limited es-
calation would produce responses short of  all-out war, 
encouraging the opponent at some stage to abandon 
the confl ict for fear of  further punishment through 
escalation. 

 The US Strategic Air Command did not accept 
 either the idea of  limited war or of  fl exible response. 
General Tommy Power, the head of  the Strategic Air 
Command, said after listening to an explanation of  
the new concept: ‘Why do you want us to restrain 
ourselves? … The whole idea is to kill the bastards.’   4    
To many the only sensible way to use nuclear weap-
ons was to use them all fi rst in order to limit the 
retaliation that would inevitably come, but as the 
numbers of  nuclear warheads expanded this was in-
creasingly diffi  cult. Moreover, the development of  
nuclear weapons was still infl uenced by interservice 
rivalry, with none of  the services prepared to leave 
the deterrent solely to another, so that by the 1960s 
the US was developing deterrents for all three ser-
vices to deploy. 

 Whatever the strategic doctrine or military rationale, 
the political importance of  nuclear weapons remained 
and was at the heart of  the transatlantic debate over 
the power relationships within the Western Alliance. 
Should not the Europeans have a say in the exercise of  
such powerful weapons? Here the central issues were 
the continued, delicate question of  Germans being in 
control of  nuclear weapons, the nature of  American 
leadership and the problematic question of  some pow-
ers (like Britain and France) retaining ‘independent’ 

nuclear systems when an integrated fl exible response 
was deemed necessary. For the Americans, the idea of  
a multilateral nuclear force (MLF) provided a solution 
to all three problems. The Germans could be treated 
as a more equal partner by being involved in a nu-
clear force (even if  the weapons were supplied by the 
Americans) and might therefore never ask for national 
control over any nuclear weapons. NATO would be 
united in contributing to an alliance force and the ap-
pearance of  American domination would be reduced. 
Both these aspects could contribute to the strength-
ening of  the alliance. At the same time, for those in 
the US who were worried about European independ-
ence, Britain and France could be induced to commit 
their nuclear forces to the MLF. The last thing that the 
US wanted was a European power provoking a major 
nuclear exchange independently of  the Americans. 
But, partly because it did aim at undermining their 
independence, the French were always openly hostile 
to the MLF concept and the British had no enthusi-
asm for it. The Soviets were deeply concerned about 
the prospect of  Germany sharing in the control of  
NATO’s nuclear arsenal, which made it more diffi  cult 
to progress with global limits on nuclear weapons. 
Despite years of  discussion, MLF proved impossible 
to implement. But its failure did pave the way for a 
Non-Proliferation Treaty, signed in 1968, and followed 
in 1969 by the beginning of  nuclear disarmament talks 
between the superpowers.     

 A Less Divided Europe?   

 The diff erent views about the nature of  the Western 
Alliance were eased with the departure of  General 
de Gaulle in 1969. By then the German leader, Willy 
Brandt, had taken up the mantle to create a new, less 
confrontational Europe of  opposing blocs through his 
 Ostpolitik . There had been a number of  contacts be-
tween Western leaders and the Soviets in the 1960s, 
NATO had accepted the principle of  détente in the 
1967 Harmel Report and there was a growing realiza-
tion on both sides of  the Iron Curtain of  the benefi ts 
these could bring. There was the need to reduce the 
risk of  military confl ict, to resolve the German issue, 
to establish a more independent role within both 
blocs, and to benefi t from economic contacts. All 
these were especially important for West Germans, 
but the Soviets too were attracted by the idea of  ob-
taining technology and other economic advantages 
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 from the West, and by implementing their long-
standing idea of  a European security system. Such a 
development would enable them to reduce the threat 
from Germany, while removing the infl uence of  the 
US from Europe and possibly create divisions within 
the Western camp. 

 None of  this meant that the Cold War was being 
superseded or that the ideological requirements of  ei-
ther side were changing. As in the past, the new moves 
towards détente were in many ways part of  a strategy 
in the West to gain a Cold War advantage and win the 
ideological battle. By opening up new contacts, the 
attractions of  a more successful economic system, as 
manifested in the more plentiful array of  consumer 
goods, could prove attractive in the East and wean its 
people towards Western capitalism. In 1970 Brandt 
signed a treaty with Moscow renouncing force and 
increasing economic links, but also recognizing the 
inviolability of  European boundaries.  Ostpolitik  had 
defi nite limitations as far as the erosion of  blocs was 
concerned. The four-power agreement which rec-
ognized the status quo in Berlin in 1971 was another 
indication of  how new policies were not designed to 
make a clear break with the old concepts of  a divided 
Europe. Political agreements on these lines would 
take a long time to have more than a limited eff ect and 
détente leading to the end of  the Cold War was not 
something that was envisaged. The agreement in 1971 
to hold a European Security Conference seemed only 
another sign of  the desire to avoid hot war while the 
ideological battle continued apace.     

 Latin America   

 In the Western hemisphere the nature of  the Cold 
War was particularly aff ected by the advent to power 
of  Fidel Castro. At fi rst, Kennedy tried to encourage 
economic development, but his policies soon ran into 
the sand. Poverty and inequality were increasing in 
Latin America but they were not easy to tackle and the 
US Congress was reluctant to pump in vast amounts 
of  dollars. Without structural change, such as land re-
form, the injection of  capital was only likely to exacer-
bate the problems created by the structural inequality. 
If  large landowners were given incentives to expand 
production by planting more cash crops, it required 
the removal of  more land from food production and 
the inevitable creation of  more landless labourers. 
What was created, then, was not a new middle class 

attracted to democracy, but more landless labourers 
who were ready to support revolutionary move-
ments. As such movements spread, it became more 
risky, in US eyes, to support liberal reformists than to 
rely on the military dictators who already dominated 
many Latin American states. Once again, stability 
and anti-communism were more important aims for 
Washington than experiments with democracy. 

 Political instability and concern about left-wing 
movements produced numerous twentieth-century 
American interventions in the region, the latest being 
that by Lyndon Johnson in the Dominican Republic in 
1965 (see  Chapter  11  , A). As in the 1950s the fear was not 
what the communists might do (there were no strong 
communist organizations outside Cuba), but how 
they might be created. The fact that a government or 
leader might pave the way for communists still con-
cerned American policy-makers. There were the old 
implications for Cold War credibility and American 
economic interests which were more worrisome since 
Castro came to power and tried to export his revolu-
tion. This was the aspect of  the Cuban threat which 
increasingly obsessed Washington. Security was, in 
concrete terms, nothing more than the threat of  an 
odd gunboat unless, of  course, as the missile crisis 
had shown, the Soviets were given the opportunity to 
install weapons. In Latin America the concern about 
the instability from which radicalism grew was, like a 
pendulum, swinging the US back towards support for 
dictators while Johnson and Nixon were in the White 
House. Eisenhower and Kennedy had seen that dicta-
tors created opposition, which led to their overthrow 
and the risk of  radicalism. These presidents therefore 
experimented with reform. But as the failure of  the 
Alliance for Progress became evident, Johnson and 
Nixon saw attempts to promote change leading to in-
stability and the need for dictators to ruthlessly sup-
press any radical discontent.     

 Confl icts in Asia   

 The British clash with Indonesia in 1963, known as 
the ‘Konfrontasi’ or Confrontation, was part colonial 
and part post-colonial in that it involved areas still 
subject to colonial rule and a number of  independ-
ent states. The British became concerned to maintain 
their position in South-East Asia during the fi nal years 
of  their direct rule, with a view to a future position 
of  infl uence and the retention of  great power status. 
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 By now the strains on an overstretched military po-
sition which symbolized this status were increasingly 
severe. The centre of  the dilemma in the early 1960s 
was Singapore, site of  the most signifi cant British 
military base east of  Suez. Premier Harold Macmillan 
approved a scheme whereby the island colony would 
be incorporated into the pro-Western newly inde-
pendent Malayan Federation, thereby avoiding the 
danger of  radical Chinese infl uence and saving Britain 
much of  the expense of  operating the naval facilities at 
Singapore. Unfortunately, like most attempts to avoid 
hard choices involved in political decline, the scheme 
went wrong. It involved not just the incorporation 
of  Singapore, but also that of  territories in North 
Borneo, to ensure that the Chinese did not dominate 
the new federation of  Malaysia. This alienated the 
Indonesians who had designs on North Borneo and 
who proceeded to embark on a propaganda campaign 
and armed border raids short of  full-scale war. In one 
sense, this relieved Britain of  the problem of  provid-
ing token forces to support the Americans in Vietnam, 
as the British could claim that, by committing forces 
to protect Malaysia, they were making a contribution 
to the Western cause in Asia. In another sense, it im-
posed an increasingly heavy defence burden which 
was exactly what Malaysia had been designed to re-
duce. It was only with the collapse of  the anti-Western 
Sukarno regime in Indonesia that the Confrontation 
ended and, meanwhile, British economic problems 
persisted, forcing a major reduction in overseas de-
fence expenditure. By mid-1967 the British were there-
fore forced to accept military withdrawal from East 
of  Suez, despite the rising threat from China in the 
region and American problems in Vietnam. 

 Meanwhile, in the South Asian subcontinent the 
post-colonial problem of  the disputed territory of  
Kashmir continued to cause diffi  culties between the 
independent states of  India and Pakistan, culminating 
in war in 1965. The failure fully to understand the com-
plexities of  new regional rivalries in the context of  the 
Cold War brought with it signifi cant regional instabil-
ity. By the time of  the Indo-Pakistani war in 1965 it was 
no longer realistic to see regional crises as simply man-
ifestations of  a bipolar confl ict. The foreign policy of  
many new states did not fi t into a Cold War frame-
work as they had more pressing internal or regional 
concerns, in this case the claim to Kashmir. Both as-
pects also characterized the clash between India and 
Pakistan in 1971, but this time the clash grew from the 
break-up of  East and West Pakistan (with the creation 

of  an independent Bangladesh out of  the eastern sec-
tion). On this occasion the US came down on the side 
of  Pakistan for reasons quite unconnected to the local 
confl ict; reasons that, predictably, were shaped by the 
Cold War. The importance of  the White House’s new 
link to China, the fact that Pakistan was a member of  
Western alliance systems and the need to challenge 
Soviet backing for India, led President Nixon to send 
US naval forces to the Bay of  Bengal. This was too late 
to avert a Pakistani defeat and led to criticism from 
within the US itself, where there was sympathy for 
India (a liberal democracy) and Bangladesh (which 
seemed to be fi ghting for freedom). But the leaders of  
both superpowers remained slow to realize that con-
fl icts in the less developed world could not be fi tted 
into bloc politics. This was despite acknowledgement 
of  the emergence of  a more multipolar world.     

 The Divided Middle East   

 The Middle East remained an extremely unstable re-
gion, dominated by the Arab–Israeli confl ict. It was 
to produce a number of  military confl icts in the 1960s 
stemming, as elsewhere, from the legacies of  Western 
rule and the problems of  colonial territories on the 
verge of  independence. Inter-Arab rivalries developed 
to the extent of  being referred to as an Arab Cold War   5    
and continued to take several forms: the clash be-
tween conservative monarchists (as in Saudi Arabia) 
and radical republicans (as in Egypt); the rivalry over 
leadership of  the Arab world (as between Iraq and 
Egypt); the battle between secular and religious ide-
ologies; and links to the respective superpower rivals. 
On top of  this was the Arab–Israeli confl ict and the 
fact that in this period there emerged, for the fi rst 
time, a Palestinian organization prepared to stand up 
for a purely Palestinian, rather than the Arab, cause. 

 In 1964 the completion of  the Israeli scheme for 
conveying water from the River Jordan to the Negev 
was accompanied by a rival Arab scheme to divert the 
river, which in turn produced Israeli attacks that ef-
fectively prevented its implementation. Disputes be-
tween Israel and Syria also centred on rights to use 
the waters of  the Sea of  Galilee, land use along their 
border and Syrian support for Palestinian guerrilla 
groups, the largest of  which was Al Fatah led by Yasser 
Arafat. Arafat had ceased working with the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization, the umbrella organization 
set up in 1964 to provide a uniquely Palestinian voice, 
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 at the end of  that year because of  its ties with Egypt, 
which, like Jordan, was opposed to guerrilla attacks 
on Israel. These groups operated mainly from Jordan 
and were designed to drag Israel into a war with the 
Arab states. 

 In February 1966 a more radical Ba’athist group led 
by General Jadid seized power in Damascus and took 
a more aggressive, hard-line stance against Israel. 
Lacking domestic support, the way to encourage this 
was seen to lie in a harsher response to Israeli actions. 
As Israeli–Syrian tension rose, Cairo and Damascus 
came closer together. A major air and land battle near 
the Sea of  Galilee in August 1966 led to the signing of  
a defence pact between Egypt and Syria in November. 
More immediately, it produced Syrian threats to at-
tack targets in Israel and suspicion and insecurity were 
obviously heightened within Israel. In November 
1966 after the signing of  the defence pact, an Israeli 
 Defence Force invasion produced attacks on three 
Jordanian towns which killed fi fteen Arab Legion sol-
diers. These reprisals for guerrilla attacks or border 
disputes had been taking place for over a decade but 
rarely on such a large scale. Another serious clash fol-
lowed in April 1967 when six Syrian MiGS were shot 
down. Then came the complex events of  May 1967, 
which preceded the Israeli attack on its Arab neigh-
bours. These are sources of  intensely confl icting 
interpretations, which will be discussed more fully 
below (in section D). The central issues are whether 
the withdrawal of  the UN peacekeeping force in Sinai, 
the subsequent Egyptian blockade of  the Straits of  
Tiran and the security position on the Golan Heights, 
as well as in the old city of  Jerusalem, constitute 
 legitimate grounds for an Israeli pre-emptive strike. 
If  not, were Arab fears of  possible Israeli aggression, 
as seen in its talk of  marching on Damascus, justifi ed? 
Finally, regarding the superpowers, what can explain 
the Soviet warning that Israeli troops were massing 
on the Syrian border? 

 The war destroyed the Soviet-supplied Egyptian 
air force, led to the continuing, illegal occupation 
of  the West Bank and the unilateral annexation of  
East Jerusalem. It was probably the most signifi cant 
act in the whole history of  the Arab–Israeli confl ict 
and the settlement, on the basis of  ‘land for peace’, 
suggested by UN Resolution 242 remains the basis 
for individual settlements of  Arab–Israeli diff erences. 
There was no quick peace in the wake of  the 1967 war. 
Instead, in 1969, a war of  attrition began across the 
Suez Canal, and in 1970 Israel launched massive raids 

against Cairo. The following year came the second of  
the American attempts to bring about a settlement in 
the form of  the Rogers Plan, but land for peace could 
not come about while Israel refused to make the fi rst 
move by giving up land and the Arabs refused to rec-
ognize the right of  the State of  Israel to exist in peace. 
Nor were the superpowers prepared to back off  from 
support for their respective clients. Following the 1967 
war, the Soviets moved to re-supply Egypt and Syria, 
while the US remained deeply committed to the secu-
rity of  Israel. The next Arab–Israeli war would pro-
vide a major threat to a process of  détente between 
Washington and Moscow, underlining the fragility of  
that process.     

 Summary   

 After 1962 it seemed that, in some important respects 
and not least in Europe where it had begun, the Cold 
War had stabilized. The Soviets’ building of  the Berlin 
Wall in 1961, however dangerous in the immediate 
term, could be seen as sealing a breach in the ‘iron 
curtain’. The Eastern bloc was now more secure and 
the dividing lines in Europe, across which NATO 
and Warsaw Pact forces faced each other, were more 
clearly defi ned. The Cuban Missile Crisis, extremely 
dangerous at the time, also had a positive aftermath, 
in that it made both sides face up to the possibility of  
Armageddon—a message that was only reinforced by 
the advent of  mutual assured destruction. The result 
was that both sides proved ready to tolerate the other’s 
existence and the Test Ban Treaty was one early result. 
There were still potential problems in Europe. The 
Kremlin was deeply concerned by the prospect of  a 
German ‘fi nger on the nuclear trigger’ via the MLF, 
but this proposal ran into the sand by the end of  1966, 
opening the way to the Non-Proliferation Treaty and 
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. On diff erent sides of  
the Iron Curtain, Ceauşescu and de Gaulle tried to as-
sert their independence but there were limits to how 
far they could go. The two blocs maintained their basic 
cohesion. Yet, even as coexistence and détente became 
key terms in the global lexicon, the two sides adhered 
fi rmly to their respective ideologies. The Soviets still 
clung to the belief  in the eventual collapse of  capital-
ism, indeed the very historical ‘inevitability’ of  the 
process meant that they could wait for it come about. 
Similarly, on the Western side, it was hoped that trade 
and exchanges with the East would demonstrate the 
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 superiority of  free enterprise and individual rights, 
thus undermining faith in Marxist-Leninism. Détente, 
in that sense, was a new, safer way of  fi ghting the 
Cold War. 

 In the less developed world, however, the situation 
was much more complicated. Here the dividing lines 
between the two sides were far from clear and, as the 
Cuban case showed, the US might even be vulnerable 
in its own backyard, not least because, in the realm of  
ideas, radical reformers looked to communism, rather 
than liberalism, as a model. China, a special case per-
haps thanks to its size, showed that severe ideologi-
cal rifts were possible within blocs, that third powers 
could carve themselves a niche in the Cold War world 
and that it might even be possible to bring about a 
signifi cant realignment of  alliances. The superpow-
ers could not always shape the behaviour of  states 
beyond Europe, states which had their own regional, 
political, and economic agendas. As colonial empires 
faded, newly-independent states were determined 
to assert their own agendas. The non-aligned move-
ment clearly demonstrated this and helped underline 
the idea that it was now a multipolar world. But the 
superpowers discovered that even friends and allies in 

the less developed world might draw them into un-
welcome crises. The escalation of  the Vietnam War in 
1965 set back the chance of  détente between Moscow 
and Washington by years. The 1967 Middle East War 
showed that regional confl icts might spring up quickly, 
forcing the superpowers to back their respective cli-
ents or suff er a loss of  credibility, but there were excep-
tions. During the Nigerian Civil War of  1967–70, both 
Britain and the USSR backed the federal government, 
indeed competed to become its main support, while 
France aided the rebel enclave of  ‘Biafra’ and America 
stood on the sidelines. But basically, in the less devel-
oped world, the zero-sum game still held good: the su-
perpowers generally lined up on each side and a gain 
for one was a loss for the other. After Nixon became 
US President in 1969, he and his National Security Ad-
viser, Henry Kissinger, hoped to manage these prob-
lems by a process of  ‘linkage’: if  the Soviets wanted 
strategic arms control and Western technology, then 
they must help preserve stability in the less developed 
world. But the Indo-Pakistani war showed that ‘link-
age’ could not easily be achieved. Multipolarity and 
coexistence were not necessarily easy bedfellows in a 
world where ideological rivalry persisted.      
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   PART III    CHRONOLOGY 

The Rise of Multipolarity, 1963–71  

  1963  

 20 January  Indonesia begins opposition campaign to creation of ‘Malaysia’. 

 10 June  Kennedy’s speech at the American University, in Washington, favouring relaxation of the Cold War. 

 20 June  ‘Hot line’ agreement signed. 

 26 June  Kennedy’s ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ speech at the Berlin Wall. 

 5 August  Test Ban Treaty signed in Moscow 

 16 September  Formal launch of Malaysia leads Sukarno of Indonesia to intensify ‘confrontation’ with it. 

 1 November  Overthrow of President Diem of South Vietnam following months of instability. 

 22 November  President Kennedy assassinated in Texas. 

  1964  

 12 January  First US–Soviet grain deal made. 

 20 January  France recognizes Beijing government. 

 February–March  Fighting between Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot communities leads to deployment of UN 

peacekeeping force. 

 2–4 August  Gulf of Tonkin incident leads Congress to sanction US action in Vietnam. 

 14 October  Khruschev replaced by Brezhnev and Kosygin. 

 16 October  First Chinese atom bomb exploded. 

 3 November  Lyndon Johnson wins US election. 

  1965  

 20 January  Warsaw Pact calls for a European Security Conference to include East and West bloc. 

 7 February  US aircraft bomb North Vietnam while Soviet premier Kosygin is in Hanoi. 

 24 February  US begins ‘Rolling Thunder’ bombing campaign against North Vietnam. 

 8 March  Marines are first US ground combat troops deployed in Vietnam War. 

 25 April  Attempt to overthrow Cabral government in Dominican Republic. 

 28–29 April  Johnson sends Marines to forestall leftist drift in Dominican Republic. 

 August  Indo-Pakistani tension mounts in disputed Kashmir, leading to war around end of the month. 

 22 September  Ceasefire in Indo-Pakistani War. 

 30 September  Coup in Indonesia followed by army crackdown on Communist party. 

  1966  

 February  Anti-dissident campaign in USSR begins with trials of Andrei Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel. 

 10 March  De Gaulle quits NATO military structure. 

 March  General Suharto effectively becomes Indonesian leader. 

 7 April  Ceauşescu declares Romania’s independence within the Eastern bloc. 

 20 June–1 July  De Gaulle visits USSR. 

 July  Warsaw Pact calls for Pan-European security system. 

 August  Indonesia ends ‘Confrontation’ with Malaysia. 



 The Cold War of Peaceful Coexistence and the Rise of Multipolarity, 1963–71 211

PART III  CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1967  

 January–February  Soviet embassy in Beijing surrounded by demonstrators. 

 27 January  Outer Space Treaty signed, demilitarizing the moon and other bodies. 

 31 January  Romania becomes only Eastern bloc country, apart from USSR, to recognize West Germany. 

 7 April  Israelis shoot down several Syrian aircraft in latest border tension. 

 5–10 June  Six-day Arab–Israeli war. 

 17 June  China tests hydrogen bomb. 

 23–25 June  Glassboro’ meeting of Johnson and Kosygin. 

 5 July  Civil war begins between Nigerian government and secessionist region of ‘Biafra’. 

 18 September  US announces deployment of an anti-ballistic missile system. 

 22 November  UN Resolution 242, on Middle East, passed. 

 14 December  NATO adopts Harmel Report, opening way for talks with Warsaw Pact, and accepting strategy of ‘flexible 

response’. 

  1968  

 23 January  North Korea seizes USS  Pueblo : not released until December. 

 30 January  Start of ‘Tet’ offensive by communists in Vietnam. 

 31 March  Johnson starts partial ‘bombing halt’ in Vietnam and leaves US presidential race. 

 April  Czechoslovakian Communist Party, under Dubček, begins to liberalize. 

 1 July  Non-Proliferation Treaty signed. 

 Late August  USSR leads invasion of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact members to end liberalization. 

 5 November  Nixon wins US Presidency. 

 12 November  Brezhnev Doctrine speech. 

  1969  

 20 January  Nixon’s inaugural address calls for an ‘era of negotiations’ 

 2 March  Major Soviet–Chinese border clash on Damyansky island. 

 25 July  Nixon’s ‘Guam Doctrine’ on Vietnam: will hand fighting over to South Vietnamese. 

 2–3 August  Nixon visits Romania. 

 17 November  SALT talks open between US and USSR in Helsinki. 

  1970  

 January  Nigerian forces overrun what remains of ‘Biafra’, ending Nigerian civil war. 

 10 March  US announces that it will deploy a multiple independent re-entry vehicle. 

 19 March  First ever meeting of West and East German prime ministers. 

 18 March  Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia overthrown by Lon Nol. 

 April–June  US and South Vietnamese launch incursion into Cambodia. 

 7 August  Ceasefire agreed in Arab–Israeli ‘war of attrition’, which followed the 1967 war. 

 12 August  Soviet–West German Treaty signed. 

 September  Civil war in Jordan between royal government and Palestinians. 

 25 September  US warns USSR not to build a submarine base at Cienfuegos, Cuba. 

 7 December  Polish–West German treaty signed. 

 December  Unrest in Poland leads to fall of Gomulka. 

(continued...)
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PART III  CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1971  

 February/March  South Vietnamese incursion into Laos. 

 10 June  US ends trade embargo against China. 

 15 July  Forthcoming visit of Nixon to China announced; to take place in February 1972. 

 15 August  US introduces trade restrictions and ends convertibility of dollars into gold. 

 3 September  Four-power agreement on Berlin signed. 

 12 October  It is announced that Nixon will visit Moscow in May 1972. 

 20 October  Brandt of West Germany wins Nobel Peace Prize for Ostpolitik. 

 25 October  UN votes for Communist Chinese membership. 

 November  Rising Indo-Pakistani tension over East Pakistan. 

 10 December  NATO agrees to Warsaw Pact proposal for a European Security Conference. 

 16 December  Cease-fire in Indo-Pakistani War over ‘Bangladeshi’ independence, four days after the first use of the 

US-Soviet ‘hot line’. 
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The Eastern and Western 
Blocs in the 1960s        

  A.    US–Soviet Relations from the 
Missile Crisis to Détente, 1963–71      

 Khrushchev, Kennedy, and 
the Test Ban Treaty   

 In the wake of  the Cuban missile crisis the Soviet 
leader, Nikita Khrushchev, felt far less confi dent 
than he had been a year earlier about dealing with 
American power. Apart from the Cuban setback, 
Soviet interests had not advanced much in the Congo 
or Laos; the building of  the Berlin Wall had staunched 
the haemorrhage of  the East German population to 
the West, but essentially left the German problem 
deadlocked; and Khrushchev was beset, within the 
communist bloc, by criticism from China. Kennedy, 
in contrast, could be more confi dent. The Bay of  Pigs 
humiliation had been expunged, the Democrats fared 

well in the November Congressional elections and 
America’s nuclear superiority had been demonstrated 
to the world. But Arthur Schlesinger, the President’s 
in-house historian, believed Kennedy’s ‘feelings un-
derwent a qualitative change after Cuba: a world in 
which nations threatened each other with nuclear 
weapons now seemed … an intolerable … world’.   1    In-
deed, both superpower leaders seemed to be thinking 
the same way about the need for nuclear arms control 
after the recent crisis. On 19 December Khrushchev 
wrote to Kennedy urging progress on the Test Ban 
Treaty, which had been discussed for fi ve years with-
out result. The need to reduce the possibility of  hot 
war between the world’s two great rivals was now 
at the centre of  their agenda, leading to three signifi -
cant agreements within a decade: the Test Ban Treaty 
(TBT) of  1963, the Non-Proliferation Treaty of  1968, 
and the fi rst Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty of  1972. 
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 Indeed, the nuclear issue provided a consistent, con-
structive focus for US–Soviet discussions which had 
been absent since 1947. 

 However, the image of  Kennedy and Khrushchev 
turning easily to a policy of  détente after the psycho-
logical shock of  seeming close to hot war is a simplistic 
one. Their relationship became less volatile and more 
rational perhaps, but they remained fi rm ideological 
opponents and there was no early rush into signing 
the TBT. Indeed, if  anything, the early months of  1963 
saw a retreat. Khrushchev’s letter had hinted at a major 
breakthrough because, for the fi rst time, he appeared 
ready to accept that a TBT be verifi ed through on-site 
inspections. Previously, the Soviets had condemned 
inspections on their soil an infringement of  sover-
eignty, likely to be exploited by the West for espionage 
purposes. Yet Washington had always insisted that, if  
there were to be a ban on  underground  nuclear tests, 
it could only be properly enforced through inspec-
tions. (Atmospheric and underwater tests were easily 
detectable, but underground ones could be disguised, 
if  small, or confused with other seismic activity.) 
Khrushchev was off ering to allow only two or three 
inspections per year, however, and the Americans 
felt this inadequate. When Kennedy explained this, 
Khrushchev felt let down and by February 1963 the 
TBT talks had stalled. 

 By now, such failures to achieve results in arms talks 
were becoming a pattern. The environmental danger 
posed by atmospheric tests had been an international 
concern since at least 1954, when a Japanese fi shing 
boat had been caught in the fallout from a Pacifi c test. 
Various anti-nuclear groups had sprung up, especially 
in Western Europe, notably Germany’s ‘Campaign 
against Nuclear Death’ and Britain’s ‘Campaign for 
Nuclear Disarmament’. In March 1958, Khrushchev 
had evidently spotted the propaganda value of  the 
issue and began a unilateral moratorium on all tests. 
The US matched this seven months later and talks on 
a test ban then began between the superpowers and 
the third nuclear power, Britain, in Geneva under UN 
auspices. The moratorium held until August 1961, 
when the Soviets began a new series of  tests, but the 
Geneva talks made little progress, partly because of  
the verifi cation problem. When the Kennedy admin-
istration, too, revived its test programme the situation 
for a TBT seemed bleak, yet there were strong reasons 
to revive it in late 1962: not only to ease East–West 
tensions after the missile crisis and to satisfy world 
opinion, but also to begin a policy of  non-proliferation. 

The prospect of  a large number of  countries obtaining 
nuclear weapons, increasing the dangers of  a nuclear 
war, was a concern to both superpowers and a TBT 
might help to deter states from developing them. The 
deadlock on a treaty in early 1963 was not helped by 
Khrushchev’s weakened domestic position following 
the missile crisis. Then, in April, his main critic, deputy 
premier Frol Kozlov, suddenly died. 

 In mid-1963, a series of  events suggested an im-
provement in US–Soviet relations. On 9 June, at the 
American University in Washington, Kennedy gave 
a major address in which he denied any desire for a 
‘Pax Americana’ and urged a genuine peace with the 
USSR, based on mutual understanding. A full trans-
lation of  the speech was, unusually, printed by the 
Soviet daily  Izvestia . Eleven days later the superpowers 
signed the ‘hot line’ agreement, establishing a teletype 
link between the Pentagon (later moved to the White 
House) and the Kremlin, to allow direct, rapid com-
munication in times of  crisis. On 2 July Khrushchev, 
in a speech in Berlin, welcomed these recent moves 
and made a defi nitive off er of  a TBT, which was then 
negotiated in Moscow between 15 and 25 July, with a 
US team, headed by veteran envoy Averell Harriman, 
and a British team, under Lord Hailsham. The TBT 
was formally signed by the three foreign ministers 
on 5 August. Finally, on 9 October, the fi rst US sale 
of  grain to the USSR was announced. This series of  
developments created the impression of  a ‘new dawn’ 
for East–West relations which, in retrospect, some 
Kennedy acolytes felt was brutally ended with his 
assassination in Dallas, Texas on 22 November. ‘The 
breathing spell had become a pause, the pause was 
becoming a détente and no one could foresee what 
further changes lay ahead.’   2    Indeed, it was probably 
because of  the improvement in relations that suspi-
cion of  Soviet involvement in the assassination was 
quickly discounted. 

 The extent of  détente in 1963 is easy to exagger-
ate, however. As Michael Beschloss writes, Kennedy’s 
pro-peace speech at the American University, ‘though 
deeply felt, was as much the product of  political calcu-
lation as any address (he) ever gave’, designed to revive 
progress on the TBT, win public support, and placate 
Khrushchev after their New Year wrangle over verifi -
cation.   3    As to the ‘hot line’ agreement, it was a useful, 
practical step but it was only to be used at the most 
critical moments. Even the TBT, though signifi cant as 
a fi rst step towards nuclear arms control and welcome 
for ending radiation releases into the atmosphere, 
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 had two vital fl aws. First, because of  the continuing 
disagreements over verifi cation, it was not a compre-
hensive ban. It ended them in the atmosphere and 
underwater, where verifi cation was easy, but not un-
derground. Second, and even more harmful from the 
non-proliferation point of  view, the treaty was not 
signed by the latest nuclear power, France, nor by the 
next likely nuclear power, China. Also, other problems 
persisted, not least Berlin. Kennedy had visited the city 
in June 1963, making his celebrated remark ‘Ich bin ein 
Berliner’, which only highlighted Western determina-
tion to remain there; in October, Soviet harassment 
of  traffi  c into the city was revived and lasted several 
weeks. October also saw Khrushchev take off ence at 
NATO discussions on a ‘Multilateral Nuclear Force’ 
(see  Chapter  9  , D), in which West Germany might 
share control of  nuclear weapons. Kennedy and 
Khrushchev may have succeeded in reducing tensions 
after Cuba, therefore, but ideological diff erences and 
security suspicions continued. The Cold War remained 
at the centre of  international aff airs even if  there was 
less chance of  it leading to global catastrophe.     

 In the Shadow of Vietnam, 1964–8   

 Signs of  détente did not end with Kennedy’s assas-
sination. Soviet pressure on Berlin eased once more; 
in April 1964 Khrushchev and the new American 
President, Lyndon Johnson, agreed to reduce their 
production of  fi ssionable uranium in a further at-
tempt to ease public fears of  the nuclear danger; and 
on 1 June 1964 a consular agreement was signed which 
freed travel between the superpowers. But the pat-
tern of  relations was similar to Kennedy’s last months, 
with simultaneous signs of  suspicion. Johnson refused 
to be drawn into an early summit with Khrushchev, 
well aware of  what had happened to Kennedy in 
Vienna in 1961. The Soviets remained agitated by 
the prospect of  German access to nuclear weapons 
via a Multilateral Force (MLF). In the second half  of  
1964, both countries were preoccupied by domestic 
events. Johnson was elected President by a landslide 
in November but, less than three weeks earlier, on 
14 October, Khrushchev had been ousted in a Kremlin 
coup. His unpredictability, the failure of  his agricul-
tural reforms, and foreign policy setbacks led to his 
replacement as Communist Party leader by Leonid 
Brezhnev, who proved far more cautious, even unad-
venturous, and prepared to share power with a team 
of  ministers. In the international fi eld he relied heavily 

on his Foreign Minister, Andrei Gromyko, as well as 
the Prime Minister, Alexei Kosygin, who often han-
dled relations with non-communist states in the 1960s. 

 Anatoly Dobrynin, the long-serving Soviet ambas-
sador to Washington, has written that, in the 1960s, de-
spite the less frantic atmosphere ‘peripheral issues kept 
interfering with the development of  Soviet-American 
relations, creating tensions and putting off  the settle-
ment of  really important problems’.   4    The most im-
portant ‘peripheral issue’ was the Vietnam War which, 
in 1965, saw the deployment of  US combat forces and 
large-scale bombing of  North Vietnam. The Soviets 
had little interest in letting the war intensify, but had 
little choice other than to back their fellow Marxists in 
the North, especially given China’s attempt to outbid 
Moscow for the leadership of  the communist world 
by supporting Hanoi. The MLF was less important as 
a bone of  contention after Johnson ceased to promote 
it in late 1964, but West Germany did not accept its de-
mise until late 1966. Other peripheral issues included 
the June 1967 Middle East War, when the superpowers 
backed opposing sides. The war overshadowed the 
only meeting Johnson had with a high-ranking Soviet 
leader, the so-called ‘mini-summit’ with Kosygin at 
Glassboro’, New Jersey, on 23–4 June. The atmosphere 
here was friendly enough, with Johnson accepting 
an invitation to visit the USSR for a full summit with 
Brezhnev, but on all the substantive points the two 
seemed to diff er. Kosygin criticized Israeli expansion 
against its Arab neighbours, urged American with-
drawal from Vietnam and was unwilling to discuss 
the USSR’s deployment of  a new weapons system, the 
‘Galosh’, a type of  anti-ballistic missile (ABM). 

 Despite such diff erences, the demise of  the MLF 
helped restore forward momentum on nuclear arms 
control. On 27 January 1967, after nine months of  talks, 
the US, USSR, and numerous other countries signed 
an Outer Space Treaty, demilitarizing the moon and 
other celestial bodies. The smooth negotiation of  this 
treaty refl ected the fact that the militarization of  space 
was a remote possibility, but in 1968 talks began on a 
more immediately useful agreement to demilitarize 
the seabed. Most important, progress was possible 
on a Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) designed, as the 
TBT had partly been, to prevent ever more countries 
obtaining nuclear weapons. It was signed on 1 July 1968 
( see  boxed section  ). It had one of  the same fundamen-
tal fl aws as the TBT, in that many of  the countries who 
were most likely to develop nuclear weapons, such as 
Israel and India, refused to put their names to it. But 
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 it also promised to lead to further progress on arms 
control: ‘By its very nature … the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty discriminates against non-nuclear countries,’ 
conceded the US Secretary of  State Dean Rusk, ‘and 
non-nuclear countries understandably sought a quid 
pro quo.’   5    The quid quo pro which the superpowers 
off ered was that they would seek to control their own 
nuclear capabilities through strategic arms limitation 
talks (SALT).    

 The US had fi rst approached the USSR about con-
trolling long-range nuclear weapons in December 
1966, when Soviet deployment of  the ‘Galosh’ ABM 
put Johnson under pressure to develop a similar 
system. ABMs were defensive, designed to shoot 
down off ensive nuclear missiles, but they threatened 
to accelerate the arms race because both sides were 
likely to deploy more off ensive missiles in order to 
overcome them. At fi rst, the Soviets showed less ur-
gency about strategic arms talks and there were 
clear diff erences between the two sides: while the 
Americans would have been happy to ‘freeze’ the size 
of  nuclear arsenals, thus preserving their current su-
periority, Moscow wanted to create a more genuine 

balance of  security, reducing the US lead. The NPT 
negotiations added some urgency to the issue and, a 
month later, the Soviets suggested that, to get SALT 
off  to a strong start, Johnson and Brezhnev should 
hold a summit. But this proposal was immediately 
scotched when, within days, the Soviets led an inva-
sion of  Czechoslovakia (see  Chapter  9  , C). Lyndon 
Johnson became the only Cold War president never to 
meet his Soviet opposite number.     

 Détente Deferred, 1969–71   

 Richard Nixon’s administration began with the bold 
assertion, in his inaugural address, that ‘after a period 
of  confrontation we are entering an era of  nego-
tiations’. Notwithstanding his reputation as an 
anti-communist, his presidency eventually became 
identifi ed with a policy of  East–West détente. Yet 
in the early period, the Nixon years were character-
ized by caution and uneven progress in relations with 
Moscow. The US felt vulnerable on the world stage 
because of  the continuing Vietnam imbroglio, which 
called into question the whole idea that Washington 
could ‘contain’ communist expansion. Meanwhile, 
the USSR under Brezhnev avoided foreign adven-
tures and concentrated on achieving nuclear parity 
with America, so as to prevent another humiliation 
like Cuba. By 1969 the Soviets had roughly equalled 
the number of  US inter-continental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs) and reached a situation known as ‘Mutual 
Assured Destruction’ (with its apt acronym, MAD): 
even if  one superpower launched a sudden nuclear 
attack on the other (a ‘fi rst strike’), the second super-
power would retain enough weapons to launch a dev-
astating counter-attack (or ‘second strike’). There was 
now a ‘balance of  deterrence’, making it impossible for 
Washington to meaningfully threaten nuclear war as 
it had done under Eisenhower. The ‘unwinnable’ war 
in Vietnam and the advent of  MAD posed a diffi  cult 
challenge to Nixon and his National Security Adviser, 
Henry Kissinger. On the one hand, there was a re-
trenchment of  US policy through the Nixon Doctrine 
(see  Chapter  10  , D), which implied that countries 
threatened by communism must in future look pri-
marily to defend themselves. On the other hand, the 
White House reacted fi rmly, some would say irration-
ally, when it felt US interests were being threatened: 
‘an important element in Nixon’s diplomacy was to 
keep the other side off  its guard by showing readiness 
to employ force in an unpredictable manner’.   6    In 1970, 

   Non-Proliferation Treaty, 1 July 1968    

 The key provisions of the Treaty were as follows:

     •    Under Article 1 each nuclear power that signed 

undertook ‘not to transfer … nuclear weapons … or 

control over such weapons … directly, or indirectly and 

not in any way to assist … any non-nuclear weapon State 

to manufacture or otherwise acquire nuclear weapons …’  

   •    Under Article 2 each non-nuclear power that signed 

undertook not to receive, manufacture, ‘or otherwise 

acquire’ nuclear weapons.  

   •    Article 3 provided for safeguards against proliferation, 

with a verifi cation system under the auspices of the 

International Atomic Energy Agency to be carried out in 

non-nuclear-weapon states.  

   •    The peaceful use of atomic energy was to continue and a 

system was outlined which would allow non-nuclear-

weapon states to gain benefi ts from the peaceful 

applications of nuclear explosions.  

   •    Article 6 committed all signatories ‘to pursue 

negotiations … relating to cessation of the nuclear arms 

race … and to nuclear disarmament …’. It was this 

provision which led on to Strategic Arms Limitation talks.      
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 far from retreating precipitately from Vietnam, Nixon 
launched an incursion into neighbouring Cambodia, 
and in December 1971, when India went to war with 
America’s ally Pakistan (see  Chapter  11  , C), Nixon 
despatched a fl eet to the region. On the nuclear arms 
front, although the State Department would have 
liked to open SALT talks early, Nixon delayed doing so 
until November 1969. 

 Nixon and Kissinger  were  interested in reach-
ing agreements with the USSR, but not simply to 
achieve a mere improvement in atmosphere or please 
popular opinion. For them agreements such as SALT, 
or greater trade links, were to be used as part of  a 
strategy to ensure Soviet good behaviour. In essence, 
this meant gaining acceptance of  the status quo and 
ensuring that US interests were not threatened. The 
superpowers should show ‘restraint’ in their actions, 
not seeking unilateral advantages over each other; 
meetings between them should address ‘concrete’ 
problems; and, most importantly, there should be 
a ‘linkage’ between the diff erent elements in their 
mutual relations. As Kissinger explained it, ‘We pro-
ceeded from the premise that to separate issues into 
distinct compartments would encourage the Soviet 
leaders to believe that they could use cooperation 
in one area as a safety valve while striving for unilat-
eral advantages elsewhere. This was unacceptable.’   7    
The White House demonstrated how it would meet 
‘unacceptable’ behaviour in what Kissinger called 
‘the autumn of  crises’ in 1970. The election of  a 
Marxist, Salvador Allende, as President of  Chile on 
4 September led to a (failed) US bid to prevent his 
inauguration. In mid-September, the outbreak of  
civil war in Jordan led Nixon to toy with the idea of  
a counter-intervention by Israel (see  Chapter  11  , D), 
while the discovery of  work on a submarine base at 
Cienfuegos, Cuba led to strong diplomatic protests. 
Cuba was a particularly delicate issue and Nixon 
could not aff ord to appear weaker than Kennedy had 
been in 1962. The Cienfuegos crisis ended in compro-
mise in early October, with an assurance from Soviet 
ambassador Dobrynin that no submarine base would 
be built and a formal confi rmation of  Kennedy’s 
promise not to invade the island. 

 Clearly, the White House still interpreted events 
largely in a ‘zero-sum’ manner, in which any gain 
for the USSR was a loss for the US. But, in America’s 
less confi dent state, Nixon and Kissinger had to limit 
communist advances, not by nuclear threats and 
military action, but through active diplomacy and 

‘linkage’. The Soviets, for their part, never accepted 
linkage but rather developed the old logic of  ‘peace-
ful coexistence’. They saw anti-imperialist unrest in 
the less developed world as historically inevitable, 
and there to be exploited, while SALT and freer East–
West trade were desirable in themselves, not as part 
of  some linkage deal. Nonetheless, in May 1971, at 
the Communist Party Congress, Brezhnev—as well 
as securing his own primacy in the leadership—
committed the USSR to a policy of  relaxing tension. 
This would restrain the fi nancially draining arms race, 
secure greater access to Western technology (which 
would invigorate economic growth), lessen the 
dangers of  nuclear war and confi rm the Soviet grip 
on east-central Europe. A few months later, however, 
Brezhnev was given another reason to improve super-
power relations when, in July, it was suddenly revealed 
that Nixon was to visit Beijing. America’s ‘Opening 
to China’, after years of  deteriorating Sino-Soviet 
relations, gave Nixon another means by which to 
pressure Moscow for concessions and led Brezhnev 
to try to outbid China for American cooperation. As 
a result America, apparently crippled by the Vietnam 
War a few years before, now found itself  courted by 
both major communist powers. On 12 October 1971 it 
was announced that, in addition, to visiting Beijing in 
February, Nixon would travel to Moscow, in May 1972, 
to sign the long-awaited SALT treaty.      

  B.    The Superpowers and the 
Emergence of an Independent China      

 Khrushchev’s last years, 1963–4   

 One of  the most signifi cant signs that the world was 
moving to a more complicated, ‘multipolar’ system, 
was the fi nal breach between Communist China and 
the USSR. Paradoxically, as the Soviets began to attain 
military parity with the US, the signifi cance of  bipolar 
equality was reduced through the Sino-Soviet split. In 
the 1950s, Western governments generally treated the 
Communist bloc as a monolithic one, but by 1963 the 
diff erences between Beijing and Moscow were deep. It 
took almost a decade for policy-makers in Washington 
to realize the full signifi cance of  this. The US now had 
two ideological enemies with diff erent approaches to 
international order. At fi rst, Moscow seemed the more 
moderate opponent, prepared to advocate peaceful 
coexistence, while Beijing seemed bent on the spread 
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 of  revolution, but by 1971, as Mao’s ‘cultural revolu-
tion’ ran into the sand and war between the two com-
munist giants seemed possible, it became possible 
to perceive of  Sino-American cooperation against 
Moscow. 

 It is now clear that 1963 marked the eff ective com-
pletion of  the ‘Sino-Soviet split’. In December 1962 
the Soviets provided ground-to-air missiles and in 
January 1963 they agreed to continue developing 
the Chinese air force. However, while the Kremlin 
believed that the Cuban Missile Crisis showed the 
wisdom of  relaxing Cold War tensions, Mao felt that 
a determined revolutionary approach to the global 
struggle would bring the triumph of  what he re-
ferred to as the ‘east wind’ over the ‘west wind’. His 
domestic political strength, stemming from his June 
1962 attack on Chinese advocates of  peaceful coex-
istence, combined with the success of  the October–
November attack on India in the disputed border 
areas, increased his confi dence about going alone. 
A July 1963 conference between Soviet and Chinese 
representatives broke up without a date for any future 
meetings being fi xed.   8    The breakdown was followed 
by Mao’s attempt to forge a completely independ-
ent policy, not only at home but also in foreign and 
defence policies, while continuing to act as a loyal 
defender of  Marxist-Leninism. Indeed, one problem 
for the Kremlin was that Mao posed as being truer to 
the anti-imperialist struggle than Khrushchev. This 
presented particular diffi  culties within the Eastern 
bloc where China helped protect Albania, and its 
Stalinist dictator Enver Hoxha, from Soviet pressure 
to conform with the post-Stalinist order. Mao also 
encouraged Romania’s attempts to distance itself  
from the USSR. The dispute quickly took on features 
of  a religious schism, with each side claiming to be 
the only ‘true believers’. Indeed, their ideological at-
tacks on each other diff ered ‘little from those applied 
against Western capitalism’.   9    The Chinese ridiculed 
Khrushchev’s performance during the Cuban missile 
crisis and condemned the Test Ban Treaty as a selfi sh 
attempt by the superpowers to preserve their nuclear 
status, denying equality to others. 

 The Chinese were already developing their own 
atomic bomb, having been refused assistance from 
the Soviets—another cause of  contention between 
the two. Such a weapon was successfully tested on 
16 October 1964, only two days after the overthrow of  
Khrushchev, and did more than anything else to estab-
lish China’s credentials as the world’s third greatest 

power, which, with the largest population on earth 
and vast, untapped economic potential, might one day 
match the superpowers. China’s self-assertion even 
stretched to pressure on Moscow to restore land taken 
by the Tsars in the ‘unequal treaties’ of  the nineteenth 
century, an issue fi rst raised in 1957. In February 1964, 
the USSR and China actually opened border discus-
sions but they were suspended in October without 
agreement. The Chinese also tried to establish their 
own following in the less developed world. They 
had been invited to the fi rst Afro-Asian Conference 
at Bandung in 1955, where anti-imperialism and non-
alignment were seen as the basis on which an Afro-
Asian identity might be constructed. Here, Chinese 
premier Zhou en Lai accepted the principles of  co-
existence as a means of  getting greater international 
acceptance and an important Asian role. However, 
the increasing radicalism of  Mao and the presence 
of  the Soviet Union at the second Afro-Asian confer-
ence in Cairo 1957–8 did not make unity easy. Neither 
did China fi nd it easy to extend its infl uence in the 
1960s. The Chinese were not invited to the fi rst con-
ference of  non-aligned states in December 1961. In 
1963–4, Zhou did make a three-month tour of  twelve, 
mainly African, ‘third world’ countries but its meagre 
results only confi rmed the limits of  China’s attraction 
as an ally. It lacked the potential of  either America 
or the USSR to provide large-scale economic aid or 
modern military equipment and those who wished 
to pursue anti-Western policy saw the Soviet Union 
as a more attractive sponsor. Only a few countries, 
notably Nyerere’s Tanzania, showed much interest in 
identifying with China. The Egyptian leader, Nasser, 
was not even present in Cairo when Zhou arrived; 
the Tunisian President, Bourguiba, was openly criti-
cal of  China’s 1962 attack on India; and planned visits 
to certain destinations were hastily cancelled. China’s 
explosion of  an atomic bomb drew more interna-
tional condemnation. 

 Yet for China, there was no going back to the Soviet 
fold, despite some signs of  an easier relationship after 
Khrushchev was ousted. Zhou was sent to Moscow 
immediately afterwards, to celebrate the October 
Revolution at the Kremlin’s invitation, but relations 
were frosty. True, this did not prevent one Politburo 
member suggesting to Zhou that, with Khrushchev 
ousted, it might also be appropriate for the Chinese 
to overthrow Mao! But Zhou made no secret of  this 
proposal on his return to Beijing and it would become 
one more nail in the coffi  n of  the Sino-Soviet alliance. 
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 The Sino-Soviet split went deeper than mere personal-
ity clashes. One Western commentator even described 
relations between Moscow and Peking as ‘the New 
Cold War’ and talked of  ‘nothing less than a complex, 
perhaps cataclysmic, process of  fi ssion within the 
Communist movement’.   10        

 Foreign Policy and the ‘Cultural 
Revolution’, 1965–9   

 It was the fear that, at home, Maoism was losing its 
vigour which led in May 1966 to the launch of  the 
‘Cultural Revolution’. Supposedly intended to wipe 
out all remaining bourgeois infl uences in society, 
the Revolution was spearheaded by youthful ‘Red 
Guards’, armed with advice and encouragement from 
Mao’s ‘Little Red Book’. Their enthusiasm, ruthless-
ness, and immaturity led them not only to terrorize 
ordinary Chinese, but also to target moderates in 
the communist leadership for condemnation and to 
launch investigations of  offi  cials at all levels. The main 
victim was Mao’s deputy, Liu Shoaqi, who was purged 
from the party in 1966. By the end of  1967 national 
government was eff ectively breaking down. The Rev-
olution also wreaked havoc with the country’s foreign 
policy. In May 1967 Red Guards invaded the foreign 
ministry, destroying many of  its records. Numerous 
ambassadors were recalled from abroad, including all 
from those African countries that Zhou had tried to 
court so assiduously a few years before. The foreign 
minister, Chen Yi, disappeared from public view for 
months. 

 As part of  a new, revolutionary foreign policy, the 
Red Guards urged Chinese minorities in South-East 
Asia to overthrow their governments, stirred up anti-
British feeling over the colony of  Hong Kong and, 
during January–February 1967, besieged the Soviet 
embassy. Despite this, the mid-1960s were not without 
their successes for China. In Indonesia, the Commu-
nist Party may have been virtually wiped out by the 
army in 1965–6 (see  Chapter  11  , B); but in Vietnam the 
Chinese found a cause which allowed them to resist 
US ‘imperialism’, compete with the Soviets for infl u-
ence, and demonstrate the continuing applicability 
of  Maoist guerrilla tactics (see  Chapter  10  , C). In 1967 
a showpiece aid deal was agreed with Tanzania and 
Zambia, to build a 1,200-mile railway line between 
the two. In 1967, too, China exploded its fi rst hydro-
gen bomb, pointedly refusing to contemplate non-
proliferation, while also developing long-range rockets 

to carry nuclear warheads. Given the near-anarchy 
created by the Red Guards, however, the superpowers 
reacted to China’s growing nuclear capacity with 
great concern. The Johnson administration did noth-
ing to exploit the Sino-Soviet split but instead treated 
China as a pariah: ‘throughout Asia, China became the 
focus of  (Secretary of  State) Rusk’s campaign against 
Communism. Russian ambitions had been checked in 
the early 1940s. Now Mao assumed the role of  aggres-
sor.’   11    For its part, the Kremlin developed the Galosh 
ABM system chiefl y as a means to defend Moscow 
from a Chinese attack. 

 Throughout the Cultural Revolution, Sino-Soviet 
relations worsened. The two communist parties 
broke off  relations in 1966 and there were already in-
termittent small-scale border incidents, especially over 
disputed islands in the Amur and Ussuri rivers. The 
worst clash to date came in January 1968, when four 
Chinese were killed. Meanwhile, the USSR gradually 
increased its forces on its 4,500-mile eastern border, 
from 12 divisions in 1961, to 17 in 1964 and 27 by 1969, 
with medium-range ballistic weapons in support. 
The tension intensifi ed further in late 1968 because 
of  the invasion of  Czechoslovakia and Brezhnev’s 
subsequent assertion that the USSR had the right to 
intervene in states where socialism was under threat. 
For China, this rekindled fears that Moscow was de-
termined to dictate policy to all other communist 
countries and it put back Mao’s hopes that Eastern 
Europe might be able to loosen the Soviet grip. He 
condemned the invasion of  Czechoslovakia and even 
seems to have feared war with the USSR as the year 
ended. However, in line with their uncompromising 
foreign policy, the Chinese were determined to stand 
up to the Soviets and in March 1969 the Sino-Soviet re-
lationship reached another critical point. On 2 March, 
after several weeks of  mounting border tension, large-
scale fi ghting occurred on Zhen Bao island (known 
as Damyansky island to the Russians) when Chinese 
troops ambushed a Soviet patrol, killing more than 20. 
It was an event which tellingly underlined the depths 
of  Sino-Soviet division and eventually helped bring a 
rapprochement between China and the US. But that 
was far from being Mao’s original intention. While 
he spoke publicly of  preparing for war, privately he 
was keen to avoid the crisis running out of  control. 
Chinese evidence suggests that ‘although Beijing’s 
policy-makers … had prepared to … teach the Soviets 
a bitter lesson, they had not intended to enter a major 
military confl ict with Moscow’.   12        
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  The Beginnings of ‘Triangular 
Diplomacy’   

 The Kremlin was stunned by the events of  2 March 
1969 and, already convinced of  Chinese irrationality, 
feared that the crisis could lead to war. Determined 
not to appear weak, the Soviets employed heavy 
artillery in another clash on Zhen Bao island on 
15 March but again found the Chinese well prepared. 
Moscow followed this up on 21 March with an off er 
to talk. There was in fact a division in the Soviet gov-
ernment between hardliners, led by defence minister 
Andrei Grechko, who was ready to consider war, and 
moderates like premier Kosygin, who favoured ne-
gotiation. But the Chinese refused even to reply to 
Kosygin’s off er of  talks for several weeks and there 
was a further series of  border incidents in April–May, 
with clashes now spreading to the Kazakhstan bor-
der. There was a particularly bitter exchange on the 
border on 13 August, when the Soviets wiped out a 
30-man Chinese patrol. Neither side seemed ready to 
back down and in China too, now, there was a genu-
ine fear of  war as events moved far beyond what Mao 
originally intended. Later that month he mobilized 
China’s border defences. Then, tension receded. Zhou 
and Kosygin met on 11 September in Beijing, in the 
aftermath of  Ho Chi Minh’s funeral, and both ap-
peared ready to strike a deal, on the basis of  respecting 
the status quo for the present. But when offi  cial talks 
opened on 20 October 1969, they made little progress 
and each side continued to condemn the other on 
ideological grounds. Grechko now advocated a pre-
emptive strike against China’s nuclear facilities and the 
Soviets even sounded out the US on its likely reaction 
to such a development (an approach which confi rmed 
the growing belief  in Washington that Sino-Soviet dif-
ferences could be exploited in America’s favour). But 
Brezhnev, backed by most of  the Politburo, preferred 
a continued build-up of  conventional forces linked to 
a diplomatic campaign to isolate China. 

 When Nixon entered the White House relations 
with the USSR were much better than those with 
China. Beijing was still blamed for the drawn-out war 
in Korea, it was behind the communists in Vietnam, 
its Maoist ideology seemed utterly sinister and its 
revolutionary diplomacy made it, apparently, impos-
sible to negotiate with. Like the USSR, the US was 
building an ABM system, which Nixon named ‘Safe-
guard’, which would primarily be useful against a 
Chinese attack. Yet in 1967, Nixon had written, in a 

remarkably forward-thinking article in  Foreign Aff airs , 
that ‘we simply cannot aff ord to leave China forever 
outside the family of  nations’,   13    and by June 1969 the 
White House believed that it might be possible to use 
improved Sino-American relations as a pressure point 
on the USSR. An improved Sino-American relation-
ship also appealed to Mao and Zhou, who now be-
lieved China to be far more threatened by the USSR 
than by the US. As a communist power bordering on 
China, the Soviet Union was seen by Mao as a poten-
tial menace to Chinese domestic stability, whereas 
America, thanks to Vietnam, seemed to be losing the 
battle for infl uence in Asia. On 11 July 1969, a study of  
the international situation by a high-level group neatly 
summed up the fear that, ‘The Soviet revisionists have 
made China their main enemy, imposing a more seri-
ous threat to our security than the US imperialists.’   14    
The timing of  this report supports the view that it was 
the summer ‘war scare that—both in a strategic and a 
psychological sense—created the necessary conditions 
for the [Chinese] leaders to reconsider the … policy 
of  confrontation with the United States’.   15    Yet Sino-
American suspicions ran deep, they had no diplomatic 
relations and Kissinger was determined to move care-
fully. ‘If  we moved too slowly’, he wrote ‘we might 
feed Chinese suspicions of  Soviet–American collusion 
… As for the Soviets, we considered the Chinese op-
tion useful to induce restraint; but we had to take care 
not to pursue it so impetuously as to provoke a Soviet 
pre-emptive attack on China.’   16    

 Nixon fi rst signalled his readiness to improve re-
lations by relaxing trade and travel with China in 
July 1969. Diplomatic contacts proved possible via 
third parties, such as the Romanian and Pakistani gov-
ernments, and via meetings between US and Chinese 
diplomats in Warsaw. The American incursion into 
Cambodia in spring 1970 set back relations and within 
both governments there were divisions about the wis-
dom of  a rapprochement, but in April 1971 the pos-
sibility was publicly acknowledged when the Chinese 
invited an American table tennis team to Beijing. This 
‘ping-pong diplomacy’ was followed by another relax-
ation of  US trade with China and by intensive discus-
sions on an idea the Chinese had raised some months 
before of  Nixon sending an emissary to Beijing. The 
emissary selected was the national security adviser, 
Henry Kissinger, who travelled to Peking on 9 July, via 
Pakistan. A cover story, that he had fallen ill while visit-
ing Pakistan, held throughout two days of  talks with 
Zhou and it was on 15 July that the world learnt not 
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 only that Kissinger had made his journey but also that 
Nixon would be visiting Beijing in early 1972.      

  C.    Unity and Division in 
Eastern Europe      

 Eastern Europe in the 1960s   

 Although the Kremlin had used armed force to re-
store communist control in Hungary in 1956, this did 
not restore the full unity of  the Eastern bloc under 
Soviet domination. Certainly, East European lead-
ers were reluctant in future to experiment with any 
radical reforms that might undermine the one-party 
state. Even Khrushchev himself  backed off  from the 
‘deStalinization’ process, which had helped spark 
problems in Poland and Hungary; only around 1961 did 
he revive his attacks on Stalinism and tolerate a limited 
amount of  intellectual diversity in the USSR. But, in-
spired in part by Mao’s China, East European leaders 
were suspicious of  Khrushchev and keen to establish 
a degree of  equality for themselves within the bloc, so 
that they did not slavishly have to mirror every major 
turn in Soviet policy. Paradoxically, it was hard-line 
communists, rather than would-be reformers, who 
were often most successful at distancing themselves 
from Moscow’s authority in the 1960s. At the extreme, 
Enver Hoxha, the Stalinist dictator of  Albania was able 
to assert his independence in 1960, openly criticizing 
Khrushchev and relying on Chinese aid to compensate 
for the economic embargo which the Soviets tried to 
impose. In December 1961 Moscow severed relations 
with Albania, though it remained a nominal member 
of  the Warsaw Pact until 1968. But Albania remained 
the poorest country in Europe, geographically cut off  
from the rest of  the Soviet bloc by Yugoslavia, which 
maintained its own independent form of  commu-
nism under Tito. The Kremlin showed no interest in 
terminating Hoxha’s independence by force, while he 
showed no sign of  tilting towards the West. 

 Other countries in Eastern Europe, larger than 
Albania and closer to the USSR, found it more dif-
fi cult to pursue their own course, but a degree of  
autonomy was achieved, particularly by Romania. 
The key element here was, once again, that Roma-
nia’s leaders followed a ruthless, authoritarian form 
of  rule internally, while gradually asserting an inde-
pendent foreign policy. Under Gheorghe Gheorghieu-
Dej Romania’s Latin—as opposed to Slavic—identity 

was fostered; the withdrawal of  the Red Army was 
secured in 1958; and all attempts by Khrushchev to in-
tegrate the East European economies were opposed. 
In 1961–3 the Soviet leader, partly in response to the 
EEC’s success in Western Europe, tried to encour-
age integration via COMECON, the organization 
for economic cooperation set up by Stalin in 1949, 
but hitherto insignifi cant. However Gheorghieu-Dej 
feared that such a policy would leave Romania as an 
agricultural state, while industrial production was 
concentrated in East Germany and Czechoslovakia. 
All that came from Khrushchev’s schemes was the 
establishment of  a Comecon bank, for settling mu-
tual debts, in 1964. Supranational economic integra-
tion, on the lines of  the European Community in the 
West, proved impossible. Gheorghieu-Dej’s successor 
in 1965 was Nicolae Ceauşescu, under whom internal 
repression was accompanied by an ever-more asser-
tive foreign policy. He broke Eastern bloc unity by 
recognizing West Germany in 1967, stood aside from 
the invasion of  Czechoslovakia in 1968 and ended ac-
tive involvement in the Warsaw Pact military com-
mand. Yet he remained a member of  the Pact and his 
policies were interpreted, not as some maverick bid 
for complete independence of  the Soviets, but as an 
eastern equivalent of  Charles de Gaulle’s policy of  
semi-detachment from NATO. In fact, de Gaulle and 
Ceauşescu worked together in advocating a loosening 
of  alliance structures, a lowering of  Cold War tensions 
and—the essential corollary—greater freedom from 
superpower domination for the countries of  Eastern 
and Western Europe.    

 The only Warsaw Pact member which experi-
mented much with decentralization in the 1960s was 
Hungary, where the events of  1956 had not ended the 
belief  that the oppression of  Stalinism should be re-
laxed. János Kádár waited until 1961 before releasing 
some political prisoners and relaxing censorship, emu-
lating Khrushchev’s moves in the USSR at that time. 
In 1963 some private enterprise was reintroduced, in 
1967 there was provision for a choice of  candidates in 
election (though all had to be from the Communist 
Party) and in 1968 a ‘New Economic Mechanism’ was 
launched. This introduced competitive elements into 
industrial production, although all industry remained 
in state ownership and the government continued to 
set economic targets. The purpose of  such reforms 
was to try to raise the sluggish economic growth 
which all Eastern bloc countries encountered in the 
1960s. By then, the ineffi  ciencies of  the Stalinist model 
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 of  industrialization became clear: labour-intensive, 
responsive to government predictions rather than mar-
ket demand, and overseen by a cumbersome planning 
machine, the communist economies were wasteful of  
resources, geared to heavy industrial production rather 
than manufacturing consumer goods, and shoddy in 
workmanship. But Kádár’s reforms were viewed with 
suspicion throughout the bloc and this was only inten-
sifi ed by events in Czechoslovakia in 1968.     

 Czechoslovakia’s ‘Prague Spring’   

 Under the leadership of  Antonin Novotny after 1953, 
Czechoslovakia was one of  the most orthodox and 
stable countries in the Eastern bloc. But the harsh-
ness of  the regime, the rigid planning system, and 
the stagnation of  economic growth in the early 1960s 
brought criticism from some party members, led by 
a Slovak politician, Alexander Dubček. In January 
1968, Dubček replaced Novotny as party leader and 
Czechoslovakia soon became of  deep concern to the 
Kremlin. Dubček was in fact a loyal Marxist-Leninist, 
but he and his fellow reformers hoped to improve the 
Czechoslovak system by breaking with the Stalinist 
past, decentralizing decision making, introducing 
market elements into the economy, and allowing 
non-communist organizations to form. Their fi rst step 
to achieving this new system was to allow freer discus-
sion of  reform in Czechoslovakian society through a 
marked relaxation of  censorship. This move, however, 

led to the publication of  anti-communist views, spear-
headed by  Literary Pages , fi rst issued on 29 February 
1968, by a group that included the poet Václav Havel. 
On 6–7 March, at an Eastern bloc summit in Dresden, 
Brezhnev and other leaders expressed concern at 
Dubček’s reform programme, pointing out the dan-
gers of  losing control of  events. Yet, over the following 
few months open opposition to the regime, including 
frequent popular demonstrations, continued. 

 On 4–5 May Dubček was berated by Brezhnev 
again, this time at a bilateral meeting in Moscow. 
It was in the wake of  this meeting that Dubček 
decided to call a party congress, to be held in mid-
September, where he would put his authority be-
hind a moderate reform programme. But, in April, 
the Soviet military had already begun to plan for 
possible intervention in Czechoslovakia and on 
8 May there was a meeting of  Soviet, East German, 
Polish, Bulgarian, and Hungarian leaders, at which 
Brezhnev criticized Dubček as weak, inexperienced, 
and unreliable. Among the ‘Group of  Five’, only 
Kádár tried to defend the Czechoslovakian leader, 
while Ulbricht (of  East Germany) and Zhivkov (for 
Bulgaria) urged action to restore order, if  necessary 
by force. Within the Kremlin, too, there were divi-
sions, with Kosygin, who visited Prague in mid-May, 
ready to deal with Dubček, but others increasingly 
concerned at events. The second group included the 
KGB, under Yuri Andropov, who feared for Soviet 
internal security and believed NATO could exploit 

   Nicolae Ceauşescu (1918–89)    

 Ceauşescu came from a poor, peasant family in Romania and 

joined the Communist Party while still a teenager before the 

Second World War. The Soviet invasion of Romania in 1944 

and subsequent communist domination of political life, allowed 

such an early member of the ruling party to rise in the political 

elite. Under Gheorge Gheorgieu-Dej, the Stalinist leader of 

the 1950s, Ceauşescu became second-in-command and later 

modelled himself on Dej’s practice of enforcing a rigid, Soviet-

style system within Romania while pursuing an independent 

line in foreign policy. In March 1965 Ceauşescu was the natural 

successor to Dej. He retained membership of the Warsaw 

Pact while refusing to intervene in Czechoslovakia in 1968, 

maintaining links to China, and welcoming a visit from 

America’s President Nixon in 1969. Ceauşescu also kept up an 

oppressive form of personal rule, backed by the  Securitate  

secret police force, and attacks on non-Latin minority groups, 

while developing trading links with the West and winning 

accolades from Western countries (including, for example, an 

honorary knighthood from Britain). He became increasingly 

dictatorial and self-obsessed, appointing his wife, Elena, and 

other family members to key positions. At fi rst his 

independent line in the Eastern bloc seemed to make him 

immune from the anti-communist sentiment which swept 

Eastern Europe in the autumn of 1989. But December saw 

mounting dissatisfaction among the Hungarian minority in the 

country, which quickly became widespread. He and Elena tried 

to escape from Bucharest but were captured and, at 

Christmas, executed, many of their former supporters having 

defected to the opposition.  
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 the Czechoslovakian situation, and the military, led 
by Marshal Ustinov, who feared a breach in Warsaw 
Pact defences. Military manoeuvres to intimidate 
the Czechoslovakians were begun by the Warsaw 
Pact in late May but Dubček was not easily fright-
ened, refusing to meet with Soviet leaders for several 
weeks. ‘In many ways Dubček was naïve in his deal-
ings with Russians’, admits one of  his biographers. 
‘Nevertheless throughout the summer, he played an 
extremely delicate … political game’ based on the be-
lief  that the Soviets would not intervene.   17    He tried 
to minimize the justifi cation for intervention by fol-
lowing an orthodox foreign policy: ‘the Dubček gov-
ernment seized every opportunity to emphasize its 
loyalty to the Warsaw Pact.’   18    But on 27 June the non-
communists published a manifesto urging the peo-
ple to mobilize behind reform and now even Kádár 
gave up on supporting Dubček, who further harmed 
his standing in Moscow by turning to Yugoslavia and 
Romania for diplomatic support. 

 Another meeting of  the ‘Group of  Five’, in Warsaw 
in mid-July, demanded that the Czechoslovakians 
restore order and at the end of  the month, when 
Dubček fi nally met Soviet leaders, Kosygin bluntly 
warned that military intervention was possible. On 
3 August they met again in Bratislava but still seemed 
far apart. Over the following weeks, plans were 
fi nalized for armed intervention, a course which 
the Politburo fi nally approved in mid-August. The 

invasion, launched on 20–1 August under the code-
name ‘Operation Danube’, was meant to be accom-
panied by a domestic coup against Dubček, led by 
conservatives. As one American diplomat speculated, 
‘That is perhaps why the invader came with the claim 
of  having been invited to rescue the country.’   19    How-
ever, the domestic side of  the operation was botched. 
Instead the Soviets were forced to arrest Dubček (who 
remained in offi  ce until April 1969) and other leaders, 
taking them to Moscow for several days of  talks, dur-
ing which they were forced to agree to the country’s 
‘normalization’ as a loyal member of  the Soviet bloc. 
‘Operation Danube’ brought half  a million troops 
into Czechoslovakia, a force intimidating enough 
to prevent any armed response and ensuring a low 
casualty rate of  about 100 Czechoslovakians. The 
occupation  was  opposed, however, by a widespread 
passive resistance campaign. On 19 January 1969 a stu-
dent, Jan Palach, burnt himself  to death in Prague, as 
a protest against the return of  totalitarianism. One 
signifi cant feature of  the Prague Spring was that 
the Communist Party itself  had not only remained 
strong, but was joined by many would-be reform-
ers. ‘Throughout this period the Communist Party 
remained the primary organized political force, exer-
cising control over … government and most of  the 
mass associations.’   20    But Dubček’s successor, Gustáv 
Husák, purged it of  reformers and, by 1970, had ended 
all signs of  dissent.    

   Brezhnev Doctrine, 12 November 1968    

 Several weeks after the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia 

the Soviet communist leader, Leonid Brezhnev, attended the 

Fifth Congress of the Polish Communist Party and, on 

12 November made a speech that included what became known 

in the West as the ‘Brezhnev Doctrine’. The speech interpreted 

recent events as part of the continuing struggle between the 

communist and imperialist-capitalist systems, in which anti-

communist elements had tried to subvert Czechoslovakia and 

detach it from the Eastern bloc. Brezhnev defended armed 

intervention as follows: ‘when … forces hostile to socialism seek 

to revert the development of any socialist country towards the 

restoration of capitalism … this is no longer a problem of that 

country’s people but … the concern of all socialist countries’. 

 Thus, action was necessary in Czechoslovakia to safeguard the 

unity and borders of what he called the ‘Socialist 

Commonwealth’, and he insisted that this did not infringe the 

country’s sovereignty; rather, ‘fraternal solidarity’ had priority 

over national sovereignty in such a crisis. There was already a 

precedent for such action in Hungary in 1956 and Brezhnev was 

clear that the idea of ‘limited sovereignty’ would hold good in 

future, where the unity of the Soviet bloc was threatened. The 

doctrine was evidently interpreted according to circumstances: 

Yugoslavia and China had already broken free of Soviet 

domination; Albania left the Warsaw Pact in 1968; and Romania 

developed a form of independence from the USSR while 

remaining a Warsaw Pact member. But the invasion of 

Afghanistan in 1979 could partially be justifi ed on the grounds 

of ‘limited sovereignty’ and the doctrine was only abandoned 

under Gorbachev in the late 1980s, when Afghanistan and 

Eastern Europe broke free of Soviet control.  
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  On the international stage, even among communist 
states there were critics of  Operation Danube. Tito of  
Yugoslavia was concerned enough by events to draw 
away from the USSR and, in 1969, to restore diplomatic 
relations with China, after they had been broken for 
eleven years. Ceauşescu’s fears of  Soviet domination 
also deepened and in 1971 he became the fi rst Warsaw 
Pact leader in more than a decade to visit China. The 
invasion also had a predictably detrimental impact on 
Soviet relations with the Western powers, who roundly 
condemned it. There was a double impact on détente: 
fi rst because the US was reluctant to improve relations 
after such an event, hence Johnson’s cancellation of  his 
planned summit with Brezhnev (see  Chapter  9  , A); and 
second, because the Soviets themselves were unwilling 
to pursue détente while their alliance bloc appeared 
so divided. Nevertheless, as with Hungary in 1956, 
there was nothing practical that the Western powers 
could do to help Czechoslovakia short of  risking war. 
Their actions against the USSR were therefore little 
more than gestures of  disapproval and they quickly re-
turned to their earlier eff orts to promote détente. As a 
guidance telegram to British diplomats in late October 
1968 argued, such a policy was not designed to make 
life easy for the Soviets, far from it. ‘We recognize that 
in the longer term contact with Eastern Europe is the 
principal means by which we can hope to encourage 
liberal forces in these countries.’   21    In the long term the 
benefi cial impact of  détente—linked to the detrimen-
tal impact of  continuing Soviet domination—would 
destroy communism in Eastern Europe. However, in 
the immediate term, ‘NATO’s policy not only failed to 
prevent the Soviet invasion, but may even have encour-
aged it … by giving Soviet leaders a high degree of  
confi dence that they could move into Czechoslovakia 
with a free hand.’   22         

  D.    Unity and Division in the 
Western Bloc      

 NATO in Travail   

 The years 1963–71 were a troubled period for NATO, 
marked by arguments over how to share nuclear weap-
ons for European defence, by de Gaulle’s decision to 
withdraw from the alliance’s military-institutional 
structure and, later, by the Nixon administration’s rela-
tive neglect of  European concerns. Between February 
and August 1964, there was a grave danger that two 

NATO members, Turkey and Greece, might even go 
to war over Cyprus, when fi ghting between the Greek-
Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot communities broke out. 
In March a UN peacekeeping force was deployed on 
the island. The mid-1960s were also overshadowed by 
growing concern over America’s mounting involve-
ment in Vietnam. Previously, not least under Kennedy, 
America’s moral reputation among Europeans stood 
high, but Vietnam called its liberal credentials into 
question and even close allies, like the German and 
British governments, had to be wary of  arousing pub-
lic discontent by supporting President Johnson. Rela-
tions between America, Britain, and Germany were in 
any case disrupted in 1965–7, by arguments over the 
fi nancial costs the fi rst two faced for basing their mili-
tary forces on German soil; and this developed into 
broader disagreements over ‘burden-sharing’ in the 
alliance. Finally, there were also divisions within the 
Atlantic alliance over the pace of  détente. 

 In December 1962 at the Nassau conference, where 
Kennedy agreed to supply Polaris missiles to Britain, 
the US reaffi  rmed its support for a multilateral nu-
clear Force (MLF) in NATO, to be manned by sev-
eral alliance countries. The MLF, which originated 
in ideas for nuclear-sharing under the Eisenhower 
administration, was intended to overcome criticism 
of  America’s monopoly control of  the Western deter-
rent and to forestall West German ambitions to own 
nuclear weapons. However, the fact that Germany 
would share in running the MLF provoked criticism 
both within the Western alliance and from the Eastern 
bloc. The USSR wanted to see the MLF abandoned 
before negotiating the Non-Proliferation Treaty. De 
Gaulle never liked the MLF, partly because it was 
linked to US ambitions to end the independent status 
of  the French and British nuclear deterrents. For the 
same reason the British were always lukewarm about 
it and, in late 1964, the incoming Labour government 
of  Harold Wilson proposed an alternative scheme, the 
Atlantic Nuclear Force, which would maximize British 
independence. This threw negotiations back into 
limbo and Lyndon Johnson became less keen to push 
it onto his unwilling allies. A formal renunciation was 
impossible at this time, given Germany’s continued 
commitment to it. But, during 1965, the US Defense 
Secretary, Robert McNamara, pressed an alternative, 
far less ambitious scheme for improved nuclear con-
sultations in NATO. This led, in 1966, to a Nuclear 
Defence Aff airs Committee being set up to discuss 
nuclear policy-making in the alliance. ‘The attempt 
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 to establish … nuclear sharing on the basis … of  al-
lied ownership and control of  nuclear weapons was 
eff ectively abandoned in favour of  a consultative ap-
proach to … nuclear policy.’   23    It was an approach that 
left Washington largely unimpeded in its control of  
the West’s nuclear arsenal. Under the new Committee 
was a seven-member Nuclear Planning Group, includ-
ing the US, Britain, and Germany, which fi rst met in 
April 1967 and which helped the Americans educate 
their allies about problems associated with nuclear 
weapons, while giving the European allies a share in 
planning for their use. 

 Meanwhile, NATO’s focus of  attention shifted to 
a diff erent challenge. De Gaulle’s announcement, on 
10 March 1966, that France was leaving the organiza-
tional side of  the alliance came as a blow to alliance 
confi dence, even if  an expected one. Given his desire 
to maximize French independence, his criticism of  
American ‘domination’ of  Europe and the fact that 
he had, in 1959, pulled French ships out of  NATO’s 
Mediterranean command, his withdrawal had long 
been predicted. He probably timed his action in 1966 
because of  his successful re-election as president four 
months earlier. He never actually ended France’s com-
mitment to the North Atlantic Treaty, which bound it 
to aid fellow members if  they were attacked; nor did 

he categorically state that NATO could not use French 
soil in the event of  war, but he raised the danger that 
France might pursue a defence policy out of  step with 
other Western powers. France’s withdrawal did cause 
administrative inconvenience, too, in that NATO 
headquarters had to be moved from Paris to a new 
site, just outside Brussels. Lyndon Johnson’s response 
to de Gaulle’s action was remarkably accepting: ‘when 
a man asks you to leave his home, you don’t argue, 
you just get your hat and go’.   24    But one reason for the 
President’s low-key response was the need to avoid 
even deeper rifts in the Atlantic alliance, especially 
while America was so embroiled in Vietnam. 

 The danger of  a disintegration of  NATO in 1966 
seemed real, not only because of  uncertainty about 
de Gaulle’s next move, but also because of  growing 
diff erences between America, Britain, and Germany— 
the trio now very much at the centre of  alliance rela-
tionships—over so-called ‘off set costs’. In 1965 the US 
had 392,000 personnel committed to NATO, mostly 
serving in Germany, while Britain had 51,000 troops 
there. By then, the West German economy was one of  
the strongest in the world and no one believed war in 
Europe to be imminent, while the US and Britain both 
faced balance of  payment diffi  culties. The German 
government agreed in principle to try to ‘off set’ the 

   Charles de Gaulle (1890–1970)    

 Born into an intensely nationalist family, de Gaulle became a 

professional soldier and was one of the few French generals to 

appreciate the potential of armoured warfare in the 1930s. After 

the fall of France in 1940, when he briefl y served as Under-

Secretary of Defence, he refused to accept defeat and instead 

founded the ‘Free French’ movement in London. He had ‘a 

certain idea of France’, an almost spiritual concept which saw 

greatness as part of the nation’s essence: since the collaborationist 

regime of Marshal Pétain was a denial of such greatness then he, 

de Gaulle, would stand up for true French interests and restore 

the country’s status. In 1944 he became head of the French 

government, through force of will and the support of resistance 

groups. However, in January 1946 he suddenly resigned, having 

fallen out with other political leaders who were unwilling to see 

him establish a strong presidential form of government. De Gaulle 

believed they would soon be forced to recall him, but the Fourth 

Republic survived for 12 years. In 1947 he launched the right-wing 

‘Rally of the French People’ but it failed to win the 1952 election 

and de Gaulle retired to his home at Colombey-les-deux-Eglises. 

 He was only recalled to power in May 1958, when the Fourth 

Republic, dogged by unstable governments, entered a terminal 

crisis over the colonial war in Algeria. By 1962 de Gaulle had 

ended the war and meanwhile established the Fifth Republic, 

based on the strong, elected presidency that he had wanted in 

1946. Able to appoint his own prime minister, and backed by a 

Gaullist political party, he took a particular interest in foreign and 

defence policies. In order to assert French greatness on the 

world stage he developed the nuclear ‘force de frappe’; tried to 

limit the centralizing policies of the European Community, while 

also vetoing British membership and retaining France’s leading 

role in the organization; distanced the country from what he 

saw as US domination, particularly by quitting NATO’s 

organizational side in 1966 and, as a corollary, developed links to 

Eastern bloc states. Internal unrest shook his confi dence in 

1968, however, and with the franc on the brink of devaluation 

he resigned in 1969. He died suddenly the following year, leaving 

behind a more stable form of government, as well as an 

independent line in foreign policy that his successors found it 

prudent to continue.  
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 Anglo-American costs by buying military equipment 
from them, but such purchases fell well short of  what 
Britain, in particular, believed to be fair. A British bal-
ance of  payments crisis in mid-1966 led the country to 
talk of  reducing its NATO commitment and Johnson, 
fearing an ‘unravelling’ of  the alliance, put pressure on 
both his allies to begin three-way talks with America 
on the problem. As with French withdrawal, this issue 
ultimately showed the resilience of  NATO, however, 
because in May 1967 a trilateral agreement was 
reached which increased German military ‘off set’ pur-
chases, minimized British costs, and allowed the US 
to reduce its commitments through a policy of  ‘dual-
basing’—eff ectively, the rotation of  units between 
bases in Germany and America. The agreements were 
not welcome to all members of  the alliance. ‘In par-
ticular, the Belgian ambassador, André de Staercke, 
was critical that the trilateral agreements confronted 
NATO … with faits accomplis.’   25    But another cause of  
Western division had been overcome.    

 The common interest of  the US and Western 
Europe in defending the continent was confi rmed by 
the December 1967 Atlantic Council meeting which 
took two important decisions. First, it accepted that 
NATO should have a role in developing détente with 
the Eastern bloc. Second, it accepted a new defensive 
strategy, known as ‘fl exible response’ which had been 
discussed for several years and which refl ected the fact 
that the USSR could now match the US in nuclear 
weapons. It has been pointed out that a ‘crucial factor’ 
in getting agreement on this policy was ‘de Gaulle’s de-
cision to withdraw France from the military functions 
of  the alliance’: before 1966 he had opposed attempts 
to defi ne a new alliance strategy and had questioned 
the validity of  America’s nuclear guarantee.   26    ‘Flexible 
response’ accepted that it was no longer possible to 
threaten all-out nuclear war in the event of  a Warsaw 
Pact attack. Instead, there would be a graduated esca-
lation of  confl ict, beginning with a conventional eff ort 
and working through diff erent levels of  nuclear re-
sponse, before there was a strategic nuclear exchange. 
In order to make ‘fl exible response’ credible, however, 
and prevent an early use of  nuclear weapons, the US 
military believed a larger number of  conventional 
forces was required, and these simply could not be 
found. America itself, thanks largely to Vietnam, had 
reduced its NATO commitment to about 300,000 in 
1968, while West European countries were reluctant to 
spend more money on defence. It was partly because 
of  this that the Atlantic Council, meeting in Reykjavik 

in June 1968, proposed talks with the Warsaw Pact on 
Mutual Balanced Force Reductions. 

 The result was that, increasingly, NATO was 
plagued by arguments over ‘burden-sharing’. The 
US, especially, pressed the case that, with West 
European economies having recovered from the war, 
its own share of  NATO defences in Europe should be 
reduced. By 1971, US troop levels in NATO were actu-
ally down to 282,000 but in the Senate a group led by 
Mike Mansfi eld demanded more cuts. In May 1971 he 
introduced an amendment in Congress that would 
have halved the US presence. However, for the 
American government, this would have again risked 
a collapse of  the alliance, and it would have weak-
ened the West in dealing with the Soviets. President 
Nixon campaigned strongly against Mansfi eld and the 
amendment was defeated. Once again, a potential dis-
aster had, in the end, been overcome. If  anything this 
latest crisis confi rmed Nixon’s belief  that NATO could 
be treated as a secondary concern, not because it was 
insignifi cant but because, in the last analysis, America 
and Western Europe needed each other too much to 
drift apart.     

 The EEC from Veto to Enlargement   

 In January 1963 de Gaulle vetoed Britain’s fi rst ap-
plication to join the EEC, which had been launched 
18 months before. The application had always been 
surrounded by conditions on Britain’s part, it had 
not been pressed vigorously, and it divided both the 
British Commonwealth and the main political par-
ties. One historian has written that ‘had it been 
handled diff erently, Britain’s … application should 
have reached a successful conclusion long before de 
Gaulle was … strong enough to intervene’.   27    How-
ever, there were signs that the negotiations would 
have succeeded except for de Gaulle’s action, which 
he had probably intended for some time, though in 
the event it was prompted by Britain’s decision to buy 
Polaris missiles from America. He argued that this 
proved Britain’s commitment to the ‘special relation-
ship’ with Washington in preference to Europe. Oth-
ers saw the veto as proof  of  the General’s desire to 
dominate in the EEC. He was able to accompany the 
veto with a Franco-German Treaty, which cemented 
his own ‘special relationship’ with Chancellor Konrad 
Adenauer, and which forced the other four Commu-
nity members to accept the veto. Adenauer’s readi-
ness to back de Gaulle, even when the latter criticized 



 The Eastern and Western Blocs in the 1960s 227

 the Atlantic alliance, upset other German politicians 
however and, during a debate in May, the Bundestag 
reasserted both the importance of  the alliance and the 
desirability of  British entry to the EEC. In October 
the ageing Adenauer resigned, to be succeeded by his 
more Atlanticist deputy, Ludwig Erhard, and relations 
between de Gaulle and his European partners contin-
ued to worsen thereafter. In 1964, the French leader 
was upset by Erhard’s interest in the MLF and by the 
failure to make progress on a Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) for the EEC, from which France hoped 
to gain. In 1965 he became increasingly concerned 
too by the centralizing tendencies of  the EEC, which 
might undermine French independence. There were 
proposals to give the EEC its own budgetary resources 
and to increase the power of  the European Parliament 
and Commission. Furthermore, under the Treaty of  
Rome, the EEC was due to begin making decisions by 
majority votes in 1966. 

 In July 1965, to try to prevent further centralization, 
de Gaulle launched the ‘empty chair’ crisis, a French 
boycott of  Community bodies. This secured him an 
apparently signifi cant concession in January 1966 
when, in the so-called ‘Luxembourg compromise’, 
it was agreed that any EC member could veto deci-
sions which harmed essential national interests. But it 
was not clear how this would operate in practice and 
the fact is that de Gaulle had been driven to negoti-
ate by his continuing desire for the CAP. The com-
promise has been described as ‘more of  a statement 
of  disagreement’ than a long-term settlement.   28    As 
with NATO, where de Gaulle’s anti-Americanism led 
him to withdraw from the military structure while his 
anti-communism led him to remain an alliance signa-
tory, so with the EEC he was determined to maximize 
French independence, yet simultaneously recognized 
that supranational cooperation could bring benefi ts 
like the CAP. In 1967 de Gaulle’s position was still 
strong enough to allow him to veto a second British at-
tempt at EEC entry. But, in May 1968 his position was 
shaken by domestic unrest. Faced with the prospect of  
devaluing the franc, de Gaulle chose to resign in April 
1969, freeing the EEC to make swifter progress. 

 De Gaulle’s successor, Georges Pompidou, was a 
Gaullist but he had good reasons to alter the General’s 
European policy. In particular, Pompidou was fearful 
of  increased German power and its readiness, under 
Willy Brandt after September 1969, to pursue an inde-
pendent foreign policy regarding Eastern Europe. The 
strengthening of  EEC institutions seemed the best 

way to limit German ambitions and this policy might 
also benefi t from British entry. ‘Britain’s membership 
would be a counterweight to growing German infl u-
ence in the EEC.’   29    Pompidou also wanted, fi nally, to 
achieve a fully operational CAP. At a summit meeting 
of  Community leaders in The Hague in December 
1969, it was possible to agree both on the completion 
of  the CAP and on enlargement talks with Britain, 
Denmark, Ireland, and Norway. These got underway 
in June 1970 and, in contrast to previous attempts, the 
British kept their entry conditions at a minimal level. 
A summit between Pompidou and Britain’s premier, 
Edward Heath, provided the key breakthrough. Al-
though Norway voted against membership in a refer-
endum, the other three signed a Treaty of  Accession in 
January 1972, to take eff ect a year later. This ‘northern 
enlargement’ was only one of  the advances made by 
the EEC at the time. The decision to fi nance the CAP 
by giving the Community its own fi nancial resources 
(in the form of  income from tariff s and expenditure 
tax) strengthened the Commission’s independence. In 
October 1970 the ‘Werner Report’ proposed greater 
monetary cooperation. And, the following month, 
EEC foreign ministers began to meet together to dis-
cuss common foreign policy issues, a practice known 
as European Political Cooperation. But there were 
already signs that such progress might yet be side-
tracked by economic uncertainties.     

 The Western Economies in the 1960s   

 In the 1960s the economic growth of  the previous 
decade was generally sustained in the West, but at a 
decreasing rate and this lower growth brought the 
spectre of  infl ation and social unrest. The Paris riots of  
May 1968 were an early warning sign, but one that had 
more to do with political alienation than economic 
worries. Italy, where the ‘economic miracle’ brought 
average growth rates of  7 per cent in 1958–63, experi-
enced a ‘hot autumn’ of  strikes and demonstrations in 
1969. Even a strong economy like Germany saw infl a-
tion rise from 2 per cent in 1969 to nearly 5 per cent 
in 1971. In the US, fuelled by spending on Vietnam, 
infl ation was already nearly 5 per cent when Lyndon 
Johnson left offi  ce and it continued to rise under Nixon, 
to almost 9 per cent in 1974. The one continuing suc-
cess story among the advanced economies was Japan, 
where growth rates between 1950 and 1973 averaged 
over 9 per cent, turning it into the world’s second larg-
est manufacturer, after the US, helped by high savings 
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 rates and relatively low wages. Particular challenges 
were created for the West by balance of  payments dif-
fi culties, which had a detrimental eff ect on monetary 
stability. The British pound, long undermined by the 
country’s relatively poor economic performance, was 
devalued in 1967, and the French franc, weakened by 
the troubles of  1968, followed in 1969. By then the US 
dollar, the backbone of  the Bretton Woods system 
of  fi xed exchange rates, was also in trouble. America 
had faced increasing balance of  payments problems 
since the late 1950s, as the European and Japanese 
economies became increasingly strong competitors 
and infl ation took root. In August 1971 Nixon fi nally 
introduced a package of  measures to limit imports 
and restrict wage/price increases, as well as ending the 
convertibility of  dollars into gold. This ‘Nixon Shock’ 
heralded the end of  Bretton Woods and the beginning 
of  a decade of  economic stagnation in the West. 

 The problems of  the developed economies in the 
1960s should not be exaggerated. Living standards 
continued to rise, consumer goods production was 
increasing apace and welfare services were improv-
ing. A situation of  full employment was maintained, 
even if  unemployment was beginning to rise by 1970 
(reaching 6 per cent in the US). A slowing of  growth 
rates from the heady days of  the late 1950s and early 
1960s was probably inevitable. The rising social dis-
content in France, Italy, and elsewhere was caused 
less by fear of  poverty than a desire to maintain the 
wage increases and improved working conditions 
that higher growth rates and full employment had al-
lowed. The ‘high growth rate was coming to an end 
as the technological catching up phase tapered off , 
so that a gap began to open … between the declining 
productivity increases and the continued high annual 
wage increases’.   30    The US might have lost its clear pre-
dominance in the world economy, which had been so 
evident in 1945, but in 1971 it still had a third of  world 
manufacturing production and its industrial effi  ciency 
(measured by output per worker) was still twice that 
of  Japan and Germany. The Western economies were 
also becoming more closely integrated in terms of  
trade and investment. About two-thirds of  the trade 
of  industrialized countries was with other industri-
alized countries. By the mid-1960s America had over 
$50 billion invested abroad. Meanwhile, in the trade 
fi eld, the ‘Kennedy Round’ of  trade reductions, ne-
gotiated by General Agreement on Tariff s and Trade 
(GATT) between 1963 and 1967, cut tariff s by an aver-
age of  25 per cent. The fact that it concentrated on 

manufactured goods made it most benefi cial to the de-
veloped Western countries and it was they who gener-
ally gained most from the continuing growth of  global 
commerce in the 1960s. By 1971 world trade was fi ve 
times its 1948 level, but it was concentrated in manu-
facture rather than in primary products, the price of  
which remained low—to the detriment of  producers 
in the less developed world.      

  E.    The Rise of European Détente      

 Motives for European Détente   

 Down to 1972, as the US and USSR moved fi tfully to-
wards detente, more certain progress was made in 
Europe. It has been stated that détente ‘emerged fi rst 
in Europe. The groundwork was laid by President de 
Gaulle … and then, on a more lasting basis, by the 
West German Ostpolitik.’   31    In fact European détente 
can be said to have had an even longer pedigree. Win-
ston Churchill had fi rst urged an East–West summit to 
discuss Cold War tensions in 1950 while, in November 
1954, France’s prime minister, Pierre Mendès-France, 
had used his address to the UN General Assembly to 
urge East–West talks. There were good reasons why 
British and French leaders should go further than the 
US in their eagerness for détente. The West European 
great powers had a diff erent diplomatic tradition that 
was less ideological in emphasis, and more ready to 
accept the current state of  power politics. For both 
Western and Eastern Europeans inevitable concern 
developed from their being so close to the dividing 
line between the two camps: in the event of  war much 
of  Europe would be obliterated. Furthermore, a low-
ering of  tensions was the surest way to improve the 
freedom of  diplomatic manoeuvre Europeans had be-
tween the US and USSR, something which de Gaulle 
and Ceauşescu were especially keen to see. 

 But détente can also be seen as fi ghting the Cold 
War by means other than the diplomatic deadlock, 
commercial freeze, and nuclear threats which had 
cemented the unity of  both blocs until about 1962. For 
the Soviets, prime motives for relaxing tensions in the 
1960s ‘included a desire to … exploit divisions in the 
Western camp, obtain Western capital and technol-
ogy to spur the lagging Soviet economy, and … cover 
themselves in the West against the risks of  … confl ict 
with China in the East’.   32    To these may be added the 
hope of  ‘decoupling’ the US from Western Europe 
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 defence through the pursuit of  an all-European se-
curity system. In the West, while some leftists were 
ready to tolerate the continued existence of  commu-
nism, most advocates of  détente in government saw it 
as a way of  undermining the Eastern bloc by peaceful 
means. By respecting the European status quo in the 
short term, the West would use trade, talks, and other 
contacts to break down barriers and suspicions with 
the East, proving the superiority of  Western economic 
goods, infi ltrating liberal ideas across the Iron Curtain, 
and so diluting the cohesion of  the Soviet bloc. The 
logic was admirably set out in a British policy paper of  
March 1960 which stated that, ‘We were working for a 
reduction of  tension in Europe. If  this was successful, 
it might create pressures inside the Communist camp 
which could, in due course, loosen the Russian grip 
on Eastern Europe. It was not a policy of  appease-
ment but a means of  carrying the off ensive into the 
Communist camp.’   33    Such a policy hoped to ‘dilute 
the Soviet challenge: as the Soviet people became … 
aware of  the realities of  the world outside, their ex-
pectations and interests came into tacit collision …’, 
with realities of  the centralized economic planning 
system at home. But this took time to have eff ect and 
‘meanwhile the imperial outreach of  the Soviet Union 
continued’, as seen in Czechoslovakia in 1968.   34        

 Progress on Pan-European 
Contacts, 1966–71   

 Early in 1966 the State Department remained scepti-
cal about the prospects for détente in general, sus-
picious of  Soviet motives, and determined only to 
negotiate from a position of  strength. However, pres-
sure for détente was growing from a number of  di-
rections. One was the behaviour of  de Gaulle who, 
since 1962, had not only blocked deeper integration 
of  the EEC and criticized US policy, but had also, in 
January 1964, opened diplomatic relations with com-
munist China. The same month he signed an agree-
ment on economic, cultural, and scientifi c exchanges 
with the USSR. In June 1966 he visited the USSR. Al-
ready, in February 1965, de Gaulle had spoken of  re-
storing the broad unity of  Europe ‘from the Atlantic 
to the Urals’ and his meetings in Moscow, coming so 
soon after the exit from NATO, were designed both to 
underline French independence and to demonstrate 
the possibility of  pan-European links. French power 
would now be maximized in a system of  more inde-
pendent European states, no longer dominated by 

Moscow and Washington. Yet, as with his EEC and 
transatlantic policies, de Gaulle’s approach to détente 
lacked coherence. His determination to break the 
superpower domination of  world aff airs meant that 
some of  his actions, including recognition of  China as 
well as his growing friendship with Ceauşescu, upset 
the Soviets. The idea that France alone could achieve 
much in drawing down the Iron Curtain was absurd, 
especially since de Gaulle always made clear that, in a 
major East–West crisis he would side with the other 
democracies. 

 De Gaulle was not the only West European leader 
to visit Moscow in 1966. The British Prime Minister, 
Harold Wilson, had been there in February mainly 
to develop trade and technological exchanges. Com-
mercial motives were also at the centre of  increasing 
Italian interest in détente, with the Soviet President, 
Nicolae Podgorny, visiting Rome in January 1967. 
Such events did not arouse the same popular inter-
est as de Gaulle’s behaviour, largely because Britain 
and Italy were perceived as loyal Atlanticists. How-
ever, to the Johnson administration, it was increas-
ingly clear that many West European governments, 
backed by their parliaments and popular opinion, 
were keen to develop East–West links. Furthermore, 
in the immediate aftermath of  de Gaulle’s visit, the 
Warsaw Pact met in Bucharest and renewed pres-
sure, fi rst begun in 1954 but not pressed much under 
Khrushchev, for a pan-European security system. As in 
1954, the proposal was not put in a way that attracted 
Western interest: America and Canada were to be ex-
cluded from the new system—and thus ‘decoupled’ 
from West European defence—and NATO was to 
be wound up; the existing status quo in Europe was 
to be recognized, thus condoning Soviet domination 
of  the East; and trade was to be freed from Western 
security controls. Yet, in December 1966 the North 
Atlantic Council responded to the increasing pres-
sures for détente by asking a committee chaired by the 
Belgian Prime Minister, Pierre Harmel, to study the 
Alliance’s options. A year later, the Council accepted 
the Harmel Report. ‘Its lifeblood was the statement … 
that the Alliance had two functions: military security 
and a policy of  détente, and that these were not con-
tradictory but complementary.’   35    The approach was 
radically diff erent to that of  the Soviets, in that NATO 
would only pursue détente if  it preserved Western se-
curity. But the Harmel Report potentially opened the 
way to East–West talks on an unprecedented range of  
political, military, and economic issues. 



230 The Cold War of Peaceful Coexistence and the Rise of Multipolarity, 1963–71

  Little happened in the short term. The Soviets 
showed no enthusiasm for the Harmel Report, partly 
because it adhered to a policy of  Western military 
strength. In June 1968 NATO followed it up with calls 
for pan-European talks on Mutual Balanced Force 
Reductions (MBFR), but these, too, held little inter-
est for the Soviets, who would be expected to surren-
der their conventional superiority in Europe. A few 
months later, the invasion of  Czechoslovakia proved 
a setback for détente and made NATO cautious when, 
in April 1969, the Warsaw Pact renewed its call for a 
pan-European security system. But, a year later mem-
ories of  Czechoslovakia were fading and the Warsaw 
Pact made a key concession, at its June 1970 meeting, 
agreeing that the US and Canada could take part in 
a European security conference. As on superpower 
détente and the Sino-American rapprochement, 
there was a real sense of  forward momentum in 1971. 
In May, Brezhnev agreed that MBFR talks might be 
useful. The timing of  this move was important, com-
ing as the Nixon administration was under pressure, 
from the Mansfi eld Amendment, to cut troop levels 
in Europe unilaterally. Brezhnev’s announcement al-
lowed Nixon to argue that multilateral talks, rather 
than unilateral cuts, were the best way to secure troop 
reductions. In December, the Atlantic Council recip-
rocated by agreeing in principle to a European secu-
rity conference. This sense of  progress was greatly 
helped by parallel advances on the future of  Germany.     

 The Emergence of Ostpolitik, 1966–71   

 Between 1948 and 1961 the German problem, and more 
specifi cally the position of  Berlin, had been the main 
East–West fl ashpoint in Europe. The Western powers 
had refused to recognize East Germany’s existence; 
the Eastern bloc had condemned West Germany’s 
economic and military resuscitation. However, the 
building of  the Berlin Wall in 1961 was followed by a 
growing recognition on both sides that the division 
of  Berlin and Germany would continue for years to 
come. Increasingly, newly independent states in the 
less developed world gave diplomatic recognition 
to East Germany, undermining West Germany’s 
Hallstein Doctrine (under which it had no relations 
with governments who recognized East Germany). 
‘Instead of  isolating the GDR from the rest of  the 
world, [West Germany] faced the prospect of  being 
isolated itself.’   36    Furthermore, ‘in the 1960s, a majority 
of  West Germans started to identify with the Federal 

Republic, based on the success story of  the “economic 
miracle” and the country’s political stability’.   37    After 
December 1966 the West German ‘Grand Coalition’ 
government of  Kurt Kiesinger tentatively began a 
new policy, Ostpolitik, designed to improve relations 
with the Soviet bloc by abandoning the Hallstein 
Doctrine, opening up trade and off ering agreements. 
This ‘eastern policy’ became identifi ed with the Social 
Democratic Foreign Minister, Willy Brandt, who be-
lieved that the division of  Germany could only be 
broken down through a gradual relaxation of  tension, 
rather than the confrontational policies favoured by 
the Adenauer administration. The Soviets were ini-
tially sceptical and the East Germans wanted Western 
diplomatic recognition as a condition of  any agree-
ments. Brandt kept up the pressure. In a speech in 
Nuremberg in 1968, he made a signifi cant concession 
by off ering to compromise on Germany’s borders, 
opening the way to territorial deals with Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and the USSR. At the same time, he 
had to reassure his NATO allies that he had no inten-
tion of  defecting from the alliance. In an article in 
 Foreign Aff airs , he was careful to ‘reject any German 
foreign policy that lessens the solidarity of  [NATO] or 
limits the decisive participation of  the United States in 
safeguarding freedom in Europe’.   38    

 In October 1969, Brandt became West German 
Chancellor and, within two months, signed the Non-
Proliferation Treaty, ending Warsaw Pact fears of  a 
German nuclear arsenal. Christian Democrats, who 
had hitherto dominated government in the Bonn 
Republic, had their doubts about Ostpolitik and, in 
the White House, Kissinger feared that Brandt’s en-
thusiasm might open NATO to ‘selective détente’, 
whereby the Soviets would ‘ease tensions with some 
allies while maintaining an intransigent position to-
wards us’.   39    Such fears proved exaggerated. Within 
a year, on 12 August 1970, Brandt signed the Moscow 
Treaty with the USSR which became the basis for later 
Ostpolitik agreements. It involved the renunciation 
of  the use of  force, increased fi nancial-commercial 
ties and—the point which caused most controversy 
in Germany—recognized the inviolability of  existing 
European borders. Brandt did not give up the ambi-
tion of  eventual German reunifi cation, he did not rec-
ognize the East German government and he insisted 
that, before the Moscow Treaty could be ratifi ed, there 
must be an agreement on Berlin that recognized West 
Berlin’s links to West Germany. This breakthrough 
agreement, which helped remove fears of  German 



 The Eastern and Western Blocs in the 1960s 231

 revanchism (the desire to recover territories lost at 
the end of  the Second World War) in the East, was 
followed by the Warsaw Treaty of  7 December with 
Poland, which confi rmed the German–Polish border.    

 Talks over Berlin proved more diffi  cult, partly be-
cause the Stalinist East German leader Walter Ulbricht 
was reluctant to deal with Bonn, and partly because, 
where Berlin was concerned, agreement was needed 
from the four occupation powers. West Germany, the 
US, USSR, Britain, and France began to discuss Berlin 
in March 1970 and Brandt was determined to get an 
agreement here before ratifying the Moscow and 
Warsaw treaties. His aim was to win concessions from 
the USSR on Berlin in return for his acceptance of  
Germany’s post-1945 borders. Ulbricht’s doubts meant 
progress at fi rst. But in May 1971 he was replaced by 

Erich Honecker, who was ready to accept that times 
had changed. The Berlin agreement of  3 September 
1971, between the four occupying powers, essentially 
recognized the existing status quo. It guaranteed 
Western access to the city (reducing the risk of  another 
blockade like 1948–9) and gave both sides concessions 
on the question of  political links between Berlin and 
Bonn. The Soviets recognized the legitimacy of  such 
links but Brandt agreed to reduce West Germany’s 
political role in Berlin and gave up on hopes of  fully 
integrating the city into West Germany. This was 
a dramatic advance on the situation of  a decade be-
fore, when the Berlin Wall had been erected. The new 
agreement helped pave the way both to wider détente 
in Europe and to a fuller settlement between the West 
and East German governments.           

   Willy Brandt (1913–92)    

 A German social democrat and fi rm opponent of Nazism, 

Brandt went to live in Norway during the Hitler years but 

returned soon afterwards and, in 1949, became a member of 

the fi rst West German Parliament. He was one of a revisionist 

group who, in the 1950s, worked to make the Social 

Democratic Party (SPD) more electable by toning down its 

Marxist elements and shifting its foreign policy away from a 

readiness to deal with the USSR, to support for such Western 

organizations as NATO and the European Community. Brandt 

rose to world prominence as Mayor of West Berlin after 1957, 

in which position he saw out the crisis of 1958–9, when 

Khrushchev threatened to drive the Western powers out, and 

the raising of the Berlin Wall in 1961. His fi rmness under 

pressure, together with his liberal views and experience of 

running the West Berlin government, made him an obvious 

candidate for the SPD to put forward as chancellor. However, it 

was in the joint position of vice-chancellor and foreign minister 

that he fi rst entered national government in December 1966, as 

part of a ‘Grand Coalition’ with the Christian Democrats. 

Becoming Chancellor in October 1969, Brandt pursued a policy 

of improved relations with the Eastern bloc vigorously, making 

treaties with the USSR, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. More 

remarkably, he secured better access between the two Berlins 

and, controversially at home, proved ready to deal with East 

Germany under the formula of ‘two states in one nation’. The 

high point of his premiership was the November 1972 election, 

which gave the SPD 46 per cent of the vote— outstripping the 

Christian Democrats for the only time in West German history. 

But in May 1974 he felt forced to resign, an East German spy 

having been discovered working on his staff . Brandt remained 

SPD party chairman for some years and maintained his 

international profi le with the 1980 Brandt Report, which vainly 

pressed the case for tackling the world’s North–South divide 

between rich and poor.  
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  A.    The Escalation of US 
Involvement, 1963–5      

 Continuing Instability in South Vietnam   

 Lyndon Johnson inherited the Vietnam confl ict in 
diffi  cult circumstances. He had not been elected 
President in his own right and so, perhaps, believed 
that he should carry on with Kennedy’s policies. It 
was unclear what exactly Kennedy would have done 
in Vietnam, but Johnson retained his predecessor’s 
foreign policy team and did not question the basic 
principle of  America’s foreign policy, which called for 
communism to be resisted, wherever and whenever 
it threatened. It would have been diffi  cult for any-
one, even a newly elected president, to go against the 
consensus in Washington that opposed the spread of  
communism; and, as Senate Democrat leader in the 
Eisenhower years, Johnson had always backed that 
consensus. With thousands of  US military advisers in 

South Vietnam already, any precipitate retreat would 
amount to a public admission of  defeat, and even 
Kennedy had only talked of  making any such with-
drawal  after  securing his re-election in November 
1964. Johnson’s preference, given his determined, 
self-confi dent personality and his disdain for anything 
that smacked of  appeasement, would probably have 
been to pursue the war with greater vigour, ending 
Kennedy’s ambiguity and trying to force a decisive 
victory. But in 1963–4 he too had to focus on the up-
coming presidential election, which he desperately 
wanted to win. The election, he decided, was safest 
fought without any particular emphasis on the diffi  -
cult struggle in South-East Asia. 

 As if  Kennedy’s death and the approaching US elec-
tion were not challenges enough, Johnson also had 
to deal with a South Vietnamese political situation 
which, in the wake of  President Diem’s assassination, 
was wracked by instability, tempting the commu-
nists to believe that the war could soon be decided in 
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 their favour. In December 1963 the war in the South 
intensifi ed with improvements in the Ho Chi Minh 
trail allowing a greater supply eff ort from the North. 
Johnson has often been criticized as a leader unfamil-
iar with foreign policy issues. According to an early 
assessment of  his presidency he ‘entered the White 
House not only little concerned with the outer world 
but leery of  it’.   1    His anti-communism was of  a crude 
sort, he showed little understanding of  the problems 
in the less developed world, and though he had visited 
South Vietnam as Vice-President, his attitude towards 
the Vietnamese was condescending and racist. Yet 
he had been canny enough to oppose the overthrow 
of  Diem and it was not his fault that he had to pick 
up the pieces in its wake. The coup in Saigon might 
have got rid of  an increasingly embarrassing and un-
popular fi gure, but it did not necessarily guarantee a 
more popular replacement, nor did it mean that South 
Vietnam’s internal problems were removed. True, 
Buddhist discontent lessened for a while, only reviv-
ing on a serious scale in March 1966. But the govern-
ment remained corrupt, dominated by Catholics and 
unwilling to carry out reforms, such as land redistribu-
tion, which might have won peasant sympathy. 

 The fact was that the war was also a political strug-
gle like the fi ght against colonialism and foreign inter-
ference from which it emerged. For many non-political 
Vietnamese, the French defeat at the hands of  the 
Japanese destroyed their legitimacy and neither Bao 
Dai nor Diem, or their successors could regain it. They 
were perceived, like the Americans, as aliens who, in 
addition, were corrupt and ineffi  cient supporters of  
oppressive landlords who were opposed to the kind of  
reforms that would appeal to the peasant masses. Ulti-
mately, however, the Americans were precluded from 
embracing the kind of  reform programme that would 
build the support of  the rural masses. Whatever the 
fl aws in the conception and administration of  such at-
tempts to undermine communist support as the strate-
gic hamlets programme, the ultimate need was radical 
land reform and redistribution. Whether referred to 
or not as ‘communist’ such concepts were beyond the 
pale for any American approach to private property. No 
amount of  welfare, education, and development could 
compensate for that in the eyes of  most Vietnamese 
peasants struggling with rents and inadequate land. 

 The military too, despite ever more US advice and 
supplies, continued to perform badly against the Viet 
Cong. As under Diem, army offi  cers were promoted 
for political loyalty rather than ability and they refused 

to take risks with their units, for fear either of  sustaining 
heavy losses if  defeated, or of  arousing the suspicion 
of  superiors if  successful. Wealthy Vietnamese often 
bribed their way out of  military service, while the poor 
simply deserted. On paper in 1964 the Army of  the Re-
public of  Vietnam (ARVN) numbered 500,000 men, 
but the desertion rate that year was about 50,000 and 
few of  the rest saw serious action against the Viet 
Cong. Indeed, some ARVN units made tacit ‘peace’ 
agreements with the communists at local level. That 
same year Johnson increased the number of  US advis-
ers in the country by 7,000, a refl ection of  the grow-
ing belief  that only an increased American eff ort could 
off set South Vietnamese failings. 

 Just as the Truman–Eisenhower reliance on the 
French to defeat the communists had ended in dis-
appointment in 1954, and just as the Eisenhower–
Kennedy faith in Diem had evaporated in 1963, so in 
1964 Americans came to doubt whether any potential 
South Vietnamese leader could stem the Viet Cong 
tide. As a result, many of  the President’s advisers 
came to believe that the US must eff ectively fi ght 
the war with its own armed forces. Diem’s immedi-
ate successor, General ‘Big’ Minh, was the head of  an 
unelected military junta which quickly became fac-
tionalized. Worse than that in American eyes, Minh 
showed signs of  wanting to negotiate with the com-
munist-led National Liberation Front (NLF), perhaps 
striking a deal that would neutralize Vietnam in the 
Cold War. Neither was General Minh alone in believ-
ing that Saigon’s best option was to seek a settlement 
with its enemies: Diem’s brother, Nhu, had had simi-
lar ideas. In late January 1964, the Americans, encour-
aged Minh’s replacement by the vain, volatile General 
Nguyen Khanh, who dominated the South Vietnamese 
leadership in the following year, despite a bewildering 
series of  changes in the government, as attempts were 
made to replace him or to force him to share power. 
Khanh somehow survived, despite his failure either to 
control the army factions, to win genuine popularity 
or to prosecute the war with vigour. Indeed, he too 
showed signs of  wanting to talk with the NLF before 
fi nally being expelled from offi  ce in February 1965. 
After that there were several more months of  insta-
bility before, in June 1965, the junta fell under the 
domination of  a fl amboyant new Prime Minister, Air 
Vice-Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky, who survived in offi  ce 
for two years before losing a power struggle with his 
deputy, General Nguyen Van Thieu, who was more 
trusted by Washington. Through all these changes 
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 of  government, it was increasingly clear, in fact, that 
American requirements decided who held power 
in Saigon. Despite US claims to be protecting South 
Vietnamese ‘independence’, it was the US which ef-
fectively ensured that its allies abandoned all thought 
of  neutralism and focused on opposing the Viet Cong, 
in a war where Americans took on a greater burden of  
fi ghting, in the air and on the ground.     

 The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution   

 In March 1964, the US Defense Secretary, Robert 
McNamara, visited South Vietnam, saw the growing 
frustration of  the US military at South Vietnamese in-
eff ectiveness, and reported to Johnson that increased 
American action was necessary to save the country 
from communism. The Joint Chiefs of  Staff  favoured 
a much tougher approach to the war, including large-
scale use of  bombing (in Laos as well as Vietnam) and 
covert operations against the North. The use of  air 
power against North Vietnam, which was seen as lying 
behind the Viet Cong campaign in the South, was es-
pecially attractive to American planners. They had 
clear superiority in the air, could hope to destroy com-
munist fuel, weapons, and communications through 
air attack, and an air campaign risked far less casual-
ties than one on land. It was an obvious area in which 
the US might bring to bear its technological advan-
tages over the communists. However, while Johnson 
allowed preparations for air strikes to be laid (with re-
connaissance fl ights over possible targets) from May 
onwards, he was reluctant to bomb the North in an 
election year and possibly still hoped that a strength-
ening of  southern resolve might make such action 
unnecessary. During the election Johnson wanted to 
focus the electorate on his plans for a major social 
reform programme, the ‘Great Society’, which he 
dreamed would be more important than Roosevelt’s 
‘New Deal’. Regarding Vietnam, he undertook simply 
to assist in opposing communism and even suggested 
that substantial numbers of  American troops would 
never be sent to fi ght, Korean War-style, in Asia again. 
He left it to his Republican opponent, the extreme 
right-winger, Barry Goldwater, to alienate voters with 
a rabidly anti-communist, warmongering campaign. 
The reward was a landslide victory in the November 
election, which gave Johnson greater confi dence 
about defi ning his own Vietnam policy in future. 

 Three months before the election, his ability to 
fi ght the Vietnam war as he pleased was strengthened 

by a brief  clash with the North. On 2 August North 
Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked an American ves-
sel, the USS  Maddox , operating in the Gulf  of  Tonkin 
where US covert operations, intelligence gathering, 
and support of  commando raids on North Vietnam 
had been taking place. Two days later American 
ships reported a further attack, but one that prob-
ably had never taken place. The sense of  outrage in 
Washington, at what was seen as an unprovoked as-
sault, was such that, on 7 August, a motion was in-
troduced in the Senate allowing Johnson to take ‘all 
necessary measures to repel any armed attack against 
the armed forces of  the United States and to prevent 
further aggression’. Democrats were keen to support 
the President ahead of  the upcoming election, Repub-
licans did not want to appear less ‘patriotic’ than the 
Democrats, and so the ‘Gulf  of  Tonkin’ resolution 
was duly passed, with little real discussion, by 88 votes 
to 2. Not repealed until 1970, it eff ectively gave Johnson 
a carte blanche to deal with the Vietnam confl ict as 
he pleased. But at fi rst it was not clear how he would 
exploit it. In the wake of  the Gulf  of  Tonkin incident, 
US aircraft attacked the North for the fi rst time, but 
only in limited, retaliatory raids, not the all-out bomb-
ing campaign which US military leaders favoured. 
With the presidential election only days away, Johnson 
even reacted mildly to a communist attack on Bien 
Hoa airbase, in which several Americans were killed. 
And, once elected, Johnson would have preferred to 
focus on the ‘Great Society’ programme which itself  
demanded large sums of  money that a war in Vietnam 
could only compromise. Yet the US commander in 
South Vietnam after June 1964, General William C. 
Westmoreland, had no doubt that, to avoid a commu-
nist victory, the US must take over the war from the 
unreliable ARVN and pursue a war of  attrition using 
American units. The Viet Cong were now reckoned to 
have about 200,000 fi ghters; in the wake of  the Gulf  of  
Tonkin episode infi ltration from the North began to 
increase; and the attack on Bien Hoa had shown that 
they were prepared to target US forces directly. Until 
August 1964 Hanoi had doubted whether Johnson 
would expend large-scale resources for the sake of  the 
crumbling South, but now it was prepared for the pos-
sibility of  a direct struggle with the Americans.     

 1965: Johnson’s Decision to Escalate   

 In early 1965 American policy on Vietnam reached 
what McNamara and Bundy called ‘the fork in the 
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 road’ and two fateful decisions were made: fi rst, to 
begin a long-term bombing campaign against the 
North; and second, to deploy US ground troops to 
fi ght in the South. Both options had been pressed by 
the military for several months, but McNamara him-
self  later criticized the way in which America slipped 
into war: ‘Why did we escalate rather than withdraw? 
Why did we fail to see the implications of  our actions?’   2    
In fact there was some questioning of  escalation in 
Washington. Indeed, there is evidence that, despite 
the criticism often levelled at him for being bent on 
war, Johnson ‘reached widely for advisory … encoun-
ters’,   3    and there were several Democratic Party senior 
fi gures who warned of  the likely public backlash to es-
calation. There was also a leading fi gure in the admin-
istration, Under-Secretary of  State George Ball, who 
preferred negotiation with Hanoi and stated, with 
regard to military escalation, in a memorandum of  
October 1964, that ‘Once on the tiger’s back we cannot 
be sure of  picking the place to dismount.’   4    But Ball and 
the others were heavily outnumbered by those in the 
President’s team who urged greater US involvement 
to save South Vietnam. In the wake of  the November 
election, Johnson had set up a working group on how 
to proceed in Vietnam which did not even view with-
drawal as an option, because defeat at the hands of  
the communists seemed unthinkable. Instead, three 
courses were considered. The fi rst, continuing with 
current policies, seemed no better than withdrawal, 
given the South’s poor performance in the war. The 
second, a rapid build-up against Hanoi, would mean 
a costly commitment of  US resources at an early date, 
with the risk of  provoking a violent Chinese response, 
which might lead to another Korean War—a war 
which had ended in a costly stalemate. The preferred 
option, therefore, was the third, a gradual application 
of  pressure against the North to strangle its support 
for the Viet Cong. Such pressure would take the form 
of  bombing but, since this might not break the North’s 
resolve and might even provoke it to greater eff orts, 
some of  the Working Group also wanted to deploy US 
combat troops on the ground. 

 Johnson himself  recognized the possible limita-
tions of  a bombing campaign and was troubled by the 
prospect of  war but, faced by the continuing political 
instability in Saigon, he was increasingly prepared to 
accept the third option. Then, on 6 February 1965, a 
Viet Cong attack on Pleiku killed eight Americans, 
leading Johnson to approve retaliatory air attacks 
on the North, as he had after the Gulf  of  Tonkin 

episode. The Pleiku attack had probably been timed 
to coincide with a visit by the Soviet premier, Andrei 
Kosygin, to Hanoi; and the harsh US response, while 
Kosygin was still there, helped ensure Soviet sympa-
thy for the North—an early demonstration that, if  
anything, bombing played into communist hands. 
Certainly, the very need to bomb the North implied 
that the communists were winning the struggle in 
the South. Nonetheless, Johnson’s advisers believed 
that a permanent bombing campaign would blunt the 
North’s war eff ort, as well as giving a boost to South-
ern morale. Another Viet Cong attack on 10 February, 
this time in Saigon, killed over twenty Americans 
and was answered by further retaliatory air attacks. 
More importantly, Johnson was now convinced that 
a permanent campaign, codenamed Operation Roll-
ing Thunder, should begin. Delayed at fi rst by poor 
weather, it went ahead on 2 March. The Joint Chiefs 
would have preferred a massive bombing campaign, to 
include Hanoi and the major North Vietnamese port, 
Haiphong, rather than the gradual build-up of  pres-
sure (initially limited in its target areas) favoured by 
Washington. Even so, Rolling Thunder, which went 
on until 1968 and eventually did strike targets around 
Hanoi and Haiphong, involved the use of  B-52 aircraft 
which could each carry 30 tons of  bombs, capable of  
levelling 1.5 square miles at a time. 

 The military could also be satisfi ed that, on 
8 March, the fi rst US ground troops arrived in South 
Vietnam, when 3,500 marines landed at Da Nang, al-
ready the location of  a large American airbase. Some 
of  Johnson’s advisers were less certain about this step 
than they were about bombing, because of  the risk 
of  greater American casualties in an unconventional 
war for which they were not prepared. As with Roll-
ing Thunder, however, the ground war unfolded in 
a gradual way for Americans: the marines were ini-
tially deployed only to defend air-bases, then in April 
they were allowed to extend operations to a radius 
of  fi fty miles and their numbers were increased, with 
the fi rst regular army units arriving in May. Indeed, 
the gradual nature of  escalation, both in the air and 
on the ground, was partly designed to prevent a war 
frenzy, or alternatively a major outcry against the war, 
at home. With a friendly Congress and an overwhelm-
ing election victory behind him, Johnson believed he 
could carry opinion with him in executing a limited 
war, and he still hoped to focus on his dream of  a 
‘Great Society’ rather than confl ict overseas. Only 
in retrospect would it become clear that, with the 
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 launch of  Rolling Thunder and the arrival of  the ma-
rines, America was fatally committed to a quagmire 
war from which there was no easy escape. Yet, even 
at the time, ‘informed observers knew that a key mo-
ment had come and a line had been crossed’,   5    and it 
did not take long for the policy of  escalation to run 
into problems, in Vietnam, at home in America, and 
internationally.      

  B.    America versus North Vietnam, 
1965–7      

 The Course of the War   

 In the wake of  the fi rst American troop commitments 
it became easier for General Westmoreland to win 
support for off ensive ‘search and destroy’ missions 
against the communists. The alternative approach, of  
concentrating on the defence and pacifi cation of  heav-
ily populated areas on the coast and in towns, the so-
called ‘enclave strategy’, was favoured by the Marines, 
but did not promise rapid results. The pattern of  esca-
lation continued along the lines of  early 1964: the area 
of  bombing over the North was gradually extended, 
with oil depots around Hanoi and Haiphong hit in 
June 1966 and the US air force eventually risking raids 
close to the Chinese border; the numbers of  troops 
was also raised gradually, without any formal, dra-
matic announcement to the American people. Thus on 
27 July 1965, after an intensive debate among his advis-
ers, Johnson announced that he was sending an addi-
tional 50,000 men to South Vietnam but kept quiet the 
fact that he had privately agreed to send 50,000 more 
than that (taking the total in Vietnam to 175,000). He 
also doubled the quota of  draftees into the US armed 
forces to 35,000 but, in another example of  his reluc-
tance to risk controversy, refused to call up trained 
reserves because, while this might have produced a 
substantial, trained force more rapidly, it would also 
have meant forcing older men to fi ght. The President 
also gave the impression that US troops were merely 
supporting the ARVN, he made no stirring patriotic 
appeal, and he refused all calls to estimate the cost or 
duration of  the confl ict. 

 In early full-scale battles Westmoreland’s conven-
tional warfare approach seemed successful. At Chu 
Lai in August US marines killed about 600 Viet Cong 
for the loss of  only 50 to themselves, an attrition rate 
which it seemed must ultimately force the communists 

to back down. Then, in October–November, in the 
Ia Drang valley of  the Central Highlands, the regu-
lar North Vietnamese Army (NVA) lost over 1,500 
compared to 300 American dead. The American use 
of  helicopters, airlifted artillery, and B-52 bombers 
in the battle underlined their technological superior-
ity. After this bloody encounter, however, the com-
munists simply changed tactics, refusing to engage 
in large-scale clashes, harassing US forces when they 
were at company strength or less—and then only at 
close range (so that aircraft and artillery were harder 
to use)—and melting away in the face of  ‘search and 
destroy’ missions, only to return to old haunts when 
the Americans had moved on. As one military histo-
rian notes, ‘Ironically, one of  the safest places for a US 
soldier to be in Vietnam was in one of  Westmoreland’s 
big battles, since they provided the best opportunity to 
minimize contact with the enemy.’   6    Visiting Vietnam 
in late November, McNamara reported that the North 
seemed to be matching the US escalation and that 
over half-a-million men might be needed there in the 
next few years with no fi rm promise of  victory. Com-
munist numbers in South Vietnam in 1966 probably 
numbered about 50,000 NVA, 225,000 active Viet Cong 
(both guerrillas and regular troops) and a further 
150,000 ‘local defence’ forces, the last a kind of  part-
time militia.    

 The military conduct of  the war can be criticized 
on a number of  grounds. The reliance on the eff ective-
ness of  the South Vietnamese army, which was often 
devoid of  the will to fi ght and the technical compe-
tence to do so, was never likely to bear fruit either at 
the beginning or the end of  the confl ict. Moreover, 
the tactics and strategy employed by the Americans 
were often counterproductive. In one general sense, 
the political need to win support in the countryside 
was undermined by the military actions. Ignorant of  
the customs of  South Vietnamese peasants and their 
attachment to the local village, the Americans eff ec-
tively destroyed the peasant way of  life. They forced 
villagers away from their homes in the strategic ham-
lets programme and then deprived more than 3 mil-
lion of  them of  any homes at all by accidental and 
deliberate bombing, by the creation of  fi re zones, and 
by search and destroy missions.   7    If  villagers were not 
political or supporting the insurgents before losing 
their homes, and sometimes their wives and children, 
they were certainly likely to become so and actively 
to oppose the Saigon government and their American 
backers afterwards. 
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  Moreover, the communist Viet Cong would be dif-
fi cult to distinguish from those not involved in the 
fi ghting and for much of  the war would often engage 
American forces and then melt into the jungle. Ef-
forts to search and destroy them measured in terms 
of  a ‘body count’ were seen by the commander of  

US forces in Vietnam as the key to victory through 
the crushing of  the Viet Cong. The body count of  
Americans, large as it was, tended to be very substan-
tially lower than North Vietnamese losses and in that 
sense a ‘success’ of  the search and destroy missions. 
It could therefore be argued, and certainly was at the 

   Lyndon Johnson and his Foreign 
Policy Advisers    

 When the assassination of John F. Kennedy brought Johnson 

(1908–73) to the Presidency, the latter had only limited 

experience in the foreign policy fi eld. Since his early political life, 

in his home state of Texas, the new President had been far 

more interested in social reform programmes, being an ardent 

supporter of Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’. Entering the 

House of Representatives in 1937 and the Senate in 1948, 

Johnson was an energetic, driven fi gure who, as Democratic 

leader in the Senate from 1953 to 1961, proved able to 

manipulate and dominate the other ambitious politicians around 

him. He also strongly backed the bipartisan consensus in favour 

of an anti-communist policy. Even a serious heart attack in 1955 

could not force him out of political life and, as a well-known 

Southern politician, he was an obvious choice to strengthen the 

Kennedy ticket in the 1960 election. As Vice-President, Johnson 

visited South Vietnam, without gaining much of an 

understanding of local realities, and he chaired the National 

Security Council, but he had little enthusiasm for the latter body, 

considering it prone to ‘leaks’. As President he preferred to rely 

on so-called ‘Tuesday luncheons’: select meetings in the White 

House with those he trusted. 

 While never personally close to Kennedy, Johnson kept his 

predecessor’s appointees in key positions in the foreign policy 

making machine. Indeed, the Secretary of State, Dean Rusk 

(1908–94), served in this role throughout the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations. Partly educated at Oxford University 

on a Rhodes Scholarship, Rusk had originally begun his career 

as a professor of international relations but, after war service, 

had worked in the State Department and by 1952 was well 

enough networked to become President of the Rockefeller 

Foundation. He had been one of several candidates 

recommended to Kennedy as Secretary of State and, partly 

because of his age (most of Kennedy’s aides were in their 

forties) had not been personally close to the President. 

However, these very facts, combined with his Southern 

background, may have helped Rusk work with Johnson. 

Philosophical and deferential, Rusk was happy to let the 

Defense Department play the leading role on Vietnam policy 

but, as a convinced anti-communist, supported the escalation 

of the war, whose prosecution he continued to defend when 

in retirement. 

 Ironically, this could not be said of the Secretary of Defense for 

most of the 1960s, Robert McNamara (b. 1916). From California, 

educated at Berkeley and at Harvard Business School, 

McNamara’s force of character and quick-mindedness helped him 

rise through the Ford Motor Company to be its President in 

1960, before joining the Kennedy administration at the age of 44. 

In many ways McNamara was also the ideal character to get on 

with Johnson, who valued his loyalty and energy. However, 

McNamara’s interest in statistics, technology, and managerial 

techniques, while they helped him make the Defense 

Department’s planning and budget systems more effi  cient, proved 

inappropriate for fi ghting the Vietnam War, where he was slow to 

understand the psychology and determination of the communists. 

By 1967 he was increasingly concerned about the way the confl ict 

was going and in August admitted to a Senate inquiry that the US 

bombing of the North had achieved little. Three months later it 

was announced that he was moving to head the World Bank. In 

1995 he published  In Retrospect , critical of the escalation of the 

Vietnam War which he had helped to direct 30 years before. 

 One novel feature of policy-making under Kennedy was the rise 

in signifi cance of the National Security Adviser (NSA), as a 

presidential appointee (not subject to Congressional approval), 

based in the White House itself. Such a position had existed 

under Eisenhower, but mainly in the role of supporting the 

work of the National Security Council. Under Kennedy the 

NSA, McGeorge Bundy (1919–96), became an important 

infl uence on presidential decision-making. Bundy came from a 

privileged Boston background, educated at Yale and Harvard, 

later teaching government at the latter. A self-controlled, laconic 

fi gure, he too shared a tough, anti-communist outlook and was 

retained by Johnson until February 1966, when disagreements 

over Vietnam, added to diff erences of personality, led him to 

return to academic life. His successor was his former deputy, 

Walt Rostow (b. 1916), from Russian immigrant stock, but 

another product of Yale and an academic background. A 

convinced ‘hawk’ on Vietnam, energetic, and self-confi dent, 

Rostow advocated a fi rm military policy in Vietnam, including 

large-scale bombing of the North and, like Rusk, continued to 

defend the war after returning to private life in 1969.  
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 time, that the Americans were winning the war. But, 
by making the issue manpower losses, this played to 
the insurgents’ strengths as they could fi nd replace-
ments more easily than the Americans and were im-
mune to the kind of  political consequences that body 
bags arriving at US airports inevitably produced. It also 
encouraged the kind of  indiscriminate destruction of  
towns and village, along with many of  their inhabit-
ants, that the fear of  an elusive enemy often produced. 
As one US army offi  cer said about the almost com-
plete destruction of  the city of  Ben Tre, occupied by 
the Viet Cong in 1968 and subjected to indiscriminate 
US air and naval bombardment: ‘It became necessary 
to destroy the town in order to save it.’   8    

 In 1966 the US military predicament became clearer. 
While the NVA remained the key threat in the Central 
Highlands, the far more densely populated Mekong 
Delta was largely the preserve of  the Viet Cong. Tack-
ling these two enemies, one a conventional army, the 
other a guerrilla force, meant that the US could not even 
make secure South Vietnam’s short, northern border—
ironically called the Demilitarized Zone—which the 
NVA crossed with impunity. Large-scale bombing nei-
ther destroyed the North’s ability to wage war nor pre-
vented suffi  cient arms and equipment coming down 
the Ho Chi Minh trail to maintain the war in the South, 
which it is estimated required only ten tons of  sup-
plies per day (many weapons being captured from the 
ARVN). US troops, the bulk of  them young draftees, 
found it a diffi  cult, demoralizing war to fi ght, far from 
home, in a hot climate, with no obvious ‘front line’, 
and under constant danger from surprise attacks, land-
mines, and booby traps. Communist tactics after the 
battle of  Ia Drang valley proved very frustrating: only 
one in a hundred ‘search and destroy’ missions made 
contact with the enemy. And technological advantages 
provided no magic breakthrough but instead alienated 
the South Vietnamese people. The use of  defoliants, in 
‘Operation Ranch Hand’, caused environmental havoc 
to a fi fth of  the country in an attempt to remove the 
vegetation used by the communists as cover; the use 
of  bombs and other explosives, together with the crea-
tion of  ‘free fi re zones’ (removing peasants from whole 
regions, so that the US and ARVN could concentrate 
on communist fi ghters who remained) helped render 
over 4 million South Vietnamese homeless by 1968; 
and American attempts to measure communist deaths 
proved unreliable, partly because many peasants re-
mained inside ‘free fi re zones’ and, if  they were killed, 
there was no way to tell them from guerrillas. 

 Nonetheless, in January 1967 Westmoreland was 
confi dent that, with estimated communist deaths 
running at twelve times the American fi gure, the war 
of  attrition was working, even if  he could not prove 
that Viet Cong numbers were in decline. That month 
he launched Operation Cedar Falls, in the Viet Cong 
controlled ‘Iron Triangle’ north of  Saigon. Bombs and 
artillery were followed up by the bulldozing of  whole 
villages. Yet, by summer the Viet Cong were back in 
control of  the area. Despite the evidence of  such fail-
ing tactics, there was only a belated attempt to improve 
pacifi cation techniques, the so-called Phoenix Pro-
gramme, designed to win ‘hearts and minds’ and wipe 
out the Viet Cong by covert means, in mid-1967. The 
Thieu-Ky team remained the Americans’ preferred 
government in Saigon despite periodic Buddhist un-
rest (especially in spring 1966) and despite winning only 
35 per cent of  the vote in elections in September 1967. 
The government was now seen to be completely de-
pendent on Washington and little respected by most 
of  its own people. Civilian leaders in Washington 
were increasingly frustrated with the military fail-
ure to break communist resolve; military leaders, for 
their part, were resentful at the political constraints 
put on their operations by the nature of  ‘limited war’, 
with Johnson’s gradual escalation of  pressure against 
the North and the reluctance to bomb areas near the 
Chinese border. A school of  thought has always claimed 
that, if  the US had been tougher earlier, the war could 
have been won. For example, the wider air war might 
have been launched at an early date. As it was, by the 
time Rolling Thunder was extended, anti-aircraft de-
fences had been improved over the North, so that US 
aircraft losses were high. One critical American analysis 
argues that ‘instead of  seeing it was possible to fi ght 
and win a limited war in Asia … we allowed our fears 
to become a kind of  self-deterrent and surrendered the 
initiative to our enemies’.   9    However, even at its most 
intense, and with all the North’s large facilities and fac-
tories destroyed, bombing showed no sign of  forcing 
Hanoi to back down. The rural economy survived and 
the North was never dependent on sophisticated tech-
nology. As to the war on the ground, ‘looking at num-
bers … deployed, … their straining at the margins of  
the existing logistics infrastructure …, it is possible to 
argue that the … build-up … was as decisive as it could 
have been’.   10    An invasion of  the North was consid-
ered but swiftly dismissed as it would almost certainly 
have brought China into the war, making the costs 
incalculable—and certainly not guaranteeing victory. 
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  By 1967 Johnson was obsessed by Vietnam, moni-
toring daily operations in the White House Situation 
Room, and despairing of  mounting divisions among 
his advisers. The continued problem of  how to be sure 
of  the situation on the ground, and how to decide be-
tween confl icting advice, was now opening up more 
serious divisions within the administration. As early 
as mid-1966 McNamara doubted the value of  contin-
ued escalation and in 1967 went public with such criti-
cisms. The President was also troubled that, despite 
his earlier attempts to underplay the signifi cance of  
the war and concentrate on domestic reform, public 
opposition was becoming ever more vocal and the 
‘Great Society’ programme stalling. March 1965 had 
seen the fi rst university ‘teach-in’ against the war, 
refl ecting doubts among the younger generation. 
In August 1965, a National Coordinating Committee 
was set up as an umbrella organization for the po-
litical, religious, and humanitarian groups opposed 
to the war and, in October 1967, the largest anti-
war demonstration of  all took place, when 100,000 
marched on the Pentagon. By then, draft resistance 
was widespread. Meanwhile, in Congress, doubters 
led by Senator William Fulbright had forced special 
hearings on the war as early as February 1966. Yet in 
1967 few in Congress were ready to advocate unilat-
eral withdrawal, most media reports still accepted of-
fi cial versions of  events in Vietnam, and two-thirds 
of  American people still supported ‘saving’ Vietnam 
from communism, even if  more than half  were un-
happy with the war’s progress. Domestic opposition 
was, therefore, far from crippling the war eff ort, 
which Westmoreland in December 1967 believed was 
at a critical phase. Convinced that the communists 
had reached the ‘crossover point’, beyond which they 
were unable to compensate for their losses, he saw in-
creased clashes with the NVA along the Laos border 
as evidence that a decisive struggle was imminent.     

 The Vain Search for Peace   

 From the start of  direct American involvement, in 
early 1965, Johnson tried to disarm critics at home 
and abroad by posing as an advocate of  peace talks. 
His fi rst off er to negotiate came in a speech at Johns 
Hopkins University in April that year (see   boxed sec-
tion  ) and in mid-May he initiated the fi rst ‘bombing 
halt’, a suspension of  the Rolling Thunder campaign, 
designed to give the North a chance to talk. A longer 
‘bombing halt’ was called between Christmas and the 

end of  January 1966. Meanwhile, numerous potential 
intermediaries came forward, trying to broker a peace 
deal between Washington and Hanoi. There were 
various peace initiatives by the UN Secretary-General 
U Thant; the British government, co-chair (along with 
the USSR) of  the Geneva conference, made three 
bids to establish a dialogue with North Vietnam in 
1965; and there were eff orts by, among others, India, 
Canada, Sweden, Norway, and Romania. In October 
1966 the US, and other countries fi ghting alongside it 
in Vietnam, met in Manila and made an off er to with-
draw if  the North did likewise. This was followed 
by a Polish attempt, codenamed ‘Marigold’, to bring 
Hanoi and Washington directly into contact. Then, in 
February 1967, came the ‘Sunfl ower’ initiative, argua-
bly the most promising peace bid before 1968: another 
bombing halt was accompanied by talks between the 
British premier, Harold Wilson, and Soviet premier, 
Andrei Kosygin, in London. There was no break-
through, however. 

 In his memoirs, Johnson inserted a 10-page list of  
the various negotiation attempts and insisted: ‘I did 
everything I could to make one fact clear: that the 
United States sought only a peaceful settlement to the 
turmoil that … raged in Vietnam.’ He had no doubt 
that the reason all eff orts failed was that the North 
Vietnamese were ‘never … ready … to negotiate seri-
ously the terms of  a fair peace settlement’.   11    Yet, in 
a seminal account of  the war, the journalist Stanley 
Karnow, stated that during the ‘Marigold initiative it 
was Johnson who had not been ready to talk—unless, 
of  course, the enemy submitted to his terms’; whilst 
the ‘Sunfl ower’ initiative collapsed when Johnson 
toughened the US negotiating terms as talks were 
underway. Such failures showed that neither bellig-
erent was ready ‘to shift the conference table before 
they had improved their battlefi eld postures’.   12    In fact 
Washington and Hanoi consistently talked past each 
other when it came to negotiating terms. Refl ecting 
the view that the North was guilty of  aggression, 
Johnson was only prepared to wind down the US 
war eff ort after Hanoi ended its infi ltration of  troops 
and supplies into the South; and he was determined 
that Saigon’s independence be preserved. To Hanoi, 
however, South Vietnam was an American puppet 
state; the Viet Cong was fi ghting a legitimate strug-
gle against a corrupt regime and in favour of  the re-
unifi cation which Vietnam should have won after the 
Geneva conference; and the Rolling Thunder cam-
paign was itself  an act of  aggression.    
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  There were diff erences on the communist side as 
the war escalated in 1965. In the Hanoi government, 
‘worried that American bombing threatened socialist 
construction in the North, some members wondered 
aloud if  the southern insurgency was worth the high 
price’, whilst Viet Cong leaders feared that the govern-
ment would indeed ‘put the long-term interests of  the 
North before Southern liberation’.   13    In May, Johnson’s 
fi rst ‘bombing halt’ provoked considerable debate in 
Hanoi, with the NLF opposed to any negotiations 
ahead of  a US withdrawal, but some northerners were 
ready to open a diplomatic dialogue with Washington. 
There was, in fact, an attempt to establish a link to 
the US government through Paris over the next few 
months. However, Johnson’s continuing escalation 
of  the war (especially with his increased troop com-
mitments in July), and evidence that the US call for 
talks was insincere, gave ammunition to Le Duan and 
other hardliners. By August, the Paris channel had 
closed and in early 1966 Hanoi’s line was fi rmly behind 
a military victory. Ho Chi Minh showed little interest 
in peace feelers before 1968, and Johnson’s own much-
trumpeted off ers to negotiate were probably designed 
more as publicity exercises than genuine attempts to 
talk. The diff erence between the belligerents was high-
lighted in a further exchange of  public statements in 
late 1967. On 29 September, in a speech at San Antonio, 
Johnson off ered to halt the bombing in return for a 

fi rm promise of  discussions and an end to further in-
fi ltration; but in December Hanoi replied that Rolling 
Thunder must end before discussions began. By then 
each side was preparing for a military showdown.     

 International Factors   

 Another way in which Johnson tried to maintain do-
mestic support for the war was by suggesting that 
the defence of  South Vietnam was a general Western 
interest, and his peace off ers were designed in part 
to secure international sympathy. Washington espe-
cially hoped that the members of  the South-East Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO), founded in 1954 would 
join in defending Saigon. In fact some members of  the 
organization who felt particularly threatened by the 
spread of  communism in Asia did take part: Australia 
and New Zealand sent troops in June 1965, followed by 
the Philippines in 1966 and Thailand in 1967. However, 
these contingents were too small to have any impact 
on the war and they were actually outnumbered by 
the 45,000 men contributed by a non-SEATO coun-
try, South Korea. The terms of  SEATO did not oblige 
its members automatically to go to war in the event 
of  communist expansion and some of  them were 
distinctly unsympathetic to the US. In the mid-1960s 
America’s relations with Pakistan were troubled, 
partly because Pakistan had improved its relations 

   Two Approaches to Peace: the Johns 
Hopkins University Speech and North 
Vietnam’s ‘Four Points’, 7 and 8 April 1965    

 President Johnson accompanied the escalation of the Vietnam 

War in the fi rst half of 1965 with an address at Johns Hopkins 

University in Baltimore, in which he hoped to show a more 

positive side to US policy. The main points of the speech were:  

   •  the US would resist Chinese Communist expansion which 

threatened all Asia,  

   •  America would also ‘help South Vietnam defend its 

independence’,  

   •  but he was ready to enter ‘unconditional discussions’ on a 

peaceful settlement in Vietnam,  

   •  and he off ered a one billion dollar aid package to provide 

food, health, and education to help Vietnam develop after 

peace was achieved.     

 The following day the North Vietnamese Prime Minister, Pham 

Van Dong, replied with a four-point programme:  

   •  the US bombing campaign against the North should stop,  

   •  US forces should withdraw from South Vietnam,  

   •  South Vietnam’s political future should be decided ‘in 

accordance with the programme of the National Liberation 

Front’,  

   •  and Vietnam should then be reunited peacefully.     

 Taken together, these statements showed the two sides to be 

far apart. America wanted an independent South Vietnam and 

an end to what it saw as Communist ‘aggression’. Hanoi wanted 

Vietnam’s reunifi cation and an end to what it saw as American 

interference in Vietnamese aff airs.  
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 with Communist China following the Sino-Indian war 
of  1962. France, under the Anglophobe de Gaulle, and 
in the wake of  its own departure from Vietnam, was 
critical of  the US war eff ort: in August 1966 de Gaulle, 
on a visit to Cambodia, called on Johnson to withdraw. 
Even the British, usually America’s closest Western 
ally, and one with political and commercial interests 
in Hong Kong and Malaysia, resisted pressure to com-
mit troops to Vietnam. Britain, like other Western 
European countries, was troubled by the war which, 
as in America, became the focus of  leftist criticism and 
youth protest. Even Laos and Cambodia, two South-
East Asian states that SEATO claimed to protect, did 
nothing to help the US eff ort to defeat communism in 
the region. In Laos, the revived struggle between the 
Pathet Lao and the royal government, together with 
the country’s position on the Ho Chi Minh trail, led 
the US to drop 3 million tons of  bombs on it between 
1964 and 1973. In Cambodia, also on the trail, the gov-
ernment of  Prince Sihanouk subtly tried to maintain 
a neutralist policy. On the one hand, he broke diplo-
matic relations with the US in 1965 and allowed the 
communists to receive supplies through the chief  port, 
Sihanoukville. On the other, he tried to limit commu-
nist numbers within Cambodia and, in 1968 tolerated 
US ‘hot pursuit’ of  the Viet Cong over the border. 

 North Vietnam may have fought its war on the front 
line alone, but it had signifi cant diplomatic, economic, 
and military assistance from the Eastern bloc, and in-
deed was able to exploit rivalry between the USSR and 
China to maximize the scale of  this. The Chinese had 
been unenthusiastic about Hanoi’s decision in 1959–60 
to expand the guerrilla war in South Vietnam, believ-
ing it better, at that stage, to concentrate in the North 
on economic consolidation. But, the Chinese provided 
a range of  supplies, from ammunition, rifl es, and ar-
tillery to radio sets, lorries, and uniforms, as well as 
agricultural produce, increasing deliveries as US in-
volvement escalated. Mao’s support for Hanoi was 
based both on a desire to counter American ‘imperial-
ism’ and an eagerness to outbid the Soviets for North 
Vietnamese support. Ho Chi Minh was reluctant to 
take sides in the Sino-Soviet split but by 1964 felt he had 
little choice other than to rely mostly on China, since 
Moscow seemed more interested in improving East–
West relations. In 1964 China strengthened its armed 
forces on the Vietnam border, and Johnson was proba-
bly correct in his belief  that, if  US military action went 
too far, Mao was prepared to defend North Vietnam. 
The Chinese were already intolerant of  America’s 

meddling near their borders (in Korea and Taiwan), 
were entering a new policy phase at home—the Cul-
tural Revolution—and were keen to support Wars of  
National Liberation in the less developed world. Ho 
Chi Minh visited Beijing in April 1965 and over 300,000 
Chinese troops were sent to North Vietnam over the 
following years, many of  them engineers, helping to 
run installations, man anti-aircraft batteries, build air-
fi elds and roads, and thereby freeing North Vietnamese 
troops to fi ght in the South. Mao and his colleagues 
‘were genuinely concerned about the American threat 
from Vietnam … and adopted signifi cant measures in 
war preparations at home’—so that Johnson was right 
to fear Chinese direct intervention in the war if  he 
invaded the North.   14    Even with their indirect involve-
ment, over a thousand Chinese troops were killed in 
Vietnam, before they left in 1970. By then, the Chinese 
were critical both of  Hanoi’s decision to launch the 
Tet off ensive and its subsequent readiness to open 
peace negotiations with Washington. Mao was also of-
fended by growing Soviet infl uence in Hanoi, whilst 
the North Vietnamese had always been wary of  the 
danger of  Chinese domination, a fear based on long 
historical experience. 

 The Soviet Union and its East European satellites did 
send military advisers and supplies to North Vietnam 
before 1965, but on a more limited scale than China 
and, until he lost power, Khrushchev was reluctant to 
antagonize the US by backing Hanoi too strongly. In 
November 1964, however, his successors decided that 
they must try to match Chinese infl uence, partly be-
cause Moscow saw itself  as the leader of  the commu-
nist world, partly because it seemed in order to act as 
a moderating infl uence on Ho and to prevent the war 
spreading. Andrei Kosygin’s visit to Hanoi in February, 
coinciding as it did with US air-raids, confi rmed the 
USSR in its determination to aid the North Vietnamese. 
Diplomatic and propaganda support for them was in-
tensifi ed and Moscow, at least in 1964–6, refused to be-
come involved in any peace attempts. By 1968, Soviet 
aid to the North, in the form of  arms, aircraft machin-
ery, medicine, and raw materials, amounted to half  
of  all aid to the country and outstripped Chinese as-
sistance, thus reversing the situation of  1964. But this 
did not necessarily outweigh China’s predominance, 
which was partially based on common values: ‘The 
North Vietnamese leadership shared with its Chinese 
counterpart many ideological views, including the 
assessment of  the world communist movement and 
the international situation.’   15    Also, the number of  
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   CHRONOLOGY

Vietnam—Escalating American Involvement, 1959–65          

  1959  

 May  North Vietnamese ruling party agrees to support armed struggle in South Vietnam. 

 8 July  Two US military advisers killed in an attack by Viet Cong on Bien Hoa. 

  1960  

 11 November  Failed attempt at a coup against Diem by army elements. 

 2 December  North Vietnam sponsors the creation of the National Liberation Front (NLF), a shadow government for 

South Vietnam. 

  1961  

 28 January  Kennedy’s incoming National Security Council decides to boost aid to South Vietnam. 

 16 May–23 July  Geneva conference reaches compromise settlement on political future of Laos: neutralist coalition formed. 

 3 November  After leading a US military mission to Vietnam, General Maxwell Taylor recommends sending a limited 

number of US combat troops, but Kennedy rejects this idea. 

  1962  

 6 February  US forms Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), reflecting the rise in US advisers to Vietnam 

to over 3000. 

 27 February  Failed attempt by air force elements to kill Diem and his brother Nhu. 

 March  Launch of the ‘strategic hamlets’ programme to isolate South Vietnamese peasants from the Viet Cong. 

  1963  

 2 January  Battle of Ap Bac, effectively a defeat for the South Vietnamese army. 

 8 May  Serious Buddhist unrest against Diem; troops shoot nine demonstrators in Hué. 

 11 June  A Buddhist priest, Thich Quang Duc, burns himself to death in Saigon, in protest at Diem’s regime. 

 21 August  Government troops attack on Buddhist pagodas. 

 1 November  Diem and Nhu assassinated after an army coup; new government formed under General Duang 

Van (‘Big’) Minh. 

 22 November  Kennedy assassinated; succeeded by Lyndon Johnson. 

  1964  

 16 January  Johnson approves covert operations in North Vietnam itself. 

 30 January  ‘Big’ Minh replaced by General Nguyen Khanh. 

 June  US begins bombing communist ‘Pathet Lao’ bases in Laos in ‘Operation Barrel Roll’. 

 2 August  US destroyer,  Maddox , attacked by North Vietnamese torpedo boats in Gulf of Tonkin. 

 4 August  Claims of more attacks on US ships. 

 5 August  US aircraft launch limited raids on North Vietnam. 

 7 August  Gulf of Tonkin resolution: Congress gives Johnson a blank cheque to deal with Vietnam situation. 

 3 November  Johnson wins presidential election. 

 24 December  Viet Cong attack on US base in Saigon. 

  1965  

 5 February  Soviet premier Kosygin visits Hanoi, underlining support for the North. 

 7 February  Viet Cong attacks a US base at Pleiku, killing eight. 

(continued...)
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  Soviet advisers, at about a thousand (mainly in the air 
defence fi eld), was much fewer than the Chinese. In 
1968, the Soviets were able to outmanoeuvre China on 
the issue of  negotiations, and helped bring Hanoi and 
Washington to the negotiating table. The North’s pref-
erence, however, was to avoid becoming reliant on one 
ally, and to continue securing aid from both Moscow 
and Beijing which, together with East European sup-
port was valued at about a billion dollars in 1968. Little 
wonder that Johnson’s successor, Richard Nixon, saw 
improved relations with the USSR and China as one 
possible way to pressure the North into a settlement.         

  C.    ‘Tet’ and its Implications, 1968      

 The ‘Tet’ Off ensive   

 At the start of  1968 with half  a million US troops 
in Vietnam and a presidential election beginning, 
Westmoreland’s confi dence that the war was going 
well had some basis. The Thieu regime seemed sta-
ble even if  it was not popular; urban centres were se-
curely under government control and heavy losses 
were being infl icted on the Viet Cong and the NVA. 
Westmoreland remained wedded to the belief  that 
large-unit conventional warfare, rather than a drawn-
out, ‘pacifi cation’ eff ort, would wear down the com-
munists and he saw an NVA build-up around Khe Sanh 
(near the Demilitarized Zone) as an opportunity to 
score a decisive victory. Suspecting that the NVA were 
planning the long-awaited conventional invasion of  
the South, he concentrated 50,000 troops around Khe 
Sanh. But, in line with a plan drawn up by General Giap 
six months before, Khe Sanh was a lure, designed to 
draw Westmoreland’s attention while the Viet Cong 
guerrilla army prepared for a general off ensive inside 
the South. The communist aim was to attack urban 
centres, undermining Thieu and demoralizing the 

Americans, perhaps even sparking a popular uprising 
that would sweep the NLF to power. The off ensive 
went forward at the Vietnamese new year, Tet, on 
30–1 January, when half  the ARVN was on leave and 
a ceasefi re was supposed to be in place. In a damning 
indictment of  US and South Vietnamese intelligence, 
the communists achieved complete surprise, helped by 
the fact that, for the fi rst time in the war, they concen-
trated their attacks on major towns and cities. Targets 
were hit all over the country and in Saigon even the 
American embassy compound was partially occupied 
for several hours. 

 The Tet off ensive went on for weeks before dying 
down, with the former imperial capital, Hué, not 
being cleared of  Viet Cong until 24 February. The 
dead in Hué numbered 500 Americans or ARVN, 
5,000 Communists, and 10,000 civilians, many of  the 
last executed by the Viet Cong for working with the 
Thieu regime. Nationally too the ‘kill ratio’ between 
the communists and their opponents was now about 
10:1, an attrition rate that still pleased Westmoreland, 
who could reasonably claim a military victory. He may 
have misjudged the signifi cance of  Khe Sanh, from 
which the NVA retreated once Tet was over, but the 
Viet Cong attack on urban centres proved disastrous 
for them. In the towns the guerrilla army made a more 
obvious target than in the countryside, unable to melt 
so easily away, and losses to their front-line forces were 
probably around 35,000, a large proportion of  their 
number. Signifi cantly, in future, the NVA would bear 
a greater share than the decimated Viet Cong of  the 
fi ghting in the South. Signifi cant too was the fact that 
there had been no popular uprising against Thieu and 
that the ARVN did not crumble in the face of  wide-
spread initial setbacks. A second round of  communist 
attacks on towns in early May inevitably proved less 
dramatic and a third round, ‘Tet Three’, in August, 
confi rmed that the Viet Cong were far away from a de-
cisive military victory. Indeed, one historian describes 

CHRONOLOGY (continued)

 8 February  US retaliatory air raids launched on North Vietnam, while Kosygin is still in Hanoi. 

 10 February  Twenty-three Americans killed in a Viet Cong attack on Qui Nhon; leads to more retaliatory air raids. 

 17 February  After months of internal unrest, General Khanh is overthrown for good and goes into exile. 

 24 February  Start of ‘Operation Rolling Thunder’: long-term bombing campaign by US of North Vietnam. 

 8 March  US marines land at Da Nang: first commitment of US ground troops. 
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 Tet as ‘a colossal blunder which prolonged the war, 
causing unnecessary suff ering on both sides’.   16    

 Yet, if  Tet proved a setback for the communists on 
the ground, in retrospect it is remembered primar-
ily as an American defeat, the turning point in a war 
which was now recognized to be ‘unwinnable’ for 
Washington. As one communist general later admit-
ted: ‘In all honesty, we didn’t achieve our main objec-
tive which was to spur uprisings throughout the South 
… As for making an impact in the United States, it had 
not been our intention—but it turned out to be a for-
tunate result.’   17    Indeed it did. The fact that the Viet 
Cong could launch such an audacious countrywide 
assault, seizing control of  so many cities, and catch-
ing Westmoreland by surprise, after his recent assur-
ances that victory was only a matter of  time, came as 
a profound psychological shock to many Americans. 
The public and the press increasingly lost faith in of-
fi cial pronouncements on the war. Johnson’s chances 
of  re-election in November were almost immediately 
called into question when he only narrowly won the 
New Hampshire primary over an ‘anti-war’ opponent, 
Eugene McCarthy. Furthermore, claims that Tet was 
a defeat were simply not believed with any confi dence. 
America’s international problems were underlined by 
the seizure, a week before Tet, of  a US navy ship, the 
 Pueblo , by North Korea (the vessel was only released at 
the end of  the year after a humiliating apology from 
Washington for its intelligence-gathering mission). 
Regarding Vietnam, Westmoreland now believed 
that he needed a further 206,000 troops, plus an in-
tensifi ed bombing campaign throughout Indo-China, 
in order to achieve victory. Yet he could not say how 
long it would take to achieve a victory and the new 
Defense Secretary, Clark Cliff ord, feared that the re-
quest would simply lead to higher costs and casual-
ties. Few Americans advocated withdrawal, some 
even hawkishly advocated all-out war on the North, 
but the Defense Department now preferred to ‘de-
Americanize’ the confl ict, handing fi ghting back to the 
ARVN. A group of  ‘wise men’, called together to give 
the President advice at this critical point, and compris-
ing such foreign policy luminaries as Dean Acheson 
and George Ball, also recommended disengagement 
as the best course. And on 31 March Johnson made a 
national address which not only limited US bombing 
of  the North to areas below the 19th parallel, but also 
off ered peace negotiations and withdrew his candi-
dacy from the upcoming election. Johnson preferred 
to let a new President tackle the Vietnam challenge. 

But his withdrawal from the race was the clearest in-
dication to the world that America no longer expected 
an outright victory in Vietnam.     

 The War after Tet   

 Whilst each side could claim a victory of  sorts after 
Tet, it was the case that ‘the position of  each was also 
signifi cantly weakened and neither emerged with 
suffi  cient leverage to force a settlement’.   18    Some of  
Johnson’s aides, such as his National Security Adviser, 
Walt Rostow, still believed it possible to put military 
pressure on Hanoi but, with the administration in-
creasingly divided against itself, defi ning US military 
strategy was as diffi  cult as ever. Johnson had been care-
ful only  partially  to limit the bombing campaign in his 
31 March speech but he called a complete bombing halt 
on 31 October, partly to help the election chances of  
his Vice-President, Hubert Humphrey. Troop fi gures 
continued to drift up, but by the time of  the election it 
was widely accepted that they had reached their peak. 
However, with a greater emphasis on ‘pacifi cation’ 
within South Vietnam and helped by Viet Cong losses 
during Tet, the US and ARVN forces were actually able 
to extend the area of  government control. Despite 
Johnson’s 31 March speech, US bombing in the South 
was as intense as ever. 

 The weakening of  the Viet Cong, together with 
America’s partial bombing halt, induced Hanoi to 
adopt a new tactic of  ‘fi ghting while talking’, which 
mirrored what Johnson himself  was now attempting. 
The North accepted the idea of  talks on 3 April and 
the two sides opened peace negotiations in Paris on 
13 May, with the veteran ambassador Averell Harriman 
leading the US delegation and Xuan Thuy the North. 
However, much of  the discussion was then spent 
in trying to design a table at which both the South 
Vietnamese and NLF representatives could sit. The 
South Vietnamese, fearing that their independence 
could only be compromised by discussions, were 
reluctant to talk at all and certainly did not want to 
recognize the NLF. Even if  this problem had been 
resolved earlier, it is doubtful whether the peace 
talks would have got far by the end of  the year. For 
one thing, the two sides were still diametrically op-
posed on likely peace terms, with the US hoping for 
a withdrawal of  their forces after a North Vietnamese 
withdrawal from South Vietnam and Thieu’s survival 
in power, neither of  which was acceptable to Hanoi. 
Another problem was that the North’s ‘fi ghting while 
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 talking’ tactic probably meant that they had no inten-
tion of  serious negotiations before the Viet Cong’s 
‘Tet Three’ off ensive was over. 

 While the war in the South settled back into dead-
lock and the Paris peace negotiations made laborious 
progress, the clearest signs that events had decisively 
swung in the communists’ favour were to be found in 
the United States. Anti-war protests grew, the media 
became highly sceptical about offi  cial statements on 
the confl ict, and only about a third of  Americans felt 
progress was being made in Vietnam. This still meant 
that there was a sizeable group in favour of  fi ght-
ing on, and the war actually remained quite popular 
among, for example, young, white males. But the very 
danger of  a polarized society helped infl uence John-
son’s decision to pull out of  the election race. As he 
told an aide, the President felt he could have won the 
election, but the result ‘would be too close for me to 
be able to govern. The nation would be polarized’.   19    
Instead of  allowing a popular alternative to step into 
power and reunite the country, however, the election 
soon became a nightmare, underlining the violence, 
racism, and political division in American society. On 4 
April the Black civil rights leader, Martin Luther King, 
was assassinated in Memphis; on 5 June Robert Ken-
nedy, brother of  the late President, was shot dead, 
immediately after winning the Democrat Primary in 
California; and on 28 August the Democratic Party 
convention in Chicago became the scene of  riot-
ing as the police tried to break up a demonstration. 
The nightmare only ended in November when the 
Republican Richard Nixon narrowly beat Humphrey 
to the presidency, with a third, populist candidate, 
Henry Wallace, winning 13.5 per cent of  votes on a 
hard-line, pro-war ticket. The result only confi rmed 
the confusion in America over Vietnam, and sug-
gested that a majority favoured persevering with the 
struggle even if  they doubted it could be won.     

 Containment in Crisis: the Cost of the 
War for the US by 1968   

 Deepened political divisions associated with the war 
were not the only problem for America. By the end of  
the Johnson presidency, the burdens of  confl ict aff ected 
the US economy, its social cohesion, international 
standing, and self-confi dence. Taken together these 
costs also called into question the whole policy of  re-
sisting communism, predicated as it was on America’s 
ability to meet the communist challenge wherever it 

threatened. The most obvious costs were linked di-
rectly to the war itself: by the end of  1968 about 30,500 
Americans had been killed (over 14,000 that year alone) 
and 536,000 were serving in South Vietnam; America 
had dropped well over a million tons of  bombs on the 
South and about 650,000 tons on North Vietnam, with-
out destroying the communists’ ability to wage war, 
but with the loss of  about 500 aircraft, whose crews 
often became prisoners of  war; and the fi nancial price 
tag of  the war was now running at about $20 billion 
per year (eventually totalling $150 billion over the 
whole period of  direct US involvement from 1965 to 
1973). Anti-war demonstrators also protested against 
non-American casualties in the war. In 1968 alone the 
US military reckoned it had killed about 180,000 Viet 
Cong and North Vietnamese, while 28,000 ARVN and 
almost 1,000 other allied troops had been killed. Civil-
ian casualties were less easy to calculate but also ran 
into tens of  thousands in the year of  Tet. The casualty 
fi gures on the communist side were substantial but this 
in itself  underlined a vital point: ‘they were fi ghting a 
war to the death … the United States commitment fell 
far short of  that’, and this simple fact lay at the heart of  
the war’s ‘unwinnability’ by 1968.   20    

 The cost of  the war to the Americans in economic 
terms was also clear by 1968, even if  it was not the only 
reason for a worsening position. Infl ationary pressures 
already existed in the shape of  high consumer demand, 
low business investment, and social spending. Interest 
rate rises helped keep infl ation to less than 3 per cent, 
even in early 1967, but by late 1968 it was nearly 5 per 
cent and defence spending was undoubtedly a factor 
in causing this. Defence took up 7.9 per cent of  GDP 
in 1966, 9 per cent in 1967, and 9.7 per cent in 1968. As 
well as paying for their own forces, Americans were 
maintaining a South Vietnamese army of  850,000 in 
1968. In certain other respects the shape of  the US 
economy was surprisingly good: unemployment was 
only 3.5 per cent when Johnson left offi  ce, refl ecting 
a healthy domestic economy, and the tax burden, at 
about 28 per cent, was about 5 per cent less than the 
advanced European economies. However, a reluc-
tance to increase taxes to pay for the Vietnam War 
was one of  the factors which contributed to infl ation. 
Johnson himself  fought off  such increases for as long 
as he could, before asking Congress to approve a 6 per 
cent tax surcharge in January 1967, later raised to 10 per 
cent. Congress was reluctant to grant this, however, 
without corresponding cuts in government expendi-
ture, so as to drive down demand in the economy, and 
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 a long tussle between the White House and Capitol 
Hill on these points was not resolved until June 1968, 
after Johnson agreed to wipe $6 billion off  the budget. 
Meanwhile, these problems also aff ected confi dence in 
the US abroad, especially after the devaluation of  the 
British pound in November 1967, which sparked off  
months of  monetary upheaval. Pressure on the dollar, 
linked to an outfl ow of  gold from America, led to a 
critical situation in March 1968, the same month that 
Johnson shifted policy in Vietnam and chose to pull 
out of  the presidential race. 

 The destruction of  Johnson’s own career was an-
other cost of  the Vietnam imbroglio. The man who 
had won a landslide victory in 1964 found his approval 
rating at below 50 per cent in mid-1966 and below 
40 per cent a year later. But the war also aff ected 
Johnson and the presidency in two other signifi cant 
respects. First, the need to restrain, then cut, do-
mestic government expenditure to pay for Vietnam 
inevitably aff ected the Great Society programme. 
Numerous measures had been carried through, 
from medicine and urban renewal programmes to 
vocational training and environmental protection, 
but they were now underfunded. As to Johnson’s 
hopes of  tackling racial problems, they evaporated 
in the unrest that followed the assassination of  
Martin Luther King. Again, Vietnam did not create 
problems but, as with infl ation, it added to existing 
social pressures and prevented them being tackled 
properly. Second, Vietnam called into question presi-
dential domination of  the foreign policy process, the 
so-called ‘Imperial Presidency’, as well as bipartisan 
support for countering the communist threat. After 
1968, Congress was far more questioning about for-
eign policy, repealing the Gulf  of  Tonkin resolution 
in 1970 and eventually, in the 1973 War Powers Act, 
limiting the President’s freedom to commit troops 
abroad. 

 Finally, linked to the foreign policy theme, Vietnam 
called into question America’s international repu-
tation, weakened its position in the Cold War and 
provoked a crisis in its whole approach to world af-
fairs. The country’s moral standing, as a defender of  
democracy and freedom, was compromised by its 
use of  carpet bombing, napalm, and defoliation, all 
in the defence of  a corrupt, unelected regime. Allies, 
in Western Europe in particular, were critical of  the 
US obsession with South-East Asia and the USSR was 
able to achieve eff ective nuclear parity with its super-
power rival by 1968. This last development had been 

predicted for some time but it now came at the worst 
possible point, when America’s ability to contain com-
munism was being called into question.            

  D.    Nixon’s War in Vietnam, 
1969–71      

 The Continuing Failure of Peace Talks   

 Inevitably, the Vietnam War was the most serious 
challenge facing Richard Nixon when he entered the 
White House. During the election campaign he had 
claimed to have a ‘secret plan’ to resolve the confl ict 
but once in power no such plan was unveiled. It may 
be that he hoped to emulate Eisenhower (to whom he 
had been Vice-President), who had ended the Korean 
War in 1953 after threatening to use atomic weapons. 
Certainly, Nixon tried to demonstrate toughness to 
the communists. When they launched an off ensive in 
February 1969, indicating that there would be no let 
up in their own campaign, the President decided to 
launch a clandestine bombing campaign against the 
Ho Chi Minh trail in supposedly neutral Cambodia. 
Neither the North Vietnamese nor the Cambodians 
made any public complaint about this, helping to keep 
the raids secret for months: the former were fl outing 
Cambodian neutrality themselves; the latter were 
happy to see communist numbers on their borders 
reduced. The bombing showed the President ready 
to widen the confl ict and resort to extreme tactics, 
but did nothing to weaken Hanoi’s resolve to replace 
Thieu and turn the Americans out of  South Vietnam. 
Like Johnson before him, Nixon found there was no 
easy way to force the communists to the peace table 
on anything less than their terms, which for America 
signifi ed defeat. Even most Democrats hoped for 
peace terms based on a mutual withdrawal by both 
sides, linked to a negotiated political settlement within 
South Vietnam among the warring local groups. 
Secretary of  State William Rogers, all too aware of  
domestic opposition to the war, favoured a similar 
compromise and the President took the view that, ‘I 
would have to end the war as quickly as was honour-
ably possible.’   21    But when, in May, Nixon off ered an 
‘eight-point programme’ which embodied a mutual 
 simultaneous  withdrawal (in contrast to Johnson’s de-
mand that the North withdraw fi rst), the communists 
saw no need to respond. In July Nixon’s National Secu-
rity Adviser, Henry Kissinger, did secretly meet North 
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   Historical Debate: ‘LBJ’s War’?    

 Perhaps the most discussed aspect about the escalation of US 

involvement in Vietnam in the mid-1960s is whether it was due 

to the personality and decisions of Lyndon Johnson, or to 

structural factors in America’s approach to world aff airs which 

made escalation inescapable. The confl ict became known as 

‘LBJ’s War’ and student demonstrators at the time had little 

doubt where responsibility lay, chanting

  ‘Hey, hey, L.B.J.,  

  How many kids did you kill today?’   

 However, some historians have been sympathetic to Johnson’s 

predicament. Thus Gary Hess in  Vietnam and the United States  

(Twayne, New York, 1990, 88), writes that having ‘seen 

themselves in the previous two decades as the guardians of 

democracy in Greece, Berlin, Korea and elsewhere, 

Americans in 1965 saw the burdens of world leadership 

thrusting a new challenge’ in Vietnam, which there was little 

alternative to confronting. More tellingly, Michael Hunt, in 

 Lyndon Johnson’s War  (Hill & Wang, New York, 1996, 107) 

insists that the war refl ected ‘a fi rm Cold War consensus 

amounting almost to a religion … It was the product of a 

string of … Presidential decisions, of which Johnson’s 

happened to be the last.’ Structural factors working in favour 

of escalation included:   

  •  America’s liberal-democratic political culture and universalist 

ideology; with   

  •  its antipathy to communism (confi rmed in the Gulf of Tonkin 

resolution) which demanded that the communist threat be 

met worldwide and saw any retreat as a defeat;   

  •  even more specifi c, the commitment of previous Presidents, 

since 1950, to ‘save’ Vietnam from communist domination, 

partly through fear of a ‘domino eff ect’ in South-East Asia if 

Vietnam fell;   

  •  Johnson’s particular inheritance, as the heir to John 

F. Kennedy, who had increased the number of US advisers in 

South Vietnam from fewer than 1,000 to more than 16,000;   

  •  growing fear of the People’s Republic of China, which was 

seen as a more revolutionary, fundamentalist communist 

menace than the USSR in Asia;   

  •  the need to stand by any ally, for the sake of demonstrating 

America’s reliability to friends and enemies alike which was 

essential for the maintenance of Cold War credibility;   

  •  the self-confi dence, born of America’s wealth, military might, 

and technological prowess, which suggested that it could 

meet any threat successfully—a confi dence shared by almost 

all Johnson’s advisers.     

 Despite these weighty infl uences however, the fact is that other 

Presidents since 1947 had tolerated communist advances where 

it seemed too costly to reverse them. Truman was blamed in 

1949 for ‘losing’ China to communism; Eisenhower had accepted 

the creation of a communist regime in North Vietnam in 1954; 

and Kennedy had agreed, in 1962, not to overthrow Castro’s 

government in Cuba by military force. In contrast to these cases, 

Johnson took a number of decisions which drew the US into a 

large-scale commitment in Vietnam that might have been avoided. 

As Larry Berman argues in another work entitled  Lyndon Johnson’s 

War  (Norton, New York, 1989, 203), the President: ‘chose to 

Americanize the war … to accept General Westmoreland’s 

attrition strategy … to paint optimistic scenarios for the 

American public … to hide the anticipated enemy build-up prior 

to Tet’. Among the criticisms levelled at Johnson are that:   

  •  he was a domineering, arrogant individual who either failed to 

listen to alternative views—or else he heard and ignored them 

when they were put to him (by Under-Secretary of State 

George Ball for example) because he could not bear to retreat;   

  •  he was unskilled in foreign and military aff airs, showed little 

understanding of the Vietnamese and vastly underestimated 

the determination of Hanoi to achieve the reunifi cation of 

Vietnam;   

  •  he suggested in the 1964 election that he would not escalate 

the war, yet within months had both begun the ‘Rolling 

Thunder’ bombing campaign  and  sent ground troops to 

Vietnam;   

  •  he continued deliberately to mislead the US public by 

avoiding a full explanation of the escalation, and as a result he 

forfeited public trust;   

  •  he backed a corrupt, unrepresentative government in Saigon, 

without any serious attempt to induce it to reform; instead 

he relied on a destructive military campaign to maintain 

South Vietnam;   

  •  he presided over an ineffi  cient bureaucratic machine (typifi ed 

by ‘Tuesday luncheons’ of key advisers in the White House) 

which never properly defi ned US political aims in the war.     

 Therefore, whatever pressing general factors led Johnson to 

believe that South Vietnam must be preserved, the 

responsibility for fi ghting a ‘limited war’, relying on an attrition 

strategy and without a proper explanation to the American 

people, must lie with him. As Frederick Logevall writes in his 

detailed study of the years 1963–5,  Choosing War: the Lost 

Chance for Peace and the Escalation of War in Vietnam  (University 

of California Press, Berkeley, 1999, 394): ‘while the responsibility 

for the outcome of the policy process rested with all those who 

participated in it, it rested chiefl y with the President’.  
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   CHRONOLOGY

The Quagmire: America’s ‘Unwinnable’ War in Vietnam, 1965–71          

  1965  

 7 April  Johnson lays out terms for Vietnam peace settlement in speech at Johns Hopkins University. 

 8 April  North Vietnam puts forward its own peace terms. 

 11 June  Nguyen Cao Ky, an air force officer, becomes South Vietnamese Prime Minister. 

 2 July  Johnson decides on large increase in US troop numbers to 125,000. 

 Mid-October  First anti-war demonstrations in America. 

 24 December  US initiates a ‘bombing halt’ over Christmas period, partly in an attempt to encourage peace talks. 

  1966  

 March  A new wave of Buddhist unrest begins in South Vietnam. 

 29 June  US extends bombing to areas near Hanoi and Haiphong: widely condemned. 

 13 October  Johnson rejects idea of a new ‘bombing halt’ as possible first step to negotiations. 

  1967  

 February  Soviet Premier Kosygin, in London, fails to broker deal with British premier Harold Wilson on an end to 

US bombing and start of peace talks. 

 19–21 March  In a conference on Guam with South Vietnamese leaders, Johnson decides to maintain military pressure 

on North Vietnam. 

 3 September  Nyugen van Thieu, an army general, becomes South Vietnam’s President, with Ky as Vice-President. 

 29 September  San Antonio speech: Johnson says he will end bombing if peace looks achievable. 

  1968  

 30–31 January  Launch of ‘Tet’ offensive: communist attacks on numerous cities and military installations. 

 25 February  Ancient capital of Hué retaken from communists. 

 22 March  General Westmoreland relieved as commander of US forces in Vietnam, confirming that Johnson will not 

escalate the war further. 

 31 March  Johnson announces partial bombing halt and withdraws from presidential election race. 

 13 May  Peace talks open between US and North Vietnam in Paris, but make no progress. 

 1 November  Complete bombing halt by US on North Vietnam. 

  1969  

 20 January  Inauguration of Richard Nixon. 

 18 March  US begins secret bombing of communist bases in Cambodia. 

 8 June  Nixon announces withdrawal of 25,000 men from Vietnam: beginning of slow process of withdrawal. 

 25 July  On Guam, Nixon launches ‘Vietnamization’: handing ground-fighting over to the South Vietnamese. 

 4 August  Several rounds of secret talks begin between US and North Vietnamese representatives in Paris. 

  1970  

 18 March  Pro-American general, Lon Nol, overthrows Prince Sihanouk of Cambodia. 

 20 April  Nixon announces latest reductions in US force levels in Vietnam: another 150,000 to leave. 

 30 April–29 June  US and South Vietnamese forces attack communist ‘sanctuaries’ in Cambodia. 

 2 May  Large-scale US bombing of North Vietnam, suspended under Johnson, restarted by Nixon. 

 4 May  Four anti-war protestors shot at Kent State University. 

(continued...)
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   Vietnam’s Xuan Thuy in Paris, but the best they could 
do was to agree to meet again. 

 Twelve rounds of  secret talks took place down to 
September 1971 between Kissinger and either Xuan 
Thuy or Le Duc Tho. Regarding a peace deal, Nixon 
made one major concession in a speech in October 1970: 
urged on by US critics of  the war, he off ered the North 
a ‘ceasefi re in place’. The signifi cance of  this was that it 
would allow a ceasefi re to occur before negotiations on 
a North Vietnamese withdrawal from South Vietnam 
took place. Nixon still hoped for a mutual withdrawal 
and he wanted the South Vietnamese to decide their 
own form of  government; he was not off ering to over-
throw Thieu. But clearly the ‘ceasefi re in place’ could 
seriously undermine the government in Saigon, since 
the North Vietnamese army might hold on to areas of  
the South after a ceasefi re, when there would be intense 
international and popular pressure on the Americans 
to leave, regardless of  the North’s behaviour. Further-
more, in another concession, Kissinger assured Xuan 
Thuy that any US military withdrawal would be total. 
But a series of  long, sometimes hopeful talks in Paris in 
1971 ended in ultimate disappointment, with the North 
still keen to put an end to Thieu. He was ‘re-elected’ 
President of  South Vietnam, in October 1971 but since 
he was the only candidate in the election, the event was 
ridiculed by the North. 

 Nor did domestic events in the US help Nixon. 
Congressional criticism and popular demonstrations 
against the war (often numbering tens of  thousands in 
1969–70) went on; the November 1970 Congressional 
elections proved a setback for Republicans, making 
Nixon even more desperate to end the war before 
seeking re-election in 1972; and in June 1972 the White 
House was embarrassed by the leak of  a substantial 
volume of  offi  cial documents on Vietnam, the so-
called ‘Pentagon Papers’. Some critics even urged a 
simple, unilateral withdrawal from Vietnam. Such a 
course would have meant the blatant betrayal of  an 
ally, harming American credibility worldwide, and it 
is easy to see why an arch anti-communist like Nixon 
dismissed it. As he told his Cabinet in September 1969, 

he did not want to be ‘the fi rst American President to 
lose a war’.   22    Yet at the other extreme, the choice of  
escalation of  the war, perhaps an invasion of  North 
Vietnam, or even the local use of  atomic weapons, 
was denied him because of  public opposition, inter-
national criticism, and the danger of  Chinese entry 
into the confl ict, which might then prove even more 
bloody and protracted. If  the costs of  hanging on in 
Vietnam were great, the cost of  radical options like 
withdrawal or escalation could be greater.     

 The Guam Doctrine and Vietnamization   

 Despite domestic criticism, the failure to progress in 
the peace talks and the absence of  a realistic, quick 
route out of  Vietnam, the Nixon administration did 
develop a strategy of  sorts for fi ghting the Vietnam 
War, holding out the hope of  a negotiated settlement 
in future whilst reducing the current cost of  the war 
to America in lives and money. The strategy lacked 
coherence and it was essentially forced on the White 
House by circumstances, but it was given respectabil-
ity by being linked to a new approach to foreign policy 
in general, and it did succeed in reducing the vocalness 
of  domestic opposition to the war. 

 The new strategy centred on ‘Vietnamization’, a pol-
icy particularly identifi ed with the Defense Secretary, 
Melvyn Laird, but which had its origins in the Johnson 
administration’s hopes of  ‘De-Americanizing’ the war 
and in the earlier hopes of  President Kennedy to avoid 
the sending of  combat troops. Under Johnson, after 
March 1965, the US had increasingly taken on the pri-
mary role in South Vietnam of  fi ghting the commu-
nists and the war had thereby become ‘Americanized’. 
By 1968 this was seen as a mistake and the aim of  
‘Vietnamization’ was to reverse the process, putting 
the onus of  fi ghting back on the South Vietnamese 
themselves whilst decreasing US troop levels: ‘reduc-
ing losses to American forces became the goal of  US 
commanders. In so far as US troops did enter the fi eld 
they accompanied the … [ARVN], off ering instruc-
tion in rooting out guerrillas.’   23    The attractions of  

CHRONOLOGY (continued)

  1971  

 8 February–24 March  South Vietnamese attacks on Ho Chi Minh trail in Laos. 

 3 October  South Vietnamese presidential election, in which Thieu is the only candidate. 
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 the policy were clear. A reduction in the US presence 
would please domestic opinion but resistance to the 
communists would go on. Yet there were also obvious 
fl aws in ‘Vietnamization’. It would take time to train, 
equip and galvanize the South Vietnamese to fi ght for 
themselves, if  indeed they would ever have the skill 
and morale to do so. Meanwhile, US troops could 
only be withdrawn gradually. Also, such withdrawals 
might simply encourage the communists to hold out 
for a complete victory. Certainly Kissinger believed 
that Vietnamization, along with domestic opposition 
and the weakness of  the Thieu regime, undermined 
his attempts to negotiate peace in Paris. If  the North 
would not agree to a settlement when there were over 
500,000 American troops in Vietnam, why should they 
agree when there were fewer than 100,000? ‘Troop 
cuts poulticed public sores at home,’ he later wrote, 
‘but they were evaporating Hanoi’s need to bargain 
about our disengagement.’   24    

 Despite these problems, Nixon and Thieu met at 
Midway and agreed to begin the US troop withdraw-
als. Shortly afterwards, on 25 July 1969, Nixon gave 
an important, yet apparently unplanned explanation 
to journalists of  the new approach to international 
challenges, which his administration would pursue. 
This so-called ‘Guam Doctrine’ was related directly to 
‘Vietnamization’, stating that in cases of  non-nuclear 
aggression ‘we shall furnish military and economic 
assistance … but we shall look to the nation directly 
threatened to assume the primary responsibility of  
providing manpower for its defence’. These points 
dovetailed with the general policy of  US retrenchment 
abroad after 1968, sometimes called the ‘Nixon Doc-
trine’ (see   boxed section  ) and contrasted with the cru-
sading tone of  earlier presidents. In September 1969 
Nixon announced more troop withdrawals, despite 
a lack of  concessions from Hanoi, and further steps 
in 1970 took the total number of  withdrawals above 
150,000. But at the same time Nixon maintained US 
air support for South Vietnam, with regular bombing 
raids by B-52s. His strategy was not simply one of  rely-
ing on a defensive posture, but of  continuing to put 
military pressure on the North, a point further em-
phasized by the controversial invasion of  Cambodia 
in spring 1970.     

 The Cambodia and Laos Operations   

 The Vietnam War had a major impact on neigh-
bouring states and Nixon’s bombing of  Cambodia 

in 1969 had already shown how the war, though 
often described as limited and local, could spread. 
In early 1970 trouble in Laos intensifi ed once more. 
The 1962 agreement to respect the country’s neutral-
ity had long been undermined by both sides, with 
the North Vietnamese using Laos as part of  the Ho 
Chi Minh trail and the CIA possessing links to vari-
ous anti-communist elements in Laos. February 1970 
saw a communist off ensive in Laos and further use of  
American B-52s to help the royal government to stop 
it. Then, in March, the neutralist Prince Sihanouk of  
Cambodia was overthrown by his Prime Minister, an 
army general named Lon Nol, who was known as a 
fi rm anti-communist. Sihanouk had long tried to play 
off  the Americans and communists against each other, 
keeping contact with all sides, tolerating the use of  
Cambodian territory to supply the Viet Cong yet not 
complaining about the US secret bombing of  1969. 
There were immediate suspicions that America had 
helped Lon Nol’s coup but it did not necessarily help 
them. He too was now faced by communist threats, 
including Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge movement, an ex-
tremely violent, Maoist party, hitherto lacking much 
popularity. 

 Despite Lon Nol’s appeals for help, the Americans 
lacked resources to fi ght a long campaign in Cambodia 
and were, of  course, set on a policy of  de-escalation 
in South-East Asia. Another round of  US troop with-
drawals was publicized on 20 April. Nonetheless, only 
10 days later, in a move that confused and surprised 
the US public, Nixon announced a cross-border at-
tack into Cambodia. Nixon’s initial aim had been 
to use a mainly South Vietnamese force to attack 
North Vietnamese sanctuaries in one border region 
of  Cambodia, known as Parrot’s Beak, but he soon 
decided to attack another area, Fishhook, in a joint 
US–South Vietnamese operation. It marked the last 
large-scale use of  US ground forces in off ensive op-
erations during the war. Incursions were limited to 
30 kilometres into Cambodia, the operation ended on 
30 June and it captured large amounts of  communist 
supplies. But it proved costly in several ways. North 
Vietnamese troops simply retreated and avoided 
heavy losses; diplomatic eff orts to improve relations 
with China were set back because Beijing opposed the 
operations (see  Chapter  9  , B); whilst, in America, Con-
gressional opposition was revived and the Cooper-
Church amendment was passed which eff ectively 
prevented US ground forces launching any more oper-
ations outside South Vietnam. There was also another 
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 bout of  anti-war demonstrations and in one protest, 
on 4 May, four students were shot dead by National 
Guardsmen at Kent State University. The President 
boasted about the falling number of  American casual-
ties in the war after the Cambodian operation and this 
fact certainly helped reduce the number of  anti-war 
protests in 1971–2. But US losses were only falling as 
a natural result of  Vietnamization: casualties among 
the South Vietnamese army were increasing. Mean-
while, in Cambodia, a fully fl edged civil war began 
with the Khmer Rouge, North Vietnam, and Prince 
Sihanouk forming an alliance to overthrow Lon Nol. 
‘Pol Pot could not have asked for a better recruiter 
than Nixon.’   25    

 The mixed results of  the Cambodia operation 
did not deter plans for another, similar bid to dis-
rupt communist supply lines in early February 
1971. This time the South Vietnamese army alone, 
though with US air support, launched an ambitious 

assault on the Ho Chi Minh trail, in Laos. At fi rst 
the operation seemed quite successful but the North 
Vietnamese responded by sending their best troops 
against the South Vietnamese and even used tanks. 
By mid-March the South’s forces were in retreat 
and question marks were raised about the success of  
Vietnamization. Thieu’s army had fared badly with-
out American troops alongside it. The ‘off ensive 
designed to prove that Vietnamization was work-
ing had turned into a rout … The images of  ARVN 
troops hanging onto helicopter skids’, as they tried 
to escape from Laos, had a ‘devastating’ eff ect on 
US popular opinion.   26    By December 1971 there were 
only 140,000 Americans in Vietnam, with few of  
those on combat duty, but Hanoi showed little inter-
est in entering meaningful peace talks at this stage. 
One year away from the next presidential election, 
Nixon seemed no nearer to a Vietnam settlement 
than he had been in January 1969.              

   The Nixon Doctrine    

 The ‘unwinnable’ war in Vietnam called into question the whole 

US approach to the Cold War. Since the 1947 Truman 

Doctrine (see  Chapter  1  , E), America had been publicly 

committed to a policy of ‘containment’, ostensibly seeking to 

resist communist advances wherever they threatened. But the 

1968 Tet off ensive showed that a decisive defeat of the 

communists in Vietnam was impossible. This left the incoming 

Nixon administration in 1969 with a fundamental dilemma. 

Neither ‘containment’ nor roll-back seemed to be working in 

Vietnam so what should they present as America’s Cold War 

strategy in a multipolar world? 

 In contrast to earlier presidential doctrines, the ‘Nixon 

Doctrine’ was not stated in one single document, but was 

refi ned through several. In tone it certainly represented a 

departure from the Truman Doctrine: retrenchment and a 

concentration on US interests, replaced the crusading, 

globalistic declarations of the earlier document. It was on the 

island of Guam, on 25 July 1969, that Nixon fi rst broadly 

outlined the ways in which America might avoid further 

Vietnams. These ‘off  the record’ remarks were clarifi ed in an 

address to the nation on 3 November, the essential points of 

which were:   

  •  America would adhere to its treaty commitments;   

  •  it would ‘provide a shield if a nuclear power threatens the 

freedom of a nation allied with us, or … whose survival we 

consider vital to our security …’;   

  •  in the event of non-nuclear threats the US would provide 

military and economic aid ‘as appropriate. But we shall look 

to the nation directly threatened to assume the primary 

responsibility of providing the manpower for its defence.’     

 But whilst the tone might be less forthright than Truman, the Nixon 

Doctrine was deliberately vague on details: it was not clear when 

nuclear weapons might be used and even the use of US ground 

troops was not categorically ruled out. It was also, still, global in its 

implications, given that the US had allies in many regions, who might 

have to be defended, even if they were now treated more as 

partners than clients. America’s Cold War policy might be less self-

confi dent in the wake of Tet but, under Nixon, it still proclaimed 

ineff ectively the containment of communist expansionism—but 

the reality with or without honour, was rather diff erent in Vietnam.  

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/
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Other Regional Confl icts        

  A.    Latin America: US Intervention 
in the Dominican Republic      

 The US and Latin America after the 
Missile Crisis   

 Lyndon Johnson’s decision to escalate the war in 
Vietnam may have been encouraged in spring 1965 by 
events in the Caribbean, where armed intervention 
by US Marines put a rapid end to a supposed commu-
nist menace in the Dominican Republic. This action 
showed the US concern, after the Cuban missile crisis 
( Chapter  7  , D), to prevent a second Castro-like regime 
coming to power in the Americas. Arguably, it also 
refl ected a change of  priorities from the Eisenhower 
and Kennedy presidencies, when there were hopes of  
the US stimulating Latin American economic devel-
opment. Under Kennedy’s ‘Alliance for Progress’ (see 
 Chapter  6  , C), Washington even appeared ready to 

undermine right-wing dictatorships to bring reform-
ist, liberal governments into power. This was seen in 
the downfall of  the Trujillo regime in the Dominican 
Republic in 1961. The Alliance for Progress represented 
an alternative to Castro’s left-wing ideas on develop-
ment and made the Western hemisphere an important 
ideological battleground in the continuing East–West 
struggle. Marxist revolutionaries, moderate reform-
ists, and right-wing dictators were fi ghting a struggle 
on America’s doorstep, with the key Cold War re-
quirement for Washington remaining the defeat of  
Marxist doctrine. 

 On assuming the Presidency, Johnson committed 
himself  to fulfi l the Alliance for Progress, just as he 
was committed to Kennedy’s policies elsewhere, and 
in his early months at least, he devoted some energy to 
the task. But the programme had serious internal con-
tradictions. On the one hand, the US wanted to treat 
the Latin Americans as equals, who were supposed to 
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 contribute to the programme a rough equivalent of  
the $20 billion promised by Kennedy over 10 years. On 
the other, Latin Americans lacked the wealth, trans-
port infrastructure, and educated population which 
the West Europeans had been able to off er to the 
Marshall Plan, and the US was not genuinely ready 
to treat them as equals. In Congress, the idea of  pro-
viding unconditional aid was unpopular. Also, whilst 
Kennedy hoped the Alliance for Progress would lead 
to more liberal political regimes, Latin America tended 
to remain dominated by various forms of  dictatorship. 
Among South American countries for example, after 
1964, Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina, Peru, and Bolivia 
were all under military domination; Colombia’s post-
1958 democracy was permanently troubled; while only 
Ecuador, Venezuela (helped by its oil wealth), and Chile 
seemed to have stable constitutional systems. Military 
rule did not always equate with pro-American sympa-
thies, as shown by the regime of  General Juan Velasco, 
in Peru between 1968 and 1975; but generally it did. 
Whatever hopes Kennedy may have had, attempts to 
replace dictatorships with liberal government always 
risked the danger of  instability and rising radicalism. 

 The scale of  the developmental challenge facing 
the Alliance for Progress was formidable. Additional 
problems included bureaucratic inertia in the mem-
ber countries, the indiff erence of  US business and 
Johnson’s growing preoccupation with the Vietnam 
War. Latin Americans complained that the US eff ec-
tively discriminated against them in its trade policies, 
through tariff s and export subsidies. ‘Already by 1964 
the dollar injections failed to compensate the Latin 
American countries for the loss of  income as a re-
sult of  deteriorating terms of  trade.’   1    But the US was 
frustrated because, whilst claiming equality, Latin 
Americans seemed to want to rely on US handouts. 
Whatever the roots of  economic underperformance, 
during the 1960s Latin American growth rates aver-
aged less than 2 per cent and its share of  the US mar-
ket fell, from about a quarter to about a sixth. Johnson 
increasingly paid less attention to the region, tended 
to react to events and, when there was a choice to be 
made, put the need for stability fi rst. 

 On 18 March 1964, Johnson’s lead policy-maker for 
the region, Under-Secretary of  State Thomas Mann, 
announced the ‘Mann Doctrine’, eff ectively stating 
that the US was interested in the dependability of  Latin 
American regimes, whether democratic or dictatorial. 
If  they were capitalist, safeguarded US investments, 
desisted from meddling in their neighbour’s aff airs, 

and were anti-communist, Washington would work 
with them. ‘Mann and Johnson thus dropped two 
of  the Alliance’s original goals, democratization and 
structural change, to concentrate on economic devel-
opment and anti-Communism.’   2    Later that month, 
the Johnson administration condoned a military coup 
against the Brazilian President, Julio Goulart, who 
favoured land reform and had developed links to the 
USSR. The US quickly approved economic assistance 
to the new government of  General Castello Branco, 
who began two decades of  military rule in Brazil. 
There was little questioning of  this action in Washing-
ton, where ‘the administration frequently referred to 
the military’s seizure of  power as an anti-communist 
revolution. No one … questioned this odd defence of  
democracy through the overthrowing of  the consti-
tutional president.’   3    Also, in 1963–4, the British were 
pressured not to allow their colony of  British Guyana 
(on the northern coast of  South America) to become 
independent under Cheddi Jagan, the leader of  the 
immigrant Indian community, who was suspected of  
leftist sympathies.     

 The Dominican Crisis of 1965   

 In common with many Central American and 
Caribbean states, the Dominican Republic found it-
self  dominated by America in the twentieth century. 
Washington fi rst despatched troops there in 1905 and 
for twelve years after 1916 the country was occupied 
by US Marines, who helped lay the foundations for 
the rule of  Rafael Trujillo, a right-wing strongman. 
After Castro came to power in 1959, the signifi cance 
of  the Dominican Republic to American Cold War 
interests greatly increased: the Republic was less 
than 200 miles from Cuba, and even closer to US-
controlled Puerto Rico. However, this very fact meant 
that the Eisenhower administration was cautious 
about endorsing Trujillo’s dictatorship any longer. 
The Dominican Republic, with its large proportion 
of  landless labourers working the plantations of  a 
wealthy minority, seemed a potential hotbed of  dis-
content. In 1960 Eisenhower decided that it was better 
to work for Trujillo’s replacement, rather than risking 
an upsurge of  revolutionary discontent. The CIA es-
tablished links to Trujillo’s opponents, diplomatic re-
lations were severed in mid-1960 and eventually plans 
were even laid to assassinate him. 

 Trujillo was assassinated on 30 May 1961, but by 
then John Kennedy was President and Washington 
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 was not directly involved in the act. Over the follow-
ing months, the US pressed the Dominican Republic 
to hold free elections, provided both economic aid 
and counter-insurgency advice, and made it clear 
(through naval operations off  the coast) that it had the 
ability to intervene militarily if  necessary. Such a dis-
play of  force helped prevent the Trujillo family from 
launching a counter-coup and ensured that free elec-
tions were eventually held in December 1962. These 
brought about the victory of  Juan Bosch, leader of  the 
Dominican Revolutionary Party, who won 60 per cent 
of  votes. But once in power Bosch showed little of  the 
strength or ability needed to transform the  Dominican 
Republic into a stable democracy. He alienated land-
owners with his social reforms, he criticized US ‘impe-
rial’ domination and, worse still in American eyes, he 
seemed ready to tolerate the existence of  communist 
organizations. In response, the US refused him signifi -
cant economic aid and, in September 1963, condoned 
his overthrow in a military coup, which led to the 
presidency being handed to a businessman, Donald 
Reid Cabral. He was prepared to work closely with the 
Americans and to plan for elections in late 1965 but was 
heavily reliant on the military and never won much 
popularity. Fears that he might cancel the forthcoming 
elections brought a counter-coup, on 24 April 1965, by 
supporters of  Bosch, who was now living in exile in 
Puerto Rico. 

 The Americans refused to help the unelected Cabral, 
who resigned on 25 April, but they had no liking for 
Bosch either and became deeply concerned about the 
danger of  the Dominican Republic slipping into com-
munism. Over the following days Johnson concluded 
he should intervene militarily, even though there was 
little evidence of  any real communist menace. With 
Cabral out of  the way, a power struggle immediately 
developed between the pro-Bosch group and elements 
in the military. General Elias Wessin, who had led the 
1963 coup against Bosch, launched air attacks on the pro-
Bosch elements and tried to install such a junta under 
Colonel Pedro Benoit. On 28 April the balance in the 
capital was still uncertain and Benoit appealed to the 
US ambassador, John Martin, for help. In backing this 
request to Washington, Martin eff ectively came down 
in favour of  military rule, at least in the short term, 
rather than the return of  an elected president. On 29 
April 4,000 US marines landed in the Republic and by 
early May the number had mushroomed to 23,000. At 
fi rst, this sudden, large-scale intervention was justifi ed 
by the need to protect American citizens and restore 

order, but soon emphasis was being put on the poten-
tial communist menace, with the State Department 
naming fi fty-eight communists supposedly at work 
within the Dominican Republic. On closer analysis 
this list turned out to contain exiles, certain individu-
als in prison, and some double-counting, yet US public 
opinion welcomed the intervention. ‘The US govern-
ment’s preoccupation with avoiding a “second Cuba” 
had structured the way American offi  cials looked at 
the Dominican Republic … Dominican communists 
were seen as potential agents of  extra- continental 
power, not as weak and fragmented groups of  dissi-
dents.’   4    In early May, Johnson followed the invasion 
up with a statement that America would not allow 
another Castro-style government in the Americas; 
a statement which became known as the ‘Johnson 
Doctrine’ (see   boxed section  ). ‘Hence, what began as a 
civil war ended as an international crisis linked to the 
US military intervention in Vietnam, US policy against 
Cuba and, later, to the declared US intention of  saving 
democracy in the Dominican Republic.’   5    

 After the invasion Johnson acted to achieve three 
things: fi rst, to calm international concern over his 
 action, especially among Latin American states; sec-
ond, to see that a stable, preferably elected govern-
ment emerged in the Dominican Republic; and fi nally 
to  ensure that the government was not led by Bosch. 
On 6 May he persuaded a meeting of  the OAS—an 
organization he held in such contempt that he ac-
cused it of  being unable to ‘pour piss out of  a boot 
if  the instructions were written on the heel’   6   —to set 
up a peacekeeping force, under US control, in the 
Republic. The OAS, despite doubts from a few mem-
bers, secured a formal ceasefi re in the capital and in 
September installed a moderate interim premier, 
Hector Garcia Godoy, who was acceptable to pro-
Bosch elements. Elections were held in May 1966 and 
won by Joaquin Balaguer, a former Trujillo supporter. 
Foreign troops withdrew a few months later. US inter-
vention could be defended in retrospect as doing no 
long-term harm to the Dominican Republic, in that 
Balaguer was fi nally defeated by a leftist candidate, 
Antonio Guzman, in elections in 1978. But it took 
revived violence and US pressure to force Balaguer 
to accept the election results, and in many ways 
 Dominican politics were unchanged: in 1986 Balaguer 
was elected President again, with Bosch in third place. 
The Dominican intervention showed that the US re-
mained ready to use its economic and military might 
to defend its ideological and economic interests in the 
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 Americas. For Latin American states, who were more 
interested in long-term problems such as development 
and trade, and anxious to achieve more equality with 
their northern neighbour, the intervention confi rmed 
both their relative powerlessness and the limited sig-
nifi cance of  the Alliance for Progress. ‘The problem’, 
as one academic writes, ‘was that in dealing with crises 
of  stability, the administration could focus only on the 
threat of  Communist advantage and allowed democ-
racy and development to slip from view’.   7            

  B.    South-East Asia: The Malaysia–
Indonesia ‘Confrontation’ of 1963–6      

 Origins of the ‘Konfrontasi’   

 The Vietnam War was not the only confl ict in South-
East Asia in the 1960s. Indeed, it was partly because 
of  the potential instability of  the region as a whole 
that the US government feared the so-called ‘domino 
eff ect’ which argued that, if  South Vietnam were 
‘lost’, then communism could expand in neighbour-
ing areas. In Laos, of  course, a vicious struggle went 
on throughout the Vietnam War, with the US using air 
power in particular to counter the danger of  a victory 
by the communist Pathet Lao; whilst in Cambodia, 
South Vietnam’s other neighbour, war between the 

government and the communist Khmer Rouge accel-
erated after 1969. In Indonesia the regime of  Sukarno, 
who had led the country to independence from the 
Netherlands, relied on an uneasy alliance between the 
well-organized Indonesian Communist Party (PKI)—
which was especially strong on Java, the most heavily 
populated island—and the army, whose generals 
were suspicious of  communism and well-disposed to 
Washington. In the mid-1960s Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
the Philippines became involved in a dispute, focusing 
on the island of  Borneo, which threatened to spill over 
into war. 

 The dispute was triggered by the transformation of  
Malaya, Singapore, and the North Borneo territories 
of  Sarawak and Sabah into the federation of  ‘Malaysia’. 
The idea of  a federation involving Malaya had been 
explored by the British since the 1940s. It appealed to 
them for a number of  reasons. Malaysia would solve 
the problem of  the island-city of  Singapore, where leftist 
and pro-independence feeling was growing among its 
majority Chinese population. An independent left-wing 
government might well end the British presence at 
their most vital naval base east of  Suez. If  Singapore 
was incorporated into Malaysia, the pro-Western 
 Malayan leader, Tunku Abdul Rahman, would allow 
Britain to retain the base. Meanwhile, the more con-
servative Malays would counter any Chinese radical-
ism in Singapore. For this to be achieved, though, 
Malays had to be in the majority and that required the 
incorporation of  British colonies in northern Borneo, 
which in any case lacked the economic and adminis-
trative infrastructure needed for independence in their 
own right. In 1961, local opinion also moved deter-
minedly in favour of  a Federation. The Singaporean 
premier, Lee Kuan Yew, leader of  the People’s Action 
Party (PAP), saw membership of  Malaysia as a way to 
satisfy popular demands for independence from 
Britain while providing the island with a secure eco-
nomic future. Tunku Abdul Rahman saw a Federation 
as a way to increase territory and infl uence, whilst pre-
serving the position of  ethnic Malays in the expanded 
state. Although there was no love lost between the 
Tunku and Lee, in August 1961 they agreed on the 
Malaysia idea and a date was subsequently set for it to 
come into eff ect on 31 August 1963. 

 One problem was that both Indonesia and the 
 Philippines had claims on the British territories in 
 Borneo and now decided to press them. ‘Setting up 
Malaysia, though … a concept long in the minds of  
the British, could also be seen as a major restructuring 

   The Johnson Doctrine, 2 May 1965   

  The key element in the Johnson Doctrine was the unequivocal 

statement that ‘the American nations … will not permit the 

establishment of another communist government in the 

Western Hemisphere’. The statement came in a weekend 

evening television and radio address by the President, in the 

wake of US intervention in the Dominican Republic, in which 

he argued that the recent instability there was in danger of 

being exploited by communist conspirators, trained by 

Castro’s Cuba. He portrayed the decision to intervene as a 

testing one, which showed that America would defend itself 

and its allies. 

 The idea that the US would act to prevent a second Castroist 

regime being set up in the Americas was nothing new, but 

Johnson’s forceful action meant that his successors had to 

measure their performance against this commitment.  
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 of  the political map of  South-East Asia that aff ected 
other states in the area. Over this issue the British 
were insensitive.’   8    Given the country’s close links to 
the West (with SEATO membership and US military 
bases), the Philippines was unlikely to press its claim 
forcibly. More worrying was the mounting criticism 
of  Malaysia from Indonesia, spearheaded by the PKI 
and coming after years of  anti-Western gestures from 
Sukarno, who had already managed to take over 
the former Dutch colony of  West Irian (the western 
part of  New Guinea) from the Dutch, and who had 
established close ties to the USSR. Now, he ques-
tioned whether the Borneo territories wanted to join 
the Federation; the alternative was that they should 
merge with Indonesia. In December 1962 he covertly 
supported an uprising in one of  the territories, Brunei. 
This was put down by British troops, but the wide-
spread popular support for it, and the fact that Brunei’s 
Sultan now decided to remain outside Malaysia, en-
couraged Sukarno to believe that the Federation was 
unpopular in northern Borneo.     

 The ‘Konfrontasi’   

 On 20 January 1963 Indonesia formally rejected the 
Malaysia proposal and launched what it called a 
‘konfrontasi’, or confrontation. At fi rst it was not clear 
what form this would take, but the British favoured a 
robust response and looked to their main allies in the 
region—America, Australia, and New Zealand—for 
support. These three were not so keen to antagonize 
Sukarno, however. If  he had launched an invasion of  
Malaysia, they would certainly have opposed it, but 
the ‘confrontation’ at fi rst mainly took the form of  
a propaganda campaign, followed in April by local-
ized armed clashes on the Malaysia–Indonesia border. 
This sometimes involved guerrilla incursions across 
the border, but fell short of  outright war and was 
accompanied by signs that Sukarno was also ready 
to talk to the Tunku about a diplomatic settlement. 
The US, especially, believed it unwise to antagonize 
the Indonesian leader who, on the one hand, seemed 
highly popular with his own people because of  his 
outspoken attacks on the West and, on the other hand, 
despite age and ill-health, was at least able to keep the 
PKI in check. Indonesia, with about 100 million peo-
ple, had the third highest population in Asia and the 
sixth highest in the world. It had substantial oil, rub-
ber, and mineral resources. Its fate was too impor-
tant for America to alienate it, perhaps driving it into 

Soviet or Chinese arms, without good reason and the 
creation of  Malaysia was not high on Kennedy’s list of  
priorities: it was a British-led concept in which the US 
had little involvement. Singaporeans too ‘began to re-
sent the strains … which merger in Malaysia involved. 
Indonesian confrontation brought physical violence 
and damaged trade.’   9    By June 1963 even the Tunku 
seemed ready to compromise when he met Sukarno 
and the Philippines President, Diosdado Macapagal, 
in Manila. Here it was not only agreed that the UN 
Secretary-General should investigate the true state of  
opinion in northern Borneo, but also that talks should 
begin on a possible federation between their three 
countries, the so-called ‘Maphilindo’ project. 

 Such diplomatic eff orts to settle the region’s divi-
sions did not last. The UN Secretary-General, U Thant, 
soon concluded that the colonies of  North Borneo 
and Sarawak were indeed happy to join Malaysia. (The 
third colony, Brunei, received self-government under 
its Sultan and only became fully independent in 1984). 
Once Malaysia was created, the Indonesians reacted 
violently. The British embassy in Jakarta was burnt 
down by a mob on 18 September, diplomatic relations 
with Malaysia were broken, and the confrontation 
was intensifi ed, which led Australia and New Zealand 
to provide more assistance to the British. Again Britain 
showed surprising fi rmness in its response, given that 
it had limited defence resources and an increasingly 
weak economy. About 50,000 troops were deployed to 
protect Malaysia, counter-incursions were launched 
into Indonesia and a diplomatic eff ort was launched 
to persuade America that Sukarno was a menace. 
Lyndon Johnson, the US President after November 
1963, at fi rst persisted with a policy of  providing aid to 
Indonesia, emulating Kennedy. However, Johnson and 
the American Congress were gradually irritated by 
the unpredictable, neutralist Sukarno and US aid was 
gradually reduced, being focused on the Indonesian 
military, partly in order to strengthen them for any 
struggle with the PKI. 

 By 1965 all the main parties were in diffi  culty. The 
British government was increasingly keen to hold 
down defence costs. Then, in August 1965 Chinese–
Malay tensions, refl ected in the enmity between Lee 
and the Tunku, led to Singapore suddenly declaring 
itself  independent, thus removing a key component 
from Malaysia. Far from opposing the move, the 
Tunku encouraged it, mainly because Malays became 
the dominant ethnic group in Malaysia once Chinese-
dominated Singapore was lost. Yet, despite all these 
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 problems on the Malaysian side, it was Indonesia 
which backed away from the confrontation, largely 
because the Johnson administration decided that 
Sukarno should be removed. From Washington’s 
viewpoint, Sukarno seemed increasingly irrational. 
Not only did he improve relations with communist 
China, he walked out of  the United Nations in pro-
test at the admission of  Malaysia, criticized Johnson’s 
involvement in Vietnam, and spoke ominously about 
1965 as a ‘Year of  Living Dangerously’. Furthermore, 
‘by 1965 it seemed that the PKI was riding high … A 
situation in which Sukarno had … manipulated Army 
and PKI alike and had been … the apex of  the tri-
angle … seemed to have given way to a situation in 
which the PKI’s corner of  the triangle was rising … 
and the army’s … slipping down.’   10    The CIA was al-
ready close to opponents of  Sukarno in the army. 

 Then, on 30 September 1965, in a confusing episode, 
which may have been sparked by false rumours of  
 Sukarno’s death, pro-communist elements in the army 
murdered several leading generals. Anti-communists, 
led by General Suharto, quickly struck back and pre-
dictably won US support. The Americans were deter-
mined to prevent any PKI takeover but reluctant to 
intervene directly in the country, so that aid for Suharto 
and the army was an ideal solution. The CIA provided 
covert assistance and helped identify PKI members. In 
the ruthless purge that now took place, up to 500,000 
were killed, including the PKI leader, K. N. Aidit, and 
many people who were not communists at all. By 
March 1966 the PKI was eff ectively destroyed and, al-
though Sukarno retained the presidency, Suharto was 
now the real power, able to open diplomatic feelers to 
Malaysia. There was a great irony in this dramatic turn 
of  events from the US perspective. Whilst becoming 
embroiled in Vietnam, and just when Sukarno seemed 
completely beyond control, what one historian has 
called ‘a wholly unexpected … windfall’ came to 
Johnson’s aid, removing a potential ‘falling domino’. 
Yet, ‘However favourable to Washington the outcome 
proved, neither the coup attempt itself  nor the army’s 
prompt response to it were infl uenced to any signifi -
cant degree by the United States.’   11    The confrontation 
with Malaysia was fi nally called off  by Indonesia in 
August 1966 and a year later both countries, together 
with the Philippines and others, joined together to 
form the Association of  South-East Asian Nations, 
ASEAN, which helped foster stability and economic 
growth in the region (see  Chapter  22  , E). Meanwhile 
another pro-American strongman, Ferdinand Marcos, 

had come to power in the Philippines in 1966, and had 
also improved relations with Malaysia. Thus, whatever 
the problems faced by the US in Vietnam in the late 
1960s, the rest of  South-East Asia was, from a Western 
perspective, stable and secure, allowing Britain to run 
down its military presence in the region.      

  C.    South Asia: The Indo–Pakistan 
Wars of 1965 and 1971      

 The War of 1965   

 The separation of  India and Pakistan in 1947, after in-
dependence from British rule (see  Chapter  3  , A), left 
deep animosity as well as complex border and prop-
erty claims. The worst cause of  tension was Kashmir, 
which was 80 per cent Muslim by population but 
whose ruler had opted to join India. War in 1948 had 
ended with the creation of  an uneasy ceasefi re across 
Kashmir: the UN initially planned to hold a plebiscite 
there, but it was never held. The Pakistani govern-
ment claimed that, in a plebiscite, the Kashmiris would 
vote to join their fellow Muslims in Pakistan; but the 
Indian government was reluctant to settle the dispute 
in this way, partly because India was a multi-religious, 
non-secular state, even if  Hindu-dominated. Over the 
following decade the Indian leader, Jawaharlal Nehru, 
pursued a non-aligned policy, while making his coun-
try the largest recipient of  Soviet aid outside the 
Eastern bloc itself. ‘Nehru’s intransigence regarding 
Kashmir, his courtship of  China and his … Indian– 
Soviet friendship—chilled Indian–US relations …’ and 
prevented these two democracies from working to-
gether.   12    In contrast Pakistan, although it fell under 
the military rule of  Ayub Khan in 1958, initially aligned 
itself  with the West, being a member of  both the 
Baghdad Pact and SEATO. It provided the US with 
base facilities, including an intelligence-gathering fa-
cility at Peshawar, but never received suffi  cient diplo-
matic strength to gain the upper hand in the Kashmir 
dispute. 

 Pakistani disillusionment continued to grow in the 
early 1960s. In May 1960, the U-2 incident (see  Chap-
ter  5  , B) led Ayub Khan to fear that he had become 
over-reliant on America—the U-2 spy plane, which 
so enraged Khrushchev, had fl own from a Pakistan 
airbase—and so he began to improve relations with the 
USSR and China. Then, the arrival of  John F. Kennedy 
as President in 1961 led the US to court India as a large, 



260 The Cold War of Peaceful Coexistence and the Rise of Multipolarity, 1963–71

 liberal-democratic state in Asia which might limit 
Chinese power. But Kennedy’s approach off ended 
Ayub Khan without having any impact on Nehru’s 
non-alignment. In December 1961, India’s invasion of  
the Portuguese enclave of  Goa, though it could be de-
fended as an anti-colonial step (and thereby won sympa-
thy in the less developed world), undermined Nehru’s 
reputation as an enlightened, non-violent leader. It 
both off ended Kennedy and aroused Pakistani fears 
of  Indian aggression. Finally, the sudden, short-lived 
war between India and China in 1962 upset everyone’s 
calculations and cemented links between Pakistan and 
China. What had developed was an increasingly unsta-
ble situation that was diffi  cult for Washington to infl u-
ence. The US, seeing a renewed chance to turn India 
into an ally against China, now provided Nehru with 
military aid. The Indians, stunned by the surprise inva-
sion, became less self-confi dent in their foreign policy, 
while the Pakistani armed forces were more hope-
ful about defeating India in war. Yet, the Sino-Indian 
War also made it more diffi  cult to resolve the Kashmir 
problem because the Indians now saw Kashmir, which 
bordered on China, as having a strategic signifi cance. 

 In early 1965 India still adhered to its non-aligned pol-
icy, although Pakistan remained a member of  SEATO 
and CENTO (the Central Treaty Organisation, formed 
in 1959 after the collapse of  the Baghdad Pact). The 
Indian premier was now Lal Bahadur Shastri, Nehru 
having died the previous May. India felt beleaguered 
abroad, with Chinese relations as bad as ever and the 
US pressing for negotiations on Kashmir which were 
likely to result in a Kashmiri vote to join Pakistan. 
Pakistan, on the other hand, had settled its own bor-
der disputes with China in 1963 and Ayub Khan even 
visited Beijing. This upset the Johnson administration 
which was preoccupied by Cold War considerations 
and deeply antagonistic to China. Ayub Khan’s obses-
sion was increasingly with Kashmir; he was frustrated 
at the lack of  diplomatic progress and even threat-
ened to leave SEATO. In April 1965, largely in frustra-
tion at Ayub’s closeness to China, Johnson abruptly 
cancelled a visit to Pakistan. Then, because he could 
hardly meet Shastri without doubling the off ence to 
Ayub, the US President cancelled a planned visit to 
India as well. This simply underlined the bankruptcy 
of  US attempts to fi t Indo-Pakistani aff airs into a Cold 
War mould, and severely reduced American infl uence 
in both countries during the critical events that fol-
lowed. In April 1965, border clashes had already begun 
in the Rann of  Kutch, a marshy area far removed 

from Kashmir and, since it was under water for half  
the year, not worth a serious struggle. The British, as 
leading members of  the Commonwealth, of  which 
India and Pakistan were both members, were agreed 
as arbitrators of  this dispute in June (and a border deal 
was reached in 1968). But the Rann of  Kutch episode, 
however limited in itself, led both sides to mass forces 
in Kashmir and encouraged the Pakistanis to feel con-
fi dent about an armed clash. 

 From April 1965 onwards tension in Kashmir was 
mounting, as the Pakistanis supported irregular forces 
in sabotage raids across the ceasefi re line. The arrest 
by the Indians in May, of  the local Muslim leader, 
Sheikh Abdullah, infl amed passions further. Then, 
at the end of  August, full-scale war began, with both 
sides accusing the other of  starting it. In early Sep-
tember the Pakistanis seemed to be having the best of  
the confl ict, with a drive into Indian-ruled territory in 
southern Kashmir. In fact this soon stalled and Ayub 
seems to have planned to run the war down. However, 
around 6 September, the Indians struck back with an 
off ensive towards Lahore, followed up by an attack 
much further south, on Gadra (not far from the Rann 
of  Kutch), taking the Pakistanis by surprise: ‘the most 
surprised person was Ayub’ who had ‘assumed that … 
the Indians would relax’ once the violence died down 
in Kashmir.   13    By the middle of  the month the war 
was deadlocked, with Pakistan’s confi dence blunted 
and the Indians happy to have recovered from early 
setbacks. China was surprisingly quiescent during 
the war, and the US and Britain had suspended mili-
tary supplies to both sides once the war began. This 
harmed Pakistan most, since India continued to re-
ceive Soviet supplies. 

 Pakistan argued that (in contrast to its own actions in 
disputed Kashmir) India had launched an attack across 
an internationally recognized border, an argument 
that seems to have won some sympathy in Britain, 
which issued a statement critical of  India’s conduct. 
For this reason the British were not seen as a potential 
arbitrator in the confl ict, as they had been in the case 
of  the Rann of  Kutch. Instead, when a UN-sponsored 
ceasefi re took eff ect on 22 September, it was the USSR 
that took the lead in trying to broker an Indo-Pakistani 
settlement. American policy still seemed in disarray. 
‘Indians were outraged at the equation, implicit in 
the embargo of  American weaponry to both sides, of  
their actions with those of  Pakistan … In Pakistan … 
Ayub … lost no opportunity to … blame … Pakistan’s 
frustrations on Washington.’   14    Soviet Premier Andrei 
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 Kosygin brokered a settlement between Ayub and 
Shastri, at a conference in Tashkent in January 1966. 
However, this did little other than restore the status 
quo and Indo-Pakistani diplomatic relations. The 
vexed question of  Kashmir was unresolved and Soviet 
infl uence made no great advance. But if  America 
could be pleased with the reestablishment of  peace 
its infl uence was no longer decisive. Pakistan was still 
nominally tied to the West but on good terms with the 
Chinese, while the danger posed by close Indo-Soviet 
relations remained. Regional alliances in the context 
of  the Cold War had proved to be a destabilizing fac-
tor, rather than a source of  Western strength. The 
lesson that the confl ict between two blocs could no 
longer be the defi ning priority of  international rela-
tions was there to be learned.     

 The War of 1971   

 Shastri collapsed and died at the end of  the Tashkent 
conference, to be succeeded by Nehru’s daughter, 
Indira Gandhi. She maintained her father’s non-aligned 
policy, accepting the revival of  US military aid in 1967 
while criticizing Johnson over Vietnam. In Pakistan 
Ayub was succeeded by another general, Yahya Khan, 
in 1969, a year after terminating the US lease on its 
Peshawar base. Pakistan’s rulers were happy to see 
America recommence its military aid programme in 
1970 but also determined to hang on to the Chinese 
alliance. This had harmed Pakistan’s standing in 
Washington’s eyes while Lyndon Johnson was in of-
fi ce, but the situation changed after Richard Nixon 
became President. Nixon never got on personally 
with Indira Gandhi. Furthermore, in great secrecy, he 
and his National Security Adviser, Henry Kissinger, 
came to rely on Pakistan as a line of  contact for their 
‘Opening to China’ (see  Chapter  12  , A). It was from 
Pakistan that Kissinger made his all-important visit to 
China in July 1971. By then tension in South Asia was 
rising once more, not over Kashmir, but about a very 
diff erent problem, the growing rift between the two 
halves of  Pakistan, West and East. 

 In 1947 Pakistan had been formed from two Muslim-
populated regions: Eastern Bengal and the so-called 
‘North-West Frontier’, which were about a thousand 
miles apart. The East had the bulk of  the population 
but was poorer and, because it was low-lying and 
subject to heavy monsoons, prone to fl oods. West 
Pakistan included the capital city, Islamabad, which 
dominated the armed forces and which had its own 

language, Urdu, accepted as the ‘offi  cial’ one. This 
caused increasing resentment in East Pakistan, com-
pounded by the fact that ‘Pakistani’ foreign policy 
often seemed designed to defend specifi cally Western 
interests, based on the West Pakistan’s proximity to 
the USSR and China, and on its close interest in the 
Kashmir problem. East Pakistan was almost sur-
rounded by Indian territory and virtually indefensible 
from an attack. In 1970, after more than a decade of  
military rule, Yahya Khan was planning a return to 
parliamentary government, hoping this would pre-
serve national cohesion. However, severe cyclones 
and fl oods in November killed about 200,000 in Bengal 
and helped create a situation whereby, in elections the 
following month, most East Pakistanis voted for the 
Awami League of  Mujibur Rahmann, known simply 
as Mujib, whose aim was to secure an autonomous 
‘Bangladesh’. Meanwhile, West Pakistan overwhelm-
ingly voted in favour of  Ali Bhutto’s Pakistan People’s 
Party, which favoured a more centralized government. 
This outcome threatened to tear the country apart, es-
pecially since the Awami League (thanks to the East’s 
larger population) won a parliamentary majority, lead-
ing Bhutto to boycott the National Assembly in March 
1971. This ‘created an explosive situation and a point 
of  no return’.   15    As a result Yahya Khan decided to sus-
pend the meeting of  Parliament, to introduce martial 
law in East Pakistan—backed by 40,000 troops—and 
imprisoned Mujib without charge. 

 Far from solving Pakistan’s problems, Yahya’s tough 
actions worsened them. Mujib now demanded full 
independence; up to ten million East Pakistanis fl ed 
abroad to neighbouring India, putting the latter’s food 
and aid resources under great strain; and Indira Gandhi 
was under increasing pressure to help ‘Bangladesh’ 
achieve independence. In April 1971  Indian-trained 
‘Mukti Bahini’ resistance fi ghters began an armed 
campaign against the Pakistani army in East Pakistan. 
Western opinion tended to side with the Bangladeshis, 
who were seen as being subjected to military oppres-
sion, having already suff ered a terrible natural disaster. 
The Indians also continued to have Eastern bloc 
support. Indeed, on 9 August the USSR moved to con-
solidate its ties to India when Andrei Gromyko signed 
a 24-year friendship treaty in New Delhi. This mainly 
involved technical assistance but also provided for con-
sultations should one of  them be attacked. Nixon and 
Kissinger were surprised by this step and, in contrast 
to most Western opinion, became convinced that they 
must back West Pakistan, while encouraging Yahya to 
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 show moderation. The concessions Yahya made, how-
ever, such as opening talks with Awami moderates, 
proved too little, too late. Meanwhile, ‘Indira Gandhi’s 
goals became more precise … to win recognition for 
Bangladesh nationalism … [and] to make it clear that 
the continuing threats to Indian security posed by the 
crisis in Pakistan gave New Delhi the right to resolve 
the situation by any means it deemed eff ective.’   16    In 
November 1971, border incidents intensifi ed with a 
massing of  forces on the Indo-Pakistani border in both 
East and West. 

 As in 1965, both sides blamed each other for the 
outbreak of  war, with the Indians accused of  launch-
ing an invasion of  East Pakistan and the Pakistanis 
accused of  beginning large-scale hostilities with an 
attack in Kashmir and Western India. Whoever was 
most to blame, India always had the upper hand 
in the East. The Soviets, who continued to supply 
India with arms, vetoed a potentially embarrassing 
UN resolution in  favour of  a mutual withdrawal on 
4 December. India recognized Bangladeshi independ-
ence two days later and by 10 December it was clear 
that Pakistan’s forces in the East were overwhelmed. 
As in 1965, Chinese support for Pakistan was mainly 
verbal. Indeed, it was the US which did most to press 
India to end the war. In the so-called ‘tilt’ towards 
Pakistan, and despite public criticism in America, the 
White House now made fully apparent its support for 
Yahya Khan. A US naval task force was despatched to-
wards the Bay of  Bengal and, on 12 December, for the 
fi rst time in the Nixon administration, the ‘hot line’ to 
Moscow was used to press for a ceasefi re. Nixon and 
Kissinger wished to demonstrate to China that they 
could be relied upon in a crisis; and they were deter-
mined that India should not follow up its victory in the 
East, by defeating Pakistan in Kashmir as well, poten-
tially putting the country’s existence under threat. On 
16–17 December a ceasefi re took hold on the borders 
of  both West and East Pakistan. This ended fears of  
a full-scale war over Kashmir, for which neither side 
was properly prepared, given their concentration on 
the war in the East. There were now 70,000 Pakistani 
prisoners of  war and diplomatic eff orts now focused 
on their release, while the Bangladeshi state won in-
ternational recognition, even if  Chinese opposition 
kept it out of  the UN until 1974. 

 Bangladesh was unable to establish a stable democ-
racy, despite the high hopes of  1971. Mujibur became 
its fi rst President but was killed during a military coup 
in 1975 after which long periods of  military rule were 

interspersed with attempts to return to democratic 
government. In Pakistan, the 1971 defeat undermined 
the position of  the military and led Yahya Khan to 
hand power to the popular Ali Bhutto, but the latter 
was overthrown by General Zia ul-Haq in 1977. After 
Zia’s death in an air crash in 1988, there was an uneasy 
return to civilian government for several years, with 
the premiership twice falling to Bhutto’s daughter, 
Benazir. Yet the army again seized power in 1999 under 
General Pervez Musharraf, who held power for nine 
years, before another uneasy return to civilian rule. 
Meanwhile, India survived as a democracy, despite 
considerable internal religious–ethnic divisions, the 
rise of  Hindu militancy, and the assassinations of  both 
Indira Gandhi (by her Sikh bodyguards in 1984) and 
her son, Rajiv (in 1991 by a Tamil group), who had also 
become Prime Minister. Despite periodic attempts at a 
rapprochement, Indo-Pakistani tension continued, 
 focused on Kashmir. There were border clashes in 
1985–6 and, from 1989 onwards, India faced intermit-
tent unrest within Kashmir from Muslim groups. In 
mid-1999, Pakistan-backed incursions into Indian- 
controlled Kashmir were accompanied by further in-
ternal unrest. By that time the dangers were heightened 
by the fact that, in 1998, both countries tested nuclear 
weapons in quick succession. In December 2001, 
Kashmiri militants were blamed for a deadly attack on 
the Indian Parliament and there were renewed fears of  
war in mid-2002, following Pakistani tests of  nuclear-
capable missiles. Over the following years, attempts to 
improve relations were set back by sudden outbreaks 
of  violence, the worst being an attack by Pakistan-
based terrorists on the Indian city of  Mumbai in 
November 2008, which killed 174 people. Although it 
had not sparked outright war for a generation, the 
Kashmir problem remained one of  the world’s poten-
tially most destructive fl ashpoints.      

  D.    The Middle East: The Arab–
Israeli Six Day War      

 The Middle East in the mid-1960s   

 In the early 1960s Arab–Israeli enmities had been over-
shadowed by confl icts in the Arab world and there 
was limited superpower concern over the region. 
Israel, which had proved its military superiority in the 
wars of  1948 and 1956 ( Chapters  3  , C and   8  , C), was 
the dominant regional power. Despite intermittent 
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 Palestinian guerrilla attacks and border clashes with 
Syria, a nuclear weapons programme was underway 
and the state seemed secure. The Arabs, on the other 
hand, appeared increasingly divided. The union of  
Egypt and Syria into the United Arab Republic had 
broken down, after less than four years, in September 
1961. Iraq had fallen under radical leadership in 1958 
but the government faced challenges from the Iraqi 
communists and supporters of  Nasser’s brand of  Arab 
nationalism. In 1963, the secular, leftist-but-nationalist 
Ba’ath Party took power there; but deep-seated Iraqi–
Egyptian rivalry for Arab leadership prevented the 
two countries working together. The fi nal split be-
tween the Syrian and Iraqi sections of  the party did 
not occur until 1966, but diff erent factions in both 
countries meant that the Ba’ath provided no basis for 
the creation of  Iraqi–Syrian unity. Arab radicals of  all 
factions despised the conservative regimes in Jordan 
and Saudi Arabia although they failed to undermine 
them: Jordan survived an attempt by Nasserites to 
overthrow King Hussein in early 1963; and internal dif-
ferences among the Saudi royal family were resolved 
in 1964 when Feisal became King. 

 When Kennedy became President, the US tried to 
improve relations with Nasser as a step to building 
links with radical elements in the Arab world and 
thereby reducing the opportunities for the Soviets 
to gain more infl uence. However, America’s links 
to Israel, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia put strict limits 
on such a policy. Moreover, in the 1960s both super-
powers increasingly armed their respective clients in 
the Arab–Israeli confl ict. In 1962 Kennedy agreed to 
supply anti-aircraft missiles to Israel, in the mistaken 
hope that a more eff ective defence would no longer 
require them to develop nuclear weapons. In 1965 
Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson decided to sup-
ply the Israelis with advanced off ensive weapons for 
the fi rst time. With the Soviets supplying Egypt and 
Syria well before the 1967 war, ‘the Middle East had 
already been … integrated into the existing bipolar 
world order’,   17    raising the danger that any local con-
fl ict would assume much wider signifi cance. 

 By the mid-1960s tensions in the region had 
grown considerably. Most serious was the civil war 
in Yemen which broke out in September 1962, after 
radicals under Colonel Abdullah Sallal overthrew the 
traditionalist government of  the Imam, Mohammed 
Al-Baar. Egypt backed the former, Saudi Arabia the 
latter. When Egyptian planes attacked the Saudis 
in 1963 Kennedy was forced to choose between the 

conservative or radical elements in the Arab world. 
Despite an attempt by Nasser and Feisal to compose 
their diff erences in 1965, neither side would give way 
and the East–West split was largely replicated in the 
Middle East. The Western position was weakened in 
1966 when Britain announced that, within two years, 
it would be pulling out of  the neighbouring South 
Arabian Federation, which included the wealthy trad-
ing port of  Aden. The British were being pressed to 
withdraw by nationalist groups in Aden, who carried 
out a terrorist campaign supported by Nasser and 
Sallal. Indeed, despite the fact that he had already been 
committed to a costly, deadlocked war for fi ve years 
without result, Nasser’s hopes of  achieving victory 
once the British left, led him to commit 70,000 troops 
to the Yemen confl ict by 1967. 

 Other disputes in the region had an Arab–Israeli 
signifi cance, especially the Jordan waters dispute, a 
long-standing argument over how to exploit the River 
Jordan. It had fl ared up again because an Israeli plan 
to divert water, for industrial and irrigation purposes 
was completed in 1964. In January that year Arab lead-
ers gathered together in Cairo, at Nasser’s invitation, 
agreed on their own plan which would bypass the 
Israeli construction. Now that the loss of  water was 
deemed to threaten the existence of  the Arab nation, 
they declared that they would together plan the forces 
that would ultimately lead to the destruction of  the 
state of  Israel. Work on the scheme in Syria then led 
in 1965 and 1966 to Israeli attacks to prevent its com-
pletion. This was one of  the major points of  dispute 
between the two countries alongside guerrilla attacks 
within Israel. 

 The fi rst Arab summit in 1964 was also important 
for promoting the creation of  a political body to head 
the Palestinians, some of  whom were still living within 
Israel, but many of  whom were scattered in refugee 
camps, particularly in the Egyptian-controlled Gaza 
Strip and the Jordanian-controlled West Bank of  the 
River Jordan. The Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO) was an Egyptian-backed umbrella organization, 
resulting from a meeting of  422 delegates in 1964 that 
resolved to liberate the Palestinian homeland and de-
stroy the Jewish state. Initially led by Ahmed Shukeiri, 
the PLO, soon suff ered from internal confl ict, often 
linked to criticism of  its ties with Egypt. Radical 
Palestinian groups engaged in guerrilla attacks, such 
as the Palestine Liberation Front, resented the de-
termination of  the Egyptian and Jordanian govern-
ments to prevent such raids taking place from their 
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 territory. (After the Six Day War their leaders would 
come together under the PLO umbrella and with 
the Vengeance Youth formed the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of  Palestine which was led by George 
Habash.) At the end of  1964, another group, led by 
Yasser Arafat, which had contacts with the Palestine 
Liberation Front, left the PLO and began commando 
raids against Israel. Known as Al Fatah and formed 
in the late 1950s, it established a militia  al-Asifa  (the 
Storm) whose members received training in Syria. 
Many of  these raids and those of  other radical groups 
were launched from Jordan and their realistic aim was 
to provoke confl ict between Israel and other Arab gov-
ernments. They were followed by tough Israeli repris-
als, culminating in November 1966 when the Israeli 
Defence Force (IDF) attacked the West Bank towns 
of  Samu, Jimba, and Khirbet Karkay south of  Hebron 
causing 72 casualties. Although the reactions to this 
may be seen as the start of  the road to war, the real 
problem was the deterioration in Israeli–Syrian rela-
tions, where the situation worsened with the seizure 
of  power in February 1966 by a more radical Ba’ath 
group in Damascus. As the Israeli Foreign Minister, 
Abba Eban, later wrote: ‘I regarded this Syrian terror-
ism as an early stage of  malignancy. It could not be 
left alone.’   18        

 The Six Day War   

 By 1966 the confl ict between Israel and its Arab neigh-
bours increasingly refl ected the superpower rivalry 
for infl uence in the Middle East. Syria and Egypt were 
stockpiling arms from the USSR, encouraged by the 
US government’s fi rm support for Israel. Khrushchev 
had visited Cairo in 1964, making Nasser a ‘Hero of  
the Soviet Union’, and his successors maintained their 
support. In the US, Kennedy’s shift to Saudi Arabia in 
the confl ict with Egypt over the Yemen was followed 
by Johnson severing all aid to Egypt in 1966, giving up 
on Kennedy’s attempts to improve US–Arab relations. 
In August 1966 Syrian and Israeli air and ground forces 
fought a fi erce battle in the Galilee area, which con-
tributed to the new regime drawing closer to Egypt 
and signing a defence pact in November 1966 that was 
followed by the Israeli attack on Jordan. In turn, Al 
Fatah raids into Israel were stepped up and the esca-
lating cycle of  violence continued into the following 
year. On 7 April 1967 there was a major border inci-
dent in which the Israeli air force attacked Syrian po-
sitions on the Golan Heights, shooting down several 

Soviet-supplied MiGs. In mid-May the Israelis threat-
ened to strike at Damascus. While such statements 
were not supported by any evidence of  troop build-
ups, and a UN investigation found no evidence to 
substantiate these fears, Nasser received information 
from Soviet intelligence that around 12 Israeli brigades 
were concentrating on the Syrian border. The events 
in May mark the time when interpretations became 
diametrically opposed (see   boxed section   for radically 
diff erent interpretations of  the war). 

 The Syrians were blamed by Israeli leaders for 
mounting a number of  terrorist raids on the country. 
But at least one Jewish historian has argued that 
‘Israel’s strategy of  escalation on the Syrian front was 
probably the single most important factor in dragging 
the Middle East to war … despite the conventional 
wisdom … that singles out Syrian aggression as the 
principal cause.’   19    The Syrian government, unstable 
and nervous, continued to fear an attack. Nasser, anx-
ious to be seen to back Syria and reluctant to lose face, 
mobilized his army on 14 May; and the Soviets, keen 
not to lose their allies, seemed prepared to support 
them. One major feature of  superpower involvement 
in the Middle East during the Cold War was ‘the diffi  -
culty that the superpowers encountered in controlling 
the behaviour of  their clients. The local powers invari-
ably had their own agenda and they employed various 
tactics … to mobilize their superpower ally behind 
this.’   20    In 1967, the USSR and US ended up backing 
their local clients even though there was little desire, 
in either Moscow or Washington, for an East–West 
confrontation.    

 Whenever concerns about Israel grew in the Arab 
world, Nasser had to consider his reputation as the 
leading Arab nationalist. The very fact that he had 
failed to triumph in the Yemen increased the pressure 
in May 1967 for him to be seen to be supporting Syria. 
Nasser had two armoured divisions and 300 front-
line aircraft, which was what the Israelis feared, and 
he was generally better equipped than in 1956. On 
the other hand, there was no logical reason for him 
to go to war when he had 70,000 men committed to 
the Yemen quagmire. Yet given the military balance 
there was a distinct advantage to be had by the side 
that struck fi rst. 

 On the 16 May, Nasser declared a state of  emer-
gency and asked the UN to withdraw the force which 
it had installed in Sinai after the 1956 war. Secretary-
General U Thant was criticized for agreeing to the 
withdrawal and pulling UN troops out over the next 
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 week. They might, it was argued, have deterred a war 
if  they had remained or if  they had been positioned in 
Israel. But he felt he had no choice: opinion in the UN 
was divided on the Arab–Israeli issue, the troops were 
on Egyptian sovereign territory (Israel had refused to 
have them on its side of  the border), and Nasser could 
easily have used force to remove them. The reality was 
that neither side was now prepared to have an eff ective 

peacekeeping force in place. The UN withdrawal gave 
Egypt control of  the Straits of  Tiran, on which Israel 
relied for access to the Red Sea (since Egypt would not 
allow Israeli ships through the Suez Canal) and around 
23 May, Nasser closed the Straits of  Tiran to Israeli 
shipping, provoking international concern. In 1957, in 
order to secure Israel’s withdrawal from Sinai follow-
ing the recent war, America had promised to support 

   The Pro-Arab and Pro-Israeli Explanations of 
the Six Day War    

  The Israeli Version  

 Israelis point to the fi rst Arab summit in January 1964 and say this 

strengthened the terrorists who were launching attacks on Israel. 

The fi rst formal statement of the Arab states’ intention to bring 

about the destruction of Israel was made in a joint statement at 

the summit and confi rmed by the fi rst Palestinian National 

Council in early 1964. Guerrilla attacks on Israel, conducted from 

Syria, emphasized the insecurity of Israeli farmers around the Sea 

of Galilee. Moreover, with a more radical Ba’athist government in 

Damascus from February 1966, the support and training given to 

Palestinian groups operating from Jordan increased. In 

August 1966, after a fi erce skirmish when Israeli forces were 

attacked around the Sea of Galilee, growing Arab hostility led to 

Syrian threats to strike targets within Israel. Israel was under siege 

and its retaliatory raids were failing to provide a deterrent. Its 

insecurity was heightened in November 1966 by the Egyptian–

Syrian mutual defence pact. In April 1967, when the Syrians 

began shelling Israeli settlements the Israeli air force was called 

into action and clashed with its Syrian counterpart. It began to 

look as if Israel was about to face a major military challenge. On 

13 May the Soviets falsely claimed that Israeli troops were 

amassing on the Syrian frontier. When Nasser insisted on the 

withdrawal of UN peacekeeping forces from Sinai on 16 May, 

fears of a major attack appeared to be confi rmed. Nasser was 

keen to respond to the Soviet information designed to lead to 

Cairo joining with Damascus in a combined assault on Israel. His 

determination to crush the Israelis was further demonstrated by 

his blockade of the Straits of Tiran on 23 May after the UN 

forces had left, which made an Israeli response unavoidable—

hence the surprise Israeli attack on Egyptian and Syrian airfi elds. 

  The Arab Version  

 The Arab view of the war’s origins is very diff erent. It says that 

after 1965, having received off ensive arms, the Israelis were 

determined both to crush Arab resistance to the illegal 

occupation of Palestine and to ensure that further expansion of 

the state of Israel took place. With these goals in mind they 

sought the right moment to seize an opportunity to justify an 

attack on their Arab neighbours. Their military superiority 

would be total if an air strike was made in a surprise assault on 

Arab airfi elds, which would enable them to exploit the absence 

of 70,000 Egyptian troops in the Yemen. In 1964 the Israelis 

were enabled to justify attacks on their neighbours in retaliation 

against Palestinian freedom fi ghters, which were far in excess of 

retaliatory raids and enabled Israeli Defence Forces to undertake 

operations in preparation for the more serious confl ict that was 

being planned. The Israelis also began to attempt provocative 

settlements in the Demilitarized Zone bordering Syria. Clashes 

with Syria became more serious in 1966 as air and ground 

forces on both sides became involved. In particular, the Israelis 

tried to prevent Syrians accessing the waters of Lake Galilee 

from its northern shore, and attacked Arab workers trying to 

complete works that would regain the vital water of the River 

Jordan now being used for Israeli irrigation projects. Signifi cant 

military battles were fought in August 1966 and April 1967. On 

the latter occasion six Syrian MiGs were shot down by Israeli 

fi ghters. Barely a month later, General Rabin announced that it 

was about time Israeli forces marched on Damascus. When the 

Soviets confi rmed that Israeli troops were amassing on the 

Syrian border on 12 May, Nasser believed the danger to Syria 

was so acute that something had to be done to try and deter 

further Israeli aggression. In an eff ort to deter the Israelis by 

aiding the Syrians, which he could barely aff ord to do with his 

commitments in the Yemen, Nasser asked for the UN forces to 

be partially withdrawn, thus exposing part of Israel to attack 

from Egypt. When the UN insisted that all of its forces or none 

would have to be withdrawn Nasser reluctantly agreed to the 

former and then decided to try and regain the Arab position in 

the Straits of Tiran by closing them to Israel on 23 May. Had the 

Israelis also been keen to avoid war they would have accepted 

the troops on the Israeli side of the border. The Arab world 

now tried to mobilize to deter an Israeli attack on Syria but 

more hawks came into the government in Tel Aviv. The Arab 

eff orts were therefore in vain and the Israelis launched an 

unprovoked attack on 5 June.  
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 Israel’s right to send its own ships through the Straits 
in future. Now the Americans, who had insuffi  cient 
forces near the Red Sea, told the Israelis to take no 
action while they attempted to form an international 
naval force to fulfi l the undertaking, but the scheme 
came to nothing. The closure of  the Straits of  Tiran, 
restoring the 1956  status quo ante  the Israeli attack on 
Egypt, marked the crucial watershed between war 
and peace.    

 On 27 May the Israeli government, a coalition led 
by the distinctly unwarlike Levi Eshkol, voted 9–9 
over whether to launch a pre-emptive strike. On 
30 May, a dramatic turn of  events stemming from King 
Hussein of  Jordan’s visit to Cairo produced a recon-
ciliation between him and Nasser, which even placed 
the Jordanian army under Egyptian command in the 
event of  war.   21    This step, taken out of  fear, produced 
a classic illustration of  the security dilemma in that 
it produced more fear in the adversary. Israeli con-
tacts with the US government suddenly indicated a 
shift away from urging restraint to diplomatic back-
ing for Israel at the UN and intervention if  the Soviets 
became involved. They coincided with the formation 
of  a national government including the former terror-
ist and future Prime Minister Menachem Begin, with 
Moshe Dayan as Defence Minister. With the military 

determined to launch an attack approved by the new 
Cabinet on 5 June the Israelis struck. The key to the 
ensuing, rapid victory was the surprise destruction 
of  the Arab air forces while they were largely still on 
the ground, which left the Israelis with a marked ad-
vantage in reconnaissance, aerial support of  ground 
attacks, and the dropping of  paratroops. The USSR 
must shoulder some of  the blame for Arab failures 
because of  their misleading intelligence, and failure 
to appreciate the consequences of  attaching so much 
importance to assisting the regime in Syria.   22    By the 
morning of  8 June, on the Egyptian front, Israeli 
forces had reached the Suez Canal, while paratroop 
and naval forces had captured Sharm el-Sheikh at the 
bottom of  the Straits of  Tiran: all the Sinai peninsula 
was soon in Israeli hands. Meanwhile, 8 June also saw 
Israeli forces reach the River Jordan, having overrun 
the whole of  the West Bank including the Eastern half  
of  Jerusalem. The victory was completed with an as-
sault, on 9 June, on the Golan Heights, from which the 
Syrians withdrew the following afternoon. 

 The Security Council had called for a ceasefi re on 
6 June and it was accepted by Egypt, Jordan, and Syria 
on 9 June. Yet the Israeli assault continued with the 
USSR threatening to review its relations with Tel Aviv 
and hinted at intervention.   23    As the US Sixth Fleet 

   Sithu U Thant (1909–74)    

 Originally trained as a schoolmaster, U Thant worked for the 

Burmese government, after the country won independence 

from Britain in 1948. In 1952 he was a member of Burma’s 

delegation to the United Nations and, in 1957, became the 

country’s permanent ambassador to the organization. When 

Dag Hammarskjöld was killed in an air crash in September 1961, 

whilst trying to end the Katangan secession in the Congo, U 

Thant was chosen as successor. Initially appointed only to serve 

out the remainder of Hammarskjöld’s term of offi  ce, U Thant 

went on to serve as Secretary-General from 3 November 1961 

to 31 December 1971, longer than any other twentieth-century 

incumbent. He was the fi rst representative from the developing 

world to hold the position and brought to it a self-disciplined 

and calm, yet realistic approach to international aff airs, showing 

good judgement in a number of diffi  cult situations. 

 Although the Cold War inevitably restricted the UN’s ability to 

shape world aff airs, U Thant was deeply involved in several 

crises during his Secretary-Generalship. In the Congo he 

worked to maintain the country’s unity, secured the fi nal 

withdrawal of the former colonial power, Belgium, and provided 

economic aid which prevented a humanitarian disaster so that, 

when UN forces left in June 1964, the Congo operation could 

be counted one of their great successes. Meanwhile, during the 

Cuban missile crisis, he also played a positive, but low-key role in 

trying to hold down tension. He despatched a peacekeeping 

force to Cyprus in the summer of 1964, after fi ghting between 

the Greek and Turkish communities, and he helped secure a 

ceasefi re in the Indo-Pakistani War of 1965, fl ying to the crisis 

zone in person. But he could do no more than anyone else to 

bring peace to Vietnam, despite a number of initiatives, and he 

was heavily criticized in the West in May 1967 for pulling out the 

UN peacekeeping force in the Sinai desert. Whilst the critics 

argued that he thereby removed a barrier to confl ict, 

supporters argued that he eff ectively had no choice, given that 

UN forces were on Egyptian soil. Whatever the justifi cation for 

U Thant’s action, he lost standing with the US and Britain, both 

Security Council members, and played a subsidiary role in world 

aff airs until the end of his term.  
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 approached, the Washington–Moscow ‘hot line’ was 
used for the fi rst time in a crisis. A ceasefi re was then 
agreed, which left the Arab armed forces humiliated 
and the Israelis with new, more defensible military 
borders that were still short of  the original Zion-
ist ideas on the boundaries of  a Jewish state. Nasser 
immediately off ered to resign but popular acclama-
tion kept him in power. It was ‘the most spectacular 
military victory in Israel’s history’,   24    greater even than 
those of  1948 and 1956. The consequences of  the war 
remain central to the future confl ict and its resolution 
in that the Palestinian issue and the extension of  Israeli 
settlement began to emerge as the crux of  the dispute.     

 Aftermath: the ‘War of Attrition’   

 In the immediate wake of  their success, some observers 
hoped it would be possible to make a trade of  ‘land for 
peace’ quite quickly: Israel would return all or most of  

the conquered territories in return for Arab recogni-
tion of  its right to existence and to do so in peace. The 
closure of  the Suez Canal, now the front line between 
Israel and Egypt, increased international pressures to 
fi nd a solution. In July 1967 a joint Soviet-American UN 
proposal proved unacceptable to both sides. An Arab 
summit the following month agreed neither to recog-
nize, nor to negotiate with, Israel, many Arab states 
broke off  diplomatic relations with America, and 
there was a short-lived Arab oil boycott of  Western 
pro-Israeli states (a precedent for more dramatic 
action the next time war occurred). In November 
a ‘land for peace’ deal did form the essence of  a UN 
Resolution, number 242, which became the basis of  
all future attempts to achieve an Arab–Israeli settle-
ment (see   boxed section  ). And there were some clan-
destine Israeli–Jordanian contacts, late in the year, to 
explore such possibilities. But peace proved impossible 
to achieve. Israel, believing it had acted in self- defence 

   UN Security Council Resolution 242 of 
22 November 1967   

  Following long discussions about the Arab–Israeli confl ict, the 

Security Council adopted a British-drafted resolution, the full 

text of which is given below. Resolution 242 was based 

around the idea of a ‘land for peace’ arrangement but was 

carefully worded to try to please all sides. Thus the Israelis 

were asked to withdraw ‘from territories occupied in the 

recent confl ict’ but not from  all  the territories—creating a 

fundamental ambiguity about what a ‘land for peace’ deal 

might include.

  The Security Council 

 EXPRESSING its continuing concern with the grave situation in 

the Middle East. 

 EMPHASIZING the inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory 

by war and the need to work for a just and lasting peace in which 

every State in the area can live in security. 

 EMPHASIZING further that all Member States in their 

acceptance of the Charter of the United Nations have 

undertaken a commitment to act in accordance with Article 2 

of the Charter.

     1.    AFFIRMS that the fulfi lment of Charter principles requires 

the establishment of a just and lasting peace in the Middle 

East which should include the application of both the 

following principles: 

    (i)    Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories 

occupied in the recent confl ict;  

   (ii)    Termination of all claims or states of belligerency and 

respect for and acknowledgement of the sovereignty, 

territorial integrity and political independence of every State 

in the area and their right to live in peace within secure and 

recognized boundaries free from threats or acts of force;    

   2.    AFFIRMS further the necessity 

    (a)    For guaranteeing freedom of navigation through 

international waterways in the area;  

   (b)    For achieving a just settlement of the refugee problem;  

   (c)    For guaranteeing the territorial inviolability and political 

independence of every State in the area, through measures 

including the establishment of demilitarized zones;      

     1.    REQUESTS the Secretary-General to designate a Special 

Representative to proceed to the Middle East to establish 

and maintain contacts with the States concerned in order to 

promote agreement and assist efforts to achieve a peaceful 

and accepted settlement in accordance with the provisions 

and principles in this resolution;  

   2.    REQUESTS the Secretary-General to report to the Security 

Council on the progress of the efforts of the Special 

Representatives as soon as possible.        
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 and backed by the US, was reluctant to abandon its 
conquests without the Arabs  fi rst  guaranteeing the 
right of  Israel to exist. Moreover it, did not wish to give 
up certain territories, not least East Jerusalem, which 
held great religious signifi cance for both Muslims and 
Jews. For their part, the Arabs, backed by the USSR, 
held Israel guilty of  launching an unprovoked attack 
and continued to refuse to recognize a Jewish state, 
on what they took to be Arab soil. Thanks to the war, 
about 250,000 Palestinians fl ed from the West Bank 
into Jordan, worsening the problem of  refugees from 
lands that the Arabs considered to be ‘occupied’ by an 
enemy and increasing the PLO’s moral standing in the 
Arab world. There was even a far-reaching attempt to 
settle diff erences within the Arab camp between radi-
cals and conservatives, in that oil-rich Saudi Arabia 
and Kuwait agreed to provide fi nancial aid to Egypt 
and Syria in return for Nasser’s withdrawal from the 
Yemen confl ict which, by 1970, was eff ectively re-
solved in the Saudis’ favour. International opinion also 
grew more sympathetic to the Arabs in the late 1960s: 
‘Israel fought the Six Day War in a favourable climate 
of  world opinion. Its extension of  Israeli sovereignty 
to Arab Jerusalem, and the picture of  poor Arab refu-
gees crossing from the West Bank into Jordan … soon 
dispelled this.’   25       

 Rather than achieving a peace settlement on the 
basis of  Resolution 242, the next few years in Arab–
Israeli relations were characterized by a ‘war of  attri-
tion’, between Egypt and Israel in particular. Arguably, 
it began in October 1967 with the Egyptian sinking 
of  an Israeli ship, the  Eilat . It came to include raids, 
often by Palestinian paramilitary groups, from Jordan, 
Syria, and Lebanon. In 1968 the Palestinians also 
began a series of  aircraft hijackings which advertised 
their cause to the world. In 1968 Al Fatah, the largest 
of  the Palestinian groups and boosted by the so-called 
Battle of  Karameh (Honour) in which they infl icted 
signifi cant casualties on the IDF, eff ectively challenged 
the PLO leadership and transformed the organization 
into a political front uniting the guerrilla groups bar 
the PFLP. The following year they won control of  the 
PLO executive committee and the process of  unifi ca-
tion under Fatah leadership was completed by 1970.   26    

 Across the Suez Canal the war of  attrition initially 
took the form of  limited-scale, punitive raids in the 
form of  shelling, bombing, and commando opera-
tions, by one side on the other. Once the war was 
formally declared by Nasser in March 1969 it assumed 
new dimensions. In December 1969 the American 

Secretary of  State, William Rogers, launched the 
‘Rogers Plan’, which was designed to achieve a cease-
fi re as a prelude to ‘land for peace’ talks. Almost im-
mediately the Israelis rejected the plan and began 
actively to oppose it. In January 1970 the Israelis tried 
to use their air superiority to intimidate Egypt by in-
fl icting unacceptable losses on the Egyptian hinter-
land but Nasser simply secured better air defences 
from the Soviets, worsening Israel’s aircraft losses. In 
June Roger launched Plan B which was designed to 
secure a ceasefi re, to gain acceptance of  242, and start 
negotiations. In August 1970 a ceasefi re was fi nally 
agreed in the war of  attrition on the basis of  Rogers 
B and for a brief  moment peace talks seemed possi-
ble, spearheaded by the UN’s special envoy Gunnar 
Jarring. However, once the Egyptians breached the 
standstill agreement in the ceasefi re the Israelis with-
drew from the talks. US President, Richard Nixon, let 
his Secretary of  State take responsibility for an initia-
tive that was always likely to fail. Indeed, he even con-
tributed to it by making clear that the Israelis would 
not be pressured to accept the terms of  the original 
Plan involving a settlement of  the refugee problem as 
well as Israeli withdrawal. Moreover, in September the 
Arab position was harmed by a civil war in Jordan.     

 The Jordan Crisis of 1970   

 Although Jordan had joined in the 1967 war against 
Israel, the ruler, King Hussein, was a conservative in 
the Arab camp who retained close links with America 
and Britain. After the Six Day War, however, Jordan, 
which already had a substantial Palestinian popu-
lation, had become the main base of  the Palestine 
Liberation Organization (PLO), which favoured a 
more determined, anti-Israeli policy and hoped for 
Hussein’s overthrow as a step to radicalizing the Jor-
danian government. On 1 September 1970 the latest 
of  several assassination attempts on Hussein sparked 
off  several days of  fi ghting between the PLO and the 
King’s army. This had just begun to die down when, 
between 6 and 9 September, an extremist group, the 
Popular Front for the Liberation of  Palestine (PFLP), 
hijacked four civilian airliners, fl ew three of  them 
to Amman ( Jordan’s capital), and took hundreds of  
passengers—from an assortment of, mainly Western, 
nationalities—hostage. The hijackings ended without 
the widely feared bloodbath: the hijackers won the 
release of  several Palestinian prisoners from Western 
Europe, the aircraft were blown up and, by the end of  
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 the month, all the hostages were released. But the hi-
jack crisis led to a security crackdown on Palestinians 
living in Israel, to a US naval force being sent to the 
Lebanese coast, and to a decision by Hussein to force a 
showdown with the PLO in Jordan. 

 On 16 September Hussein formed a military gov-
ernment in Amman and the following day civil war 
broke out with the Palestinians. The royal army had 
the better of  the fi ghting but on 19–20 September an-
other critical point was reached when neighbouring 
Syria, sympathetic to the PLO, sent tanks over the bor-
der to attack the Jordanians. Hussein was in such dif-
fi culties that he told the US and British governments 
that airstrikes were needed to halt the Syrian advance. 
The US, reluctant to intervene itself, then encouraged 
Israel to plan air-raids in support of  Hussein. This des-
perate solution—which in any case had little appeal 
to Hussein—proved unnecessary, however. Jordanian 
resistance stiff ened; the USSR, fearful of  a mounting 
crisis, urged Syria to back down; and on 23 September 
Syrian tanks were withdrawn, leaving the PLO to be 
defeated. For Palestinian radicals the month became 

known as ‘Black September’. Instead of  overthrowing 
Hussein, he was now as safely in power as ever, and 
in 1971 the PLO was forced to switch its headquarters 
to nearby Lebanon. The Jordanian civil war had only 
served to highlight Arab divisions and weaknesses, 
with Syria forced into retreat and the humiliating pros-
pect being raised of  Israeli military assistance to an 
Arab government. To make matters worse, Septem-
ber 1970 ended with the sudden death, on the 28th, of  
Egypt’s President, Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

 His successor, Anwar Sadat, at fi rst seemed com-
mitted to existing policies, whilst the radical cause 
was strengthened by the coming to power in Syria of  
a ruthless, determined radical leader, Hafez al-Assad. 
In April 1971 an attempt to revitalize the Rogers Plan 
came to nothing. The two sides, armed by the super-
powers, seemed as far apart as ever and Arab–Israeli 
tensions would continue to menace world peace. The 
Arabs were now in a desperate position after yet more 
humiliation and division as a result of  the Six Day War 
and there seemed little prospect of  persuading the 
protagonists to make a determined eff ort at peace.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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  The ‘era of  negotiations’, which Richard Nixon had 
proclaimed in 1969, fi nally emerged three years later 
with his visits to Beijing and Moscow, the signature 
of  a major nuclear arms agreement (SALT I), prom-
ises of  increased US–Soviet trade and, even, an at-
tempt to regulate superpower behaviour during 
crises. Between 1972 and 1975 the Soviet leader, Leonid 
Brezhnev, met Nixon and his successor, Gerald Ford, 
on fi ve occasions and there were advances, too, in 
Europe with a continent-wide agreement on security, 
signed at Helsinki in 1975. Yet, even in 1973 there was 
a severe superpower confrontation—the worst since 
Cuba eleven years before—over the Middle East, and 
throughout the decade East–West relations were trou-
bled by a series of  regional problems in the less de-
veloped world, from Angola and the Horn of  Africa 
to South-East Asia and Afghanistan. The attempt to 
stabilize East–West relations, which had begun in the 
1960s with the Test Ban Treaty and the hot-line agree-
ment, broke down into acrimony by 1979, and in 1980, 
following the Soviet invasion of  Afghanistan, there 
was a return to Cold War confrontation.     

 The Nature of Détente   

 The 1970s were the era of  détente (a French word 
meaning ‘relaxation’), but there is great debate over 
what exactly détente signifi ed. There was, in the early 
1970s at least, an undoubted attempt to reach a broad 
range of  agreements, from arms and borders to com-
merce and scientifi c research, as well as an eff ort to es-
tablish formal modes of  behaviour, where previously 
such modes had been tentative and unwritten. Not 
only was the propaganda war between the two sides 
relaxed, and high-level meetings held, but also limits 
were put on nuclear arsenals, the division of  Europe 
was mutually recognized and a plethora of  personal 
contacts built up. Yet, in contrast to the relaxation of  
tension in the late 1980s, the 1970s did not end in the 
disintegration of  one bloc. Throughout the decade 
both sides remained ideologically far apart, conven-
tional arms reductions by NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact were impossible to achieve, and the superpowers 
continued their dangerous rivalry for infl uence in Asia 
and Africa. Why these processes occurred can be in-
terpreted in a number of  ways, as attempts to end the 
expensive military confrontation, or to manage the 
emergent multipolar balance of  global power, or as at-
tempts to preserve (or destroy) American hegemony. 

 One reason why the US and USSR may have felt able 
to pursue détente was that they believed they could 
safely enter agreements whilst balancing the power of  
the other. The Americans were still far superior to the 
Soviets in terms of  industrial power, trade, and tech-
nology, even though the Soviets were out-producing 
them in some basic items such as coal and steel. The 
Soviets were now also in front of  the Americans re-
garding numbers of  missile launchers, but the US had 
many more nuclear warheads and a larger navy. While 
the Vietnam War sapped national confi dence, infl a-
tion, economic decline relative to major trading rivals 
in Europe and Japan and, in 1973–4, the Watergate 
scandal also hinted at American weakness. Yet NATO 
held together even though it was troubled by France’s 
continued distance from the alliance, arguments over 
arms expenditure and political turmoil in some mem-
ber states, especially Portugal and Italy. In Eastern 
Europe, the Warsaw Pact held together under Soviet 
domination and experienced no major upheavals. 
Even Ceauşescu did not defect from Moscow in the 
way Tito and Mao had earlier. The Soviets were aware 
of  their inferiority in warhead numbers but, given 
the belief  in Mutual Assured Destruction, that hardly 
seemed to matter. Moreover, their nuclear arsenal 
continued to be upgraded, with ever-larger intercon-
tinental missiles and more accurate SS-20s in Europe. 
Under Andrei Grechko (Defence Minister in 1967–76), 
conventional armed forces also greatly expanded. A 
‘blue water’ navy and improved air transport gave the 
Soviets the ability to act in the less developed world at 
a time when, thanks to Vietnam, the US were more re-
strained. The USSR had truly become a global power, 
yet it faced not only the Western challenge but also 
the hostility of  the Chinese, which could be exploited 
by the US. In short, both superpowers had problems 
and strengths which could be balanced or exploited 
through a process of  détente. 

 It is worth asking how much had changed from the 
deep Cold War of  the 1950s to the relaxation of  tension 
in the 1970s. A multipolar world may have emerged 
in the 1960s, and China might be an important ‘third 
power’ in international aff airs, but the strategic bal-
ance in the world was still very much bipolar and US–
Soviet rivalry continued to impact on all parts of  the 
globe. China’s anti-Soviet policy was of  great concern 
to the Kremlin, but China’s nuclear arsenal was puny, 
it faced political turmoil in the mid-1970s, and it did 
not achieve a normalization of  relations with America 
until the end of  the decade. Therefore, it could be 



 The Détente Era, 1972–80 273

 that détente was simply another phase of  the old bi-
polar relationship. Yet multipolarity, Chinese power, 
relative US economic decline vis-à-vis the European 
Economic Community, and instability in the less de-
veloped world could all be seen as new challenges to 
an established order. So, while in retrospect the 1970s 
can be seen as continuing the bipolar, Cold War world 
(with more successful attempts than the mid-1950s to 
control) nuclear weapons, at the time it seemed a new 
and uncertain world for both superpowers. If  the idea 
of  radical new challenges to the superpowers is ac-
cepted, then détente can be interpreted as driven by 
uncertainties that forced the adversaries together, in 
an attempt to manage the changed international en-
vironment. But each sought to do so while preserving 
or developing their leading position in world politics. 

 From a Western perspective, replacing confronta-
tion with a more trusting relationship could reduce 
the dangers of  nuclear war, lead to greater economic 
contacts with the East and promote liberal values on 
a universal scale—a process which might undermine 
communism from within. In any case, the Vietnam 
imbroglio, the advent of  mutual assured destruction 
and economic diffi  culties made Washington less able 
to contemplate a threatening policy such as Dulles 
had pursued. For Moscow, a number of  concerns 
may have driven the desire for a relaxation of  tension 
with America, including fear of  China, the need for 
Western technology or the desire to support wars of  
national liberation while avoiding nuclear war. The 
Soviets, with Brezhnev politically secure at home 
and the country militarily stronger abroad, may have 
felt able to act with greater boldness and confi dence 
vis-à-vis Washington. As with Western hopes of  un-
dermining communism through liberal ideas, it is 
arguable that the Kremlin was preparing to win the 
Cold War in ideological terms, by demonstrating the 
success of  its own system (which had achieved nuclear 
parity with the US) and seeing an expansion of  Marxist 
regimes in the less developed world. 

 While both may have had a similar interest in dé-
tente, then, it is clear that their precise reasons for 
pursuing it diff ered and that a deep ideological rift re-
mained. For the Americans, détente off ered the pos-
sibility of  Soviet cooperation in extracting them from 
Vietnam. As the declining hegemon, or the hegemon 
under threat, the Americans also had every reason to 
look beyond the old-style Cold War confrontation to 
the more long-term control of  Soviet behaviour via co-
operation. There were power-political and economic 

reasons for wooing the Soviets into an acceptance of  
the global status quo, which would preserve American 
dominance. In this scenario, the opening to China was 
seen by Henry Kissinger, President Nixon’s National 
Security Adviser, as heralding the possibility of  a re-
turn to old-fashioned balance of  power politics, in 
which several great powers participated. Yet, when the 
Soviets acted forcefully, Kissinger continued to see the 
old Cold War bipolarity as the prime explanation for 
regional confl icts. This mix of  old goals and new cir-
cumstances characterized the world of  the early 1970s 
partly because leading fi gures found it diffi  cult to in-
terpret the way the world was heading, surrounded as 
they were by dramatic developments in the nature of  
international relationships and by a highly uncertain 
economic environment.     

 The Collapse of the Bretton 
Woods System   

 Economics was perhaps the area where the US and 
the Soviet Union were most under challenge. The 
Vietnam War and the oil price increase associated 
with the 1973 Arab–Israel war created severe do-
mestic diff erences in the US and the Western world. 
The strain on the American economy caused by the 
Vietnam War was serious when the 1970s began, with 
the US balance of  payments in the red and the Bretton 
Woods system on the verge of  collapse. Towards the 
end of  his fi rst term, Nixon made an extraordinary 
speech revealing American concerns, particularly 
about the new economic forces at work, even before 
the oil shocks. He referred to the ‘fi ve great eco-
nomic superpowers’ (the US, Russia, Japan, Western 
Europe, and China), ‘four of  whom challenge us on 
every front’. ‘Because economic power will be the 
key to other kinds of  power … in the last third of  
this century’, and since domestic and foreign poli-
cies were so interlinked, Americans had to discipline 
themselves or face the ‘decadence’ that had brought 
ruin to Greece and Rome.   1    

 What they did face in 1971 was fi rst the end of  the 
Bretton Woods system of  fi xed (but fl exible) exchange 
rates, with the end of  the dollar’s convertibility against 
gold on which it was based. Then, during the 1973 
Middle East War came a temporary embargo of  oil 
exports from the Middle East and a dramatic increase 
in the price of  oil. The Organization of  Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries (OPEC) had been fi ghting since the 
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 1960s to secure higher prices and better returns for its 
thirteen members, seven of  whom were Arab coun-
tries. The massive price rises hit the poorest countries 
hardest, produced enormous infl ationary pressures, 
led Western banks, fl ooded with oil revenues, to be 
over eager in lending to less developed countries, and 
posed large questions about the problems of  the inter-
national economy. 

 Already, in the 1960s, diffi  culties were being experi-
enced by newly independent countries in successfully 
developing their economies along standard Western 
lines. Diversifi cation was proving diffi  cult and the 
returns on the production of  primary products, espe-
cially tropical ones, were falling. The terms of  trade 
were moving against primary producers. It required 
the sale of  more produce to purchase the same quan-
tities of  manufactured goods. As the Bretton Woods 
system passed into history, in the developed world a 
set of  ideas based around the importance of  ‘market 
forces’ began to gain credence. Problems were blamed 
on government intervention, which had brought so-
cial reform after 1945 and shifted the balance between 
workers and owners of  capital in favour of  the for-
mer. Now, it was claimed that the unbridled pursuit 
of  wealth through the seizing of  market opportuni-
ties would bring greater benefi ts to everyone. Even if  
the wealthy benefi ted more initially, this wealth would 
trickle down as the market rewarded all who were 
able to compete within it. If  only the heavy hand of  
the state, often deemed to be deeply corrupt as well as 
incompetent, could be removed and even the kind of  
controls involved in fi xed exchange rates terminated, 
then the world economy could recover. National 
governments merely had to act in accordance with 
enabling market forces to operate. Marx may have 
seen men as born free but everywhere in chains; neo-
liberals saw market forces in the same light. 

 At the same time, other ideas challenged both 
the diagnosis of  the world’s economic problems and 
the cure. Particularly in the less developed world, 
problems were blamed on the workings of  capital-
ism where any surplus/profi t is not divided solely 
among the producers of  that surplus. The profi t/
surplus allocated to shareholders as owners of  capi-
tal was seen as maximizing their gains at the expense 
of  those directly involved in the production process. 
Likewise, in the international context foreign invest-
ment and the operations of  multinational companies 
were seen as essentially transferring resources away 
from those poorer countries and their producers. The 

latter, whether workers or peasants, lacked the abil-
ity to infl uence world market prices unlike consum-
ers and purchasers in the developed world who could 
control or infl uence such prices. In other words, there 
were forces acting in the international economy sys-
tem which, if  not checked by state action (assuming 
any such action could be eff ective), would prevent de-
velopment taking place in the less well-off  countries. 
Variously attributing this to the legacy of  colonialism, 
the competitive disadvantage from entering late into 
manufacturing, or to the extension of  the global divi-
sion of  labour, dependency theorists and world sys-
tem theorists saw the structure of  the international 
economy as accentuating the divisions between the 
rich and the poor. 

 Neither interpretation of  the problem is entirely 
accurate. Some countries outside Europe and North 
America did develop but other countries got poorer, 
and the issue is whether or not this can be explained 
primarily with reference to the specifi c circumstances 
of  the particular country. The fact that the issue be-
came more noticeable in the 1970s was connected to 
the growing shift in the balance of  world trade as well 
as the general world economic problems. Whereas 
trade involving manufactures formed 17 per cent of  
world trade in the late 1940s, by the start of  the 1970s 
it constituted 58 per cent and the increasing strength 
of  the developed world was behind the calls for a New 
International Economic Order. The concern with the 
less developed world culminated in the high-profi le 
Brandt report in 1980 but then became buried by the 
growing dominance of  neo-liberalism in the 1980s. 

 The communist bloc was certainly not free from the 
troubles affl  icting the capitalist world. As the march 
of  technology quickened and sophisticated consumer 
goods were in growing demand, the Soviet economy 
was fi nding it diffi  cult to adapt or innovate. In the 
1990s, it was revealed to have stagnated around 1975 
and to have been about one-sixth the size of  America’s. 
Increasingly ineffi  cient and unresponsive to consumer 
needs, the weakness of  the Soviet economy meant 
that Moscow could not match America’s generosity 
with fi nancial aid and technological assistance to the 
less developed world even if  it could provide educa-
tion, arms, and raw materials to its allies. Surprisingly, 
the USSR became the world’s largest oil producer in 
the 1970s with much of  it shipped to Eastern Europe. 
This illustrated how ideological belief, and the politi-
cal need to maintain the unity of  the Eastern bloc, 
could become a drain on the Soviet economy.     
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  Diff ering Expectations of Détente   

 These problems and those faced by the Americans as 
a consequence of  the Vietnam War gave both sides a 
similar economic rationale for détente, not least be-
cause of  the cost–benefi ts of  arms reductions. Despite 
this, the fundamental problem for détente was that 
both sides interpreted it and its desired outcomes very 
diff erently. In particular, the expectations of  détente’s 
eff ect on the other side were also radically diff erent. 
For the Soviets, it can be suggested that the overriding 
goal was the continuing quest to achieve greater rec-
ognition of  their claim to equality with the US. Formal 
agreements such as SALT I, indicating that there was 
some form of  parity between the two countries’ arms 
levels, might certainly produce this. Involvement in the 
resolution of  regional confl icts, as in the Middle East, 
would also provide recognition of  a dual peacemaking 
role for both adversaries. It would involve a new and 
more prominent international role for the Soviets, but 
one refl ecting their commitment to a peaceful world 
and the reduced hostility towards the Americans. The 
USSR and Warsaw Pact would balance the US and 
NATO in Europe and in the arms race, while events 
continued to unfold elsewhere in Moscow’s favour. 
Brezhnev, who became closely identifi ed with détente 
as he secured his political predominance in Moscow 
during 1971, was allegedly determined to put super-
power relations on a stable, equal, peaceful basis while 
maintaining strong armed forces, weakening domes-
tic opposition, and preserving support for Soviet lead-
ership of  international communism. 

 A less charitable interpretation is that the Soviets 
saw détente in realist terms, as another means of  
obtaining power and infl uence at the expense of  the 
Americans either by gaining an advantage in arms 
control, or in the creation of  communist satellites in 
the less developed world. The Soviets allegedly sought 
to win the ideological battle by aiding wars of  national 
liberation and therefore they remained fi rmly commit-
ted to victory in the Cold War. Thus, in line with the 
precepts of  ‘peaceful coexistence’, East–West compe-
tition would continue in ideological terms. This could 
be done because the USSR was still an attractive ally 
for less developed states. Even if  few of  them were 
conventionally Marxist-Leninist, they did wish to as-
sert their independence of  the West and to fi nd an 
alternative economic model to capitalism. However 
economically ineffi  cient, corrupt and stagnant the 
Soviet system had become, and however divided the 

communist world, Marxist doctrine continued to in-
fl uence Soviet foreign policy. A belief  in class struggle, 
an urge to help fellow Marxists where possible, and a 
confi dence in the historic inevitability of  communist 
triumph still guided the Kremlin. 

 For the Americans in the early 1970s, under Nixon 
and Kissinger, détente and ideological competition 
were seen in precisely the opposite terms. Détente 
was clearly expected to stop the Soviets from sup-
porting revolutionary movements and lead them to 
behave as a ‘normal’, non-revolutionary state. The 
USSR would be co-opted into creating stability in the 
less developed world. Those who interpret American 
policy in a favourable light believe Nixon and Kissinger 
were also determined that, in contrast to the mid-
1950s, détente should involve more than an improved 
international atmosphere. Concrete agreements, of  
benefi t to both sides, would help commit the Soviets 
to cooperation and the world would be a safer place 
through the establishment of  arms control. Making 
the Soviets reasonable was based on the expectation 
that the Soviets would accept the American defi nition 
of  ‘reasonableness’, in return for the US off er of  aid 
and technology transfers. If  it was made clear that 
Moscow could only expect to gain from détente under 
the principle of  ‘linkage’, which Kissinger defi ned 
as the formal acceptance of  greater equality of  status 
for the Kremlin in return for the USSR restraining it-
self  in the less developed world, then progress would 
be made. Improved Sino-American relations could be 
used as an additional lever against the Soviets, forcing 
them to respect the international order. 

 A more critical analysis of  American aims would de-
fi ne them in terms of  ambition and the maintenance of  
American hegemony, which perhaps were precursors 
of  the future policy of  post-Cold War administrations. 
Détente was the way of  getting the Soviets and the 
Chinese to cooperate in the preservation of  a world 
order run primarily for the advantage of  the US, at a 
time when Vietnam put Washington’s predominance 
under threat. The key aim was to manipulate these 
relations to maximize benefi ts for the Americans, in 
much the same way, critics argued, that Kissinger ap-
proached the SALT negotiations. The aim here, al-
legedly, was not the preservation of  peace and global 
stability, but the maintenance of  the American nuclear 
superiority by exploiting the development of  multiple 
independent re-entry vehicle (MIRV) missiles. Simi-
larly, bad relations between the Soviets and Chinese 
could be exploited to induce Moscow at least to accept 
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 the American conception of  linkage, which would in-
creasingly come to demand more and more from the 
Soviets in line with American wishes. Ultimately, under 
President Carter after 1977, the very basis of  Soviet 
domestic policy would be undermined as human 
rights became more of  an issue in the continuation of  
American aid. In the less developed world the aim of  
stopping Soviet support for revolution was, allegedly, 
to maintain infl uence for the benefi t of  Western world. 
This was not so much for economic benefi ts, but the 
ideological superiority that enhanced the status and 
infl uence of  the US and the leading capitalist powers 
who claimed to support freedom and democracy. For 
the Americans too, détente can be interpreted as sim-
ply another way of  winning the Cold War. Moreover, 
the whole idea that the Soviets should cease supporting 
left-wing groups seeking to change the domestic sta-
tus quo in Angola and Ethiopia smacked of  hypocrisy. 
The American themselves were guilty of  similar inter-
ference in Angola, Chile, and Indo-China. Confl icting 
views as to what détente should mean for the less de-
veloped world may well have been the most important 
factor in infl uencing its demise.     

 The Achievements of Détente?   

 Did the world became a safer and more stable place 
during and after the détente process? Undoubtedly, 
there seemed to be positives. The SALT treaties were 
important steps in arms control, although they did 
not formalize nuclear parity and American nuclear 
superiority was retained even if  the Soviets had signifi -
cantly closed the gap. The bad atmosphere created by 
propaganda and disinformation campaigns was signif-
icantly reduced. Increased trade, with the American 
provision of  grain to the Soviet Union leading the way, 
began the opening up of  the Eastern bloc through 
economic contacts. But it must be repeated that both 
sides viewed détente in diff erent ways, so that it was 
diffi  cult, if  not impossible, for them to agree on where 
there were positive and negative results in the process. 
The Kremlin believed that East–West agreements, like 
SALT and Helsinki, were valuable in themselves, that 
both sides gained from arms control and European 
stability, and that America should support these poli-
cies without insisting on ‘linkage’. In the less devel-
oped world it was quite acceptable for ideological 
rivalry to continue. For Marxists it was ‘historically 
inevitable’ that wars of  national liberation would 

occur and that the balance of  power should gradu-
ally shift against the ‘Imperialists’. From the Soviet 
perspective, détente was successful in that it allowed 
communism to advance without risking general war. 
The important point was that regional crises should 
not raise the danger of  nuclear war or threaten So-
viet security. In that sense, détente for Moscow was 
a success. The Kremlin believed that by maintaining 
the Eastern bloc, securing nuclear parity, and winning 
allies in the less developed world, they had actually 
‘forced’ Washington into détente. They were deter-
mined in fact to be formally recognized by America as 
an equal in world aff airs. Such recognition would help 
win more allies abroad, demonstrate that the commu-
nist model of  development could match capitalism, 
and ought also to give the USSR a voice in resolving 
the world’s regional problems. In that sense, from the 
Soviet perspective, détente was a failure. Moreover, 
ultimately the greater access to consumer goods, the 
emphasis on human rights, and the commitment to 
cooperation may have paved the way for the changes 
in the Eastern bloc, which brought the collapse of  
communism and the end of  the Cold War. 

 From the American perspective détente showed 
that the Kremlin was not ready to accept US restraints 
on its behaviour and that it did not respect the prin-
ciples of  linkage. Success would have been making 
Moscow behave in an acceptable fashion compatible 
with American perceptions of  world order and US in-
fl uence. The establishment of  a code of  conduct in 
the ‘basic principles’ agreement, devised at the 1972 
Moscow summit, was undoubtedly a success, but it 
remained vague even if  the Helsinki agreement re-
fl ected an agreement on American-type values. After 
that, from 1975 much of  the burden of  maintain-
ing détente fell on the SALT II negotiations which, 
along with concerns that détente was undermining 
American power, ran into domestic opposition in the 
US which heightened a sense of  failure. Perhaps the 
fact that the Americans expected more from changed 
Soviet behaviour was crucial in terms of  détente’s 
ultimate success or failure. Whereas the Soviets saw 
détente as allowing their goals to be realized without 
America changing its behaviour, the Americans re-
quired that cooperation embody a change in Soviet 
behaviour both at home and abroad. With Moscow 
seeing the capitalists as still seeking communism’s 
destruction, the preservation of  the USSR itself  re-
mained Moscow’s priority. If  the Americans were 
committed to better relations, then for Moscow all 
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 that was required was the acceptance of  their support 
for wars of  national liberation. 

 Overall, in the short term, it is diffi  cult to detect 
any major benefi ts produced by détente. The prospect 
of  the world becoming a less threatening place was 
to be followed by increased hostility after 1979. Robert 
Keohane, in his book  After Hegemony , sees the 1970s as 
the end of  American hegemony and the emergence of  
new forms of  cooperation in the Western world. By 
focusing, not so much on détente and the Cold War, as 
on the new challenges of  cooperation facing the West-
ern world, Keohane sees the hand of  progress and the 
benefi ts of  cooperation being realized. Particularly, in 
economic terms, cooperation in a multipolar world 
might be more problematic because this new world 
signifi ed the end of  American hegemony. Yet the pass-
ing of  US-dominated institutions such as those cre-
ated at Bretton Woods, through which hegemony had 
been exercised, meant new opportunities in the 1970s. 
New institutions, now defi ned less as concrete organi-
zations but as regimes, or abstract sets of  expectations 
and common practices, could be the beginning of  a 
new international order. In an age where cooperation 
began to replace confrontation they, arguably, formed 
the background to a process which ended with the 
Soviet leadership wishing to adopt some of  the ideas 
and practices of  the Western world. Before that, how-
ever, there was to be the collapse of  détente and the 
reversion to an old form of  confrontation.     

 Crisis in the Less Developed World   

 Between 1962 and 1974, in Cold War terms, the West 
had clearly triumphed in the battle for the ‘hearts and 
minds’ of  newly independent peoples, albeit at the 
cost of  accepting numerous right-wing dictatorships 
rather than risking experiments with liberalization. 
Only in South Yemen was there a case of  a revolution-
ary seizure of  power, but between 1974 and 1980 left-
wing or revolutionary movements came to power in 
fourteen countries if  Angola, where the MPLA was 
the strongest but not the dominant force, is counted. 
Ethiopia, Cambodia, South Vietnam, Laos, Guinea-
Bissau, Mozambique, Cape Verde, Sao Tomé, Angola, 
Afghanistan, Iran, Grenada, Nicaragua, and Zimbabwe 
all gained anti-Western regimes.   2    There are many dif-
ferent explanations for this, all connected to particular 
problems or dynamics within radically diff erent geo-
graphical and cultural regions. The fact that the Soviet 

Union now had the capacity to airlift troops and equip-
ment made the situation more dangerous, in that de-
feat for pro-Western groups seemed more possible. 
It was also more plausible to see a coordinated plan 
behind Soviet support for these left-wing movements 
in the form of  creating satellites, which in turn would 
spread Soviet ideology and infl uence through proxy 
wars. Thus, Vietnam invaded Cambodia after the 
victory of  the North and Cuba intervened in several 
African countries. For those, like Carter’s National Se-
curity Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, who interpreted 
these events as both Soviet-inspired and motivated by 
ideas of  geopolitical expansion, Afghanistan and the 
Soviet invasion were the last act in a power political 
game, which the US must respond to and win. 

 There were, of  course, alternative explanations for 
these events and for the Soviet involvement. The Soviet 
Union may be seen as a reluctant participant in such 
costly confl icts but having, for ideological reasons, to 
provide some support for revolutionary movements. 
This alleged half-hearted commitment may have been 
strengthened by the need to make sure Beijing did not 
emerge as the sole supporter of  revolution or oppo-
nent of  imperialism. It seems unlikely that the Soviet 
Union had ambitious plans to create satellites through 
proxy wars not least because Cuba, whose troops did 
intervene in Africa, was by no means the puppet of  
Moscow and acted for its own reasons rather than at 
the Kremlin’s behest. One key question is whether 
the Soviets were the instigators of  revolution, as part 
of  a geopolitical plan or ideological commitment, or 
merely taking the opportunity to embarrass the West 
in the Cold War. Conservatives, like Brezhnev, were re-
luctant to take risks especially if  they might lead to war 
but, in true Marxist-Leninist fashion, always commit-
ted to the ultimate triumph of  the alleged victims of  
capitalism. The interesting point is the relative weight 
of  ideology and power politics in the Kremlin’s moti-
vation. It is easy to say that the concern with protect-
ing the interests of  the Soviet state had always been 
paramount, but there were clear connections between 
the two. Protecting the ideas associated, correctly or 
not, with the Russian Revolution could be seen as re-
quiring a powerful Soviet state. And the Cold War was 
seen by both sides as part of  a global struggle for infl u-
ence, where the triumph of  revolutionary movements 
in the less developed world were seen as aff ecting the 
global balance of  power. In that respect, the peoples of  
the less developed world can again be seen as central 
to détente’s failure and to the Cold War itself.     
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  The Collapse of Détente   

 At a general level, it was almost inevitable that the dif-
ferent interpretations of  what détente was designed 
to achieve would lead each side to believe the other 
was taking unfair advantage. In a sense, the failure of  
the process indicates that one or both sides were being 
disingenuous. The fact that they attached more im-
portance to the specifi c advantages they expected dé-
tente to bring them, than to the general advantages to 
be gained from a relaxing of  international tension, is 
signifi cant. The collapse may have been brought about 
by a series of  specifi c crises, by the Soviet invasion of  
Afghanistan or by the general fear that expectations 
would not be met and, that instead of  advantages, 
détente would bring disadvantages. There was also 
the problem that, however reluctant the superpow-
ers were to be dragged into particular confl icts, they 
were continually dragged in because of  the policies of  
their clients and allies (as during the Middle East War 
of  1973), by miscalculations over the impact of  certain 
decisions (such as the Soviets seem to have made over 
Afghanistan in 1979) and by the basic fact that they 
continued to hope for a world shaped in their own 
ideological image. 

 By the second half  of  the 1970s, especially in 
America, the value of  détente was much questioned. 
There was talk in 1980 of  a ‘decade of  neglect’, in which 
the US had made needless concessions to Moscow and 
allowed the Soviets to make major advances in the nu-
clear arms race. It seemed to some, notably the Com-
mittee on the Present Danger, formed in 1976, that the 
Cold War had continued, albeit less intensely, and that 
the Soviets were still determined to further Marxist-
Leninism and undermine the US. Détente, they ar-
gued, was just a cover for Soviet expansion. It had not 
helped the US extricate itself  from Vietnam. America 
was allegedly abandoning its commitment to resist 
the evils of  communism and neglecting its military 
responsibilities, to the extent that American power 
was now becoming inferior to that of  the Soviets. In 
the second half  of  the 1970s, domestic pressures in the 
US were increasingly important in opposing ‘détente’. 
In the USSR, where the opening of  economic links to 
the West had not revived the Soviet economy, which if  
anything had got worse as growth rates continued to 
decline, and where allowing Jewish emigrants to leave 
had merely produced further pressures to deal with 
human rights issues, some opposition to détente was 
also in evidence. 

 The problems which undermined détente were 
a classic mix of  domestic and international forces 
which came together in mid-1978. Soviet support for 
left-wing movements in Vietnam, Angola, and Ethio-
pia had angered the Americans even though they too 
were active in confl icts in the less developed world. 
They had undermined the Marxist President Allende 
in Chile, for example. The US, like the USSR, con-
tinued to see the less developed world as an arena of  
superpower competition. Thus, the ‘Nixon Doctrine’ 
may have marked a rhetorical shift to a less globalistic, 
less adventurist foreign policy but it actually sought to 
continue old anti-Soviet policies, by placing more of  
the burden of  resisting communism on to America’s 
allies. The Kremlin actually believed that it acted with 
restraint in confl icts in the less developed world and 
it was confused by the growing popular criticism of  
détente in the US. Soviet exclusion from any part of  
the less developed world, even in a peacekeeping role, 
seemed to be the prime US aim. 

 American support for human rights and Soviet dissi-
dents had angered the Kremlin, especially after Jimmy 
Carter became President in 1976. Carter had an idea 
of  making human rights a major concern of  US for-
eign policy and initially combined this with a focus on 
the North–South divide. Carter was also interested in 
the ‘trilateral’ relationship between America, Western 
Europe, and Japan. He had been the only southern 
representative on the Trilateral Commission, a group 
of  private individuals concerned with the economic 
problems of  the Western world and how these might 
be resolved through cooperation. But by 1978 East–
West issues had assumed centre stage perhaps more 
as a result of  domestic diff erences within the Carter 
administration than of  concerns over particular inter-
national developments. Of  ‘the many foreign policy 
debates within the Carter administration that over 
policy toward the Soviet Union was the most pro-
longed and intense’.   3    

 It was the old problem of  the relationship be-
tween the Cold War and regional or local confl icts. 
The Soviets believed the Americans were simply 
being unrealistic if  they did not expect the anti-
imperialist forces to gain the upper hand in Africa 
and Asia. And the Americans were no more realis-
tic. Kissinger was never able to reconcile his emo-
tive anti-communism with his intellectual  realpolitik  
in assessing whether regional confl icts had to be 
analysed in terms of  their eff ect on the Cold War, 
or as things caused by the Cold War. Under Carter, 
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 the problem was that Brzezinski, his National Secu-
rity Adviser, was quite a hard-line anti-communist, 
whereas Cyrus Vance, the Secretary of  State, was 
more of  a pragmatist, willing to compromise, and 
able to see that the communists were not behind 
everything that produced instability in the world. 
Brzezinski and Vance engaged in a battle to win the 
President’s support but by 1978 the former had es-
sentially triumphed and Vance resigned in 1980. The 
second oil-price rise shock of  1979 created renewed 
economic pressures in the Western world in the 
wake of  the Iranian revolution and the holding of  
American hostages in Tehran. A sense of  America 
lacking the will to act assertively and of  becoming a 
victim of  circumstance accompanied the fatal blow 
to détente, which came with the Soviet invasion of  
Afghanistan. Carter’s response was to increase the 
US military build-up which had begun before the in-
vasion and to announce the ‘Carter Doctrine’ which 
pledged the US to intervene, unilaterally if  neces-
sary, to prevent Soviet control of  the Persian Gulf. 

 Carter was castigated in retrospect for having failed 
to stand up to the Soviets when their ambitions had 
(supposedly) been plain for all to see. But there were 
a number of  problems with such arguments. For one 
thing, Carter did stand up for American interests. He 
modernized the armed forces, improved relations 
with China, and pressed for improved human rights in 
the Communist bloc, before taking a tough response 
to the invasion of  Afghanistan. Also, Soviet advances 
were not as great as Americans supposed: Angola and 

Ethiopia became pro-Soviet but they were poor, po-
litically divided countries; the invasion of  Afghanistan 
soon turned into a disaster; and defence expenditure 
and assistance to allies put pressures on an already-
ineffi  cient Soviet economy. The Soviets disliked the at-
tempt to ‘interfere’ in Soviet domestic aff airs through 
Carter’s emphasis on human rights and in the later 
1970s Moscow blamed the US for undermining good 
relations. 

 There were always problems in managing détente 
and the policy was undermined by a wide range of  
factors. Disagreements over the very meaning of  their 
new relationship were compounded by inevitable mis-
perceptions and misunderstandings. The occasion for 
the fi nal collapse of  détente was the Soviet invasion 
of  Afghanistan, but it was in decline long before that 
and its problems cannot be blamed only on one side. 
As with the origins of  the Cold War, ideological and 
power political issues, a lack of  mutual understand-
ing and developments beyond superpower control led 
to the breakdown of  trust and cooperation between 
them. Each side took decisions which troubled the 
other and by 1980 it was clear that the détente era 
had not altered the basic structure of  the Cold War 
even within a changed international system. The US 
and USSR, with less control of  an ever more complex 
world, were still seen as the predominant powers, un-
able to escape profound diff erences of  belief  and inter-
est. The next phase in the Cold War with the revival 
of  a blunt American anti-communism was to change 
that.   
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    PART IV    CHRONOLOGY 

The Détente Era, 1972–80        

  1972  

 21–28 February  Nixon’s visit to China includes meetings with Mao Zedong. 

 30 March  North Vietnam launches offensive in Vietnam. 

 15–16 April  Breakthrough on SALT in ‘tundra talks’ between US and Soviets in Finland. 

 17–19 May  West German Bundestag ratifies ‘Ostpolitik’ treaties with USSR and Poland (signed in 1970). 

 22–26 May  Nixon–Brezhnev summit in Moscow. 

 17 June  Watergate break-in: Democratic Party HQ in Washington entered by a group linked to Nixon. 

 18 July  President Sadat of Egypt expels thousands of Soviet advisers. 

 1 August  US–North Vietnamese peace talks reopen. 

 3 September  US–Soviet–British–French agreement on future of Berlin. 

 18 October  US–Soviet trade deal finalized. 

 7 November  Nixon defeats George McGovern in landslide election win. 

 18–30 December  ‘Christmas bombing’ campaign by US against North Vietnam. 

 21 December  ‘Basic Treaty’ on bilateral relations between East and West Germany. 

  1973  

 1 January  Britain, Ireland, and Denmark join the EEC, in its first enlargement. 

 27 January  Vietnam peace agreement is signed in Paris. 

 22 February  US and China agree to open ‘liaison offices’ in the other’s capital. 

 30 March  Last US servicemen leave Vietnam. 

 23 April  Kissinger, speaking in New York, proposes a ‘New Atlantic Charter’. 

 30 April  Watergate crisis begins to intensify, with resignations of key White House staff. 

 18–24 June  Nixon–Brezhnev summit in Washington. 

 3 July  Thirty-five countries begin talks on European security in Helsinki. 

 15 August  US ends all military involvement in Cambodia. 

 12 September  President Allende of Chile toppled in a military coup. 

 6–29 October  Middle East War, including US forces being put on a high level of nuclear alert on 25–6 October. 

 18 October  Arab oil producers raise prices and introduce oil embargo against US. 

 30 October  ‘Mutual Balanced Force Reduction’ talks open in Vienna between NATO and Warsaw Pact. 

 7 November  US Congress passes War Powers Act. 

 11 December  West German–Czechoslovakian Treaty signed. 

  1974  

 1 January  New price rises, introduced by Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries, take effect. 

 25 April  Portuguese dictatorship overthrown by the military, leading to Leftist-dominated governments. 

 18 May  India explodes its first atomic bomb. 

 27 June–3 July  Nixon–Brezhnev summit in USSR. 

 16 July  Coup against President Makarios of Cyprus. 

 20 July–16 August  Turkish military intervention in Cyprus. 

 8 August  Nixon resigns over Watergate scandal. 

 12 September  Emperor Haile Selassie overthrown by Marxist army officers. 

 23–24 November  Ford–Brezhnev summit in Vladivostok. 
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PART IV CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1975  

 14 January  US–Soviet trade deal collapses over Jackson–Vanik amendment. 

 Late March  Major communist advances in South Vietnam. 

 16 April  Fall of Phnom Penh, capital of Cambodia, to Khmer Rouge. 

 25 April  Communists fare badly in Portuguese elections. 

 30 April  Fall of Saigon to communists. 

 12 May  Cambodians seize US ship, the  Mayaguez . 

 15 May  US attacks on Cambodia; crew of  Mayaguez  released. 

 10 June  Rockefeller Commission (sitting since January) reports that the CIA had spied on US citizens. 

 30 July–1 August  Helsinki summit of US, Canada, and European states; signing of Helsinki Accords. 

 23 August  Vientiane, capital of Laos, falls to communist Pathet Lao. 

 11 November  Angolan independence from Portugal; rival governments established by three independence movements. 

 1–5 December  Ford–Mao summit in Beijing. 

  1976  

 11 February  Organization of African Unity accepts pro-Soviet MPLA as government of Angola. 

 15 March  Egypt ends its 1971 treaty with USSR. 

 13 April  Kissinger opposes a communist role in Italian government. 

 21 June  Christian Democrats only narrowly ahead of communists in Italian elections. 

 9 September  Death of Mao Zedong. 

 2 November  Democrat Jimmy Carter wins US presidential election. 

  1977  

 17 February  Carter letter to dissident scientist, Andrei Sakharov, backs human rights in USSR. 

 27 February  USSR rejects Carter’s hopes of a major change of direction in SALT II talks. 

 30 June  Carter cancels B-1 bomber. 

 5 July  Ali Bhutto, President of Pakistan, overthrown by military under General Zia ul-Haq. 

 July  Fighting breaks out between Ethiopia and Somalia over disputed Ogaden. 

 7 September  Treaties signed to transfer Panama Canal from US to Panamanian sovereignty. 

 4 October  ‘Follow up’ conference to Helsinki, on European security, opens in Belgrade (closes 9 March 1979). 

 18 October  Václav Havel and other ‘Charter 77’ members are sentenced to imprisonment in Prague. 

 13 November  Somalia ends its 1974 friendship treaty with USSR; Soviets and Cubans are supporting Ethiopia in Ogaden War. 

 19–21 November  President Sadat of Egypt visits Israel and addresses its Parliament. 

 31 December  Cambodia breaks diplomatic relations with Vietnam due to border clashes. 

  1978  

 13 March  Israel launches an invasion of southern Lebanon to drive back PLO forces. 

 Late March  Somali forces withdraw from Ogaden. 

 5 April  West Germany’s Chancellor, Helmut Schmidt, agrees to deployment of controversial neutron bomb in Europe. 

 7 April  Carter suspends production of neutron bomb. 

 28 April  President Daud of Afghanistan overthrown by communists led by Mohammed Taraki. 

 18 May  Soviet dissident Yuri Orlov imprisoned. 

 7 June  Carter warns Soviets they must choose between confrontation and détente. 

 12 August  Sino-Japanese friendship treaty signed. 

(continued...)
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PART IV CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

 5–17 September  Camp David Summit on Middle East peace, between Carter, Sadat, and Begin. 

 3 November  Vietnam and USSR sign a Friendship Treaty. 

 6 November  Martial law declared in Iran after mounting unrest. 

 5 December  Soviet–Afghan friendship treaty. 

 25 December  Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia. 

  1979  

 1 January  Normalization of Sino-American relations. 

 7 January  Vietnam replaces Pol Pot’s Cambodian government. 

 16 January  Shah of Iran goes into exile. 

 28 January–5 February  China’s Deng Xiaoping visits USA. 

 1 February  Ayatollah Khomeini returns to Iran. 

 17 February–15 March  Chinese invasion of North Vietnam, followed by withdrawal. 

 26 March  Egyptian–Israeli peace treaty signed in Washington. 

 15 April  New round of oil price increases led by Iran. 

 28 May  Greece becomes tenth member of EEC. 

 7 June  Carter decides to build ‘MX’ missile. 

 15–18 June  Vienna Summit of Carter and Brezhnev; SALT II treaty signed. 

 17 July  President Somoza of Nicaragua overthrown by Sandinistas. 

 31 August  US complains over Soviet troop presence in Cuba. 

 10 September  Soviets say their troops have been in Cuba since 1962. 

 16 September  President Taraki of Afghanistan overthrown by Hafizullah Amin. 

 22 October  Shah of Iran arrives in US for medical treatment. 

 4 November  Occupation of American Embassy in Tehran. 

 10 December  NATO agrees to deploy intermediate range Cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe. 

 25 December  Soviet troops invade Afghanistan; replace President Amin with Babrak Karmal. 

  1980  

 4 January  Carter suspends ratification of SALT II. 

 23 January  ‘Carter Doctrine’ speech on defence of Persian Gulf. 

 29 January  Meeting of Islamic states condemns Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 

 4 March  Robert Mugabe wins first free elections in Zimbabwe. 

 25 April  Failed US attempt to rescue the Tehran hostages. 

 4 May  Death of President Tito of Yugoslavia. 

 14 August  In Poland, Gdansk shipworkers demand right to form a free trades union. 

 5 September  Polish communist leader Edward Gierek resigns. 

 22 September  Launch of ‘Solidarity’ union by Gdansk shipworkers; legalized on 10 November. 

 22 September  Iraqis launch invasion of Iran. 

 4 November  Republican Ronald Reagan wins US presidential election. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 

read about the key events in that year. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/
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An Era of  Negotiations, 
1972–3        

  A.    ‘Triangular Diplomacy’ and the 
East Asian Balance      

 Sino-American Rapprochement   

 The most dramatic change in international diplomacy 
in the early 1970s was the rapprochement between 
Beijing and Washington. After two decades of  enmity, 
it was announced on 15 July 1971 that Richard Nixon 
was to visit China. The ‘Opening to China’ fi tted the 
Nixon–Kissinger hope of  maintaining a favourable 
position vis-à-vis the Soviets despite America’s prob-
lems in Vietnam. The Sino-Soviet border clashes of  
ten years earlier had exposed the bitterness of  rela-
tions between the two leading communist states and, 
if  Washington could improve relations with both, it 
might hope to play a pivotal role between them. The 
policy required careful execution, since the White 
House did not want to seem to ‘threaten’ the Soviets 
by moving towards the Chinese too quickly. Thus, on 
16 July 1971, Kissinger publicly stated that the moves 
towards rapprochement with China were not ‘in any 

way directed against any other countries, and espe-
cially not against the Soviet Union’.   1    The aim was not 
to take sides in the Sino-Soviet rivalry, but to obtain 
the advantages of  cooperation with both. Most obvi-
ously, Moscow and Beijing might be prepared to put 
pressure on Hanoi to agree to a Vietnam peace settle-
ment. Also, once America left Vietnam, as it seemed 
certain it would in the aftermath of  the Tet off ensive, 
it was important that China and the USSR should be 
dissuaded from an adventurist policy in East Asia. The 
potential of  the Opening to allow a retrenchment of  
American commitment, whilst avoiding a drift into 
neo-isolation, was emphasized by the implications for 
the country’s military planning. Previously, US plan-
ners had to cope with a so-called ‘two-and-a-half  war 
strategy’, based on the supposition that any global 
confl ict was likely to involve a regional war and all-out 
confrontation with the USSR and China. However, 
if  a rapprochement with China were successful, re-
sources could be concentrated on fi ghting the USSR, 
in a ‘one-and-a-half  war strategy’. This meant a much 
reduced burden on the Pentagon’s military planners 
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 who could now, for example, focus the US nuclear tar-
geting on the USSR. It is rather ironic, in light of  this, 
that the Reagan administration later characterized the 
1970s as a ‘decade of  neglect’ in US defence policy. At a 
time when Western economies were in the doldrums, 
with low growth and high infl ation, the Opening also 
promised investment and trade opportunities. 

 For China’s leaders, Mao Zedong and premier 
Zhou Enlai, it made strategic sense to move closer to 
Washington in order to counter Soviet power, which 
now seemed more threatening to them than the US. 
‘For Mao, the decision to make common cause with 
China’s old enemy, the United States, against the new 
enemy … in Moscow was a repetition of  the Com-
munists’ strategy during the Second World War, when 
they joined forces with Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists 
against Japan.’   2    China had become increasingly inde-
pendent of  Soviet infl uence since 1956 and came close 
to armed confl ict with its mighty neighbour in 1969. 
The Americans, on the other hand, seemed increasingly 
troubled, both politically and economically. In East Asia, 
the most vital region for China, the US had acknowl-
edged the Vietnam War to be unwinnable, whereas the 
Soviets were expanding their Pacifi c Fleet and moving 
more army divisions to the Chinese border, even hint-
ing at nuclear war with China. Despite its own nuclear 
arsenal, its entry into the space race and attempts to win 
infl uence in the less developed world, China could not 
actually be considered a global power. In 1972 it had only 
a few hundred nuclear weapons, mostly based on air-
craft, its navy was paltry, and its economy technologi-
cally backward. But with the US and USSR now more 
evenly balanced, especially in nuclear terms, China 
could play a signifi cant role as the third power in a sys-
tem of  ‘triangular diplomacy’ and, with its huge army, it 
was of  clear importance in East Asian politics.    

 The Defence Minister, Lin Biao, designated Mao’s 
successor in April 1969, was the main opponent of  a 
rapprochement with America. In common with other 
military fi gures, he doubted the wisdom of  off ending 
the USSR and it has even been argued that his ‘over-
weening political ambitions in late 1970 stimulated’ 
Mao and Zhou ‘to become more serious about a rap-
prochement with the United States’.   3    But he was over-
ruled in August 1970. In April 1971, his close ally, Chen 
Boda, was purged from the leadership. Lin then ap-
parently planned to assassinate Mao but was himself  
killed in September 1971 in an air crash, trying to fl ee to 
Moscow after the failed coup attempt. The following 
month, the advantages of  the new approach were seen 

when Beijing achieved a long-standing aim, taking 
over China’s UN seat. Since 1949 America had stood in 
the way of  this step. China also won diplomatic recog-
nition from an ever-growing number of  states in the 
early 1970s. Yet the rapprochement with America never 
quite went the way Mao hoped. He wanted Beijing 
and Washington to move close together and confront 
the USSR, in direct contrast to the hopes of  Nixon and 
Kissinger of  reducing tensions with both the major 
Communist powers while the US recovered from the 
Vietnam trauma. ‘China was disconcerted by the con-
tinued links between the United States and Taiwan and 
by America’s refusal to establish full diplomatic rela-
tions. America’s eff orts in developing US–Soviet coop-
eration … aroused even greater dissatisfaction.’   4        

 Reactions to the ‘Opening’ in Moscow 
and Tokyo   

 The Sino-American rapprochement provoked under-
standable concern in the USSR, which in October 1969 
had warned the US not to exploit the growing divide 
in Sino-Soviet relations. When the rapprochement be-
came public the Soviets foresaw many potential prob-
lems for themselves. First, it was clear that Mao now 
had even less need to seek an accommodation with 
Moscow: talks on border disputes began in late 1969 
but ended without agreement three years later, and 
renewed border clashes occurred in December 1972. 
Meanwhile, the number of  Soviet units on the Chinese 
border continued to grow, from twenty-seven divi-
sions in 1969 to forty-fi ve in 1973. This, in turn, high-
lighted a second problem. Whereas for the Americans 
the ‘Opening to China’ eased the challenge facing war-
planners, for the Soviets it raised the spectre of  a two-
front confl ict, against NATO in Europe and China in 
Asia. Thus, whereas for the US the strain on their stra-
tegic forces was easing, further helped by a reduced 
involvement in Vietnam after 1969, the Soviets’ stra-
tegic challenges were increasing. In East Asia, which 
given America’s retreat from Vietnam increasingly 
seemed an arena dominated by Sino-Soviet rivalry, 
Moscow was also concerned about the situation of  its 
allies, Mongolia and North Vietnam, which bordered 
on China. North Vietnam, which was encouraged 
by China during 1972 to make peace with America, 
drew closer to the USSR in the early 1970s. This was 
in marked contrast to the situation a decade before, 
when Mao had encouraged Hanoi in its attempts to 
overthrow South Vietnam and the Soviets had been 
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 cautious. Diff erences between Hanoi and Beijing did 
not become fully apparent, however, until 1974, when 
China occupied part of  the Paracel Islands, ownership 
of  which was disputed by the two countries. 

 At a global level there was also concern in Moscow 
that China could infl uence America to abandon 
détente. The Soviets, who considered themselves 
much more important than China in the global bal-
ance, were dismayed that Nixon did not keep them 
informed of  his China policy. In June 1973 Leonid 
Brezhnev frankly admitted to Nixon that what wor-
ried Moscow most was the prospect of  Sino-American 
military links. But it was precisely such doubts and 
fears, as well as Brezhnev’s desire for a SALT deal, 
which allowed America to open up relations with 
Beijing whilst pursuing an unprecedented improve-
ment in negotiations with Moscow. However much 
they disliked the rapprochement, the Soviets could 
not aff ord to drive America and China closer together. 

 America’s alliances in East Asia—with Japan, South 
Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines—all continued in 
the long term but, in the aftermath of  the announce-
ment of  Nixon’s visit, there were doubts in all these 
countries about America’s intentions. The Japanese, 
still heavily reliant on the US for security and already 
concerned over events in Vietnam, were especially 
hurt because the July 1971 ‘Nixon Shock’ came with-
out any prior warning. Indeed, relations between 
America and its key East Asian ally became quite poor 
at this time. The White House was trying to reduce 
Japanese textile exports to America and August 1971 
saw a second ‘Nixon shock’ when the President an-
nounced several measures which were likely to harm 
Japanese trade. Signifi cantly, Japan adopted ‘a more 
active and independent foreign policy despite still 
sheltering under the American security umbrella’ 
after 1971.   5    Japan was, however, the prime example 
of  how an initial sense of  concern over the changed 

   Mao Zedong (1893–1976) and Zhou Enlai 
(1898–1976)    

 Mao and Zhou were the dominant fi gures in the Chinese 

Communist regime, for the fi rst quarter century of its existence, 

Mao as party leader and inspiration for China’s brand of agrarian 

socialism, Zhou as Premier (1949–76) and Foreign Minister 

(1949–58). They were founder members of the Chinese Party, 

though they came from rather diff erent backgrounds. Mao, born 

into a peasant family in Hunan province, had trained as a teacher, 

then worked as a library assistant. Zhou was from a wealthier 

background, in Jiangsu province, and had been partly educated in 

Japan and France. But both had taken part in anti-government 

agitation before 1920, and by 1927 they were emerging as key 

fi gures. Zhou helped the capture of Shanghai that year in alliance 

with Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist forces; Mao was already 

developing ideas for a peasant-based revolution, in contrast to 

the traditional Marxist emphasis on factory workers. 

 When Chiang Kai-shek turned against the Communists in 1927, 

Zhou at fi rst favoured urban uprisings against the Nationalists 

but the failure of these led the party to turn more to Mao’s ideas 

for winning peasant support, through promises of land reform 

and lower taxes. In 1934–5 Mao led the ‘Long March’ to Shensi 

province in the north of China, breaking free of Chiang 

Kai-shek’s stranglehold. There were attempts to form an alliance 

with Chiang to fi ght the Japanese and Zhou was at the forefront 

of attempts to strike a deal with the Nationalists in 1946, before 

full-scale civil war broke out, which carried the Communists to 

power three years later. 

 Once in power, Mao not only redistributed land to the 

peasants, but also emulated the Stalinist model of rapid 

industrialization and personality cult. He hoped to harness 

China’s huge population to Socialist doctrine, building a strong, 

united, egalitarian society, and was not afraid to fi ght the US in 

Korea (1950–3). Increasingly, after 1956, Mao fell out with the 

new Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev. Zhou was less 

enthusiastic about this course, but played a leading role in 

building up China’s position as a friend of the non-aligned 

movement. Mao and Zhou also had their diff erences on 

domestic policy. Mao, more doctrinaire and determined to 

resist bureaucratization, inspired disruptive attempts to create 

a socialist society, including the intellectual fervour of the 

‘hundred fl owers’ movement (1958–9), the ill-fated attempt at 

a ‘great leap forward’ in industrialization and, after 1966, the 

institutionalized intolerance of the ‘Cultural Revolution’. Zhou, 

more pragmatic, and accepting of bureaucratic necessities, was 

especially out of sympathy with the Cultural Revolution and 

was eclipsed for a time by Lin Biao, the Defence Minister. But 

Mao and Zhou were brought together by 1971 thanks to their 

mutual fear of Soviet power and US diffi  culties in Vietnam. 

With Mao increasingly frail, it was Zhou who played the leading 

diplomatic role in the rapprochement with America. He was 

also able to restore the fortunes of old allies like Deng 

Xiaoping, who had suff ered in the Cultural Revolution. Any 

hopes that Zhou might succeed Mao were dashed, however, by 

the former’s sudden deteriorating health. He died a few 

months before Mao.  
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 power relationship in 1971 gave way to new oppor-
tunities. Despite historic rivalry, radically diff erent 
ideologies and territorial disputes over various island 
groups, China and Japan had strong reasons to coop-
erate. The Chinese saw Japan as vital in containing the 
USSR; the Japanese had a vested interest in stability in 
East Asia after Vietnam and wanted access to Chinese 
markets. The replacement of  the pro-Taiwanese 
Prime Minister, Eisaku Sato, by Kakuei Tanaka paved 
the way to the normalization of  diplomatic relations 
in September 1972, and Japan soon became China’s 
biggest trading partner. In 1972 there was also a boost 
for Japanese–American relations with the restoration 
of  Okinawa to Japanese sovereignty (having been a US 
military base since the war).     

 The Beijing Summit and the Position 
of Taiwan   

 The years 1969–71 saw cautious steps on both sides 
towards a rapprochement, with numerous setbacks 
along the way, not least because of  the American in-
cursion into Cambodia in 1970. Pakistan, Romania, 

and France acted as intermediaries at times and some 
direct Sino-American contacts took place via their em-
bassies in Warsaw. The positive ‘diplomatic signals’ 
became clearer in April 1971 when America greatly 
liberalized trade with China and the Chinese wel-
comed an American table tennis team. A secret visit 
by Kissinger to Beijing, in July 1971, provided an oppor-
tunity for discussions with Zhou Enlai on the global 
balance, Vietnam, and the position of  Taiwan. The 
last issue was diffi  cult because of  America’s protec-
tion of  the Nationalist regime on the island. But the 
announcement of  Nixon’s visit, followed by Taiwan’s 
departure from the UN (neither Beijing nor Taipei 
would accept a ‘two China’ presence there), showed 
that the issue could not forestall the rapprochement. 
The Nixon–Kissinger commitment to the Opening 
was further emphasized by their actions during the 
December 1971 Indo-Pakistani War (see  Chapter  11  , C): 
with Pakistan a conduit to China the White House felt 
it essential to off er its support, whatever the rights and 
wrongs of  the local situation. 

 Nixon’s visit to China went ahead on schedule on 
21–8 February 1972 and included a meeting with Mao, 

   The Shanghai Communiqué, 28 February 
1972    

 Communiqués are usually bland, factual documents but the 

‘Shanghai Communiqué’, issued on the last day of Nixon’s path-

breaking visit to China, is remarkably long, honest in its admission 

of Sino-American diff erences but revealing about how these 

diff erences could be managed. Since no formal agreements or 

treaties were signed during the visit, it became the main 

statement of the motives for Sino-American rapprochement. 

The idea of stating their diff erent views on key subjects like 

Taiwan was unusual, but had been agreed the previous October, 

when Kissinger visited Beijing. Apart from giving the factual 

details of Nixon’s visit, the communiqué included:   

  •  A statement of each country’s view on the international 

situation: While professing a desire for ‘a just and secure 

peace’, the US side stated the need for a negotiated 

settlement in Vietnam, based on self-determination for the 

South; it also stated its support for South Korea and for 

friendship with Japan. The Chinese side stated its support for 

national liberation movements, including those in Indo-China, 

hoped for the peaceful reunifi cation of Korea and opposed 

any revival of Japanese militarism.   

  •  A statement of each country’s view on the Taiwan problem: 

the Chinese side insisted that the Beijing government was 

‘the sole legal government of China’, that ‘Taiwan is a 

province of China’, and that US forces should leave Taiwan; 

the US side acknowledged that ‘there is but one China and 

that Taiwan is a part of China’, affi  rmed ‘the ultimate 

objective of the withdrawal of all US forces’, and said there 

must be ‘a peaceful settlement of the Taiwan question by the 

Chinese themselves’.   

  •  A statement that the US and China would ‘conduct their 

relations on the principles of respect for the sovereignty and 

territorial integrity of all states, non-aggression against other 

states, non-interference in the internal aff airs of other states, 

equality and mutual benefi t, and peaceful coexistence’.   

  •  More specifi cally they stated their desire: to ‘progress toward 

the normalization of relations’ between them; ‘to reduce the 

risk of international military confl ict’; and to oppose eff orts 

by any country to establish hegemony in East Asia. The last 

statement that was seen as directed against the USSR.   

  •  A statement of support for increased personal contacts and 

trade between the two countries, as well as continuing 

diplomatic contacts.      
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 although most of  the negotiating was conducted by 
Zhou. It was a well-managed media event, which 
boosted Nixon’s hopes of  re-election later in the year, 
especially when it was followed three months later by 
another summit in Moscow (see  Chapter  12  , B). Even 
if, to Chinese satisfaction, Nixon had visited Beijing 
before Moscow, the concrete results of  the event were 
few. As one account pointed out, the summit may have 
represented ‘a magnifi cent victory for the Chinese na-
tion’ on one level, but since the Americans were still 
fi ghting in Vietnam, ‘it would be hard to describe it as 
a socialist foreign policy’.   6    There was no major US–
Chinese agreement signed and, as mentioned, there 
was no change in America’s alliance system in East 
Asia—although it might be argued that the purposes 
of  these alliances had changed in that they were no 
longer anti-Chinese. Washington even continued to 
recognize Taiwan as the offi  cial Chinese government. 
Indeed, the Shanghai Communiqué, issued at the end 
of  the visit, was remarkable for its statement of  diff er-
ing Chinese and American positions on Taiwan, which 
Beijing still hoped to reabsorb. But Nixon underlined 
the real purpose of  the visit when he told the Chinese, 
‘We have great diff erences today. What brings us to-
gether is that we have common interests which tran-
scend those diff erences.’   7    In particular, both countries 
wished to contain Soviet power, a point the Shanghai 
Communiqué underlined by stating their mutual 
opposition to any state which sought hegemony in 
the Asia-Pacifi c region. There was no formal Sino-
American alliance, then, but the two countries would 
pursue ‘parallelism’, avoiding clashes with each other 
while resisting any gains for Soviet communism.         

  B.    The Moscow Summit and SALT I    

 The fi rst Nixon–Brezhnev summit, announced in 
October 1971 and held in Moscow the following May, 
symbolized the great strides in détente between the 
spring of  1971 and summer 1973. En route to Moscow 
an exuberant Kissinger declared: ‘This has to be one of  
the great diplomatic coups of  all times.’   8    It witnessed 
various agreements, including attempts to avert 
future superpower crises and promises of  scientifi c co-
operation, and the centrepiece was the Strategic Arms 
Limitation Talks (SALT) agreement on nuclear arms 
control. SALT confi rmed the superpowers’ desire to 
restrict the impact and spread of  nuclear weapons, to 
maintain a supposedly secure balance based around 

‘Mutual Assured Destruction’ (MAD), and to keep de-
fence costs under control. Arms agreements seemed 
an obvious area in which to demonstrate the relaxa-
tion of  tension between them and build trust. Yet 
neither side rushed into a SALT treaty or a summit 
(see  Chapter  9  , A). The Soviets had been sceptical 
about strategic arms talks until 1968 and Nixon did 
not agree to open conversations on the subject until 
November 1969. By early 1970 Nixon, anxious to boost 
his domestic popularity and win Soviet support for a 
Vietnam settlement, wanted to hold a summit con-
ference, but only in mid-1971, as Brezhnev tightened 
his grip on the Kremlin, were the Soviets won over, 
leading to the October announcement that such a 
meeting would take place. Various crises, from the 
Jordanian civil war of  1970 to the 1971 Indo-Pakistani 
War, could have wrecked the summit plans, as could a 
badly managed ‘Opening to China’ by the US. At the 
last moment, the US feared that the summit would 
be cancelled owing to renewed violence in Vietnam, 
where a major Communist off ensive on 30 March was 
followed by America’s mining of  Haiphong harbour. 
Some in the Kremlin were indeed off ended by this lat-
est example of  US ‘imperialism’, but Brezhnev argued 
that détente was of  great long-term importance, that 
(thanks to Vietnam) the Soviet Union was in a strong 
position to deal with Washington and that the sum-
mit itself  promised major gains—not only SALT, but 
also a recognition of  the USSR’s equality of  status as a 
superpower by America, something of  enormous sig-
nifi cance to the USSR’s self-esteem and its standing in 
the world. The conference also blunted China’s sense 
of  triumph after the Beijing summit.     

 The SALT Negotiations   

 The SALT treaty was the result of  a number of  devel-
opments including the development of  rough nuclear 
parity, popular enthusiasm for arms control, and con-
cern, both in the Kremlin and the US Congress, over 
the costs of  nuclear arms which were becoming ever 
more technologically advanced. Two developments 
in particular in the 1960s had threatened to upset the 
nuclear balance: the anti-ballistic missile (ABM) and 
the multiple independent re-entry vehicle (MIRV). 
The fi rst threatened to provoke a new spiral in the 
arms race, because if  either side developed an eff ec-
tive ABM it might also be tempted to launch a ‘fi rst 
strike’ on its opponent; and the other side was likely to 
counter such a threat by building additional off ensive 
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 missiles to overcome the ABMs. In March 1969, Nixon 
renamed the ABM shield ‘Safeguard’ and planned to 
use it to protect off ensive missile sites in the American 
mid-West but it was only approved by Congress in 
August by one vote. These events gave both sides 
reason to seek an ABM treaty. The USSR wished to 
pre-empt US advances in the fi eld, whilst the Nixon 
administration recognized that a treaty might be pref-
erable to defeat at the hands of  Congress. 

 The second development, MIRV, was a means of  
improving US strike capacity without increasing the 
number of  inter-continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) 
or submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs). 
The number of  ICBMs and SLBMs was actually fro-
zen by the Johnson administration in 1968, at 1,054 and 
656 missiles respectively, but the purpose of  this was 
to concentrate on improving such weapons rather 
than halting the arms race. MIRV testing had been an-
nounced in December 1967. Independently targetable 
warheads which could hit separate targets many miles 
apart allowed a marked increase in nuclear warheads 
but were cheaper than building new missiles. The 
Soviets—who concentrated in the 1960s on building 
ever-larger, but less advanced missiles, like the giant 
SS-9—were well behind in this area and fi nally agreed 
to SALT negotiations in June 1968. The invasion of  
Czechoslovakia, in August, prevented talks beginning 
but they remained a popular idea in the US State De-
partment. The Nixon administration was determined 
not to rush into détente but it did soon accept the aim 
of  ‘suffi  ciency’ in nuclear arms. As one arms control 
expert explained it: the ‘nation only needed to main-
tain a force capable of  infl icting a destructive level of  
damage on the USSR’.   9    It was hard to defi ne precisely 
yet made arms talks easier because it implied that the 
US need not match the Soviets in all categories of  
nuclear weapon. However, the administration’s deci-
sion to proceed with the testing and, in 1970, deploy-
ment of  MIRVs was arguably a fatal error, for once 
the US successfully tested such a system the Soviets 
were bound to wish to do the same, so as not to risk 
falling behind in the arms race in future. This made 
it virtually impossible to negotiate a limit on MIRVs. 
MIRV was ‘a less convincing bargaining chip than the 
Safeguard ABM … because neither side [was] serious 
about limiting MIRVs’ once one side had decided to 
develop them.   10    In that sense SALT I was dead in the 
water before it was actually launched. 

 The SALT talks took place over several sessions 
from November 1969, oscillating between Helsinki 

and Vienna. The challenges were enormous. Each 
side’s nuclear arsenal had a diff erent make-up, with 
the US possessing a ‘triad’ of  land-, sea-, and aircraft-
based systems, whilst the Soviets mainly had land-
based weapons, though their submarine capacity was 
growing. It was diffi  cult to decide what actually rep-
resented ‘equality’ between them and the possibility 
of  one side stealing a march was always present even 
without MIRVs. This problem was compounded by 
the existence of  British and French nuclear arsenals 
on the Western side and the existence of  American 
‘forward-based systems’ (FBS) in Europe, which could 
strike Soviet territory, but which the Americans were 
unwilling to include in strategic talks because of  their 
limited range. The two sides also set out with opposite 
aims: the Soviets were keen to achieve an ABM treaty, 
and to off set US technological advances by preserv-
ing their own ability to expand their ICBM arsenal; 
the US was anxious to preserve its technological lead 
while restricting the growth of  Soviet ICBM numbers. 
Soviet opposition to onsite verifi cation of  an arms 
deal was not, however, the barrier to agreement it had 
been in the past, because the CIA believed it possessed 
other means, such as satellite surveillance, to police 
any agreement. Some confusion was caused on the US 
side by the existence of  an offi  cial negotiating team, 
from the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, 
headed by Gerard Smith, and an unoffi  cial, so-called 
‘backchannel’, set up in 1969 between Kissinger, and 
Soviet ambassador, Anatoly Dobrynin. The ‘back-
channel’ allowed the White House to control the 
tempo of  the talks and brought the breakthrough 
agreement of  May 1971, which fi nally excluded 
forward-based systems from the talks and confi rmed 
that there would be a freeze on ICBM—steps which 
pleased the US—but which also promised the USSR 
an ABM deal. This skeleton arrangement still left a lot 
of  details undecided and it gravely upset Smith that 
Kissinger had struck a deal behind the back of  the offi  -
cial negotiators: ‘The delegation’s trust in Washington 
authorities was never restored.’   11    Nonetheless, once 
the Moscow summit was announced the pace of  ne-
gotiation increased. The April 1972 ‘Tundra Talks’ in 
Lapland, which eff ectively fi nalized the ABM treaty, 
were followed by a visit from Kissinger to Moscow, 
where a high ceiling on Soviet SLBM numbers was 
agreed. A few fi nal points were hammered out at the 
summit itself, at the cost of  some ambiguity (not least 
over what constituted a ‘heavy’ missile, one of  the cat-
egories of  weapon SALT sought to control).     
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  The Moscow Summit and its Limitations   

 The Moscow conference, of  22–6 May 1972, proved 
to be one of  the most successful East–West summits 
of  the Cold War partly because it was carefully stage-
managed and well prepared in advance. Yet, given the 
last-minute threat posed by the Communists’ spring 
off ensive in Vietnam, it has been said that, ‘The im-
portance of  the conference … lay in the fact that it 
was held at all.’   12    For this confi rmed that the new 
relationship with Washington was more important 
to Brezhnev than solidarity with his fellow Marxist-
Leninists in Hanoi. Ten documents were signed but 
they had largely been negotiated beforehand. Apart 
from SALT (see   boxed section  ) these included greater 
cooperation on health and the environment, a joint 
Apollo-Soyuz space mission (which went ahead in 
mid-July 1975), improvements in the ‘hot-line’, an 
agreement to avoid accidents at sea, and steps to 
reduce the risk of  accidental nuclear war. A Joint 
Commercial Commission was established which ne-
gotiated a trade deal between the two countries fi ve 
months later, involving a settlement of  war debts, a 
US commitment to give the Soviets ‘most favoured 
nation’ status (that is, equal to that of  other major 
trading partners), and the opening of  trade offi  ces in 
each other’s capital. For the Soviets, another impor-
tant document was the ‘Basic Principles Agreement’ 
(based on an October 1971 arrangement between 
Brezhnev and France’s Georges Pompidou), which 
laid down twelve principles for the conduct of  super-
power relations. These included the acceptance of  
peaceful coexistence and mutual equality, restraint 
during crises, avoiding confrontation, and refraining 
from the use of  force. 

 Moscow was intended to be the fi rst of  a series of  
summits and further Nixon–Brezhnev meetings did 
occur, in America from 16 to 24 June 1973 (when the 
venue moved between Washington, Camp David, 
and San Clemente, California) and again in Moscow 
from 27 June to 3 July 1974. The 1973 conference saw 
more minor agreements, on cultural exchanges, ag-
riculture, and transport, some discussion of  a SALT 
II treaty and, most importantly, an Agreement on the 
Prevention of  Nuclear War. The last developed the 
Basic Principles Agreement and was wanted most by 
the Soviets, who had long wanted the US, with its nu-
clear superiority, to promise it would not be the fi rst 
side to use nuclear weapons in war. The Agreement 
was much diluted by the Americans, however, and 

promised no more than that the superpowers would 
consult together if  nuclear war ever threatened to in-
volve one of  them. By June 1973 the Nixon adminis-
tration was already overshadowed by the Watergate 
scandal, and this was even more the case with the 1974 
summit which did, however, see an important ABM 
deal, cutting the number of  missiles on each side to 
one hundred. 

 Moscow and the SALT treaty were celebrated by 
both sides in 1972, understandably so. Brezhnev used 
them to solidify his control of  the Kremlin, remov-
ing opponents from the Politburo in 1973. He pointed 
to the Basic Principles Agreement as evidence that 
the US both accepted the USSR as an equal and was 
ready to embrace the long-standing Soviet concept 
of  peaceful coexistence. Nixon and Kissinger, in an 
election year, were bound to hail Moscow as quali-
tatively diff erent from previous summits—with con-
crete agreements, not just an improvement in the 
international atmosphere—and to praise SALT as 
a breakthrough in East–West relations. Alongside 
the Beijing summit, and signs of  a Vietnam settle-
ment, the Moscow summit made 1972 seem a world 
away from 1968, the previous election year. How-
ever, the positive side of  the meeting was oversold, 
helping to breed dissatisfaction in future. Both sides 
were still determined to maintain strong defences 
and to treat the other as an ideological enemy. The 
Soviets still supported ‘national liberation’ move-
ments in the less developed world and maintained 
the Brezhnev Doctrine; America had no intention of  
abandoning its NATO allies or its new relationship 
with China and fl aws were soon clear in some of  
the main agreements. However important the Basic 
Principles were to Brezhnev, the Americans never 
saw them as more than a broad ‘code of  conduct’, 
one against which Soviet as well as US behaviour 
could be measured. It was unclear what the Princi-
ples would mean in practice and little thought was 
given to their enforcement. As to the commercial 
agreement, it did lead to a major trade expansion in 
1972–3, alongside large US credits to the USSR. But 
this was soured in American eyes by the so-called 
‘Great Grain Robbery’ when the Soviets, faced by 
a harvest failure, were sold large amounts of  grain, 
pushing up US prices and costing American taxpay-
ers large subsidies. 

 The most signifi cant fl aws, however, lay in SALT 
I, the greatest symbol of  US–Soviet trust and equal-
ity. Criticism must be tempered by the fact that 
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 SALT was an interim measure, designed to lead to 
a SALT II deal within fi ve years. Certainly the ABM 
treaty was a precise arrangement, strictly limiting a 
whole category of  weapons. But in a sense the ABM 
treaty was of  limited importance because the tech-
nical problems and fi nancial costs made ABMs diffi  -
cult to build anyway. The Soviets never believed they 
could outmatch the US here and the Nixon adminis-
tration, aware of  Congressional and public opposi-
tion, seems to have used Soviet fears of  ‘Safeguard’ 
simply as a ‘bargaining chip’ to get a better deal on 
off ensive missiles. Whilst confi rming, or paying lip-
service, to MAD, the off ensive missile agreement 
itself  had many shortcomings. It controlled missile 
numbers, but the ‘ceilings’ were set at a high level and 
there was no control on the number of  MIRVs, so 
that the quantity of  warheads continued to increase. 
In 1972 the US still had a marked advantage in war-
head numbers: the 1,054 American ICBMs actually 
had 1,474 warheads on them thanks to MIRVing, and 
there were over 3,000 warheads on the 656 SLBMs. In 
contrast the Soviets, without MIRVs and with only 
about 1,500 ICBMs and 500 SLBMs, were still well 
below the SALT ceilings. The Soviets could eventu-
ally use the opportunity to expand warhead numbers 
which SALT I presented once they obtained MIRV 
technology. One especially critical account argued 
that there ‘were no Soviet concessions during the 
Moscow summit … The only major concessions 
were made by Henry Kissinger.’ It pointed out that 
the decision to allow the USSR more SLBMs was par-
ticularly puzzling. The US had long held superiority 

in SLBM numbers so why had they not simply been 
frozen?   13    Another account felt that the Soviets could 
hardly have refused a deal because Kissinger ‘made 
the terms palatable to the Soviets by permitting them 
to fulfi l their planned programmes’—including the 
expansion of  SLBM numbers.   14    It was certainly pos-
sible to defend the summit if  one took a long-term 
perspective. ‘For all the fl aws … Nixon had achieved 
a symbolic breakthrough, namely that the two sides 
could set limits on their destructive capability.’   15    
And the fl aws could be dealt with in subsequent ne-
gotiations. However, many Congressional critics in 
the US soon decided there was cause for concern, 
because the Soviets  were  allowed to deploy more of-
fensive missiles than America under the Treaty, they 
had much larger missiles, and they began to MIRV 
them in 1975 (after successfully testing a MIRV 2 years 
beforehand—much earlier than the US expected).         

  C.    The Vietnam Settlement, 1972–3      

 Vietnam in Early 1972   

 Despite the gloom surrounding its policy in Vietnam 
in late 1971, the situation from America’s viewpoint 
was not hopeless. The incoherent strategy pursued 
by Nixon in Vietnam had some favourable results. 
US troop levels were about to fall below 100,000. 
This arguably weakened America’s hand in nego-
tiations but, since no new conscripts were being 
sent to Vietnam, anti-war protests at home had 

   The SALT I Agreements, May 1972: 
main points    

 Two arms control agreement were signed.   

  1.     The Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty :   

  •    restricted the US and USSR to two ABM missile fi elds each, 

one to protect their capital, one to protect an ICBM fi eld;   

  •    placed a limit of one hundred on the number of missiles 

in each of the fi elds (that is, two hundred missiles in total 

for each superpower);   

  •    banned certain new ABM developments, including 

multiple warheads and space-based systems; limited the 

location of early-warning systems; was to be monitored 

by an Oversight Commission;   

  •    was of indefinite duration, but either side could withdraw 

after six months’ notice.     

  2.     The ‘ Interim Agreement on Off ensive Missiles’ :   

  •    subjected strategic off ensive weapon launchers to the 

following, unequal ‘ceilings’: 

   Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (land-based): 

1,054 for the US and 1,618 for the USSR;  

  Submarine-launched Ballistic Missiles: 656 for the US 

and 740 for the USSR;  

  Strategic bombers: 455 for the US and 140 for the 

USSR;     

  •    had a duration of 5 years, during which time a SALT II 

agreement was to be negotiated.        
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 subsided. The incursion into Laos showed the South 
Vietnamese army probably could not launch suc-
cessful off ensive operations; but, when put on the 
defensive, they might fare better, especially since the 
Americans still provided them with large-scale air 
support. The ‘Nixon Doctrine’ reassured President 
Thieu that, while his forces must now bear the brunt 
of  ground fi ghting, the US would not abandon its 
allies and Nixon himself  had several times demon-
strated his readiness to match tough rhetoric with 
strong action. ‘Pacifi cation’ policies, used to under-
mine Viet Cong support in the South, had become 
more sophisticated and, in some cases, more suc-
cessful. Furthermore, American relations with both 
the USSR and China were improving, raising the 
possibility that those countries might press Hanoi 
to make peace. In fact, despite détente, the USSR 
seems to have done little to help the Americans es-
cape from the Vietnam imbroglio. ‘The Soviet Union 
was a reluctant player in the diplomatic settlement in 
Vietnam … despite the eff orts of  the Nixon adminis-
tration and its policy of  linkage’, the logic of  which 
was that Moscow should seek to reduce confl icts in 
the less developed world in return for cooperation 
with Washington.   16    The Chinese were rather more 
helpful, however. In November 1971, during a meeting 
in Beijing, Mao Zedong told North Vietnam’s Prime 
Minister, Pham Van Dong, that compromise was 
now the best course. The Chinese did not necessar-
ily want Thieu to survive in the long term but, argu-
ably, if  the North could negotiate America’s military 
withdrawal from Vietnam, Thieu’s days would be 
numbered anyway; there was no need for Hanoi to 
continue pressing for a communist-infl uenced coali-
tion government in South Vietnam as the price of  
peace with America. ‘He was arguing for Nixon,’ one 
North Vietnamese diplomat complained. ‘Mao was 
telling us to maintain the status quo.’   17    

 In order to undermine his domestic critics, in 
January 1972 Nixon published the fact that Kissinger 
had held twelve rounds of  secret peace talks with 
North Vietnamese representatives, and that the US 
position had been more conciliatory than that stated 
in public. Coming at the start of  an election year, after 
Congressmen had attacked his failure to negotiate re-
alistically, this was an astute move which caught Hanoi 
by surprise. The Beijing summit in February was an-
other success for Nixon and an unwelcome event for 
North Vietnam, and of  course the Soviets too were 
preparing a meeting with Nixon. Even if  the Soviets 

did not, in actual fact, put pressure on the North to 
make a settlement of  the war, the Hanoi politburo 
may have feared that both its major patrons were 
now ready to give relations with America a higher 
priority than Vietnamese interests. Thus it has been 
speculated that it was to try to undermine the bud-
ding US–Chinese and US–Soviet links, ‘that the polit-
buro decided fi nally on the spring off ensive’ of  1972.   18    
Then again, it was predictable for other reasons that 
North Vietnam would launch a major attack on the 
South during 1972. The ‘Tet’ off ensive of  early 1968 
had shown the rewards that such an attack could bring 
during an American election year, sapping morale and 
destroying the President’s re-election bid, even if  Com-
munist losses were formidable. Indeed, it was because 
the Viet Cong had lost so many fi ghters in 1968 that 
the North Vietnamese army were to shoulder most 
of  the 1972 operations. The North perhaps hoped that 
Nixon would wish to settle the war before the election 
if  possible and that military success would ensure that 
this was done on Communist terms. ‘At its maximum, 
the leadership hoped, the off ensive might actually 
cause the collapse of  the Saigon government; at the 
very least it promised a victory … which would under-
mine the policy of  Vietnamization.’   19    The downside 
was that North Vietnamese forces would be fi ghting a 
more conventional war to which the Americans were 
more suited.     

 The Spring Off ensive   

 The spring off ensive began on 30 March, being de-
signed in part to upset the forthcoming Moscow sum-
mit, perhaps even force its cancellation. And, despite 
the widespread expectation of  an off ensive, its tim-
ing and execution came as a surprise to Saigon and 
Washington. Its timing was surprising because, just 
before the fi rst attacks, Hanoi had been discussing an-
other round of  peace talks with the Americans. Its ex-
ecution was a surprise because the North Vietnamese 
Defence Minister, General Vo Nguyen Giap, not only 
launched his primary assault across the narrow, well-
defended Demilitarized Zone between the North 
and South; but also he used three-quarters of  all the 
North’s available forces to launch a series of  conven-
tional attacks, led by artillery bombardments and 
tanks, on Thieu’s million-strong army. Not only were 
whole South Vietnamese divisions shattered in a four-
pronged North Vietnamese attack but on 1 May the 
Communists seized control of  a major city, Quang Tri, 
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 and they threatened to capture the ancient royal capi-
tal of  Hué. If  it fell, it would prove a dire psychological 
blow to Saigon; even if  it did not, there was always the 
danger that the National Liberation Front would set 
up a provisional government in Quang Tri. 

 The North’s off ensive threw the White House into 
panic for a time. ‘Nixon was impaled on the horns of  a 
dilemma. If  he did not support the South Vietnamese 
with heavy bombing … a US ally might well be de-
feated. But if  he did escalate the war … he would face 
the probable cancellation of  the Moscow summit by 
the Soviets.’   20    Hanoi was mistaken, however, if  it be-
lieved that Nixon wanted peace at any price before the 
election. In fact, in line with his previous penchant for 
toughness, he quickly decided to use all available US 
aircraft to blunt Giap’s assault, then agreed to use B-52s 
to bomb targets in North Vietnam. It was the fi rst time 
since 1968 that American heavy bombers had attacked 
the North and, from 15 April, the targets included 
the major cities of  Hanoi and Haiphong. In the past, 
such attacks would have drawn a harsh response from 
Beijing and Moscow but on this occasion, in another 
worrying sign for Hanoi, there were few complaints. 
Although Soviet vessels were struck by US bombs in 
Haiphong harbour, plans for the Moscow summit 
continued. A secret meeting between Kissinger and 
North Vietnam’s Le Duc Tho on 1 May confi rmed that 
the North still wanted Thieu’s removal as the price of  
peace, but this diplomatic impasse simply made the 
Americans more determined to deny Giap a military 
breakthrough. On 8 May Nixon announced a blockade 
of  North Vietnam, with the mining of  Haiphong and 
other harbours. This was a dramatic step but it did not 
stop the Moscow summit going ahead. By late May 
Giap had committed all his reserves to the spring of-
fensive but the South Vietnamese held on to Hué and, 
in June, were able to counter-attack, retaking Quang 
Tri. The off ensive had failed in its main purposes: the 
South Vietnamese army survived; the Moscow and 
Beijing summits made it likely Nixon would be re-
elected even if  there were no peace in Vietnam; and 
the Soviets, far from abandoning détente, now sent 
President Nikolai Podgorny to Hanoi with the latest 
American peace off er.     

 The Peace Accords   

 Despite Giap’s failure, North Vietnam was hardly 
in a weak position when Le Duc Tho and Kissinger 
revived their peace talks in mid-July 1972. The USSR 

and China might favour compromise, but they were 
not going to break with Hanoi over it; the North 
Vietnamese army and Viet Cong still controlled large 
tracts of  South Vietnam; despite the US blockade, war 
supplies continued to reach the North; and Nixon was 
still committed to withdrawal. In August all US army 
combat missions in Vietnam ceased and only 30,000 
American troops remained, none of  them draftees. 
Furthermore, the Americans continued to off er con-
cessions in the Paris talks. Most important, Kissinger 
had implicitly told the Soviets that, if  a ‘ceasefi re in 
place’ could be agreed the US would not demand the 
subsequent withdrawal of  North Vietnamese units 
from the South. All that America wanted was that 
Thieu should remain in power after the ceasefi re, to 
take part in a political settlement negotiated by the 
various South Vietnamese political groups. By late 
September, rather than insisting on a coalition govern-
ment which excluded Thieu, the North was prepared 
to accept that his regime might continue for a time. In 
a series of  meetings between 8 and 11 October the out-
line of  a peace settlement was hammered out, which 
Hanoi hoped could become a signed accord by the 
end of  the month. They now wanted an agreement 
before Nixon’s hand was strengthened by a successful 
re-election. 

 The proposed settlement gave something to both 
sides. The Americans would have their prisoners of  
war returned (an essential point for domestic opin-
ion) and the Thieu regime would survive. The North 
Vietnamese won a ‘ceasefi re in place’, a promise that 
all US forces would withdraw, and an imprecise po-
litical arrangement that might, through a process of  
reconciliation and elections, reunite Vietnam. But 
by late October the settlement was already breaking 
down, largely thanks to President Thieu. Despite the 
vital importance of  any settlement to South Vietnam, 
he had been kept only partially informed of  the US–
North Vietnamese contacts and was furious about the 
draft agreement when Kissinger brought it to Saigon 
on 19 October. He particularly disliked the idea that, 
under a ceasefi re in place, the North Vietnamese could 
hold on to areas they occupied in South Vietnam, and 
he was unimpressed by Kissinger’s reassurance that 
the South had a ‘fi ghting chance’ of  survival once the 
Americans left. Despite Kissinger’s celebrated remark 
on 26 October, that ‘we believe that peace is at hand’, 
hope of  signing the accords by the end of  the month 
evaporated.   21    As expected, Nixon won a landslide re-
election on 7 November. He then tried to win Thieu 
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 over to a settlement, partly through diplomatic pres-
sure and partly by a massive supply of  arms to South 
Vietnam, so as to leave it in the best military position 
after a ceasefi re. He also secretly undertook to restart 
US aid to Saigon if  Hanoi breached the ceasefi re on a 
large scale. But this strengthening of  Thieu’s armed 
forces simply led the North to ask for changes in the 
draft accords and by the middle of  December negotia-
tions had stalled. 

 The stall in the Paris negotiations was followed 
by the so-called ‘Christmas Bombing’ of  Hanoi, 
Haiphong, and other targets in North Vietnam, one 
of  the most controversial of  all Nixon’s actions. ‘It 
was the most devastating bombing campaign of  the 
entire war.’   22    Having been told ‘peace was at hand’, 
public opinion was shocked by the round-the-clock 
raids of  B-52s near heavily populated areas (although, 
thanks to the North’s civil defence preparations, 
actual casualties were limited to a few thousand). The 
raids did bring Hanoi back to the negotiating table. 
Le Duc Tho and Kissinger met again on 8 January 
1973 and initialled a peace agreement on the 23rd. Yet 
the ‘bombing did not produce a settlement mark-
edly diff erent … from the October agreement’, again 
raising the question of  why the Christmas Bombing 
was necessary.   23    Several factors seem to have infl u-
enced Nixon. One, certainly, was a desire to resolve 
the Vietnam War before his second term began and 
while an acceptable agreement seemed possible. 
Bellicose action also fi tted in with his established be-
haviour and showed that, even at the end of  its disas-
trous Vietnam involvement, America was capable of  
fi rm action. Signifi cantly, such bellicosity also helped 
reassure Thieu of  American resolve and gave cred-
ibility to Nixon’s promises that Washington would 
not tolerate a major Communist breach of  any settle-
ment. ‘The bombs … were not just aimed at targets 
a few thousand feet away; their real target in a sense 
was Saigon.’   24    But also, the President knew that he 
might not remain in such a strong position for long. 
His landslide re-election was a remarkable achieve-
ment. But, at the same time, a new Congress had been 
elected which was ill-disposed towards him and was 
expected to introduce a War Powers Act to limit the 
President’s independence in foreign aff airs. Ideally, 
therefore, Nixon needed to resolve the Vietnam War 
before Congress met in late January. 

 The ceasefi re in place in Vietnam came into force 
on 27 January, preceded by a ‘land-grabbing’ exer-
cise by Hanoi and Saigon. Within 60 days of  that 

all American forces were to be withdrawn and all 
prisoners-of-war were to be released. The conditions 
for US withdrawal were clear enough, but many 
other parts of  the accords were fl awed. Rumours 
persisted for decades afterwards that Hanoi held more 
prisoners than the 591 Americans actually set free, 
and this soured relations between the two countries. 
Neither North Vietnam nor America was supposed 
to resupply either side in the South with troops or 
weapons, but there was a provision for ‘replacement’ 
of  materials which allowed for breaches in the con-
ditions. An international commission, with rep-
resentatives from the Eastern and Western blocs, 
was supposed to police the ceasefi re but was never 
eff ective. As to the process of  ‘national reconcilia-
tion’ which was supposed to take place in the South, 
it was a dead letter. And though the accords talked of  
elections being held they did not set a date. Also, the 
ceasefi re only applied to Vietnam, not to Cambodia 
or Laos, where the civil wars continued. 

 The Nixon administration defended the Paris ac-
cords as an honourable settlement. ‘I believed … 
that the agreement could have worked,’ insisted 
Kissinger, ‘it refl ected a true equilibrium of  the 
forces on the ground’, and he blamed subsequent 
unforeseen developments for its collapse.   25    South 
Vietnam had not fallen to communism and, with 
American supplies and secret promises of  support 
if  the settlement broke down, Thieu might yet 
survive for many years. Some take the view that, 
‘Almost certainly, no better terms could have been 
secured.’   26    But critics pointed to the fl aws in the set-
tlement, the failure to achieve a political solution in 
South Vietnam, and the weakness of  Thieu’s regime, 
given the North Vietnamese army’s continuing pres-
ence in the South. Nixon, it was argued, had simply 
won a ‘decent interval’ between US withdrawal and 
Thieu’s inevitable fall. ‘As it turned out, the main 
thing Nixon and Kissinger achieved was a “decent 
interval” … between America’s withdrawal and the 
defeat of  the government it had committed itself  
to defend.’   27    Except that, as it turned out in retro-
spect, the ‘interval’ was a rather indecent two years. 
America in January 1973 might be at peace but in 
Vietnam neither side respected the ceasefi re, and in 
Cambodia the US air force continued to aid the Lon 
Nol regime until mid-August, when Congress in-
sisted such assistance must end. Attempts to improve 
relations with Hanoi by off ering billions of  dollars 
in ‘reconstruction aid’ backfi red at home, where it 
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 was condemned as a ‘reparations’ payment. Repara-
tions, of  course, are usually paid by defeated powers. 
Yet, even so, at the time the settlement seemed to 
crown eighteen months of  remarkable achievement 

by the Nixon–Kissinger duo, building on the China 
‘Opening’ and the Moscow summit, and reversing 
the sense of  helplessness in foreign aff airs that had 
beset America only four years before.              

   Richard Nixon (1913–94) and Henry 
Kissinger (b. 1923)    

 The two men who dominated US foreign policy-making 

between 1969 and 1974 came from very diff erent backgrounds. 

Nixon was born into a poor, pioneering, Quaker family in 

California. Educated as a lawyer, after wartime naval service he 

stood successfully for Congress in 1946. By 1950, when he 

entered the Senate, he had made his name as a strong anti-

communist, notably in the Alger Hiss spy case. Nixon’s anti-

communism helped him become Eisenhower’s running mate in 

the 1952 election, followed by eight years as Vice-President. His 

underhand tactics, and accusations that he had misappropriated 

funds in one election, earned him the nickname ‘Tricky Dicky’ 

and in 1960 he narrowly lost the presidential race to John 

Kennedy. Another setback in 1962, when he failed to become 

Governor of California, seemed to spell the end of his political 

career. However, his ambition and persistence, linked to 

upheaval brought by Vietnam, helped him re-emerge as the 

successful Republican candidate in the 1968 election. 

 In contrast, Kissinger was born into a middle-class, Jewish family 

in Germany and only came to America as a teenager in 1938, 

fl eeing Nazi oppression. He became a naturalized American in 

1943. Wartime service in Army Intelligence widened his 

ambitions and gave him a taste of responsibility. In 1947, when 

he returned to the US, he enrolled at Harvard and specialized in 

international relations. Becoming an academic, he won a name 

for himself writing  Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy  and, as 

Director of the Harvard International Seminar, made many 

political contacts. He worked for a time in both the Kennedy 

and Johnson administrations, but was himself a Republican. On 

the liberal wing of the party, Kissinger acted as foreign policy 

adviser to Nelson Rockefeller, a candidate for Republican 

presidential nominee in both the 1964 and 1968 presidential 

races. 

 Kissinger was asked to become Nixon’s National Security 

Adviser, despite criticizing the latter during the 1968 election. 

On the surface the right-wing professional politician and liberal-

leaning immigrant, academic looked an unlikely team. But Nixon 

was tempted by the idea of having a respected intellectual on his 

White House staff , while Kissinger relished the opportunity to 

play a leading policy role. They never became close friends but 

did establish a fruitful working relationship, underpinned by 

shared outlooks on such problems as China and Vietnam. Both 

had risen from unpromising backgrounds, neither was a 

traditional ‘establishment’ fi gure, and both had a fascination with 

the study of history. They were also fi rmly anti-communist, 

determined to be ‘tough’ abroad and ready to use secret 

diplomacy, concentrated in the White House, to achieve their 

aims. During Nixon’s fi rst administration, the Secretary of State, 

William Rogers, had only a limited policy-making role. Inevitably, 

as President, it was Nixon who long had the upper hand in the 

relationship with Kissinger; and who also pressed fi rst for some 

of their more innovative policies, not least the ‘Opening to 

China’. It was Kissinger, however, who provided an intellectual 

underpinning for ‘Nixingerism’. Kissinger controlled much of the 

advice the President received on foreign policy, and carried out 

many diplomatic initiatives personally, not least the Vietnam 

peace talks. 

 In September 1973 Kissinger combined the position of National 

Security Adviser with that of Secretary of State, a commanding 

position, further reinforced by Nixon’s embroilment in the 

Watergate scandal, which brought the presidency to an end in 

August 1974. Kissinger continued in his dual-post under Gerald 

Ford—himself no expert on foreign policy—until November 

1975, when he was replaced as National Security Adviser by a 

close ally, his former deputy, Brent Scowcroft. But during the 

1976 presidential election it was evident that Kissinger’s public 

reputation had fallen since its peak in 1973. The breakdown of 

the Vietnam peace settlement and disappointment with détente 

harmed the administration and the Democratic candidate, 

Jimmy Carter, pressed an idealistic, human rights-based foreign 

policy, very diff erent to the amoral  realpolitik  of ‘Nixingerism’. 

Over the following decades, Kissinger was able to play an 

occasional front role in policy-making, for example as head of a 

Commission on policy towards Latin America in 1983–4. But 

Nixon, while he wrote several books on foreign policy, remained 

tainted by Watergate.  

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/
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‘Stagfl ation’ and the Trials 
of  Détente, 1973–6        

  A.    The October 1973 Middle 
East War      

 Sadat and the Origins of the War   

 In the aftermath of  Israel’s victories in the 1967 Six 
Day War, a situation of  ‘no peace, no war’ prevailed 
in the Middle East. Israel, having captured control 
of  the Sinai peninsula, the West Bank of  the Jordan, 
and the Golan Heights was in a strategically strong 
position with regard to its Arab neighbours, especially 
when backed by American military supplies and dip-
lomatic support. Attempts in 1970–1 by the UN envoy, 
Gunnar Jarring, and the American Secretary of  State, 
William Rogers, to make progress on a peace settle-
ment came to nothing. The Israelis saw little reason to 
negotiate away their recent gains, especially when the 
Arabs refused to recognize Israel’s right even to exist. 

The Arabs, in a position of  weakness, could wield lit-
tle infl uence over the Israelis or the superpowers. In 
September 1970 the sudden death of  Nasser brought 
another military fi gure, Anwar Sadat, to power in 
Egypt, the most populous and powerful Arab state. 
His early forays in the international arena suggested 
confusion rather than any intelligent plan to regain 
the lost territories. Keen to maintain Egyptian leader-
ship of  the Arabs and consolidate his domestic sup-
port he publicly threatened to make both 1971 and 1972 
a ‘year of  decisions’ in the Middle East, but failed to 
force a showdown with Israel. In May 1971 he signed 
a 15-year Friendship Treaty with the USSR, which al-
ready had over 12,000 men in Egypt (some of  them 
operating surface-to-air missile sites and piloting war 
planes), and which now increased its military supplies. 
But at the same time he purged a pro-Soviet group 
in the Cairo government and the following year, on 
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 23 July 1972, expelled almost all the Soviet advisers, 
leaving only those manning the missile sites. For three 
months afterwards the Soviets suspended arms sup-
plies to Egypt. Sadat also secretly opened contacts 
with the White House in 1972 but the Americans, be-
mused by his erratic policy and eager to maintain the 
Israeli-dominated status quo, did not exploit his desire 
to talk. 

 It eventually became clear that Sadat’s behaviour 
had more logic to it than it appeared. Indeed, he was 
capable of  outmanoeuvring both superpowers. Ba-
sically, he was determined to strike an independent 
course. He believed the Soviets to be cautious, self-
seeking allies who would not give Egypt the military 
help they needed to overcome the defeat of  1967. 
They armed Egypt, but treated it as a pawn in super-
power diplomacy and they would not willingly back 
a military reconquest of  Sinai. Their infl uence over 
Egyptian politics and the military had to be cut back, 
hence the expulsions of  July 1972. ‘As a result of  the 
1967 war the balance at local level had tilted strongly 
in favour of  the Israelis, so the only option to Egypt 
was to lift the confl ict onto the higher, international 
level, where the balance was more equal.’   1    Sadat’s at-
tempts to deal with the Americans refl ected his appre-
ciation that only they could induce the Israelis to make 
concessions. But it was increasingly clear that he must 
do something dramatic to force the superpowers—
and world opinion—to end the diplomatic stalemate 
in the Middle East. He was particularly off ended by 
the Soviets’ pursuit of  détente with the Americans in 
1971–2, without consulting Egypt or their other allies. 
Signifi cantly, the Middle East was barely mentioned 
at Nixon and Brezhnev’s Moscow summit. In 1972, 
Sadat was determined to force the Middle East onto 
the international agenda by launching an attack, in 
league with Syria’s Hafez al-Assad, on Israel. ‘I began 
to prepare for the battle,’ he later wrote, ‘although I 
knew that the entire world … had interpreted my ex-
pulsion of  the Soviet military experts as an indication 
that I wasn’t going to fi ght.’   2    In doing so he proved the 
point, seen often before in the Cold War, that whilst 
the East–West struggle might be the dominant factor 
in world aff airs, there were limits to the infl uence of  
the superpowers. America and the Soviet Union could 
sometimes be put at the mercy of  their allies and cli-
ents, who dragged them into unwanted confrontation. 
In October 1973 the Egyptian–Syrian attack provoked 
the most serious US–Soviet tension since the Cuban 
missile crisis and called détente into question.     

 Regional Confl ict and 
Superpower Confrontation   

 The Middle East War began on 6 October with an 
Egyptian advance over the Suez Canal. As one Israeli 
leader later admitted, a 5 October meeting of  the 
General Staff  was told that ‘the probability of  war 
breaking out was regarded as “the lowest of  the 
low”’.   3    Until the last moment, the Israeli and US in-
telligence services had not expected such an attack, 
and for good reason. Not only had Sadat mobilized 
for war twice before without result, but it was ob-
vious that, given Israel’s military superiority, Egypt 
and Syria must lose any confl ict. What the Israelis 
and Americans failed to consider was that Sadat and 
Assad would launch a war they knew they would al-
most certainly lose. Victory was not the point of  their 
action. The aim, rather, was to force Israel and the 
world to see that there must be negotiations about 
the lost territories. The Americans complained that 
the Soviets should have warned them of  the attack, 
in the spirit of  the Basic Principles. But the USSR it-
self  was only told by the Syrians of  the forthcoming 
campaign a few days before. True, the Soviets had, for 
months, been building up the Egyptian armed forces 
but Moscow had also denied the Egyptians the lat-
est MIG-23s, encouraged the Arabs to seek peace, and 
had warned the Americans repeatedly that a danger-
ous situation was brewing in the region. Immediately 
before the Arab attack the Soviets very publicly evac-
uated their civilians from Egypt and Syria, but again 
the US and Israeli intelligence services failed to draw 
the correct conclusion. The Soviets could hardly give 
a categorical warning to America without seeming 
to betray their Arab allies and losing future infl uence 
with them. Israel only fi nally guessed what was hap-
pening a few hours before the attack and was further 
hampered in its response by the fact it was the Jewish 
festival of  Yom Kippur, a national holiday. 

 The Arabs initially advanced on both fronts, ex-
punging some of  the memory of  their dismal 1967 
performance. ‘The operation had been well planned, 
and was executed by the Arab soldiers with tenacity, 
courage and skill.’   4    In contrast to the Six Day War, 
not only did Egypt and Syria have the element of  
surprise, but they also neutralized the Israeli air 
force with surface-to-air missiles. The Arabs also 
discovered, at this time, the potency of  oil supplies 
as a weapon against America and the West (see 
 Chapter  13  , B). Washington was initially too sanguine 
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 about an Israeli victory, starting an airlift of  supplies 
on 9 October but at fi rst using only aircraft of  the 
Israeli airline, El Al. A full-scale US airlift only began 
on 13 October, three days after the Soviets had started 
a similar programme. But even the Soviets seem to 
have had little faith in Arab aims and, to Sadat’s annoy-
ance, did their utmost to urge a ceasefi re in the fi rst 
week. In the second week of  the war the tide moved 
in Israel’s favour and on 15–16 October a counterof-
fensive carried them back over the central part of  the 
Suez Canal. They then struck south, threatening to 
surround the Egyptian Third Army which was still on 
the Sinai side. Meanwhile in Syria, the Israelis reversed 
their initial retreats in the Golan Heights and advanced 
towards Damascus. On 16–19 October the Soviet Pre-
mier, Andrei Kosygin, visited Cairo and persuaded 
Sadat to agree to a ceasefi re, a move followed by US–
Soviet attempts to secure such a step, with the new 
American Secretary of  State, Henry Kissinger, visit-
ing Moscow from 20 to 22 October. Now, however, it 
was the Israelis who upset the attempts at superpower 
cooperation. A ceasefi re was agreed on 23 October 
but, unpopular with Israel’s generals, it quickly broke 
down. With Egypt’s Third Army now in dire peril, the 
war entered its most dangerous stage. 

 Increasingly desperate to save the Arabs from 
the humiliation and preserve their own infl uence in 
the Middle East, the Soviets threatened, in a message 
from Brezhnev to Nixon on 24 October, to intervene 
militarily to end the war. This step was intended to 
force the Americans to put pressure on Israel rather 
than as a serious proposition. But it caused conster-
nation in Washington. Sadat was prepared for both 
 superpowers to send peacekeeping forces to the 
 region, but the US had no desire to legitimize a  Soviet 
military presence there. Kissinger ‘felt it was impor-
tant to get the Israelis to obey the ceasefi re, but he 
 considered it even more important to keep Soviet 
forces out of  the area’.   5    With Nixon increasingly beset 
by the Watergate scandal, it was Kissinger who played 
the leading role in Washington, eager both to mini-
mize Moscow’s infl uence in the Middle East and to 
become the chief  mediator in the confl ict, winning 
Arab confi dence whilst preserving the Israeli alliance. 
Following Brezhnev’s warning, American strategic 
forces were placed on a high level of  alert, Moscow 
was warned on 25 October not to intervene in the 
confl ict, and pressure was successfully put on Israel 
to agree to end their advance. Since the Third Army 
was now entirely surrounded, the Israeli generals 

could aff ord to be moderate, meeting the Egyptians 
on 27 October to discuss implementation of  the cease-
fi re. The following day, Kissinger’s success in making 
America the mediator in the confl ict was  confi rmed 
when Egypt’s Foreign Minister, Ismail Fahmy,  visited 
Washington. ‘His management of  the October War’, 
it has been said, ‘occasioned for Henry Kissinger 
 perhaps the greatest personal successes of  his career.’   6    
Largely left in control of  US decision-making, he had 
used arms supplies to underscore Israeli dependence 
on  Washington yet was also courted by the Arabs as 
the pivotal player in post-war diplomacy.     

 ‘Shuttle Diplomacy’   

 The 1973 war was followed by months of  talks, centred 
around Kissinger’s ‘shuttle diplomacy’ in which he 
visited the capitals of  the Middle East several times, 
consolidating the ceasefi re, making step-by-step 
progress on a wider political settlement, and sidelin-
ing Soviet infl uence. Israel had won the war but in a 
very diff erent way to 1967, with certain weaknesses 
exposed: it was a small country, unable to fi ght a long 
war, reliant on US support, and vulnerable to surprise 
attack. More divided among themselves than in the 
past, many Israelis now believed it sensible to bar-
gain away the lands won in 1967 in return for security 
and peace. As Kissinger himself  put it, ‘Israel was ex-
hausted no matter what the military maps showed. 
Its people were yearning for peace as only can those 
who have never known it.’   7    For his part, Sadat was 
already disposed to deal with the Americans and dis-
tance himself  from the Soviets. At the fi rst meeting 
between Sadat and Kissinger, on 6 November, ‘the fate 
of  the Soviet Union in the Middle East was sealed’.   8    
In order to win the return of  Sinai, ease the burden 
of  defence spending on the economy, and reopen the 
lucrative Suez Canal, the Egyptian leader was ready 
to off er Israel its long-desired promise of  recognition. 
In doing so he was also prepared to compromise the 
interests of  the Palestinians, for whom the Arabs had 
hitherto tried to secure a homeland. This divided him 
from Assad, who remained opposed to recognizing 
Israel, worked closely with the Soviets, and kept open 
the option of  future military action—even if, with-
out Egyptian participation, an Arab attack on Israel 
was unlikely.    

 Kissinger’s ‘shuttle diplomacy’ succeeded in 
November 1973 in confi rming the ceasefi re in 
Sinai, securing supplies for Egypt’s beleaguered 
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 Third Army, and arranging a release of  prisoners-
of-war. As yet, however, there was no proper mili-
tary disengagement. ‘Although nominally aiming 
at a general peace … Kissinger concentrated on a 
series of  small local disengagement agreements.’   9    
On 21–2 December an ambitious conference was 
held in Geneva between Israel and some of  the Arab 
states, under joint US–Soviet chairmanship, to dis-
cuss a comprehensive regional settlement, but it 
only confi rmed the diffi  culties of  achieving such an 
aim. The Israelis refused to recognize the PLO as 
the representative of  the Palestinian people; Syria 
attended with reluctance and showed no enthusiasm 
for a deal. Yet this political setback did not prevent 
progress on military disengagement. On the Syrian 
front a separation of  forces was concluded in May 
1974 and the more complicated, mutual withdrawal 
of  Egyptian and Israeli forces took place over several 
stages in 1974–5. These steps were accompanied by 
the re-establishment of  US–Egyptian diplomatic re-
lations in February 1974, by a triumphant visit from 
Nixon to the Middle East in June, and by grants of  
US economic aid to Egypt and Jordan. The Israeli 
agreement to pull back from Suez allowed the Canal 

to be reopened in September 1975, following eight 
years of  closure, Egypt agreeing that Israeli goods 
could be transported through it. 

 Sadat’s shift in diplomatic loyalties was confi rmed 
by his cancellation, in March 1976, of  his friendship 
treaty with Moscow. But the Soviets were not yet pow-
erless in the Middle East. ‘The Soviet reaction to the 
absence of  signifi cant success in its Middle East policy 
was an increasingly anti-American, pro-radical line 
in the region.’   10    They maintained links not only with 
Syria, but also with radical regimes in Iraq and Libya, 
and in August 1974 they gave diplomatic recognition 
to the PLO. This, alongside the united Arab insistence 
(confi rmed by the October 1974 Rabat conference) that 
the PLO was the only legitimate voice of  the Palestin-
ians, and the invitation the following month to the 
PLO leader, Yasser Arafat, to address the UN, added 
to Israel’s continuing sense of  insecurity and made 
it even more diffi  cult to contemplate a comprehen-
sive regional settlement. In 1975 a majority of  states 
in the UN General Assembly even voted to condemn 
Zionism as a form of  racism. 

 Whatever the problems, ‘shuttle diplomacy’ had 
helped secure de facto peace in the area; and however 

   The End of the Imperial Presidency?    

 In November 1972 Nixon was re-elected by a landslide. But 

during the campaign a clandestine group known as the ‘Plumbers’, 

employed to ‘plug leaks’ of government information, were caught 

breaking into Democratic Party offi  ces in the Watergate hotel in 

Washington. They were immediately shown to have links to the 

White House but the Senate only began to investigate the matter 

in May 1973. Nixon was never proved to have had advanced 

knowledge of the Watergate break-in, but the following 15 

months saw a series of embarrassing revelations that dominated 

US political life and indicated that he had mounted a ‘cover up’. 

On 30 April, even before the Senate hearings began, key White 

House offi  cials were forced to resign and in June a former White 

House legal adviser, John Dean, gave damning testimony against 

the President, who was ordered, in August, to produce tapes he 

had made of his conversations. The sense of corruption was 

increased by the resignation of Vice-President Spiro Agnew in 

October after tax-evasion charges. Nixon’s attempts to impede 

the Watergate investigation led the House of Representatives to 

vote for impeachment. Hearings about this began in May 1974 

and formal proceedings on 27 July. On 8 August the President 

resigned after admitting to withholding evidence. 

 The long-running scandal made it more diffi  cult for Nixon to 

concentrate on foreign policy and Secretary of State Kissinger 

complained that this harmed the eff ectiveness of US policy 

abroad. It tarnished American democracy in the eyes of world 

opinion and may have harmed détente: the Soviets, who worked 

well with Nixon, did not welcome his political demise. The 

impact of the scandal should not be exaggerated. Domestically, 

American resolve was already weakened by a series of 

assassinations (John and Robert Kennedy, Martin Luther King), 

racial tension, social distress, and economic problems. Abroad, 

the Vietnam War had had a profound eff ect on US confi dence 

and Congress was determined to place limits on the ‘Imperial 

Presidency’ passing the War Powers Act on 7 November 1973. 

Under the Act the President, when committing forces overseas, 

must seek Congressional support for a combat operation after 

60 days and Congress may terminate an operation after 90 days. 

Even without Watergate, US foreign policy would have been 

constrained in Nixon’s second term by economic diffi  culties and 

memories of Vietnam. Yet American power was far from 

crippled. In the Middle East in particular Kissinger was able to 

use ‘shuttle diplomacy’ to put Washington at the centre of 

events, sidelining Soviet infl uence.  
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 insecure the Israelis might feel, their American ally 
was confi rmed as the principal factor in Middle East 
diplomacy. ‘In September 1973, no one would have 
dared to prophesy that within two years America 
would be restored to more infl uence in the Arab 
world than it had had since 1948.’   11    Yet this had only 
been achieved at great cost to US–Soviet relations. 
In the 1973 war, the fi rst real test of  détente, the 
American public believed it had been treated badly 
by the Soviets. They had armed the Arabs, failed to 
warn Washington of  the impending confl ict, and 
even threatened military intervention. The fact that 
Moscow had shown restraint during most of  the 
war and that the superpowers ultimately achieved a 
ceasefi re, was forgotten, largely because of  the fright-
ening events of  24–5 October, when the Americans 
had exaggerated the Soviet menace, partly to induce 
Israel to end the war. Thereafter, the Soviets felt that 
America was exploiting the situation, seizing the 
diplomatic initiative in the Middle East and refusing 
to treat the USSR as an equal in the peace process. 
A recognition of  equality was one of  the most im-
portant prizes Brezhnev wanted to win from détente. 
Then again, the Soviets did not become disillusioned 
with détente because of  these events, nor did they 
do much to maintain good relations with Sadat. 
Even with their radical allies in the Middle East the 
Kremlin demonstrated restraint: Soviet arms supply 
policy was designed ‘not to allow the Arab countries 
a confi guration of  their armed forces such that they 
would be tempted to go for an all-out off ensive war’.   12    
There would be no repeat of  1973. The October war 
was a serious blow to détente, but not its death knell.     

 Instability in Lebanon, 1973–5   

 The growing instability in the Lebanon has been inter-
preted in a number of  ways—from an Arab–Christian 
civil war to an element in East–West competition—
many of  which misread or oversimplify the situation. 
One retrospective study notes: ‘the Lebanese confl ict 
is indeed complex. No more so, however, than the war 
in Yugoslavia … In any event it did not result from 
some mysterious thunderbolt out of  a tranquil sky, but 
from internal and external historical processes whose 
protagonists, Lebanese, regional, and international 
are identifi able.’   13    The key issue is perhaps whether 
the civil war, which began in 1975, was really a product 
of  internal divisions or a refl ection of  the divisions in 
the Middle East from which the Lebanon could not 

escape. In many respects its territory became a battle-
fi eld on which most of  them were directly fought out. 

 Lebanon is a small, mountainous country with 
close historical links to its larger neighbour, Syria. 
But the ethnic and religious mix in Lebanon was 
extremely complex. In the mid-twentieth century, 
slightly more than half  its population was Christian, 
divided into Orthodox, Catholics, and the predomi-
nant, wealthy Maronites. The Muslims included not 
only Shi‘ites and Sunnis, but also the Druze, believers 
in an off shoot from the Shi‘a branch of  Islam and a 
fi ercely independent sect with strong family ties. ‘For 
many years these groups had existed in a  Lebanon 
economically dominated by their seaport capital, 
Beirut—an important trading and banking centre. 
However, the maintenance of  the Lebanese state was 
threatened on a number of  fronts: the ethno-religious 
Constitution imposed under French colonial rule, 
which increasingly failed to represent the popula-
tion balance; the failure to link the poorer mountain-
ous regions economically with the more prosperous 
coastal plain; and the interference of  the Palestinians, 
Syrians, and Israelis. These problems for the state re-
inforced the tendency of  people to give their loyalty 
to localities and ethno-religious groups rather than 
to the government. The Maronites had a majority in 
Parliament and, under the Constitution always took 
the presidency, while representatives of  the Sunnis, 
Shi‘ites, and Druze held other key appointments. Thus 
the Sunnis took the premiership and the Shi‘as the 
speakership of  Parliament. Indeed, where ‘Lebanon 
parted company with the Arab state system was in its 
non-authoritarian state and open society’, but it has 
been argued that this very openness ‘left it open to 
being torn apart and subject to outside intervention’.   14    

 After the American armed intervention in 1958 
( Chapter  8  , C), the regime’s stability was restored 
by the new President, General Shihab, who secured 
the support of  both the Maronite right-wing (the 
Phalange) and the Druze. However, the balance was 
then undermined by two key developments. First, 
the Arab defeat in the 1967 war which both defl ated 
Arab nationalism and led to a radicalization of  certain 
groups, most importantly the Palestinians. Second, 
the emergence of  new political forces, notably: the 
impact of  Palestinians in Beirut, the establishment 
of  a Maronite coalition and the creation of  Kamal 
Jumblatt’s Lebanese Nationalist Movement. These 
more formalized divisions again served to weaken 
Lebanon’s cohesion and challenge central authority. 
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 Palestinians had been arriving in Lebanon in increas-
ing numbers especially after 1967 and the PLO set up 
its headquarters in Beirut in 1970. Soon there were 
about 400,000 Palestinian refugees living in Lebanon 
and their presence further shifted the population bal-
ance in favour of  Arabs and Muslims. Some also cre-
ated problems by using bases in the south to launch 
attacks on Israel, which struck back in kind by bomb-
ing Beirut and crossing into Lebanese territory for the 
fi rst time in 1972. ‘Thus the war that it did not take 
part in [1973] … had more dramatic consequences for 
Lebanon than for any other Arab country. In 1970 it 
became, and until 1982 would remain, the chosen ter-
rain for the Palestinians’ struggle to recover their lost 
homeland.’   15    

 In 1973, President Suleiman Frangieh announced 
that he would never allow the Palestinians to create ‘a 
state within a state’ in Lebanon and there were violent 
clashes between the PLO and the government army. 
The PLO was confi rmed by the Arab League, at its 
Rabat summit in 1974, as the true representative of  
the Palestinian people and its self-confi dence began to 
grow as the weakness of  the Lebanese state became 
more evident. The Maronites began to believe that the 
army would become increasingly hamstrung by the 
Muslim elements and began to prepare themselves 
to act more decisively against the PLO. In April–May 
1975, an obscure argument over Muslim–Christian fi sh-
ing rights led to clashes, and when the bodyguards of  
Bashir Gemayel were murdered revenge was taken on 
the Palestinians who would play little part in the next 
phase of  the confl ict. But the civil war was underway, 
the government had collapsed, and battles were rag-
ing between militias of  the various Lebanese factions. 
It ‘was not just a military confrontation between two 
hostile groups, but a confl ict of  communities, ideolo-
gies, power politics, parochial interests and values’.   16    
Within the region, the Israeli government adamantly 
refused to speak to the PLO despite their growing rec-
ognition as the sole and legitimate representatives of  
the Palestinian people, the corollary being that King 
Hussein of  Jordan could no longer represent them in 
any peace process. There were signs of  moderation 
emanating from the Palestinian National Council, 
with its call for a political solution by stages rather 
than by armed struggle. However, Yitzhak Rabin, the 
new Israeli Prime Minister in 1974, believed that while 
taking risks for peace was justifi ed, peace should be ap-
proached cautiously and moves towards it should be 
made slowly. He described the coming years as ‘seven 

lean years’ because of  Arab oil power and superpower 
rivalries which would hopefully be followed by ‘seven 
fat years’.   17         

  B.    The Era of ‘Stagfl ation’      

 Challenges to the Bretton 
Woods System   

 Beyond the Middle East, the most signifi cant result 
of  the October war was the sudden, steep increase 
in oil prices which helped produce a global situation 
of  stagnant growth rates and high infl ation, hence 
the term ‘stagfl ation’. But, the economic doldrums 
of  the mid-1970s also had longer-term origins and in 
one vital aspect—the end of  currency stability in the 
Western world—the turning point had been reached a 
few years before. At the end of  the Second World War, 
from the time of  the Bretton Woods Conference, the 
Western powers had tried to create the conditions for 
a stable, expanding international economy in which 
trade was maximized and unemployment minimized. 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) provided 
help for those with balance of  payments problems, 
the World Bank gave funds to developing countries 
and monetary stability was provided by a system of  
fi xed exchange rates, in which countries valued their 
currency against the dollar, which itself  was pegged 
against the value of  gold. In the 1950s and well into 
the 1960s this system seemed successful. Western 
economies experienced consistently high growth 
rates, especially in Germany, Japan, and Italy; the vol-
ume of  world trade expanded; service industries (like 
transport, banking, insurance, and tourism) increased 
markedly and typically, in 1970, provided about a third 
of  jobs; and there was a particular demand for new 
consumer goods, from radios and vacuum cleaners to 
refrigerators and televisions. 

 However, by the late 1960s, growth rates were 
becoming less impressive, partly because post-war 
population growth had tailed off . The US economy 
was especially troubled, having had a worsening trade 
balance since the late 1950s and facing the burden 
of  the Vietnam War. The US found itself  increas-
ingly in a poorer fi nancial and commercial position 
vis-à-vis Europe and Japan, the regions it had put on 
the road to recovery after 1945. While it invested capital 
overseas and used up its gold reserves, they increased 
their reserves substantially. The most formidable new 
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 industrial competitor was Japan which overtook the 
British economy in size in 1962 and that of  Germany 
in 1967. By 1972 Japan had a $4 billion trading surplus, 
much of  it with the US, which accounted for about 
one-third of  Japanese imports and exports. Between 
1952 and 1970 the Japanese economy grew fi ve times 
over, its people ready to deny themselves high wages 
and consumer goods in order to generate national 
wealth and full employment. 

 Such changes in world trading patterns caused re-
sentment in the US. There was pressure on Japan from 
the late 1960s to expand its armed forces and its aid 
to the less developed world, so as to reduce the rela-
tive burden of  these on the US. In the 1968 election, 
Richard Nixon promised Americans that he would 
reduce the imports of  cheap Japanese textiles, some-
thing he achieved in an agreement of  October 1971. 
Japan and NATO countries were also pressed to make 
‘off set purchases’ of  American military hardware, to 
help cover the cost of  US forces based on their soil. 
Since these armed forces spent substantial sums locally, 
they eff ectively added to America’s balance of  pay-
ments problems as well as its defence budget, which 
by 1969 stood at $4.85 billion. America’s allies resented 
the implication that they were not cooperating fully 
or contributing enough to Western defence when the 
US still controlled nuclear weapons in Europe. True, 
NATO countries spent an average of  5 per cent of  
national income on defence, while America spent 9 per 
cent, but much of  the US defence budget was devoted 
to the Vietnam War: in 1964–5, before the war began in 
earnest, defence spending had been less than $3 billion.     

 From Fixed to Floating Exchange Rates   

 One casualty of  the increasingly volatile commercial 
and fi nancial situation, and particularly of  America’s 
relative decline compared to Western Europe and 
Japan, was the system of  fi xed exchange rates. The US 
was no longer prepared to prop up the global mon-
etary system when its own position was being dam-
aged by the eff ort involved. By 1970 America’s infl ation 
had reached 6 per cent (having been barely noticeable 
a decade before), interest rates had to be raised and 
unemployment rose above 5 per cent. Nixon, hoping 
for re-election in two years’ time, wanted to improve 
the country’s economic competitiveness by lowering 
the value of  the dollar. As gold and foreign currency 
reserves continued to deteriorate a devaluation of  
the dollar was widely expected and instability already 

aff ected other currencies. In November 1967 Britain, 
which had held the value of  sterling constant against 
the dollar for 18 years, was forced to devalue largely 
because of  chronic balance of  payments problems; in 
August 1969, a year after severe domestic unrest, France 
devalued the franc by 11 per cent; and in May 1971—in a 
sign of  things to come—the Germans, who were under 
pressure to revalue because of  their strong trading po-
sition, decided to ‘fl oat’ the Deutschmark, allowing its 
value to be infl uenced by the market, rather than being 
fi xed at a certain value against the dollar. 

 Nixon fi nally launched a ‘New Economic Policy’ 
on 15 August 1971. To the rest of  the world it became 
known as the ‘Nixon shock’. It included wage and 
price controls intended to limit infl ation, a temporary 
10 per cent surcharge on imports to help trade fi gures, 
and the end of  the dollar’s convertibility into gold. 
The last measure eff ectively implied ‘that the Bretton 
Woods system was no longer viable’   18    and led more 
countries to ‘fl oat’ their currencies over the follow-
ing months including, in August, Japan. There were 
grave doubts about whether a system of  fl oating ex-
change rates could work. If  currencies altered in value 
against each other on a daily basis, it was feared that 
trade would suff er. Exporters who set a price one day 
might fi nd it an uncommercial one when it came to 
the delivery date. There were discussions among the 
leading industrial nations about creating a new system 
of  fi xed exchange rates, following a devaluation of  the 
dollar and a revaluation of  the Japanese yen. Such a 
currency realignment was achieved to some extent in 
the Smithsonian Agreement of  December 1971, but 
the pressure on currencies continued in 1972. In March 
1973, at a meeting in Paris, the G10 group of  industrial 
powers eff ectively abandoned all attempts to save 
fi xed exchange rates. Over summer 1973 the world dis-
covered that the new system actually operated quite 
well. Dire warnings of  a return to the 1930s, with a 
collapse of  world trade and rocketing unemployment, 
were not fulfi lled. So-called ‘managed fl oating’ now 
‘became the exchange rate policy of  almost all indus-
trial countries … It did not prevent some very severe 
disturbances but it continued to provide a moderately 
orderly framework and … a fair degree of  responsive-
ness to market forces.’   19        

 The Impact of OPEC   

 Western economic growth in the 1950s and 1960s 
relied in part on the supply of  cheap fuel for industry 



 ‘Stagfl ation’ and the Trials of Détente, 1973–6 303

 and transport. Even when OPEC was founded in 
September 1960 to protect producers’ rights an oil 
glut in the mid-1960s limited its potential power and 
preserved cheap access to oil for the developed world. 
Then the situation began to change. ‘Around 1970 a 
shortage of  oil developed, US production began to 
decline rapidly, estimates of  reserves ceased to in-
crease more rapidly than production and there was a 
sudden consciousness that oil was fi nite.’   20    Western 
economies were now heavily dependent on oil im-
ports, making little eff ort at energy conservation. In 
1968, the Arabs formed their own group within OPEC 
and, in September 1969, Colonel Muammar Gaddafi  
came to power in Libya, taking a strong line in sup-
port of  higher prices. In 1971 OPEC agreed to press for 
higher prices from the producers and a bigger share 
in profi ts; and in 1972 the Arab oil producers already 
talked about limiting oil production as a way to push 
up prices. 

 Although Western countries were already con-
cerned about future oil supplies and prices before 
October 1973, it was the Middle East War that revolu-
tionized relations between the oil producers and their 
suppliers. On 16 October, OPEC unilaterally increased 
oil prices by two-thirds. Four days later the Arab oil pro-
ducers, controlling about a third of  world oil reserves, 
launched a complete embargo of  supplies to those 
countries who had aided Israel, including America, 
Holland, Portugal, and South Africa. To American an-
noyance, West Germany would not allow the Israelis 
to be resupplied from bases on its soil; Spain would 
not let its airspace be used; and Britain cut off  arms 
supplies to all Middle East countries, a step which 
harmed Israel in particular. There were limits to what 
the oil producers could do without completely alien-
ating their customers and some Western countries 
were more vulnerable to pressure than others. Thus, 
America only imported about 5 per cent of  its oil from 
the Middle East, while Holland was almost entirely 
dependent on Arab supplies. Certain oil producers, 
especially Saudi Arabia and (non-Arab) Iran were 
close allies of  America. Nonetheless, the oil embargo 
against the US remained in force until March 1974 and 
by then oil prices had risen by about four times the 
level of  the previous year. 

 The impact on the Western economies was star-
tling. Measures to reduce oil consumption and develop 
alternative energy sources were hard to achieve and 
could not prevent substantial balance of  trade prob-
lems, an alarming fall in industrial activity, and a 

new twist to infl ation. Certain countries—Japan, for 
example—coped well with the challenge. ‘On the eve 
of  the war Japan was the world’s second largest con-
sumer of  petroleum and … was dependent on outside 
sources for 99.7 per cent of  its oil’, four-fi fths of  which 
came from the Middle East.   21    But, after slipping into a 
trade defi cit in 1973, it generally maintained an export 
surplus, began to invest large sums abroad and, most 
signifi cantly, turned from energy-demanding indus-
tries to high-technology products such as televisions 
and computers. Germany too managed to keep infl a-
tion relatively low and expand exports. Others suff ered 
markedly. In Italy infl ation reached 19 per cent in 1974 
and in Britain in 1974–5 it peaked at over 20 per cent. 

 Between 1974 and 1978 oil prices held steady and 
there was a slow recovery of  economic stability in 
the West. In 1974 the American-led bid to create an 
International Energy Authority, to facilitate joint ac-
tion by the Western powers, had little eff ect. But in 
1975–6, at French instigation, the leading economies 
(America, Japan, Germany, France, Britain, Italy, and 
Canada) had more success in founding the G-7 annual 
summits. This showed that, whatever their diff erences 
during the 1973 war, Western Europe, America, and 
Japan were capable of  concerted action. However, at-
tempts to tackle the problems of  less developed world 
states—other than the oil producers (who were now 
markedly better off )—proved less successful. The en-
ergy crisis deepened concern about the ‘North–South’ 
divide in the world and in 1974 developing countries 
called for the creation of  a New International 
Economic Order (see   boxed section  ), but little was 
achieved on this front.    

 There was, however, a general move by Western 
banks to increase loans to developing countries. In-
deed, in 1976 nearly $10 billion was lent in this way, 
a fi ve-fold increase on the 1972 level. This shift from 
government-led aid to private assistance with de-
velopment was another by-product of  the oil crisis. 
Western governments were keen to restrict their ex-
penditure in the mid-1970s and there were limits to the 
money banks could make from loans to the troubled 
Western economies. But the OPEC countries invested 
much of  their new found fi nancial wealth, known as 
‘petrodollars’, in the Western banking system, ‘which 
in turn had to fi nd borrowers and off ered low rates 
of  interest’.   22    The need for banks to maximize prof-
its by returns on the available capital seemed to off er 
developing countries the cheap loans they needed in 
order to boost their own growth. Only in the early 
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 1980s did the potential problem of  lending vast sums 
to poor countries in the less developed world be-
come apparent. For the Western powers, the 1970s 
ended on a pessimistic note when oil prices began to 
mushroom again, thanks to the fall of  the Shah of  Iran 
in December 1978. The decade’s apparently never-end-
ing economic malaise undermined Western morale 
and led Americans to ask whether they were in long-
term decline. This in turn helped give the impression 
of  a world where Soviet communism and Western 
capitalism were equally strong, when in actual fact US 
wealth and industrial capacity far outstripped that of  
the Soviet Union.      

  C.    Political Problems in Europe    

 The economic diffi  culties of  the late 1960s and 1970s 
helped create a climate of  self-doubt in the Western 
alliance, and Western Europe in particular saw indus-
trial, social, and political divisions greater than any 
since the slump of  the 1930s. At the same time the con-
tinued division of  Europe, fears of  nuclear war, and, 
thanks to Vietnam, moral doubts about US leader-
ship led to a greater Western tolerance of  communist 
policy in Eastern Europe and a readiness to embrace 
détente. The years of  détente were years of  disruption 
and change in many aspects of  Cold War society, but 
the problems of  the liberal, social reform consensus 
and its international economic order in place since 

1945 did not lead to radical, domestic change or to the 
end of  international tension. Instead, they eventually 
produced the kind of  conservatism with a hard, more 
ruthless edge that would eventually characterize the 
international policies of  much of  the Western world 
in the 1980s.     

 NATO and the ‘Year of Europe’   

 Although it had survived France’s withdrawal from 
the military command structure in 1966, by the 1970s, 
the cohesion of  the Atlantic alliance was again being 
called into question. European members had recov-
ered economically from the Second Word War and 
were now major trading rivals of  the US. As Vietnam 
grew more costly, Americans came to resent the per-
ceived reluctance of  West Europeans to pay more for 
their own defence. It was not that the alliance was 
about to disintegrate. Indeed, one reason why Nixon 
and Kissinger did not focus much attention on reform-
ing NATO before 1973 was that the underlying rea-
sons for the ‘Atlantic Partnership’ continued: Europe 
gained a sense of  security and political confi dence be-
hind which it could build material prosperity; America 
secured liberal-capitalist allies on the front line of  
the ideological struggle with Moscow. But NATO’s 
problems were real and growing. The USSR’s achieve-
ment of  near strategic nuclear parity led Europeans 
to doubt whether a US President would really defend 
them in war. Europeans even feared the creation of  

   The Proposed New International 
Economic Order    

 The idea of a New International Economic Order originated in 

the work of Raoul Prebisch, who in 1964 as the Secretary-General 

of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD) wrote a report entitled ‘Towards a New Trade 

Policy for Development’. The timing of the resolution put 

forward by a group of less developed countries (LDCs) and 

adopted by the UN General Assembly in December 1974 was 

infl uenced both by the success of OPEC and the failure of 

import substitution as a development strategy. It called for the 

formation of LDC producer associations, some stable linkage 

between produce prices and the prices of manufactured goods 

to stop the deterioration in the terms of trade experienced by 

LDCs, the right to nationalize foreign enterprises, and the 

drawing up of regulations to be applied to the activities of 

multinational corporations (MNCs). It was not based on the 

idea of the overthrow of the international capitalist system but 

on the reform of that system. Reform would give LDCs more 

control over their natural resources, better terms of trade, 

reductions in the cost of obtaining Western technology, greater 

access to Western markets, and more control in the decision-

making of international economic institutions. By the mid-1980s 

the attempt to establish a New International Economic Order 

had clearly failed. The failure can be attributed to the LDCs 

receiving no backing from the powerful OPEC countries, the 

increasing diffi  culties inherent in high oil prices and growing 

debts, and most of all to the refusal of the Western countries to 

make concessions that would lead to higher domestic food 

prices for their voters.  
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 a US–Soviet condominium, which would shape Europe 
according to superpower interests. Nixon’s August 
1971 economic measures, aff ecting trade and mon-
etary policy, added to the growing sense of  distrust. 
For its part, having fostered European unity in earlier 
decades, the US government under Nixon continued 
to fear the European Community as a rival trading 
bloc, with a population roughly equal to America’s, 
once Britain, Denmark, and Ireland became members 
in January 1973. 

 The ‘Year of  Europe’ was launched by Kissinger in 
a speech on 23 April 1973, in which he tried to under-
line the mutual benefi ts of  the Atlantic alliance whilst 
proposing solutions to various problems. Unfortu-
nately, the speech itself  generated suspicion. Its tim-
ing suggested that Kissinger had decided to deal with 
European problems only because he had time on his 
hands after resolving more important problems, like 
Vietnam. The idea that America could choose when 
to launch a ‘Year of  Europe’ was distasteful to West 
European countries, who saw themselves as America’s 
equals in the alliance. ‘Pompidou remarked that for 
France every year was a year of  Europe.’   23    Kissinger’s 
promise to support European unity, to continue 
the American military presence, and to safeguard 
European interests in the détente process were all 
very well. But his complaints about EC protection-
ism and the lack of  burden-sharing were obviously 
designed for a US audience. The climax of  the speech 
was the call for a ‘New Atlantic Charter’ to embrace 
Japan as well as NATO. But, especially for the French, 
a New Charter could be no more than a new justifi -
cation of  US domination. Thus Kissinger discovered 
that dealing ‘with several sensitive allies, each with 
its own interests and public opinion to consider, was 
not remotely the same as dealing with a handful of  
leaders controlling totalitarian governments’, such 
as produced his earlier diplomatic successes.   24    Then 
again, with the Watergate crisis, the oil crisis, and an 
upcoming (if  unforeseen) war in the Middle East, ‘he 
could hardly have picked a worse twelve months’ for 
his initiative.   25    

 Within months, the ‘Year of  Europe’ was a virtual 
dead letter. Instead, the October Middle East War be-
came the occasion for a deep transatlantic rift. The 
French were pro-Arab from the outset; most NATO 
members refused to let their soil be used for America’s 
supply of  arms to Israel; and Europeans were gravely 
off ended, in the last phase of  the war, when US forces 
were put on a high level of  alert without consultations 

in NATO. Europeans feared that Washington could 
have dragged them into a nuclear war in which they 
had no direct interest, whilst Americans publicly 
criticized the Europeans for following an anti-Israeli 
policy, infl uenced by the selfi sh desire to safeguard oil 
supplies from the Middle East. Kissinger’s April 1973 
speech did result, in June 1974, in NATO’s Ottawa dec-
laration which restated the purposes of  the alliance. 
However, it fell far short of  a new Atlantic Charter, 
excluded Japan and had little public impact. Kissinger 
himself  described it as ‘drained of  … moral and 
psychological signifi cance by a year of  bickering’.   26        

 The Eastern Bloc in the 1970s   

 In the aftermath of  the Czechoslovakian crisis, the 
communist regimes of  Eastern Europe returned 
to their attempts to make the Soviet economic and 
political model more eff ective. ‘The Eastern European 
regimes were politically stable, secure beneath the 
Soviet umbrella … and the economies appeared to 
have staved off  the “oil shock” from which the rest 
of  the world had suff ered.’   27    Whilst retaining central 
planning, there were eff orts to simplify its cumber-
some bureaucracy and deal with the problem of  poor 
quality goods. Hungary in particular, after 1968, exper-
imented with a ‘New Economic Mechanism’ which, 
while preserving the essential elements of  Soviet 
planning, sought to decentralize economic decisions, 
introduce an element of  competition, and make 
factories work more profi tably. But, ‘with the excep-
tion … of  Hungary, economic reform … remained a 
timid, faltering enterprise.’   28    East Germany, Bulgaria, 
and Czechoslovakia (the last under its new leader, 
Gustáv Husák) were slavishly loyal to the USSR. In 
East Germany, Erich Honecker even tightened up 
central planning in 1971, after a period of  decentraliza-
tion. In Romania, Nicolae Ceauşescu maintained cen-
tral planning and signed a new friendship treaty with 
Moscow in 1970, while continuing to steer as inde-
pendent a line as possible in foreign policy. Attempts to 
integrate the bloc more closely together, in emulation 
of  the European Community, came to nothing. Under 
the ‘Complex Programme’ of  1970–1, COMECON 
developed joint projects and an investment bank, but 
these achieved very little and the extension of  the or-
ganization to Cuba (1972) and Vietnam (1978) merely 
underlined its fundamental lack of  cohesion. 

 One way in which Eastern European commu-
nists tried to overcome ineffi  cient management, poor 
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 production levels, and a lack of  competitiveness on 
world markets was to rely on technological inputs 
from the West. The desire for freer access to Western 
technology was a strong motivation for them to pur-
sue détente in the 1970s. Eastern bloc leaders, like 
their colleagues in the Third World, also exploited 
the readiness of  Western banks (at a time of  ‘stagfl a-
tion’ at home) to lend substantial sums for investment. 
However, the top-heavy, centralized planning systems 
were unable to adopt Western technology eff ectively 
and, with little success in boosting their export trade 
their economies became indebted to Western banks. 
They also began to ‘import’ infl ation from the West. 
Furthermore, the decade of  détente carried with it a 
political cost. Western trade and tourism, and agree-
ments such as those made at Helsinki, opened the East 
to disruptive infl uences. ‘Increasingly the political le-
gitimacy of  the regimes of  eastern Europe … came 
to rest on their socio-economic accomplishments … 
But as the economies began to deteriorate … even 
this source of  legitimacy disappeared.’   29    Communist 
leaders were never ready to legitimize themselves by 
holding democratic elections, but their people were 
now more aware of  Western economic success and 
political freedoms, whilst the Helsinki process put a 
new emphasis on the importance of  human rights. 
The result was movements like Czechoslovakia’s 
Charter 77, in which over 200 leading fi gures joined to-
gether to demand respect for human rights. This and 
similar, smaller groups elsewhere were extinguished 
by the secret police, but such a response only high-
lighted the lack of  political freedom: ‘the party’s po-
litical monopoly … left society with no eff ective role in 
the system, except as passive objects of  policy’.   30    

 Western critics of  détente argued that the pro-
cess of  East–West contacts itself  shored up com-
munist regimes and helped them escape serious 
unrest in the 1970s. But the crises in Hungary (1956) 
and Czechoslovakia (1968) had shown that, short of  
provoking nuclear war, the West was powerless to 
help those who rose up against Soviet domination. 
The logic espoused by many exponents of  détente was 
to wean the East Europeans away from communism 
through contacts which would increase awareness of  
the economic benefi ts available in the West. Nixon 
was, of  course, both a convinced anti-communist and 
an architect of  détente, who used visits to Romania 
(1969) and Poland (1972) to demonstrate that East 
Europeans could develop their own links to the West. 
The extension by Washington of  ‘most-favoured 

nation’ trade status to Romania (1975) and Hungary 
(1978) delivered a similar message, and the April 1976 
‘Sonnenfeldt Doctrine’, named after a State Depart-
ment offi  cial, set out the logic of  encouraging greater 
autonomy in the communist bloc. The West’s po-
tential to disrupt the communist system was not, 
however, revealed until 1979–80, when the process of  
détente ended and the Cold War returned. By 1979 US, 
West European, and Japanese banks were owed nearly 
$70 billion by the Eastern bloc states, compared to $10 
billion in 1971. Any idea that they could survive in isola-
tion from the capitalist world had disappeared and the 
Soviets, whose own economy had become stagnant, 
were faced with a growing threat to their economic 
predominance in the Warsaw Pact. Indeed, by absorb-
ing huge amounts of  fi nancial aid and subsidized raw 
materials, such as oil, the Eastern bloc had already 
become a serious liability to the Soviet economy. The 
return to the Cold War forced the East Europeans to 
reduce investments and consumption once more, hav-
ing actually made only marginal economic improve-
ments in the mid-1970s. ‘Economic failure, common 
throughout the region, was openly acknowledged … 
in Poland and Hungary, where high levels of  foreign 
debt could [not] be concealed.’   31        

 The Community of the Nine   

 The ‘northern enlargement’ of  the EC to Britain, 
Ireland, and Denmark in January 1973 created a 
market of  about 250 million people and accounted 
for about 20 per cent of  world trade. The expansion 
was accompanied by great expectations of  new politi-
cal and economic cooperation among the members, 
encouraged by their October 1972 summit meeting 
in Paris, which planned a full ‘European Union’ by 
1980, including monetary union and joint action in 
new areas like social welfare, regional development, 
and the environment. However, ‘apart from the Com-
munity’s enlargement the two decades from the mid-
1960s to the mid-1980s can be seen as a long period 
of  stagnation’.   32    Economic and monetary union, the 
subject of  the 1970 Werner Report (which might have 
led to a single currency) was a direct victim of  ‘stagfl a-
tion’. The instability of  the world’s commercial and 
fi nancial system, with high infl ation and the move to-
wards fl oating exchange rates, damaged any prospects 
of  European currency stability. 

 The diff erent economic experiences of  countries 
like Germany and Britain in this period also made 
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 economic coordination between them more diffi  cult. 
In April 1972 the nine EC members formed the ‘snake’, 
to try to preserve monetary stability by valuing their 
currencies within a certain percentage of  the dollar. 
But Britain was almost immediately forced out, oth-
ers followed, and within a few years the ‘snake’ was 
limited to a small number of  countries, dominated 
by Germany. Only in 1978–9 was it possible to create 
a more stable European Monetary System, the main 
element of  which was an Exchange Rate Mechanism 
(ERM), which kept member currencies within a certain 
percentage of  a central rate. It too suff ered instability 
in its early years, marked by several renegotiations of  
the central rate, but provided greater stability after 
1983. By then healthy growth rates had returned to 
Europe, global trade was expanding, and a stable ERM 
proved a valuable weapon against infl ation. True, there 
were a few political successes for the EC in this period. 
In 1979 a Treaty of  Accession was agreed with Greece, 
which became the tenth member in 1981, and the fi rst 
direct elections to the European Parliament were even-
tually held in June 1979. But the Parliament itself  had 
only limited powers. A more important development 
was, arguably, the inauguration in 1975 of  regular sum-
mit meetings among leaders, but this emphasized the 
power of  national governments in shaping the Com-
munity. The forward momentum of  European inte-
gration only properly revived in the mid-1980s.     

 Discord in Southern Europe   

 A series of  crises in Southern Europe in the mid-1970s 
threatened to divide NATO. A possible communist-led 
government in Italy, a military coup in Portugal, and 
a Greek–Turkish crisis over Cyprus made the period 
1974–6 one of  great uncertainty in the region although 
by 1979 the sense of  crisis was overcome and, in fact, 
liberal democracy advanced, replacing right-wing re-
gimes in Portugal, Greece, and Spain. 

 Communist parties in Western Europe all tried 
to widen their appeal in the wake of  the 1968 
Czechoslovakian crisis by distancing themselves from 
Moscow, accepting the existing political system, and 
even tolerating the existence of  NATO. It was the 
Italian communists who proved more successful in 
pursuing a ‘Eurocommunist’ line. In 1973 their gen-
eral secretary, Enrico Berlinguer, expressed a readi-
ness to work with other parties in order to contain 
the extreme Right, preserve social reforms, and dem-
onstrate that communists could be trusted in offi  ce. 

He hoped that a deal with the Christian Democrats 
could help ‘unblock the political system’, paving the 
way for a communist role in government, as well as 
‘preventing … economic diffi  culties from causing a 
dangerous drift toward an authoritarian right-wing 
regime’.   33    Given Italy’s dire problems with strikes, 
infl ation, and terrorism, some moderate Christian 
Democrats, including premier Aldo Moro (1974–6), 
believed that cooperation with the communists, in a 
‘historic compromise’, made sense. It could preserve 
Italian unity through a diffi  cult period. In a sense, the 
Christian Democrats ‘had little choice. Their regime 
was collapsing around them, amid economic crisis, 
fi nancial scandal [and] incipient terrorism’ from the 
Red Brigades.   34    Although Moro was murdered in 
1976, his successor Giulio Andreotti relied on commu-
nist support in Parliament, even agreeing a common 
programme with them in 1977. Such cooperation 
was helped by the communists’ acceptance, in 1975, 
of  NATO membership and by the closely fought 1976 
election when they won 34.5 per cent of  the vote to 
the Christian Democrats 40 per cent. The Italian Right 
and the Americans, however, were deeply concerned 
by such developments. In April 1976 Kissinger warned 
that the communists must not be brought into the 
Italian government and, in fact, a formal coalition was 
avoided by the Christian Democrats. In 1979 the com-
munists ended their parliamentary support for the 
government and in the ensuing election their share of  
the vote fell to 30 per cent. 

 The dangers for NATO in Portugal in the mid-
1970s appeared far worse. The country had been 
ruled by a right-wing dictatorship since 1932, fi rst 
under Dr Antonio Salazar and then, after 1968, under 
Marcelo Caetano. The existence of  such an authori-
tarian regime in a founder member of  NATO called 
the alliance’s democratic credentials into question. 
All opposition to Salazar was crushed, little was done 
to tackle illiteracy and poverty, and protectionist 
economic policies were followed which limited 
economic growth and industrialization. Equally impor-
tant however, Portugal tried to hold on to its empire in 
the face of  colonial wars in Angola, Mozambique, and 
Portuguese Guinea, which proved increasingly ‘un-
winnable’. On 24–5 April 1974 the regime was suddenly 
overthrown by left-wing army offi  cers who were de-
termined to resolve the colonial wars and modernize 
the country. This ‘Carnation Revolution’ went off  sur-
prisingly peacefully but was followed by two years of  
political turmoil. Although a respected, conservative 
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 army general, Antonio de Spinola, was appointed 
President, many army offi  cers had absorbed Marxist 
ideology and were determined to pursue radical poli-
cies. A civilian Cabinet was formed but its members 
lacked administrative experience and faced impossi-
ble demands for land reform, greater social spending, 
and nationalization, at a time (in the aftermath of  the 
Middle East War) of  infl ation and fuel shortages. In July 
a new Cabinet was formed under a left-wing colonel, 
Vasco Gonçalves, who allied with the communists, 
and in September a power struggle led to Spinola’s 
resignation, leaving the far Left in the ascendant. Po-
tentially, this could have led to a major international 
crisis: ‘as seen from Washington, Portugal could be-
come a focus of  Marxist contagion in southern Europe 
at a time when Generalissimo Francisco Franco, the 
Spanish dictator, was nearing death, and the power of  
the Communist Party was growing in Italy.’   35    Apart 
from some fi nancial assistance to the communists 
however, the USSR did not try to exploit the situation, 
apparently accepting that Portugal was fi rmly in the 
US sphere of  infl uence. Kissinger publicly expressed 
concern over the threat of  Portugal’s loss to the alli-
ance and a new, strong-minded US ambassador, Frank 
Carlucci, was appointed to Lisbon. Signifi cantly, the 
Portuguese people themselves showed their desire for 
liberal politics in a general election in April 1975, when 
the communists won only 17 per cent of  the vote. By 
the time a constitution was published in April 1976, sta-
bility had been restored. At this same time instability 
was avoided in neighbouring Spain, despite the death 
in November 1975 of  Franco. His successors, King Juan 
Carlos and Premier Adolfo Suárez, moved quickly to 
legalize opposition groups and elect a constitutional 
Assembly, which published a liberal constitution in 
October 1978. Spain too was then set on a course to-
wards stable democracy. 

 In Cyprus the delicate 1960 Constitutional settle-
ment between the Greek- and Turkish-Cypriots had 
soon been called into question. As early as 1963 an at-
tempt by President Makarios to reform it in the Greek 
Cypriots’ favour led to Greek–Turkish intercommu-
nal violence and a threat by the Turkish government 
to intervene. In 1967, when a group of  colonels seized 
power in Athens, there was another bout of  intercom-
munal violence, but it was only in 1974, with their re-
gime unpopular at home, that the colonels decided 
to stir up trouble over Cyprus. On 15 July, dissatis-
fi ed with Makarios’ policies, the colonels instigated 
a coup against him, but the operation was botched, 

the President escaped and Cyprus rapidly slipped into 
violence. On 20 July a Turkish force landed in the 
north of  the island, insisting on the right to defend 
the Turkish-Cypriot community. Powerless to pre-
vent such a disastrous development, the Athens junta 
collapsed and a former Prime Minister, Constantine 
Karamanlis, returned to power, restoring Greece’s 
pre-1967 constitution. Meanwhile, in Cyprus the situ-
ation grew worse. The failure to reach a compromise 
at talks in Geneva led the Turks to renew their attacks 
in the north, partitioning the island with 37 per cent 
now under Turkish-Cypriot control. In protest over 
NATO’s failure to halt the Turks, Karamanlis pulled 
Greece out of  the alliance’s military command until 
1980 and the US Congress, sympathetic to Greece, 
suspended military aid to Turkey in 1975 for 3 years. 
Karamanlis and the Turkish Premier, Bulent Ecevit, 
met to discuss their diff erences in 1978, ending the 
immediate crisis, but the Turkish army remained in 
Cyprus and the Turkish-Cypriots set up their own 
‘Turkish Republic of  North Cyprus’ in 1983. There 
were numerous rounds of  talks over the following 
years to consider a possible settlement, but it proved 
impossible to satisfy both the Greek-Cypriot desire for 
reunifi cation under majority rule with the Turkish-
Cypriot desire for security against Greek domination 
under such a system. Nonetheless, Greece and Turkey 
remained members of  NATO which, in retrospect, 
could look back on the problems of  southern Europe 
in the mid-1970s as evidence of  its own resilience.      

  D.    European Détente at its 
High Point      

 MBFR and the Persistence of Ostpolitik   

 Despite the economic and political problems that 
beset Western Europe in the mid-1970s, these years 
saw better East–West relations across the Iron Cur-
tain. Superpower détente had begun to turn sour just 
as European détente reached its height in the Helsinki 
conference of  1975. By then European détente was 
an established tradition, stretching back through de 
Gaulle in the 1960s to Churchill in the 1950s. Western 
European countries had a less ideologically driven for-
eign policy than the US and, being close to the divid-
ing line between East and West, were more concerned 
about the likely results of  a nuclear exchange between 
NATO and the Warsaw Pact; they also recognized that 
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 a lowering of  tensions would bring rewards, not least 
in the commercial fi eld. While pursuing détente both 
sides were clearly trying to defend their own interests. 
The Western powers hoped to reduce Soviet conven-
tional superiority while opening the communist sys-
tem to liberal ideology and commerce; the Eastern 
powers to ‘decouple’ the US from European security 
while giving international legitimacy to the Soviet-led 
satellite bloc. NATO was well aware that the Soviets 
could exploit détente to ‘drive wedges’ between mem-
bers of  the Western alliance, but the Czechoslovakian 
crisis had confi rmed that the Soviet position in Eastern 
Europe could not easily be broken down. The USSR 
was aware of  the dangers that increased Western cul-
tural and economic contacts might bring to the com-
munist world but, faced by the Chinese menace in 
Asia, the Kremlin was anxious to stabilize Europe’s 
borders and to gain some Western acknowledgement 
of  its predominance in the East. 

 Before meaningful talks could begin, there had to be 
compromises and the key steps came in May 1971, when 
Leonid Brezhnev agreed to Mutual Balanced Force 
Reduction (MBFR) talks on the military side; and in 
December 1971, when NATO accepted that a European 
Security Conference should meet. At their Moscow 
summit in May 1972 Brezhnev and Nixon agreed that 
both these developments should go ahead. Preparatory 
conversations on MBFR began in Vienna in January 
1973 and formal talks began nine months later, but 
they proved highly complex and, lacking political com-
mitment on the Soviet side, made no progress until 
they were replaced by talks on ‘Conventional Forces 
in Europe’ in the late 1980s ( Chapter  20  , D). Prepara-
tory conversations on a European Security Confer-
ence began in Helsinki in November 1972 and the fi rst 
round of  Foreign Ministers’ talks started in July 1973. 
Thirty-fi ve states took part including all Warsaw Pact 
and NATO members, together with neutral and non-
aligned nations, Albania being the only European 
country not present. Ahead of  the meetings the Soviets 
vainly tried to reduce the Eastern bloc’s need for West-
ern economic assistance by initiating a new ten-year 
COMECON plan. At the same time, the Americans 
were keen to demonstrate their lack of  respect for the 
Brezhnev Doctrine, with visits by Nixon to Poland 
and his Secretary of  State, William Rogers, to several 
East European states. Such behaviour emphasized 
that, whatever the improved atmosphere in Europe, 
ideological diff erences were deep and two well-armed 
alliances continued to face each other. 

 Across the European divide, however, relations 
seemed more relaxed because of  a continuing im-
provement in relations between West Germany and 
its Eastern neighbours, thanks to Chancellor Willy 
Brandt’s Ostpolitik. In 1970 he had signed treaties 
with the USSR and Poland, accepting Germany’s 
eastern borders and renouncing the use of  force (see 
 Chapter  9  , E). These Moscow and Warsaw ‘Eastern 
Treaties’ were ratifi ed on 17 May 1972 with the 
Christian Democrats abstaining. The Christian Dem-
ocrats, who had dominated German government for 
two decades before 1969, had never reconciled them-
selves to a policy that seemed, in eff ect, to recognize 
Germany’s division into two parts. To them, and to 
some of  the centrist Free Democrats, Ostpolitik ‘ap-
peared to be an unconstitutional acceptance of  the 
permanent division of  Germany, given the explicit 
commitment in the Basic Law [Germany’s Constitu-
tion] to work towards German reunifi cation’.   36    How-
ever, the popularity of  Ostpolitik was confi rmed in 
the November 1972 elections, which gave the Social 
Democrats the best result they ever achieved in West 
German polls. Recognition of  Brandt’s achievement 
was also seen in the award of  the 1972 Nobel Peace 
Prize and it has been argued that, given the advances 
in superpower détente, ‘had the German government 
not been willing to take its initiatives in Ostpolitik at 
this time, the Federal Republic would have appeared 
as a recalcitrant Cold War relic, and its vital interests 
could have been bartered away by others’.   37    In May 
1973 Brandt followed up the Soviet and Polish arrange-
ments with a German–Czechoslovakian Treaty that 
invalidated the 1938 Munich Treaty and confi rmed 
Czechoslovakian control of  the Sudetenland, thus 
resolving German relations with another of  its neigh-
bours. By then, the focus of  Ostpolitik had moved to 
the more controversial and diffi  cult question of  a deal 
with East Germany. 

 The September 1971 Berlin agreement, between the 
four occupation powers (the US, USSR, Britain, and 
France) had marked a fi rst step towards an improved 
atmosphere between West and East Germany, who 
still did not recognize each other’s existence. Brandt’s 
concept of  ‘two Germanies in one nation’ was meant 
to allow Germany’s division into  separate states to 
be accepted in the short term, while reassuring the 
German people that the hopes of  eventual reunifi -
cation had not been abandoned. Indeed, for Brandt 
the hope was that a relaxation of  tension would 
lead to the eventual withering away of  the division 
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 of  Germany: the Ostpolitik treaties ‘did not aff ect 
our claim to  self-determination and national unity.’; 
rather, ‘we had to accept the status quo territorially 
in order to dislodge it politically’ (a logic that was 
 applicable to European détente more  generally).   38    In 
December 1971 and May 1972  agreements were signed 
on  improved communications between the two 
 Germanies, whilst ratifi cation of  the Eastern Treaties 
paved the way to negotiations on a ‘Basic Treaty’ on 
East–West German relations. Signifi cantly, this was 
signed on 22 December 1972, in the immediate wake of  
Brandt’s election triumph. The Treaty  embodied the 
ideal of  ‘two Germanies in one nation’ by  extending 
the diplomatic recognition that the West had hitherto 
always denied to the East. It allowed both countries 
to enter the United Nations in 1974 with the approval 
of  both superpowers and, although it implied a short-
term acceptance of  Germany’s division, it was ratifi ed 
more easily than the Eastern Treaties. The division of  
Germany was now an accepted fact of  European life. 
Predictably, many interpreted the Basic Treaty as ‘an 
admission by Bonn that Germany’s  division was, if  not 
permanent, at least an existing reality’ but the West 
German government reiterated that ‘Reunifi cation 
is required under constitutional law … The treaty is 
no treaty of  partition.’   39    Ironically, the success proved 
short-lived for Brandt. He resigned as Chancellor in 
April 1974 after an East German spy was exposed in his 
private offi  ce. But the policy of  Ostpolitik was main-
tained by his successor, Helmut Schmidt.     

 The Helsinki Conference and its 
‘Final Act’   

 The multilateral summit of  European states, plus 
the US and Canada, at Helsinki between 30 July and 
1 August 1975, marked both the culmination of  the 
talks on European security and the high point of  
European détente. In some ways it could be seen as 
representing the comprehensive post-Second World 
War ‘peace settlement’ that the Cold War had hitherto 
prevented. On the other hand, it did little more than 
accept existing territorial realities and breed new con-
troversies of  its own. Both sides could feel that they had 
made signifi cant gains from the ‘Final Act’ of  the con-
ference, which included a range of  agreements divided 
across three ‘baskets’. The fi rst of  these concerned 
security issues. This section stated the principles of  
respect for sovereignty and non-interference in the do-
mestic aff airs of  others, as well as respect for human 

rights. Some elements could be taken to be critical of  
Soviet domination of  Eastern Europe, but the Kremlin 
also later exploited the principle of  non-interference 
to oppose Western criticism of  the domestic policy 
of  communist states. Most importantly, this ‘basket’ 
declared European borders to be inviolable. This was 
not the same as unchangeable (as the Warsaw Pact 
had wanted), but it did mean that any border changes 
had to be made by peaceful means. The Eastern bloc 
treated this as de facto acceptance of  the post-war ter-
ritorial settlement and for this reason it was criticized 
by some in America and Western Europe as condon-
ing Soviet domination in the East. ‘After all, Moscow 
had obtained what it had fought for since the 1950s: 
the recognition of  post-war borders … and thus the 
legitimatization of  its East European sphere of  infl u-
ence.’   40    But again, it needs to be borne in mind that 
on the territorial issue, Helsinki ‘essentially did lit-
tle more than confi rm … what the West had already 
accepted’.   41    No one in their right mind believed that 
European borders could be forcibly changed anyway, 
whereas the possibility of  peaceful change remained 
open, allowing the dramatic redrawing of  the map 
that would come in 1989–91. The problem was that too 
many ‘western commentators critical of  the Final Act 
… uncritically [repeated] Soviet claims about ratifi ca-
tion of  the post-war territorial and political status quo’ 
and failed to emphasize that ‘the Western negotiators 
managed to secure language that sanctioned the pos-
sibility of  peaceful change in Europe’.   42    The Western 
powers eff ectively separated territorial realities and the 
military balance from issues of  political legitimacy, 
and intended that the legitimacy of  the Soviet system 
should be undermined by the greater East–West con-
tacts fostered by Baskets 2 and 3. 

 ‘Basket 2’, arguably the least important, covered 
economic, commercial, cultural, scientifi c, environ-
mental, and other forms of  cooperation. Trade be-
tween Eastern and Western Europe saw especially 
strong growth in the 1970s, much more than that 
between the superpowers, and the US became con-
cerned at the scale of  West European reliance on trade 
with the East. But this could hardly be attributed to the 
Helsinki agreements in themselves, even if  the Final 
Act did seem to endorse the process. In any case, in 
the long term, as Churchill and others had always ex-
pected, it was the Eastern bloc that became vulnerable 
to ‘ideological subversion’ because of  its everyday con-
tacts with the liberal democracies, not least because of  
the Communist regimes’ cravings for Western loans 
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 and imports. Of  greater importance on this front was 
‘Basket 3’, which dealt with respect for human rights, 
exchanges of  visits, and the free fl ow of  information 
and ideas—something the West had been pressing for 
since the 1955 Geneva summit. The Soviets agreed to 
this in order to make gains on territorial security and 
trade in the other baskets, but the West hoped that 
the stress on individual freedom and human rights 
would encourage political evolution in the commu-
nist bloc, undermining the Brezhnev Doctrine. The 
Final Act gave encouragement to Eastern European 
anti-communists who soon began to establish ‘moni-
toring groups’ to test how far they could now push the 
authorities to acknowledge human rights. 

 Helsinki was followed by other meetings of  the 
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(CSCE), beginning with the Belgrade meeting in 
October 1977. Inevitably, both sides emphasized dif-
ferent aspects of  the agreements—the West human 
rights, the East territorial stability—and criticism 
soon deepened in America among Democrats and the 
Republican Right. Later academic accounts could be 
similarly dismissive, arguing that Helsinki ‘scarcely 
justifi ed the high hopes placed in it’ and that Soviet 
indiff erence to human rights in its aftermath ‘encour-
aged the view that totalitarian states were not capable 
of  reform from within’.   43    With the crushing of  Yuri 
Orlov’s ‘Helsinki Monitoring Group’ by the KGB in 
May 1976 the Soviets certainly exposed the limited 
impact of  ‘Basket 3’ in the short term and, during the 

ensuing presidential election in America, there was 
severe criticism of  President Gerald Ford for having 
signed the Helsinki Accords. One critic was the Dem-
ocratic Senator, Henry Jackson, who argued that the 
president had ‘sold out’ to the Soviets. This led the 
State Department’s Helmut Sonnenfeldt to counter 
that, in fact, the US was supporting the ‘aspirations 
in eastern Europe for a more autonomous existence 
within the context of  a strong Soviet geopolitical in-
fl uence’.   44    But the logic of  the ‘Sonnenfeldt Doctrine’ 
proved diffi  cult to defend in 1976 and Jimmy Carter 
was able to exploit the issue against Ford in their head-
to-head television debates. In Western Europe the in-
creased personal contacts, trade, and tourism brought 
by détente gave Helsinki somewhat greater popular-
ity and, in the wake of  the collapse of  communism 
in 1989, it was easier to see that the ‘Helsinki process’ 
might have had a very important role in generat-
ing self-doubt within the Eastern bloc. High-quality 
Western imports, the realization that the West was not 
a relentless military threat, the recognition of  the im-
portance of  individual rights—all these slowly served 
the purposes of  ‘ideological subversion’ and called 
into question the value of  the planned economy, high 
military expenditure, and the totalitarian state. In 
retrospect, it was possible to claim that ‘the Helsinki 
process—particularly its human rights aspect—played 
a signifi cant role in bringing about the dismantling of  
Communist rule in … Europe by undermining the 
legitimacy of  these regimes.’   45            

   Leonid Brezhnev (1906–82)    

 Born in the industrial town of Dneprodzerzinsk, in the Ukraine, 

Brezhnev, himself the son of a steelworker, trained as a steel 

engineer before moving into full-time political work. At fi rst he 

concentrated on administrative work in the Ukraine and 

focused on its industrial reconstruction after the war. But under 

Khrushchev, he successfully managed the Communist Party in 

Kazakhstan, joined the Politburo and, in 1960, rose to be Soviet 

President. It was partly through fear of being removed from the 

Politburo that he led the overthrow of Khrushchev in 1964. By 

then Brezhnev was the consummate Kremlin insider: a 

competent, experienced bureaucrat, orthodox in his opinions, 

with a strong sense of duty, who had risen to high level despite 

his natural caution. His very lack of individualism or charisma 

made him attractive in the wake of Khrushchev’s adventurism 

and, fulfi lling the expectations of his supporters, in the 1960s he 

neither ran risks abroad nor espoused reformism at home. At 

fi rst, in the position of General Secretary of the Communist 

Party, he shared power with the Premier, Alexei Kosygin, and 

others. But he was always the most infl uential fi gure in the 

leadership and by 1971 Kosygin was very much in his shadow. At 

home he tried to improve living standards while cracking down 

harshly on all signs of dissidence. Abroad, he came to support a 

policy of relaxing tension with the West in the 1970s, while 

becoming ever more estranged from Communist China. After 

1975 Brezhnev was increasingly troubled by personal ill-health, 

stalling industrial output, and heavy defence spending. His fi nal 

years were overshadowed by the demise of détente, economic 

stagnation, and an ill-fated decision, in 1979, to invade 

Afghanistan.  
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   E.    Crises in the Less 
Developed World      

 Détente and the Less Developed World   

 As seen, the October 1973 Middle East War led to ques-
tioning in America about the value of  détente, only 
eighteen months after the Moscow summit. The war 
also refl ected the inability of  the superpowers to con-
trol their ‘clients’ in developing countries and showed 
that, however much the US might wish to stabilize the 
less developed world, confl icts there would go on. In-
deed, from 1973 to 1979 there was a series of  crises in 
the less developed world—the October War, the fall of  
South Vietnam (1975), the civil war in Angola (1975–6), 
the Ogaden confl ict (1977–8), and the Soviet invasion 
of  Afghanistan—which did much to destroy super-
power détente. To a growing number of  Americans 
the common element in these crises was the Soviet de-
termination to advance the cause of  Marxist-Leninism 
worldwide, something which Nixon and Kissinger had 
hoped détente would prevent. By the time Kissinger 
left offi  ce in 1976 disaff ection with détente in America 
was considerable. Having defi ned a policy of  ‘linkage’, 
under which the Kremlin could only expect the gains 
of  cooperation (trade and arms control) in return for 
restraint in regional confl icts, it was increasingly dif-
fi cult to justify the continuation of  détente if  Soviet 
support for ‘wars of  national liberation’ went on. 

 The Soviets, however, had a diff erent view of  
these problems. To them it seemed ridiculous to ex-
pect changes in the less developed world to cease. Its 
Marxist beliefs, however diluted by the 1970s, did lead 
Moscow to see wars of  national liberation as ‘inevita-
ble’; and Brezhnev had always made clear that, in the 
Soviet interpretation of  détente, superpower rivalry 
in the less developed world would continue. Besides, 
although Western interests generally seemed to be 
on the defensive in Africa and Asia in the 1970s, the 
Americans had their successes. In the Middle East, the 
US edged Russia out of  the post-1973 peace process; in 
South-East Asia, the fall of  Vietnam was not  followed 
by the loss of  Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia as 
had once been feared; and in East Asia America could 
always ‘play the China card’ against the Soviets (as 
occurred in 1978–9). Neither did Americans show 
 restraint in the less developed world when their inter-
ests were at stake and they felt powerful enough to 
act. Unsurprisingly, given past policy in the Western 

hemisphere, they were especially determined to pre-
vent pro-Soviet infl uence spreading in Latin America.     

 Chile and Allende   

 The violent overthrow of  Salvador Allende, the 
Marxist President of  Chile, on 11 September 1973 has 
often been blamed on the US. In fact, despite numerous 
other revelations about America’s Chilean policy and 
the activities there of  the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA), ‘there is no evidence of  direct involvement 
in, or provocation of, the 1973 coup by the US gov-
ernment’.   46    Ultimately, the Chilean military, under 
Augusto Pinochet, were responsible for the coup. 
Kissinger insisted that ‘Allende was brought down by 
his own incompetence and infl exibility. What hap-
pened, happened for Chilean reasons, not as a result of  
the acts of  the United States.’   47    However, the US gov-
ernment and multinational companies who were af-
fected by Allende’s nationalization policies, did much 
to undermine his position before the military acted 
and it was no secret that Washington would welcome 
his fall. Thus, it can be argued that ‘even if  Nixon and 
Kissinger were not working toward a coup, they were 
eager to have Allende discredited in order to bring 
about his defeat in the 1976 elections’.   48    And, ‘through 
the CIA’s covert operations in Chile, the application 
of  vast economic pressures, and military assistance to 
the Chilean armed forces, the United States govern-
ment did without question help to create a situation in 
which the anti-Allende coup became possible’.   49    

 The CIA had fi rst used covert propaganda and 
funding of  his opponents to prevent Allende coming 
to power at the head of  a ‘Popular Front’ coalition in 
1964. The victor on that occasion was Eduardo Frei 
Montalva, a Christian Democrat whose attempts at 
moderate reform could not prevent rising infl ation and 
rural poverty. At the next election in 1970, despite CIA 
attempts to prevent it, Allende narrowly won a three-
cornered race and was duly installed as President. This 
created a dilemma for the US: Allende had been legally 
elected in a country which, in contrast to the rest of  
Latin America, had retained a stable liberal democracy 
since 1938; but this was the fi rst time a Marxist had 
been freely elected as the President of  a country, he 
was a friend of  Fidel Castro and, despite the narrow 
election victory, began a radical programme of  land 
reform and nationalization. This had a profound eff ect 
on society: ‘All aspects of  life became politicized, and 
politics became polarized—it was impossible not to be 
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 either for or against the government.’   50    The CIA con-
tinued to fund both his opponents and adverse press 
reports on Allende, whilst the US government success-
fully managed to cut off  most external fi nancial aid to 
Chile. This, alongside rising infl ation and upheaval in 
the valuable copper market, caused severe economic 
problems, leading to strikes and a growing number of  
anti-Allende demonstrations. Allende’s policies also al-
ienated important groups in Chilean politics, including 
the Church, landowners, and of  course the military, 
who eventually toppled him even though they had 
never taken a leading role in Chilean politics in the past. 

 The fall of  Allende demonstrated that even success 
in a democratic election would not make Marxists ac-
ceptable to Washington. Press revelations about CIA 
involvement led to an embarrassing Congressional in-
vestigation into the Agency’s activities in the late 1970s. 
And Pinochet’s brutal regime was an embarrassment 
to the US through the 1980s. Successfully confi rmed 
in offi  ce in a 1980 referendum, Pinochet failed a simi-
lar test in 1989 and resigned, though he remained an 
important force in the background. Under his elected 
successor, the centrist Patricio Aylwin, Chile experi-
enced good growth rates, comparable to other parts 
of  the ‘Pacifi c Rim’ in the early 1990s and a stable lib-
eral democracy seemed to have returned.     

 The Fall of South Vietnam 
and Cambodia   

 The January 1973 peace settlement ( Chapter  12  , C) in 
Vietnam removed American forces from the country 
but never brought real ‘peace’ to the South, where 
the communists and the Thieu regime continued 
to struggle for power. In 1973–4, over 50,000 South 
Vietnamese, troops and twice as many communists, 
as well as thousands of  civilians, died in the contin-
ued fi ghting. Thieu refused to recognize the existence 
of  the opposition National Liberation Front or to ac-
cept the losses of  territory which the 1973 settlement 
implied. But his regime was dogged by high infl ation, 
widespread corruption, and large-scale desertions 
(about 200,000 in 1973–4) from its army. With one mil-
lion men and with American equipment, the army 
looked strong on paper but its morale and leadership 
remained poor. About one-third of  South Vietnam’s 
17 million people were reduced to refugee status by 
1975, many had moved from the countryside to over-
crowded towns, and agriculture had been so devas-
tated that the country had to import its staple food, 

rice. Meanwhile, with the fall of  Nixon and the deter-
mination of  Congress to avoid further involvement 
and expenditure in South-East Asia, there was increas-
ingly little chance that America would fulfi l Nixon’s 
promises of  helping Thieu if  the communists reneged 
on the 1973 settlement. Hence Kissinger would later 
claim that any hope of  enforcing the 1973 settlement 
or of  saving Cambodia ‘was torpedoed by the United 
States Congress and our domestic turmoil’ over Wa-
tergate.   51    Others, however, reject such logic; ‘given the 
public’s antipathy toward Vietnam … it is doubtful if  
the United States could have regenerated a commit-
ment to rescue Thieu’s government. The Vietnamese 
Communists … were determined eventually to gain 
power in Saigon. And Thieu, inept and corrupt, was 
unable to stop them.’   52    

 The North Vietnamese continued to probe the 
South’s military weak points in 1973–4 but only in 
December 1974 did Hanoi decide to abandon the Paris 
agreements completely and seek Thieu’s overthrow. ‘A 
string of  local victories gave those in favour of  a bolder 
strategy an edge at a politburo meeting in December 
1974, and a two year plan was drawn up’ for conquer-
ing the South.   53    The Politburo was surprised by the 
easy advances in the Central Highlands in January 1975 
and astonished by how quickly a further off ensive, in 
March, broke the Thieu regime. Thieu himself  made 
the disastrous decision to withdraw his forces from 
much of  the country to the Saigon-Mekong delta area, 
where more than half  the South’s population was con-
centrated. Asked to conduct such a long and danger-
ous retreat, his demoralized army was soon routed. 
On 21 April, under US pressure and still refusing to 
contemplate a coalition government with the com-
munists, he resigned, blaming Washington for the col-
lapse. His successor, Duang Van (‘Big’) Minh, called a 
ceasefi re nine days later and the way was clear for the 
communists to create a united, centralized Vietnam. 
Economic planning was introduced, land redistrib-
uted, Southern offi  cials ‘re-educated’ or executed, and 
Saigon renamed Ho Chi Minh city (after the nationalist 
leader who had died in 1969). Despite some attempts 
to establish diplomatic links in 1977–8, the Americans 
showed little desire to help Vietnam recover from 
three decades of  destruction. Whilst complaining that 
the Vietnamese were not doing enough to fi nd the 
few American troops still posted as ‘missing in action’, 
Washington froze Vietnamese assets, cut off  all aid to 
the country (as well as to Laos and Cambodia), and 
reneged on earlier promises of  fi nancial assistance. 
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  Meanwhile, in Cambodia there had never been the 
shadow of  a peace agreement in 1973, although Con-
gressional action meant that US military support for 
the Lon Nol government ceased in mid-August. The 
extremist Khmer Rouge were suspicious of  Hanoi 
after its settlement with the Americans, rejected the 
idea of  forming a coalition government with the 
royalist leader, Prince Sihanouk, and exploited rural 
poverty and US bombing to win local support. By 
January 1975 only the capital, Phnom Penh, remained 
in Lon Nol’s hands and it fell to the Khmer Rouge 
on 17 April, just days before the fall of  Saigon. The 
American government demonstrated the following 
month that it was not quite powerless in the region: 
when the Khmer Rouge seized a US merchant ship 
President Ford despatched the marines on a rescue 
mission which, though unnecessary (the ship was 
released as the mission began) proved popular at 
home. The new Cambodian regime, under Pol Pot, 
proceeded to empty Phnom Penh and conducted a 
campaign of  genocide against upper- and middle-class 
groups in a ruthless attempt to turn the country into a 
Maoist rural utopia. By the end of  1978 about 2 million 
people had died in Pol Pot’s ‘killing fi elds’, or of  star-
vation and disease. 

 The image of  communist success in South-East 
Asia was completed in December 1975 by the triumph 
of  the Pathet Lao in Laos, a country which had 
been subjected to even more American bombing 
than Cambodia. (Laos had been bombed since 1964, 
Cambodia only since 1969.) But the old American fear 
that the fall of  one ‘domino’ would lead to another 
proved baseless. Propped up by the US, the royalist 
government in Thailand survived and within a few 
years the regions’ communists were at each other’s 
throats, with Vietnam invading Cambodia in 1978 and 
China striking against Vietnam in 1979 ( Chapter  14  ). 
The number of  deaths in the post-war Indo-China 
wars by then ran into several millions, the exact total 
incalculable.     

 Angola: the End of Portugal’s Empire   

 The April 1974 ‘Carnation Revolution’ in Portugal, 
which toppled the Salazar dictatorship, was a military 
coup that led to the decision to grant independence to 
the colonies. The empire had been central to Salazar’s 
vision of  Portuguese greatness; it provided food and 
raw materials, and by 1968 half  a million Portuguese 
had settled in the two main colonies, Angola (the 

wealthiest) and Mozambique. The process of  inde-
pendence proved simple enough for Mozambique 
and a third, smaller colony, Portuguese Guinea (which 
became Guinea-Bissau), largely because there was 
an obvious nationalist opposition group to whom 
Lisbon could transfer authority. But Angola was a 
very diff erent case. The divisions between the two 
main anti-colonial movements in the north of  Angola, 
which were associated with the outbreak of  what may 
be seen as a spontaneous rebellion in March 1961 (see 
 Chapter  8  , B) had widened in the 1960s. The diff erence 
was that after Lyndon Johnson became President, the 
dominance of  the National Front for the Liberation 
of  Angola (FNLA), led by Holden Roberto, was com-
pletely undermined and the leading movement in the 
struggle to represent Angolan nationalism became 
the Popular Movement for the Liberation of  Angola 
(MPLA). The latter movement had succeeded after 
1964, partly by developing links with the Soviet Union 
and Cuba after which it assumed a more Marxist posi-
tion, and partly by winning support from the govern-
ment in the neighbouring state of  Congo-Brazzaville. 
This enabled Agostinho Neto, the MPLA leader from 
December 1962, to rebuild the organization from a 
headquarters in Brazzaville. The political fragmenta-
tion was made worse in 1966 by the formation of  an-
other major grouping, the National Union for the Total 
Liberation of  Angola (UNITA), under Jonas Savimbi, 
who defected from the FLNA in 1964. The founding 
of  UNITA gave a voice to the southern peoples of  
rural Angola who were generally regarded as less ad-
vanced than those in the North. Now there were three 
groups largely based on the Mbundu, Ovimbundu, 
and Bakongo people. In addition, the MPLA, in con-
trast to UNITA and the FLNA, was a  mestico - (mixed 
race) dominated party with its strength in the capital, 
Luanda. This injected an urban and a racial element 
into what was to become a civil war as the other two 
main parties were essentially Black African led. 

 Partly as a result of  these divisions ‘the nationalists 
posed no critical threat to the Portuguese presence in 
Angola during the armed struggle’.   54    But then neither 
could the Portuguese regain complete control over 
the country as they had been trying to do since 1961. 
There were also ideological diff erences between the 
increasingly Marxist MPLA and the more pro-Western 
groupings, and the Chinese injected the Sino-Soviet 
split into the Angolan issue in the 1970s. From the 
time a FNLA delegation met with Deng Xaioping in 
December 1973, China supplied military training and 



 ‘Stagfl ation’ and the Trials of Détente, 1973–6 315

 arms until October 1975. Clearly, once the government 
in Lisbon collapsed in 1974 and independence became 
inevitable, the Cold War then became an even more 
important channel for outside intervention. Yet, the 
American response to these events was confused. In 
contrast to the Kennedy administration, which saw 
the Cold War in Africa being won through links with 
pro-Western Africans who would need help in achiev-
ing independence, Kissinger saw things diff erently. He 
initially saw the Portuguese as able to resist radical Af-
rican challenges. After the Carnation Revolution, he 
had to come to terms with the failure of  his assess-
ment but refused to work towards an Angolan coali-
tion government with left-wing elements. 

 The Carnation Revolution had catapulted General 
Augusto Spinola to power, who was initially in favour 
of  some grandiose overseas Portuguese federation, 
but more left-leaning politicians, including the Social-
ist Party leader, Mário Soares, forced him to concede 
the principle of  independence in July 1974.   55    In Angola, 
when the dictatorship ended, ‘the whole colonial ad-
ministration fell with it. Soldiers … would no longer 
risk their lives defending a defunct ideology … Offi  cials 
were simply no longer obeyed.’   56    With the collapse of  
Portuguese authority, international involvement now 
became more important as it was unclear to which 
of  the factions power would be transferred. Indeed, 
when the Portuguese fl ag was fi nally lowered on 
11 November 1975 the High Commissioner handed 
power to no one group but to the Angolan people as 
a whole. 

 The initial idea had been to get the three main par-
ties working together as a coalition in the form of  a 
transitional government before the formal transfer of  
power in November 1975. Talks between all the par-
ties had led to the 15 January 1975 Alvor Accord, under 
which a government was to be formed, but the ex-
ternal supply of  aid and arms was soon to transform 
three relatively small and lightly armed forces into 
major combatants. As early as July 1974 the CIA had 
begun making payments to the FNLA which, along 
with Chinese weapons, considerably boosted the ef-
fectiveness of  Roberto’s organization and allowed 
it to consolidate its position in Northern Angola. In 
January 1975 the US agreed through a subcommittee 
of  the National Security Council to fund the FLNA to 
the tune of  another $300,000. More dramatic was the 
subsequent Soviet and Cuban support for the MPLA 
which followed.   57    At that time the FLNA with an army 
of  10–20,000 easily outnumbered the MPLA (about 

8,000) and UNITA (reckoned to be about 6,000). More-
over, in 1973–4 the MPLA had seemed bitterly divided 
as it had been in 1963: an ‘Eastern Revolt’ led by Daniel 
Chipenda threatened Neto’s leadership and led to the 
ending of  Soviet assistance just one month before the 
coup in Lisbon. The resumption of  Soviet aid has been 
dated to between March and October 1974 and was to 
play a major role in the revival of  the MPLA’s fortunes 
in 1975, particularly after March of  that year when the 
movement began to receive major Soviet arms ship-
ments, followed by Cuban military advisers.   58    

 One important question concerning Soviet and 
Cuban support was whether the Cubans were acting 
as proxies of  Moscow. The evidence now suggests that 
they had their own reasons for intervening indepen-
dently in Angola, including an ideological commit-
ment to international revolutionary solidarity. Castro 
and the Cubans had their own links with the MPLA 
and were almost certainly asked for help by Neto. 
‘Castro initiated Cuban armed support for the MPLA 
without Moscow’s … knowledge.’   59    Kissinger’s claim 
that Cuban intervention was part of  a Soviet geo-
political threat is almost certainly a misperception. 
It is probably the case that, once independence was 
conceded by Portugal, the Soviets, Americans, and 
Cubans had all decided independently to intervene 
in some form or other irrespective of  the actions of  
the others. But the scale of  the intervention may have 
been infl uenced by the activities of  rival powers. The 
Soviets with their commitment to wars of  national 
liberation had, some claim, not only to undermine the 
Americans but also to outbid China for support. ‘The 
real object of  Moscow’s rivalry in Angola was less 
Washington than Beijing.’   60    This line becomes plau-
sible if  large amounts of  Soviet aid are taken to be in 
response to the arrival of  Chinese advisers in Angola 
in May 1975, the same month the Cubans are alleged to 
have been deployed. On the other hand, if  the arrival 
of  signifi cant Soviet aid is taken as March 1975, this 
may have been a response to discovering US funding 
of  the FLNA. 

 The Cuban intervention coincided with Kissinger 
overruling those in the State Department who saw 
African factors, rather than Soviet geopolitical am-
bitions, at the root of  the confl ict. President Ford 
approved Kissinger’s request for $32 million of  aid 
(which actually turned out to be over $60 million) and 
$16 million of  military equipment.   61    Then in August 
1975 UNITA formally entered the fray in support of  
Roberto and was secretly supplied by the Americans 
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 the following month. It only remained for the South 
Africans to throw in their forces in an attempt to de-
stroy the MPLA, preferably before power was to be 
formally transferred in November. In the face of  this 
mounting threat, the Cuban presence was increased. 
In late September and early October, signifi cant sup-
plies and equipment arrived from Cuba by boat and 
they were soon needed. The South African invasion 
force, including Chipenda’s eastern rebels, UNITA sol-
diers, a small Portuguese force and about 2,000 men of  
the South African Defence force, was rapidly closing 
on Luanda from the south. Faced with the prospect 
of  defeat, the MPLA turned again to the Cubans who, 
one week before independence, despatched a battal-
ion of  crack troops to assist in the defence of  Luanda. 
The result was that the FLNA failed to take control of  
the city and eventually suff ered a disastrous collapse 
despite assistance from Zairean troops. 

 The US successfully pressed Caribbean countries 
not to allow Cuban transfer fl ights, but in January 
1976 the Soviets began to airlift Cuban troops and 
by the end of  the year it is estimated that there were 
nearly 10,000 in Angola. By then the groups seeking 
to prevent the MPLA governing Angola faced further 
problems. In December 1975, the American press un-
earthed the fact that the government was engaged in 
a covert assistance programme for Angola. Almost 
immediately, with concerns about ‘another Vietnam’, 
the Senate passed the Clark amendment cutting off  

funds for covert operations in Angola. In February, the 
MPLA government in Luanda was recognized by the 
Organisation of  African Unity and, in April, it became 
a member of  the United Nations. Many Americans 
were left doubting the wisdom of  backing the FNLA 
in the fi rst place, in a far-off  country where few di-
rect US interests existed. The American-backed FNLA 
failure in Angola in the face of  Cuban and Soviet in-
tervention has come to be seen as a key point in the de-
cline of  détente. Yet, Kissinger claims he never raised 
the issue with the Soviets until October 1975. His argu-
ment was that, until then, it was only a question of  the 
strength of  the MPLA being raised to equal that of  the 
FLNA rather than to supersede it. Eff ectively, the US 
thought its supporters could win if  it channelled vast 
amounts of  aid to them; the consequences for détente 
emerged when it began to appear they might not. 
The troubles in Angola, which were part of  a continu-
ing, bloody confl ict that went on for decades, were 
clearly exacerbated by the involvement of  external 
forces. Whatever Kissinger may have claimed about 
their implications for détente they revealed more than 
anything that the battle for the hearts and minds of  
newly independent people was as intense as ever. The 
Cuban and—as it was perceived—Soviet ‘victory’ in 
Angola added to the questions surrounding détente 
and further indicated that both superpowers were 
prepared to put their Cold War interests above mutual 
cooperation.         

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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        14 
Détente in Decline, 
1977–9        

  A.    Détente and the 
Carter Presidency      

 Questioning of Détente in America   

 In March 1976, as he set out on the presidential cam-
paign, Gerald Ford decided that ‘détente’ had be-
come so unpopular that the word should not even 
be used by his election team. In 1972, the Beijing and 
Moscow summits had been oversold to help Nixon’s 
re-election and since then numerous events had bred 
scepticism about détente in the US. It suff ered in part 
from being identifi ed with Nixon, who was discred-
ited by the Watergate scandal. But his downfall also 
removed the one leading right-wing politician who 
was both trusted in the Kremlin and able to reassure 
American conservatives that national interests were 
not compromised by talks with the Soviets. After 
1973 conservatives increasingly questioned détente, 

felt that SALT I benefi ted the USSR most, and were 
disturbed by an apparent pattern of  communist 
adventurism abroad, in the 1973 Middle East War, 
Angola, and South-East Asia. Kissinger’s argument 
that the Soviets could be co-opted into an orderly, 
‘normal’ pattern of  behaviour through a process of  
détente was questioned by those who believed they 
saw a determined Soviet strategy to advance in the 
less developed world whilst seeking nuclear superi-
ority. Richard Pipes, one of  the most consistent aca-
demic critics of  détente, considered that the Soviets 
had abandoned confrontation ‘in favour of  less risky, 
fl anking movements carried out, preferably by proxy 
forces, by way of  the less developed world’, that they 
hoped to divide the West by relaxing tension, and 
that they pursued ‘at the same time, a major rear-
mament programme for possible World War III by 
projecting a peaceful image to weaken the Western 
defence eff ort’.   1    
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  Liberals in the Democratic Party were also doubt-
ful about détente and the amoral outlook of  foreign 
policy under Nixon and Kissinger. After Vietnam it 
was perhaps inevitable that the crusading, idealistic 
element in US policy—which had helped lead to the 
Vietnam War in the fi rst place—would reassert itself. 
Whereas, on the Republic Right, such idealism took 
the form of  patriotic anti-Communism, in the 
Democratic Party it tended towards liberal anti-
totalitarianism. Both groups criticized the 1975 
Helsinki agreements for their failure adequately to 
protect human rights in the Eastern bloc and for con-
doning Soviet domination of  the region. They also 
criticized the USSR’s failure to allow suffi  cient Jews 
to emigrate. The Democratic Senator, Henry 
Jackson, a presidential hopeful, began a campaign in 
1972 which linked both criticisms of  SALT and the 
emigration issue. In December 1974, Ford was forced 
to accept the Jackson–Vanik amendment which 
made an expansion of  US–Soviet trade (under their 
1972 commercial agreement) conditional on greater 
Jewish emigration. On 7 January, Kissinger warned 
Ford that this would severely damage America’s abil-
ity to infl uence Moscow through ‘linkage’: ‘The 
Soviets have to keep détente going for political rea-
sons, but our hold on them is gone. These economic 
projects would have gotten our hooks into them for 
years.’   2    Sure enough, Jackson–Vanik immediately 
backfi red. On 10 January, the Soviets, unwilling to 
accept such ‘interference’ in their internal aff airs, 
simply scrapped the trade deal. Then they cut back 
the number of  emigrants: in 1973 about 35,000 Jews 
had been allowed to leave the USSR, a big increase on 
the few hundred who left in 1968, but in 1975 the 
number fell to only 13,000. Yet, whatever its direct 
outcome, Jackson’s campaign succeeded in high-
lighting the strength of  opposition, across the politi-
cal spectrum, to détente. On the Republican Right, 
Reagan ‘saw the issue as tailor-made for his campaign 
against the Washington establishment. Using Henry 
Kissinger as a foil, he could attack the Ford adminis-
tration without attacking Ford.’   3        

 The Soviet Union and the 
Interpretation of Détente   

 Disappointment with détente was not one-sided. 
Moscow argued that the Americans were undermin-
ing it with their own actions in the less developed 
world (notably the campaign against Chile’s Salvador 

Allende), their refusal to give the USSR a full role in 
Middle East peacemaking, and their attempts (with 
Jackson–Vanik) to interfere in Soviet domestic 
politics. Defence Minister Marshall Grechko (1967–76) 
was fearful that military agreements with the US 
might compromise the strength of  Soviet armed 
forces, even if  he continued to recognize the political 
benefi ts of  a decrease in tensions. But in contrast to 
America, real faith in détente did survive in Moscow. 
Soviet politics were, of  course, much less volatile 
than America’s. With no public opinion to measure 
and no free press, the Kremlin was better able than 
the White House to control the policy-making 
machine. Brezhnev, though in physical decline (he 
suff ered strokes in 1975 and 1978), kept the Politburo 
favourable to détente, despite the increasing doubts 
of  some members. Even though the SALT II talks 
stalled in 1975–6 and the US–Soviet trade deal was 
scrapped, there were no major foreign policy 
humiliations—such as America suff ered in Vietnam—
to cause a questioning of  Brezhnev’s policy. Any fail-
ures were compensated for by the success of  Soviet 
allies in Angola and Vietnam, and by advances in 
European détente. Besides, the USSR always had a 
more fl exible view of  détente than the US, arguing 
that it should include elements of  cooperation, such 
as nuclear arms control, but also allow for competi-
tion in the less developed world. Thus, at the 25th 
Soviet Communist Party Congress, in February–
March 1976, Brehznev spoke in favour both of  détente 
and of  wars of  national liberation. As the Soviet 
Ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, put 
it, ‘members of  the Politburo lived in the certainty 
that a historical process was under way: the collapse 
of  the old colonial empires and the general weaken-
ing of  the capitalist system … For ideological reasons 
we should support this process whenever possible, 
but this did not mean that we deliberately were trying 
to undermine … American interests …’   4    

 One central problem with the détente process, of  
course, was that each superpower had diff erent inter-
ests in pursuing it, diff erent interpretations of  how it 
should work and diff erent expectations about where it 
should lead. Neither side had ever intended to give up 
its ideology or dismantle its alliances. But, ‘while both 
superpowers were engaged in a process of  adjust-
ment, they were adjusting to diff erent vulnerabilities 
and responding to diff erent concerns’.   5    Thus, whereas 
the Soviets expected to win equality of  status with 
the US, to retain their hold on Eastern Europe, and to 
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 secure agreements on trade and SALT, whilst continu-
ing to support wars of  national liberation, Americans 
had other expectations. Faced by relative American de-
cline, economic problems, and the costs of  Vietnam, 
Nixon and Kissinger hoped to use ‘linkage’ to secure 
Soviet good behaviour and an acceptance of  the exist-
ing world order especially in the less developed world, 
in return for SALT and trade deals. But in a pluralist 
Western system, it was harder for US leaders to keep 
the American body politic united behind détente. Soviet 
advances in the less developed world, mounting prob-
lems in NATO, and Congressional opposition made it 
more important for Kissinger to demonstrate a tough 
approach to the Soviets where he could, in the Middle 
East or the SALT II talks for example; but this, in turn, 
harmed trust between the superpowers. To many 
Americans it was quite clear that, through its inter-
ference in Africa and South-East Asia, the USSR had 
violated détente but ‘while it is possible to take issue 
with the premisses … of  Soviet policy … it is harder to 
argue that they sought to delude the West about their 
understanding of  … détente, or to speak of  Soviet 
violation of  détente’,   6    because, again, their view of  
détente was, quite simply, not the same as America’s.     

 Policy-making under Carter   

 Although he avoided major military involvement 
abroad, Carter’s foreign policy has been criticized as 
incoherent, misguided, and at the mercy of  events. 
One blunt judgement, from a major study of  US for-
eign policy, is that he ‘confused friends and enemies 
alike, provoking contempt at home and abroad’.   7    
He came to power as a Washington outsider who ex-
ploited popular dissatisfaction with the Nixon–Ford 
era, tried to appear during the 1976 election as ‘all 
things to all men’, and promised more than he could 
deliver. He seemed a hard-working, well-intentioned, 
certainly intelligent and well-informed leader, inspired 
both by liberal idealism and evangelical Christianity. 
But he lacked an overall programme (equivalent, for 
example, to Johnson’s ‘Great Society’), became ob-
sessed by policy details, and was unable to master 
Congress, making eff ective government very diffi  cult. 
He was not even very popular in the Democratic Party 
and in 1980 the Republicans successfully tarred him 
with the image of  retreat and decline. To be fair, he 
faced problems which would have tried any president. 
Infl ation, the energy crisis, the Vietnam syndrome, 
a shift in popular support away from costly Federal 

spending programmes, and Congressional limits on 
presidential powers abroad, were all bad enough. 
But Carter was also elected in the bicentenary year 
of  American independence, when expectations of  a 
new era of  achievement were high. He certainly tried 
to rise to the occasion in his acceptance speech at the 
1976  Democratic Convention, describing America as 
‘a pioneer in shaping more just and decent relations 
among people’ and stating that this required ‘noth-
ing less than a sustained architectural eff ort to shape 
an international framework of  peace within which 
our own ideals gradually can become a global real-
ity’.   8    Three years after the War Powers Act, two years 
after Nixon’s resignation, and one year after the fall of  
 Saigon, Carter believed the US still had the capacity to 
shape the world in its own image. But, what followed 
failed to live up to such ambitious rhetoric. 

 Carter’s policy-making machine has received par-
ticular criticism, not least because of  the tension 
 between his Secretary of  State, Cyrus Vance, and 
 National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, who, 
in particular, diff ered over détente (see   boxed section  ). 
Vance, known for his pragmatism and caution, shared 
Carter’s desire to improve relations with less devel-
oped world states. But he was not the President’s fi rst 
choice for the State Department and gradually lost in-
fl uence to Brzezinski, who had sat with Carter before 
1977 on the ‘Trilateral Commission’, a group formed to 
improve relations between America, Western Europe, 
and Japan—the three pillars of  the Western alliance 
who had seemed to drift apart in the Kissinger years. 
Given to outspoken statements and to toughness in 
crises, the Polish-born Brzezinski believed the Soviets 
must be resisted in the less developed world, and he 
was ready to work with Beijing against Moscow. 
Vance, in contrast, was keen to proceed with SALT II, 
reluctant to cooperate with China, and sceptical about 
the USSR’s ability to shape confl icts in the less devel-
oped world. In Afghanistan after 1979 he was eventu-
ally proved correct in his belief  that the Soviets could 
no more manipulate poor, predominantly rural socie-
ties than America had been able to do in Vietnam. 

 Carter himself  sometimes seemed to view the 
Brzezinski–Vance relationship as one of  creative ten-
sion. But the division among his aides often seemed 
to run out of  control and did not help Carter escape 
his own frequent indecision. Rather than giving con-
sistent direction to policy he was a workaholic who 
often became preoccupied with the complexities of  a 
particular issue, refused to delegate work despite the 
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 enormous pressures on his own timetable, and ap-
peared to pursue several diff erent tracks at once. Then 
again, it has been argued that, in trying (in contrast to 
his successor, Ronald Reagan) to come to terms with a 
complicated world, he was ‘championing a post-Cold 
War foreign policy before the Cold War was over’.   9    
Confi dent that the US was far stronger than the USSR 
if  it came to war but recognizing that the ‘Vietnam 
Syndrome’ virtually ruled out the use of  military 
force, Carter and his team at fi rst believed it sensible 
to restrain military spending and concentrate on such 
issues in East–West relations as arms control, trade, 

and human rights. Aware too that there was now a 
‘multipolar’ world, beyond the domination of  the su-
perpowers, they were anxious to address the North–
South divide, to improve relations with NATO and 
Japan, and to retreat from America’s past support for 
right-wing dictators in the less developed world. Yet 
the administration’s attempt to break free of  America’s 
long obsession with the Soviet  Communist menace 
always carried tensions within it. Carter’s policy may 
actually have made some sense, but it was poorly ar-
ticulated and executed. Carter himself, though deter-
mined to maintain détente on the arms control front, 

   Carter, Vance, and Brzezinski    

 Whereas foreign policy under Nixon had been dominated by 

the President and Kissinger, under Carter there was a broader 

group of policy-makers, including the Secretary of Defense, 

Harold Brown, and ambassador to the UN, Andrew Young, but 

with the key characters being the Secretary of State, Cyrus 

Vance, and National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski. 

Jimmy Carter himself had only limited experience of foreign 

aff airs before entering the White House. Born in Plains, Georgia 

in 1925, he joined the Navy during the war and served in 

submarines between 1948 and 1953. He then took over the 

family peanut business and, in the 1960s, became active in 

Georgia politics. Nationally, he was a virtual unknown quantity 

when he entered the race for the presidency. A ‘born again’ 

Christian, politically liberal yet from America’s ‘deep south’—

which had not provided a president for more than century—he 

won the Democratic nomination surprisingly easily, before 

beating the incumbent Gerald Ford. Carter laid great emphasis 

on human rights in his foreign policy and had some major 

successes, notably over Panama and Egyptian–Israeli relations. 

However, he suff ered setbacks over Iran and the revival of the 

Cold War in 1979–80, as well as over the economy, where 

unemployment was rising. In the 1980 election he was 

challenged by Edward Kennedy from within his own party, then 

beaten by Ronald Reagan. In contrast to many presidents, 

however, Carter continued to play an active international role 

after his defeat, championing human rights and taking part in 

peacemaking eff orts under Bill Clinton, eventually winning the 

Nobel Prize. 

 One of the criticisms levelled at Carter was that he failed to 

prevent growing tension between Vance and Brzezinski. Both 

shared Carter’s belief in an active US diplomacy in the wake of 

the Vietnam failure, continued engagement with détente, and an 

emphasis on human rights. But Brzezinski was more 

determinedly anti-Soviet, increasingly sceptical about détente, 

and ready to intimidate Moscow through the ‘normalization’ of 

relations with China. Brzezinski was an academic writer on 

international aff airs, who was not American by birth. Born in 

Warsaw in 1928, the son of a Polish diplomat, he had been 

educated in Canada after the war, before studying for his PhD at 

Harvard in 1950–3 and taking American citizenship in 1958. He 

headed the prestigious Institute on Communist Aff airs at 

Columbia University in the 1960s and acted as an adviser to 

both the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. He met Carter 

on the Trilateral Commission, set up in 1973 to improve US 

relations with Western Europe and Japan, Brzezinski being its 

Director. 

 Cyrus Vance was somewhat older than either Carter or 

Brzezinski, being born in West Virginia in 1917. He had a more 

traditionally ‘establishment’ background, having been educated 

at Yale Law School, and working for a New York law fi rm 

(1946–61) following wartime naval service. After 1957, he 

served as counsel to the Senate Armed Services Committee 

and, in 1961, he was brought into government by Kennedy, 

serving as Secretary of the Army. Under Johnson in 1964–7, 

Vance was Deputy Secretary of Defense, in which position he 

was involved in various diplomatic discussions. In 1968, having 

become a critic of the Vietnam War, he was part of the US 

team in the Paris peace talks that were opened with Hanoi. 

Vance thus brought considerable experience in diplomatic and 

defence matters to the Carter team and had a primary 

negotiating role over Panama, the Middle East, and SALT. By 

1980, however, it was defi nitely Brzezinski’s tough anti-

communism that held the upper hand in Washington. Brzezinski 

also backed the ill-fated attempt to rescue US hostages in Iran 

that April, which Vance opposed, choosing to resign over the 

issue. In the 1980s Brzezinski returned to academic life and 

Vance to law practice. But the latter, like Carter, did re-emerge 

as an international fi gure in the 1990s, notably trying to settle 

the Bosnian problem in 1992–3.  
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 was a strong liberal and Christian, who had triumphed 
over Ford in 1976 by attacking Soviet domination of  
Eastern Europe and who talked of  an ‘absolute’ com-
mitment to human rights in his inaugural address. 
His belief  that détente could safely be combined with 
an attack on the Soviet’s human rights record proved 
naive. As early as February 1977 Brezhnev, as confused 
as anyone about what the new President stood for, 
complained about a letter Carter wrote to the leading 
dissident scientist, Andrei Sakharov. 

 By highlighting Soviet internal repression and in-
creasing expenditure on such propaganda outlets as 
Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe, Carter hoped 
both to restore a moral tone to foreign policy after the 
Nixon years and to satisfy the anti-détente lobby in the 
US. Brzezinski ‘saw in human rights an opportunity to 
put the Soviet Union ideologically on the defensive’.   10    
But Nixon had been little interested in the human 
rights issue and under Ford the so-called ‘Sonnenfeldt 
Doctrine’ had argued that the best way to change the 
Soviet system was to encourage gradual evolution to 
a less oppressive regime via cultural, scientifi c, and 
media contacts. Nor did Carter’s more ideologically 
driven campaign have any immediate success. Instead, 
like the Jackson–Vanik amendment, it only angered 
the Soviets, who abhorred any meddling in their inter-
nal aff airs. In 1978 harsh sentences were imposed on 
Yuri Orlov and other dissidents, some of  whom were 
accused of  working for the CIA. 

 Repression in the USSR encouraged American critics 
of  détente, whose leaders launched the ‘Committee 
on the Present Danger’ in November 1976. The Com-
mittee argued, in contrast to Carter and some of  his 
advisers, that the USSR was an increasing threat to US 
interests, that the Soviets might soon overtake America 
in terms of  military power, and that there must be a 
return to confrontational resistance. By appealing to 
familiar ideas in post-war foreign policy, claiming to be 
bipartisan, and exploiting Soviet actions in the less de-
veloped world, the Committee won increasing sympa-
thy in the press and among the public. Carter’s human 
rights emphasis, indeed, proved a poor focus for for-
eign policy. It appealed to the idealism of  Americans 
perhaps, but the President himself  knew that he lived 
in an imperfect world where foreign policy could not 
be executed according to a rigid morality. In the less 
developed world, America was reliant on any number 
of  distasteful but pro-American and anti-Communist 
regimes from the Shah’s Iran to  Ferdinand Marcos’s 
Philippines. And it was also diffi  cult to criticize 

the authoritarianism of  Communist China when 
Brzezenski was determined to ‘play the China Card’ 
against Moscow. As a result, the human rights policy 
was ‘often ambiguous, sometimes proved divisive and 
held only a tenuous relationship to many of  Carter’s 
more pragmatic policies’.   11            

  B.    The Middle East: Lebanon and 
Camp David      

 The Lebanese Civil War   

 By the end of  the 1975, fi ghting and religious killings 
were seriously aff ecting the Lebanese capital, Beirut, 
and the Christians were expelling Muslims from quar-
ters under their control. Kamal Jumblatt, leader of  the 
Lebanese National Movement (LNM), which was al-
lied to the PLO, now sought to seize control of  the 
Lebanon and establish a secular state, as the Christian 
Maronite position was weakening.   12    The fi ghting in 
Beirut aroused the concerns of  the Israelis and Syrians 
who were both fearful of  a Jumblatt victory. Syria had 
long had a keen interest in developments within the 
Lebanon, not least because the country contained 
the main opposition elements to its government. The 
Syrian president, Hafez al-Assad, had close connections 
with leading Maronite families and the collapse of  the 
Lebanese state presented him with new problems. 
The Syrians fi rst sought to re-establish the old consti-
tutional arrangements in modifi ed form, which would 
have ended the Christian parliamentary majority in 
return for the Muslims no longer holding the majority 
of  important offi  ces. But a Constitutional Document, 
infl uenced by the Syrians, was rejected in February 
1976 by the Muslims largely because they were in a 
strong position on the ground. Consequently Assad 
‘was fi lled with horror at the prospect of  a radical, ad-
venturist Lebanon on his fl ank, provoking Israel and 
alarming the West’.   13    Moreover, if  the Druze and the 
PLO triumphed, the Maronites would likely be pushed 
fi rmly into the arms of  the Israelis. Assad hoped to 
avoid this by military intervention in June 1976 on the 
side of  the Maronites. Usually seen as a radical Arab 
leader, Assad was keen to pacify the situation on his 
borders, gain infl uence over PLO activities and pre-
vent a war with Israel breaking out. The Israelis for 
their part established direct contact with the Christian 
militias in 1976 but were divided over the extent to 
which they should involve themselves in the confl ict. 
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  By the summer of  1976 the Israelis were providing as-
sistance to militias in the South but, on 15 October, Syria 
proclaimed a ceasefi re and the following day an Arab 
summit considered the situation in the Lebanon and 
agreed that the Syrian forces would be transformed 
into an Arab Deterrent Force. The fi rst phase of  the 
Lebanese Civil War was eff ectively over. It had pro-
duced much loss of  life in Beirut and, rather than solv-
ing Lebanon’s problems, made them worse. The army 
had broken up and the population had regrouped 
geographically to refl ect confessional divisions more 
fi rmly. The political position of  the PLO was stronger, 
even if  its military position was weaker. ‘It was now po-
litically established and secure, recognized, and taken 
seriously in the world of  international diplomacy, 
and in possession of  a platform that many judged to 
be pragmatic [an independent Palestine state] and a 
basis for serious negotiation.’   14    Initially, the Syrians 
were keen to use their forces against the PLO to re-
store order. But the Israelis were suspicious of  this and 
insisted on what became known as the ‘red line’ in 
Southern Lebanon: this meant that the Syrians would 
not despatch forces south of  the line from Sidon to the 
Lebanese–Syrian border. The problem was that PLO 
activists moved themselves to this very area, where 
they could do most harm to Israel. The quest for secu-
rity was actually bringing greater danger. 

 In 1977 a bad situation became worse. The Likud, 
a right-wing party determined to maintain the sacred 
land of  Israel, was elected to power for the fi rst time 
under Menachem Begin. And, when Egypt’s President 
Sadat launched his peace initiative with Israel (dis-
cussed below) the consequence for the Lebanon was 
to push the PLO and the Syrians back together again. 
The LNM began to fall apart and Jumblatt was assas-
sinated in March 1977. The confl ict was now beginning 
to focus on the PLO and the Israelis. The latter began 
to create and fi nance an ally in the South, Major Saa’d 
Hadad, a Greek Orthodox army offi  cer, to weld the 
Christian militias together. In March 1978 there was 
a short-lived Israeli invasion of  southern Lebanon. It 
was widely condemned and led to the establishment of  
a small UN ‘Interim Force’ in Lebanon (UNIFIL), but 
the situation continued to deteriorate. The PLO was 
no longer the only opponent of  Israel there. ‘Militant 
Shi‘ites now looked for protection to AMAL, the 
armed wing of  the Shi‘ite ‘Movement for the Dispos-
sessed’, established in the year of  the Israeli invasion 
and funded by the Syrians. Meanwhile, in northern 
Lebanon traditional Maronite leaders, such as former 

President Camille Chamoun, lost infl uence to hard-
line Phalangists, led by Bashir Gemayel. The Israeli 
intervention weakened the position of  the Syrians per-
haps, but their infl uence was being replaced by other, 
more radical forces.     

 Origins of the Egyptian–Israeli 
Agreement   

 The Israeli–Egyptian peace settlement, signed in 
Washington in March 1979—six months after a break-
through summit at Camp David—was Carter’s great-
est foreign policy success as President and evidence 
that he was no luckless mediocrity. At the time it was 
signed, Brzezinski wrote of  the ‘electricity in the air, 
a sense of  joy … for Carter, it was a spectacular and 
historic triumph’.   15    The complexities of  Middle East 
politics fascinated the President who had a deep inter-
est in the Bible, an idealistic commitment to peace, 
a desire to master details, and a reluctance to admit 
defeat. America also had a clear national interest in 
settling the Arab–Israeli dispute, partly to ease the 
pressure on oil prices and partly to avoid another re-
gional war which might involve the superpowers. 
Both Secretary of  State Vance and National Security 
Adviser Brzezinski agreed on the need for action and 
shared Carter’s open-mindedness about how a general 
settlement should be achieved. 

 The basic formula for an Arab–Israeli agreement 
was provided by United Nations Resolution 242, 
which broadly promised the Arabs the return of  land 
conquered by Israel in return for a guarantee of  Is-
rael’s right to exist. Under Nixon and Ford, US policy 
focused on achieving a military disengagement of  the 
two sides rather than a general settlement. ‘Kissinger’s 
step-by-step diplomacy avoided the central issues of  
the Arab–Israeli confl ict’, not least the Palestinian 
problem and the territorial issues left by the 1967 War.   16    
But, in early 1977, Brzezinski began to study possible 
ways to achieve a general settlement in stages, while 
Vance visited Israel and Arab capitals in order both to 
explore their views and reinforce US diplomatic links 
in the region. Then, when Israeli premier Yitzhak 
Rabin visited Washington in March, Carter managed 
to upset both the Arabs and Israelis. By speaking in-
delicately of  Israel’s need for defensible borders he 
suggested that the 1967 frontiers would not be fully 
restored, but by talking of  the need for a Palestinian 
‘homeland’ he provoked controversy in Israel ahead 
of  its May general election. Carter’s fi rst meeting 
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 with Sadat, in April, was rather more successful. The 
Egyptian President was keen to see America involve 
itself  closely in the Arab–Israeli dispute. ‘Developing 
the dialogue with Washington could translate into 
pressure on Israel to return territory, relieve Sadat of  
having to deal directly with Israel, and obtain fi nancial 
and military assistance from the United States.’   17    He 
wanted Sinai to be returned to Egypt and was ready to 
be fl exible on the issue of  recognizing Israel. He also 
quickly developed a trust in Carter, describing him as 
‘true to himself  and true to others. It is because he is 
so honest … that is why I have no diffi  culty in deal-
ing with him.’   18    By mid-May, Carter had also seen 
King Hussein of  Jordan and President Assad of  Syria 
and believed rapid action on a general settlement 
was possible. He hoped the Israelis might concede a 
Palestinian homeland, however controversial, if  the 
Arabs normalized their relations with Israel after ac-
cepting its right to exist. 

 But the Israeli election in May produced a shock. 
Rabin and the Labour Party, which had dominated 
Israeli politics since 1948, were replaced by a self-
righteous former terrorist, Menachem Begin, and his 
hard-line Likud coalition. Likud was committed to 
retaining the West Bank and Gaza. ‘In early encoun-
ters with Carter … Begin brought maps with which to 
 illustrate his standard lecture on Judea and Samaria’, 
as he called the West bank. ‘History and religion were 
at the heart of  his claim to these territories, not just 
security.’   19    The Americans were still keen to begin a 
peace conference in Geneva in 1977, but they recog-
nized that it was impossible to dictate a settlement—
even a balanced one—to the regional powers and it 
was soon decided to invite Begin to Washington to 
explore ideas with him. He came in July and, whilst 
ready to talk to the Arabs and consider a withdrawal 
from Sinai, he wanted to retain territory on the West 
Bank and objected to anything that suggested that an 
Arab Palestinian state could be created in Gaza and the 
West Bank. Despite these unpromising views, Vance 
made another tour of  Arab capitals in August to pave 
the way for such a conference in Geneva. This tour 
was followed by a series of  visits by Middle Eastern 
Foreign Ministers to Washington in September, but 
these only highlighted the scale of  diff erences between 
the various countries. There was no agreement, for 
example, about how to represent the Palestinians in 
talks, as Israel would not recognize the Arab-backed 
PLO. Carter became increasingly indecisive and the 
road to Geneva appeared blocked.     

 Sadat’s Peace Initiative   

 It was Sadat who broke the growing deadlock by 
abandoning hopes of  a successful Geneva conference 
and adopting a radical alternative. On 9 November 
he dramatically announced his readiness to address 
the Israeli Parliament and ten days later stood before 
it, saying ‘that we accept to live with you in perma-
nent peace based on justice’, with self-determination 
for the Palestinians, secure borders for Israel, and 
the return of  the 1967 conquests.   20    In private discus-
sions, he still hoped Israel would make concessions 
on the Palestinians on the West Bank and Gaza, but 
agreed with Begin that the Geneva conference, if  it 
ever met, would merely be ceremonial. Both men 
were ready to press on with bilateral Egyptian–Israeli 
talks. But Sadat was over-optimistic in believing that 
his peace gesture would win Israeli concessions on the 
Palestinian front, the US was sceptical about relying 
on an Egyptian–Israeli deal and other Arab countries 
were furious about the Egyptian President’s initiative. 
When Begin returned Sadat’s visit, meeting the latter 
in Ismailia on 25 December, it was clear that the most 
Israel would do for Palestinians would be to off er a 
severely limited form of  self-government. But another 
mission by Vance to the Middle East showed that Syria 
and Jordan would only tolerate Sadat’s strategy if  it 
won real political rights for Palestinians and led on to 
a general settlement, not just an Israeli–Egyptian one. 

 In early January 1978 Carter, reduced to a spectator 
after Sadat’s 9 November initiative, made his own lim-
ited tour of  the Middle East and, though still sceptical 
of  the value of  an Egyptian–Israeli deal, decided to be-
come more directly involved in the bilateral peace pro-
cess. Sadat welcomed America’s involvement, because 
he believed this would increase the pressure on Begin 
to compromise. Sadat ‘felt that the American role was 
essential, especially after his unproductive meeting 
with Begin in Ismailia … what Sadat now sought was 
an American proposal to break the deadlock’ in the 
direct Egyptian–Israeli talks.   21    By the middle of  the 
month the Egyptian–Israeli talks had stalled, but a 
visit by Sadat to Washington in February showed that 
the Egyptian leader was ready to make more conces-
sions. He was now prepared to make a bilateral deal, 
as Begin wanted, on the Sinai front, in return for some 
general principles being agreed on a wider settlement. 
Nonetheless, several months of  further argument 
and strong American pressure on Israel failed to fi nd 
an acceptable formula for a bilateral deal. The US, 
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 Egyptian, and Israeli Foreign Ministers met at Leeds 
Castle in England in mid-July but Israel was unwilling 
to concede the Egyptian desire for a statement of  in-
tent on withdrawal from all the occupied territories. It 
was the failure of  this conference that led Carter, on 20 
July, to decide that a summit should be held between 
himself, Sadat, and Begin.     

 Camp David and the Peace Treaty   

 Carter, Sadat, and Begin met at Camp David for 12 
days, beginning on 5 September 1978. The Americans 
believed that such a long summit, in a secluded loca-
tion, would allow both Israel and Egypt to clarify their 
positions and explore a solution, with Carter acting as 
a mediator. Both Sadat and Begin arrived in a deter-
mined mood and for a time the talks were deadlocked, 
but on 17 September two ‘accords’ were signed. The 
fi rst concerned an Egyptian–Israel peace treaty, to be 
completed in three months, and its formula was unsur-
prising: in return for normal diplomatic relations (and 
therefore recognition of  its right to exist) Israel would 
withdraw from the Sinai Peninsula within three years. 
The second was a much vaguer document on the West 
Bank, which revealed further retreats on Sadat’s part. 
Israel made no promises about Palestinian independ-
ence, the special status of  Jerusalem, or even on limit-
ing Jewish settlements in the area, and the document 

was understood to be totally separate from the peace 
treaty—so that the treaty could proceed regardless of  
what happened to the West Bank and Gaza. There was 
little in the Camp David agreements for Arab states 
other than Egypt, therefore, and Sadat was now in-
creasingly ostracized in the Arab world. There was in 
fact, from the outset, a deep divide between Egypt and 
Israel over what Camp David symbolized. ‘Whereas 
the Egyptians saw [it] as the model for similar under-
standings with Jordan and Syria … Begin saw it as the 
precise opposite … the withdrawal from Sinai would 
be the end of  the story.’   22    He was always determined 
to hold on to the West Bank.    

 The Camp David breakthrough was widely seen as 
being due to Carter’s perseverance, skills as a media-
tor, and (in contrast to his March 1977 behaviour) re-
alism about what might be achieved. But there were 
diffi  culties in carrying out the agreements in detail, 
and it proved impossible to draw up an Egyptian–
Israeli peace treaty by December, as originally hoped. 
Whilst pressing for a treaty to be completed quickly, 
Begin not only refused to move on the issue of  
Palestinian rights but also extended Jewish settlements 
on the West Bank. It seemed at times that the Camp 
David deal might unravel. However, the fall of  the pro-
American Shah of  Iran in January 1979 ( Chapter  15  , B) 
provoked concern in Washington, Cairo, and Tel Aviv 
and led to the so-called ‘Camp David II’ conference of  

   The Egyptian–Israeli Peace Treaty of 
26 March 1979   

  The Treaty of Peace was signed by Egypt’s President Sadat, and 

Israeli premier Begin in Washington, with President Carter as 

witness. The preamble hoped that a narrow Egyptian–Israeli deal 

would prove ‘an important step in the search for a comprehensive 

peace in the area’ and it invited ‘other Arab parties to this dispute 

to join the peace process’. One important reason why other Arab 

countries did not, in the immediate term, take up this invitation, 

was that the peace treaty did nothing concrete for the Palestinian 

cause. The best Sadat could achieve here was a letter, signed 

alongside the treaty, in which Begin undertook to open talks in the 

near future, with the objective of establishing a ‘self-governing 

authority in the West Bank and Gaza’, in line with the Camp David 

framework. The peace treaty included nine articles, but the 

essence of the agreement was contained in the fi rst two 

paragraphs of Article 1:

  The state of war between the parties will be terminated and 

peace will be established between them upon the exchange of 

instruments of ratification of this treaty. 

 Israel will withdraw all its armed forces and civilians from the 

Sinai, behind the international boundary between Egypt and 

mandated Palestine … and Egypt will resume the exercise of its 

full sovereignty over the Sinai.   

 The Israeli withdrawal was to be achieved in stages and, in 

another letter separate from the treaty, Sadat undertook to 

exchange ambassadors with Israel within a month after Israel 

had completed its withdrawal to an interim line. Each country 

recognized the other’s sovereignty, territorial integrity, and right 

to live in peace. Special security arrangements were made for 

their mutual border and Israeli ships were guaranteed access 

through both the Suez Canal and Strait of Tiran—tension over 

which had helped spark the 1967 War.  
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 Foreign Ministers in late February, where both Egypt 
and Israel were ready to compromise. A personal visit 
by Carter to the two countries was followed, on 26 
March, by the signature of  an Egyptian–Israeli peace 
treaty in Washington. ‘Despite six months of  negotia-
tion, recrimination, and threats of  total breakdown, 
the fi nal treaty contained no important departures 
from the Camp David framework.’   23    The Israeli with-
drawal from Sinai could now proceed, Sadat promised to 
exchange ambassadors within a month, and America 
gave both sides military aid, totalling $4.5 billion, to 
 cement the deal. 

 The peace treaty caused controversy on both sides. 
The Israelis had secured peace and normal diplomatic 
relations with their most powerful Arab neighbour, but 
withdrawal from the Sinai involved the abandonment 
of  oil wells and Jewish settlements there, which upset 
domestic opinion. There was also some concern in 
Israel over America’s closer military relationship with 
Egypt and Carter’s periodic sympathy for Palestinian 
rights. In August 1979 a meeting between America’s 
UN ambassador, Andrew Young, and the PLO leader, 
Yasser Arafat, provoked outrage in Israel. ‘The Israelis 
assumed that … Young’s meeting signalled a major 
change in US policy.’   24    Young, who in fact had not 
consulted the State Department before the interview, 
was forced to resign. For Sadat, the Sinai was won 
back but, despite American hopes, even moderate 

Arabs refused to follow him on the path to peace. The 
Arab League expelled him, he became heavily reliant 
on American money, and he had won almost nothing 
for Palestinians. Furthermore, at home a ‘perceptual 
gap developed within the Egyptian public between 
what Sadat said was possible and what actually mate-
rialized’.   25    Instead Begin, narrowly re-elected in 1981, 
increased Jewish settlements in the occupied terri-
tories, which in turn simply increased Arab loathing 
of  Sadat. On 6 October 1981 he was assassinated by 
a radical Muslim group in the army, to be succeeded 
by Hosni Mubarak who, while maintaining peace with 
Israel, slowly rebuilt relations with the Arab world. As 
to Carter, he took much of  the credit for the peace 
treaty and continued to exclude the USSR from the 
peace process, but it was far removed from the general 
Middle Eastern settlement for which he had originally 
hoped, and even before it was achieved the focus of  
concern in the Middle East had moved to Iran, where 
he faced his worst foreign policy humiliation.         

  C.    The Ogaden War      

 Marxist Advances in the Horn of Africa   

 Hopes that superpower détente might revive after the 
trials of  the mid-1970s were dashed in 1977–8 largely 

   The Panama Canal Treaties    

 Alongside the Camp David settlement, the other great success 

for Carter’s personal approach to complex challenges in 1977–8 

was the Panama Canal deal, but it was a settlement that was 

much criticized by Republicans. The canal, linking the Atlantic 

and Pacifi c Oceans, had been completed in 1912 under the 

terms of a treaty which, the Panamanian government later 

argued, was extracted under duress. The US operated the 

Canal itself and held sovereign rights in a 10-mile wide strip on 

each side. The Canal was of value not only as a trade route but 

also for the US navy. In the 1960s local feeling against the 

American presence mounted, but popular and Congressional 

opposition in the US helped deter attempts by Johnson and 

Nixon to renegotiate over sovereignty. However, President 

Carter was determined to resolve the issue, seeing it as a 

question of justice. The US military believed the Canal could 

only be operated safely with Panamanian approval. 

 Talks with the government of General Omar Torrijos began as 

soon as Carter was inaugurated, and two treaties were signed 

on 7 September 1977. One provided for the joint operation of 

the Canal until the end of the century when Panama would take 

full control; meanwhile America would be the senior partner 

and retain its forces there. The other treaty permanently 

neutralized the Canal but gave the US the right to defend it 

from external attack, while Panama handled internal security. In 

America, the necessary approval of the treaties by the Senate 

took months to achieve, but opinion polls became well disposed 

to the deal and Carter went to Panama in June 1978 to sign a 

formal transfer agreement. For Americans, the treaties provided 

a long-term guarantee of the Canal’s security, a step to 

improved relations with Panama and a retreat from their 

imperial position in Latin America.  
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 because of  events in the Horn of  Africa, where a war 
between Somalia and Ethiopia was again portrayed in 
the US as evidence of  Soviet adventurism in the less 
developed world. Echoing events in Angola a few years 
before, the Ogaden War was another African confl ict 
with complex local roots in which Cuban forces in-
tervened decisively, this time on the Ethiopian side. 
Rather than being seen as a triumph for the Soviet 
cause, however, later evidence suggests that the con-
fl ict wrong-footed Moscow, whose ambitions in the 
Horn were strictly limited. 

 In the 1960s and early 1970s it was Somalia which 
seemed closest to the communist camp while Ethiopia, 
under Emperor Haile Selassie had made a defence 
agreement with the US as early as 1953. Somalia, 
formed in 1960 from the former colonies of  Italian 
and British Somaliland, controlled the strategically 
placed port of  Berbera, positioned where the Red 
Sea opened into the Indian Ocean. In 1969 Siad Barre 
became the Somali President, declared a Socialist 
Republic, and increasingly aligned his foreign policy 
with Moscow. A Somali–Soviet friendship treaty was 
signed in 1974 and military aid began to fl ow two years 
later. Meanwhile, in neighbouring Ethiopia, the age-
ing Haile Selassie was overthrown in a military coup in 
September 1974, his traditionalist regime replaced by 
a Marxist-infl uenced, authoritarian government con-
trolled by the ‘Dergue’, a council of  military offi  cers. 
After a long and confusing power struggle, in which 
many original revolutionary leaders were killed, 
Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam ruthlessly eliminated 
his opponents and seized the leadership of  Ethiopia 
on 3 February 1977. Until then the ‘Dergue’ had seen 
China or Yugoslavia, rather than the USSR, as possible 
models and allies, but an Ethiopian delegation visited 
Moscow in July 1976 and the Soviets were probably 
forewarned of  Mengistu’s coup. 

 After February 1977, Ethiopia moved quickly 
towards Moscow. The ruthless Mengistu distanced 
himself  from China, ended the defence arrangements 
with the US (which had decided to cut military aid to 
Ethiopia), and welcomed Cuba’s Fidel Castro to Addis 
Ababa. Although Mengistu had shown no pronounced 
Marxist commitment in the past, Castro was person-
ally impressed by him and it seemed that the Eastern 
bloc now had complete control of  the Horn of  Africa. 
The Soviets were disturbed by Mengistu’s capacity for 
violence, Ethiopia’s economic turmoil, and the lack 
(until 1984) of  a local communist party but hoped to 
keep both Mengistu and Siad Barre jointly committed 

to a Marxist future. ‘Both Mengistu and Siad Barre 
were stubborn and ambitious leaders who confronted 
the Kremlin with diffi  cult choices, which it tried to 
avoid for as long as possible.’   26    After their success in 
the Angolan civil war, the USSR and Cuba increasingly 
saw Africa as a continent where they could limit both 
American and Chinese infl uence. Dobrynin writes 
that ‘having suff ered no major international complica-
tions because of  its interference in Angola, Moscow 
had no scruples about escalating its activities in other 
countries’ in Africa. But he adds that, from ‘the long-
term geopolitical point of  view, the developments 
in … Africa were unmistakably of  local importance, 
and … Moscow regarded them as such’.   27    The Soviets 
also hoped to counter the US success in dominating 
the Middle East process, a success that was confi rmed 
in 1977–8 by Carter’s leading role in the Camp David 
peace process. ‘Cuba’s policy in Africa was guided by 
Cuban national interest and ideology’   28    rather than 
the dictates of  Moscow.     

 The Ogaden War   

 In the Horn of  Africa, as in other regional confl icts 
throughout the Cold War, the designs of  a superpower 
fell foul of  deep-seated local enmities, and commit-
ments to client states simply embroiled one super-
power in a confl ict in which it had no vital interests. 
Barre had never given up Somali claims to the Ogaden 
desert region of  southern Ethiopia, where a secession-
ist, pro-Somali movement (the Western Somali Lib-
eration Front) was active throughout the 1970s. Both 
Mengistu and Barre were stubborn nationalists, but 
it was the latter who, in spring 1977, rejected Castro’s 
proposal for an Ethiopian–Somali confederation. As 
the year went on, he also became increasingly con-
cerned about Soviet–Cuban links to Addis Ababa. In 
May, the Soviets began arms supplies to Ethiopia and 
the Cubans sent a military mission there. In response, 
Barre took some aid from China and began to sound 
out America about assistance. For a time this threw 
US policy into confusion: in July 1977 America, Britain, 
and France agreed in principle to supply arms, but as 
confl ict escalated in the Horn of  Africa the Western 
powers felt it inappropriate to fuel the tension, and in 
September the State Department publicly said there 
would be no arms deliveries. ‘American interest in 
detaching Somalia from the Soviet Union was now 
more than counterbalanced by reluctance to support 
a blatant invasion of  one country by another.’   29    Barre, 
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 whose military actions in the Ogaden at this time may 
have been encouraged by the hope of  US arms, felt 
betrayed. Between July and September his forces had 
overrun most of  the Ogaden. 

 Yet if  American policy was confused, Soviet ac-
tions seemed hopelessly contradictory as their policy 
of  maintaining Somali–Ethiopian unity fell apart. At 
fi rst, it was not clear which side they would support. 
Having provided Somalia with weapons and advisers, 
Moscow must have been aware of  planning for the 
Ogaden invasion and they did not sever arms sup-
plies to Barre until August. Vain attempts to reach 
a local settlement also seem to have persisted until 
then. Eventually, however, the Soviets came down on 
Ethiopia’s side and began to provide her with massive 
arms supplies in late 1977, as the Somali off ensive in 
the Ogaden stalled. Somalia might be militarily better 
prepared for war but Ethiopia was wealthier, larger in 
both area and population, and more centrally placed 
in North-Eastern Africa. Then again, only in August 
did the Kremlin fi nally decide to back Ethiopia. It 
was argued at the time that the ‘inadequacy of  other 
explanations for Soviet intervention forces one back 
to the residual explanation, opportunism: that the 
Russians will be happy to extend their infl uence … 
where it appears they can do so without appreciable 
risk’.   30    It is not an interpretation that has stood the 
test of  time. Evidence from the former Eastern bloc 
suggests, not the expansionism of  a Marxist automa-
ton, but a ‘relatively benign Soviet Union confronted 
with a situation it neither anticipated nor desired’.   31    
In propaganda terms, however, it was easier to defend 
a country which was the victim of  aggression and 
Moscow believed Mengistu to be more trustworthy 
than Barre. The Cubans too were much better dis-
posed to Mengistu than Barre, who was now blamed 
for dividing the Marxist camp. 

 Between November 1977—when Barre tore up his 
friendship treaty with Moscow—and February 1978 
about 15,000 Cuban troops and 1,500 Soviet advisers 
were sent to Ethiopia and by the end of  March they 
had helped liberate all the Ogaden. The operation was 
carried out as quickly as possible, to reduce the risk 
of  any outside interference, and the Ethiopian–Cuban 
forces were careful to call a halt once they reached the 
Somali border, for fear of  upsetting African opinion 
(and being labelled as aggressors) if  they crossed it. 
Although most Arab states backed the Somalis, most 
African countries tolerated the Cuban intervention 
in the Ogaden because local borders were respected. 

The lack of  an invasion of  Somalia also made it more 
diffi  cult for the Americans to condemn Soviet and 
Cuban activities. But that did not stop the confl ict 
having a detrimental impact on superpower relations 
and appearing to divide Carter’s advisers. On 1 March 
Brzezinski stated that Soviet behaviour could lead to 
problems with SALT II, but the following day Vance 
insisted, ‘There is no linkage between the SALT nego-
tiations and the situation in Ethiopia.’   32        

 An ‘Arc of Crisis’?   

 Although guerrilla activity rumbled on for years in 
the Ogaden, by March 1978 the Soviets and Cubans 
seemed to have turned the confusion and embarrass-
ment of  the previous summer into a decisive triumph. 
Mengistu’s regime survived until 1991, by which time 
the Cold War had ended. Yet in some ways the con-
fusion went on: whereas the Soviets also now helped 
Mengistu in his attempts to crush Eritrean separa-
tism in north-eastern Ethiopia, the Cubans saw the 
Eritreans as pursuing a ‘justifi ed national liberation’ 
struggle, a struggle which eventually resulted in suc-
cess in May 1993. These diff erences also underline the 
fact that Castro was no mere Soviet cipher. Nonethe-
less, as in Angola, the Cubans proved reliable and 
successful allies for Moscow, but they acted on their 
own motives, anti-American and pro-revolutionary, 
and were proud of  their own standing in the less de-
veloped world, a standing confi rmed when Havana 
hosted the sixth summit of  non-aligned countries 
in September 1979. To many in the US, however, the 
crude message of  the Ogaden War was of  a Soviet 
success, brought by violence and, thanks to Cuban 
help, without the need for direct Soviet involvement. 
The Angolan and Ogaden contests may have diff ered 
markedly—the fi rst a civil war fought as colonial rule 
ended, the second an attempt by one country to take 
advantage of  its troubled neighbour in a long-running 
border dispute—but Cuban armed intervention made 
them seem part of  the same struggle for infl uence in 
the less developed world. 

 In fact there was evidence of  mutual superpower 
restraint during the war. The US had refused to arm 
the Somalis, the Soviets and Cubans had refused to 
violate Somali territory. There had even been an off er 
to the US from Moscow in January 1978 of  joint media-
tion in the confl ict but Washington had rejected this 
as likely to legitimize the Soviet–Cuban intervention. 
For American critics of  Soviet policy, like Brzezinski, 
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 the Ogaden War was not the only problem. Rather, 
it followed earlier episodes, like Angola and the fall 
of  Vietnam, and it was only the most important part 
of  an ‘arc of  crisis’—a term fi rst used by Brzezinski 
in December 1978—stretching from Africa, through 
the Middle East to Central Asia. ‘An Arc of  Crisis’, he 
said, ‘stretches along the shores of  the Indian Ocean, 
with fragile social and political structures in a region 
of  vital importance to us threatened with fragmenta-
tion. The resulting political chaos could well be fi lled 
by elements hostile to our values.’   33    Throughout this 
vast area, it was argued, there was evidence of  Soviet 
trouble-making. In pro-Western Zaire, separatists 
in the Shaba region (formerly Katanga) had support 
from the Angolan government and, in May 1978, the 
US condemned Soviet and Cuban activities there, 
despite a lack of  evidence that they were directly in-
volved. In the late 1970s a rebellion in Oman had the 
backing of  pro-Soviet South Yemen. In South Yemen 
itself, in June 1978, an extremist coup coincided with 
the assassination of  the President of  North Yemen, 
at that time aligned with America’s ally, Saudi Arabia. 
Unrest in Iran, political instability in Turkey, and 
growing Soviet infl uence in Afghanistan, added to the 
sense of  Western concern. 

 In fact, all these confl icts had complicated local ori-
gins and it was simplistic to see all of  them as part of  an 
East–West rivalry: ‘the events of  the Arc of  Crisis can-
not be reduced to a simple picture of  Soviet trouble-
making… A straightforward adversary policy is not 
justifi ed by the facts.’   34    It was easy to misread volatile 
local situations: the North Yemen government, for ex-
ample, gladly accepted Saudi aid against South Yemen 
in 1978–9, but then decided to enter an arms deal with 
the Soviets, partly to prevent Saudi domination. The 
US and other Western powers were active enough 
themselves in many confl icts: France and Belgium 
helped prop up Zaire, whilst pro-American Iran aided 
Oman. Both superpowers used allies to advance their 
infl uence in the less developed world, both were often 
forced to back these allies in unpleasant struggles, 
and both tended to simplify local situations, blaming 
the other superpower for creating problems. But, in 
surveying the rivalry of  the mid-1970s, Americans be-
lieved that they had made the main retreats in Angola, 
South-East Asia, and the Ogaden. The fact that the 
Kremlin, even while espousing détente, posed as a 
defender of  national liberation struggles, seemed to 
confi rm the image of  a one-sided Communist advance 
and, at the same time, the Soviets were developing the 

military capacity to act far afi eld, with airlifts of  Cuban 
troops and an expanded, ‘blue water’ navy. The fact 
that the USSR had lost an ally (Somalia) in the Ogaden 
War was soon forgotten by Brzezinski who was anx-
ious to punish Moscow for its supposed adventurism. 
But for the moment his anti-Soviet tendencies were 
tempered by others in the administration. 

 In early 1978 Cyrus Vance, who pointed out that the 
Somalis were the aggressors in the Ogaden and that 
the Soviets had limited aims, joined Defense Secretary 
Harold Brown in resisting Brzezinski’s pressure for a 
demonstration of  US naval power in the region. The 
Secretary of  State also rejected Brzezinski’s claim that 
the SALT II talks had been ‘buried in the sands of  the 
Ogaden’.   35    For Vance, these two issues should not be 
linked: SALT remained valuable to the US in its own 
right. ‘If  the United States accepted the essentially 
competitive nature of  the US–USSR relationship 
and … wanted a SALT agreement, it could not make 
the latter conditional on Soviet withdrawal from less 
developed world involvements.’   36    Brzezinski had 
greater success, however, when he set out to face the 
Soviets with a US–Chinese combination in the wake 
of  the Ogaden War.      

  D.    Sino–US ‘Normalization’ and the 
Sino–Vietnamese War      

 ‘Playing the China Card’   

 The aim of  the Nixon–Kissinger ‘Opening to China’ 
had been to provide a counterweight to Soviet power, 
not to threaten the USSR. The Chinese were dis-
appointed with the successes of  détente in 1972–5, 
fearing that the Soviets would now concentrate their 
military forces in Asia. Yet Beijing continued its pol-
icy of  improving relations, not only with America, 
but also with other pro-Western states in East Asia, 
such as Japan and Malaysia. The fall of  Vietnam re-
moved an old problem in Sino-American relations and 
intensifi ed Sino-Soviet competition for infl uence in 
the region since the Vietnamese, historically fearful 
of  Chinese domination, now looked to Moscow as a 
protector. True, the whole course of  Chinese policy 
was thrown into doubt in 1976, with the deaths fi rst of  
Zhou Enlai in January, then of  Mao himself  on 9 Sep-
tember. The option of  returning to a radical Maoist 
path was, however, removed with the arrest of  Mao’s 
widow and other members of  the so-called ‘Gang 
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 of  Four’. A power struggle then began between the 
Communist Party chairman, Hua Guofeng, and Deng 
Xiaoping. Previously number three in the party hier-
archy (after Mao and Zhou), Deng had been ousted by 
the Gang of  Four in April 1976 but was rehabilitated in 
July 1977 and established his predominance in govern-
ment over the following year. He was suspicious of  
the Soviets and keen to modernize China through the 
decentralization of  decision-making, production of  
consumer goods, and expanded trade with the West. 

 The Carter administration was ready from its out-
set to consider ‘normalizing’ relations with Beijing by 
exchanging formal diplomatic recognition. This was 
not just an important symbolic step, it would also 
show the USSR that Sino-American relations were 
continuing to improve and, signifi cantly, it would in-
volve the US in severing formal diplomatic relations 
with Taiwan (since the Communists and Taiwanese 
both claimed to be the only legitimate Chinese gov-
ernment). When Cyrus Vance visited Beijing in Au-
gust 1977, however, the problems with such a course 
were exposed. Whilst Vance was eager to maintain the 
policy of  ‘balance’, talking to China and Russia, the 
Chinese were critical of  the SALT II negotiations and 
wanted a tougher anti-Soviet policy. Also, as Vance 
told Carter, ‘I do not believe that we should feel so 
compelled to establish diplomatic relations with 
Beijing that we jeopardize the well-being and security 
of  the people of  Taiwan.’   37    Events in the Ogaden 
( Chapter  14  , C), however, made the US more anxious to 
deter Soviet intervention in the less developed world 
and Brzezinski became a strong advocate of  ‘playing 
the China card’, in the global struggle for infl uence 
which he believed was intensifying between Washington 
and Moscow. ‘I had … become quite preoccupied with 
Moscow’s misuse of  détente … especially through the 
Cuban military presence in Ethiopia’, he later wrote. ‘I 
believed that a strategic response was necessary.’   38    In 
May 1978 he made his own visit to Beijing, discussed 
the strategic threat posed by the USSR, made tough 
anti-Soviet statements, and even revealed some secrets 
to the Chinese about American security policies. The 
contrast between his visit and the earlier journey by 
the more cautious Vance could not have been greater. 
The Chinese warmly welcomed Brzezinski; the Soviets 
were deeply suspicious and continued to strengthen 
their defences, now deploying Backfi re bombers in 
Asia. There was also renewed Sino-Soviet border ten-
sion. In consequence, on the Chinese side, plans ‘for 
normalization … moved parallel to stepped-up 

preparations for military action on China’s northern 
and southern borders’ and Beijing’s ‘need to build a 
counterweight to Moscow forced a softening of  its 
bargaining position vis-à-vis Washington’.   39    In partic-
ular, China proved ready to tolerate US arms sales to 
Taiwan beyond normalization. 

 Sino-American normalization was fi nally agreed on 
16 December 1978 and took eff ect on New Year’s Day, 
1979, with embassies being offi  cially opened in each 
capital on 1 March. The Soviets expressed concern at 
this process on several occasions but, as with the ‘Open-
ing to China’ in 1971–2, tried not to make their distress 
too obvious. To Chinese annoyance, the SALT II talks 
continued but there was no doubt that, in contrast to 
the early 1970s, the improvement in Sino-American 
relations in 1978–9 was accompanied by a deteriora-
tion in Soviet–American détente. Whereas Nixon and 
Kissinger had been able to use Sino-Soviet antagonism 
to play off  each Communist power against the other, 
Carter and Brzezinski eff ectively adopted a one-sided 
policy that deepened US–Soviet divisions. ‘The tim-
ing of  Sino-American normalization was clearly a tri-
umph for Brzezinski. He strengthened containment 
while outmaneuvring … Vance and his preferred se-
quence requiring that SALT take precedence.’   40    Cer-
tainly, closer links brought benefi ts to both America 
and China. In January–February 1979 Deng made a 
lengthy visit to Washington, discussing trade and in-
vestment, and in April the Chinese even allowed the 
US to use their soil for electronic intelligence gather-
ing about Soviet nuclear missiles. An agreement in 
July (eff ective in January 1980) granted China ‘most 
favoured nation’ trading status in America. But at the 
same time the dangers of  the new relationship were 
apparent, especially in East Asia where the US was 
drawn into increasingly tolerating bellicose Chinese 
activity.     

 The East Asian Impact of Normalization   

 The improvement in Sino-American relations was ac-
companied by a similar process between two historic 
rivals, China and Japan. Talks on a Soviet–Japanese 
peace treaty, to settle problems left by the Second 
World War, came to nothing in the mid-1970s, largely 
because of  Moscow’s threatening tone and its rejec-
tion of  Japanese territorial claims to certain islands 
which had been seized by the Soviets in 1945. The 
Soviets had probably expected that tough diplomacy 
would deter Japan from moving closer to China and 
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 Tokyo certainly hoped at fi rst to avoid joining China 
and America in an overtly anti-Soviet combination. 
But the Soviet tactics backfi red, causing grave off ence 
in Japan which, on 12 August 1978, signed a friend-
ship treaty with Beijing. Within ‘the next fi ve years, 
the relationship fl ourished until China became Japan’s 
number two trading partner— just behind the United 
States’.   41    The ‘growing friendship and economic part-
nership between the two giant Asian powers fuelled 
Moscow’s anxiety about encirclement’ and led the 
 Soviets to strengthen their links to Vietnam.   42    

 The ‘normalization’ process had a direct impact on 
two other US allies in the region, South Korea and, of  
course, Taiwan. Although South Korea had relied on 
the US for protection since 1950 and had sent 50,000 
troops to fi ght in the Vietnam War, Carter had con-
troversially promised, during the 1976 election, to 
withdraw US forces from the country. He retreated 
from this pledge once in offi  ce—Korea, like Taiwan, 
had strong supporters in Congress—but force levels 
were reduced and this helped improve relations with 
China. Taiwan was, unsurprisingly, an even more 
diffi  cult issue, another country under American pro-
tection but which Beijing claimed as part of  its own 
territory. Even here, however, the drive for improved 
Sino-American relations allowed problems to be 
overcome through a compromise which was painful 
to all sides. The Americans abrogated their defence 
treaty with Taiwan on 31 December 1979, withdrew 
US forces from the island, and ended their  de jure  dip-
lomatic recognition of  the Taipei government; but 
diplomatic contacts were eff ectively maintained via 
an ‘American Institute’ in the capital, American arms 
were sold to the country in April 1979, and Congress 
forced a Taiwan Relations Act on Carter, which stated 
that America would forcibly resist any invasion of  the 
island by China. The Act refl ected ‘a suspicion that 
China had not given up its option on the use of  force 
to regain Taiwan’.   43    The Chinese did not give up their 
claim to Taiwan, but said they would seek reunifi ca-
tion by peaceful means. 

 When Deng visited Washington in early 1979 he 
made it publicly clear that China had been willing to 
compromise on Taiwan and other issues in order to 
form an anti-Soviet front. Although the SALT II talks 
were continuing and Carter was unwilling to join in 
any anti-Soviet tirades, Deng was critical of  Moscow 
throughout and even threatened to attack her ally, 
 Vietnam. His ‘meeting with members of  Congress 
who encouraged China to teach Vietnam a lesson, 

his visits to US defence industry corporations, and his 
generally masterful public relations campaign all sug-
gested enhanced US-[Chinese] security cooperation 
vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and Vietnam’.   44    Relations 
between China and Vietnam had been worsening 
since the fall of  Saigon in 1975. With the removal of  
American infl uence, old Sino-Vietnamese rivalry re-
asserted itself, fuelled by Vietnam’s reliance on the 
USSR for military and economic aid. Instead of  an ex-
pansion of  Communist infl uence outside Indo-China, 
as the US had earlier feared, the various Communist 
regimes in the area began to fall out. In particular, 
China backed Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge government in 
Cambodia (then called Kampuchea), which was both 
Maoist and anti-Vietnamese. Despite a visit by Pol Pot 
to Hanoi in September 1977, Vietnamese–Cambodian 
border tensions mounted, with China arming the 
Khmer Rouge and Russia the Vietnamese. By 1978 
Sino-Vietnamese border tension was also apparent 
and both those countries laid claim to the Spratly 
and Paracel islands in the China Sea. The Vietnamese 
initiated a campaign of  discrimination against their 
million-strong Chinese minority, about a quarter of  
whom fl ed across the border. Neither side showed any 
sign of  compromise. While China improved its rela-
tions with America and Japan, the USSR allowed the 
Vietnamese into COMECON in June 1978 and signed 
a 25-year friendship treaty with them on 3 November. 
The treaty included a commitment to ‘consult’ each 
other if  either was attacked.     

 The Vietnamese Invasion of Cambodia 
and Sino-Vietnamese War   

 On 25 December 1978, months of border incidents culmi-
nated in a full-scale Vietnamese invasion of   Cambodia. 
Ideological diff erences had developed  between the 
 Vietnamese and Pol Pot, which were exacerbated by the 
latter’s alliance with China. The capital, Phnom Penh, 
was taken on 7 January and a pro-Vietnamese regime 
established under the Presidency of  former Khmer 
Rouge guerrilla, Heng Samring. The gruesome story 
of  Pol Pot’s policy of  genocide in Cambodia was now 
fully revealed. His regime had killed about two million 
people (out of  seven million) over the previous three 
and a half  years. The Vietnamese invasion was treated 
in the West not as a ‘humanitarian intervention’ but 
as an act of  aggression which could not be condoned, 
however distasteful the Khmer Rouge were. The civil 
war in Cambodia ran on through the 1980s. American 
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 aid helped Thailand cope with the refugee crisis on its 
border; Japan and most non-communist countries in 
South-East Asia condemned Hanoi; and China accused 
Vietnam of  seeking to dominate all Indo-China. 

 Following Deng’s return from his American visit the 
Chinese themselves invaded Vietnam on 17 February 
1979. Their 300,000 troops destroyed four provincial 
capitals and devastated large areas, but did not fare 
well against Vietnam’s experienced armed forces and 
withdrew within a month. They did however warn, in 
June, that there would be a second invasion if  Vietnam 
should threaten Thailand. And they had certainly dem-
onstrated their opposition to Vietnam’s occupation of  
Cambodia. The US knew in advance of  the Chinese at-
tack but did not consult the Soviets about it, preferring 
to urge them to show restraint. There was no ‘joint 
planning’ of  Sino-American policy at this time, but the 
term ‘parallelism’ began to be used about the fact that 
they often moved in unison and it has been said that by 
his timing of  the war, ‘Deng made it appear that the 
United States was a silent partner in the invasion, an 
attack on a Soviet ally’.   45    Such ‘parallelism’ only con-
vinced the Soviets, however, that détente was becom-
ing less valuable and, although the USSR and Vietnam 
found themselves virtually isolated in East Asian poli-
tics, they refused to be cowed. Vietnam now decided to 
allow the Soviets the use of  air and naval facilities. It has 
also been argued that, ‘The rapid pace of  rapproche-
ment between the United States and China, based as 
it was to a large extent on an anti-Soviet posture, was 
evidently one of  a number of  reasons why the Soviet 
Union decided to send its troops into Afghanistan.’   46         

  E.    The SALT II Treaty    

 By early 1979, following the Ogaden War and Sino-
American normalization, the SALT process was the 
only real evidence that superpower détente remained 
alive. But, rather than giving the process a new hope, 
the signature of  a SALT II treaty in June 1979 was sur-
rounded by doubt. Two years overdue and the product 
of  many compromises, the treaty was immediately 
called into question in the US Senate and its ratifi ca-
tion was eventually suspended.     

 The Vladivostok Framework   

 Whatever its success as an arms restraint measure and 
evidence of  improved superpower relations, the SALT 

I treaty ( Chapter  12  , B) on off ensive missiles had only 
ever been an ‘interim agreement’, to be succeeded 
by a new arrangement within fi ve years. It also had 
obvious omissions that a future treaty would have to 
tackle, not least the multi-independent re-entry vehicle 
(MIRV), which allowed missiles to be armed with sev-
eral, individually targeted warheads. The SALT I talks 
had demonstrated the problems of  achieving a bal-
anced US–Soviet agreement. The Soviets were con-
cerned that it did not cover American ‘forward-based 
systems’ (FBS) in Western Europe which could hit 
the USSR; Americans were concerned that it left the 
USSR with more land-based and submarine-launched 
missiles. From the start Senator Henry Jackson, the 
leading critic of  détente, pressed hard for SALT II to 
be based on equal numbers (or ‘ceilings’) of  missiles 
on each side, to prevent the possibility of  the Soviets 
gaining nuclear predominance. Within the Nixon ad-
ministration the Defense Department took a tough 
approach to the SALT II talks especially, between July 
1973 and November 1975, under James Schlesinger. He 
was identifi ed with the doctrine of  ‘extended deter-
rence’, announced in January 1974, a vitally important 
step in nuclear strategy which shifted US war-planning 
from a reliance on massive missile strikes to a readi-
ness to fi ght a ‘limited nuclear’ war. This might mean 
the targeting of  Soviet missile silos and command cen-
tres in order to cripple their war-making ability with-
out the need for nuclear Armageddon. Sometimes 
called the ‘Schlesinger doctrine’, it theoretically gave 
US planning greater fl exibility but it also introduced 
the danger that US planners might believe they could 
successfully fi ght a nuclear war, thus making it more 
likely. New weapons planned by America included the 
Poseidon SLBM, a powerful MIRVed replacement for 
Polaris to be launched from Trident submarines. 

 Although the SALT II talks formally began in 
 November 1972, progress was slow and not helped 
by Nixon’s decision, partly infl uenced by Jackson’s 
criticisms, to replace the whole US negotiating team 
in January 1973. After the President’s position was 
undermined by the Watergate scandal, insuffi  cient 
time was given by the Americans to SALT II and the 
talks became bogged down for months on the issue 
of  ‘equal ceilings’. To the Soviets, still technologi-
cally behind America even if  they had now developed 
MIRVs, it made no sense to concede equal numbers 
of  missiles. ‘Unequal ceilings’ had been a main Soviet 
gain in SALT I, not to be surrendered lightly, especially 
given the existence, not only of  FBS but also of  the 
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 British, French, and Chinese deterrents, all targeted on 
the USSR. Kissinger may have been ready to concede 
unequal ceilings again in SALT II, hoping to use that 
treaty to consolidate the US lead in MIRVed weapons, 
but Schlesinger totally opposed such a deal being made 
and, once President Ford was in offi  ce, the Kremlin re-
alized it must retreat. In their summit at Vladivostok 
on 23–4 November 1974, Ford and Brezhnev agreed a 
framework SALT II deal. Despite the doubts of  the 
Soviet military, Brezhnev conceded an equal ceiling of  
2,400 missiles or bombers on each side, 1,320 of  which 
could be MIRVed. The USSR also agreed to exclude FBS. 

 Kissinger claimed that the Vladivostok deal left 
SALT 90 per cent complete and hoped a treaty might 
be signed in 1975. He also insisted that the deal pro-
tected US interests: ‘Brezhnev had settled for the equal 
numbers across the board that the Pentagon had been 
urging … we had made no signifi cant concession.’   47    
But the remaining 10 per cent of  the treaty included 
highly technical details and the negotiations continued 
to be dogged by weapons advances and, more impor-
tantly, US domestic politics. Senator Jackson ‘ignored 
the point that his demand for equality had been met 
and instead began to castigate the administration for 
what had been left out of  the treaty’.   48    One key prob-
lem was, whether, or how, to control a new American 
innovation, the low-fl ying (and hard to detect) ‘cruise’ 
missile. Another, vital to Jackson, was the new Soviet 
‘Backfi re’ bomber—which could fl y to the US but 
only one way and would need refuelling—which the 
Kremlin therefore treated as a non-strategic weapon. 
Jackson also pressed the case for limiting the size of  
Soviet missiles, arguing that ‘heavy’ launchers would 
be able to carry more multiple warheads than US 
missiles. Schlesinger was removed from the Defense 
Department in November 1975, during the so-called 
‘Halloween Massacre’, but Kissinger was still unable 
to secure a SALT II deal when he visited Moscow two 
months later. Thereafter the Ford Presidency was ab-
sorbed in the 1976 presidential election.     

 Delays under Carter   

 Although Carter was keen to pursue arms control and 
his Secretary of  State, Vance, saw SALT II as central 
to détente, the new administration almost immedi-
ately put the arms talks in jeopardy. Eager to distance 
himself  from his Republican predecessors and keen to 
reduce nuclear weapons numbers as far as possible, 
Carter made a well-intentioned but naive attempt, in 

February 1977, to abandon the Vladivostok formula 
and press for much lower ceilings. If  this strategy had 
worked, ‘the administration would have answered 
the arms control critics of  both the Right and Left. 
They would be taking a strong response to the Soviet 
threat while making a commitment for both super-
powers to accept meaningful reductions in their stra-
tegic forces.’   49    But Brezhnev, who had recently made 
a speech at Tula supporting both détente and SALT, 
felt betrayed by Carter’s move. The Soviets had spent 
years negotiating the Vladivostock formula and had 
no wish to restart the SALT II talks from scratch. 
When Vance visited Moscow in March, Gromyko 
told him, ‘we are wholly opposed to tampering with 
the Vladivostok accords. They took too much eff ort 
from both our sides to achieve.’   50    The Soviets said 
that, on the positive side, they were ready to extend 
talks on military détente (working groups were estab-
lished on such issues as anti-satellite weapons and a 
comprehensive test ban), but they rejected the new 
US negotiating position on SALT II outright. It took 
several months before the SALT II talks were put back 
on track. Only in September, when Andrei Gromyko 
visited Washington, did the Carter administration ac-
cept the Vladivostock formula in return for a promise 
of  further arms cuts in a SALT III treaty. 

 Meanwhile, like Nixon and Ford before him, Carter 
faced growing domestic criticism of  SALT. Congress 
only narrowly approved his nominee, Paul Warnke, 
as head of  the US negotiating team in March. In 
June, the President’s cancellation of  the expensive B-1 
bomber project was criticized as a blunder, because it 
could have been used as a ‘bargaining chip’ to obtain 
an equivalent Soviet concession. The Committee on 
the Present Danger began to warn that, if  the Soviets 
continued to MIRV their heavy missiles, a ‘window of  
vulnerability’ would open up in the 1980s, when the 
US would fi nd itself  running second in the nuclear 
stakes. Actually claims of  a ‘window of  vulnerability’ 
were as empty as claims, twenty years before, that a 
‘missile gap’ was opening up between America and 
Russia. In focusing on the deployment of  more accu-
rate and MIRVed SS-18s and SS-19s by the USSR, the 
Committee on the Present Danger overlooked the 
modernization of  US systems, with the development 
of  cruise missiles and the deployment, in May 1977, of  
a new Minuteman ICBM. In pointing up Soviet talk 
of  ‘nuclear war fi ghting’, American critics overlooked 
that, in the Schlesinger Doctrine (which Carter main-
tained and developed), the US was doing the same. 
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 In August 1977 Carter approved a Presidential Directive, 
PD-18, which ‘represented a fairly major step toward 
prescribing a war-waging capability’ even if  ‘for the 
purpose of  reinforcing deterrence by providing a re-
sort if  deterrence should fail’.   51    

 Until 1976 at least the CIA was not over-concerned 
by Moscow’s improving nuclear capability and in 1977 
the tone of  their intelligence reports may only have 
changed owing to the prevailing political atmosphere 
in Washington. Later evidence showed that Soviet de-
fence spending levelled off  in 1976, never having been 
as great as the CIA estimated. In contrast, Carter was 
strengthening US defence by expanding conventional 
spending, modernizing America’s nuclear arsenal, 
and beginning experiments with laser particle-beam 
weapons. Brezhnev’s insistence that he wanted a fair 
SALT II treaty, solidifying nuclear parity not supe-
riority, seems to have been honest enough. Having 
been the inferior power in the past, the Soviets were 
quite content with nuclear parity and feared being 
outrun in any new technological race with America. 
In 1977 America’s SLBMs remained largely immune 
to a Soviet ‘counterforce’ attack (even if  land-based 
weapons were vulnerable) and, besides, the US had 
about 8,500 nuclear warheads compared to the USSR’s 
4,000.   52    US critics of  SALT were sometimes sincere, 
sometimes scaremongering, but what most seems 
to have concerned them was the issue of  prestige. 
America’s old superiority had gone and nuclear parity 
had apparently made the Soviets bolder in confl icts in 
the less developed world. In 1978, however, thanks to 
the Ogaden War, there was growing pressure within 
the Carter administration to ‘link’ progress on SALT 
II to Soviet behaviour in the less developed world, just 
as Nixon and Kissinger had tried to do around 1970. 
Brzezinski, though a consistent supporter of  the SALT 
process, did not feel that the talks could be insulated 
from other areas of  superpower relations. Vance, in 
contrast, was more ready to accept that détente in-
cluded elements of  competition as well as coopera-
tion, and still argued that a SALT II treaty was valuable 
in itself: ‘we should face the fact of  competition with 
the Soviets, and we should not link Soviet behaviour 
in the less developed world to issues in which we had 
so fundamental an interest as SALT’.   53    In late 1978 he 
believed that SALT must be maintained in order to 
counteract the negative eff ect on Moscow of  Sino-US 
normalization. 

 Carter found it diffi  cult to choose between Vance 
and Brzezinski on the issue of  ‘linkage’. On 17 March 

1978 he made a speech which pleased his critics by ex-
pressing concern over the Soviet arms build-up, prom-
ised to maintain strong US defences, and stated that 
any SALT deal must preserve the nuclear balance. On 
7 June, at Annapolis, he warned that the Soviets must 
choose between ‘confrontation or cooperation’. Yet 
he never categorically linked SALT II to events in the 
less developed world and he continued to insist that 
he was loyal to détente. The Soviets studied such dec-
larations with concern.  Pravda  pointed out that the 
President was being contradictory and the Politburo, 
noting Carter’s continuing attacks on their human 
rights record, ‘had the impression that Carter was 
leaning toward a policy of  confrontation rather than 
détente’.   54        

 The Treaty and its Non-Ratifi cation   

 Continuing his paradoxical approach to superpower 
relations, Carter saw no need for normalization to 
interfere with SALT II. Anxious not to cement the 
Sino-American relationship, the Soviets too decided 
to persevere with détente and a fi nal treaty text was 
announced on 9 May. Less than one month later, how-
ever, in another example of  his schizophrenia, Carter 
announced a further signifi cant modernization of  the 
US nuclear arsenal, the development of  the Missile 
Experimental, popularly known as ‘MX’. This was a 
‘heavy’, MIRVed missile, designed to match the SS-18s 
and 19s and allow the US to attack Soviet missile silos. 
Two hundred were to be built and, in an extremely 
ambitious building project, announced in September, 
they were to be protected by being placed on under-
ground railway tracks, with twenty-three possible 
silos from which each missile might emerge. Ironi-
cally, while satisfying some critics, MX was soon ques-
tioned on grounds of  cost and necessity: it would be 
the largest US public construction project ever and at 
the same time the ‘Trident II’ submarine was being 
developed, also armed with MIRVed missiles but less 
vulnerable to Soviet attack. 

 SALT II was eventually signed at the only Carter–
Brezhnev summit, in Vienna on 15–18 June 1979. By 
accepting ‘equal ceilings’ and controlling MIRVs, it 
marked a major departure from SALT I (see   boxed 
section  ). But in contrast to the 1972 Moscow summit, 
there were no other major US–Soviet agreements. 
Instead, Carter again criticized the USSR on human 
rights, Brezhnev (who was clearly unwell) attacked US 
links to China and both sides diff ered on the causes 
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 of  confl icts in the less developed world. The Soviets 
ratifi ed the treaty quickly but, in America it was al-
ready in serious trouble. ‘In retrospect it is clear that 
the Carter administration did not do an adequate job 
preparing the ground … to ensure suffi  cient public 
and congressional support for the SALT II treaty.’ 
Now, ‘for the fi rst time he had a public document to 
defend’ whereas his opponents had ‘one to attack’.   55    
Many in the Senate were absolutely convinced that the 
strategic balance was moving in Moscow’s favour and 
that SALT was useless for halting this trend. The treaty 
was criticized for failing properly to control the size of  
Soviet missiles or the ‘Backfi re’ bomber, and for hav-
ing inadequate verifi cation arrangements. 

 A brief  crisis over Cuba in late August and early Sep-
tember underlined the fragility of  detente. The Carter 

administration, keen to appear tough in its dealings 
with Moscow, claimed to have ‘discovered’ the exist-
ence of  a 2,800-strong Soviet army brigade in Cuba 
and there were immediate demands from Congress 
and the US press that it be withdrawn. It soon emerged 
that the brigade had been there since 1962. Even so, 
to Cuban annoyance, the Soviets were anxious that 
the issue should not upset the prospects for SALT II 
and agreed to downgrade the brigade to a ‘training 
unit’. Carter’s toughness on Cuba helped him avoid 
amendments to SALT II in the Senate in late 1979 and 
in November the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
actually recommended, by nine votes to six, that it 
be passed. But the danger of  amendments soon re-
emerged and ratifi cation was suspended following the 
Soviet invasion of  Afghanistan ( Chapter  15  , C).            

   The SALT II Agreement, June 1979: Key Points    

      •    There was to be an equal ‘ceiling’ of 2,400 strategic nuclear 

weapon launchers or heavy bombers in the arsenal of both 

superpowers (reducing to 2,250 by 1985);  

   •    up to 1,320 of these launchers could either be Multi-

Independent Re-entry Vehicles (MIRVs) or Air-launched 

Cruise Missiles (ALCMs);  

   •    up to 1,200 launchers could be MIRVs;  

   •    up to 820 of these MIRVs could be on Inter-Continental 

Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs);  

   •    the USSR could only deploy 308 ‘heavy’ missiles;  

   •    limits placed on the number of warheads on a MIRVed missile;  

   •    limited the deployment of new types of missile;  

   •    to last until 1985.     

 In addition, the following related points were agreed at the June 

1979 Vienna summit:

     •    An interim protocol to SALT II, to last until 1981, placed 

limits on Air-Launched Cruise Missiles (ALCMs) and 

Ground-Launched Cruise Missiles (GLCMs) with a range 

over 600 kilometres;  

   •    the USSR gave a written guarantee that its ‘Backfi re’ bomber 

would not be used as a strategic weapon;  

   •    SALT II should be followed by a SALT III treaty, including 

reductions in weapons numbers and possible controls on 

intermediate-range weapons in Europe;  

   •    in the Vienna communiqué the US and USSR undertook not 

to seek military superiority over each other.      

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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        15 
The Return to 
Confrontation, 1979–80        

  A.    NATO’s ‘Dual Track’ Decision      

 The Nuclear Balance in Europe   

 However slow the progress of  the SALT II talks, stra-
tegic weapons were at least subject to some eff orts at 
control. Short-range and intermediate-range nuclear 
weapons, in contrast, continued to grow in number 
and sophistication, particularly in Europe, where 
NATO and Warsaw Pact forces still prepared for war 
against each other, despite détente. The failure to 
control theatre nuclear weapons led to a new twist in 
the European arms race at the end of  the 1970s which 
helped to undermine recent improvements in East–
West relations. 

 In the late 1950s and early 1960s the Kremlin had 
built up an arsenal of  about 600 intermediate-range 
SS-4 and SS-5 missiles in Europe, but in the late 1960s, 
as the US deployed submarine-launched ballistic mis-
siles (SLBMs) and nuclear-armed F-111 aircraft in the 
theatre, the Soviets had ceased their expansion. The 

deployment of  the SS-20 missile in 1976–7 therefore 
seemed a ‘new’ departure and provoked concern in 
the West. The SS-20 marked a major advance on the 
older weapons systems it was to replace (SS-4s and 
SS-5s), being both solid fuelled (and therefore mobile, 
able to be launched quickly, and less vulnerable to 
attack) and MIRVed (with several independently tar-
geted warheads on each launcher). SS-20s were also 
deployed against the Chinese in Asia and were also in-
tended as a match for the Chinese, British, and French 
nuclear arsenals. The Soviets described the SS-20s as 
a ‘modernization’ of  their weaponry. The SS-4 for ex-
ample was a missile similar to the Thors, which the 
West had decommissioned in the 1960s. But to some 
in the West they marked an attempt by the Kremlin to 
win theatre nuclear superiority. 

 American critics of  the SALT II negotiations saw 
the SS-20s as evidence that the Soviets wished to out-
match the US in more and more areas. At a time of  
apparent global nuclear balance a combination of  
conventional and nuclear superiority in Europe might, 
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 it was argued, allow the Soviets to intimidate West 
European countries, inducing them to leave NATO. 
In extreme circumstances, it had been feared since 
the 1960s (when the Soviets acquired the ability to in-
fl ict enormous damage on the US after absorbing a 
fi rst strike) that the Kremlin might launch an  attack 
on Western Europe, confi dent that the US would not 
risk a strategic nuclear exchange. Now, it seemed, 
the Warsaw Pact’s theatre nuclear weapons were 
also superior to the West’s. The situation threatened 
to break the so-called ‘chain of  deterrence’ (building 
from battlefi eld to intercontinental nuclear weapons) 
on which NATO’s defence plans relied and it might 
also be intended to ‘decouple’ the US from European 
defence. Whatever the Soviets’ main aim, it was soon 
clear that they had miscalculated the response. ‘If  
the objective of  the SS-20 deployment was to decou-
ple Western Europe from the United States, it was … 
counter-productive; if  the deployment was based … 
on military rationale, it was short-sighted, failing as it 
did to consider possible Western reactions.’   1    

 The Carter administration was concerned about 
NATO defences on coming to offi  ce in January 1977, 
but mainly because of  the conventional weapons 
situation. Carter immediately pressed his European 
allies to increase their defence budgets by 3 per cent 
per annum and this target was accepted at a summit 
meeting in May 1978. The move served as a boost to 
NATO morale and as a warning to Moscow, although 
not all West European governments met the target. 
At the same time, in 1977–8, American troop levels in 
Europe were increased by over 30,000. Carter’s policy 
was therefore far from weak. He was determined 
to strengthen US capabilities to achieve a  balanced 
SALT II deal and to attack the Kremlin on the human 
rights front. But he was not yet convinced that  nuclear 
 weapons deployed in Europe needed to be updated 
and this opened him up to criticism in Europe and 
America. Even those European leaders like West 
 Germany’s Helmut Schmidt, who welcomed détente 
and a SALT II treaty, were determined to preserve a 
secure military balance in Europe. They did not wish 
to see the superpowers negotiate a freeze on their 
strategic nuclear arsenals whilst there was uncertainty 
about a stable European balance. The Committee 
on the Present Danger shared such concerns, warn-
ing that the Soviets could also use the ‘new Backfi re’ 
bomber in the European theatre and pointing out that, 
whilst SALT II would do nothing to limit SS-20s, it 
would limit America’s deployment of  Cruise missiles. 

 Confi dence in Carter was further damaged in 
1977–8 by the neutron bomb episode. The neutron 
bomb, or enhanced radiation weapon, had been devel-
oped by the US for ‘battlefi eld’ use, and was capable 
of  killing enemy personnel without destroying build-
ings or other structures. It seemed the perfect weapon 
to use against Red Army tank divisions in Europe 
without causing large-scale and long-lasting physi-
cal destruction. The NATO Commander, Alexander 
Haig, was a strong supporter of  it. After June 1977, 
when word of  its production was leaked, however, 
the Soviets launched a propaganda campaign against 
it as a ‘capitalist’ weapon, that was designed to kill 
people while preserving property. It provoked moral 
concern in Europe too, especially among left-wing 
groups, including the ruling parties in Britain and 
West Germany. In January 1978 the US announced that 
it would be deployed in 1980 unless the USSR ceased 
deployment of  its SS-20s, but European governments 
were increasingly divided on the decision. The Dutch 
Defence Minister resigned over it in March. The sit-
uation improved on 5 April when, controversially, 
Helmut Schmidt agreed to accept the weapon but 
only two days later Carter decided to postpone pro-
duction (which was revived in 1981 by his successor, 
Ronald Reagan). Schmidt felt snubbed, European gov-
ernments lost faith in Carter and his American critics 
renewed their attacks on his indecision.     

 The Cruise–Pershing Decision   

 In January 1979 Carter and Schmidt met with France’s 
President Giscard d’Estaing and Britain’s James 
Callaghan on the island of  Guadeloupe. All the lead-
ers were keen to maintain a stable nuclear balance in 
Europe. Thanks to the SS-20 deployment, Western 
European ‘political elites had become increasingly 
sceptical of  Soviet motives’.   2    Carter was anxious to 
silence his critics in Europe and at home, improv-
ing the chances of  Congressional ratifi cation of  the 
SALT II treaty. But Schmidt was also determined to 
provide some concession to left-wingers in his Social 
Democratic Party and to the unilateral disarmament 
movement, which was reviving in numbers through-
out Europe, after being in decline since the 1960s. The 
summit therefore agreed on a ‘dual track’ approach to 
theatre nuclear forces. First, a NATO study was set up 
to decide on the types and numbers of  new weapons 
to be deployed in order to maintain the ‘chain of  de-
terrence’ (rather than trying to match the number of  
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 SS-20s, which would have demanded a large number 
of  warheads). Second, NATO would propose arms 
control talks on theatre nuclear weapons with the 
USSR. At the same time, a propaganda eff ort was 
launched to convince European people that new sys-
tems were needed. 

 The NATO study was completed in time for the 
Atlantic Council meeting of  mid-December 1979 
when it was agreed to deploy 464 ground-launched 
Cruise missiles and 108 Pershing IIs, each with a sin-
gle warhead, by 1983. NATO, like the Soviets argued 
that this was simply a modernization but, as with the 
SS-20s, there were important qualitative diff erences 
between the old and the new weapons. The stockpile 
of  US nuclear weapons in Europe would actually be 
cut by 1,000 to 6,000 when including battlefi eld and 
short-range weapons. And there was the off er of  arms 
control talks on theatre systems to be negotiated by 
the superpowers in parallel with a planned SALT III 
treaty. European leaders saw superpower arms con-
trol as going hand in hand with controls on interme-
diate-range nuclear forces and ‘SALT II played a part 
in European willingness to accept intermediate-range 
forces.’   3    A NATO communiqué stated that the ‘dual 
track’ decision would ‘promote stability and détente 
in Europe in consonance with … the Harmel Report’.   4    

 Unfortunately, the ‘dual track’ decision was made 
only two weeks before the Soviet intervention in 
 Afghanistan, which put an end to détente and made 
meaningful US–Soviet talks impossible in the short 
term (see  Chapter  15  , C and D). But even without 
Afghanistan, the NATO decisions provoked problems, 
both within the Western alliance and for détente. 
While Britain, West Germany, and Italy agreed to 
accept the new missiles on their soil, Belgium and 
Holland put off  a decision, and Denmark and Norway 
refused to accept them. It was partly because of  the 
deployment that nuclear disarmament movements 
in Europe continued to expand in membership over 
the following years. The Soviets certainly did not see 
the NATO decision as making a limited ‘moderniza-
tion’ of  Western forces. Cruise missiles were diffi  cult 
to detect, either on the ground or when fi red, and 
the Pershing II, though limited in range, had a per-
formance equivalent to a counterforce ‘fi rst strike’ 
weapon. It was fast, accurate, and could hit targets 
deep within the USSR, whereas no SS-20 could hit the 
US. From the Soviet point of  view, the deployment of  
Pershing IIs appeared as fi rst-strike weapons which 
could be used to try and win a nuclear war in Europe. 

Also, the commitment of  NATO to arms control talks 
seemed insincere. Schmidt might genuinely want a 
deal but NATO military offi  cials apparently supported 
the ‘dual track’ approach mainly as a way to minimize 
popular opposition to the deployment decision. 

 Apart from a visit by Schmidt to Moscow in June 
1979, the Western powers made little attempt to explore 
Soviet reaction to the upcoming ‘dual track’ decision, 
and in October Brezhnev began a public campaign 
against it, warning NATO not to deploy new mis-
siles if  it wanted to secure arms control. After the 
December Atlantic Council meeting the Kremlin 
bluntly rejected the idea of  talks. It persisted in this ap-
proach for six months as, in the wake of  Afghanistan, 
superpower relations passed through one of  their 
worst phases. Tentative conversations fi nally opened 
in Geneva in October 1980 but made only slow pro-
gress. The arguments over theatre weapons simply 
confi rmed that each side in the Cold War could only 
see security issues from its own perspective. What one 
saw as a modernization of  its forces the other saw as 
a new menace to the nuclear balance. Decisions were 
taken by each with little regard to the other side’s re-
action, helping to generate exaggerated fears about 
what ‘real’ intentions lay behind the other’s move. In 
contrast to the advances détente made in the commer-
cial and cultural spheres, therefore, military détente in 
Europe in the 1970s made little progress at all.      

  B.    The Iranian Revolution    

 In the mid-1970s Iran seemed a stable pro-American 
state set on a course of  industrialization and 
Westernization. Despite the existence of  a Marxist 
party, the Tudeh, and ethnic unrest from the country’s 
Kurds, Arabs, and Azeris, the government’s hold on 
the country appeared strong. The monarch or ‘Shah’, 
Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, had substantial modern 
armed forces and a ruthless, well-trained secret po-
lice, SAVAK. The Americans had built up the Shah’s 
regime as a pro-Western bulwark in the region, with 
the close involvement of  the CIA in the 1950s and early 
1960s. As its growing oil wealth led to greater fi nan-
cial independence in the late 1960s, Iran developed a 
key regional role: ‘with the British withdrawal [from 
east of  Suez in 1968] looming … the US preoccupa-
tion with Vietnam, the continuing tide of  Arab radi-
calism, and the fragility of  Persian Gulf  Arab states, 
Iran was the only regional country available to fi ll the 
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 vacuum’.   5    Massive arms sales to Iran formed part of  
the Nixon Doctrine to move the burdens of  regional 
security problems from America to local powers, and 
Nixon fi rst discussed Iran’s role, as a US surrogate in 
the Middle East, when the Shah visited Washington in 
October 1969. Iran, being non-Arab, was prepared to 
supply oil from its massive reserves to America’s other 
major ally in the Middle East, Israel. Nixon visited the 
country in 1972 and Jimmy Carter followed on New 
Year’s Eve 1977, when he was eff usive in his praise for 
the Shah and called Iran an ‘island of  stability in one 
of  the more troubled areas of  the world’. But, within 
months of  Carter’s visit, the Shah was facing wide-
spread unrest and in little more than a year his govern-
ment was replaced by what, to Westerners, seemed a 
frightening, alien regime based on Islamic law. This 
‘Iranian Revolution’ sparked off  years of  instability in 
the Persian Gulf–Central Asian region, undermined 
US power in the area, and brought Islamic fundamen-
talism into play as a new force in world aff airs. After 
decades in which religion had seemed in worldwide 
retreat before materialism, humanism, and secular-
ism the Islamic world was rocked by a new theological 
 fervour. One of  the victims was the Carter presidency 
which, ironically, had triumphed in the unpromis-
ing Camp David peace process only to see attention 
quickly shift in the Middle East to the Persian Gulf  
 region, where American policy was soon in tatters.     

 The Regime of Mohammed Reza Pahlavi   

 On returning to power in 1953, with the help of  MI6 
and the CIA, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi followed his 
father in taking a determinedly anti-leftist line while 
trying to modernize Iran, using its oil wealth to fi nance 
changes and risking aristocratic opposition by adopt-
ing land reform. Although at times he allowed civil-
ian cabinets to function, he sacked any prime minister 
who displeased him and at times relied on military 
rule (1953–7) or the suspension of  the Parliament, the 
Majlis (1961–3). In 1973–5, the Shah was at the height 
of  his success. To avoid being drawn itself  into a se-
curity commitment in the Persian Gulf, the American 
government was happy to build Iran up as a ‘regional 
superpower’. Larger than its neighbours, untroubled 
by the Arab–Israeli feud, and a proven ally of  the West, 
the country seemed an ideal partner. Washington 
helped train SAVAK until the early 1960s and then will-
ingly provided military hardware. In return, Iranian 
troops helped suppress a left-wing, Libyan-backed 

insurgency against the pro-Western ruler of  Oman. 
The oil price rises which accompanied the 1973 Middle 
East War allowed the Shah both to fi nance military 
expansion and to press on with his hopes of  creating a 
fully developed, industrialized Iran by 1990. The coun-
try’s oil revenues leapt by eight times in 1973–5 and, 
between 1973 and 1978 defence spending grew about 
six times over. But such rapid expansion also brought 
high infl ation and a move by millions of  poor peasants 
into Tehran and other cities where the infrastructure 
could not cope with them. The ill-advised dash to cre-
ate industries, the wasteful concentration on defence 
expenditure, fi nancial corruption, and autocratic rule 
made an unattractive mix for Western investors. 1975 
saw a withdrawal of  capital, a balance of  payments 
defi cit, and a sudden depression. The economic boom 
had come to a precipitous end.     

 The Iranian Revolution   

 The Shah was a hard-working but uninspiring 
leader, isolated from most of  his people and attract-
ing little loyalty beyond the army, SAVAK, and the 
affl  uent, educated upper class that profi ted from his 
policies. Although he created a political party to mo-
bilize popular support, his regime relied on arbitrary, 
personal rule, a ruthless secret police, and an absurd 
propaganda campaign to convince people that his 
reign marked a return to ancient Persian imperial 
might. There was no free press or freedom of  assem-
bly, the Majlis having been reduced to a rubber stamp. 
As economic conditions worsened after 1975 a diverse 
body of  opposition grew up, ranging from the Tudeh 
and other left-wing groups, through middle-class lib-
erals anxious to win political rights, to traditionalists 
who resented the rapid social changes in the coun-
try. The last group included Islamic religious leaders 
who disliked both the Shah’s long-running attempts 
to control them and such modern trends as women’s 
equality. The Shah was initially disturbed when Jimmy 
Carter, with his emphasis on respect for human rights, 
entered the White House. But ‘the Shah appears to 
have been desirous of  placating the United States. 
He instituted a number of  reforms in this area early 
in 1977.’ It has even been argued that the President’s 
human rights policy ‘was a major, if  inadvertent, fac-
tor’ in leading to the revolution, because the Shah’s 
rule relied in part on ‘the belief  of  the Iranian peo-
ple … that the US government was determined to 
maintain the royal dictatorship in power’.   6    Greater 
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 freedom of  expression was allowed, a law was passed 
to end detention without trial, and an amnesty was 
announced for some political prisoners. But by the 
end of  the year, upset that internal criticism of  his re-
gime simply became more vocal, the Shah launched 
another crackdown on his opponents. The US gov-
ernment avoided any condemnation of  this, however, 
partly because Carter wanted the Shah’s support for 
the Camp David peace process. 

 Serious disturbances in the universities revived 
in October 1977, with militant Islamic students in 
the forefront. The fundamentalist’s leader was the 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who had left Iran in 
1964 in the face of  the Shah’s attempts to suppress 
clerical independence. Khomeini, based in Iraq, then 
in France, had a deep personal hatred of  the Shah and 
supported violent action as part of  a determined cam-
paign to destroy the current regime. In January 1978 
government criticism of  Khomeini led to large-scale 
riots in the holy city of  Qom and sporadic violence 
continued for months, accompanied by left-wing ter-
rorist activity and interspersed with periods of  calm. 
Western observers long believed that the Shah could 
survive the troubles, and saw the Leftists as more dan-
gerous opponents than the Traditionalists. Washing-
ton had no desire to see a pro-Soviet Iran. But Iran’s 
liberals and communists lacked a leader of  the stature 
and ruthlessness of  Khomeini. In August 1978 he called 
for the Shah’s overthrow and even non-Islamic groups 
were willing to cooperate in the now-intensifi ed cam-
paign of  opposition. The millions of  uneducated poor 
living in the shanty-towns around Tehran were ready 
to demonstrate even in the face of  the Shah’s power-
ful military machine as discontent with the conditions 
under the Shah combined with traditional opposition 
to Westernization. 

 On 8 September a declaration of  martial law in 
the capital was followed by the deaths of  hundreds 
of  demonstrators at the hands of  troops. Marches, 
clashes, and widespread strikes continued in late 
September and into October. The oil industry was 
virtually closed down. The Shah made some attempt 
to satisfy traditionalist opinion, closing the country’s 
casinos and launching an anti-corruption drive. He 
also eased censorship. But it was too late. The US was 
anxious to see him retain power, seeing no acceptable 
alternative, but American support did him no good: 
such sophisticated equipment as the airborne warn-
ing and control system (AWACS), which Carter had 
provided, was no use against internal opposition; and 

the Islamic clergy saw America as representing the 
Godless materialism which they believed had cre-
ated Iran’s current problems. Furthermore, the policy 
machine in Washington ‘was slow in seeing the seri-
ousness of  the crisis. Many of  the Middle East experts 
were tied up with the … Camp David peace negotia-
tions’ and ‘there was still strong resistance to any sug-
gestion that the Shah might be slipping out of  power’, 
because his regime had appeared so stable for so long.   7    
Carter himself  has been criticized for being ‘consist-
ently baffl  ed and frustrated by the … unpredictable 
nature of  events’ in Iran and for ignoring those who 
did warn of  danger.   8    

 In early December religious festivals led to a new 
upsurge of  violence and a general strike was called. 
The Shah now tried to hand power to a civilian 
cabinet, whilst retaining personal control of  the army 
which, since mid-November, had eff ectively become 
the government. But it took until 31 December before 
a well-known, moderate politician, Shapour Bakhtiar, 
agreed to serve as Prime Minister and he only took 
offi  ce on the understanding that the Shah would leave 
the country. Demoralized, though determined to 
retain some dignity, the Shah fi nally went into exile 
on 16 January 1979. Bakhtiar then hoped to restore 
order, but his attempts to deal with the Shah were 
condemned by Khomeini, and the army was unable to 
end the strikes and demonstrations. 

 On 1 February Khomeini returned to Tehran and 
created his own government. Bakhtiar, his attempts to 
form a coalition virtually ignored by other politicians, 
resigned on the 11th, and the Shah’s armed forces dis-
integrated over the following days. Fears of  a left-wing 
takeover or a descent into complete anarchy ended as 
Khomeini became the leader of  a theocratic, Islamic 
republic. Considerable turmoil and bloodshed ensued 
as Khomeini’s followers took their revenge on those 
of  the Shah, then turned against the liberal and left-
ist groups who had helped overthrow him. Khomeini 
retired to Qom, only occasionally making his views 
publicly known during religious ceremonies, but he 
retained ultimate religious and political power until 
his death in 1989. A Prime Minister, Mehdi Bazargan, 
was appointed to head the civilian government but 
Islamic reform was kept on course by a Revolutionary 
Council and local revolutionary committees, defended 
by a new military force, the Revolutionary Guards. As 
under the Shah, the government controlled the press, 
the right of  assembly, and freedom of  expression. It 
also continued to make money from oil exports. But 
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 in contrast to the old modernizing policies, the new 
order marked a return to religious observance, tradi-
tional dress codes and fi nancial honesty. The events 
of  1978–9 were compared to the French and Russian 
revolutions, inspiring a new emphasis on Islamic val-
ues throughout the Muslim world.     

 The Hostages Crisis   

 The Western powers were closely identifi ed, in the 
eyes of  the Shah’s opponents, with his corrupt, arbi-
trary regime and in late 1978 foreign businesses had 
been attacked by demonstrators. In December the US 
embassy was attacked by a mob, leading Washington 
to reduce the staff  from over a thousand to fewer 
than a hundred. The Americans made some attempt 
to establish links to Khomeini’s supporters, notably 
with a meeting between Cyrus Vance and the Iranian 
Foreign Minister, Ibrahim Yazdi, in September 1979. 
But President Carter also felt continuing loyalty to 
the Shah and, in late October 1979, after the latter be-
came ill with cancer, decided to let him into the US 
for treatment on humanitarian grounds. Despite the 
danger signs, the Americans were surprised when on 
4 November 1979, following two weeks of  demonstra-
tions outside, an Iranian mob seized control of  the 
embassy and took 53 Americans hostage. Initial hopes 
that they would soon be released went unfulfi lled. 
It became obvious that the Iranian government was 
happy to see the embassy occupied, partly as a way 
of  maintaining enthusiasm for the revolution. Indeed, 
the occupation may have been planned well in ad-
vance, the Shah’s entry to America merely providing 
the excuse for it to go forward, hence the argument 
that: ‘Given the forces at work in Iran at the time, it is 
diffi  cult to see what the United States could have done 
diff erently … that would have prevented the breach.’   9    

 By Christmas Carter and the American people were 
obsessed by the problem and the President, though 
faced by an election campaign in 1980, decided that 
while the crisis lasted he must remain in Washington. 
As he later admitted, ‘The safety and well-being of  
the American hostages became a constant concern 
for me, no matter what other duties I was performing 
as President.’   10    He did not begin campaigning in the 
country until April by which time the humiliation of  
the siege and America’s apparent powerlessness had 
gravely harmed his chances of  a second term. A rescue 
plan was considered, Iranian assets in the US were 
frozen, and purchases of  Iranian oil were suspended, 

but Carter was reluctant to move beyond limited, eco-
nomic sanctions for fear of  endangering the hostages’ 
lives. One possible solution, returning the Shah to 
Tehran to stand trial, as the Iranians demanded, was 
too distasteful to contemplate. 

 Although the Iranian militants threatened to put 
the hostages on trial, the Americans were actually 
treated well enough. Several black and female prison-
ers were quickly released and in February 1980 there 
were signs that Iran wanted a settlement. Abolhassan 
Bani-Sadr had now been elected as President and he 
seemed anxious to control the militants. The US be-
lieved him to be a ‘moderate’ who should be encour-
aged. There seemed good reasons why the Iranians 
should want to talk. Appalled by the seizure of  an 
embassy and anxious to prevent the Americans from 
taking more extreme action, the West European and 
Japanese governments had joined Washington in tak-
ing economic sanctions against Iran. And tension was 
growing between Iran and its Arab neighbour, Iraq, 
which made it more urgent for Tehran to secure its oil 
revenues and overseas assets in case it needed to fi ght a 
war. Secret talks between Tehran and Washington led 
to a proposal for a UN-sponsored commission to in-
vestigate their diff erences, but the scheme fl oundered 
in the face of  Iran’s unpredictable politics. When a UN 
team arrived, Khomeini made a speech condemning 
US policy and the Revolutionary Council would not 
grant the team access to the hostages. 

 In the face of  such confusion and failure, and de-
spite the opposition of  Cyrus Vance, the Secretary of  
State, Carter decided on 11 April to launch an armed 
rescue attempt. Vance ‘was convinced that the deci-
sion … carried great risks for the hostages and for 
our national interests’ and said he would resign if  the 
President did not call it off .   11    Carter refused. The at-
tempt, strongly backed by Zbigniew Brzezinski, went 
ahead on 24 April but was never likely to be easy. The 
hostages were held in the middle of  a populous city, 
hundreds of  miles from any American base. Hopes 
of  a surprise rescue by helicopters were dashed when 
insuffi  cient aircraft made it through dust storms to 
a remote airfi eld inside Iran; and as the mission was 
aborted a crash between aircraft on the ground killed 
eight Americans. Carter had to admit publicly to an-
other failure and Vance resigned. Western allies were 
upset not to have been consulted about the American 
action in advance. The Iranians were elated and, de-
spite the death of  the Shah on 27 July, held on to the 
hostages (now dispersed around Tehran to prevent 
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 another rescue bid) until the US election was over. 
There were later claims that Carter’s opponents, in 
Ronald Reagan’s campaign team, had established links 
to Tehran and prevented an early hostage release: a 
1992 Congressional investigation found these claims 
‘not proven’ but did criticize the behaviour of  the 
Reagan camp. Carter paid the price for his failure in 
Iran as it probably contributed to the scale of  his elec-
toral defeat, but in its closing phases he handled the 
hostage crisis well. Following Algerian mediation all 
were released in return for an unfreezing of  Iranian 
assets, just as Carter left the presidency. But, mean-
while, the danger of  regional instability was increased 
by events in neighbouring Afghanistan.         

  C.    Soviet Intervention in 
Afghanistan      

 Debate over Soviet Motivation   

 Détente was clearly under threat well before 1979. 
Just as the Americans were increasingly disturbed 
by Soviet activity in the less developed world, espe-
cially because of  events in Angola and the Ogaden 
War, so the Soviets—whilst keen to preserve détente 
if  possible—were alienated by US activities in Latin 
America, Africa, and the Middle East and by criticism 
of  their human rights policy, Carter’s attempts to re-
cast the SALT II treaty, and Brzezinski’s ‘playing the 
China card’. However, it was events in Afghanistan at 

Christmas 1979 which fi nally spelt the end of  détente 
and the dawn of  a new Cold War. On 25 December, in 
a well-executed operation and without any explana-
tion to Washington, ground troops of  the Red Army 
crossed into Afghanistan while airborne troops landed 
in the capital, Kabul. Within weeks the Red Army pres-
ence numbered over 80,000. Some US and Western 
leaders feared the Soviet action to be a well-considered 
act of  expansion, perhaps aimed at exploiting the cur-
rent turmoil in Iran and extending Soviet infl uence 
towards the Indian Ocean and the oil-rich Persian 
Gulf. Zbigniew Brzezinski saw it as being the result of  
a US failure to demonstrate suffi  cient resolve on ear-
lier occasions, noting in his diary that, ‘Had we been 
tougher sooner, had we drawn the line more clearly … 
maybe the Soviets would not have engaged in this act 
of  miscalculation.’   12    

 However, Russian evidence on the intervention re-
veals a doubtful, divided leadership reluctantly acting 
to prop up communism in a neighbouring state which 
they believed to lie in their sphere of  interest. Rather 
like Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968, the 
Kremlin wished to replace a leader whose policies 
had become a menace to Soviet interests. They had 
no wider expansionist ambitions, hoped to withdraw 
their troops quickly, and even naively hoped that the 
West would quickly accept their action. ‘Moscow did 
not envisage the long and costly guerrilla war which 
followed, nor did it see the Afghan adventure as a 
stepping stone to the Indian Ocean and the oil of  the 
Gulf  States.’   13    The Politburo saw the threat to their 

   Ruhollah Khomeini (1902–89)    

 For the fi rst 60 years Khomeini showed little active interest in 

politics. Born into a deeply religious family in the town of 

Khomein, as Ruhollah Hendi, he became a religious writer and 

scholar, rising to become an ‘Ayatollah’, a leading Shi‘ite Muslim 

cleric. However, in 1962, the death of the leader of the Iranian 

Shi‘ites, Ayatollah Boroujerdi, freed Khomeini to take a leading 

role in attacking the regime of the Shah. Khomeini resented the 

secularization of Iran, its links to America and Israel, and such 

reforms as votes for women. Exiled in 1963, he settled in 

neighbouring Iraq and made himself the best-known opponent 

of the Shah. In 1978 he was forced out of Iraq by Saddam 

Hussein and moved to Paris, but within months mounting 

discontent in Iran forced the Shah out of offi  ce. In February 

1979 Khomeini was able to return triumphantly to Tehran, was 

popularly acclaimed as leader of the Iranian Revolution, and, by 

the end of the year, had become Supreme Leader of an Islamic 

Revolution. He ruthlessly disposed of his opponents, and set up 

a theocratic state, putting the Shi‘ite clergy in charge of all areas 

of life. Abroad, he hoped to spread the ideals of the Iranian 

revolution, he opposed both the US and USSR, and he was a 

reminder, as the Cold War decayed, that communism and 

liberal-capitalism were not the only ideological and political 

systems that could command loyalties. But the term 

‘fundamentalist’, which the West used to describe his regime, 

was not one he ever used himself. From 1980 his energies 

became focused on the war with Iraq. Despite the costs of the 

confl ict, he described his acceptance of peace in 1988 as ‘more 

deadly than power’ and died soon afterwards.  
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 position in Afghanistan as a ‘special’ case in the less 
developed world, diff erent for example from the coups 
against nominally Marxist regimes in Africa since the 
1960s that the Soviets had taken little action to prevent. 
Afghanistan was a neighbouring state, with numerous 
Soviet military advisers on its soil already and an area 
of  Russian activity since the mid-nineteenth century, 
when the ‘Great Game’ had been played with the 
British Empire for infl uence in Central Asia. It would 
be easy to see the Soviet invasion as linked to broader 
international developments. After all, it was launched 
only days after NATO’s ‘dual-track’ decision. How-
ever, the precise reasons for Soviet intervention can 
only be understood against the background of  Afghan 
internal politics in the 1970s. The internal situation, 
‘too often omitted in evaluations of  Soviet policy … 
acted as the main stimulus, if  not complete explana-
tion’ for their actions.   14        

 Marxist Rule in Afghanistan   

 Afghanistan, a poor, mountainous country, with a di-
versity of  ethnic groups, had been recognized as fully 
independent by the British in 1919, after 40 years dur-
ing which London controlled its external aff airs. Two 
years later the Afghans made a friendship treaty with 
the USSR but did not, during the inter-war period, 
fall into the Soviet sphere. In 1955 the government of  
Prince Mohammed Daud Khan, a cousin of  the King, 
took Afghanistan into the non-aligned movement. 
Daud, prime minister for a decade after 1953, accepted 
development aid from both Moscow and Washington. 
He returned to power in 1973 as president of  a new 
republic, after overthrowing King Zahir, and contin-
ued to pursue a non-aligned role, resisting Soviet at-
tempts to draw him closer to them. Increasingly, Daud 
fell out with the Afghan communists, who had formed 
the People’s Democratic Party of  Afghanistan (PDPA) 
in 1965, only to split into two broad factions soon af-
terwards. The Khalq faction, whose leading fi gure 
was Nur Mohammed Taraki and which also included 
Hafi zullah Amin, drew most of  its support from rural 
areas and was opposed to working with Daud. But the 
Parcham, led by Babrak Karmal, which drew its support 
from Kabul and other urban centres was more moder-
ate and ready to work with Daud and other groups to 
secure reform. By 1978, however, Prince Daud seemed 
bent on creating a one party state with himself  as life 
President. His attempt to exclude the Parcham from 
power led them to draw closer to the Khalq, whilst 

his decision to arrest the PDPA leaders in April 1978 
led to a successful coup against him. The coup, which 
was apparently carried out by a communist group in 
the Afghan army without major Soviet involvement, 
brought the establishment of  a ‘Democratic  Republic’. 
But it was signifi cant that this was a coup by a narrow 
group, not a revolution backed by the Afghan masses. 
Afghanistan was now ‘under the control of  a small 
Communist movement … totally unprepared for 
the power that unexpectedly … fell into its hands. Its 
misuse of  that power with a combination of  idealis-
tic reformism and brutal authoritarianism started the 
country on a downward spiral.’   15    

 The new government continued to claim to be non-
aligned and initially played down the Marxist elements 
in its policies, but it was dogged by the long-established 
Khalq–Parcham rivalry, inexperienced in government, 
and had little popular support. By September 1978 the 
Khalq were predominant and rapidly pushed on with a 
reform programme that was partly inspired by Marxist 
doctrine, and partly by a simple desire to modernize. 
‘Never before in Afghan history had there been such 
a ruthless attempt to push through so many basic re-
forms and fundamental changes in so short a period 
of  time.’   16    The programme included land reform and 
educational improvements, but many elements, such 
as improved women’s rights, off ended Islamic opinion 
and disturbed the country’s traditional social fabric. 
The use of  a repressive secret police also alienated 
people and, despite the claim to non-alignment, the 
regime’s reliance on the USSR off ended the fi ercely in-
dependent Afghan tribes. A Soviet–Afghan friendship 
treaty was signed on 5 December 1978 and the number 
of  Soviet advisers in the country rapidly grew from 350 
to 4,000. Such pro-Soviet leanings were emphasized 
in February 1979 when the American ambassador, 
Adolph Dubs, was kidnapped, only to be killed when 
the Afghans made a botched attempt to free him. This 
led the US, perhaps ill-advisedly, to give up its attempts 
to retain infl uence in Kabul. 

 The Kremlin was always doubtful about the 
wisdom of  pressing Marxist reforms on Afghanistan 
but pleased that, ‘for the fi rst time [it] had achieved 
ideological congruence and de facto alliance with 
its strategically situated neighbour’.   17    Neither was 
Moscow over-concerned about the domestic situation 
in Afghanistan until March 1979. By then a series of  
local uprisings had occurred against PDPA and Afghan 
refugees began to stream across the long-contested 
south-eastern border with Pakistan. The Pakistani 
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 leader, General Zia ul-Haq, was sympathetic to the 
pro-Islamic, anti-communist feelings of  the exiles and 
ready to give shelter and aid to groups which formed 
in opposition to the PDPA. The Afghan government’s 
conscript army was reluctant to put down the upris-
ings and increasingly the Kabul government’s author-
ity was called into question. March 1979 was signifi cant 
for the Soviets because it saw the worst uprising so far, 
in Herat, where some of  the Afghan army mutinied 
and a team of  Soviet advisers was massacred. This led 
to an intense debate in the Politburo and requests from 
the PDPA for Red Army combat troops to prop up the 
regime. For the moment, the Kremlin resisted such a 
course, preferring to increase the number of  military 
advisers and the scale of  arms supplies. In a sense, 
Brezhnev and his ministers were in a similar position 
to that faced by the Americans in South Vietnam in the 
early 1960s. They felt a moral obligation to a friendly 
government to which they had provided large-scale as-
sistance already, and which seemed likely to fall from 
power, with great uncertainty about what might fol-
low. But they had no categorical treaty commitment 
to assist it, they were well aware of  its failings, and 
they had little desire to see their own forces locked 
into a prolonged campaign against local insurgents.     

 The Decision to Intervene   

 In the last three months of  1979, the Kremlin’s reluc-
tance to intervene was overcome largely because of  
violence and instability within the PDPA. The inter-
vention has been described as ‘an avoidable tragedy … 
in which the fi nal script was ordained by perceptions, 
personalities and ideology far more than “interests” 
and “strategies”’. The Kremlin had gradually increased 
its commitment to the PDPA in 1978–9 despite clear 
problems in Afghanistan. There was an ideological 
confi dence in Moscow that ‘mass’ support for Marxism 
would come in due course and this was accompanied 
by a belief  that the USSR needed to secure its posi-
tion because of  the instability in Iran, which lay on 
 Afghanistan’s western border. The Soviets recognized 
the Iranian Revolution as a setback for Washington, 
but it did not necessarily help the Iranian Communists. 
It could lead to an increasing sense of  pan-Islamic feel-
ing among the USSR’s Muslim peoples. Within the 
Kremlin decision-making was, as usual, confi ned to a 
narrow group, but this group was itself  divided over 
policy options. Kosygin and the Chief  of  General 
Staff , Marshal Nikoloi Ogarkov, doubted the wisdom 

of  intervention but the Defence Minister, Dimitri 
Ustinov, was keen to act. Brehznev, old, suff ering ar-
teriosclerosis, and always cautious, was undecided on 
the course to follow but events in September–October 
tipped him in favour of  intervention.   18    

 In September the Afghan President, Taraki, vis-
ited Moscow. Uprisings against the PDPA were now 
regular and widespread, a third of  a million Afghans 
had fl ed to Pakistan and the Soviets considered the 
wisdom of  drawing non-Communists into the Kabul 
government as a step to moderating its policies and 
so ending the rebellions. Taraki came with a pro-
posal that the Khalq’s leading hard-liner, the megalo-
maniac Amin, should be replaced before steps were 
taken to improve the government’s popularity. The 
Soviets, keen to limit the power of  the Khalq, agreed. 
‘It appears that the Soviets—quite correctly—placed 
the main blame for Kabul’s unpopular policies on 
Amin.’   19    But, when Taraki returned to Kabul, he was 
arrested by Amin who declared himself  President. 
There were armed clashes in the capital between the 
PDPA factions and, in October, Taraki was executed. 
Brehznev evidently felt personally responsible for 
Taraki’s death and betrayed by Amin, whose behav-
iour seemed increasingly unstable. True, Amin tried 
to tone down the reform programme but he also 
began to hold secret talks with US offi  cials, leading 
the Soviets to fear his possible defection from the 
communist cause. 

 Ustinov began to plan actively for armed interven-
tion, and to infi ltrate special forces into Afghanistan in 
September. He soon won allies in the Foreign Minister, 
Andrei Gromyko and KGB chief, Yuri Andropov. This 
trio increasingly dominated policy-making during the 
years of  Brehznev’s physical decline. Gromyko was 
fearful of  new US–Chinese links and aware that SALT 
II might not win Senate approval, so the need to retain 
US friendship was not high on the list of  Soviet priori-
ties. Later claims that the Kremlin was encouraged to 
act by Carter’s supposed weakness of  will, were appar-
ently groundless. Andropov was evidently convinced 
of  Amin’s unreliability in November, when the latter 
demanded that the Soviet ambassador be replaced. Ini-
tially, Andropov believed the KGB could remove Amin 
without the large-scale use of  the Red Army, but an at-
tempt to assassinate him in mid-December failed. The 
Politburo fi nally decided on military intervention, in 
Kosygin’s absence, on 12 December, but hoped this 
would have a limited duration, requiring 75,000 troops 
at most. The action was designed to replace Amin with 
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 a more acceptable leader, deter meddling by Pakistan 
or Iran in Afghan politics, broaden the government, 
bolster the Afghan army, and end the uprisings. In a 
sense it marked the continuation of  established Soviet 
aims through new means. Increasingly, Brezhnev and 
most of  his ministers were convinced that military 
action was needed if  the PDPA government were not 
to collapse. 

 Ironically, when the Red Army arrived in force 
on Christmas Day, Amin welcomed them, believing 
they had come to prop up his regime. Two days later 
he was dead and the Soviet argument that they had 
been ‘invited’ into Afghanistan by its government, 
in fulfi lment of  the friendship treaty, seemed ridicu-
lous. A major international crisis had begun and, for 
the Soviets, years of  war. ‘If  the Soviet leadership had 
moved against Amin to exploit the hatred the Afghan 
people felt for his autocratic rule, then it had failed to 
realize that after the night of  27 December, this hatred 
would be transferred to the Soviet Union.’   20         

  D.    The Revival of Cold War      

 International Reaction to Afghanistan   

 Global reaction to the invasion of  Afghanistan was 
far worse than the Kremlin feared. ‘Because it in-
volved Soviet troops rather than Cuban or Warsaw 
Pact forces, the attention of  the world was focused 
directly on Soviet expansionist goals’,   21    or what were 
assumed by some to be expansionist goals. The death 
of  Amin made the Soviet action seem like blatant ag-
gression against a neighbour, rather than an attempt 
to prop up a fellow communist regime. Western 
nations, China, and regional countries, like Pakistan 
and Iran, feared a general expansion of  Soviet infl u-
ence in the region, perhaps a drive towards the Persian 
Gulf, rather than the limited military operation which 
the Soviets actually planned. On 14 January 1980, the 
UN General Assembly voted by 104 to 18 to condemn 
the invasion and even friends of  the USSR, such as 
India, were critical. On 29 January thirty-six Islamic 
states met in Islamabad, Pakistan to issue their own 
condemnation of  the Kremlin. Some of  these states 
quickly gave aid to the Mujaheddin opponents of  
the Soviets. Egypt and Saudi Arabia provided fi nan-
cial aid, Iran and Pakistan gave refuge to millions of  
refugees, and Pakistan allowed Mujaheddin guerrillas 
to operate from its soil. For Pakistan indeed there 

was a marked change in its standing with the West. 
General Zia ul-Haq, who had seized power in July 
1977, had been widely criticized for the execution of  
his predecessor, Ali Bhutto, in early 1979. Concern over 
human rights had led the Carter administration to cut 
economic aid in April and US–Pakistan relations wors-
ened in November, when a pro-Iranian mob burned 
the American embassy in Islamabad. But common 
concern over Soviet expansion now led America and 
Pakistan to become close partners in 1980 in aiding 
the Mujaheddin. The Chinese were predictably de-
lighted by the end of  Soviet–American détente and 
‘all Chinese doubts about the direction of  US Soviet 
policy fell away after the invasion of  Afghanistan’.   22    

 Having launched their invasion hastily, the Soviets 
had clearly also bungled their propaganda campaign 
in defence of  it. Claims that the Western powers and 
China had been destabilizing Afghanistan were simply 
not credible. Outside Eastern Europe, only a hand-
ful of  states, such as Vietnam, supported Moscow’s 
action. North Korea, Yugoslavia, and Romania now 
restored links to China, raising the old Soviet fear that 
Beijing could divide the Eastern bloc. The Soviets 
were also mistaken if  they believed their diffi  culties 
over Afghanistan would soon recede. Even the expe-
rienced ambassador, Dobrynin, expressed surprise 
at the lasting strength of  America’s reaction, asking 
why it was ‘so disproportionately strong when com-
pared, for example, to the Warsaw Pact’s invasion of  
Czechoslovakia’; and he wrote in his memoirs that it 
was not only the Soviet invasion but also ‘the sharp re-
sponse of  the United States [that] proved a fi nal turn-
ing point in Soviet–American relations’, from which 
détente did not recover.   23    The summer 1980 Olympic 
Games held in Moscow, were boycotted by America, 
China, West Germany, Japan, and more than fi fty 
other states. Then again, most West European states 
wished to maintain the personal, fi nancial, and com-
mercial links with Eastern Europe which had built up 
through the decade of  détente. For them Afghanistan 
was a remote concern and they considered some 
Soviet misbehaviour on the international stage to 
be inevitable. Once it became clear that the Soviets 
had no intention of  launching an off ensive against 
the Persian Gulf, it seemed better to concentrate 
on verbal criticism rather than to introduce sanc-
tions. France’s President Giscard d’Estaing and West 
Germany’s Helmut Schmidt were both resentful of  
the lack of  American consultation over its response to 
the Afghan crisis.     
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  Carter’s Cold War   

 In the weeks before Christmas 1979, American politics 
had been dominated by the Iran hostages crisis which, 
of  course, ran on through 1980. During his last year 
in offi  ce, whatever his perceived weakness on Iran, 
Carter pursued a wide-ranging policy of  toughness 
towards the USSR. Indeed, although Ronald Reagan 
became, in the eyes of  the world, the personifi ca-
tion of  the New Cold War of  the early 1980s, it was 
Carter who fi rst adopted a confrontational stance, 
introducing economic sanctions, reducing high-level 
diplomatic contacts, and expanding America’s nuclear 
arsenal. If  anything, Carter overstated the extent of  
the Soviet menace in Afghanistan, perhaps in order 
to win domestic support. Yet the message was not re-
ceived in the way he intended. His admission in the 
 New York Times  on 1 January 1980 that recent events 
had made ‘a dramatic change in my own opinion of  
what the Soviets’ ultimate goals are’ seemed naive in 
one sense: it sounded like an admission that his critics 
on the Committee of  the Present Danger had been 
correct all along, and that he had been too gullible and 
trusting of  Moscow. The statement ‘lent credence to 
the image of  his naïvete’, helped lead ‘to a decline in 
his credibility and, ultimately, contributed to the elec-
tion of  Ronald Reagan’.   24    

 On 4 January the President announced a series of  
measures including fi nancial assistance to Pakistan, a 
suspension of  cultural exchanges, trade restrictions, 
and a grain embargo. Carter also suspended ratifi ca-
tion of  the SALT II treaty, which had been of  such 
symbolic importance to the détente process. But the 
impact of  the suspension was blunted by two points. 
First, SALT II had been in such trouble in Congress 
that it would probably not have been ratifi ed anyway. 
Second, the State Department made clear the follow-
ing day that the US would respect the terms of  SALT 
II despite its non-ratifi cation. The Soviets agreed to do 
the same and the two sides were actually able to hold 
exploratory talks in Geneva, on a SALT III treaty, be-
fore the end of  the year. Indeed, there is a case that, in 
response to Afghanistan, Carter actually took ‘no de-
cisive action. That was because there was none to take 
that would not penalize the United States as much as 
the Soviet Union.’   25    

 It has been argued that the invasion of  Afghanistan 
‘did not validate the argument of  people who argued 
that Soviet strategy [was] expansionist worldwide. It 
did no more than justify Vance’s position that Soviet 

behaviour was … determined by security and status as 
a superpower.’   26    Yet, at the time, there was a genuine 
fear in Washington that the invasion of  Afghanistan 
heralded Soviet expansionism, whether or not as a 
result of  détente. There had been examples of  Soviet 
activism in the less developed world throughout the 
1970s, and the deployment of  Cuban troops in Angola 
and Ethiopia had been detrimental to détente. Events 
in Afghanistan could be read as part of  a continuing 
pattern of  Soviet behaviour, designed to win infl u-
ence in the less developed world whilst pursuing dé-
tente with America. But the use of  the Red Army itself  
outside the Eastern bloc, for the fi rst time since the 
Second World War, seemed novel and sinister. Also, 
the US specifi cally feared a ‘pattern of  Soviet expan-
sion aimed at destabilizing core Western interests 
in the Gulf ’ because of  the Iranian crisis, which had 
coincidentally ‘heightened American sensitivity to 
events in the area’.   27    Before the Soviet invasion few 
Americans knew anything about Afghanistan. Apart 
from Iran there were plenty of  other pressing issues, 
such as the SALT II ratifi cation and relations with 
China, and among leading fi gures only Brzezinski 
had been concerned by earlier Soviet interference in 
Afghanistan’s internal aff airs. The surprise, speed, and 
ruthlessness of  the Red Army’s action helped generate 
real fear. There was little attempt to understand the 
real Soviet motives for their action, which in any case 
would have been diffi  cult given the Kremlin’s own con-
fusion. Cyrus Vance, the strongest defender of  détente 
in Washington, fully accepted that a fi rm stand must 
be taken. Already deeply ‘aff ected by his experience 
of  the Soviet record on human rights, the president 
jumped clearly in the direction of  Brzezinski’, taking 
the view that the ‘Soviet regime was not only morally 
bankrupt it was expansionist as well’.   28    On 23 January, 
Carter therefore turned his State of  the Union ad-
dress into a declaration of  America’s determination to 
oppose further Soviet adventurism, especially in the 
Gulf. It has been described as ‘an epitaph for détente, 
highlighting as it did the American reversion to tradi-
tional notions of  containment’   29    (see   boxed section  ). 

 In February, the US demanded that the Soviets must 
withdraw from Afghanistan, restoring it to non-aligned 
status if  détente were to be saved. Alongside aid to the 
Mujaheddin, which was provided in secret from Janu-
ary onwards, this was part of  a policy of  making the 
war costly for the Soviets, keeping them ‘on trial’ in 
the court of  world opinion while deterring them from 
further aggressive action. The demand was arguably 
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 unwise because, as months passed, it became clear that 
the USSR had no intention of  abandoning Afghanistan 
and the Americans came to appreciate that their own 
direct interest in Afghanistan was minimal, compared 
to the need to deal with Moscow on international is-
sues. ‘The Carter administration … seem not to have 
learned … [that] it is self-defeating to term not accept-
able a situation that cannot be changed.’   30    But, under 
Carter, any return to détente was unthinkable. Vance 
did suggest discussing Afghanistan with the Soviets 
but Brzezinski defeated the attempt. One result of  
Afghanistan in Washington was that Brzezinski’s 
warnings about the USSR’s mendacity seemed proven 
correct and his standing improved. Further evidence 
of  the Carter administration’s toughness were the 
measures taken at this time to improve America’s ‘war 
fi ghting’ capacity, building on the 1974 Schlesinger 
Doctrine (see  Chapter  14  , E). The basic idea was to 
strengthen America’s ability to survive a nuclear at-
tack, in particular by safeguarding command and 
communication centres, while developing the ability 
to hit such targets in the USSR. It was argued that if  
America could cripple the Soviet government while 
preserving its own decision-making intact it might 

be possible to win a nuclear war. Thus Presidential 
Directive (PD) number 57, of  March 1980, concerned 
the mobilization of  the US economy to fi ght a nuclear 
war; PD-58, of  June, was directed at protecting key 
decision-makers in war; and most famously PD-59, of  
25 July—parts of  which were deliberately leaked to the 
press—concentrated on selective targeting of  Soviet 
command centres and weapons sites, in various war 
scenarios. These frightening decisions, which became 
the basis of  US nuclear doctrine throughout the presi-
dencies of  Reagan and George Bush, did not necessar-
ily mean that the US was planning war: Brzezinski and 
the Defense Secretary, Harold Brown, believed they 
were responding to the USSR’s own ‘war fi ghting’ 
plans. But they helped fuel growing public concern, 
especially in Western Europe, over the dangers of  a 
nuclear exchange. 

 In the short term at least, US policy did nothing 
to force the Soviets out of  Afghanistan even though 
some measures, especially the grain embargo, caused 
real harm. The Kremlin was dismayed by the US re-
action to its invasion and did not properly understand 
it. Some Soviet leaders saw it as evidence that the 
Americans had been looking for an excuse to destroy 

   The ‘Carter Doctrine’, 23 January 1980    

 The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan at Christmas 1979 created a 

major challenge for Carter, who already had to face the 

embarrassing seizure of hostages in nearby Tehran. His prime 

public response to the situation was delivered during the annual 

‘State of the Union’ address to Congress. The speech began 

with the assertion that ‘it has never been more clear that the 

state of our Union depends on the state of the world’, and it 

was international relations that took up most of the address. 

Carter was ‘determined that the United States will remain the 

strongest of all nations’ but he identifi ed three factors that had 

created a new set of challenges: the steady growth and 

increased projection of Soviet military power beyond its own 

borders; the overwhelming dependence of the Western 

democracies on oil supplies from the Middle East; and ‘the press 

of social … religious … economic and political change in … the 

developing world, exemplifi ed by the revolution in Iran’. The 

Iranian occupation of the US embassy in 1979 had created one 

diffi  cult problem, but the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan had 

added to America’s diffi  culties enormously. After reviewing US 

policy during the Cold War, Carter accused the Kremlin of ‘a 

radical and aggressive new step’, which had to be resisted. He 

listed measures he had taken in response to the Soviet invasion 

of Afghanistan, including trade limits and an Olympic boycott, 

then he set out the strategic signifi cance of the Persian Gulf 

area, which the USSR now seemed to menace: the Red Army 

was within 300 miles of the Straits of Hormuz, through which 

much of the West’s oil was shipped. The heart of what became 

known as the Carter Doctrine was the statement that:

  An attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian 

Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of 

the United States … and … will be repelled by any means 

necessary, including military force.   

 The statement could be compared to the 1957 Eisenhower 

Doctrine (on the Middle East) or the 1965 Johnson Doctrine 

(on Latin America) in its determination to prevent communist 

expansion in a particular region. It was backed up by military 

preparations. Since 1977 the Carter administration had planned 

to establish a ‘Rapid Deployment Force’ for use in emergencies 

beyond the US and Europe. Now, as part of a substantial 

increase (5 per cent above infl ation) in the defence budget a 

force of 100,000 men was created.  
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 détente all along and pointed to previous US actions, 
such as the slow ratifi cation of  SALT II and support for 
China’s attack on Vietnam as evidence of  this. Moscow 
never appreciated the adverse impact of  its involve-
ment in the less developed world and repeatedly stated 
its willingness to talk. Brehznev and the Politburo had 
evidently always hoped that, after the initial shock of  
the invasion, détente would revive. There were partic-
ular attempts to sustain it in Europe with a small reduc-
tion in the Red Army there. But the Soviets also gave 
a fi rm response to the Carter administration’s revival 
of  confrontation. Among a wide-ranging series of  ac-
tions, Western broadcasts to the Eastern bloc were 

jammed once more, Jewish emigration was cut in 1980 
below 100,000, and Soviet armed forces established 
new bases, notably at Cam Ranh Bay in Vietnam. The 
resignation of  Vance in April was seen, in the Kremlin, 
as another nail in the coffi  n of  détente and thereafter 
the sense of  a renewed Cold War grew. The death in 
May of  Yugoslavia’s leader, Tito, growing domestic un-
rest in Poland, and the outbreak of  war between Iran 
and Iraq in September all added to international un-
ease and, as Carter’s chances of  re-election evaporated, 
there seemed no hope of  a return to détente, especially 
given the anti-communist, strong-arm rhetoric of  his 
Republican opponent, Ronald Reagan.              
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  The 1980s saw a remarkable change in international re-
lations. The decade began in an atmosphere of  revived 
Cold War confrontation with the Western economies 
in depression, an uncertain leadership in America, 
and a number of  apparent communist advances in the 
less developed world. They ended with the collapse 
of  Soviet communism in Eastern Europe, a resurgent 
US, a new approach to numerous long-running prob-
lems in the less developed world, and a relationship 
between Washington and Moscow which came close 
to friendship. In so doing, these changes produced a 
number of  fundamental changes in the mainstream 
political and economic values that dominated the 
developed world. The economic and political order 
desired by the Right in the wake of  the collapse of  the 
consensus established by the Second World War was 
strengthened by the subsequent defeat of  socialism. 
After victory in the Cold War, the 1980s were to end 
with Western expectations of  a completely new inter-
national order for the 1990s.     

 Reagan and Confrontation   

 In the West, the Reagan presidency that was deliber-
ately promoted, if  not manufactured, by the forces 
of  the Right, such as the Committee on the Present 
Danger, marked for some the death of  American 
liberalism. This death has been associated with the 
end of  the Cold War by H. W. Brands who claims that 
liberalism, a term increasingly used in a derisory way, 
was maintained by the Cold War. It may thus be pos-
sible to argue that the forces of  conservatism, which 
were weakening liberalism within the US, triumphed 
because of  the winning the Cold War. For Brands 
the Cold War consensus, which held liberal America 
together in the form of  government intervention 
(such as Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programme 
of  helping less well-off  Americans) was an unusual, 
Cold War feature of  American history. Brands argues 
that the Cold War consensus within America was ef-
fectively broken by the Vietnam War and buried with 
the collapse of  the Soviet Union.   1    By then what was 
emerging was a distrust of  government, the emer-
gence of  radical conservatism, born-again right-wing 
Christian fundamentalism, and the glorifi cation of  
the individual liberated from society. In foreign pol-
icy terms, the question is how far the collapse of  the 
Soviet Union was a result of  global changes, of  how 
far it was due to contradictions within communism 

itself, and of  how far the resurgence of  the radical 
Right in the West produced or reinforced it. 

 Reagan’s reference to the Soviet Union as the ‘evil 
empire’ was one feature of  the renewed Soviet–
American confrontation and antagonism in the early 
1980s. Whether this was primarily infl uenced by the 
domestic climate or by international concerns is again 
a moot point, but the two are clearly linked even if  the 
causal connection appears diffi  cult to fi nd. Another 
issue is whether a division of  the Cold War into two 
phases refl ects all the changes that took place in the 
Cold War international system. If, for example, one sees 
the Cold War as a power political struggle spiced with 
a large dose of  ideology, did it really ever end? If  the 
ideological battle was won by the Right, is the power 
political battle centred on US attempts to shape the in-
ternational system still taking place? If  one regards the 
two rivals as seeking to maintain advantages in manag-
ing or changing the existing Cold War system, what are 
the implications of  the Cold War’s end? If  part of  the 
goal of  managing the international system is to pre-
serve the socio-economic status quo for the elites that 
benefi t from it, the Cold War may have refl ected diff er-
ent ways of  attempting to do this as the global distribu-
tion of  power was transformed. Unless one accepts a 
simplistic belief  in a consistent Western ‘containment’ 
of  the largely ill-defi ned ambitions of  the other side, the 
idea of  two Cold Wars sandwiching a period of  precari-
ous détente seems increasingly problematic. 

 The early years of  the Reagan administration pro-
duced concern in Western Europe about the President’s 
anti-communist rhetoric. Indications that his admin-
istration was prepared to fi ght a limited nuclear war 
in Europe, with an expectation that victory could be 
achieved in such a scenario, was especially worrying 
for many Europeans. The collapse of  détente seemed 
to presage the Cold War becoming hot, as defence 
expenditure continued to rise. Reagan, astonished to 
discover that none of  this could actually protect ordi-
nary Americans, became convinced that what became 
known as the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) or Star 
Wars could provide protection by intercepting nuclear 
missiles before they reached their targets. This was un-
likely to be feasible, but if  it was, it threatened the whole 
concept of  deterrence by rendering the Soviet nuclear 
arsenal obsolete. The only way out would be the build-
ing of  yet more missiles to overwhelm the anti-missile 
defences, thereby contributing to another arms race. 

 In the Soviet Union, the early 1980s saw a proces-
sion of  geriatric leaders who blamed the US for the 
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 breakdown of  détente and who continued policies 
which maintained the atmosphere of  confrontation. 
The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan became a full-
scale guerrilla war; Poland was placed under martial 
law for a time; and it was the Soviets who, in late 1983, 
walked out of  nuclear arms talks with the US. In pursu-
ing this uncompromising policy, however, the Kremlin 
was matched by the Reagan White House. Reagan, a 
critic of  détente and a life-long anti-communist, was 
more than ready to fi ght the Cold War which he inher-
ited from the much maligned Jimmy Carter. The ex-
pansion of  American defence spending, which Carter 
had initiated, went on at an even greater pace, and in 
the less developed world he was determined to chal-
lenge the communists’ supposed advances. In response 
to Soviet support for ‘wars of  national liberation’, 
Reagan advocated support for ‘freedom fi ghters’ who 
took up arms against Marxist regimes. In particular, he 
supported the Mujaheddin in Afghanistan and the so-
called ‘Contras’, who were seeking the overthrow of  
the leftist Sandinista regime in Nicaragua. Still fearful 
of  another Vietnam-style imbroglio, yet paradoxically 
denying that the Vietnam War had been a mistake, the 
President also proved ready to use military force in lim-
ited operations, such as the invasion of  Grenada (1987) 
and the intervention in Lebanon (1982–4). 

 The most common reason provided for a funda-
mental change in Cold War attitudes centres on the 
infl uence of  Mikhail Gorbachev, who was elected 
as Soviet leader in March 1985. Six months before-
hand, superpower relations were frozen in mutual 
suspicion, nuclear arms talks were in suspension and 
each side accused the other of  planning for war. Yet, 
only eight months after becoming General Secretary, 
Gorbachev was in Geneva, holding a surprisingly 
successful summit with President Reagan, the fi rst 
such summit meeting since June 1979. Gorbachev 
went on to press for substantial cuts in nuclear 
arsenals, to pull the Red Army out of  Afghanistan, 
to reduce the USSR’s conventional forces without a 
quid pro quo from the West and, ultimately, to accept 
that the Soviet sphere of  infl uence in Eastern Europe 
could not be upheld by force.     

 The End of the Cold War   

 Gorbachev undoubtedly provided a diff erent approach 
to East–West relations as part of  a reformist agendam 
albeit aimed at the maintenance of  communism in the 

Soviet Union. Yet, after 1985, it also became clear that 
Reagan was willing to change from confrontation to 
dialogue. That shift is diffi  cult to explain but could be 
credited predominantly to Gorbachev: one heavily-
criticized feature of  US policy in the late 1980s was 
that it seemed to react to Soviet behaviour rather than 
being proactive and taking initiatives. Yet there were 
other reasons for Reagan to be more positive himself  
and for contributing to the success of  better US–Soviet 
relations. He had just secured a second term, with a 
convincing win over the Democrats’ Walter Mondale 
in November 1984, and rather like Eisenhower, the 
last president to serve two full terms in offi  ce, wanted 
to make his reputation as a peacemaker. Also, those 
close to him in his fi rst term knew that if  the Soviets 
changed their policies Reagan was ready to talk to 
them. His suspicion of  the Kremlin ran deep but was 
not based on a sophisticated, broad grasp of  interna-
tional realities. In the early 1980s, he was ready to put 
forward some dramatic proposals to reduce tension, 
notably the ‘zero option’ (to remove all intermediate-
range nuclear force weapons) of  November 1981; he 
genuinely saw his Stars Wars anti-ballistic missile 
programme as the morally correct course; and he 
genuinely feared nuclear war.  

 The events that produced the end of  the Cold War 
would not have unfolded in the precise way they did 
without Gorbachev’s particular policies, but it is un-
historical to credit one individual with such a profound 
revolution in world aff airs. There are a number of  de-
velopments which may have had an important bearing 
on the end of  the Cold War, irrespective of  the infl u-
ence of  individuals. Before 1985, the USSR had agreed 
that nuclear arms talks must recommence and there 
were signs of  reformist tendencies under Andropov. 
For a few years afterwards there was intense debate 
in Western capitals about how far Gorbachev repre-
sented a real change in Soviet policy. Only in 1987–8, 
with the signature of  a treaty abolishing intermediate-
range nuclear forces (INF) and the settlement of  the 
Afghan problem, was his true radicalism revealed. 
And even then there were arguments in the US over 
how best to respond, partly because of  a reluctance to 
believe the Cold War was ending. 

 Exactly when it was over has been the subject of  
intense academic debate, similar to that surrounding 
the question of  when the Cold War began and how 
it developed over time. Unlike interstate hot wars, of  
course, there was no declaration by the protagonists 
as to when they were, or were not, engaged in Cold 



356 From Confrontation to Communist Collapse, 1981–9

 War, and how one chooses to date its end depends 
on what is seen as its key feature: a lack of  regular, 
high-level diplomatic contact between Moscow and 
Washington, the existence of  an ideologically based 
propaganda contest over rival economic and political 
systems, military competition with preparations for 

hot war, the existence of  two sets of  alliances, and in-
volvement by proxy in wars and confl icts might all be 
taken as important general features. More specifi c (and 
therefore easier to measure) would be the division of  
Europe by the Iron Curtain or the severing of  Berlin 
between Soviet and Western sectors. Some might date 

   How Many Cold Wars were there?    

 It was suggested in Part I that the origins of the Cold War were 

related to the introduction of ideology into a power political 

dispute. Key elements of this dispute were the creation of 

regimes in Eastern Europe which would be answerable to 

Moscow (and thereby remove some of the threats and 

problems on the borders of the Soviet Union); the preservation 

of regimes in the Middle East which would be subject to British 

infl uence; and the establishment of American military 

dominance in Japan and the Western Pacifi c. These features of 

the prologue, as it might be called, to the Cold War were 

power-political disagreements about the way vital interests and 

spheres of infl uence would be reconciled in a new global order. 

 The fi rst Cold War might be said to have begun in 1946–7 as 

propaganda, ideological confl ict and fears over the preservation 

of the respective social and political orders became evident—

with the West defi ning this as ‘containing’ Soviet power. By 

1948, a new Cold War began as the US sought to weaken and 

undermine communist control over Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union. Both leading powers seemed to believe that 

ultimately only one system would survive, with many in the US 

arguing that Soviet communism would have to be destroyed if 

the nature of the Soviet state were to change and the Cold War 

end. The communists under Stalin believed that the 

contradictions of capitalism would ultimately destroy it if 

communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union could 

survive under the auspices of a powerful state. 

 The third Cold War arguably began after Stalin’s death in 1953, 

when the contradictions of capitalism appeared less credible in 

the short term, the murderous nature of Stalin’s regime less 

acceptable, and the idea of peaceful coexistence more 

desirable. By 1956, this had changed the Soviet approach and 

the Americans were questioning the prospect of destroying the 

Soviet satellite empire without resorting to hot war. The third 

Cold War was characterized by fears of a major hot war 

involving thermonuclear weapons, but a greater determination 

to fi ght the Cold War as the importance of the former colonial 

territories assumed greater importance. It took the Cuban 

missile crisis to convince both sides that Cold War competition 

could lead the two rivals to the brink of hot war outside Europe. 

 The fourth Cold War in the 1960s can perhaps be seen as the 

time of relative Soviet gains in military terms and of Moscow’s 

attempt to close the gap with the US, whose capabilities 

previously surpassed those of the Soviet Union. The Americans 

were caught up in a struggle in South-East Asia which had only 

partially developed as a battle between communist and non-

communist forces, but which the US defi ned in those terms 

and tried and failed to resolve as part of the Cold War struggle. 

The relative strength of the two superpowers during the Cold 

War, highlighted by Soviet gains in this period, is another 

subject for debate and aff ects the description of the Cold War 

world as bipolar and between equals. Again, a more 

sophisticated analysis might reveal some subtle chronological 

diff erences and inequalities in a world generally deemed to be 

bipolar after 1945. 

 The fi fth Cold War between the late 1960s and 1970s could be 

defi ned by the attempts at détente, and the realization that the 

world was more complex than a struggle between the US and 

the Soviet Union. The results of decolonization, with the 

emergence of newly independent states and confl icts in, and 

over, the less developed world and in the oil-rich Middle East 

were only partially linked to global rivalries. The emergence of 

China as a signifi cant force accompanied this and led to ideas of 

a multipolar world appearing. The fi fth Cold War, with its 

emphasis on détente can be defi ned as an attempt to manage 

this new, more multipolar world in order to secure the same 

kind of advantages that were sought in the Cold War. Credibility 

and status as superpowers, as well as the adoption of particular 

ideologies with their contrasting ways of life, formed part of 

détente/Cold War and the attempt to preserve or change the 

global status quo in ideological and power-political terms. 

 The failure of both sides to achieve what they wanted from 

détente may have led to the sixth Cold War, from 1979 to 1985. 

This was characterized by a more proactive American policy with 

its renewed emphasis on confrontation and armaments, and a 

determination to avoid any possibility of the Soviets appearing as 

eff ective challengers to American power. Why this sixth Cold 

War ended so suddenly and unexpectedly is a vital question 

which depends to some extent on what the two powers were 

trying to achieve in the last phase of the Cold War.  
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 the end of  the Cold War as early as the INF treaty in 
1987, some as late as the disintegration of  the USSR in 
1991, but a more plausible choice is the twelve months 
following December 1988. In that month Gorbachev 
eff ectively ended the ideological war between capital-
ism and communism by denying, in a speech to the 
UN, that Marxism had a monopoly of  the truth. This 
was when a majority of  the American public came to 
believe the Cold War was over. But only in May 1989 
did George Bush, now President, announce the end 
of  the policies designed to prevent the spread of  com-
munism which had served as a general guide to US 
decision-makers since 1945. And the greatest symbol 
of  the division of  Germany and Europe, the Berlin 
Wall, was not breached until November 1989.     

 Reagan’s Victory?   

 Right-wingers in the US and realists thinkers in inter-
national relations have always argued that as the Cold 
War ended with a victory for the West, it was thanks to 
Reagan rather than Gorbachev. This was not because 
the President had fi nally embraced the détente he once 
despised, but because his tough policies of  the early 
1980s, the arms spending, and the support for ‘free-
dom fi ghters’, were seen as having put such strains on 
the Communist system in the USSR that it faced dis-
integration unless it attempted radical change. Thus, 
to the thesis which argued that Gorbachev had taken 
the initiative in ending confrontation, was opposed an 
alternative view that the Soviet leader only adopted 
‘new thinking’ because he had to do so, and that this 
was thanks to Reagan. 

 A radically diff erent view puts the emphasis, not on 
Gorbachev moving away from confrontation, but on 
a crucial change in Reagan’s thinking. The opposite 
interpretation focuses on Reagan’s conversion to a 
more cooperative and less confrontational position. 
The conversion was inspired by Reagan’s concern for 
the vulnerability of  Americans to nuclear war and 
his fears that confrontation might well bring it about 
almost by accident. The shooting down of  KAL 007 
and exercise Able Archer, a large-scale military exer-
cise that produced a situation comparable to the com-
mand and communications procedures that would be 
used in a nuclear strike against the Eastern bloc, were 
other factors. When monitoring Able Archer through 
listening devices the Soviets became alarmed, not 
least because NATO had always refused to agree to 

a no-fi rst-use policy on nuclear weapons. Statements 
made by leading Soviet fi gures expressed the need for 
great vigilance and in private pointed to the possibility 
of  an imminent attack and, if  Soviet military doctrine 
had been followed, a nuclear strike would have been 
launched. It was on the day that the exercise ended, 
11 November 1983, that Reagan made his fi rst public 
call for the abolition of  nuclear weapons. The turn-
ing point in this argument about Reagan’s contribu-
tion was the President’s January 1984 speech, calling 
for ways to reduce the fear of  uncertainty and the 
possibility of  misinterpretation over a surprise attack, 
while insisting that the US posed no threat to the 
Soviet Union. This line of  seeking cooperation, as op-
posed to condemnation, was possibly the key moment 
leading to superpower rapprochement.   2    

 Yet any intention to achieve this by confrontation 
or compromise hardly fi ts with the ideas of  Reagan, 
Bush, and other conservative establishment fi gures. 
If  Reagan was pressurizing the Soviets with a view to 
ending the Cold War, as had been hoped for in its early 
years, nobody realized it at the time. And Bush was 
slow to accept it after it had happened. Not only was 
he at pains to insist that the Cold War was not over 
in 1988, but he seemed to long to return to the con-
frontational deterrence which seemed to him to char-
acterize the early 1960s. Yet Gorbachev’s UN speech 
on 7 December 1988 had referred to the rights of  the 
individual, to freedom, self-determination, and threats 
to the environment. When the Soviet leader em-
barked on unilateral disarmament in 1989, offi  cials in 
the Bush administration accused him of  trying to split 
the Western alliance and the US began to modernize 
short-range NATO nuclear weapons in Germany. As 
Germans protested because the Soviets were remov-
ing their weapons, the Bush administration, mem-
bers of  Congress, and the media were outraged. The 
same Cold War message came from Washington as 
many times before. Failure to install the weapons 
would weaken resolve and damage the Western alli-
ance. Answering why the Cold War ended has also to 
involve answering why no one predicted it and why 
some took so long to realize it had ended. Ultimately, 
this can only be explained by the enormous impact 
of  the perceptions of  actions of  others previously de-
fi ned and ingrained in human consciousness. Actions 
which diff er markedly from expectations, and which 
are used to justify a way of  life or the essence of  a for-
eign policy, are initially ignored and events interpreted 
in order to fi t preconceived ideas.     
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  Explaining Gorbachev’s Actions   

 Whatever the role of  preconceptions, it is certainly 
essential, in explaining why the Cold War ended, to 
ask why Gorbachev chose the course he did. Why 
did he not continue the hard-line policies of  his pre-
decessors, insisting on the end of  the Star Wars pro-
ject before agreeing to nuclear arms control? Why did 
he not require an internal settlement in Afghanistan 
before pulling out the Red Army? But it is not neces-
sary to accept that he decided on reform at home and 
dialogue abroad in reaction to Reagan’s toughness, or 
even that international considerations were of  prime 
importance to the ‘new thinking’. Instead, it can be 
argued that Gorbachev was forced to make changes 
because of  long-running problems within the Soviet 
Union itself, which would have reached critical pro-
portions in the 1980s, with or without Reagan’s poli-
cies. In that interpretation, the end of  the Cold War 
was produced by Gorbachev acting in accordance 
with the constraints he was subject to as opposed to 
new ideas (ideational change) leading to new policies 
and changes in the international system. 

 The problems of  the Soviet economy can be linked 
to defence expenditure and the war in Afghanistan, 
but the real problem was more fundamental and went 
back at least to the policies of  industrialization fa-
voured by Joseph Stalin. Central planning, a concentra-
tion on heavy industrial production, and the ruthless 
exploitation of  agriculture all helped create a system 
which was incapable of  meeting the demand for mod-
ern consumer goods. Bureaucratic controls and a lack 
of  competition led to ineffi  ciency and waste, made 
worse by production targets which were met on paper 
but never in reality. Nor did the Soviet system provide 
people with satisfactory housing or health care, even 
if  it did control prices and guarantee employment. By 
the mid-1970s Soviet economic growth was stagnant, 
defence spending was destructively high, and any 
 idealism about Marxist-Leninism was being sapped by 
corruption, careerism, and cynicism. 

 Yet Gorbachev’s predecessors never responded to 
economic diffi  culties in the way he did. Even if  the 
problems had got worse, the attempt to solve them by 
the methods Gorbachev employed still requires expla-
nation. He may have been attempting to imitate the 
comparative success of  Western economies, believing, 
rightly or wrongly, that this was produced by market 
economics and political freedoms. If  introduced to 

some extent in the Soviet Union, they could provide a 
panacea for the Soviet economy. In this scenario, it was 
necessary to end the Cold War in order to get the mili-
tary to accept the results of  Gorbachev’s unilateral dis-
armament that would save the money to implement 
economic reform. Khrushchev had reduced Soviet 
forces to cut defence expenditure with no signifi cant 
impact on the Cold War but the two could be seen as 
two sides of  the same coin. It might even be suggested 
that the Soviet leader thought ending the Cold War 
could best be done by talking the same language as 
the West. If  so, Gorbachev failed to realize what im-
pact this would have on the communist political and 
economic system which was based on Soviet control. 
More importantly, he forgot that the Cold War was 
a battle over which system would prevail, not just an 
expression of  military and power political rivalries 
which, if  negotiated away, would produce a more ac-
ceptable form of  interstate relations. 

 Other arguments point to the way in which 
Gorbachev’s policy of   glasnost  unleashed uncontrolla-
ble forces in the conditions of  the 1980s. Even if  more 
freedoms had not been granted, it would have been 
diffi  cult to prevent access to greater knowledge about 
the benefi ts available to most people in the developed 
capitalist world. With access to computers and the 
internet and opportunities for travel opening up in 
Eastern Europe, repression was becoming an impossi-
ble solution to the challenges of  high defence expendi-
ture, economic ineffi  ciency, and the need for reform. 
And the Soviet people had long been disillusioned with 
the careerism and corruption of  communist offi  cials, 
and cynical in their response to government propa-
ganda. The average person increasingly believed little 
or nothing the government told them. They became 
more sceptical of  the values of  Marxist-Leninism and 
of  the idea of  containing the threat that the imperial-
ist enemy allegedly posed. The situation was therefore 
ripe for pressure from below to play an important role 
in forcing the process of  change and taking it further 
than Gorbachev had envisaged. 

 Realists deny the infl uence of  internal forces on 
the making of  foreign policy and cannot explain the 
end of  the Cold War by pointing to ideological change 
in Soviet and American leaders. They are forced to 
explain events by pointing to the systemic eff ects of  
Reagan’s confrontational policies and their emphasis 
on military strength, which the Soviet Union could 
not match. Gorbachev’s achievements, if  any, were 
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 to realize that the system of  state-controlled social-
ism was on the way out and then to promote the 
changes that resulted in Western-style reforms and 
the collapse of  the communist system wherever it 
was in place in Europe. The Soviet Union was thus 
destroyed by the introduction of  market economics 
and political democracy and the failure to match the 
economic and military strength of  the West. It was 
Reagan, pursuing in realist terms the traditional quest 
for greater military power, who brought this about 
and the world could look forward to a decade of  peace 
and prosperity. 

 Again, like everyone else, realist theorists did not 
predict this outcome and at least part of  the reason 
lies in the Western failure to accurately understand 
the nature of  the Cold War, or to conceptualize it in 
ways in which peaceful change was seen as distinctly 
possible. The orthodox interpretation of  the Cold 
War, based on a fundamentally expansionist Soviet 
Union deterred from pursuing its ambitious goals 
by Western containment, is one obvious conceptu-
alization which, like realist ideas, prevents any pre-
diction of  developments leading to the Cold War’s 
end. Described by John Lewis Gaddis in terms of  its 
creation of  a long peace, the alleged goal of  Western 
policy was the prevention of  war by vigilance and 
deterrence. The encouragement of  change would 
not occur naturally with both sides locked into a 
process centred on Soviet expansion for a mixture of  
imperial and ideological reasons. The only thing that 
has to be explained is why war did not come about. 
The fact that the Soviets might have had no greater 
inclination to expand than the US is not considered 
and therefore the end of  the Cold War is hard to 
conceive.   3        

 The Less Developed World   

 The ideas as to why Gorbachev, the surprise hero in 
the West, acted as he did against all expectations and 
whether he was a prisoner of  domestic or interna-
tional events remain to be resolved. But Reagan de-
serves some credit for at least enabling the ending of  
the Cold War to be facilitated. Like Gorbachev, he 
may not have realized the full signifi cance of  what he 
was beginning, but from the American point of  view 
relations with the Soviet Union were something of  a 
triumph. Carter’s refocusing on East–West relations 

rather than North–South ones were ultimately re-
warded under Reagan, even if  the price was paid in 
less developed world countries. The less developed 
world mattered to Reagan not because of  the chal-
lenge of  the lack of  development, but because of  its 
signifi cance to Cold War rivalries, especially in such 
countries as Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Afghanistan. 
The Iran–Iraq war (the longest-running conventional 
war since 1945) was treated as a mere sideshow and 
Latin America, along with Africa, was left sunk in 
debt, with little attention paid to the poverty in which 
billions lived. Here, the moves towards reconciliation 
between Reagan and Gorbachev did not prevent the 
continuation of  the struggle between advocates of  
revolution and supporters of  the status quo. 

 In the early 1980s Reagan took the advice of  those 
who continued to put their trust in authoritarian dic-
tators in the less developed world, dictators who were 
seen as more suitable than totalitarian ideologues. 
Murder, and the lack of  political freedom, continued 
and for longer than some of  the pro-American dicta-
tors, such as Marcos in the Philippines and Duvalier in 
Haiti, whose excesses helped modify US policy as pov-
erty-stricken people resisted. In other countries such 
as El Salvador and Nicaragua resistance to American-
backed groups continued. By the end of  the decade, 
40,000 people had died as the US government, by 
fair and largely foul means, sought to overthrow the 
Sandinistas in Nicaragua. In El Salvador a 10-year war 
had claimed the lives of  around 70,000 people most of  
whom were killed by right-wing death squads. Cold 
War conceptions continued in place at the end of  the 
decade in parts of  the non-European world. It was an 
open question as to whether this indicated a reluc-
tance to take on board the post-Cold War world or 
whether the US was determined to pursue American 
interests by whatever means. 

 The losers were some of  the people of  the less devel-
oped world who found that the new liberal economic 
consensus on developmental progress merely brought 
them greater poverty. The debt trap was consuming 
an extremely large percentage of  some of  the poorer 
countries’ GDP, but the remedy was now deemed to 
be more engagement with the world economy. The 
model countries were those in Asia who, by the end 
of  the decade, had managed to achieve thriving in-
dustrial economies dominated by the export trade. 
There initial progress had, however, been made with 
the aid of  government controls to foster successful 
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 industrial development. Those countries too poor to 
make the transition to industry now found themselves 
doubly penalized by the developed world. The IMF’s 
structural adjustment programmes were based on 
controls which maintained low government expendi-
ture, and where welfare provision existed it suff ered 
serious cut-backs. Yet, access to developed markets in 
agricultural produce remained diffi  cult for produc-
ers in the less developed world because of  the kind 
of  protectionist policies maintained, for example, by 
the European Community. The 1980s saw the start 
of  a process whereby the poorest countries, mostly 
in Africa, were more and more marginalized in the 
global economy, as they struggled with mountainous 
debts that the West had to reschedule or face the prob-
lems of  defaults. 

 In the developed world, the end of  the Cold War 
brought a sense of  righteousness which ignored the 
problems facing many victims of  capitalism in the less 
developed world. The sense of  having been right all 
along was manifest, even if  Western leaders tried not to 
humiliate Gorbachev by making the ‘victory’ too obvi-
ous. Socialism was deemed dead and the Soviet Union 
defeated. There was a sense of  complacent satisfac-
tion, but problems remained in the world and would 
eventually emerge to challenge the self-righteousness 
and rosy expectations that prevailed at the start of  
the 1990s. In a sense they would show that, notwith-
standing the indisputable superiority of  the Western 
world in producing consumer goods and maintaining 
political freedoms, there were many problems, often 
ignored, which had little to do with the Cold War and 
the alleged ambitions of  the Soviet Union.     

 Retrospect   

 In retrospect, the new Cold War of  the early 1980s 
can be seen as the last phase in which the USSR tried 
to equal US might, not by addressing weaknesses at 
home, but by posing as a military giant. Or, it can be 
seen as the start of  a new attempt by the American 
Right to dominate the exercise of  global power in 
order to ensure that American interests prevailed. As 
the report of  the British Foreign Offi  ce wartime in-
quiry into the attitudes of  leading Americans put it, 
with reference to some US organizations and groups 
in 1944, their attitude was: ‘America fi rst the rest of  
the world nowhere’. The Soviet Union emerges as 
an empire in economic decline that was unable to 

maintain its levels of  defence expenditure and its 
controls over everyday life. In the early 1980s, it was 
still able to uphold its allies in Eastern Europe, Cuba, 
and Vietnam while backing Marxists in civil wars in 
Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Angola. However, even 
when Reagan came into offi  ce he was warned by the 
CIA of  the poor state of  the Soviet economy, a situ-
ation which continued to worsen. Around 1982 the 
USSR’s oil production began to fall off  and it was 
increasingly realized that the central planners could 
not provide raw materials to the country’s industry 
‘free’ of  charge. It also became clear that Eastern 
Europe, whatever its military value had been as a de-
fensive wall, was an economic liability that could no 
longer act as a barrier to ideas and culture. The post-
Cold War was to emerge with a resurgent America 
on the rise and its main rival no longer able to pro-
vide a challenge. 

 To remedy this Gorbachev initiated the poli-
cies of  ‘openness’ and ‘reconstruction’— glasnost  and 
 perestroika —which were intended to revitalize Soviet 
Communism but which actually unleashed the forces 
of  nationalism, self-determination, and consumer 
culture that destroyed the Soviet Union. This process 
might not have occurred so quickly had the US not 
emerged from the doldrums of  the 1970s with a new 
agenda. Moreover, after 1982, the success of  Western 
capitalism contrasted starkly with the fortunes of  the 
USSR and Eastern Europe much more so than in the 
previous decade. Rapid technological change was 
beginning to revolutionize the nature of  communi-
cation, the media’s impact was more encompassing, 
more money was spent on better Western propa-
ganda, and more economic benefi ts were available as 
access to consumer goods was, for the most part,made 
instantaneous because of  easier credit facilities. These 
were the things unavailable in the Soviet Union, where 
knowledge of  Western culture and lifestyles began 
to cross the Iron Curtain on an extensive basis as 
Gorbachev entered the Kremlin. 

 The surprising thing was that many commenta-
tors continued to discuss not Soviet decline, but that 
of  the US. When Gorbachev came to power, he was 
apparently able to seize the initiative in East–West 
relations for a time, but the US easily remained the 
predominant superpower, even if  its relative strength, 
compared to the late 1940s, had fallen off . The shape 
of  international relations after 1985 was set, not by 
the Kremlin, but by the fundamental weaknesses of  
the state over which it presided. By December 1989, it 
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 was clear that the new order that was emerging would 
have America as the only superpower. And if  at the 
time there was insuffi  cient understanding of  the com-
plex history of  the Cold War (a battle to get nuclear 

superiority as defi ned primarily by the Committee on 
the Present Danger), it becomes easier to appreciate 
why no one predicted that it would end at all, let alone 
so dramatically.   

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

    PART V    CHRONOLOGY 

From Confrontation to Communist Collapse, 1981–9        

  1981  

 11 January  Martial law declared in El Salvador. 

 20 January  Iran releases US Embassy hostages, held since November 1978. 

 9 February  General Jaruzelski becomes Prime Minister of Poland (and, on 18 October, Communist Party leader). 

 24 April  President Reagan ends anti-Soviet grain embargo, introduced by his predecessor after invasion of 

Afghanistan. 

 17 June  First American arms deal with Communist China. 

 23 September  US and USSR agree to open talks on intermediate nuclear forces (INF). 

 6 October  President Sadat of Egypt assassinated. 

 18 November  Reagan proposes the ‘zero option’, the complete destruction of INF weapons. 

 13 December  Jaruzelski declares martial law in Poland. 

  1982  

 2 April–14 June  The Falklands War: Argentinian forces invade the islands, which are reconquered by the British. 

 9 May  Reagan’s Eureka College speech proposes Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START), which will reduce 

nuclear arsenals. 

 24 May  In the Iran–Iraq War, Iranian forces recapture the key city of Khorramshahr. 

 6 June  Israeli invasion of Lebanon launched, to drive out the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). 

 29 June  START talks open in Geneva between the superpowers. 

 14 July  In the Iran–Iraq War, Iranians cross the Iraqi border for the first time. 

 21 August  PLO begins to pull out of Beirut; moves headquarters to Tunis. 

 10 November  Death of Soviet leader, Leonid Brezhnev; succeeded next day by Yuri Andropov. 

(continued...)
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PART V CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1983  

 9 March  Reagan describes USSR as an ‘evil Empire’. 

 23 March  Reagan speech launches the ‘Strategic Defense Initiative’ (SDI) for space-based anti-nuclear systems. 

 21 July  Jaruzelski ends martial law in Poland. 

 1 September  A South Korean Airlines’ Boeing 747, flight KAL 007 shot down by Soviets. 

 9 October  Several South Korean government ministers assassinated by North Koreans on a visit to Rangoon, Burma. 

 23 October  Over 300 US and French troops, part of a multinational peacekeeping force, killed in bombings in Beirut. 

 25 October  Invasion of Grenada by US Marines. 

 15 November  Deployment of Cruise–Pershing missiles begins in Western Europe, despite widespread protests. 

 23 November  Soviets walk out of INF talks due to Cruise deployments; START talks suspended on 8 December. 

  1984  

 9 February  Death of Andropov; succeeded on 13 February by Konstantin Chernenko. 

 26 April–2 May  Reagan visits China. 

 8 May  USSR says it will boycott forthcoming Los Angeles Olympics. 

 28 September  Reagan meets Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, for the first time. 

 22 November  Reagan re-elected President. 

  1985  

 4 February  New Zealand refuses to let nuclear-capable US ships into its ports; leads to virtual breakdown of ANZUS 

Pact (US suspends obligations to New Zealand in August 1986). 

 11 March  Mikhail Gorbachev succeeds Chernenko as leader of the Soviet Union. 

 12 March  INF and START talks reopen. 

 7 April  Gorbachev suspends new deployments of nuclear missiles and urges NATO to do the same. 

 26 April  Warsaw Pact renewed for twenty years. 

 1 May  US launches trade embargo against Nicaragua. 

 6 August  Gorbachev initiates a moratorium on nuclear tests (lasts until April 1986). 

 19–21 November  First summit meeting between Gorbachev and Reagan, in Geneva. 

  1986  

 15 January  Gorbachev accepts ‘zero option’ for destruction of INF systems. 

 25 February  In the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos, after an election defeat, finally surrenders the presidency to Corazon 

Aquino. 

 15 April  US air forces strike targets in Libya. 

 26 April  Chernobyl nuclear reactor melts down, near Kiev, USSR. 

 28 July  Gorbachev’s Vladivostok speech urges improved relations with China. 

 23 August  Gennady Zakharov, a Soviet embassy official, is arrested for spying in US; on 30 August Soviets arrest 

Nicholas Daniloff, an American journalist. 

 30 September  Release of Zakharov and Daniloff. 

 11–12 October  Gorbachev and Reagan summit in Reykjavik breaks down over SDI. 

 3 November  The ‘Irangate’ scandal breaks: a Lebanese newspaper reveals that a high-level US official visited Iran in May. 
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PART V CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

  1987  

 10 April  Gorbachev’s Prague speech advocates a ‘common European home’. 

 20 July  UN passes Resolution 598 on an Iran–Iraq ceasefire and return to border as it was in 1980. 

 7 August  ‘Arias Plan’, for peace in Nicaragua, put forward by Central American governments. 

 29 November  In Poland, the Communist government holds a referendum on economic reform but fails to get 50 per 

cent support. 

 7–10 December  Third Gorbachev–Reagan summit, in Washington. INF treaty signed on 8 December. 

  1988  

 8 February  Gorbachev announces Red Army will evacuate Afghanistan in March 1989 if a peace settlement is made. 

 3 March  US Congress effectively cuts financial support to Contras in Nicaragua. 

 23 March  Ceasefire in Nicaragua between the Contras and the government. 

 14 April  Geneva peace agreement on a settlement in Afghanistan. 

 29 May–2 June  Gorbachev–Reagan summit in Moscow. 

 30 June  Vietnam begins withdrawing its troops from neighbouring Kampuchea (Cambodia). 

 20 July  Ayatollah Khomeini reluctantly agrees to end the war with Iraq. 

 31 August  Lech Walesa meets a Polish government minister to discuss mounting internal unrest. 

 8 November  George Bush wins presidential election. 

 22 December  UN agreements on independence of Namibia and Cuban withdrawal from Angola. 

  1989  

 11 January  Non-communist parties legalized in Hungary. 

 15 February  Last Red Army troops leave Afghanistan. 

 6 March  Talks on reducing ‘Conventional Forces in Europe’ open between Eastern and Western representatives in 

Vienna. 

 26 March and 9 April  First elections for a ‘Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies’. 

 5 April  In Poland, the government agrees to recognize Solidarity and elect an assembly. 

 25 April  Soviets begin to pull troops out of Hungary. 

 7 May  In Panama, President Noriega annuls recent election results. 

 12 May  Bush’s Texas A&M University speech effectively ends the policy of containment. 

 15–18 May  Gorbachev–Deng Xiaoping summit held in Beijing. First Sino-Soviet summit for thirty years. 

 21 May  Egypt rejoins the Arab League after ten years. 

 4 June  Chinese Red Army forcibly ends the occupation of Tiananmen Square, Beijing, by over 100,000 

demonstrators (who had been there since 22 April). 

 4 and 18 June  Solidarity scores major successes in Polish elections. 

 23 August  Demonstrations in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, in favour of independence from USSR. 

 26 September  Last Vietnamese troops leave Cambodia. 

 9–10 November  Opening of the Berlin Wall. 

 2–3 December  First Bush–Gorbachev summit in Malta. 

 20 December  US forces invade Panama, to overthrow Noriega. 

 29 December  Czechoslovakia chooses the dissident Václav Havel as its President. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 

read about the key events in that year. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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        16 
The ‘Second’ Cold War, 
1981–5        

  A.    US–Soviet Relations and the 
New Cold War      

 Reagan’s International Outlook 
and ‘Reaganomics’   

 Ronald Reagan, a former movie actor and Governor 
of  California, had been a fi rm anti-communist since 
his post-war days as President of  the Screen Actors’ 
Guild, when he had denounced leftist infl uences in 
Hollywood. He had already been a critic of  détente 
and SALT when seeking the Republican presidential 
nomination in 1976; in 1980 he triumphed over Carter 
and the divided Democratic camp by attacking the in-
cumbent as a weak, indecisive fi gure whose economic 
policies had failed and who had lowered America’s in-
ternational reputation. Above all, Reagan promised a 
disheartened electorate strong leadership and he came 
to power on the back of  a general rightwards shift in 
the political mood. He dismissed détente as ‘a one-way 

street that the Soviet Union has used to pursue its 
aims’.   1    Many former Democrats (the so-called ‘neo-
conservatives’), dissatisfi ed with the SALT process and 
concerned by Soviet advances in the less developed 
world, had turned to the Right since 1976. In order to 
build a consensus behind its policies the new adminis-
tration promised ‘to restore the domestic economy, re-
ward the anti-Communist friends of  the United States 
abroad, halt the spread of  Soviet infl uence and combat 
terrorism … without … risking another Vietnam-type 
confl ict’.   2    In contrast to Carter, who was prepared 
to tackle complex issues like Middle Eastern peace, 
 Reagan had little desire to master details whatever 
their importance, concentrated on a presentational 
role in government, and pursued a simple foreign 
policy.  Neither intellectual nor particularly devious, he 
rejected détente as a communist trick, was initially de-
termined to resist the spread of  Soviet infl uence wher-
ever it threatened and, going beyond that, wanted to 
carry the New Cold War into the Soviet camp. 
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  In a sense this was nothing new. Even under 
 Truman, when the original idea of  ‘containment’, 
appeared, American policy had soon developed a 
strong element of  ‘liberation’, hoping to undermine 
the  Eastern bloc through the use of  covert action, 
economic pressures, and propaganda. Where Reagan 
diff ered from Truman was in his clear, public acknowl-
edgement of  the  ‘off ensive’ elements in the US arse-
nal. He wanted to force changes in Soviet policy by 
starving them of  trade and technology in vital areas, 
by outspending them on defence, and by backing their 
 opponents in less developed countries. The indig-
enous problems of  the poorer regions of  the world, 
the need to tackle poverty and local confl icts, were ig-
nored as all foreign policy was interpreted in the light 
of  Soviet– American confrontation. Under the  ‘Reagan 
Doctrine’, the US promised support for so-called ‘free-
dom fi ghters’ in Afghanistan, Angola, and Central 
America. This strong-handed approach, underpinned 
by the President’s public relations talents, went down 
well with the US public, which sensed that ‘history had 
taken a U-turn. The United States … was reasserting 
its international hegemony [while the] Soviet Union 
was mired in a deeply unpopular war in Afghanistan.’ 
Yet the appearance was deceptive. In fact the current 
 perception merely reversed ‘a short period of  [false] 
images of  American weakness and Soviet strength’.   3    
‘The Reagan administration … brought a new sense of  
dynamism and assertiveness to the  Soviet– American 
relationship’ perhaps, but the ‘major changes … were 
in rhetoric rather than substance, and … it did little 
more than carry out the policies which had been for-
mulated by Carter in … 1980’.   4    

 In retrospect, even Andrei Gromyko shared the im-
pression that a major change occurred in January 1981: 
‘On the coming to power of  the Reagan administra-
tion, tension in Soviet–US relations increased … The 
new US government did everything it could to undo 
the work of  its predecessors.’   5    Yet, at fi rst,  Reagan’s 
outlook did not necessarily imply a more dangerous 
US–Soviet confrontation than in Carter’s last year. 
Moscow had seen Carter, with his human rights 
 crusade, as a diffi  cult fi gure and had never shared the 
fantasies of  the Committee of  the Present  Danger 
that the US was in cataclysmic decline, with the 
 Soviets about to overhaul it in the nuclear arms race. 
American defence spending was already rising and, in 
talking of  nuclear war-fi ghting doctrines, Reagan was 
largely building on Carter’s Presidential Directive 59 
(itself  built on the 1974 Schlesinger Doctrine). Indeed, 

at the start of  the new presidency, an astonished 
 Alexander Haig, the incoming Secretary of  State, was 
told by Soviet ambassador Dobrynin that he ‘failed to 
see any basic diff erence from the arrogant moralizing 
of  the departed Carter administration’.   6    Some Soviet 
experts may have hoped that Reagan would prove as 
positive to deal with as Nixon, his Republican prede-
cessor, who had also come to power as an outspoken 
anti-Communist. And behind the blunt exterior, there 
were important nuances in Reagan’s outlook: despite 
the fears of  Western liberals, he did  not  want confron-
tation to lead to war; whilst advocating US strength he 
was also ready to negotiate with the Soviets—if  they 
respected US wishes; and he was capable of  recogniz-
ing that the Cold War sometimes damaged American 
interests. Thus in April 1981, three months after en-
tering the White House he both wrote to Brezhnev 
expressing a desire for peace and lifted the grain em-
bargo on the USSR, which Carter had begun after the 
invasion of  Afghanistan but which hit the profi ts of  
mid-West farmers. ‘Perhaps’, he wrote, ‘this decision 
will contribute to creating the circumstances which 
will lead to the meaningful … dialogue which will 
 assist us in our joint obligation to fi nd lasting peace.’   7    
He also quickly abandoned his earlier view that the 
Chinese Communists were as bad as the Soviets, and 
visited Beijing in 1984. 

 Closely linked to his determination to fi ght the Cold 
War worldwide was Reagan’s campaign to reduce 
infl ation and bring growth to the US after the poor 
economic performance of  the 1970s. During his fi rst 
few years in offi  ce, in fact, the state of  the economy 
took precedence over foreign policy on the adminis-
tration’s agenda. Again, Reagan had no sophisticated 
ideology to guide him. Once a Democrat himself, he 
had admired Franklin D. Roosevelt, the father of  the 
New Deal, which many Republicans saw as the root 
of  ‘wasteful’ social spending and a bloated federal 
government. Reagan, however, became closely associ-
ated with the ideas of  a particular school of  neo-liberal 
economists. Of  those economists who in the 1970s had 
begun to challenge the post-war consensus of  full em-
ployment and government intervention to counter 
other features of  free-market capitalism that were seen 
as damaging to the social fabric, Milton Friedman, 
Friedrich Hayek, and the followers of  the deceased 
Leo Strauss came into their own under Reagan’s presi-
dency. The theories they held were nothing new: they 
had developed in the wake of  the Second World War 
in opposition to the Keynesian consensus. They did, 
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 however, appear new to many who had become dis-
illusioned with the failure of  Bretton Woods in the 
1970s and then with the troubles of  the later years of  
the decade that emphasized social strife and continued 
infl ation. In the 1980s, they took over from Keynesian 
ideas as the dominant force in Western economics in 
a changed political and economic climate. Reagan had 
emerged as a leader with an instinctive sympathy with 
their views and was prepared to assume a leadership 
role in popularizing them. Advocates of  free market 
economics were united with philosophical libertarians 
and religious nationalists under the auspices of  Leo 
Strauss, of  the University of  Chicago. Strauss, who 
saw connections between the interventionism of  the 
Weimar Republic and the evils of  the Nazis (the ul-
timate tragedy of  market interference), was the pre-
cursor of  the Christian religious Right, which was to 
become a powerful force in the US by the beginning 
of  the 1990s. Individuals had to be responsible for their 
actions to become virtuous citizens while the market, 
based on individual self-interest, and self-regulating 
when free from state intervention, would rule society. 

 The work of  another member of  the Chicago 
school, Milton Friedman, seemed particularly relevant 
to the end of  a decade characterized by stagfl ation 
because he off ered a simple explanation of  infl ation. 
Friedman claimed that the infl ationary pressures, 
which had grown so much in the 1970s, were caused 
directly by the growth in the money supply produced 
by the state that had a monopoly of  producing money. 
If  the state allowed too much money to circulate by 
setting interest rates too low or by high levels of  pub-
lic expenditure, then not only would the economy 
not respond to the market but infl ation would result. 
The answer was to make sure the state did not print 
money; then infl ation would come down along with 
the money supply. In the event such ideas were proved 
wrong, most notably in Britain, where the money sup-
ply increased but infl ation came down nevertheless. 
Yet at the time they were extremely infl uential. 

 These ideas were popularized by right-wing think 
tanks in the US such as the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, the Hoover Institution, and the Heritage Foun-
dation. This, in turn, was linked to the dissatisfaction 
with détente and the lack of  American confi dence, as-
sociated with the sense of  perceived national decline 
and loss of  US global dominance. Economic prob-
lems, as perceived by many on the American Right, 
required an approach which would liberate business 
from the constraints deemed to be at the root of  

American problems. As always, it was believed that the 
removal of  such constraints and the resolution of  US 
problems would be benefi cial for the rest of  the world 
as well as America itself. The ‘Washington Consensus’ 
of  tax cuts, (especially for the rich), balanced budgets, 
deregulation, anti-trades union legislation, and tight 
money controls, was central to Reagan’s ideology and 
to some extent key aspects of  his policies. It became 
associated with key international fi nancial institu-
tions, still largely controlled by the US, and then with 
the idea of  ‘globalization’. Reagan believed that reduc-
tions in marginal taxes and limits on state spending (as 
well as on economic aid to the less developed world) 
would encourage free enterprise. At fi rst, his policy 
of  high interest rates (necessary because of  the eff ect 
of  tax cuts and rising defence expenditure), though 
it drove down infl ation, also deepened the depres-
sion inherited from Carter: unemployment reached 
11 per cent in 1981 and the economy, stagnant in 1980, 
actually contracted by 2 per cent in 1982. But growth 
revived in 1983, peaking at 7 per cent in 1984 and aver-
aging almost 4 per cent per annum in Reagan’s sec-
ond term. Such sustained expansion, linked to a fall 
in infl ation below 2 per cent in 1986, boosted national 
confi dence through a consumer boom but produced 
a remarkably high budget defi cit and a serious imbal-
ance within the US economy. 

 ‘Reaganomics’ worked no real economic miracle 
for America and 1980s growth rates in countries such 
as Britain have been exaggerated by unfair compari-
sons with the sluggish late 1970s. Over the long term, 
on both sides of  the Atlantic, the decade as a whole 
was no more successful in producing growth than 
past decades with which it was broadly comparable. 
In the US the 40 per cent increase in defence spend-
ing in 1981–6 kept interest rates high in the long term, 
pushed up the value of  the dollar and, partly as a re-
sult, the trade defi cit mushroomed, up from $25 billion 
in 1980 to over $140 billion in 1984. What was signifi -
cant was the stagnation of  blue-collar wages in the de-
veloped world as, particularly in America and Britain, 
successful enterprises were measured more and more 
by the value of  the dividends paid to shareholders. 
And of  course there was the reversal of  the post-war 
trend in the developed world for the gap between the 
rich and the poor to narrow, with staggering increases 
in the incomes of  the very rich. In the US the 1980s 
saw the incomes of  the top 1 per cent double while 
the bottom 20 per cent suff ered a 10 per cent decline.   8    
Nevertheless, it appeared that ‘Reaganomics’ and the 
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 arguments of  the free deregulated marketers, with 
their tax cuts and reductions in social security, had 
won the day—even if  Reagan, because of  his defence 
spending, actually imposed high levels of  expenditure 
on the public purse. In a sense, the apparent victory 
was not an economic one but a cultural one, embod-
ied in an increasingly expansive and powerful global 
media, largely in the hands of  the Right. 

 However, in the 1980s even the market could not 
 refashion American dominance of  the world economy 
alone. The trade defi cit with Japan was particularly 
worrying, growing from $16 billion in 1981 to $46  billion 
in 1985, despite Japan’s agreement to restrain sales of  
cars and other products. Reagan’s tax cuts tended to 
foster spending on imported consumer goods, while 
his simultaneous insistence on an expanded defence 
budget pushed up the national debt, from less than $1 
billion in 1981 to more than $2.5 trillion in 1989. In 1985 
America became a debtor nation for the fi rst time since 
1914, a statistic which could support a view that the 
country was still in decline relative to the other indus-
trial powers, despite Reagan’s promises to reverse the 
trend. By the end of  the presidency, America was the 
world’s largest debtor, a statistic that caused problems 
for his successors in the White House. The conserva-
tive coalition was beginning to seem less  secure when 
George Bush became President. The importance of  
right-wing Christian fundamentalism was increasing 
as the forces of  the centre Right became more con-
cerned about extremism. 

 It was the Japanese who exploited the opportuni-
ties off ered by the economic situation most, buying 
up about a third of  the expanded US defi cit in Reagan’s 
fi rst term and becoming the world’s largest creditor 
nation—but at the price of  increasing American fear 
of  Japan’s burgeoning economic power. Japan, which 
imported all its oil but was a highly effi  cient producer 
of  cars and electrical goods, continued to devote its 
wealth to investment rather than consumption. The 
Japanese trade surplus was partly off set by the na-
tionalist Nakasone Yasuhiro’s willingness to expand 
defence spending above the previous limit of  one per 
cent of  GDP. In particular, Yasuhiro proved ready 
to answer US calls for an expanded Japanese naval 
 presence in the Pacifi c. There was also an attempt 
to rectify the trade imbalance by letting the yen rise 
in value against the dollar: in the eighteen months 
following the  September 1985 Plaza agreement, be-
tween fi nance ministers, the dollar fell by about a half  
against the yen (market interference to benefi t the US 

economy). Yet, Japanese manufacturers simply com-
pensated for the change by reducing their profi t levels 
and in 1988 Japan’s surplus with America rose to $60 
billion. The Japanese also continued to expand their 
investments in America, focusing on property pur-
chases in the late 1980s, and their banks became some 
of  the largest in the world. 

 By the end of  the 1980s many Americans were 
still concerned about the idea of  decline, as seen in 
the popularity of  Paul Kennedy’s 1988 book,  The Rise 
and Fall of  the Great Powers , with its theme of  military 
‘overstretch’ draining the economic resources of  even 
the mightiest states. The US was deemed to be mak-
ing the sacrifi ces to fi ght the military battle against the 
real enemy of  free enterprise while others gained the 
economic benefi ts of  free-riding. Kennedy’s theme 
was picked up by other works, who found striking 
statistics to prove their case. Thus, in 1950 the US had 
made nearly half  the world’s steel, but by 1990 only 
about a tenth, and it had been overtaken by both Japan 
and the European Community. As a result, one study 
argued, America ‘found itself  increasingly struggling 
to project power other than its military component’.   9    

 By 1985 the US economy had left the age of  ‘stagfl a-
tion’ behind and helped pull other Western economies 
out of  depression. Yet whether this marked a sound 
long-term future for the world economy and whether 
it signifi ed the failure of  state planning under Com-
munism or Social Democracy are diffi  cult questions 
to answer. The decline of  the US since 1960 relative to 
other industrial powers and its recovery in economic 
terms may both have been more imaginary than real, 
especially given the problems that appeared to blight 
the economic success of  some Asian countries in the 
1990s and the recession that struck the Western world 
after 2007. The US remained in a strong position, but 
its domination of  the world economy was much re-
duced from the 1950s. The rise of  Japan was of  some 
concern especially now that one-fi fth of  American 
national wealth relied on foreign trade. But talk of  
‘American decline’ was certainly premature. The fact 
was that, under Reagan, the US retained its ability 
to pay for both strong defences and internal stabil-
ity. It outmatched the Soviets in both economic and 
military power and easily remained the world’s largest 
economy. 

 In the 1980s West European countries could match 
neither America’s nor Japan’s performance despite 
their high sales in the US, but they were seen as 
part of  the threat to American economic power. In 
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 Britain, the Thatcher government cut taxes on the 
wealthy and placed tight controls on public spend-
ing while maintaining an overvalued pound which 
hit  British manufacturing industry; unemployment 
of  over 3 million was seen as the necessary cost to get 
infl ation down below 5 per cent in 1983 and to secure 
several years of  growth at over 2 per cent which in the 
late 1980s contributed to the economy overheating. 
In Germany after 1982, Helmut Kohl was rather less 
ideological in his approach but maintained the coun-
try’s good record on growth, prior to the problems of  
reunifi cation, while tolerating a higher level of  unem-
ployment than in the past. In Italy between 1984 and 
1989 there was talk of  another ‘economic miracle’ as 
growth averaged 3 per cent. 

 For much of  the less developed world the picture 
was a lot more worrying and in some places verging 
on the catastrophic. In the US, Western Europe, and 
Japan the 1980s economic expansion was accompanied 
not only by a desire to reduce government spending 
at home but also to restrict development aid abroad. 
America, in the era of  Reaganomics and revitalized 
anti-communism, wanted to see the less developed 
countries embrace the free market, abandon state 
planning, and restrict government spending pro-
grammes. The threat to the provision of  infrastruc-
ture, education, and health, all of  which might help 
capitalism thrive, was seen as less damaging than state 
controls and high public expenditure. It is true that 
during Reagan’s fi rst term the US foreign aid budget 
expanded, but most of  the increase was in the form 
of  military assistance (which topped $7 billion in 1984, 
up from $3 billion in 1980) and even this fell off  in the 
second term. Western countries now preferred the 
developing world to rely on private investment rather 
than foreign aid, and the US particularly pressed for 
the reduction of  all forms of  protectionism in order 
to boost global trade. Such aid as there was became 
conditional on the recipients accepting the need for 
‘structural adjustment’. The developing nations were 
thus required to emulate the free-enterprise policies 
now being embraced by the developed world and they 
had few weapons with which to fi ght back in the face 
of  such pressure. 

 Moreover, they were increasingly hampered by the 
debt burden, which was a legacy of  the oil price rise, 
and the ease with which Western banks lent money to 
poorer countries whose terms of  trade declined and 
whose available income was increasingly taken up with 
debt repayment. It was easy to point to corruption as 

a feature of  many of  the poorer, particularly African 
 nations, but whether this was more a cause than an 
eff ect of  their economic plight is a controversial point. 
The last great call for a state-led transfer of  resources 
from the North to the South (at $50 billion a year) was 
the 1980 Brandt Report, written by an international 
group under the former German Chancellor, Willy 
Brandt. The report argued that North and South had 
a vested interest in cooperation and that the alterna-
tive to tackling the problem was the creation of  an 
ever more divided, insecure world. But these warn-
ings caused little concern in northern capitals where 
Brandt’s interventionist, social democratic outlook 
was already giving way to the free-enterprise doc-
trines of  the New Right. In any case, the 1980s showed 
that the poverty-stricken South presented little men-
ace to the North and therefore the poor could be qui-
etly ignored, except when the publicity given to them 
by the well known and the famous temporarily caught 
the attention of  the Western public. 

 By the end of  his second term, Reagan had helped 
create the impression that the US had beaten the 
USSR in the economic stakes. But, as the CIA told 
Reagan, the USSR in the early 1980s—far from being 
an all-powerful menace—was locked into a situation 
of  stagnant growth, ineffi  cient central planning, and 
 corruption. The burdens of  its own high defence 
spending and the need to prop up the equally ineffi  -
cient economies of  Eastern Europe, whilst also aid-
ing ‘wars of  national liberation’ in Angola and Central 
America, and fi ghting the war in Afghanistan, exacer-
bated Soviet economic problems. As the failings of  the 
Soviet model became clearer, at least in the view of  
Reagan’s supporters, Moscow was forced into radical 
reforms which ultimately destroyed the regime. The 
1990s would see the US as the world’s only economic 
and military superpower.     

 Years of Fear, 1981–3   

 It was said by one leading academic observer of  the 
international scene in 1985 that, during the fi rst  Reagan 
term, ‘all was actually quiet, save on the rhetorical 
front, in the central confrontation between the su-
perpowers’.   10    Nonetheless, whatever the limits to his 
 bellicosity, Reagan’s fi rst few years in offi  ce saw pop-
ular fears that the superpowers might go to war and 
there was some justifi cation for this. In order to give 
US armed forces global mobility and also to put strains 
on the Soviet economy, Reagan expanded the already 



370 From Confrontation to Communist Collapse, 1981–9

 high levels of  defence spending (especially on strategic 
nuclear weapons and the navy), whilst adopting a scep-
tical approach to arms control. His Defense  Secretary, 
Caspar Weinberger, believed that US military strength 
was ‘the only thing that could persuade the Soviets 
that they could not take actions such as they had taken 
in the 1970s in Angola and Afghanistan … Nicaragua, 
Ethiopia and elsewhere’.   11    The President reinvigorated 
the CIA, not least to tackle ‘wars of  national libera-
tion’ and support anti-communist ‘freedom fi ghters’ 
(its new director, Bill Casey, proving a keen advocate 
of  covert operations), as well as launching a new psy-
chological warfare campaign against communism and 
trying to tighten up on trade links with the Eastern 
bloc. Finally, Reagan engaged in the most extreme 
anti- communist rhetoric since Kennedy. In his most 
famous declaration of  all, on 8 March 1983, at Orlando 
in Florida, Reagan denounced the USSR as an ‘evil 
 Empire’ and predicted the end of  communism. Fifteen 
days later he followed this up with the announcement 
of  the Star Wars  programme (more fully discussed 
in  Chapter  16  , C), designed to counter a Soviet nu-
clear strike and therefore seen as a threat to the con-
cept of  mutually assured destruction, whose logic of  
deterrence was seen by some as vital to  superpower 
peace. This followed a series of  what the Soviets saw 
as provocative decisions by Reagan: his March 1981 an-
nouncement of  further aid to the Mujaheddin resist-
ance in Afghanistan (see  Chapter  16  , D); his decision, 
three months later, to sell the fi rst US arms to Com-
munist China; his accusation in  October 1981 that the 
Soviets planned to fi ght and win a nuclear war; his aid 
to the Contra rebels fi ghting the leftist Nicaraguan 
government (see  Chapter  18  , B) and his support for 
the Solidarity trades union in  Poland (see  Chapter  16  , 
B). Unwilling, like Eisenhower, to talk to the Soviets 
until they showed a readiness to make concessions, 
he refused even to see their high-level emissaries. The 
President did not meet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin 
until February 1983 and a fi rst meeting with Foreign 
Minister, Andrei Gromyko, only came in September 
1984, when: ‘The conversation was edgy and … there 
was the inevitable confrontation’ over Soviet aims in 
the world.   12    

 For its part, the Kremlin was predictably unwill-
ing to concede that it was guilty of  any wrongdoing 
in world aff airs. In Afghanistan, of  course, as also in 
Eastern Europe, it saw itself  as struggling to  preserve 
socialism and stability, with no intention of  off en-
sive action beyond its own sphere. In Nicaragua and 

elsewhere in Central America, it still saw ‘wars on na-
tional liberation’ as an inevitable reaction to  capitalist 
oppression. Where the military balance was con-
cerned, Moscow insisted it was committed to nuclear 
parity and to the fulfi lment of  SALT II—claims which 
were probably correct, since the Soviets always recog-
nized that they would lose a technological race with 
America, hence their enormous fear of  the Star Wars 
programme. Ideas explored by the Soviet  military 
for nuclear war-fi ghting simply mirrored those being 
 discussed in the US and Reagan himself  caused con-
sternation in Western Europe in November 1981 when 
he talked of  localizing a nuclear exchange on the con-
tinent. At fi rst, the Soviet Politburo ‘decided to follow 
a course for détente in the hope that Reagan little by 
little would become more reasonable’, but within 
months they felt they were dealing with ‘a deeply 
disturbing fi gure … Once they reluctantly came to 
the conclusion détente could not be recovered … the 
 inclination grew inside the Kremlin not to pacify him 
but to fi ght back.’   13    Moscow’s interpretation of  US 
policy—intervening in less developed world confl icts, 
undermining the nuclear balance, seeking to divide 
the Eastern bloc—was, ironically, a mirror image of  
Washington’s view of  Soviet designs. As so often in 
the Cold War, it was genuinely diffi  cult to divorce re-
ality from propaganda. Thus, when the Soviets tried 
to convince Europeans that Reagan was running the 
risk of  war, the Americans dismissed the accusation 
as a Kremlin ploy to divide the West. But Brezhnev’s 
statement on 3 February 1982 (a year into the Reagan 
presidency) that the international situation was at its 
worst since 1945, probably refl ected genuine fear. 

 The situation was not helped by the instability and 
uncertainty of  policy-making in Moscow. Even com-
pared to the septuagenarian Reagan, the Soviet leader-
ship seemed decrepit. Brezhnev, born in 1906, in power 
since 1964 and increasingly unwell since the mid-1970s, 
seemed the personal embodiment of  the stagnation, 
corruption, and lack of  idealism over which he pre-
sided. Even the KGB connived in scurrilous attacks on 
him before his death in November. He was succeeded 
by the KGB chief, Yuri Andropov, eight years younger, 
who seemed intelligent and decisive, who had served 
abroad and was reputed to have some liking for US 
culture, and who had strong support from Gromyko 
and Defence Minister Ustinov. But any hopes that 
 Andropov would bring greater openness and imagi-
nation to superpower relations quickly faded. A loyal 
Communist and strict disciplinarian, who hoped to 
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 root out the crime and corruption of  the Brezhnev 
era, his initial vigour was soon sapped by kidney 
 failure. His mind remained clear but from February 
1983 he relied on a dialysis machine. Suspicious of  
 Reagan, Andropov nonetheless agreed that an attempt 
must be made to work with him and even exchanged 
some private messages with the White House over the 
summer, in which both sides professed a readiness to 
talk and a desire for peace. But on 1 September one of  
the few crises of  the new Cold War suddenly occurred, 
when a South Korean airliner, code named KAL 007, 
was shot down by a Soviet warplane (see   boxed sec-
tion  ). Such an isolated incident was never likely to lead 
to war, but it soured East–West relations once more. 
Most Western countries denied landing rights to the 
Soviet airline, Aerofl ot, as a sanction. On 28 September 
Andropov declared it was impossible to deal with the 
‘militarist’ Reagan administration.        

 Early Signs of a Thaw, 1983–5   

 The US President too could seem blinkered in out-
look and ready to risk nuclear war. In August 1984 he 
was heard joking about the subject. Easy-going in his 
 approach to work, Reagan found it diffi  cult to master 
complex issues and also found it diffi  cult to deal with 
the idea that as President he should exercise a deci-
sive infl uence on government. He often expected his 
staff  to make policy and simply to tell him what re-
quired explaining to the people. His administration’s 

decision-making process was therefore chaotic lead-
ing his fi rst Secretary of  State, Alexander Haig, to 
resign after less than 18 months, complaining ‘there 
was no description of  duty, no rules, no expression 
of  the essential authority of  the President to guide 
his subordinates’.   14    Reagan also surrounded himself  
with equally strong anti-communists like the Defense 
Secretary, Caspar Weinberger, the National Security 
Adviser (1982–3), William Clark, and the ambassador 
to the UN, Jeanne Kirkpatrick. The last was ready to 
assist virtually any anti-communist regime, however 
dictatorial and distasteful, on the grounds that they 
might one day evolve into democracies; whereas com-
munists were beyond the pale and could never change 
into liberal states. But Haig’s successor at the State 
Department, George Shultz, brought a calmer, more 
patient approach to foreign policy. In their fi rst con-
versation, Dobrynin found that, ‘Shultz was at ease 
and did not use the sharp expressions characteristic of  
Haig. He conducted the conversation in a more busi-
nesslike manner.   15    Shultz favoured a more positive 
policy, emphasizing Reagan’s desire for peace and dis-
playing a greater readiness than his colleagues to seek 
negotiations with Moscow. In a meeting on 25 March, 
Reagan listened to an outline of  Shultz’s approach and 
declared: ‘If  Andropov is willing to do business then 
so am I.’   16    Two months later the Secretary of  State ar-
gued before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
that it was possible to have a ‘constructive dialogue’ 
with Moscow on arms control, regional problems, 

   The KAL 007 Incident    

 KAL 007 was a Korean Air Lines fl ight from Anchorage, Alaska 

to Seoul, South Korea which was shot down by a Soviet jet 

fi ghter over the Sea of Japan on 1 September 1983. The Boeing 

747 had 269 people on board, including 61 Americans, one of 

them a Congressman, Larry McDonald of Georgia. The airliner 

was fl ying well off  course and had been inside Soviet airspace 

over Kamchatka, as well as the island of Sakhalin, before two 

missiles were fi red at it. Evidence from the USSR suggests that 

the Soviets mistook it for an American RC-135 spy plane 

(another of these was operating near Kamchatka at the time) 

and that they brought it down in haste, as it left their airspace, 

having taken a long time to intercept it. There has been intense 

speculation about why the Boeing, with its experienced crew, 

could have been so far off  course and why so little wreckage was 

recovered, with some conspiracy theories claiming that it was on 

a spying mission or that, rather than being brought down, it 

landed in Kamchatka. Others simply put the fl ight path down to 

pilot error and the lack of wreckage down to the disintegration 

of the aircraft due to the force of impact. The incident was 

exploited by the Reagan administration to embarrass the Soviets, 

with claims being made that they knew it was a civilian airliner. 

American intercepts of Soviet military messages were released 

to try to prove this was the case. In retaliation the US and many 

other Western powers suspended landing rights for the Soviet 

national airline, Aerofl ot, for some weeks. The response from 

Moscow was unapologetic and defensive, highlighting the 

regime’s incompetence when it came to managing public opinion. 

The incident was, however, a short-lived, isolated act by the 

USSR which never threatened serious results.  
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 even human rights, alongside a policy of  fi rmness. 
This caused some confusion in the press and was very 
diff erent from the ‘linkages’ approach of  the 1970s, 
but it was little diff erent to the old formula of  ‘nego-
tiation from strength’. Shultz took the key element 
in his statement to be the declaration that ‘strength 
and realism can deter war, but only direct dialogue 
and  negotiation can open the path toward lasting 

peace’.   17    True, it proved diffi  cult to execute. A new, $10 
billion grain deal with the Soviets in July 1983 was fol-
lowed by talk in Washington of  a Reagan–Andropov 
 summit, but then came the KAL 007 crisis, which 
left even Shultz livid at Soviet insensitivity, followed 
by the US invasion of  Grenada (see  Chapter  18  , C), 
where the troubled left-wing regime had close links 
to Castro’s Cuba. In November the deployment of  

   Ronald Reagan and his Key Advisers    

 For the fi rst 50 years of his life, Ronald Reagan seemed an 

unlikely prospect for the presidency. Born in 1911 in Tampico, 

Illinois and educated at the little-known Eureka College, his fi rst 

job was as a sports announcer on the radio before he entered 

fi lm work. A well-known ‘B-movie’ actor, he made over fi fty 

fi lms between his debut in 1937 and his entry into full-time 

politics in 1964. His political interests fi rst became obvious in 

1947 when he became president of the Screen Actors’ Guild, 

taking a leading role over the next few years in rooting out 

left-wing infl uences in Hollywood. In 1962 he switched from the 

Democrats to the Republicans, becoming a leading supporter of 

the extreme right-winger Barry Goldwater in the 1964 

presidential election. Goldwater was crushingly defeated by 

Lyndon Johnson but the ever-resilient and confi dent Reagan 

went on to be elected Governor of California in 1966. His 

policies of tax cuts and restrictions on spending proved popular 

and he was re-elected Governor in 1970. Following unsuccessful 

bids for the Republican nomination in the 1968, 1972, and 1976 

presidential elections, Reagan fi nally triumphed over the luckless 

Jimmy Carter in 1980, particularly by exploiting the state of 

the economy. 

 As President, Reagan’s domestic policies echoed those he had 

followed in California, with tax reductions and limits on social 

spending. But his external policies included massive defence 

expenditure, which resulted in a growing budget defi cit. In his 

fi rst term he pursued a determinedly anti-Soviet line, 

condemning the Kremlin’s ‘evil Empire’ and providing aid to  

anti-communist ‘freedom fi ghters’ (under the ‘Reagan 

Doctrine’). In his second term he seemed to reach the early 

stages of senility and his administration was discredited by the 

‘Irangate’ scandal. But he also had remarkable successes to claim 

in foreign policy, as a process of conciliation began with 

Gorbachev’s USSR. By 1988 Reagan could even claim that the 

Cold War was reaching its end and that this military expenditure 

had helped to break the back of the Soviet economy, although 

others argued that deep-seated problems had existed in the 

Eastern bloc even before Reagan came into offi  ce and that it was 

Gorbachev’s policies that did most to end the Cold War. 

 His fi rst Secretary of State, Alexander Haig (b. 1924), a former 

army general, White House Chief of Staff  during the Watergate 

scandal, and then Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, found 

it particularly diffi  cult to adjust to the uncertainty of the Reagan 

White House. Haig’s successor, George Shultz (b. 1920), 

however, adapted well to Reagan’s work methods and survived 

until the end of the presidency. A former professor of industrial 

relations, Shultz had served under Nixon in several positions, 

most signifi cantly as Secretary of the Treasury (1972–4). Known 

as the ‘Buddha’ for his cautious, thoughtful approach to  

policy-making, he was ready to support such tough actions as 

the 1982 deployment of a US force in Lebanon and the 1983 

invasion of Grenada, but seemed more at home building up 

fruitful relations with the Soviets after 1985. 

 Shultz frequently diff ered with the equally long-lasting Secretary 

of Defense, Caspar Weinberger (b. 1917), a lawyer and 

business leader who had also served in the Nixon cabinet, but 

who had been Reagan’s fi nancial director in California in the late 

1960s. More outspoken than Shultz, Weinberger was always 

personally close to Reagan, supervised military expansion with 

enthusiasm, and supported a strong policy against the Soviets. 

He fi nally retired in November 1987, being succeeded for the 

administration’s last year by Frank Carlucci. The primacy of 

Shultz and Weinberger was helped by Reagan’s failure to 

appoint any National Security Adviser (NSA) who survived in 

the post for long. Reagan’s fi rst NSA, Richard Allen, lasted less 

than a year because he was surrounded by allegations of 

fi nancial misconduct. William Clark survived for longer but his 

lack of foreign policy experience drew ridicule and he was 

moved in October 1983 to be Secretary of the Interior. Robert 

McFarlane was then NSA until December 1985 but his 

infl uence was blunted by a feud with the White House Chief of 

Staff , Donald Regan. Admiral John Poindexter was forced to 

resign in December 1986, after only a year, because of 

involvement in the ‘Irangate’ scandal; Frank Carlucci then took 

up the post until November 1987; and that left only one year to 

serve for Reagan’s last NSA, General Colin Powell, who later 

went on to be Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  (1989–93) 

and, in 2001, Secretary of State.  
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 new, intermediate-range, US nuclear missiles (INF) in 
Western Europe led the Soviets to break off  talks on 
nuclear arms control which had been underway in a 
desultory fashion for two years (see  Chapter  16  , C). 
And, at the same time, NATO carried out ‘Exercise 
Able Archer’, the largest ever ‘war game’—so grand in 
scale that, as the spy Oleg Gordievsky reported to his 
British handlers, many Soviet experts feared it was a 
cover for an actual attack on the USSR. Elements of  the 
Red defence forces were even placed on war standby. 
When provided with intelligence information of  such 
Soviet fears, Reagan acknowledged ‘it’s something to 
think about’ and the experience may have fuelled his 
desire to reduce nuclear arsenals.   18    

 Yet, whatever the sense of  tension in the clos-
ing months of  1983, there were signs that relations 
were about to improve. Shultz had never believed 
that a real change in superpower relations would be 
 possible until the long-awaited INF deployment was 
completed. Once it was, Reagan could be persuaded 
that the West was in an excellent situation to pursue 
negotiation from strength. The President also rec-
ognized that a less bellicose policy could help him 
win a  second term in the 1984 election and there was 
 concern in  Washington at the evidence—some of  it 
from the Soviet spy, Oleg Gordievsky, who had de-
fected to  Britain—that  Moscow really did expect an 
 American attack. The death of   Andropov, in  February 
1984, brought another ageing and sick leader to the 
 General  Secretaryship: Konstantin Chernenko, a 
Brezhnev  loyalist with no overseas experience, seemed 
if   anything a step backwards. But Chernenko, who had 
fully supported  détente in the 1970s, left foreign policy 
in the hands of  the experienced Gromyko and was 
ready to enter into a new exchange of  messages with 
Reagan. The Eastern bloc’s decision to boycott the 
1984 Los  Angeles  Olympics was not a serious  setback 
because it was a predictable act of  revenge for the US 
boycott of   Moscow, four years before. No great break-
throughs were likely in a presidential election year but 
the fi rst Reagan–Gromyko meeting, on 28 September, 
was one of  the most hopeful signs in superpower re-
lations since 1979 and led to growing expectations of  
a new round of  nuclear arms talks. Enraged as they 
were by America’s INF deployment, the Soviets re-
ally needed such negotiations if  they were to prevent 
Washington pulling ahead in the arms race. Reagan’s 
landslide  re-election was followed by two rounds of  
 Shultz–Gromyko meetings, in November and January, 
which led to an agreement to resume negotiations in 

Geneva on both INF and strategic weapons. In retro-
spect it was easy to forget that, although these talks 
began on 12 March, one day after Mikhail Gorbachev 
became the Soviet leader, they had actually been 
planned under the unfortunate, colourless Chernenko.         

  B.    The Polish Crisis of 1980–2      

 The Emergence of Solidarity   

 The confrontation between the two blocs, which reap-
peared in earnest as Ronald Reagan became President, 
also featured diffi  culties within the Eastern bloc and 
indicated Moscow’s initial determination to continue 
suppressing reform or dissent. In Poland low growth, 
uncompetitive exports, and a desire to pave the way 
for economic reform, led the regime of  Wladyslaw 
Gomulka, with its ‘nationalist’ brand of  communism, 
in December 1970 to recommend price increases. This 
sparked the already hard-pressed shipworkers of  the 
Baltic ports to riot and they attacked Communist 
Party offi  ces and set up their own ‘workers councils’. 
The shooting of  strikers at Gdynia further infl amed 
the situation and led the Communist Party—as in 1956 
(see  Chapter  6  , A)—to decide on a change of  leader, 
partly to prevent any Soviet action. Edvard Gierek, a 
competent administrator, replaced Gomulka, with-
drew the price increases and promised to consult on 
reforms in future. The situation then eased, until an-
other round of  strikes in 1976, but the lesson was not 
forgotten: by organizing themselves, industrial work-
ers (supposedly the backbone of  any Marxist revolu-
tion) had forced a reversal of  policy and even a change 
of  government. 

 At the end of  the 1970s, Poland, a predominantly 
agricultural country, had run up debts to the West 
of  nearly $20 billion. It even faced the humiliation of  
being a net food importer and its independent peas-
antry, unique in the Eastern bloc, were able to demand 
higher prices for their produce, so that the government 
was forced to hold down consumer costs by using 
substantial subsidies. In 1978 the election of  a Pole as 
Pope John Paul II stirred up nationalist sentiment and 
underlined the importance of  Roman Catholicism 
in the supposedly atheist regime, a Papal visit in 1979 
drawing huge crowds. The ‘appropriation of  national 
symbols … by the Church left the state in an unusually 
weak position … a competition that the party-state 
simply could not win’, at least in the long term.   19    
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  The USSR had always feared serious trouble in 
 Poland, a large state, strategically placed between it-
self  and Germany, with a strong anti-Russian tradition 
in the eastern part of  the country. And John Paul II’s 
success helped inspire a KGB propaganda campaign, 
in Eastern Europe and the West, against Catholicism. 
It was against this economic and political background, 
and faced by negative growth rates, that Gierek, in 
1980, reluctantly came to the same conclusion as 
Gomulka a decade before: if  the Polish economy were 
ever to be reformed price subsidies had to be removed. 
This also coincided with a growing sense of  forebod-
ing in Eastern Europe because of  the death in May, of  
Yugoslavia’s veteran leader, Marshal Tito.  Washington 
had warned Moscow not to exploit the uncertainty 
in Yugoslavia and the Soviets were careful not to do 
so. Serious unrest in Yugoslavia was avoided but in 
 Poland, on 3 May, a group of  workers was arrested 
for trying to set up unoffi  cial ‘workers committees’ to 
press for reform. It was a sign of  what was to come. 

 In early July 1980, in a striking parallel to events in 
1970, the introduction of  meat price increases sparked 
off  a new round of  unrest, focused on the Baltic 
ports. On 14 August, the dismissal of  a worker led to 
a strike being called in the Gdansk shipyard, where 
Lech Walesa soon emerged as a leading fi gure, and 
the strikes then began to spread, with the workers 
demanding free trades unions as well as better pay. At 
this point the strikers ‘made no claim to be attacking 
the mainsprings of  the party’s power. The lessons of  
1968 had been learned.’   20    With the country paralysed 
and widespread food shortages, the government on 
31 August again caved into workers’ demands, grant-
ing wage increases, a review of  sentences on political 
prisoners, the broadcasting of  religious services, and 
promising a free trades union, Solidarity. This agree-
ment, ‘although radical and a challenge to the system 
… fell within the accepted parameters of  the  Brezhnev 
doctrine’  because it recognized ‘the leading role of  the 
party and … the established system of  international 
alliances’.   21    But, in contrast to 1970 and 1976, these 
concessions were not followed by a return to calm. 
 Instead ten million Poles rushed to join Solidarity 
which became an important political force in its own 
right, a workers’ organization independent of  the com-
munist regime. Only when the government formally 
recognized  Solidarity, in  November, did the strike wave 
recede. By then Gierek had handed power (in Septem-
ber) to Stanislaw Kania, Solidarity was demanding 
liberal political reforms, and the Communist Party 

seemed to be disintegrating. As the Reagan adminis-
tration entered offi  ce, many expected Soviet military 
intervention in Poland to restore communism on the 
lines of  1956 and 1968.     

 International Dimensions of the Crisis   

 ‘Martial law in Poland opened the 1980s with yet 
 another demonstration of  the limits to change in 
 Eastern Europe.’   22    Once serious trouble broke out, 
the Soviets jammed Western broadcasts to the coun-
try, the Politburo set up a special commission to moni-
tor the situation, and, as the CIA correctly  deduced, 
contingency plans were made for a possible armed in-
tervention with the aid of  other ‘fraternal’  countries, 
namely East Germany and Czechoslovakia. Military 
manoeuvres began on the Polish border with the 
purpose of  intimidating Solidarity.  Solidarity, like 
the Roman Catholic Church, was seen as a ‘counter- 
revolutionary’ force in Moscow, an aff ront to the 
 Brezhnev doctrine, exploiting Poland’s economic 
malaise and national pride to threaten the commu-
nist system there and throughout the Soviet bloc, 
even inside the USSR itself. In October Gromyko 
told the Politburo that the loss of  Poland was unac-
ceptable, in November the East German government 
urged intervention, and on 3 December, in one of  his 
last signifi cant acts as President, Jimmy Carter sent a 
hot-line message to the Kremlin warning it to avoid 
military action. At a Warsaw Pact meeting two days 
later even Ceauşescu expressed concern about devel-
opments in Poland, but Kania requested more time to 
deal with the situation and Brezhnev decided to delay 
plans for an armed intervention. He realized that such 
a step would not only harm East–West relations, but 
could prove very costly in terms of  money and lives 
if  the Poles resisted and a long-term occupation were 
needed. There was an alternative way to restore order 
and that was by internal action, as with Gomulka in 
1956, but this time using the Polish armed forces. The 
Polish police and army remained loyal to Communism 
and even Kremlin hard-liners like Ustinov  (Defence) 
and Andropov (KGB) believed internal action was 
preferable to the use of  Soviet forces. To pave the 
way for this, on 10 February 1981, General  Wojciech  
 Jaruzelski, the former Defence Minister, was made 
Prime  Minister. Eight months later he replaced Kania 
as General Secretary, further highlighting the fact that 
it was the military that now maintained communism 
in Poland. Indeed, ‘Party leadership was barely evident 
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 in any real sense’ and the regime was ‘sustained by the 
infl uence of  politically active generals’.   23    

 After several strike-free weeks Solidarity was sur-
prised and concerned by Jaruzelski’s appointment to 
the premiership. An outbreak of  violence in March led 
to widespread expectation of  martial law being intro-
duced, but instead peace was restored—and a planned 
general strike avoided—when the government prom-
ised to punish those guilty of  police brutality. While 
the Kremlin increasingly saw little alternative to mar-
tial law, Jaruzelski alternatively spoke of  reconciliation 
and condemned Solidarity for provoking instability. 
In November 1981, he even tried to make peace with 
Walesa face to face. But the latter’s demand for de-
mocracy and a share in power was diffi  cult to meet 
and, having decided that direct Soviet intervention 
was all but impossible, Brezhnev demanded that 
 Jaruzelski himself  must act forcefully. It has been ar-
gued that Jaruzelski had been ‘expecting Soviet troops 
to be sent’ and that he suff ered a ‘lack of  confi dence 
that the martial law operation would succeed’. What 
would have happened if  he had refused to act, or if  he 
had acted and failed, is not clear because the  Soviets 
were so reluctant to become embroiled in a Polish war 
that they refused even to guarantee him military aid 
if  he ran up against strong opposition. But he later 
insisted, ‘nobody can say that I lacked in decisiveness 
or self-control’; and it is certainly true that on 12–13 
 December he acted successfully.   24    Using the excuse 
that Solidarity had again considered a general strike 
Jaruzelski took the union by surprise, introduced 
martial law, and arrested 200,000 Solidarity support-
ers, ruling Poland through a Military Council for 
 National Reconciliation. Independent trades unions 
were banned, Solidarity was forced underground, and 
the Polish population was so fearful that substantial 
price increases were peacefully accepted. 

 The introduction of  martial law in Poland ‘achieved 
its immediate aims with tolerable success’ even if  the 
attempt to resolve the country’s internal problems by 
force ‘could only be transitional’.   25    The Soviets had 
avoided the grave risks of  intervention and trouble 
was avoided elsewhere in the Eastern bloc. Indeed, in 
the rest of  Eastern Europe there was remarkable po-
litical stability, despite the deep economic problems. 
Jaruzelski defended his action on the grounds that it 
avoided Soviet intervention and bloodshed, and that 
it did not prevent political change in Poland. Impris-
oned Solidarity members were gradually released 
including, in November 1982, Walesa. The following 

month martial law was suspended. The international 
costs were limited. The US and other Western pow-
ers condemned Jaruzelski’s action and the Reagan 
administration was keen to restrict trade with the 
Eastern bloc. This was not only due to Polish events 
but also because, in contrast to the détente era, some 
 Washington offi  cials wished to end Soviet access to 
Western technology and put the USSR’s economy 
under pressure. In December 1981, after months of  
argument, Reagan prohibited American fi rms from 
cooperating with a planned Siberian pipeline project, 
which would bring Soviet natural gas to Western 
 Europe. The ban aff ected European fi rms manufac-
turing pipeline components under US licence. But 
this simply provoked a serious dispute in the Western 
 alliance, especially after Reagan tried to apply the pro-
hibition to US subsidiaries in Europe. Even Britain’s 
Margaret Thatcher objected to such domineering be-
haviour by her ally and Reagan was forced to reverse 
his policy later in the year. One reason why he backed 
down was the need to reunite NATO ahead of  its next 
challenge, the long-awaited introduction of  new US 
INF weapons into Europe.         

   Lech Walesa (b. 1943)    

 Walesa was brought up in a poor peasant family in eastern 

Poland, with a strong Catholic faith and an early aversion to 

Communist rule. Trained as a mechanic, he began to work as 

an electrician in the Gdansk shipyards, following a period of 

military service, and was fi rst identifi ed as a leader of protests 

during the strike wave of 1970 that ended Wladyslaw 

Gomulka’s domination of the Polish government. Sacked in 

1976, he nonetheless tried to organize independent trades 

unions to press for workers’ rights and, in August 1980, 

became a major fi gure in the strikes in the Lenin shipyard. 

As the Polish government seemed uncertain how to respond, 

Walesa was catapulted on to the international stage, 

becoming the leading fi gure in the Solidarity union and making 

several foreign visits. In 1981–2, as Communist authority was 

re-established by General Jaruzelski, Walesa was interned but 

his reputation as an opponent of oppression was confi rmed 

by the award of the 1983 Nobel Peace Prize. He re-emerged 

to lead Solidarity in further discontent in 1987–8, saw trades 

unions legalized in 1989, and did much to break the 

Communist monopoly on power. In December 1990 he was 

the obvious choice to be elected the fi rst President of a 

post-Communist Poland. However, economic problems 

tarnished his image and he lost the next elections in 1995.  
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   C.    Nuclear Arms Control and the 
‘Year of the Missile’      

 Posturing and Propaganda in 1981   

 The Reagan administration inherited a complicated 
situation where nuclear arms talks were concerned. 
Although the SALT II treaty ( Chapter  14  , E) had 
not been ratifi ed by Congress, both superpowers 
had  undertaken to abide by its terms and Carter 
had  entered exploratory talks with the Soviets on a 
SALT III  agreement. At the same time NATO was 
committed to its 1979 ‘dual-track’ decision ( Chapter 
 15  , A) to seek talks on the reduction of  intermedi-
ate-range  nuclear forces (INF) whilst planning the 
deployment of  US Cruise and Pershing II missiles 
in Europe, timetabling this for 1983. The last deci-
sion meant that meaningful talks on nuclear arms 
control could not be held before 1984 at the earliest. 
Many positions adopted by the superpowers on the 
subject before that were mere posturing, because the 
Kremlin could hope that the Cruise–Pershing deci-
sion would not be carried out: if  it were not, then 
there was no need to limit Soviet forces through an 
intermediate-range nuclear arms treaty. In particu-
lar, Moscow hoped that anti-nuclear movements in 
Western Europe would persuade their governments 
not to make new missile deployments. Popular re-
vulsion had already helped to defer production of  
the ‘neutron bomb’ in the late 1970s, and after 1979 
nuclear disarmament groups grew in strength in 
West Germany, Britain, Holland, and elsewhere, 
fuelled by the new Cold War and by the fears raised 
over Reagan’s anti-Communist rhetoric. Exploratory 
talks on INF weapons, in October–November 1980, 
had suggested that the two sides were far apart, with 
NATO only anxious to control land-based weap-
ons, but the Soviets keen to limit sea and air-based 
 systems (which could more readily be deployed out-
side  Europe) as well. These positions refl ected the 
diff ering  concerns of  the two sides in a situation 
where  SS-20s were already being deployed, whereas 
the Cruise and Pershing II missiles had yet to arrive 
in Europe but NATO had British sea-launched mis-
siles and the  Soviets faced a threat from the French 
deterrent. For the Soviets the increased fi re-power 
stemming from the SS-20 replacing SS-4s and SS-5s 
equalized a  European balance from which strategic 
US weapons were excluded. The West was keen to 
remove the threat from the land-based, mobile, and 

multi-warhead SS-20s if  possible without having to 
face the fi nancial cost and unpopularity of  a Cruise–
Pershing deployment; but the Soviets, with superior-
ity in land-based INF deployments, were keener to 
control Cruise missiles because these were a fl exible 
weapon (either land, sea, or air based) that could es-
cape radar detection once launched. 

 Reagan’s earliest moves on the nuclear front were 
hardly calculated to reassure his European critics. In 
May 1981, he restated the fact that America was under 
no legal obligation to fulfi l SALT II, in August he an-
nounced the stockpiling of  neutron bombs (though 
only in the US), and in October his new armaments 
programme included a strategic bomber project, 
which Carter had earlier cancelled. Reagan’s policy 
was, in part, predicated on the argument that the 
USSR might soon stride ahead in the nuclear arms 
race, despite the fact that, when he arrived in offi  ce, 
America actually outmatched the Soviets’ total of  
6,000 warheads by over 50 per cent: only two years 
later did the CIA admit that, since 1976, it had greatly 
overestimated Soviet military spending; and only in 
April 1983 did a commission under Brent Scowcroft 
report that US nuclear defences were quite adequate, 
ending fears of  a ‘window of  vulnerability’. But the 
Reagan–Weinberger policy was also ‘designed to give 
priority to autarkic reliance on American military 
power … rather than the pursuit of  … arms control’ 
and it was accompanied by claims of  a ‘decade of  ne-
glect’ of  US defences in the 1970s.   26    

 In September 1981 Gromyko and Secretary of  State 
Haig agreed to begin INF talks in Geneva within two 
months, but the posturing of  both sides ahead of  this 
date was clear. The Soviets, for example, notably in 
a speech by Gromyko to the UN on 22 September, 
pressed NATO to agree to a universal renunciation of  
the ‘fi rst use’ of  nuclear weapons in a confl ict. This 
was a clever propaganda move which the Soviets knew 
the Western powers would reject: NATO was inferior 
to the Warsaw Pact in conventional weapons and 
had always planned to use nuclear arms in a  response 
to any off ensive from the East. But, on 20 October, 
Brezhnev repeated the call for a ‘no fi rst-use’ com-
mitment. For his part, Reagan attempted to steal the 
propaganda limelight on 18 November with a  proposal 
for the complete destruction of  INF  weapons on both 
sides. This was the fi rst time that the so-called ‘zero 
option’—an idea that emerged from the  German 
 Social Democratic Party—had been offi  cially adopted 
and it sounded a bold, imaginative initiative. But 
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 the Americans knew that the Soviets would never 
 easily surrender their INF arsenal, the only nuclear 
area where they had a clear advantage over the West 
(if  British and French weapons were excluded), espe-
cially ahead of  the 1983 Cruise–Pershing deployment. 
Reagan had made his proposal knowing it would not 
be accepted, hence the argument that, while the zero 
option ‘shored up political support in NATO coun-
tries for … deployment, the principal purpose of  the 
administration, it also killed the prospect for serious 
negotiation’.   27    

 Only in the late 1980s did the ‘zero option’ become 
a serious proposal when, to American surprise, the 
Kremlin came round to the idea. Yet there is evidence 
that, while being tough in negotiations, Reagan also 
had a hankering to control the arms race. Thus Caspar 
Weinberger insisted that Reagan, ‘contrary to virtually 
all the popular myths about him … had been very un-
happy about the need to rely on nuclear weapons’.   28    
Also, even if  Reagan’s proposal was no more than a 
propaganda, or time-buying, exercise, the Kremlin 
 response was equally unconstructive. ‘The Soviet ne-
gotiating position was designed to avoid … reductions 
in the SS-20s, while at the same time preventing NATO 
from acquiring a “unilateral advantage” with the 
Pershing IIs and Tomahawks.’   29    They now proposed 
a freeze on INF deployments (thus freezing their own 
SS-20 deployment) and wanted to count in the ‘zero 
option’ all nuclear systems ‘intended for use’ in  Europe 
(a diffi  cult concept to defi ne, but including jet aircraft 
and the British and French deterrents). The US was 
never likely to negotiate on this basis.     

 INF and START, 1981–3   

 The INF talks got underway on schedule on 
30 Nov ember 1981, and there were soon fears that 
the  Americans would link them to the Polish crisis, 
a  possibility which, however, Haig ruled out in late 
 January. Shortly afterwards the US rejected a pro-
posal by Brezhnev to reduce INF numbers in Europe 
by two-thirds because the Soviets could deploy such 
systems in Asia: the mobile SS-20 could easily be re-
deployed to Europe in a crisis and the US had always 
been determined to restrict  total  INF fi gures, whether 
in Europe or beyond. Then, in March, Brezhnev tried 
another ploy to impress the West  European peace 
movements and dissuade Washington from deploy-
ing the Cruises and Pershings. Of  the 350  SS-20s de-
ployed so far, about 240 were in Europe, but now 

he announced that no more would be sent to that 
theatre. Instead, the future build-up would take 
place against China. Again, however, the ability of  
the  Soviets to redeploy the SS-20s  in future , ensured a 
US rejection of  the proposal. Exactly how far either 
side was genuinely interested in arms control is un-
clear. Nonetheless, it is signifi cant that, in mid-1982, 
when the two chief  arms control negotiators from 
each side (America’s Paul Nitze and the USSR’s Yuri 
 Kvitsinsky) drew up a dramatic scheme for INF limits, 
it was quickly rejected. Their July ‘walk in the woods’ 
deal would basically have limited each superpower to 
only 75 INF weapons in Europe, but the US Depart-
ment of  Defense argued that this would still leave 
Moscow at an advantage because the mobile SS-20s 
were more powerful than slow-moving Cruise mis-
siles and the US would have to cancel deployment 
of  the Pershing II. Haig’s successor Shultz was anx-
ious to show the West Europeans that America took 
the INF talks seriously, but the failure of  the ‘walk 
in the woods’ seemed to support Soviet claims that 
the opposite was true (though there was no guaran-
tee that Moscow would have accepted the proposal 
 either). Another off er to reduce SS-20 deployments, 
by the newly appointed Andropov in December, 
came to nothing and in 1983 both sides waited on the 
outcome of  the Cruise–Pershing deployment. 

 Meanwhile, there had also been some movement 
on the strategic weapons front where Reagan, despite 
his hard-line persona, had a real interest in reach-
ing agreement. In May 1982, in a speech at Eureka 
 College, he proposed that in future these should be 
‘Strategic Arms Reduction Talks’ (START), an ac-
ronym designed to sound more positive than SALT. 
‘I decided that if  we were to participate with the 
 Russians in arms control talks, our goal should be 
to  reduce  nuclear weapons, not just limit their rate 
of  increase, which is what past nuclear arms control 
agreements had done.’   30    Shortly afterwards he reiter-
ated that America would adhere to the SALT II limits 
as long as the USSR did, and he successfully pressed 
for the START talks to begin in June in Geneva. But 
the US found it extremely diffi  cult to agree on a de-
tailed negotiating position and the talks immediately 
fell victim to the same mutual distrust, posturing, and 
slow progress which marred the INF discussions. In 
October, shortly before his death, Brezhnev accused 
Reagan of  wanting nuclear war and in December the 
Kremlin condemned the US President for his deci-
sion to proceed with the deployment of  the ‘heavy’, 
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 strategic MX missile, originally planned under Carter. 
In 1983 the accusations and counter-accusations con-
tinued with the US focusing attention on the Soviet 
decision to build a radar station at Krasnoyarsk, in 
 Siberia, well away from the periphery of  the USSR 
and therefore in contravention of  the 1972 ABM treaty. 
Planned since 1979, there can be no doubt that this was 
a deliberate breach of  the treaty, even if  the Soviets 
saw it as a minor one. 

 The most celebrated step on the strategic arms 
front in 1983 was Reagan’s 23 March announcement 
of  the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), or Star 
Wars programme. Even Shultz, who only saw the 
announcement a day or two before, admitted: ‘I had 
been surprised by the idea’ and acknowledged ‘the 
 vision came from Ronald Reagan’.   31    SDI was de-
signed to create a defensive shield against incoming 
nuclear missiles, perhaps with space-based laser or 
particle-beam weapons. In one sense it was nothing 
new, since experiments on such weapons had already 
been  carried out under Carter. In any case, many 
Western  experts believed that the initiative would be 
expensive and fruitless; many dismissed the idea of  
space-based laser defences as pure science fi ction, a 
fantastic  product of  the President’s Hollywood past. 
The truth was probably more complex. Reagan did 
honestly believe it was morally right to seek protec-
tion from a nuclear attack, in which he feared that 
up to half  the  American population would be killed, 
and he even spoke of  sharing a successful SDI system 
with the Kremlin. But he was certainly naive in not 
realizing that the initiative would revitalize Soviet 
fears of  US technological prowess and undermine 
deterrence. In 1975, the US had scrapped its previous 
ABM programme and the threat of   ‘Mutually As-
sured Destruction’ by second-strike forces remained. 
But a successful SDI—which, however unlikely, had 
now to be considered—could render the existing 
 Soviet nuclear arsenal redundant, forcing them to 
invest in a costly, similar programme or vastly to ex-
pand their nuclear arsenal, in order to try and nul-
lify the proposed US system by force of  numbers. 
SDI could only add to the growing belief  in Moscow 
that Reagan was determined to humiliate or defeat 
the USSR, possibly in a nuclear war, hence a Soviet 
general’s warning to the Warsaw Pact in April that 
war was a real possibility. The Soviets criticized the 
initiative as a breach of  the 1972 ABM treaty (which 
had forbidden development of  new ABM systems) far 
worse than the  Krasnoyarsk radar.     

 The ‘Year of the Missile’ and a Year 
without Talks   

 Whatever the ructions provoked by SDI, 1983 became 
the ‘year of  the missile’ because of  the INF debate, 
not because of  strategic weapons developments. 
‘The most prominent struggle between Washington 
and Moscow in 1983 was over infl uence in Europe, 
specifi cally the battle over deployment of  the new 
US intermediate-range missiles.’   32    As the deadline 
for the Cruise–Pershing deployment approached, 
the Soviets shifted their propaganda campaign from 
one of  off ering concessions to one of  making threats. 
In April 1983, Gromyko rejected a fresh off er from 
Reagan to cancel the US deployment, if  the Soviets 
scrapped all their INF weapons, and warned that 
the arrival of  the Cruise and  Pershing IIs would lead 
them to walk out of  the INF and START talks. The 
prospect of  escalating international tension gave 
further impetus to the West European peace move-
ments who, in late October, launched a series of  
large-scale demonstrations. Nevertheless, on 14–15 
November the INF deployments went ahead in 
Britain and a week later the West German Parlia-
ment also agreed to accept them. The fi rst Pershing 
IIs arrived on 23 November, described by Shultz as 
‘D-Day’: he feared that ‘demonstrations could break 
the will of  Allied governments’ and ‘undermine our 
resolve to stand up to the Soviets in future’. Indeed, 
overcoming the demonstrators had arguably be-
come Washington’s main concern, one far removed 
from 1979, when it had been hoped that deployment 
would ‘reinforce deterrence … reassure the allies, 
and …  enhance allied unity … All of  these aims were, 
to some degree, casualties’ by 1983.   33    So too was the 
hope that the threat of  deployment would induce the 
Soviets to negotiate an INF treaty, for now the  Soviets 
carried out their threat to leave the Geneva talks. 
They walked out of  the INF sessions on 23 November 
and the START talks were adjourned on 8 December 
without setting a date for future meetings. The fol-
lowing week, the Vienna-based talks on conventional 
arms restriction, the Mutual Balanced Force Reduc-
tion (MBFR) talks, underway since the early 1970s, 
were also adjourned without the promise of  further 
contacts. ‘For the fi rst time in nearly fi fteen years, the 
Americans and the Soviets were no longer negotiating 
in any forum.’   34    

 With the Soviets’ simultaneous fear that NATO’s 
‘Operation Able Archer’ might be the cover for an 
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 actual attack, the situation for European security at 
the end of  1983 seemed bleak indeed. Furthermore, 
Moscow insisted in December on proceeding with 
new INF deployments of  its own. This move upset 
the usually loyal Erich Honecker of  East Germany, 
whose country became, along with Czechoslova-
kia, the base for the additional SS-20s. He, none-
theless, agreed to cancel a planned visit to West 
Germany but another, usually loyal ally, Todor 
Zhirkov of  Bulgaria, underlined his own fear of  the 
rising European tension by proceeding with a simi-
lar visit. Meanwhile NATO, with its deployments 
completed after so much doubt and tension, felt 
more confident about entering new INF talks from 
a position of  strength. This situation, along with 
the forthcoming presidential election, gave Reagan 
a strong incentive to avoid further confrontation. In 
fact, 1984 proved an oddly quiescent year in super-
power relations: with the Red Army bogged down 
in Afghanistan, the Polish crisis over, and other cri-
ses (the KAL 007 incident and invasion of  Grenada) 
proving short-lived, there was no possible spark for 
an East–West conflagration. The Soviet refusal to 
talk to the West increasingly appeared an empty 
gesture, especially since Reagan seemed set to re-
turn to office for another four years. The MBFR 
talks were actually revived in March 1984, though 
the INF and START talks did not recommence for 
another year.         

  D.    The War in Afghanistan to 1985      

 From Intervention to Embroilment   

 When the Soviets invaded Afghanistan at Christmas 
1979, they hoped that their intervention might be of  a 
limited scale and duration. They were well aware of  
the dangers of  being dragged into a guerrilla war in dif-
fi cult terrain, in defence of  an unpopular government, 
and in the face of  a determined enemy. However, if  
a new, united government could be stabilized quickly 
under Babrak Karmal, and if  the Afghan security forces 
remained loyal, then an early reduction in the Red 
Army presence might be possible. Despite  Western 
fears of  Soviet designs on the Persian Gulf, Moscow 
had no ambitions to advance beyond  Afghanistan and 
believed that Washington simply manipulated the 
crisis in order to reignite the Cold War. For the fi rst 
few months, after the shock of  the invasion, there was 
limited active opposition in Afghanistan itself  to what 
had occurred. ‘The Soviet invasion met with no armed 
resistance in the fi rst month because its target was not 
the countryside, which was in a state of  rebellion, but 
the … government itself.’   35    But unrest grew as win-
ter progressed, with demonstrations in Kabul itself  in 
February. Foreign intervention, accompanied as it was 
by the murder of  the former leader, Hafi zullah Amin, 
simply made the Marxist government in Kabul even 
more unpopular and, despite conscription, the Afghan 

   Margaret Thatcher (b. 1925)    

 The British Conservative Prime Minister was born in the 

provincial town of Grantham, the daughter of a grocer, but was 

educated at Oxford as a research chemist, married a wealthy 

businessman, and entered the House of Commons in 1959. 

She was little known abroad when, in 1975, she challenged the 

incumbent Edward Heath for the party leadership. Her 

readiness to step forward as a representative of the Right won 

her wide respect and she eventually secured the leadership race 

against several better-known fi gures. In May 1979, helped by 

considerable social discontent, which undermined the Labour 

government, she won the premiership. She was re-elected 

Prime Minister twice, in 1983 and 1987. 

 At home, Thatcher pursued similar policies to those of the 

Reagan administration: taxes were cut, social spending restrained, 

private enterprise rewarded, and state intervention in the 

economy reduced. Abroad she made her name as a fi rm 

anti-Communist, America’s most loyal ally in the ‘New Cold War’ 

of the early 1980s. But she was off ended when Reagan invaded 

Grenada in 1983 because Britain had not been fully consulted on 

the invasion of this member of the Commonwealth and in 1985 

she quickly embraced Gorbachev as ‘someone we can do 

business with’. On other issues she showed herself a strong 

defender of British national interests, opposing the extension of 

greater powers to the European Community (EC), and sending a 

force to reconquer the Falkland Islands when they were occupied 

by Argentina in 1982. However, in 1989–90, after ten years in 

power she seemed to many Conservative parliamentarians to be 

an electoral liability: she insisted on pursuing an unpopular reform 

of local taxation, she was opposed to German reunifi cation, and 

she seemed increasingly unable to infl uence the course of EC 

debates. One of her last acts in offi  ce was to back a fi rm reaction 

to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait.  
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 army was reduced by desertion from 150,000 in early 
1979 to no more than 35,000 men a year later, too few 
to maintain order. 

 Soon, despite their original fears, the Red Army 
found itself  having to take over the prosecution of  the 
war. ‘Conceived as a quick and decisive military opera-
tion, which would be followed by a rapid withdrawal of  
Soviet forces, the intervention in Afghanistan became 
the USSR’s Vietnam.’   36    When the KGB chief, Andropov, 
visited Kabul in January 1980 it was clear that the Red 
Army would have to stay for some time. Andropov and 
Gromyko did study a possible political solution to the 
confl ict, to pave the way for a Soviet withdrawal, but it 
was diffi  cult to agree on what peace terms to off er to 
Afghan opposition groups. Global condemnation prob-
ably made it harder to consider retreat. The  Soviets also 
hoped to negotiate from a position of  strength, which 
simply did not exist at fi rst. Besides, their opponents, the 
Mujaheddin, were both religiously inspired and divided 
among themselves, making negotiations doubly diffi  -
cult. Indeed, when peace talks began in Geneva with 
a UN mediator, they were between the Soviet-backed 
Kabul regime and Pakistan, the Islamic state on whose 
territory the Mujaheddin leaderships were based. The 
talks did not begin until June 1982 and by the time of  
their fourth session, in August 1984, they had only just 
entered the ‘proximity’ stage—with the intermediary, 
Diego Cordovez, moving between the two delegations, 
who refused to meet face to face. 

 With the Afghan army so weak, the Soviets began 
to mount combat operations of  their own against the 
Mujaheddin in February 1980, and the Red Army con-
tingent of  50,000 men was soon increased to 80,000. Yet 
their ‘presence spread and intensifi ed the confl ict from 
essentially a civil war among Afghans into primarily a 
national war of  resistance to foreign invaders and their 
local puppets’.   37    Their generals did have contingency 
plans for a quick withdrawal and several realized that 
a political solution, based on a coalition government, 
was preferable to a long war that probably could not 
be won. However, the intervention soon assumed an 
air of  permanency. Specialist counter-insurgency units 
were formed, but the Soviets at fi rst relied heavily on 
‘sweep off ensives’ with tanks and ground troops to 
root out their opponents. ‘Soviet armed forces had very 
 little experience of  dealing with insurgency … [They] 
had been trained for global war, not small war.’   38    Also, 
Soviet ideology was completely unprepared for war 
against a ‘mass movement’: the masses, after all, were 
supposed to be loyal to Marxism. But, rather like the US 

experience in Vietnam, conventional methods proved 
ill-suited to a war against lightly armed guerrillas, in 
mountainous regions of  extreme temperatures, who 
could fi nd shelter and supplies in a neighbouring coun-
try, Pakistan. In late 1981 and during 1982, the Red Army 
turned more, therefore, to the use of  lightly armed 
troops, with helicopters to improve mobility. It is un-
clear what impact political instability in Moscow had on 
the war. With Brezhnev in physical decline and then two 
rapid changes of  leader, there was presumably a lack of  
commitment to a vigorous prosecution of  the Afghan 
campaign. In 1984–5 Chernenko, though ill himself, 
evidently had hopes of  winning the war quickly, rather 
than seeing it drag on. He launched six large-scale of-
fensives, accompanied by heavy aerial bombing and 
raids on refugee camps in order to break enemy mo-
rale, albeit at the cost of  greater Soviet casualties. In 1983 
when the war seemed to be deadlocked, the wisdom of  
pursuing it was increasingly questioned in Moscow and 
Andropov seemed genuinely interested in negotiations, 
partly to allow him to tackle the USSR’s domestic prob-
lems. A peace policy received no support from Reagan, 
however, in the year of  the ‘evil Empire’ speech, and it 
was opposed by Gromyko, Ustinov, and the Chief  of  
Staff , Nikolai Ogarkov. With the Mujaheddin fi ghting 
on in 1985, the confl ict seemed as intractable as ever. 

 Despite their internal wranglings and faulty tactics it 
cannot be said that the Soviets were on the brink of  de-
feat. Whatever the talk of  a ‘Soviet Vietnam’ they were 
careful not to escalate on the scale of  the Americans in 
the earlier confl ict. At its largest, in 1985, the Red Army 
presence only reached 108,000 and during the worst 
year for casualties, in 1984, it suff ered only about 2,000 
deaths in combat. Despite the continued division within 
the Afghan Communists (between the elitist, urban 
Parcham faction, and the more extreme, rural Khalq), 
the Kabul government was not a complete liability. It 
was able to exploit diff erences among its opponents, to 
hold on to urban areas (where about 2 million of  the 
13 million Afghans lived), and to contribute to the war, 
not least through the expansion of  the Afghan secret 
police (KHAD). The Soviets were determined that any 
peace settlement should leave the communists in power 
(though possibly in a coalition government) and they 
were helped by the fact that the Kabul regime was a 
UN member, with widespread international recogni-
tion, whose opponents were rebels. The Soviets were 
also helped by the divided nature of  the Mujaheddin, 
whose factions sometimes fought each other. There was 
no Afghan ‘nationalism’ in such a divided country. The 
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 Mujaheddin were willing to unite against communism 
and foreign intervention, but Afghanistan was made 
up of  various ethnic groups (about 40 per cent were 
 Pathans but there were also Turkomans, Tajiks, and oth-
ers), who had a history of  internal feuding and banditry, 
some of  which refl ected religious divisions between the 
majority Sunnis and minority Shias, some of  which in-
volved tribal warlords. One observer noted that  ‘warring 
factions have portioned out Afghanistan into separate 
areas of  infl uence sharing nothing in common but ha-
tred and lack of  trust’.   39    Only in early 1986 did seven 
factions unite to form a single government-in-exile, but 
even the US felt it unwise to recognize it given the vola-
tility of  Mujaheddin politics. The guerrilla groups were 
resilient but ill-disciplined; experienced fi ghters but 
poorly armed. They were amateurish, lacking a united 
strategy, and without the heavy weapons, which might 
have threatened the Soviet hold on Afghanistan’s towns 
and cities. The disparate nature of  the opposition was 
‘in one sense a strength however: if  the Soviets should 
succeed in destroying a few groups, many would be left. 
Like a bear attacked by a swarm of  bees, the Soviet army 
[was] being hit from all directions.’   40        

 External Involvement in the War   

 One advantage that the Mujaheddin had was in the scale 
of  external assistance. In the face of  the early  Soviet 
off ensives between two and three million refugees 
fl ed Afghanistan, crossing the mountains to Iran and 
Pakistan. By 1985 their numbers had grown to about 
fi ve million and Pakistan especially proved a protector, 
providing not only a refuge, but also guerrilla bases, 
arms, training, and military advice. ‘The American-led 
support of  the Mujaheddin was a multinational eff ort. 
Pakistan was the key, as the base for the rebels and as 
the conduit’ for outside aid.   41    Some Pakistani troops 
were even sent into Afghanistan, though only as ob-
servers. Pakistan’s leader, General Zia ul-Haq, used the 
Soviet threat in 1979–80—when some expected a Red 
Army advance across the Pakistani border or through 
Iran to the Gulf—to unite Pakistan under his dictato-
rial role. He also used his position as a ‘front-line’ state 
opposing the communist advance to improve relations 
with the West, having been criticized in 1979 for the 
execution of  the former Prime Minister, Ali Bhutto. 
And Zia especially made Pakistan a close ally of  the 
US. Already, after the fall of  the Shah, Pakistan, a US 
ally mostly since 1954, had agreed to host electronic 
monitoring stations for the Americans, replacing those 

lost in Iran. The relationship had its opponents on 
both sides. Some in the State Department questioned 
the wisdom of  relying on an oppressive regime which 
was trying to become a nuclear power, a development 
which would increase tensions with its neighbour, 
India. And the Pakistani Foreign Minister, Agha Shahi, 
resigned in February 1982 because he doubted the wis-
dom both of  enraging the Soviet Union and relying on 
the Americans, whom he felt to be volatile and unreli-
able. Nevertheless, Zia and the army were convinced 
of  the advantages of  getting close to Washington and 
such thinking was encouraged by the White House, 
under both Carter and Reagan. Just as aid from the US, 
China, and Arab states was dependent on Pakistani 
goodwill, so Pakistan enjoyed ‘prestige as a frontline 
state and substantial aid from Western states’.   42    

 Zia was careful, however, not to provoke discon-
tent in Afghanistan to the point that he actually risked 
Soviet invasion. He tried to control the Mujaheddin 
groups in exile, even breaking up an attempt by non-
fundamentalist, Pathan factions to form a coalition in 
1980 because he believed it was not in Pakistan’s in-
terest. Traditionally, the Pakistanis were suspicious of  
the Pathan predominance in Afghanistan and Zia pre-
ferred to back the fundamentalists, who were strong 
among the minority ethnic groups, and who were 
ready to create a new kind of  Afghan state, a central-
ized theocracy with ties to the wider Islamic world, 
including Pakistan. Of  course, the fundamentalists 
were opposed to Western infl uences, as well as to 
communism, but this did not prevent Zia from steer-
ing American aid towards them. Zia was determined 
not to be treated as a US satellite. He wanted greater 
US assistance for Pakistan itself, as well as for the 
 Mujaheddin, and he rejected an early off er of  aid from 
Washington because it was not substantial enough. In 
June 1981 such tactics paid off  with a $3 billion package 
of  economic and military aid over fi ve years, includ-
ing F-16 aircraft. As seen, when peace talks began in 
1982, it was Pakistan, a UN-recognized government, 
which negotiated, eff ectively, for the Mujaheddin. But 
again, Zia pursued his own interests too, refusing to 
deal with the Kabul regime, face to face, determined 
to remove Karmal, who was seen as a Soviet stooge, 
and equally determined at fi rst to exclude the Afghan 
Communists from power entirely, rather than accept-
ing a coalition government with them. 

 Pakistan was not the only Islamic state to aid the 
Mujaheddin. Iran, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia were 
among the others providing assistance, the last with 
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 massive fi nancial aid. Up to 2.5 million refugees were 
accommodated in Iran. The USSR’s rival, China, an-
other neighbouring state, also gave arms to the rebel 
groups. It was the Egyptians and Chinese who helped 
the CIA early in the war by sending some of  their own 
Soviet-made weapons to the Mujaheddin. Once these 
arrived in Afghanistan it was diffi  cult for the Soviets 
to prove their source: the Mujaheddin could easily 
claim they had captured them from the Red Army. 
Given that the Kabul government was a legally rec-
ognized regime, it would have been embarrassing to 
Washington to have US-made weapons being used in 
these early stages because it could have seemed that 
America was equally responsible for the war. 

 It was the US, however, which remained the back-
bone of  the external eff ort to arm the Mujaheddin and 
pin down the Red Army in an unwinnable war. In early 
1980 Carter’s National Security Adviser,  Zbigniew 
Brzezinski, was especially keen to put the Soviets ‘on 
trial’ before the court of  world opinion and he  opposed 
suggestions from the Secretary of  State, Cyrus Vance, 
that talks might be opened with Moscow on  Afghanistan 
and wider security concerns in the region. US aid was 
markedly increased in October 1980, despite the re-
luctance of  the CIA Director, Stansfi eld Turner. Such 
American behaviour made it less likely that the Soviets 
would talk peace: they had no desire in 1980 to be put 
‘on trial’ or to admit defeat. Indeed, US policy did not 
seem so much to be aimed at ending aggression and 
pacifying Afghanistan, as causing maximum cost to the 

Kremlin. This continued under Reagan for whom, of  
course, anti-Sovietism was the prime motive behind his 
foreign policy. The new CIA director, William Casey, 
had none of  Turner’s qualms about aiding rebels and 
became the leading ‘hawk’ in  Washington. He argued 
that if  the Soviets were tied down in  Afghanistan they 
were less likely to cause trouble elsewhere and he saw 
the 1982 opening of  peace talks as a Kremlin ploy. Oth-
ers were more cautious, ready to aid the Mujaheddin 
but reluctant to escalate the confl ict. In 1981–3 Casey 
was unable to increase US aid to the Mujaheddin much 
beyond that planned under Carter (which was already 
considerable enough). There  were  substantial increases 
in 1984, but the continuation of  the war and its inten-
sifi cation under Chernenko still led some in Congress 
to claim that the CIA was not doing enough. The result 
was a further increase in US aid in 1985 to $250 million, 
including anti-aircraft weapons, which might counter 
the Red Army’s use of  helicopters and thus reduce its 
mobility. The CIA also encouraged the Pakistani intel-
ligence services to stir up fundamentalist discontent 
in the USSR’s Central Asian republics, where most of  
the population was Muslim. In March 1985, as Mikhail 
 Gorbachev came into power, the Afghan war raged as 
intensively as ever. That same month President Rea-
gan, whose inaugural speech in January had confi rmed 
his support for less developed world ‘freedom fi ght-
ers’, decided that the aim should no longer simply be 
to make the war costly for Moscow, but to drive the 
Soviets out of  Afghanistan.           
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        17 
Middle East Confl icts in 
the 1980s        

  A.    Lebanon and the Israeli Invasion      

 The Israeli Invasion and the 
Multinational Force, 1982–5   

 The Camp David settlement did not bring peace to the 
Middle East. An Egyptian–Israeli settlement could not 
resolve the confl ict between Israel and the Arab states, 
let alone with the Palestinians, nor bring stability and 
peace to the region. Sadat and Begin had achieved a 
limited peace between Egypt. Egypt, for its part, had 
abandoned the myth of  Arab unity between the com-
peting states of  the region and pursued national inter-
ests. However, other confl icts were being played out in 
the region, not least those arising from the Lebanese 
Civil War (see  Chapter  14  , B), which added to the fun-
damental failure to deal with the Palestinian question. 
In fact, it could be argued that Camp David produced 
more regional instability and increased the level of  
confl ict between Israel and the Palestinians. The 
Israelis could rightly point out that their statehood had 

only been accepted by Egypt, while the Palestinians 
could equally well point out that the problem of  the 
refugees expelled from the homes and their right to a 
state had not been addressed. 

 In June 1981 Israeli–Palestinian tensions began to 
rise and were to culminate in the next Middle Eastern 
military confl ict the following year—the Israeli inva-
sion of  the Lebanon. The bombing of  the Iraqi nu-
clear reactor, at Osirak near Baghdad, was followed 
later in the month by another Likud election victory 
in Israel and the appointment of  Ariel Sharon as Min-
ister of  Defence. Prime Minister Begin now relied 
on several right-wing parties for his majority and the 
new coalition spelt out its determination to interpret 
the Camp David agreement in line with its own re-
quirements. The government was determined that 
the Palestinians would never attain sovereignty over 
an independent state. Furthermore, settlement in the 
land of  Israel was defi ned as a right and as essential 
for the nation’s security. Tension continued to grow 
as the Likud government moved closer to full armed 
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 confrontation with the Palestinians in Lebanon. 
The installation of  Syrian surface-to-air missiles in 
the Beka’a Valley and raids and shelling across the 
Lebanon–Israel border led to the ‘Two Week War’ in 
July 1981 which was only ended with the mediation of  
a ceasefi re by a US envoy, Philip Habib. This in itself  
was a signifi cant point, in that ‘America had now be-
come involved in Lebanon and Reagan was staking 
a considerable amount of  prestige on Washington’s 
“honest broker” role.’   1    

 The Israeli Cabinet discussed two plans for the 
 invasion of  Lebanon. One called for the ejection of  
the PLO from South Lebanon, the other for a drive 
to the Beirut–Damascus highway, the surrounding 
of  Beirut after a seaborne landing, and the destruc-
tion of  the PLO infrastructure throughout Lebanon 
in cooperation with the Phalange.   2    The attempted 
assassination, on 3 June 1982, of  Israel’s ambassador 
to London, Shlomo Argov, was used as the  excuse 
to launch a full-scale invasion of  Lebanon on 6 June. 
‘It was Israel’s determination to clean out PLO 
strongholds in Southern Lebanon, rather than recent 
 aggression by Arafat’s guerrillas, that provided the 
impetus for the invasion.’   3    The well-planned attack 
brought Israeli forces to Beirut in only three days, 
brushing aside both PLO and Syrian attempts at re-
sistance. The driving force behind these operations 
was Ariel Sharon who had grandiose plans for their 
ultimate objective. Once the PLO military  position in 
Lebanon was destroyed and its political organization 
weakened, Sharon planned to work with his Maronite 
allies to establish a new political order in Lebanon. But 
this was only the fi rst stage of  the planned redrawing 
of  the Middle East’s political map. The next stage was 
the absorption of  the West Bank into Greater Israel, 
leading those Palestinians fl eeing from Lebanon and 
the West Bank to cross into Jordan where they would 
ultimately bring down King  Hussein and establish 
a Palestinian state on the East Bank of  the Jordan.   4    
The dilemma of  having to give up the West Bank 
or  absorb large numbers of  Palestinians into Israel 
would then be ended. 

 The renewed danger of  an Israeli–Syrian war 
brought Philip Habib back to the Middle East where, 
in early July 1982, he secured an outline agreement 
on a settlement of  the crisis: the Israelis would begin 
a ceasefi re without entering central Beirut, the PLO 
would leave the city, and a multinational force (MNF) 
would be deployed to ensure a peaceful PLO exit. 
Alexander Haig, at the end of  his time as US Secretary 

of  State, even hoped to seize the chance ‘to move 
all foreign forces … out of  Lebanon and return the 
country to the Lebanese’.   5    It proved an over-ambitious 
hope, quickly undermined by renewed fi ghting in 
Beirut, arguments over where the PLO might be sent, 
and public debate in the US about an American role 
in the MNF. Then again, after weeks of  further ten-
sion a peace deal was secured and, on 21 August, the 
PLO exit began. Over the following days, 11,000 PLO 
personnel and fi ghters left by sea. Arafat himself  went 
on 30 August, soon establishing a new headquarters in 
Tunis, far enough away from Israel for Begin to feel 
that the main aim of  the invasion had been achieved. 
The PLO fi ghters were scattered around the Arab 
world: after the civil wars in Jordan and Lebanon, no 
Arab country wished to play host to them en masse. 
Begin now hoped to secure a peace treaty with 
Lebanon to ensure that it was never again used as a 
base by radical Muslim opponents of  Israel. 

 However, the Israeli success soon turned sour. On 
23 August, the Christian Phalangist leader, Bashir 
Gemayel, was elected Lebanon’s President, apparently 
further emphasizing Israeli success: the Phalangists, 
never happy about accepting Syrian protection, now 
looked to Israel as the saviour of  the Maronite cause 
and some Israeli leaders saw Gemayel as their potential 
puppet. But barely three weeks later, on 14 September, 
Bashir, and dozens of  his supporters, were killed by 
a huge bomb. Despite American and UN condemna-
tion the Israeli army then marched into central Beirut 
supposedly to maintain order, but they eff ectively let 
the Phalangists take revenge on their enemies. The 
PLO may have left Beirut, but thousands of  unarmed 
Palestinian refugees were left behind, huddled into the 
camps of  Sabra and Shatila, and these the Phalangists 
proceeded to slaughter over a two-day period. When 
word leaked out there was an international outcry. 
‘The Israelis had watched their allies massacre inno-
cents and had done nothing to prevent the atrocity.’   6    
The Begin government denied a direct hand in the 
massacres. Nevertheless, Israel’s standing in Western 
countries suff ered a major blow. ‘Morally, and in 
terms of  its infl uence on world opinion, the siege 
and bombardment of  Beirut were a turning point’ in 
this respect.   7    Even in Israel itself  there were calls for 
the Prime Minister to resign but an investigation into 
the massacres, published in February 1983, claimed 
only one Cabinet victim, the Defence Minister, Ariel 
Sharon, and he would eventually return as Israeli 
Prime Minister. 
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  Meanwhile, on 21 September 1982 the Israelis had 
begun to withdraw from Beirut and the same day 
Bashir Gemayel’s brother, Amin, was elected President 
in his place. The Americans produced a peace plan 
known as the Reagan Plan which proposed Palestinian 
self-government in association with Jordan. Both a 
Palestinian state and Israeli West Bank settlements 
were ruled out. In May 1983, Amin made a peace treaty 
with the Israelis which was designed, in part, to bring 
about a joint Israeli–Syrian withdrawal. But Assad, 
who in 1982 had survived both the Lebanese crisis and 
an attempt to overthrow him at home, refused to pull 
his army out. The Israelis, faced by a war which was 
unpopular at home and a drain on their economy, 
were thus forced into a gradual, unilateral withdrawal 
back to Southern Lebanon, which ended in June 1985. 
By then, it was evident that the 1982 invasion had only 
had mixed results at best. Arafat had gone but the 
cost to Israeli fi nances and reputation was consider-
able and much remained unchanged: the Lebanese 
government was as powerless as ever, Syrian infl u-
ence remained strong, and Israel continued to sustain 
a Phalangist regime in the South, where Palestinian 
activity had revived. Furthermore, in the wake of  
the Israeli invasion, Iran had sent over one thousand 
Revolutionary Guards to Lebanon, where they sup-
ported the ‘Hezbollah’ (Party of  God) that had sprung 
up in reaction to the Israeli invasion. Their ‘goal was 
to launch a war against Israeli occupation, which 
would eventually grow to embrace the task of  ridding 
Lebanon … of  western … infl uence’.   8    Moreover, the 
aim of  Sharon and those seeking to reduce pressure 
on the Israelis to give up the West Bank had not been 
achieved and the Palestinian problem had grown. 

 To the costs of  the invasion had also to be added the 
experience of  the MNF, which had originally begun 
to arrive in Beirut in August 1982, spearheaded by a 
French contingent, though the Americans were the 
driving force behind it, and it also included Italian 
troops. The French, of  course, had been the colonial 
power in Lebanon, the Italians had a strong interest 
in stabilizing the Mediterranean, and the Reagan ad-
ministration believed it must contribute to pacifying 
the Lebanon, partly because the Israeli and Lebanese 
governments both wanted this. Reagan acted despite 
the doubts of  the Department of  Defense, under 
Caspar Weinberger, who believed, in light of  the 
Vietnam experience, that ‘we should not commit 
American troops to any situation unless the objectives 
were so important for American interests that we had 

to fi ght, and that if  those conditions were met, then 
we had to commit … enough forces to win’.   9    Israel 
preferred a US-led force to another UN operation, 
given the ineff ectiveness of  the latter in the past; the 
US were anxious that other countries should serve 
alongside them so that it appeared a genuinely inter-
national eff ort. At fi rst, the MNF was only supposed to 
cover the PLO withdrawal, but the massacres at Sabra 
and Shatila led it to be immediately reconstituted, 
with the Americans, French, and Italians soon being 
joined by a small British contingent. Instead of  con-
tributing much to the long-term stability of  Lebanon 
however, the MNF was soon the focus of  Shi‘ite at-
tacks. On 18 April 1983 dozens were killed in a bomb 
attack by the pro-Iranian ‘Islamic Jihad’ group on 
the US embassy in Beirut; and on 23 October 241 US 
marines and 58 French troops were killed in separate 
attacks, following the bombardment by US naval ves-
sels of  Muslim positions. Radical anti-Western groups 
were now becoming part of  the increasingly prob-
lematic Middle Eastern scene. With an election year 
forthcoming and faced by a potentially intractable 
confl ict if  the MNF remained, Reagan led the way in 
withdrawing. On 7 February 1984 he announced the 
‘redeployment’ of  US forces. By the end of  March 
they had been ‘redeployed’ entirely out of  the region.     

 The Search for a Settlement, 1985–92   

 In the wake of  the withdrawal of  Western forces and 
the Israeli retreat into south Lebanon, the lack of  a 
stable government and army left the militias strug-
gling for power. In the new situation the Syrians and 
their 30,000-strong army, having fallen out with the 
Phalangists, at fi rst supported the Druze (now led by 
Kamal Jumblatt’s son, Walid) and the Shi‘ite Amal 
militias (led by Nabih Berri). But later, notably in early 
1987 and 1989–90, the Syrians tried to reach an internal 
settlement. Among the Shi‘ites, pro-Iranian feeling re-
mained important, notably in the shape of  Hezbollah 
which became active in South Lebanon and was eager, 
like the Palestinians, to launch attacks on Israel. Amal 
and Hezbollah fought each other for infl uence in the 
Shi‘ite community, just as Maronite factions continued 
to vie with each other for Christian support. Between 
1984 and 1987 Hezbollah and other Shi‘ite groups also 
took 90 Westerners hostage including the CIA station 
chief, William Buckley. The assassination by Maronites 
of  the Sunni Prime Minister, Rashid Karawi, in 1987, 
was followed in 1988 by the formation of  two separate 
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 governments, a Muslim one under Selim al-Hoss and 
a Christian one under General Michel Aoun, who had 
the unlikely ambition of  expelling the Syrians and re-
establishing Maronite predominance. 

 By 1989, however, many Lebanese groups realized 
that hopes of  ultimate victory promised only an endless 
round of  violence, and the country was physically, eco-
nomically, and psychologically shattered. In October, 
the remaining members of  the last Parliament, fi rst 
elected back in 1972, met in Saudi Arabia to discuss a 
settlement. The Saudis had long been the strongest 
supporters of  Assad’s eff orts to pacify the situation and 
had argued against Jordanian and Iraqi attempts to op-
pose Syrian intervention—attempts, driven by fears 
of  a ‘Greater Syria’, which had even led the Iraqis to 
deny Syria oil exports. The latest attempt at peacemak-
ing led to an agreement to restore stability with a re-
newed Muslim–Christian political balance, but at fi rst it 
seemed likely to collapse. The newly elected, Maronite 
President, René Mouwad, was soon assassinated and 
General Aoun resisted attempts to sack him from com-
mand of  what remained of  the Lebanese army. But 
yet another President, Elias Hrawi, took Mouawad’s 
place and in late 1990 the Syrian army overwhelmed 
Aoun. The civil war then eff ectively ended, but South 
Lebanon remained in turmoil, with the Israeli-backed 
Phalangists, the Palestinians, and Hezbollah all active 
there and the UN force in the area virtually power-
less. The Israelis did not withdraw their forces from 
the South until 2000. But, somehow, ‘the Republic of  
Lebanon … had survived. Partition had been narrowly 
avoided. Assad had … managed to disarm the major 
Lebanese armed militias, previously thought to be an 
impossible task.’   10    Beirut was restored to stability and a 
massive rebuilding programme begun, with parliamen-
tary elections being held in 1992. At around the same 
time, the Gulf  War (see  Chapter  21  , B) brought the US 
and Syria closer together, and the new Iranian govern-
ment, following Khomeini’s death in 1989, was ready to 
see Hezbollah release its remaining Western hostages.      

  B.    The Arab–Israeli Dispute and 
the Palestinian Question      

 The Failure to fi nd a Settlement   

 While Lebanon slipped into anarchy, for much of  
the 1980s the wider Arab–Israeli confl ict rumbled on 
without any sign of  a long-term resolution. There 

was no follow-up to the Camp David agreement 
( Chapter  14  , B) and this has been blamed in part on 
the failings of  Carter’s successor: ‘Reagan’s disen-
gaged style as president, his lack of  curiosity, and his 
passivity on the Middle East were impediments to 
creative US peace diplomacy.’   11    Obsessed by the Soviet 
threat, Reagan’s fi rst instinct on becoming President 
was to hope—as Dulles had in the 1950s—that the 
Arabs and Israelis might be persuaded to settle their 
diff erences under the umbrella of  a common opposi-
tion to communism. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan 
seemed likely candidates for such cooperation, and, 
after the fall of  the Shah, the Carter administration 
had already started the practice of  joint exercises with 
friendly governments in the region. One early decision 
by the new administration was to sell state-of-the-art, 
early-warning aircraft (AWACS) to the Saudis so that 
they could contribute to the defence of  the Middle 
East against the Soviets and their clients. The Saudis 
seemed a particularly good replacement for Iran as 
an American ally, and were well placed to act against 
socialist governments in South Yemen and across the 
Red Sea in Ethiopia. Furthermore, Carter had previ-
ously deployed AWACS in Saudi Arabia, even if  he had 
not actually sold them to the Saudi government. The 
AWACS deal became an early indication of  how dif-
fi cult it was to reduce Arab and Israeli hostility when 
the Israelis, backed by the powerful Zionist lobby in 
Congress, tried to sabotage the arrangement. ‘The 
Reagan administration, like its predecessor, laboured 
in vain to escape the dilemma of  competing “special 
relationships”. Neither Israel nor Saudi Arabia … 
could be convinced of  the advantages … of  joining 
together … against the Soviet Union.’   12    It took con-
siderable eff orts from the White House, supported by 
the business and trades union lobbies, to drive the sale 
through, with reassurances to Israel about the uses 
to which the aircraft could be put. This was not the 
only early setback in Israeli–American relations under 
Reagan. Washington was concerned not only by the 
July 1981 bombing raids on the PLO headquarters in 
Beirut, but also by an Israeli air attack the previous 
month on an Iraqi nuclear reactor at Osirak. Indeed, 
for a time, the US held back on promised fi nancial aid 
and aircraft sales to Israel. 

 Such signs of  animosity, however, quickly faded as 
Reagan recognized that Israel was likely to prove his 
most loyal and powerful ally in the Middle East against 
the Soviet Union. In November 1981 the two coun-
tries signed an agreement to oppose Soviet infl uence 
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 in the region and, across the Reagan presidency as a 
whole, the US supplied Israel with $23 billion in aid. 
The assassination of  Anwar Sadat, in October 1981, 
probably reinforced this pro-Israeli trend because, 
while Sadat’s successor, Hosni Mubarak, maintained 
pacifi c relations with Israel, these were never warm 
and he took none of  the diplomatic risks associated 
with Sadat. Instead, after securing Israel’s fi nal with-
drawal from the Sinai in 1982, Mubarak concentrated 
on restoring Egypt’s relations in the Arab world. Most 
of  the Arab states had broken diplomatic relations 
with Egypt after the 1979 peace treaty with Israel, even 
though it was the most populous and military power-
ful Arab nation. In 1984 Mubarak took Egypt back into 
the Islamic Conference and fi ve years later (following 
a decision by the November 1988 Amman summit) he 
rejoined the Arab League. This was a reward in part 
for his reaction to the Israeli invasion of  Lebanon 
where he had, at fi rst, broken off  talks (agreed in the 
1979 treaty) on the Palestinian issue, and then, after 
the Sabra and Shatila massacres, recalled his ambas-
sador to Tel Aviv. Mubarak also gave considerable as-
sistance to his fellow Arab leader, Saddam Hussein, to 
help prosecute the latter’s war against Iran. Indeed, 
the surprising thing is that Israeli–Egyptian relations 
did not break down completely in this period. But 
this could have destroyed Cairo’s close relationship 
with Washington, carefully built up under Sadat, and 
for their part the Israelis acted with some restraint. 
Thus in 1989, after arbitration, Israel conceded certain 
changes to its border with Egypt. 

 Other Arab states continued to be off ended by 
Israel’s actions and refused to contemplate a peace 
treaty that would recognize its right to exist. Outside 
Lebanon the Begin government declared Jerusalem 
the country’s capital in 1980, despite its religious im-
portance to Muslims. Until the 1967 Middle East War, 
East Jerusalem had been under Jordanian rule but, 
under the UN partition plan of  1948, Jerusalem was 
deemed suffi  ciently important to be excluded from the 
area to be divided between Israelis and Palestinians. 
In 1981, Begin embarked on more Israeli expansion 
after signing a strategic cooperation agreement with 
the Reagan government in November. Furthermore, 
Israel annexed the Golan Heights in December 1981. In 
so doing Begin was in breach of  international law, the 
May 1974 Israeli–Syrian disengagement agreement, 
UN Resolution 242, and the Camp David Accords. 
The Americans responded by temporarily suspending 
the strategic cooperation agreement. Such was the 

enormity of  the act that some historians have specu-
lated as to whether it was designed to stop the post-
Camp David momentum for a comprehensive peace. 
The annexation ‘put great strain on Israel’s relations 
with Egypt … Syria reacted angrily’.   13    But it also con-
fi rmed Begin’s credentials as a right-wing nationalist, 
pleasing his supporters at home.   14    

 Meanwhile, Israel also continued to hold on to the 
West Bank and Gaza, where 1.5 million Palestinians 
lived and to which a similar number of  refugees living 
in neighbouring Arab states hoped, one day, to re-
turn. Before they were broken off  in 1982, the Israeli–
Egyptian conversations on the Palestinian question 
achieved nothing, not even an arrangement for lim-
ited autonomy. Sadat’s earlier claims, that the 1979 
deal would lead over time to a wider settlement, in-
creasingly sounded hollow. Israeli policy in Lebanon, 
its continued refusal to recognize the PLO as the repre-
sentative of  the Palestinian people, and the extension 
of  Jewish settlements in the West Bank all contributed 
to the lack of  progress on the Palestinian question. 
Rather than settling the issue, Begin’s Likud coalition, 
narrowly re-elected in 1981 (and more dependent 
thereafter on the support of  small, extremist religious 
groups in Parliament), seemed determined to cripple 
the PLO and treat the West Bank as part of  the ‘Land 
of  Israel’—as, according to the Old Testament of  the 
Bible, it was. 

 The Israeli invasion of  Lebanon led to another 
period of  strain in US–Israeli relations and saw 
Reagan’s only major attempt to resolve the Arab–
Israeli confl ict. The ‘Reagan Plan’, launched in a 
speech on 1 September 1982, followed Philip Habib’s 
success in extracting the PLO from Beirut and was 
quite a bold step for any American President, since it 
tried to set out the specifi cs of  a Palestinian settlement: 
there would be a freeze on Israeli settlements and a 
fi ve-year period of  Palestinian autonomy to show that 
such a situation was no threat to Israel’s existence; 
the long-term future of  the West Bank, Gaza, and 
Jerusalem would be decided by negotiation (but the 
US favoured a form of  Palestinian autonomy in co-
operation with Jordan in the West Bank and Gaza). 
Though the Israelis and some Arab governments had 
been consulted in advance, however, the Reagan Plan 
satisfi ed neither side. The Begin government feared it 
off ered the Palestinians too much and would weaken 
Israeli security just at the point when they had driven 
Arafat out of  Beirut. King Hussein of  Jordan showed 
some interest but later in September 1982 at the Arab 
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 League summit in Fez, he backed the consensus that 
there must be a fully independent Palestinian state 
with Jerusalem as its capital. 

 Signifi cantly, ‘although the Reagan Plan fell short of  
what the PLO could accept, Arafat and … the main-
stream leadership did not reject it outright’ but wished 
to discover whether ‘limited self-government could 
lead in time to full self-determination’,   15    an approach 
that would be revived a decade later, with better re-
sults. But over the following years the US strength-
ened relations with Israel once more, while neglecting 
the diffi  cult Palestinian problems that the Reagan Plan 
had tried to address. Even the discovery of  an Israeli 
spy, Jonathan Pollard, at the heart of  the Pentagon in 
1985, only upset these improved relations momentar-
ily. With the Israeli retreat from most of  Lebanon, 
attention was given again to a settlement based on 
Jordan and an association with the Palestinians that 
provided some form of  autonomy for the latter, and 
could replace Israeli authority in the West Bank and 
Gaza. Since 1984 there had been a coalition govern-
ment in Tel Aviv with Shimon Peres, the Labour 
leader, in favour of  moves towards peace whereas the 
Likud leader, Yitzhak Shamir, who alternated as Prime 
Minister with Peres, was instinctively averse to it. His 
famous and oft-repeated statement about Palestinian 
hostility to Israel’s existence claimed that ‘the Arabs 
are the same Arabs and the sea is the same sea’. More-
over, Shamir, like Begin a former terrorist, was com-
mitted to the retention of  all of  the ‘Land of  Israel’.   16    

 The issues in the talks between Hussein and 
Shimon Peres were the role of  the PLO in any moves 
to autonomy for the Palestinians and the process of  
reaching an international agreement on a comprehen-
sive Arab–Israeli settlement. By 1986, an agreement 
between Israel and Jordan had been worked out on 
how negotiations would proceed, but the Palestinian 
role in the proposed international conference re-
mained to be determined. Hussein had agreed with 
Arafat on their involvement but the Israelis remained 
adamant that they would not negotiate with the PLO. 
Only three months earlier Israeli F-16s had attacked 
the PLO HQ in Tunis, killing 56 Palestinians and 
15 Tunisians in response to an extremist Palestinian 
group, the Palestine Liberation Front, hijacking a 
cruise liner, the  Achille Lauro , and killing one American 
passenger. On the other side, the PLO declared that 
they would recognize Israel’s right to exist through 
recognition of  Resolution 242 if  the Americans 
guaranteed their participation at the international 

conference and recognize the Palestinians’ right to 
self-determination. The fi rst part was acceptable to 
Washington, but not the second; and Hussein failed 
to persuade Arafat of  the importance of  achieving 
a diplomatic breakthrough on that basis. The result 
of  all these eff orts was nothing but a split between 
Hussein and the PLO. 

 The years 1987 and 1988 were, however, crucial 
in the Israeli–Palestinian confl ict. For decades, nei-
ther violence nor diplomacy had succeeded in mak-
ing signifi cant progress towards a settlement based 
on the rights of  each side to live together in peace. 
Almost inevitably, the longer the stalemate persisted 
the more scope there would be for extremism, if  it 
did not already predominate. Moreover, conditions 
for Palestinian refugees were steadily worsening and 
any solution to the problem of  the occupied territo-
ries in the West Bank and Gaza would have to con-
front ever-more Israeli settlements—even though the 
construction of  new settlements had slowed after 1984 
the number of  settlers was increasing. Under Begin, 
between 1977 and 1983 about 25,000 Jewish settlers 
moved into the area, a fi gure that excludes the thou-
sands more who settled in East Jerusalem. Previously, 
there had only been 10,000 Jews in the West Bank; by 
1992 there were about 100,000.     

 The Start of the Intifada   

 After two decades of  international failure to make any 
progress on the Palestinian question, it was the Arab 
population of  the West Bank and Gaza who fi nally 
took matters into their own hands—though without 
at fi rst producing new movement on the issue. On 
9 December 1987, a traffi  c accident led to an outbreak 
of  violence in Gaza. Previously, despite the presence of  
Israeli troops, the expansion of  Jewish settlements, lack 
of  economic development, and severe limits on their 
political rights, there had been only sporadic violence 
from the Palestinian people under Israeli rule. Despite 
the poverty of  the densely populated Gaza strip, the 
Israelis had always claimed that their rule was benign 
and that, despite PLO propaganda, most Palestinians 
were happy under Israeli rule. But, to the surprise of  
everyone, even the PLO, 9 December proved the be-
ginning of  a lengthy and widespread Intifada, or upris-
ing, against Israeli rule. Demonstrations and marches 
were accompanied by stone-throwing at troops, who 
often overreacted, fi ring on the crowds and killing 
protestors. None of  this helped Israel’s international 
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 standing. As more and more Palestinians joined in the 
movement, Israeli rule was increasingly seen, even by 
US opinion, as oppressive. ‘Palestinians, through the 
Intifada, [rejected] anything that represented Israeli 
rule … they were no longer willing to pay taxes with-
out representation, to fund the military occupation of  
land which they perceived as their own.’   17    The PLO 
could hardly be said to have planned the uprising and 
the benefi ts it may have gained came by chance rather 
than design. If  world attention was now focused on 
Israel and the occupied territories, the PLO was los-
ing its grip on the resistance to Israel. In November 
1988 Arafat declared Palestine’s independence and in 
1989 established a government-in-exile to which many 
countries gave diplomatic recognition. Crucially he 
restricted the boundaries of  a Palestinian state to the 
West Bank and Gaza, and he acknowledged Israel’s 
right to exist. It has been argued that the ‘success of  the 
Intifada gave Arafat and his followers the confi dence 
they needed to moderate their political programme 
and so put Israel on the diplomatic defensive.’   18    At all 
events the long-held Israeli claim to security and the 
threat of  the Arab drive to the sea no longer formed a 
barrier to a settlement. The Israeli–Palestinian dispute 
had, with hindsight, reached a watershed. 

 It was the Intifada which fi nally induced the Reagan 
administration to renew its interest in the Palestinian–
Israeli dispute. In March 1988 George Shultz, the US 
Secretary of  State, was set to revive the peace process 
with the idea of  Israeli talks with a Jordanian–PLO 
delegation on a transitional arrangement, followed 
by a long-term settlement, of  the Palestinian issue. 
This again fell foul of  Israeli opposition however, with 
Yitzhak Shamir, now Prime Minister for the whole 
term of  the new Labour–Likud coalition government, 
unwilling to deal with the PLO or concede Palestin-
ian autonomy. It was also diffi  cult for the US to run 
risks for the sake of  a settlement during a presidential 
election year. But, as the Intifada continued, the PLO 
was increasingly acknowledged as the only genuine 
representative of  the Palestinian people and various 
indirect, secret links were established between the 
organization and Washington. Then, just before the 
Reagan administration ended, there was a signifi cant 
advance. The President himself  had always said he 
would only talk directly to the PLO if  it renounced 
violence, and there had been no offi  cial talks between 
Arafat and the US since 1975, when Henry Kissinger 
had insisted that the PLO should recognize Israel. But, 
in addressing the UN on 13 December 1988, Arafat 

eff ectively renounced terrorism, at which point Shultz 
conceded that direct talks were possible once more. 
They began, in Tunis, on 16 December and continued 
into the Bush administration in 1989. In retrospect, this 
heralded a period in which US–Israeli relations would 
be much less warm. The general lack of  progress on 
talks on a settlement (see  Chapter  22  , C) could now 
be ascribed to Israeli desires for settlement rather than 
their need for security. On the other hand, the number 
of  hard-line opponents of  Israel was exceeding the ca-
pacity of  the PLO to control them. 

 If  the talks failed, now that violence had been 
renounced and Israel’s right to exist accepted, the 
Palestinian advocates of  an agreement would have 
no more cards to play. With the benefi t of  hindsight, 
one can argue that from this moment the longer a set-
tlement was delayed the more diffi  cult it would be to 
reach agreement. As the arguments in 1986 over who 
should represent whom were raging at the highest 
levels, at the grass roots, ominous developments were 
taking place, some under the cover of  the Intifada. 
Islamic Jihad emerged in 1986 and its infl uence was 
evident in the encouragement of  participation in the 
Intifada the following year. One signifi cant aspect of  
the Intifada was the creation of  the Unifi ed National 
Leadership of  the Uprising (UNLU), which was com-
posed of  the most radical factions within the PLO 
and those outside its umbrella. The leaders of  UNLU 
were no longer members of  the bourgeoisie, who 
had previously characterized Palestinian political life, 
but were drawn from groups who had no connection 
with traditional Palestinian elites. Younger and more 
determined, many had a fi rm commitment to radical 
social change but remained within the PLO while in-
creasingly denouncing the leadership in Tunis. There 
was cooperation between UNLU and Islamic Jihad, 
but the crucial diff erence was that the latter totally re-
jected the idea of  a two-state solution and demanded 
the complete liberation of  Palestine. 

 However, in January 1988 another Muslim extrem-
ist group emerged advocating, like Islamic Jihad, a 
more direct and confrontational challenge to Israel. 
The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) devel-
oped from the Muslim Brotherhood, but it was more 
militant, had no connection with the merchants and 
notables in the Brotherhood, and merged religious 
faith and Palestinian nationalism into a potent and 
violent political cocktail. And it helped extend the 
Intifada into a full-blown rebellion while rejecting 
any peace conferences, because it claimed the only 
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 solution lay in Jihad or holy war. James Baker, who 
had been Reagan’s Chief  of  Staff  during the ill-fated 
Lebanon intervention, felt ‘there was no real evidence 
to believe the climate was ripe for generating any mo-
mentum’ and ‘frankly saw the Arab–Israeli dispute as 
a pitfall to be avoided rather than an opportunity to 
be exploited’.   19            

  C.    The Iran–Iraq War of 1980–8      

 Origins of the Confl ict   

 The outbreak of  war between the oil-rich states of  
Iran and Iraq in September 1980 was closely linked to 
the events surrounding the fall of  the Shah the year 
before (see  Chapter  15  , B). In the 1970s, following the 
departure of  British forces from the Persian Gulf, the 
Shah had been built up by the US as a regional strong-
man. Pro-Western and non-Arab, and leading a large, 
oil-rich country, he seemed the ideal candidate for the 
role, and his actions included helping the Sultan of  
Oman put down a rebellion (underway between 1965 
and 1977) in Dhofar province. But, during this time the 

Shah also took the chance to press Iranian national-
ist demands in the Gulf, seizing certain islands in the 
Straits of  Hormuz (at the southern end of  the Gulf ) in 
1971. In particular, he pursued a hard line against Iraq, 
with which there was a border dispute focused on 
the Shatt al-Arab waterway. In 1974–5, he encouraged 
a revolt by Iraq’s oppressed Kurdish minority, then 
forced Baghdad to agree, during talks in Algiers, to a 
new defi nition of  their border, down the middle of  the 
Shatt al-Arab. There was little sympathy in the West 
for Iraq in all this because, since the Ba’ath coup in 
July 1968 and the emergence of  Saddam Hussein, Iraq 
had opposed Resolution 242 and signed an agreement 
with the Soviets on oilfi eld development the same 
year. Partly in reaction to pressure from the Shah, 
Baghdad, having already broken off  diplomatic rela-
tions with Tehran in 1971, then nationalized the Iraq 
Petroleum Company and signed a friendship treaty 
with the Soviets the following year. It used its enor-
mous oil wealth to purchase military equipment from 
the Eastern bloc and also bought high-technology 
equipment from France and began to develop a nu-
clear capability—which the Israelis blunted in 1981 
with their bombing raid on the Iraqi facility. 

   Yasser Arafat (1929–2004)    

 Despite his high international profi le, Arafat’s origins are 

surrounded by mystery. Palestinian sources variously say that he 

was born in Jerusalem or the Gaza Strip, but it has also been 

claimed that he was born in Cairo. His father was evidently a 

merchant, who travelled between Palestine and Egypt, and 

Yasser was partly raised in Jerusalem, becoming an active 

opponent of Jewish attempts to set up the state of Israel. In 

1948, with Israel established, he went to study civil engineering 

at the University of Cairo, but he also became a leading fi gure 

among Palestinian students in Egypt and in 1956, the year of the 

Suez crisis, founded the radical Al Fatah movement. From 1965 

onwards Fatah launched small-scale attacks on Israeli territory, 

aiming to return Palestine to Arab control. The 1967 ‘Six Day 

War’ made Arafat’s violent resistance more popular among 

Arab leaders and in 1969 he became Chairman of the Palestine 

Liberation Organization (PLO), originally founded under more 

moderate leadership a few years before. Initially based in 

Amman, Jordan, he was forced to leave in 1970 after armed 

clashes with the royalist government, setting up new 

headquarters in Beirut, Lebanon. He was able to address the 

United Nations in 1974 but Israel condemned him as a terrorist 

and drove him from Beirut by force in 1982, after which he 

moved to Tunis. 

 In 1988 Arafat surprised the world by renouncing terrorism and 

off ering to recognize Israel’s right to exist, but he also declared 

an independent Palestinian state. Clandestine contacts with the 

Israeli government, backed by the popular uprising (Intifada) 

among Palestinian Arabs, helped bring about the 1993 Oslo 

Accords on the establishment of a Palestinian authority in the 

Gaza Strip and limited areas of the West Bank. For this 

achievement, Arafat shared the 1994 Nobel Peace Prize with 

two Israeli politicians, Premier Yitzhak Rabin and Foreign 

Minister Shimon Peres. In January 1996 Arafat was 

overwhelmingly elected President of the Palestinian National 

Authority but, over the following years, his followers were 

increasingly discontented because of the failure to achieve real 

independence, while the Israelis resented the fact that he could 

not prevent Palestinian attacks on them. In 2001, with many 

Palestinians growing sympathetic to the radical Hamas 

movement, Israelis elected one of Arafat’s bitterest enemies, 

Ariel Sharon, as prime minister. He broke off  relations with the 

Palestinian Authority and left Arafat isolated, in the last years of 

his life, in a compound in Ramallah.  
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  The fall of  the Shah and the establishment of  a 
theocratic regime in Iran after February 1979 revolu-
tionized the situation in the Gulf. By the end of  the 
year Washington and Tehran were locked in bitter 
argument over the seizure of  the US embassy staff  as 
hostages and on 30 October the Iraqi leader, Saddam 
Hussein, grasped the opportunity to challenge the 1975 
Algiers agreement. Saddam, a ruthless fi gure, even in 
the merciless world of  Iraqi politics, had only recently 
made himself  chairman of  the country’s Revolution-
ary Command Council, and then, in 1979, President. 
Like most other Arab leaders—the only exceptions 
being Syria and Libya—he was deeply concerned 
about Ayatollah Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution, with 
its propaganda in favour of  a united Islamic world 
under Iranian leadership, which threatened to stir 
up religious fervour among Iraq’s Shi‘ites—a major-
ity of  the population—and challenge the position of  
the secular, radical, and Sunni-dominated regime. 
Because of  the threat he posed, Khomeini had been 
expelled from Iraq in 1978, having lived in exile there 
since 1965, and there was no love lost between him 
and the Iraqi leadership. In April 1980 he condemned 
Saddam as an ‘enemy of  Islam’ and relations between 
the two continued to deteriorate. ‘Baghdad was to 
argue later that by encouraging Islamic and Kurdish 
dissidents to overthrow the Ba’athist regime, Tehran’s 
revolutionary leaders had eff ectively revoked the 1975 
treaty which barred each country from provoking 
subversion in the other.’   20    But territorial wrangles 
also continued. On 4 September, following months 
of  border tension, Iranian artillery shelled Iraqi po-
sitions and, on the 17th Saddam denounced the 1975 
border treaty. With strong ideological fears of  the 
neighbouring regime and a desire for revenge for the 
Shah’s earlier humiliation of  Iraq, Saddam seized the 
chance, fi ve days later, to invade Iran. The Iraqis there-
after argued that the war had been started by Iran on 
the 4th but the Iranians always dated it from the Iraqi 
invasion on the 22nd.     

 Deadlocked War and the World 
Response, 1980–6   

 In launching his invasion, Saddam clearly hoped that 
the removal of  US support from Iran (including the 
supply of  American military equipment, on which the 
Iranian armed forces relied) and the upheaval caused 
by the Islamic Revolution would make the war a short, 
victorious one. His own forces were well prepared and 

Iraq was now the world’s second largest oil exporter. 
At fi rst all this seemed a reasonable analysis and within 
two days, on 24 September, his forces had seized the 
city of  Khorramshahr. Soon the Iraqis occupied much 
of  south-western Iran, an Arab-populated region 
and a centre of  oil production, though they were 
never able to seize control of  their main target, and 
the central city for the Iranian oil industry, Abadan. 
The UN called for a ceasefi re but neither side wished 
to talk: Iran would not negotiate from a position of  
weakness and in any case Khomeini treated the con-
fl ict as a holy war; Saddam wanted to press home his 
advantage and faced little real pressure from the inter-
national community to make peace. As he expected, 
most Arab states verbally backed him for reasons of  
‘racial and religious solidarity’, even if  ‘explicit sup-
port for Iraq [was] not … forthcoming, mainly because 
Saddam treated it as “his” war and had done nothing 
to consult his fellow Arabs before launching it’.   21    At 
the time the war broke out, the US had relations with 
neither Tehran nor Baghdad, but was happy at fi rst to 
see the Iranians on the defensive. The Soviets were 
not entirely happy with Saddam, who had tried to 
destroy the Iraqi Communist Party, and they did not 
want to appear too anti-Iranian for fear of  stirring up 
discontent among their own Muslims in Central Asia. 
Despite US fears of  Kremlin involvement, the Soviets 
actually cut off  arms to both sides in the war, joined 
the calls for a ceasefi re and maintained diplomatic con-
tacts with both Baghdad and Tehran. But, preoccupied 
with Afghanistan and committed to the 1972 Friend-
ship Treaty, they too were not initially unhappy with 
the situation. Iraq was now one of  their few allies in 
the Middle East, whereas one of  the features of  the 
Iranian revolution was its condemnation of  Marxism. 

 A change in American policy might have been ex-
pected in early 1981 when the hostage crisis ended and 
Reagan came into offi  ce. However, lingering resent-
ment over Iran’s recent behaviour and Khomeini’s 
continuing support for radical Islamic groups be-
yond Iran continued to drive Washington and Tehran 
apart, despite their shared anti-communism. Given its 
Cold War preoccupations, the Reagan administration 
found the situation very confusing because, whatever 
the ill-feeling towards Iran, Iraq was both pro-Soviet 
and an opponent of  the Camp David peace process. 
Cold War rhetoric could not explain, still less resolve, 
the Iran–Iraq confl ict. The US supported Khomeini’s 
opponents yet had no desire to see the Soviets ex-
ploit an Iraqi triumph, especially following Moscow’s 
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 intervention in nearby Afghanistan. The result was 
that America, while showing a preference for Iraq 
(largely because of  a fear of  Islamic radicalism spread-
ing throughout the Middle East), wanted neither side 
to win, hoped to keep the confl ict localized and tried 
to restrict arms sales to both sides. Therefore for both 
superpowers in 1980–2 the Iran–Iraq War, however in-
tensely it raged, became something of  a sideshow in 
the new Cold War. Neither had much to gain from it 
and so ‘for seven years America and the Soviet Union 
did no more than dabble, seeking rather … to contain 
the war than to bring it to an end, much less exploit 
global advantage’.   22    

 During 1981, the war became deadlocked in south-
western Iran, as the Iraqi off ensive ground to a halt. 
Iran had not proved the weakened victim that Saddam 
originally hoped. Larger than Iraq in size and popu-
lation, Iran retained suffi  cient industrial output to 
produce an adequate supply of  arms, and its Revo-
lutionary Guards were better motivated than the 
Iraqi army, helping to off set the latter’s advantages 
in equipment. By 1982, the war seemed to move in 
Iran’s favour. Khorramshahr was retaken in April and, 
three months later, the Revolutionary Guards drove 
the Iraqis back across the border. In June, Saddam’s 
off er of  a ceasefi re was ignored: it simply underlined 
how anxious he had become. Instead, Khomeini de-
manded Saddam’s replacement and the payment of  
reparations by the Iraqis. The following four years saw 
only a slow advance by the Iranians, however, as they 
tried to threaten the strategic city port of  Basra and 
periodically bombarded Baghdad itself. It seemed that 
both sides would exhaust each other, as the struggle 
became the longest conventional confl ict of  the twen-
tieth century, with long periods of  trench warfare 
reminiscent of  the First World War and substantial 
losses on both sides, but especially among the Revo-
lutionary Guards. Saddam was consistently ready to 
end the war but, given his enemy’s religious inspira-
tion, decided he could only bring about a settlement 
by intensifying the confl ict. In particular, aware that 
he could never win a conventional war on land, he 
came to rely on the superiority of  his air force and on 
the use of  unconventional weapons such as poison 
gas. He also hoped for growing international pressure 
on Tehran to make peace. 

 Iran’s expulsion of  the Iraqi invaders in 1982 pro-
voked growing concern in Western countries, who 
continued in public to support UN peace eff orts and 
an arms embargo but increasingly, and secretly, tried 

to arm Iraq. Arab states, such as Saudi Arabia and Ku-
wait, neither of  them great friends of  Iraq in the past, 
but both autocratic monarchies who felt threatened 
by the forces behind the Iranian Revolution, also gave 
aid to Iraq. Meanwhile, the policies of  the Reagan ad-
ministration were still very confused. Washington’s 
essential aims remained that of  avoiding outright 
victory for either side, whilst also preventing both the 
growth of  Soviet infl uence in the region and the ad-
vance of  Iranian fundamentalism. There were serious 
diff erences, however, over how to achieve these. The 
State and Defense departments preferred to build up 
Iraqi power to contain Iran; in 1983–4 they launched 
‘Operation Staunch’, which eff ectively directed arms 
to Iraq while denying them to Iran; and in November 
1984 supported the re-establishment of  diplomatic re-
lations with Baghdad, for the fi rst time since 1967. But 
the CIA and key National Security Council staff  felt 
that Iran’s anti-communism might be exploited, and 
that a more moderate leadership could be encour-
aged in Tehran if  American policy were more friendly. 
Such a policy might also help secure the release of  
Western hostages held by Shi‘ite groups in Lebanon. 
In contrast, a pro-Iraq policy might, it was feared, 
drive the Iranians towards Moscow: after all, Tehran 
had taken economic aid from the Eastern bloc dur-
ing the 1979–80 hostage crisis. It was thinking such as 
this which led to a highly secret attempt to ship arms 
to Iran and a visit by Reagan’s then National Security 
Adviser, Robert McFarlane, to Tehran in May 1986. 
The policy was not, it seems, foredoomed to failure: 
Iranian leaders had one ‘pressing motive’ to improve 
relations and that was ‘to obtain US arms … The Iraqi 
bombing of  Iranian cities and economic installations 
was becoming increasingly eff ective, bringing tremen-
dous psychological pressures to bear.’   23    But the revela-
tion of  the McFarlane visit by a Lebanese newspaper 
later in the year began the ‘Contragate’ scandal (dis-
cussed more fully in  Chapter  18  , B). Apart from the 
controversy this stirred in America, the revelation also 
caused great confusion among US allies in the Middle 
East, not least Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, who had be-
lieved Washington was pursuing a pro-Iraqi policy.     

 The ‘Tanker War’ and a 
Settlement, 1986–8   

 In 1986 the Iranians seized control of  the strategic Fao 
peninsula and over the following two years the war 
was at its worst, with the Iranians besieging Basra and 
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 the Iraqis making greater use of  poison gas attacks. In 
1987–8, in the so-called ‘war of  the cities’, bombs and 
missile attacks were directed by both sides on urban 
centres. At the same time, there were increasing at-
tacks by the two sides on shipping in the Persian Gulf. 
These attacks became known as the ‘tanker war’ and, 
as Saddam seems to have intended, they both pushed 
up the price of  oil (helping Iraq fi nance its war eff ort) 
and led to increased international eff orts to resolve the 
confl ict (which he now had little hope of  winning). 
Saddam had fi rst attacked the Iranian oil terminal at 
Kharg Island in August 1982 and by 1986 he was able to 
target all Iran’s ports on the Gulf. This was a very wor-
rying development for Tehran, which had to export all 
its oil—vital for foreign earnings—via tankers down 
the Gulf: Iraq in contrast could export oil westwards 
through pipelines. In response, rather than submit, 
Iran decided to intimidate Iraq’s Gulf  allies, espe-
cially Kuwait, by laying mines, threatening to close 
the 24-mile wide Straits of  Hormuz, attacking ships 
of  all countries which were bound for Kuwait, and, in 
October 1986, launching a missile strike on the major 
Kuwaiti oil terminal. They also broke off  diplomatic 
relations with Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, who lacked 
the naval power to defend themselves. 

 Faced by such pressure the Kuwaiti govern-
ment approached both the Soviet and US govern-
ments to try to secure protection. By now, Mikhail 
Gorbachev was in power in Moscow and simultane-
ously the ‘Contragate’ revelations made the Kuwaitis 
and Saudis suspicious of  US intentions. Even so, 
Washington was taken aback by Gorbachev’s off er in 
February 1987 to lease some Soviet-fl agged tankers to 
Kuwait. Suspicious of  his motives and anxious to re-
confi rm its trustworthiness, the US itself  now agreed 
to refl ag and escort Kuwaiti tankers in the Gulf. By 
the end of  the year a mixed armada of  US, Soviet, and 
West European minesweepers was active in the area. 
Ironically it was an Iraqi attack on an American war-
ship, the USS  Stark , in May 1987, killing 37 servicemen, 
which fi nally convinced the US people of  the need to 
protect Gulf  shipping. It has been said that, by ‘agree-
ing that the Kuwaiti tanker fl eet could sail under the 
American fl ag, the United States eff ectively joined, on 
the Iraqi side, the … tanker war in the Gulf ’.   24    So anti-
Iranian did Western policy now become that the US 
and West Europeans were willing to condone Iraqi at-
tacks on any ships bound for Iran and even to overlook 
Saddam’s use of  poison gas. By early 1988 nearly fi fty 
US vessels and twenty from Western Europe were on 

patrol. Yet attacks on neutral ships and the laying of  
mines by Iran actually increased, as did the dangers 
of  a US–Iranian confl ict. In April 1988, a clash be-
tween their forces led the Americans to sink half  the 
Iranians’ navy (admittedly small: it had only twelve 
ships in total). Then, three months later, on 3 July, a US 
warship, the USS  Vincennes  shot down an Iranian air-
liner, mistaking it for a military target. All 290 passen-
gers and crew died. The incident shook Washington, 
which off ered to pay compensation. It may also have 
infl uenced Tehran to end the war. 

 In the mid-1980s, the Western powers had tried 
to blame Iran entirely for lengthening the war and 
framed UN resolutions in a way which Iraq found 
easier to accept. But in July 1987, with relations be-
tween the superpowers beginning to improve, the 
US and USSR had both supported Resolution 598, 
calling for an immediate ceasefi re and a withdrawal 
to the 1980 border, which could be seen as a neutral 
basis for a settlement. At fi rst, the Iranians refused 
to respond to the proposal, either positively or nega-
tively. But the hopelessness of  securing a decisive 
victory was by now quite obvious. In early 1988 there 
was a new round of  Iranian off ensives but Saddam 
again responded, this time with gas and missile at-
tacks which included rocket attacks on Tehran itself. 
One gas attack was directed at the Kurdish village 
of  Halabja, on Iraqi territory but a centre of  resist-
ance to Saddam’s rule; it killed about 5,000 civilians, 
embarrassed Saddam’s supporters, and led some to 
press peace on him more seriously. Such evidence of  
the Iraqi President’s inhumanity reinforced the West-
ern view that the best way for the war to end was as a 
stalemate. Meanwhile, the Halabja incident may have 
helped to demoralize the Iranians, who ‘feared the use 
of  chemicals against their cities. It became obvious 
to them that the cries of  human rights organizations 
… mattered little in the face of  American determina-
tion to help Saddam.’   25    The concern of  Khomeini’s 
advisers intensifi ed still further when, in May 1988, a 
new Iraqi off ensive threatened to cross Iran’s borders 
once more. Khomeini himself  declared that peace was 
‘worse than taking poison’ but on 20 July 1988 he ac-
cepted Resolution 598. Neither side had gained any 
territory as a result of  almost eight years of  war. Both 
were economically shattered and faced the expensive 
challenge of  reconstruction—the outcome that the 
US had hoped for when the war began.    

 It was partly in order to obtain the resources needed 
for such reconstruction that Saddam, in August 1990, 
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 invaded Kuwait, provoking another major confl ict 
(see  Chapter  21  , B). He initially tried to portray himself  
as the victor of  the Iran–Iraq war, on the grounds that 
Iran had suff ered far more casualties, but such claims 
were undermined by his decision, on 15 August 1990, 
to reaffi  rm the 1975 Algiers agreement on the Shatt al-
Arab border: he was forced to do this, in order to con-
centrate on the Kuwait war. As to Iran–Iraq relations, 
they remained poor thereafter. There was no full 
exchange of  prisoners and both countries continued 
to give assistance to the other’s political opponents. 
The result was rather better for the US and the West, 
who had long favoured a stalemate and were happy to 
see both Iran and Iraq weakened and divided against 
each other. The only international actor to gain much 
was the UN, which could claim to have provided the 

diplomatic machinery for a settlement between two 
bitter enemies (see   boxed section  ).      

  D.    Libya and ‘International 
Terrorism’    

 Despite the Vietnam syndrome, the Reagan admin-
istration was clearly not beyond limited military op-
erations in the Middle East where these seemed to be 
in the US interest. The role of  the US marines in the 
Lebanon Multinational Force in 1982–4 and the naval 
commitment in the Gulf  in 1987–8 were obvious ex-
amples. But a much sharper, and no less dramatic in-
tervention, took place in April 1986 when US aircraft 
bombed Libya. The reasons for this action lay in a 

   The Revival of the United Nations?    

 The late 1980s and early 1990s saw a revival of fortunes for 

the UN, a new respect for the organization as a peacemaking 

body, and a return to the original hopes, of 1945–6, that the 

Security Council might prove a forum for the great powers to 

work together. Certainly Mikhail Gorbachev treated it more 

seriously than previous Soviet leaders. The successes of the 

UN included:

     •    The April 1988 Geneva Agreement between Afghanistan 

and Pakistan, guaranteed by the US and USSR, which paved 

the way for a Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan. The 

agreement followed a series of talks since 1982, chaired by 

the UN’s Diego Cordovez.  

   •    The end of the Iran–Iraq War in July 1988 on the basis of 

Resolution 598 of twelve months earlier. The Resolution 

included a ceasefi re, a return to the pre-war status quo, and 

an international commission to decide who was responsible 

for the war.  

   •    The signature of agreements at the UN on 22 December 

1988 on problems in southern Africa, following a series of 

talks since the previous January. The settlement provided for 

the independence of Namibia (previously the South African-

administered mandate of South-West Africa) and for the 

withdrawal of Cuban troops from neighbouring Angola, 

where they had been since 1975.  

   •    The liberation of Kuwait by a US-led force in early 1991, 

which might have gone less smoothly but for the UN’s 

immediate condemnation of the original Iraqi invasion 

(Resolution 660 of 2 August 1990) and the agreement of 

the Security Council on subsequent steps (though China 

abstained on Resolution 678, authorizing members ‘to use all 

necessary means’ to remove Iraq).  

   •    The restoration of Cambodian independence, after more 

than a decade of Vietnamese occupation, in the Paris 

agreements of 23 October 1991. These followed years of 

UN mediation attempts and put various responsibilities on 

the organization including supervising the ceasefi re, 

organizing elections, and repatriating refugees.     

 Such successes led to high hopes of a major UN role in world 

politics in the 1990s. But:

     •    on closer inspection some of the settlements were seriously 

fl awed. Resolution 598 produced no long-term settlement 

and Afghanistan continued to suff er internal turmoil;  

   •    many long-running international problems (Cyprus, Palestine, 

the division of Korea) continued without sign of imminent 

resolution;  

   •    a number of confl icts in the 1990s (Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda) 

harmed the UN’s reputation and confi rmed that it was at the 

mercy of the wishes of its members; a useful vehicle for talks 

when governments wanted this but with limited infl uence if 

they were unprepared to keep the peace;  

   •    the UN Secretary-General, Xavier Perez de Cuellar, 

admitted in his memoirs, that the successes of 1988–91 

were largely dependent on the newfound cooperation of 

the US and USSR: ‘It would have been self-defeating hubris 

to assume that the United Nations … could independently 

bring peace in any one of these cases.’      

   *   Pilgrimage for Peace  (Macmillan, London 1997), 15–16.  
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 growing exasperation with the behaviour of  Libya’s 
ruler, Colonel Muammar Gaddafi , especially his back-
ing for what Washington condemned as ‘international 
terrorism’.     

 Gaddafi ’s External Policy and 
Intervention in Chad   

 Libya was a former Italian colony, a poor, sparsely 
populated, largely desert kingdom. Its economic for-
tunes were much improved by the discovery of  oil in 
1959, though at fi rst this was principally of  benefi t to 
Western oil companies. On 1 September 1969 King 
Idris was overthrown whilst on a visit abroad, and re-
placed by a Revolutionary Command Council headed 
by Gaddafi . A militant pan-Arab who espoused what 
he termed ‘Koranic Socialism’, Gaddafi  closed both 
American and British military bases, forced Italian set-
tlers out of  the country, and became an irrepressible 
advocate of  federations with other Arab countries. 
Gaddafi  believed that ‘if  Arab countries stopped feud-
ing and pooled their money … and military might, 
they would create a power bloc that could rival the su-
perpowers and destroy the state of  Israel’.   26    Gaddafi  
was also at the forefront of  eff orts by oil-producing 
countries to control prices more eff ectively, which 
fi nally won success in 1973. Oil wealth allowed the 
charismatic but volatile Gaddafi  to improve Libya’s 
housing, education, and health care, as the country’s 
per capita income mushroomed. But he also tightened 
his grip on power by maintaining a repressive regime 
and liquidating any opposition. 

 At fi rst, Gaddafi ’s regime was also marked by its 
fi rm anti-communism: there were even rumours that 
the US had helped him into power in order to mod-
ernize the country. But by March 1973, when Libyan 
aircraft fi red on US airplanes over the Gulf  of  Sidra, 
relations between the two countries had become very 
poor, while Libyan–Soviet links strengthened, so that 
‘in the years 1979–83 Libya was the only major African 
recipient of  Soviet arms’,   27    Gaddafi  was already known 
to provide support for organizations like the PLO and 
IRA. A dedicated opponent of  post-1973 Middle East 
peace attempts, he was said to have plotted the as-
sassination of  Henry Kissinger and in 1974 secured a 
major arms deal with Moscow. Gaddafi  was predict-
ably aghast at the Camp David peace process and there 
was almost war between Libya and Egypt in 1978. In 
the 1980s, he was variously credited with helping rebel 
groups in Niger, Upper Volta, and Guinea-Bissau, and 

several African nations broke off  relations with him. 
One study described him as ‘perhaps the leading expo-
nent of  the tactic of  the proxy military coup’.   28    

 His only serious, long-term foreign adventure, 
 however, was in Chad, Libya’s neighbouring state. 
Libya had a claim to Chad’s northern, Ouzou, region 
and, for some years before Gaddafi  seized power, had 
sponsored a liberation movement there. In maintain-
ing this policy, Gaddafi  ‘identifi ed himself  with what 
he [saw] as the struggle of  all Chadian Muslims … 
against an alien and oppressive minority of  Christians 
and animists, supported by France and … the United 
States’.   29    But it has been argued that his ambitions 
went beyond Chad itself: he ‘saw the country as a … 
bridgehead into Black Africa where he aimed to spread 
his revolutionary Islam-based ideology’.   30    He aided 
the opponents of  the pro-French government in Chad 
(France being the former colonial power) and, in 1980, 
used a brief  military incursion to help install a friendly 
government, under Goukouni Oueddei. Then, in 1981, 
the Libyan leader announced a union between the two 
countries, proposals for unions with fellow Arab states 
having being one of  the persistent, but always unsuc-
cessful elements of  his foreign policy. At this point, 
‘Libya seemed to have replaced [the] French military 
presence at the geographical heart of  the continent’   31    
but it also stirred up suspicion among neighbouring 
states, leading to the deployment of  an Organiza-
tion of  African Unity (OAU) peacekeeping force in 
December 1981. Despite large expenditure, Gaddafi  
was unable to protect his clients during the civil strife 
that persisted in Chad. Instead the French soon helped 
to restore a former President, Hassan Habre, who in 
1986–7 even restored control of  the Ouzou strip, a 1984 
deal on mutual Libyan–French withdrawal having 
proved abortive. Between 1973 and 1987 it is estimated 
that the Libyans lost 3,500 dead in Chad, which be-
came the place where Gaddafi ’s ‘adventurism exacted 
its heaviest toll and the disproportion between perfor-
mance and ambition was most cruelly revealed’.   32        

 Reagan and Gaddafi    

 Meanwhile, by 1980, relations with the US had grown 
even worse. In December 1979, pronouncing its sym-
pathy for Iran in the hostages dispute, a mob attacked 
the American embassy in Tripoli. The following 
May President Carter, without fully breaking rela-
tions, expelled most Libyan diplomats from their so-
called ‘People’s Bureau’ in Washington. The Reagan 
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 administration despised Gaddafi  from the start, as a 
paymaster of  terrorists and because he was seen as a 
Soviet stooge. In May 1981 the Washington ‘People’s 
Bureau’ was closed down altogether and the US set 
out to isolate Libya diplomatically. Attention soon fo-
cused on the Gulf  of  Sidra, which Libya claimed to be 
entirely its own territorial waters, a claim the US de-
nied. On 20 August 1981, two Libyan aircraft were shot 
down after fi ring on US airplanes over the Gulf. Seven 
months later America introduced economic sanctions 
against Libya (but was unable to persuade its NATO 
allies to follow suit). Rather than being cowed by this, 
Gaddafi , seen as a hero by Arab radicals, increased 
his support for anti-Western terrorist groups and was 
again rumoured to be planning the assassination of  
US political fi gures. Terrorist attacks were nothing 
new and Libya was not the only government accused 
of  supporting them. Syria and Iran were both blamed 
for bombings in Lebanon. Iran was also responsible 
for a December 1983 attack on the American embassy 
in Kuwait and, exactly a year later, for the hijacking 
of  a Kuwaiti airliner which led to two Americans 
being killed. Indeed, the CIA recognized Iran as the 
worst culprit in the scale of  its backing for such ac-
tions. But it was also the hardest to attack in terms 
of  its geographical position. It seemed likely to react 
strongly to any US countermeasures, there were per-
sistent fears of  driving it towards the Soviets, and, by 
the mid-1980s, the Reagan administration had hopes 
of  moderating Iranian policy through clandestine 
contacts. Libya, in contrast, was geographically well 
placed for an attack and—given the way it alienated 
its neighbours—relatively easy to isolate. And Gaddafi  
continued to draw attention to himself: in mid-March 
1984 there was a Libyan bombing raid on the Sudanese 
capital, Khartoum, and a month later a British police-
woman was shot dead outside the Libyan ‘People’s 
Bureau’ in London. 

 In 1985 international terrorism reached a new in-
tensity, much of  it linked to the Palestinian cause 
but with attacks sponsored by Iran, Syria, and Libya. 
The ‘Islamic Jihad’ group launched bomb attacks 
in Madrid and Riyadh in the spring; Frankfurt air-
port was bombed in June; October saw the seizure 
of  the  Achille Lauro  cruise ship; in November sixty 
people died when an Egyptian aircraft was hijacked 
and on 27 December simultaneous attacks at Rome 
and Vienna airports killed twenty people. In re-
sponse, Reagan was determined to act and the CIA 
shifted its operations from simply predicting and 

analysing terrorist attacks, to meeting and punish-
ing them. There was some concern that retribution 
against Libya might lead Gaddafi  to seize American 
hostages: despite economic sanctions about 1,000 US 
citizens were working for oil companies there. But 
contingency plans for a strike on Libya were laid and, 
in July 1985, consideration was even given to a joint 
US–Egyptian invasion. In early January 1986 Reagan 
publicly accused Libya of  aggression against the US 
and announced new economic sanctions, including 
severe travel restrictions and a freeze on Libyan assets. 
But, once again, America’s NATO allies—who took 90 
per cent of  Libya’s oil—refused to join in these steps, 
expressing doubts about the eff ectiveness of  sanctions 
and fear that Gaddafi  would become more of  a prob-
lem if  he were hounded. In January the US navy also 
renewed its manoeuvres in the Gulf  of  Sidra, another 
provocative move which won little NATO support. 
The Americans judged the Gulf  to be an ideal place to 
challenge Gaddafi  because it was easy for them to op-
erate there and, though it was not tested, they believed 
they had a strong case in international law. ‘No real 
eff ort was made, however, to disguise the fact that the 
operation was a warning signal about Libyan-inspired 
terrorism, rather than about maritime navigation 
rights.’   33    A few months later Gaddafi  rose to the bait. 
On 24 March the Libyans fi red on US aircraft and the 
Americans retaliated by sinking two patrol boats. 

 US–Libyan tension fi nally reached a crisis in April 
1986. On the 5th, a bomb attack by Palestinians in 
West Berlin killed two American servicemen and in-
jured others. Intercepted messages from the ‘People’s 
Bureau’ in East Berlin linked the attack to Libya and 
a consensus was reached in Washington in favour of  
a retaliatory strike. On 14 April, aircraft from bases 
in Britain and carriers in the Mediterranean bombed 
Gaddafi ’s home and other targets, including barracks 
and airfi elds, in the Tripoli and Benghazi regions. 
The Secretary of  State, George Shultz, had already 
publicly justifi ed the action by insisting, ‘There is 
substantial legal authority for the view that a state 
which supports terrorist … attacks against another 
state … is responsible for such attacks. Such conduct 
can amount to … armed aggression … under inter-
national law’ and he later warned Gaddafi : ‘You’ve 
had it, pal.’   34    But others doubted that America was 
justifi ed in invoking the right of  self-defence under 
Article 51 and the scale of  the raids seemed out of  
all proportion to the Berlin bombing. Furthermore, 
Gaddafi —despite the apparent hope of  killing him 
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 in the attack—remained securely in power, becom-
ing a hero in radical Arab eyes. Indeed, one read-
ing is that he ‘defi ed his critics and bounced back 
on the world stage … He had challenged one of  
the world’s superpowers and survived.’   35    In 1989 in 
another clash with the US in the Gulf  of  Sidra two 
Libyan aircraft were shot down; and Libyans were 
later implicated in the December 1989 bombing of  
a Pan-Am airliner over Scotland. The American ac-
tion was not only criticized by the Eastern bloc and 
the non-aligned world, but also by moderate Arab 

countries like Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and by NATO 
governments. In contrast to the British, both Italy 
and Greece refused to allow their airbases to be used 
for the raids; France and Spain had refused to allow 
the American aircraft to overfl y their territory. The 
attack seemed an act of  frustration against a rela-
tively easy target, and a refl ection of  America’s in-
ability to shape Middle East politics constructively. 
Then again, it boosted Reagan’s popularity at home 
and apparently led to a lessening of  terrorist spon-
sorship by a shaken Gaddafi .           
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        18 
Instability in Latin America        

  A.    The Reagan Doctrine and El 
Salvador      

 Reagan’s Policy towards Latin America   

 In the early 1970s, when the Nixon administration 
was obsessed by Vietnam and détente, Latin America 
had not fi gured prominently in Washington’s world-
view. Apart from Chile, where the left-wing regime 
of  Salvador Allende was toppled in 1973, the region 
seemed relatively stable, despite widespread poverty, 
illiteracy, and repressive government. Under the Nixon 
Doctrine the US had relied on local governments to 
maintain authority and, although Cuba still existed as 
a Soviet ally in the Western hemisphere, communism 
was virtually non-existent and Castro was unable to 
promote revolution successfully. America’s domina-
tion of  the Latin American economies was in decline 
but still considerable; in the mid-1950s it absorbed about 
half  their exports, twenty years later it took around a 

third. In the 1970s the Latin American countries joined 
with other developing economies, in the G-77 group, 
to press for a ‘new International Economic Order’ that 
would redistribute wealth globally, but the US Trade 
Act of  January 1975 put up greater barriers to Latin 
American exports. Economic changes in mid-decade 
had a profound impact on local societies. The oil crisis 
of  1973–4, followed as it was by trade defi cits, depres-
sion, and high infl ation, helped promote revolution-
ary ideas among the landless peasants and urban poor 
of  many Latin American countries. In particular, the 
poverty-stricken ‘banana republics’ of  Central America 
became prone to unrest and this situation persisted 
through the next world economic depression in 1979–82. 

 Under Jimmy Carter, with his interest in promoting 
human rights, a more active and enlightened US pol-
icy towards Latin America might have been expected 
but in this region, as elsewhere, Carter’s aims were in-
consistent, as the moral cause of  human rights clashed 
with local realities and other American interests. 
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 He did manage to cut military aid to Latin America 
by about a quarter in 1976–9 and one study found that, 
in ‘several Latin American countries, the 1970s ended 
with a considerable increase in the level of  respect 
for human rights related to the physical integrity of  
the person’, with a reduction in torture and deten-
tion without trial.   1    But by the end of  this period the 
Cold War with Moscow was reviving, leftist guerril-
las were active in most Central American states, and 
‘the military governments aff ected by the arms restric-
tions lashed out at what they viewed as a new form of  
US intervention in their internal aff airs’.   2    Rather than 
have Carter cut their military aid completely, several 
states—Argentina, Brazil, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Uruguay—declared that they no longer wanted 
US arms, and began to make purchases elsewhere. The 
military dictatorships of  Argentina and Brazil, whose 
violent oppression caused Carter special concern, sim-
ply decided to pursue their own line regardless, jointly 
backing a military coup in Bolivia in 1980, developing 
links to right-wing regimes in other continents (such 
as South Africa), and encouraging other Latin American 
states to break free of  US tutelage. 

 Any hopes that Carter could induce such regimes 
to democratize gradually, therefore proved naive. And 
any hope that America could use its wealth to launch a 
new eff ort at economic development in Latin America, 
given the failure of  Kennedy’s ‘Alliance for Progress’, 
was an illusion: American public opinion was shifting 
to the Right, as most people looked for state spending 
to be reduced. Carter’s policy fi nally proved ineff ective 
in July 1979, when he did little to  prevent a leftist move-
ment, the Sandinistas, toppling the long- standing 
 Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua (fully discussed 
in  Chapter  18  , B). In Carter’s eyes, Somoza could be 
compared to other dictators, like Batista of  Cuba, 
ousted in 1958, or Trujillo of  the  Dominican Republic, 
murdered in 1961, whose  economically bankrupt, 
 police states had simply become an embarrassment 
to their foreign supporters. ‘Administration spokes-
men emphasized that here was an opportunity for the 
United States to demonstrate that it could  respond 
positively to revolutionary change in the developing 
world.’   3    However, in 1980, with the new Cold War un-
derway, it was easy for Republicans to  accuse Carter 
of  having made one more, grave error. In Nicaragua, 
a leftist regime, now allied to Fidel Castro, had been 
allowed into power and it might spread revolution 
to neighbouring Central American states, notably 
El Salvador. This was seen, by some, as an advance 

for Soviet interests in America’s ‘own back yard’ and 
attributed to  Washington’s declining power, which 
Ronald Reagan was determined to reverse. Then 
again, as in US– Soviet relations, a ‘change of  policy … 
had been eff ected well before … Reagan entered the 
White House’. In Central America in 1980, Carter 
sought to ‘erect a cordon sanitaire around Nicaragua, 
the  Americans once again began to dispense gener-
ous military aid to the neighbouring countries [and] 
 military advisers were sent to El Salvador’.   4    

 In contrast to the Nixon period a decade before, the 
Reagan years saw Latin America, or more specifi cally 
Central America, assume primary importance in US 
foreign policy. ‘For Reagan, Central America was the 
focal point of  his tough new foreign policy … where 
Washington would draw the line against the spread 
of  communism in the less developed world.’   5    Here 
was a testing ground for the Reagan Doctrine, with 
its promise of  support for any ‘freedom fi ghters’ who 
were struggling to liberate their countries from com-
munism. It was especially important too, after Carter’s 
apparent retreats, to reassert US strength in an area 
long seen as its own sphere of  infl uence and to reas-
sure the region’s right-wing governments that they 
could rely on Washington’s leadership. ‘We had al-
ready lost Cuba to Communism’, Reagan later wrote. 
‘I was determined the Free World was not going to 
lose Central America or more of  the Caribbean.’   6    
As elsewhere, therefore, the main thrust of  Reagan’s 
policy was remarkably simple: previous ideas of  sup-
port for human rights, encouraging democratiza-
tion, and providing economic development aid were 
pushed aside more fi rmly than under Nixon by a de-
termined anti-communism although, in January 1984, 
a commission under Henry Kissinger reported that 
economic aid should be a vital component of  policy 
in Central America, alongside covert operations and 
assistance to anti-communists. The new policy  did  
have an intellectual justifi cation, provided by the am-
bassador to the UN, a former social science academic, 
Jeanne Kirkpatrick. In an article entitled ‘Dictatorships 
and Double Standards’, published in 1979, she argued 
that, although ‘authoritarian’ regimes might suppress 
freedom, they  were  pro-US, open to capitalism, protec-
tive of  traditional values, and might be reformed over 
time; ‘totalitarian’ regimes on the other hand, such 
as those in the Communist bloc, were anti-US, inimi-
cal to capitalism and (or so she argued) incapable of  
reform. In 1980 the recent examples of  what had oc-
curred in Iran and Nicaragua seemed to provide ample 
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 evidence in Kirkpatrick’s favour and against Carter. In 
each case, she argued, ‘the American eff ort to impose 
liberalization and democratization on a government 
confronted with violent internal opposition not only 
failed, but actually assisted the coming to power of  
new regimes in which ordinary people enjoy fewer 
freedoms … regimes, moreover, hostile to American 
interests’.   7    Reagan believed that the Kirkpatrick thesis 
‘provided … intellectual foundation for the argument 
he had been making … about the Carter policies … 
weakening US … infl uence … under the banner of  ad-
vancing human rights’.   8    

 Criticized at the time as being based on a poor grasp 
of  history, it did not take many years for the fl aws in the 
Kirkpatrick thesis to become apparent. Under Reagan, 
as in previous decades the ‘authoritarian’ regimes 
which the US supported, actually proved extremely 
unwilling to reform, they hardly provided the ideal, 
stable conditions for capitalism to thrive, and they fre-
quently clashed with such traditional institutions as 
the Roman Catholic Church. Their violence and op-
pression remained an embarrassment to America and, 
in one case, foreign adventurism by the Argentinian 
dictatorship of  General Leopoldo Galtieri, provoked 
a major crisis. On 2 April the Argentinians occupied 
the sparsely populated, British-ruled Falklands Islands 
in the South Atlantic to enforce a territorial claim; 
though the British had shown little interest in the is-
lands in the recent past, the government of  Margaret 
Thatcher would not tolerate such an aff ront to na-
tional dignity and sent a naval force to retake them 
( see  boxed section  ). Ironically, given Kirkpatrick’s lack 
of  support for British action, it was the Argentinian 
defeat which led to a return to democracy in 1983, 
after years of  dictatorship, during which around 6,000 
opponents of  the military had ‘disappeared’. As the 
1980s proceeded two points became even more obvi-
ous. One, of  course, was that ‘totalitarian’ states in 
the Eastern bloc,  were  capable of  political and eco-
nomic reform, as witnessed by the dramatic changes 
under Gorbachev after 1985: ‘the fi nal judgement on 
Kirkpatrick’s theory occurred in Eastern Europe … 
when totalitarian regimes … were replaced by elected 
governments’.   9    The other was that there could be 
genuinely democratic uprisings against dictators, 
most obviously, not in Latin America but in the ex-US 
colony of  the Philippines in early 1986. Here the cor-
rupt but overconfi dent Ferdinand Marcos, President 
since 1966, agreed to hold elections only to be defeated 
by Corazon Aquino, the wife of  a former opposition 

leader whom Marcos had murdered. Marcos tried to 
falsify the results but was faced by massive demonstra-
tions and this ‘people power’ convinced Washington 
that he must be told to leave. Yet in the later 1980s 
the ‘Kirkpatrick Formula’—that rightist dictatorships 
were capable of  reform—did seem to fi nd justifi cation 
in one area, when several of  Latin America’s dictator-
ships held elections: Brazil, Uruguay, and Peru in 1985, 
Guatemala in 1986, Chile and Paraguay in 1989.     

 El Salvador   

 Whatever the lessons of  events in the Philippines, in 
Central America the US government stuck doggedly 
to a policy of  upholding right-wing governments, 
however vicious and unpopular, against left-wing 
guerrillas, supposedly backed by the Eastern bloc. 
‘American charges of  Soviet and Cuban responsibility 
for revolution in Central America were … more con-
venient than acknowledging failures of  reactionary 
regimes to provide for needed peaceful change.’   10    It 
was particularly important, in Reagan’s view, both 
to prevent the Nicaraguan revolution from spread-
ing beyond its own borders and to try to undermine 
the Sandinista regime. There were guerrilla move-
ments in South America, notably the Maoist ‘Tupac 
Amaru’ who began to make advances in the Peruvian 
countryside in 1980. But US eff orts concentrated on 
helping several Central American states resist the 
supposed attempt of  Cuba and Nicaragua to export 
revolution. Those deemed most under threat included 
Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. (Mexico, the 
largest Central American state, escaped serious in-
ternal dissent in this period; only in January 1994 did 
the Zapatista National Liberation Army become ac-
tive in Chiapas province among the poor peasantry.) 
Honduras, the poorest country of  the region, was 
heavily dependent economically on the US and seen 
by Washington as relatively secure. Guatemala, domi-
nated by the military and wealthy landowners since 
1954, was more troubled, having suff ered an earth-
quake in 1976 which added to its economic problems. 
However, the government was ruthless in eliminating 
its opponents, not only leftists, who had begun a guer-
rilla campaign in 1962, but even Christian Democrats. 
By the time the leftist insurgency in Guatemala ended 
in December 1996, it was estimated that 200,000 had 
been killed, mostly by the army, making the process of  
national reconciliation very diffi  cult. Carter had been 
so alienated by such repression that he cut off  military 
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 aid to Guatemala, but Reagan used the country, like 
Honduras, as a base for covert operations against 
Nicaragua. Costa Rica was the only proper democracy 
in Latin America in 1980 but, paradoxically, something 
of  a problem for Washington, because the Costa Rican 
government followed an independent line abroad, 
providing some economic aid to the Sandinistas and, 
especially after 1986 working for the reconciliation of  
the opposing forces in Nicaragua, rather than the de-
struction of  the Sandinista regime. 

 ‘The most urgent visible crisis during the initial 
years of  the Reagan period, however, was over El 
Salvador.’   11    Indeed, it was the need to prevent a left-
ist overthrow of  the government in El Salvador which 
initially gave Reagan the justifi cation to boost aid to 
those fi ghting the Nicaraguan Sandinistas. El Salvador, 
a major coff ee exporter with a population of  5 million, 
was another country dominated by a landowning 
oligarchy, fi rmly supported by the military. About a 
third of  the rural population owned no land; illiteracy, 
homelessness, and malnutrition were widespread. In 
1969 the country won the short-lived ‘Soccer War’ 
(so-called because it was sparked by a football match) 
with neighbouring Honduras, but the triumph was 
fi nancially costly and it also helped kill off  lingering 
hopes for a Central American common market, a 
free trade zone, fi rst proposed in the 1960 Managua 
Treaty. Support then increased in urban areas for the 
Christian Democratic Party, founded in 1960, with the 
support of  the Roman Catholic Church, and led by 
José Napoleon Duarte. But when Duarte appeared 
likely to win the 1972 elections, the government can-
celled them, drove Duarte into exile, and ruthlessly 
extinguished the ensuing signs of  discontent. This 
experience meant that the regime’s opponents then 
turned to non-democratic means to gain power. 
In 1977, General Humberto Romero was elected 
President amid violence and blatant corruption. 
Despite the opposition of  the Catholic Church, the US 
decided it must supply him with more economic aid. 
One important feature of  El Salvadorian politics was 
the degree to which the Church criticized repression 
and spoke out in favour of  the poor. The opposition 
of  an infl uential national, traditional institution was 
of  grave concern to the military, who murdered sev-
eral priests in the 1970s. Such actions were diffi  cult to 
justify in terms of  anti-communism. 

 In mid-1979, concerned at the fall of  Somoza in 
Nicaragua and evidence that Cuba was training El 
Salvador’s leftist insurgents, the Carter administration 

decided to press for a change of  government. On 15 
October, General Romero was duly overthrown by 
fellow offi  cers, who established a junta with several 
civilian members and promised reform and, in Janu-
ary 1980, the Christian Democrats were brought into 
government. ‘If  the admittedly weak regime could be 
sustained by the United States in the short run, US of-
fi cials believed, its programme of  social reform would 
eventually attract support, rebuilding a political centre 
where none now existed.’   12    But the junta soon became 
divided, the landowners opposed even limited land 
reform, and there were no talks with the insurgents. 
Even when Duarte, with US encouragement, was in-
stalled as President, the violence continued. Events in 
Nicaragua also had a signifi cant impact on El Salvador: 
‘The Sandinista victory … not only encouraged the 
Left, it had also galvanized the Right.’   13    The urban 
and rural poor were no longer impressed by Duarte’s 
liberal credentials, whilst the army and police increas-
ingly took decisions into their own hands, murdering 
their opponents. In March 1980, they even killed the 
country’s religious leader, the outspoken Archbishop 
Oscar Romero, in his own cathedral. This, alongside 
the murder of  three American nuns, caused an outcry 
in the US and led Carter to threaten a cut in aid. Leftist 
terrorism and army massacres seemed to be turning 
El Salvador towards anarchy, with about 10,000 dying 
through violence during 1980. Landowners, fi nanci-
ers, and military leaders began to move their money 
out of  the country (thus provoking an investment col-
lapse) and to connive in the activities of  right-wing 
death squads. The most notorious of  these was the 
‘White Warriors’ led by a US-trained, ex-intelligence 
offi  cer, Major Roberto d’Aubuisson. But in the face 
of  the onslaught and ever-greater poverty, the left-
ists, hitherto very divided, became more united and 
determined. In October 1980 they formed a national 
liberation front (FMLN) and, though there were only 
a few thousand guerrillas, they took control of  much 
of  the countryside. A secret attempt by Duarte to talk 
to some of  his opponents in November 1980 was ru-
ined when the military discovered it and murdered the 
leftist delegates—making them reluctant to risk talks 
again. 

 Under Carter in 1980, the US was already providing 
El Salvador with considerable aid and even military 
advisers, and this trend inevitably continued under 
Reagan, urged on by Secretary of  State Alexander 
Haig, who feared the country would be the next Latin 
American ‘domino’ to fall to the Soviets and Cubans. 
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 It was also an excellent opportunity to prove that, 
notwithstanding Vietnam, ‘national liberation’ move-
ments could be defeated. Haig had no doubt of  Soviet 
and Cuban involvement and ‘believed that our policy 
should … through the application of  a full range of  
economic, political, and security measures, convince 
them to put an end to Havana’s bloody activities’.   14    But 
there were several problems with this approach. First, 
despite the publication of  a State Department paper 
on the subject in February 1981, it was very diffi  cult to 
prove that the Soviets and Cubans were involved on 
any meaningful scale in El Salvador: the local support 
for the guerrillas was genuine and only a few Soviet 
arms were sent—arguably as a riposte to CIA activities 
in Afghanistan. The White Paper claimed to provide 
‘defi nite evidence of  the clandestine military support 
given by the Soviet Union, Cuba and their allies to 
Marxist-Leninist guerrillas now fi ghting to overthrow 
the established government of  El Salvador’.   15    But a 
number of  press reports ‘shredded the White paper’s 
claim’.   16    Second, despite $200 million in military aid 
from the US in 1981–4, as well as schooling in counter-
insurgency techniques, the Salvadorian army was un-
able to secure a decisive victory, or even to calm the 
situation. The US also had an embarrassing time trying 
to maintain Duarte. In March 1982, in elections which 

the leftists boycotted, he was defeated by the National 
Republic Alliance (ARENA), led by d’Aubuisson, who 
proved that there was a considerable body of  genuine 
support for his extreme right-wing views, even among 
the smaller landowners. Washington poured over a 
million dollars into the Christian Democratic coff ers 
ahead of  the next election in May 1984, but Duarte 
won only narrowly and he was still unable to over-
come the problems of  poverty and corruption, or to 
control the activities of  the death squads. 

 By 1989, ARENA was back in power, with their can-
didate Alfredo Cristiani, triumphing in that year’s pres-
idential election. By then, about 70,000 had been killed 
during ten years of  trouble but the 50,000-strong army 
was no nearer to defeating the guerrillas, who proba-
bly numbered considerably less than 10,000. Outrages 
continued on both sides, the latest being the murder 
of  six Jesuit priests by the army. US economic and mili-
tary assistance had continued to fl ow into the country 
($600 million in 1988 alone) but many Salvadorians 
turned against the American presence: 1986 saw wide-
spread anti-US protests. With the Cold War over, a 
settlement achieved (in 1990) in Nicaragua and with 
both sides in El Salvador exhausted, a ceasefi re was 
fi nally agreed in September 1991. A peace agreement 
was signed under UN auspices three months later, 

   The Reagan Doctrine   

  As with the Nixon Doctrine, the Reagan Doctrine was not 

included in a single statement but rather was explained by the 

President, and by other members of his administration, on 

several occasions. However, an important, early summary came 

in the February 1985 ‘State of the Union’ address, where 

Reagan told Congress: 

 We must not break faith with those who are risking their lives, 

on every continent from Afghanistan to Nicaragua, to defy 

Soviet aggression … support for freedom fighters is self-defence.   

 In subsequent speeches the Secretary of State, George Shultz, 

made clear that the Doctrine was meant to reverse the idea 

that the Soviets could expand their infl uence through ‘wars of 

national liberation’ and that the West was incapable of reversing 

the process. The Doctrine pleased the Republican Right. It 

seemed to go beyond the narrow defence of American 

interests that had characterized the Nixon Doctrine; and it 

marked a revival of ‘roll-back’ and ‘liberation’ ideas that had 

been advocated in Eisenhower’s early years. 

 In actual fact, to the disappointment of some right-wingers, and 

despite the potential ‘globalistic’ nature of Reagan’s rhetoric, the 

focus of US assistance was mainly on the Mujaheddin of 

Afghanistan and the Contras of Nicaragua (though there was 

diplomatic support for the opponents of pro-Soviet regimes in 

Angola, Mozambique, and Cambodia). Furthermore, Reagan 

had been helping these two causes since early in his fi rst term, 

so that the Doctrine did not mark a new departure so much as 

a justifi cation of existing practice. Opponents pointed out that 

some of those who received aid were hardly models of liberal-

democratic ambition. In Cambodia in particular the US was 

backing an alliance of forces that included the mass murderer, 

Pol Pot. In Nicaragua, some argued, it was the US rather than 

the USSR which was trying to curtail the country’s 

independence. Yet despite the fears of his critics, Reagan 

avoided a serious, direct clash with the Soviets, partly because 

the Doctrine largely employed clandestine assistance to low-

intensity confl icts. And over the following years the Soviets did 

retreat from less developed world involvement in Afghanistan 

which the Reagan Doctrine targeted.  
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 with both sides now ready to compromise. Cristiani 
‘pursued peace doggedly, despite resistance from the 
Right. The FMLN had given up its demands for pow-
ersharing … settling for changes in the armed forces.’   17    
The death of  d’Aubuisson, from cancer, in 1992, prob-
ably helped cement a settlement in which the leftists 
had a share in policing the country and a purge was 
carried out of  those army offi  cers who had partici-
pated in the death squads. But elections in 1994 con-
fi rmed that it was the Right, in the form of  ARENA, 
which held the balance of  popular support.         

  B.    Nicaragua and the ‘Contragate’ 
Scandal      

 The Fall of Somoza   

 In Nicaragua, in contrast to El Salvador, the Reagan 
administration’s aim was to topple a government 
rather than to maintain it. But the enemy, the radical 
Left, was the same and the confl ict proved just as long-
lasting and destructive. There was a long history of  
US involvement in Nicaraguan politics stretching back 
to the 1890s and it had been under virtual American 
occupation for two decades before 1933. Thereafter, it 
was dominated by the Somoza family, corrupt and op-
pressive but also trusted anti-communists who helped 
the CIA-backed operation to overthrow Guatemala’s 
Jacobo Arbenz in 1954 (see  Chapter  6  , C) and whose 
dictatorship was the region’s most stable and lasting. 
In 1967 Anastasio Debayle Somoza succeeded to the 
Nicaraguan leadership and, through the economic 
troubles of  the 1970s, came increasingly to rely on the 
National Guard to maintain him in power. As in El 
Salvador, land ownership was concentrated in a few 
hands and there were large numbers of  landless labour-
ers. An earthquake (in 1972) devastated large areas and 
wealth was monopolized by the Somozas and their 
supporters, who also cornered much of  the foreign aid 
that fl owed in after the earthquake. Opposition was led 
by the Sandinistan National Liberation Front (FSLN), 
who were named after Augusto Sandina, an inter-war 
hero who had resisted American domination, before 
being murdered by Anastasio Somoza. The FSLN 
had been founded in 1961 and, while its main support 
came from rural areas, it launched attacks on urban 
centres after 1966. With a fragmented leadership, it 
had had limited success in fi ghting Somoza until the 
earthquake. Now things were diff erent. The uprising 

was soon widespread and in January 1978 they began a 
mass uprising. A few months later, in their most daring 
operation so far, the Sandinistas seized control of  the 
National Congress, releasing its members in return 
for concessions. But Somoza was unwilling to strike 
any lasting deal with the Left and, in late 1978, turned 
to ruthless suppression, murdering thousands and 
escalating the violence. In early 1979 Somoza’s hold 
on power still seemed reasonably secure but events 
in Nicaragua were already of  international concern, 
with some nearby governments sympathetic to the 
rebels. Costa Rica allowed the Sandinistas to establish 
a government in exile in 1978, and in May 1979, as a 
major rebel off ensive was launched, Mexico decided 
to withdraw diplomatic recognition from Somoza, 
thus risking American displeasure. 

 Arguably the US shared the blame for the rising 
violence in Nicaragua. Carter’s human rights policy 
had probably encouraged Somoza’s opponents to 
seek reform in 1977 and it was partly to please the 
new President that the dictator himself  had eased re-
pression for a time, a move which simply made the 
opposition more vocal. Somoza himself  even com-
plained that Carter’s pressure on human rights ‘was 
his vehicle for the destruction of  me’.   18    Yet on the 
other hand, a strong ‘Somoza Lobby’ in Congress en-
sured that America continued to provide arms for the 
National Guard into 1979. By then Carter was caught 
in a diffi  cult situation. ‘On the one hand the Carter 
administration wanted to remain true to its human 
rights policy … but on the other hand the Sandinistas 
were leftists who would … take Nicaragua … toward 
Marxism.’   19    Ideally, he would have liked to fi nd some 
moderate alternative (such as Duarte’s Christian 
Democrats in El Salvador) to both Somoza and the 
Sandinistas. The latter, relying as they did on Cuban 
arms and training, were not a welcome replacement 
for the dictatorship in American eyes, yet Somoza’s 
extreme oppression made it impossible for Carter to 
maintain him by force. In June 1979, when the CIA 
warned that the regime was in grave danger, the 
White House decided that nothing could be done to 
save him and instead continued to hope that a ‘mod-
erate’, non-Sandinista replacement could be found 
who might pursue a gradual reform programme. A 
plan was devised whereby Somoza would resign in 
return for a Sandinista ceasefi re; the National Guard 
would remain intact to maintain order and this would 
buy time for a non-revolutionary government to be 
formed. ‘The White House was especially eager to 
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 ensure the survival of  the National Guard who … 
could provide a counterweight to the Cuban-trained 
Sandinista army in a post-Somoza Nicaragua.’   20    But 
such hopes were fanciful. It has been argued that if  
America had been ‘willing to demand Somoza’s res-
ignation nine months earlier, a constitutional solution 
might have been feasible’ but by late June ‘even the 
most conservative Nicaraguan opposition groups had 
already endorsed the Sandinistas’ provisional govern-
ment’.   21    Somoza’s regime was on the brink of  col-
lapse, a ‘moderate’ alternative did not exist, and the 
National Guard, which had killed up to 40,000 people 
in recent years, was hated. A scheme to send a peace-
keeping force from the Organization of  American 
States (OAS) was vetoed by Costa Rica, Mexico, and 
others. Even the US public turned against Somoza on 
20 June when National Guardsmen murdered a US 
journalist in front of  fi lm cameras. 

 Somoza was fi nally forced to leave the capital, 
Managua, on 17 July 1979, going into exile in Paraguay, 
a military dictatorship, where he was assassinated the 
following year. The National Guard disintegrated 
after his departure, though many of  them too fl ed 
abroad, hoping to carry on their opposition to the 
new government, which the Sandinistas formed 
on 19 July. In some ways their government, though 
radical, was not as extreme as the US feared. There 
were arrests and the use of  censorship but violence 
quickly died down, justice was largely maintained 
(even in the case of  judgments on former National 
Guardsmen) and, despite an ambitious programme 
of  nationalization, many private businesses contin-
ued to fl ourish, not only those whose owners had 
turned against the corruption and arbitrary rule of  
the Somozas, but also some which were American-
owned. The new government declared itself  to be 
non-aligned and, in order to ensure the continuation 
of  such moderation, Carter agreed to provide $20 
million in economic aid. Congress agreed to provide 
further aid in 1980, but this was partly because of  the 
desire of  ‘North American, European and Japanese 
banks to avoid a Nicaraguan default on the country’s 
$1.5 billion debt’,   22    and by then US–Sandinista relations 
were very poor. For, even if  Nicaragua claimed to be 
non-aligned, in eff ect it was close to the communist 
bloc, buying East European arms and accepting sev-
eral thousand Cuban advisers. The Sandinistas refused 
to condemn the Soviet invasion of  Afghanistan and 
in May 1980 some of  the more moderate members, 
including Violetta Chamarro, quit the government. 

The CIA was fearful that Nicaragua, backed by Cuba 
and the USSR, would aid leftist insurgents elsewhere, 
most obviously in El Salvador. And President Carter, 
accused by his opponents of  having ‘lost’ Nicaragua to 
communism, began to approve limited covert opera-
tions against the Sandinistas.     

 Reagan and the ‘Contras’, 1981–6   

 In 1979–80 Carter eff ectively carried out a dual-edged 
policy towards the Sandinistas, establishing links to 
their opponents yet also using fi nancial assistance to 
draw them away from Cuba. Under Reagan there was 
a simpler policy of  trying to destroy the Sandinistas 
who were depicted as Soviet stooges, totalitarian and 
militaristic. The limited scale of  Soviet aid and the fact 
that US companies could still operate in Nicaragua 
were ignored. Instead the country, like El Salvador, 
became a focus of  American eff orts to turn the com-
munist tide in the less developed world and reverse 
the supposed defeats for the Western cause under 
Carter. Nicaragua eventually overtook El Salvador as 
the focus of  US activity in the region, although in 1980 
it was seen as a subsidiary issue, important mainly 
because it was a conduit for arms supplies to the El 
Salvadorean guerrillas. Alongside Afghanistan, Nicara-
gua also became the main focus of  Reagan’s ambition 
to support ‘freedom fi ghters’ in liberating their coun-
try from communist domination. To Washington, ‘the 
Sandinistas were Marxist-Leninists. If  they stayed in 
power, they would guide Nicaragua … toward a one-
party … dictatorship, alliance with the Soviet Union 
and subversion of  their neighbours.’   23    

 By late 1981 the National Security Adviser, Robert 
McFarlane, was coordinating a wide range of  activities 
to undermine the Sandinistas without provoking out-
right war or too much international outrage. These 
included diplomatic, psychological, economic, and 
military steps. On the diplomatic front the Secretary 
of  State, Alexander Haig, encouraged by Mexico, did 
make a secret attempt in November 1981 to persuade 
the Cubans to end their support for radical movements. 
But this failed: the Cubans argued that problems in 
Latin America were internally generated and that they 
were bound to help their fellow leftists. The US there-
after relied on isolating the Sandinistas diplomatically, 
especially in Latin America, and on trying to prevent 
them receiving foreign aid and conducting trade. In 
1982, the US also used its infl uence to have the World 
Bank end its loans to Nicaragua. Securing the support 
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 of  dictatorships like Honduras and Guatemala for 
such a policy was easy, but backing from others was 
more diffi  cult to secure: in 1981 Mexico, keen to limit 
US domination of  the region, provided Nicaragua 
with $200 million in aid. Reagan confi rmed in April 
1981 that all US aid to Nicaragua would end, pressure 
was put on companies to end ties, and eventually, in 
1985, a full trade embargo was introduced. ‘By the end 
of  1985, the United States … had eff ectively foreclosed 
any possibility of  the Sandinistas obtaining loans from 
any of  the major international lending agencies.’   24    On 
the psychological front the State Department formed 
a new department, the Offi  ce of  Public Diplomacy, to 
direct the propaganda eff ort against the Sandinistas. 
But this Offi  ce was put under the direction of  a CIA of-
fi cial and it was the CIA which soon gained the leading 
role in trying to destroy the Sandinistas. The Agency’s 
Director, Bill Casey, became quite obsessed with the 
idea of  Nicaragua as the main base for Soviet-Cuban 
activity in Central America. 

 Despite the above measures, it became clear that the 
‘most eff ective weapons in Washington’s arsenal were 
political and military, namely the fi nancing of  right-
wing opposition parties in Nicaragua and the … train-
ing of  Nicaraguan exiles … into a guerrilla force’.   25    
By 1982 the ‘purpose of  US activity was no longer 
just interdiction of  arms shipments to neighbouring 
El Salvador. It became, fi rst and foremost, an attempt 
to topple the Sandinista government.’   26    Although 
Ronald Reagan was one of  the few leading Americans 
still to defend the Vietnam War, he recognized that 
the time had passed when US marines could be des-
patched to enforce order in the Central American 
states. Not only popular opinion, but also expert 
advice from the Department of  Defense, was opposed 
to any action that risked ‘another Vietnam’. So, given 
Reagan’s determination nonetheless to put military 
pressure on the Sandinistas, the administration had to 
support a force of  Nicaraguan-born ‘freedom fi ghters’ 
who would carry out a campaign of  sabotage, assas-
sination, economic disruption, and general harass-
ment in their own country designed to demoralize 
the Sandinistas and drain their treasury. In fact the CIA 
had virtually to create such a force because, despite 
Reagan’s confi dence that the Nicaraguan people were 
living under an unpopular oppressor, there was little 
active opposition to the government. The ‘Contras’, 
as the opposition became called, were often former 
members of  the National Guard but, from April 
1982, the CIA also funded a former Sandinista leader, 

Eden Pastora, who had gone into exile in Costa Rica. 
Since their existence soon became publicly known, 
the cover story was invented that they were operat-
ing only on the Nicaragua–El Salvador border, to try 
to stop the Sandinistas arming their fellow leftists in 
El Salvador; ‘the Reagan administration vehemently 
insisted during 1982 and 1983 that it was not trying to 
overthrow the Sandinistas, despite mounting evidence 
to the contrary’.   27    In December 1981, only about 500 
Contras were supported, with an initial fund of  $19 
million, and Argentina helped in their training. But by 
1984 there were up to 12,000 of  them, mainly operat-
ing from bases in Honduras which became a virtual 
‘American Fortress’ and the vital channel for fi nancial 
aid to the Contras. They were engaged not only in 
murdering Sandinista offi  cials and attacking military 
installations, but also in more general, poorly directed 
acts of  terrorism, bombing workplaces, and ravaging 
villages. Such activities did nothing to win popular 
support; neither did their lack of  an attractive politi-
cal programme. According to McFarlane, the Contras 
became ‘one of  President Reagan’s personal causes. In 
his eyes [they] were modern-day minutemen … whose 
struggle on behalf  of  liberty … deserved  America’s 
wholehearted … support.’   28    But in mid-1983, as it 
seemed increasingly unlikely that there would be 
an outright Contra victory, the President decided to 
supplement Contra pressure by intensifying naval 
 exercises near the Nicaraguan coast: one feature of  US 
policy was to keep the Sandinistas fearful of  a full-scale 
invasion, forcing them to spend money on defence 
and creating a siege mentality. In September 1983, the 
CIA organized raids on Managua airport—which em-
barrassingly occurred just as two US Senators were 
fl ying in. In 1984, there were some diplomatic talks 
with the Sandinistas, but these were largely to make 
Reagan appear moderate in election year, and at the 
same time Nicaraguan harbours were mined: incred-
ibly, Congress, which had earlier objected to a naval 
blockade, was told but failed to grasp the signifi cance 
of  the step. In 1985 CIA-directed sabotage eff orts fo-
cused on Managua itself. 

 The US-Contra campaign had a terrible impact on 
Nicaragua. By 1986, about 7,000 had been killed there 
and an estimated $2.5 billion lost in physical destruc-
tion and reduced trade. Spending on infrastructure 
and reform programmes had to be cut, people were 
regularly drilled to prepare for a US invasion. ‘Defence 
soaked up 40 per cent of  the nation’s budget by 1984 
to pay for the now 75,000 active-duty army. Social 
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 programmes suff ered. Polio, once eliminated by vac-
cination programmes, reappeared.’   29    Some 350,000 
had become refugees. Ironically, the US trade em-
bargo ‘pushed the Sandinistas into greater depend-
ence on Cuba and the Soviet Union’.   30    The latter 
provided $250 million in aid in 1984. Yet the Contras 
failed to take control of  any areas of  the country and 
the campaign was not without cost to the Reagan ad-
ministration. There were internal divisions between 
those who favoured a tough military policy (Casey, 
Kirkpatrick and, at Defense, Weinberger) and those 
who wanted a less violent, more diplomatic line (Haig 
and his successor, Shultz); there were also members of  
the CIA who disliked Casey’s methods and, remem-
bering the Congressional investigations of  the 1970s, 
wanted to work in line with public opinion. The public 
were increasingly concerned about the anti-Sandinista 
campaign, with only about a third of  people approv-
ing Reagan’s policy; and the press outcry in 1984 over 
the mining of  Nicaraguan harbours almost led the 
Democratic-dominated Congress to sever support 
to the Contras completely. In December 1982, the 
fi rst Boland amendment (named after Congressman 
Edward Boland) had already tried to stop money 
being spent to ‘overthrow’ the Managua government 
but Reagan skirted this by claiming that the Contras 
were ready to talk to the Sandinistas. In October 1984, 
in the midst of  the US presidential election campaign, 
the Boland II amendment cut all  lethal  aid to the 
Contras. ‘Any attempt to get money from Congress 
for the Contras in the near future would be fruitless’, 
Shultz recognized, complaining that: ‘As a result there 
was no chance that the Sandinistas would negotiate 
seriously.’   31    In fact, the administration was not able to 
restore aid until October 1986 when $100 million was 
provided. 

 American policy was also widely condemned 
abroad, being seen as no more than an attempt by 
one country to overthrow another government by 
force. In 1983 a number of  Latin American states— 
Mexico, Panama, Colombia, and Venezuela—met 
on Contadora island and discussed a peace plan: both 
sides should respect human rights, Contra subver-
sion should end, the US should withdraw its advisers 
from El Salvador, and the Sandinistas should both end 
their support for the Salvadorian leftists and hold free 
elections. To Reagan’s embarrassment the OAS and 
most Central American States backed this scheme and 
Nicaragua began to fulfi l the Contadora Principles, 
holding an election in November 1984. But the 

President was determined to proceed with his military 
policy, refused to pull US advisers out of  El Salvador 
and actually bribed anti-Sandinista politicians to boy-
cott the Nicaraguan elections. There was still a 75 per 
cent turnout, with several parties running, and the 
Sandinista leader, Daniel Ortega, only won the presi-
dency with about 60 per cent of  the vote. But since 
the Contras did not stand, Reagan could discount the 
result. In 1986 he also decided to ignore a judgment by 
the International Court that the US was guilty of  sup-
porting terrorism in Nicaragua (this in the same year 
that America punished Libya for its support of  terror-
ism by bombing it). In late 1986, with lethal aid to the 
Contras restored, Reagan hoped that they might be 
able to launch a decisive campaign against Managua. 
But it was then that his administration paid its highest 
price for the Nicaraguan involvement, with the break-
ing of  the so-called ‘Contragate’ scandal.     

 ‘Contragate’ and a Nicaraguan 
Settlement   

 The ‘Contragate’ (or ‘Irangate’) scandal, which at one 
point threatened to topple Reagan as Watergate had 
toppled Nixon, and which overshadowed the remain-
der of  the presidency, sprang directly from the admin-
istration’s attempts to circumvent the Boland II 
amendment. If  Congress would not provide suffi  cient 
aid to the Contras, then it might be possible to secure 
it from private donations and foreign sources. The 
 National Security Council had actually approved such 
eff orts in January 1984, but it was the Boland amend-
ment nine months later which convinced Casey and 
the National Security Adviser, Robert McFarlane, to 
pursue the idea with determination. One of  McFarlane’s 
staff , Oliver North, helped obtain money from donors 
within the US and fi nance was also secured from Saudi 
Arabia, Taiwan, Brunei, and other strongly anti- 
communist governments, with about $37 million being 
raised in total, without the knowledge of  Congress. In 
1985, these activities became linked to secret US eff orts 
to deal with Iran ( Chapter  17  , C). A complicated 
scheme was concocted whereby after November 1985 
arms were secretly delivered (via Israel at fi rst) to Iran 
(then fi ghting the war with Iraq) and the money 
earned was diverted to the Contras. It was also hoped 
that the Iranians would help secure the release of  
Western hostages in Lebanon. But in October 1986 the 
process began to unravel when a cargo aircraft was 
shot down in Nicaragua. One crewman survived and 
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 admitted that he was a CIA operative supplying arms 
to the Contras. Then, on 3 November, a Lebanese 
journalist reported that McFarlane had visited Tehran 
six months before and US press interest in the question 
became intense. Finally, on 25 November, Attorney-
General Edwin Meese revealed the diversion of  $4 mil-
lion in arms earnings from Iran to the Contras. 

 Like Watergate, Contragate highlighted the fact 
that dishonesty, secrecy, and outright illegality were to 
be found at the top of  the American body politic. ‘Un-
elected and unaccountable military offi  cers … worked 
with key State Department personnel to defy US 
laws.’   32    Some in government believed that they alone 
interpreted the national interest and that Congress 
and the public could be ignored. Reagan, who pleaded 
ignorance about the operation, avoided impeach-
ment and insisted that, while he ‘wanted the Contras 
maintained’, it was ‘only later … that I learned that 
some NSC staff  had gone farther’.   33    The ensuing in-
vestigations focused on Oliver North, McFarlane, and 
the latter’s successor, John Poindexter, though it was 
clear that many others knew about the Iran–Contra 
link. Poindexter was forced to resign as National 
Security Adviser in November 1986. North, who 
(like Poindexter) was found guilty of  law-breaking 
only to have the conviction lost on a technicality, be-
came a hero for the American Right. But the scandal 
seemed a fatal blow to the Contras, who in any case 
were suff ering casualties at the rate of  400 per month. 
Congress was now unwilling to give them any money 
despite requests from Reagan, and on 23 March 1988, 
the Contras were forced to agree to a ceasefi re. In re-
turn, and partly due to pressure from Gorbachev, the 
Sandinistas off ered an amnesty, a chance for their op-
ponents to reintegrate into national life and a prom-
ise of  new elections in 1991. Pressure for such a deal 
had been building among other Central American 
states, especially thanks to the eff orts of  Costa Rica’s 
President, Oscar Arias, who in January 1987 launched a 
revised version of  the Contadora Principles, including 
a ceasefi re, amnesty, and elections. In eff ect, the Arias 
Plan ‘furnished both the Sandinistas and the Reagan 
administration with one of  their major desires: an end 
to support for the Contras, and pressure on the inter-
nal democratization process’.   34    A meeting of  Central 
American leaders, including Ortega, at Esquipulas in 
Guatemala, accepted the ‘Arias Plan’ in August 1987. 
Arias went on to win the Nobel Peace Prize and the 
Sandinistas began to liberalize their regime, with a 
freer press and the release of  political prisoners. The 

truth was that, whatever the troubles Reagan and 
the Contras faced, the Sandinistas were saddled with 
problems exacerbated by US subversion: high infl a-
tion, unemployment, falling wage levels, and fi nancial 
weakness, especially as Gorbachev’s increasingly trou-
bled USSR now cut back on its aid programme—and 
ended all military assistance in 1988. 

 Although Reagan believed, to the end of  his presi-
dency, that the Sandinistas could be removed by force, 
his successor and former Vice-President, George Bush, 
all too aware of  Congressional sensibilities, pursued a 
more pragmatic approach. ‘To show his independence 
of  Reagan and stress the non-ideological nature of  his 
administration, he replaced confrontation with com-
promise.’   35    Furthermore, Bush did not give Central 
America the signifi cance that Reagan had. The ‘main 
priority was to get Central America off  the foreign 
policy agenda so he could concentrate on important 
matters such as US–Soviet relations’.   36    The US eco-
nomic stranglehold on Nicaragua was clearly having a 
profound eff ect on the country and Ortega’s desire to 
be moderate was confi rmed by his February 1989 off er 
to bring the election date forward to 1990. James Baker 
masterminded a policy that ‘emphasized the promo-
tion of  democracy by diplomatic rather than military 
means’, using trade and aid as pressure points on the 
Sandinistas, while urging the USSR and Cuba to stop 
aiding them.   37    He believed that the Arias Plan, with 
its ‘call for democratic reforms, elections, and an end 
to regional subversion was politically unassailable’, 
especially since ‘it was an arrangement negotiated by 
the parties themselves, not something forced upon 
them’ by America. This fi tted in with Baker’s wider 
approach to ‘rolling back Soviet beachheads’, which 
placed an emphasis on using ‘elections as a tool to dis-
lodge them’, exploiting ‘Gorbachev’s own emphasis 
on  glasnost ’.   38    

 There were still causes for concern: in July 1988 the 
US embassy in Managua, kept open throughout the 
Contra campaign, had been closed by the Sandinistas 
because of  its links to their opponents; Nicaragua 
continued to help the leftists in El Salvador; and Cuba 
had boosted its arms supplies to the Sandinistas to 
make up for the Soviet withdrawal. But, unable to 
get more for the Contras from Congress than a lim-
ited amount of  non-lethal assistance, Bush and Baker 
decided they must rely on Ortega’s opponents win-
ning the elections. In 1989 the US and USSR both un-
dertook to respect the outcome of  these. Bush then 
focused his eff orts on building and supporting the 
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 National Opposition Union (UNO), a movement so 
broad-based that it included both conservatives and 
communists, and which was led by the ex-Sandinista 
Cabinet minister, Violeta Chamorro. Despite the scale 
of  US support there was still some surprise when the 
Sandinistas, with 41 per cent of  the vote, lost the Feb-
ruary 1990 election to the UNO coalition. Nicaraguan 
electors seemed keen to escape US opposition and the 
trade boycott, and to begin the task of  reconstruction. 
Bush ended the trade embargo and provided $230 mil-
lion in aid, but was aware that the Sandinistas remained 
a potent political force in Nicaraguan politics, with the 
largest number of  seats in Parliament and an infl u-
ential role in the trades unions and armed forces. His 
successful gamble on the elections had paid off  and, 
with the resolution too of  the El Salvador–Panama 
problems (on Panama see  Chapter  18  , C), US policy in 
Central America was in a better state that at any time 
since 1978. The settlement also helped heal the domes-
tic wounds of  the Iran–Contra scandal. ‘By pursuing 
a policy of  pragmatic accommodation and giving just 
enough to both supporters and foes of  the Contras it 
had successfully resolved one of  the most … divisive 
confl icts in US politics of  the previous decade.’   39         

  C.    Two American Invasions: 
Grenada and Panama    

 In El Salvador and Nicaragua, the US lent economic, 
diplomatic, and covert support to those who opposed 
Marxism but avoided the open use of  American armed 
forces. In two cases in the 1980s, however, Washington 
was prepared to use an actual invasion to remove gov-
ernments. Grenada, in 1983, and Panama, six years 
later, were in many ways very diff erent problems. In 
the fi rst case, the Reagan administration acted swiftly 
to overthrow a regime on a small Caribbean island, 
which was seen as increasingly pro-Castro. In the 
second, the Bush administration resorted to armed 
force only after trying for several years to overthrow 
a volatile, oppressive dictator in a strategically impor-
tant Central American state. Both invasions, however, 
were highly successful in terms of  fulfi lling the main 
US aims, even if  the fi rst in particular stirred interna-
tional controversy, and both showed that the US was 
capable of  taking military action despite the ‘Vietnam 
Syndrome’. The Syndrome made the Department 
of  Defense reluctant to deploy conventional forces 
except in a narrow range of  circumstances. Indeed, 

in October 1984 Casper Weinberger laid out several 
preconditions for any military action, including: the 
deployment of  forces only in the defence of  vital na-
tional interests, the assurance of  popular and Congres-
sional support, clear aims, continuous reassessments, 
and the ability to pull out of  any commitment which 
went wrong. But to Secretary of  State Shultz such 
conditions were too restrictive, undermining the ef-
fectiveness of  US diplomacy, which ‘could work … 
most eff ectively when force—or the threat of  force—
was a credible part of  the equation’.   40    Reagan, too, 
was sometimes keen to use force in order to blunt any 
potential Soviet advance. In Lebanon ( Chapter  17  , A) 
the Defense Department’s caution seemed justifi ed 
and the US was driven to withdraw rather than be-
come embroiled in a complicated civil confl ict. But 
in Grenada and Panama the US began to recover its 
faith in its ability to deploy force successfully in limited 
operations.     

 Grenada, October 1983   

 Grenada, with a population of  about 85,000, had been 
given its independence from Britain in 1974, under 
the leadership of  Eric Gairy, a man obsessed with the 
paranormal, the occult, and UFOs, who soon proved 
oppressive and unpopular. On 13 March 1979 he was 
overthrown in a coup by the Marxist-infl uenced 
‘New Jewel Movement’ led by Maurice Bishop, who 
set up a ‘People’s Revolutionary Government’ and, 
whilst avoiding any extreme radicalism at home, soon 
started to import arms from the USSR and Cuba. In 
mid-1979, the Carter administration, concerned about 
the Latin American implications of  Moscow’s build-
up of  Cuban military power, had secretly made an 
approach to Castro: in a marked departure from the 
usual policy of  isolating and harassing him, the US 
was ready to end its trade embargo on Cuba if  it ended 
its interventionist policy in Angola, Ethiopia, and else-
where. But Castro made no response. At the same 
time, Carter also hoped to use covert operations to 
undermine the New Jewel Movement in Grenada but, 
given the widespread suspicion of  the CIA in America 
in the late 1970s, this proved diffi  cult. Objections from 
the Senate’s Intelligence Committee forced the CIA to 
end is operations in Grenada. So in late 1979 Bishop 
continued to develop his pro-Cuban policy and Castro 
took advantage of  the opportunity to extend his infl u-
ence. In September Cuban troops arrived in Grenada 
on a training mission, and in December began to 
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 construct an airport with a long runway, which the US 
feared could become a staging post for Cuban inter-
vention elsewhere—though its prime purpose at fi rst 
was to help boost the island’s tourist industry by al-
lowing jet airliners to land. 

 On coming into offi  ce in January 1981, the Reagan ad-
ministration ended all development aid to Grenada, in-
cluding some which had gone to build the new airport. 
But real trouble between Washington and Grenada 
only blew up, quite suddenly, over two-and-a-half  
years later. The leaders of  the New Jewel Movement 
had long been divided and on 13 October 1983 Premier 
Bishop was arrested by his deputy, Bernard Coard, 
and six days later executed—following an attempt 
by supporters to free him. A ‘Revolutionary Military 
Council’ was then formed. Several days of  violence 
followed, which was of  concern both to neighbouring 
Caribbean countries and to the US, the latter because 
nearly 500 American students were studying at a medi-
cal school on the island. Preparations for an invasion 
were made hastily. An appeal from the Organization of  
Eastern Caribbean States (possibly orchestrated by the 
US) helped give the impression that Washington was 
reacting to local concerns and on 22 October Grenada 
was suspended by another body, the Caribbean Com-
munity (CARICOM). Legitimacy was also given to 
the US action by the island’s Governor, Sir Paul Scoon, 
who requested US aid. But, despite local fears and the 
vulnerability of  American citizens, Reagan’s decision 
on 24 October to approve armed intervention was un-
doubtedly primarily shaped by his anti-communism 
and his desire to teach Castro a lesson. On 25 October 
2,000 American troops landed on Grenada; 4,000 more 
followed over the next few days. They lost only 19 dead 
but killed several dozen Grenadians and Cubans, 
many of  them around the airport. The discovery of  
several Soviet advisers on the island was an unex-
pected bonus, which helped Reagan prove to the sat-
isfaction of  the US public that Grenada had fast been 
becoming a ‘Soviet colony’ and a centre for commu-
nist activity in the Caribbean. Others were less happy 
about such ruthless action. Apart from the predict-
able complaints of  the Eastern bloc, the UN General 
Assembly and the OAS were both concerned about 
yet another example of  the US tendency to bludgeon 
Caribbean and Latin American countries into line, co-
lonial style, with little justifi cation in international law. 
‘The action also conveyed the message that the United 
States opposed far-reaching economic and social re-
form in its own backyard.’   41    More unusually, Reagan’s 

ally in London, Margaret Thatcher, was dismayed by 
the invasion, without proper consultation, of  a Com-
monwealth country of  which Queen Elizabeth II was 
Head of  State. It should also be noted that the opera-
tion was less smooth than it appeared. As Colin Powell 
later conceded, ‘it took most of  a week to subdue all 
resistance’ and the ‘invasion was hardly a model of  
service cooperation’.   42    The protests, however, were 
soon forgotten, as Grenada held elections (in 1984) 
and US economic aid was provided. US troops left in 
December 1983. For Reagan the invasion had been a 
low risk, yet quick, triumphant, and high-profi le op-
eration which boosted his popularity a year ahead of  
the next presidential election and helped to off set the 
ill-eff ects, in public relations terms, of  the Lebanon 
imbroglio. He could claim both to have restored order 
and democracy in one country and to have deterred 
the communists from acting against others. Whatever 
the lack of  inter-service cooperation the ‘Pentagon’s 
post-Vietnam skittishness about using military force 
in the less developed world receded a bit’.   43    The inva-
sion, which the Soviets were powerless to oppose, also 
helped confi rm 1983 as one of  deep Cold War tensions.     

 Panama: the Noriega Regime   

 In contrast to Grenada, the invasion of  Panama came 
at a time of  much improved US–Soviet relations and, 
although the invasion was on a much grander scale, 
it did not stir up the same degree of  international 
controversy. American intervention in Panamanian 
politics was well established. Even so, a large-scale in-
vasion towards the end of  the century was a remark-
able and unexpected event, which the US government 
itself  went to some lengths to avoid. 

 The last democratically elected Panamanian gov-
ernment had been overthrown in 1968 by General 
Omar Torrijos, who established a military dictator-
ship and made himself  popular by pressing for the 
US to hand over the Panama Canal to Panamanian 
sovereignty. In 1978 Jimmy Carter agreed to do this 
at the end of  the century (see  Chapter  14  , A), but in 
the interim the US continued to have an interest in 
Panamanian stability and in maintaining their mili-
tary base on the Canal. Arguably, the Canal was of  
limited strategic importance, with aircraft carriers 
too large to use it and nuclear submarines having to 
surface to pass through, but some US military lead-
ers argued that, in the event of  global war, it could 
prove vital once more. Indeed, one 1977 study warned 
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 that ‘if  the United States government were to relin-
quish control of  canal operations, then it should be 
prepared for that day … when Washington would be 
forced to make a … landing … to regain control’.   44    
Partly to please Carter, Torrijos claimed to be moving 
towards elections but was killed in an air crash in 1981. 
Presidential elections  were  held, in 1984, and won by 
Nicolas Barletta. But in eff ect the army continued to 
hold power, tolerated by the Reagan administration, 
which of  course was determined to avoid a repetition 
of  events in Nicaragua and El Salvador— especially 
given the strategic signifi cance of  the Panama Canal. 
The Panamanians proved a valuable channel for arms 
to the Contras and also gave diplomatic support to the 
US in its struggle with the Sandinistas. Particularly 
loyal to the Americans was General Manuel Noriega, 
Commander of  the National Guard in 1983, who made 
himself  dictator in 1986. Like El Salvador’s right-wing 
leader d’Aubuisson, Noriega had partly been trained 
in counter-insurgency techniques at the US ‘School 
of  the Americas’; and he had close links to the CIA. 
Yet it did not take long for him to become an embar-
rassment to Washington, being involved in drug-
traffi  cking, developing links to Castro and murdering 
opponents. As elsewhere, the Americans tried to sim-
plify a problem by personalizing it: Noriega was only 
one man and Panama had been unstable for years 
but by mid-1987 his removal became a prime aim of  
Congress (despite its dislike of  Reagan’s meddling in 
Nicaragua). ‘Noriega had supplanted Iran’s Ayatollah 
Khomeini and Libya’s Gaddafi  at the top of  American 
international demonology.’   45    On 26 June only two 
Senators voted against a motion calling for democracy 
to return to Panama. 

 The problem was that, unpopular as Noriega ap-
peared to be in his own country, any US attempt to 
replace him was not guaranteed success and it could 
stimulate Panamanian nationalist feeling in an anti-
American direction, perhaps threatening the security 
of  the canal zone. The US hoped that popular oppo-
sition might force him out of  offi  ce, as it had done 
with Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines; various 
plans were put forward for a transition to democracy 
and America sent diplomatic messages to the dictator 
suggesting he should go, with Reagan ready to barter 
Noriega’s freedom from arrest for the end of  his re-
gime. US fi nancial aid to the country was suspended 
in 1987 and other economic sanctions were introduced 
in March 1988, including the end of  private bank loans. 
Panama, as a result, experienced bankruptcies and 

petrol shortages. In addition the US sent covert aid 
to Noriega’s opponents and encouraged the idea of  a 
coup, but it was a Florida court—not the government 
in Washington—which, in February 1988, ignored the 
evidence of  the Drug Enforcement Agency (which 
argued that he had helped break up drug rings) and 
indicted Noriega for drug-traffi  cking. The US govern-
ment regretted the court’s decision because, by threat-
ening the dictator with up to 145 years in prison, it 
made him unlikely to strike a deal to secure his peace-
ful departure. ‘The fi nal break had come, but the in-
dictment was unsuccessful to the extent that Noriega 
could not be brought into a US court without resort-
ing to force in Panama.’   46    In fact Noriega felt no need 
to resign, doubting that Americans would use force to 
remove him, despite the economic and psychological 
warfare techniques they employed. He secured for-
eign assistance from non-US sources and internal dis-
content remained at a manageable level, even when 
he annulled the result of  the May 1989 elections, in 
which Washington had fi nanced his opponents. With 
apparent American support, two coups were launched 
against Noriega, on 16 March 1988 and 3 October 1989, 
but both were failures.     

 ‘Operation Just Cause’   

 Whatever Noriega’s resilience in the late 1980s, and 
however unpopular he became, the OAS (with its op-
position to US colonialism) and the American mili-
tary (ever fearful of  ‘another Vietnam’) long resisted 
his armed overthrow. But as the 1990s approached, 
the US ‘could not tolerate a drug-dealing dictator 
who, if  left alone, would become responsible for the 
defence and operation of  the Panama Canal’.   47    And 
in view of  the lack of  alternatives, after January 1989, 
the new administration of  President George Bush 
began to consider military action. This was actively 
planned from October 1989 and on 15 December the 
Panamanian National Assembly declared a ‘state of  
war’ with Washington. The following day several 
American troops, one of  whom was shot dead, were 
harassed by Panamanian troops and the day after that 
Bush approved ‘Operation Just Cause’, the invasion 
of  Panama with the purpose of  replacing Noriega—
despite the danger that, if  US policy did not alter, he 
might simply give way to another oppressive, unreli-
able dictator. The Operation went ahead, unexpected 
by the Panamanians, on 19 December with 25,000 
American troops, half  of  them coming from the canal 
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 zone and half  shipped in from beyond. The campaign 
also marked the fi rst use of  ‘Stealth’ aircraft, which 
could escape radar detection and which, at the end of  
the Cold War, underlined America’s technological su-
periority over all other states. 

 The Americans lost only twenty-three in ‘Operation 
Just Cause’, a codename chosen (like later ones) for 
its propaganda value. In contrast to Grenada, the op-
eration was based on extensive contingency planning 
and implemented very eff ectively. US forces seized key 
points throughout Panama, attacked military instal-
lations which remained loyal to Noriega and quickly 
set up a government under those politicians who 
had been successful in the May 1989 elections, led by 
Guillermo Endara. Physical destruction was limited 
in the well-planned campaign and, despite several 
days of  resistance by pro-Noriega forces, the Canal 
was reopened to shipping on 21 December. Noriega 
himself  initially escaped, taking sanctuary in the 
Papal nuncio’s residence, but he surrendered to the 
Americans on 4 January 1990 after they used loud rock 
music, which he hated, in an unusual demonstration 
of  ‘psychological warfare’ exercise, to drive him out. 
For him trial in Florida was preferable to a form of  
music he could not tolerate. (In 1992, claiming to be 
a ‘political’ prisoner, he was sentenced to forty years 

in prison.) Rather than opposing the Operation, some 
Panamanians demonstrated in America’s favour, only 
complaining that the dictator had not been removed 
earlier. Later they also complained about the low level 
of  American economic assistance to help them re-
cover. It was not the fi rst time that Panamanians had 
relied on the US to resolve their problems, refusing 
to risk death themselves in overthrowing an oppres-
sor. The American public also praised Bush’s action, 
giving him 85 per cent approval ratings. There were 
few ready, anywhere in fact, to defend Noriega. James 
Baker even wrote that, in Operation Just Cause, the 
US ‘was simply enforcing the will of  the Panamani-
ans by restoring the legitimately elected government 
to authority’.   48    Moscow, of  course, was currently pre-
occupied with events in Eastern Europe—on which, 
indeed, most world attention was focused. 

 But this did not mean that ‘Just Cause’ lacked dis-
turbing elements. The operation was the largest-scale 
US military action since the Vietnam War, though 
soon overshadowed by the liberation of  Kuwait in 
the Persian Gulf. It showed that Washington was 
ready to overthrow Latin American regimes that it 
disliked even after the Soviet threat was removed and 
in a sense confi rmed American contempt for, and de-
sire for hegemony over, states in the region. ‘One of  

   The 1982 Falklands War    

 The Falklands, known as the Malvinas in Spanish, are a group of 

islands about 300 miles from the South American coast, in the 

South Atlantic. The British were the fi rst to land on them, in 

1690, but the fi rst settlement was built by the French in the 

1760s and the islands subsequently sold to Spain. On winning its 

independence, Argentina inherited the Spanish claim to the 

islands but a British expedition expelled the Argentinians in 

1833. Argentina revived its claim to the group in the twentieth 

century and took the issue to the UN in 1964, leading to years 

of fruitless talks. On 2 April 1982 an Argentinian force landed 

on the islands, seizing the capital, Port Stanley. Argentina was at 

that time ruled by a military junta, headed by General Leopoldo 

Galtieri, which was facing rising discontent due to political 

oppression and the eff ect of high infl ation. The junta had hastily 

planned the invasion as a way to win popularity by exploiting 

nationalist feeling ahead of the 150th anniversary of the loss of 

the ‘Malvinas’. They expected little resistance from the British 

government of Margaret Thatcher, which had just announced 

the withdrawal of its only naval vessel in the area, HMS  Endurance . 

 Thatcher proved unwilling to accept this aff ront to British 

prestige however, and a naval force was quickly put together to 

launch a re-invasion of the islands, 8,000 miles to the South. The 

European Community backed Britain with economic sanctions 

against Argentina, but most Latin American states strongly 

supported Galtieri’s action and the US at fi rst tried to play a 

mediatory role, reluctant to alienate either Britain or the Latin 

American states. Only on 30 April did President Reagan fi nally 

back Britain publicly, though the US military were already 

providing some assistance to Britain. Any chance of a peaceful 

settlement ended with the sinking of the Argentinian warship 

 General Belgrano , on 2 May, with the loss of about 400 lives. An 

intermittent naval and air war then began, followed on 21 May 

by the fi rst British landings on the islands. Port Stanley 

surrendered on 14 June. About 240 British servicemen died in 

the struggle for the islands, compared to over 650 Argentinians, 

Whereas the war helped Thatcher to secure re-election in 

1983, the Galtieri junta collapsed, bringing a return to 

democracy in Argentina.  
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 the most striking facts about the whole episode was 
the extent to which questions about international 
law or Panamanian sovereignty were a non-issue in 
US policy-making circles.’   49    At another level, rather 
than demonstrating strength, it suggested limits to US 
power—the blunt weapon of  intervention had only 
been used after covert action, economic warfare, and 
diplomatic pressure failed—and confusion in Washing-
ton’s outlook—the Republicans had criticized Carter 
for allowing the fall of  Somoza in Nicaragua, yet were 
as active as they could be in toppling Noriega, despite 

his anti-communism. It also showed the President act-
ing without the need to consult Congress, in a way 
reminiscent of  pre-Nixon days: ‘On this occasion, as 
on others, President Bush eff ectively treated the War 
Powers Resolution of  1973 with contempt.’   50    As to the 
local impact, the OAS condemned the Operation as an 
imperialist venture, and in May 1994 Panamanian vot-
ers opted to replace the US-installed Endara with one 
of  Noriega’s deputies, Ernesto Peres Balladores. As in 
El Salvador the extreme Right proved that it had some 
genuine popular appeal.          

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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The Decline of  the Cold 
War, 1985–9        

  A.    The Impact of Gorbachev, 1985–7      

 Gorbachev’s ‘New Diplomacy’   

 When Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary 
of  the Soviet Communist Party on 11 March 1985 he 
was, at 54 years of  age, much younger than his two 
predecessors, Andropov and Chernenko, and seemed 
destined to remain in power for some time. He was 
also twenty years younger than Reagan and soon 
proved able to match the US leader in the public rela-
tions fi eld. Gorbachev’s election as leader was no fore-
gone conclusion: he had, after all, lost to Chernenko 
in 1984; there was, in the person of  Moscow Party boss 
Victor Grishin, a hard-line alternative candidate; and 
much relied on good fortune, including the death of  
the conservative Defence Minister, Marshal Ustinov, 
in December 1984, and the unexpectedly fi rm support 
of  the chair of  the meeting, Andrei Gromyko, who 
used his casting vote in favour of  Gorbachev. Thus, 

‘Gorbachev had won, but only by the slenderest and 
most artifi cial of  margins.’   1    Then again, he was at 
the forefront of  a body of  opinion that had grown 
up within the USSR in the 1970s which was deter-
mined to break from the stagnation of  the Brezhnev 
era, address the country’s economic and political 
problems—the corruption and alcoholism, the career-
ism and cynicism in the Communist Party, the inad-
equate social provision, the ineffi  cient industry—and 
adopt a more imaginative, less doctrinal foreign policy. 
‘Soviet economic growth in real terms had come to 
a complete halt’, while ‘the West … was conducting 
a … technologically sophisticated arms build-up’, so 
the new leadership wanted to become competitive, 
in both military and economic terms.   2    Like many 
other leading economists, diplomats, and scientists, 
Gorbachev had lived most of  his life in the post-Stalin 
era, was well educated and had travelled abroad. He 
was a long-serving and loyal communist but also im-
aginative, ready to debate and explore new ideas, and 

 Chapter contents       

  •      The Impact of  Gorbachev, 1985–7     416     

  •      Is The Cold War Over? 1987–9     421     

  •      Ending the Cold War in the Less Developed World: Afghanistan, Angola, Cambodia     425     

  •      The Demise of  Soviet Communism in Eastern Europe     430              



 The Decline of the Cold War, 1985–9 417

 confi dent too about pursuing new policies in a way no 
Soviet leader had been since Khrushchev. 

 Nonetheless, when the Politburo chose Gorbachev 
it did not expect him to pursue the radical course that 
he did. Gorbachev was expected to ease the stifl ing 
atmosphere of  the Chernenko period, when would-
be reformers had been dismissed from offi  ce, and he 
was expected to attack corruption, but he could eas-
ily have done this by his mentor Andropov’s preferred 
method of  tightening up the police state and intro-
ducing greater discipline into all walks of  life. Why 
Gorbachev adopted his particular policies is not yet 
fully understood and interpreting his decisions is not 
helped by his enigmatic character, which made it diffi  -
cult even for close colleagues to comprehend him. His 
early reforms were in fact quite cautious: in 1985–6 he 
‘ talked  about technological innovation, about greater 
openness … about encouraging personal initiative … 
but made very little progress towards these goals’.   3    At 
fi rst he was probably genuinely uncertain about the 
direction to take at home and did show signs of  using 
greater discipline: offi  cials were executed for accept-
ing bribes. He was also probably unaware of  the exact 
scale of  the USSR’s economic ineffi  ciencies. One of  
the features of  the Brezhnev era had been the way 
fi gures on industrial output were massaged to suggest 
growth, when actually, under the central planning sys-
tem, factories produced low-quality goods for which 
there was frequently no demand. It was a system that 
kept everyone employed, but it did not lead to com-
petitiveness in world markets, and it was wasteful of  
raw materials (including Soviet oil reserves, which 
began to decrease in volume in the early 1980s). Two 
elements that Gorbachev did introduce quickly, how-
ever, were  glasnost , a greater ‘openness’ about the 
problems of  Soviet society, and  perestroika , a determi-
nation to ‘restructure’ that society so that it became 
more disciplined and effi  cient. His aim was not to end 
communism, but to make it work better; and in 1985–6 
his economic reforms involved little more than organ-
izational changes and better incentives for workers. 
Political innovations were more far-reaching, with the 
replacement of  many leading offi  cials at the February 
1986 Congress, the freeing of  many dissidents, and 
suggestions of  an increased respect for human rights. 
There were many hard-line opponents of  these 
reforms and a reversal of  policy was always possible, 
but in 1987 the pace of  reform began to quicken and, 
arguably, to run out of  control. It began, in June 1987, 
with the limited use of  multi-candidate elections at 

local level, a reform that suggested alternatives to 
communist rule were now possible and that nation-
alist groups might challenge the unity of  the USSR 
itself. Gorbachev then began to chart what has been 
called a ‘path of  well-meaning destruction’, making 
him ‘the Soviet Union’s gravedigger’.   4    

 In foreign policy, Gorbachev’s fi rst two years in 
power also saw mixed messages about his inten-
tions, leading to uncertainties abroad, especially 
in the US, about whether a substantial change in 
East–West relations was possible. At Chernenko’s 
funeral, Gorbachev called for an end to confronta-
tion and progress on nuclear arms control, but even 
Chernenko had been a supporter of  Brezhnev’s dé-
tente policy and had presided over moves to restart 
arms control talks. Gorbachev inherited an ambitious 
defence programme, initially intensifi ed the war in 
Afghanistan, and in 1985–7 continued to provide aid 
to Cuba, Vietnam, Nicaragua, and other less devel-
oped world allies (discussed in  Chapter  19  , C), all of  
which made Washington very suspicious. Britain’s 
Margaret Thatcher met Gorbachev in December 1984 
and declared, ‘We can do business together.’   5    Her con-
fi dence that East–West relations could be improved 
had an important impact on both Washington and 
Moscow. After all, she was nothing if  not a tough nego-
tiator and an anti-communist, trusted by Reagan who, 
in his second term, was anxious to make his reputa-
tion as a peacemaker. At Chernenko’s funeral, where 
Vice-President Bush represented America, Gorbachev 
was given an invitation from Reagan to visit the US for 
a summit. But many of  Reagan’s advisers were cau-
tious about trusting the new Soviet leader and some 
were still determined to undermine Soviet power 
through a policy of  relentless competition, especially 
in the nuclear arms area. 

 Gorbachev’s early claims about wanting to im-
prove the international atmosphere were good pub-
lic relations, but on the surface little more. Thus, on 
7 April 1985 he announced a temporary freeze on de-
ployments of  Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) in 
Europe and off ered to make this permanent if  the US 
froze its deployments. He also suggested a freeze on 
strategic and space-based systems. But this was never 
likely to impress the US, since the Soviets already had 
superiority in INF systems in Europe and were trying, 
not only to maintain this, but also to forestall Reagan’s 
‘Strategic Defense Initiative’ (SDI) for a space-based 
nuclear shield. In his fi rst letter to Reagan, Gorbachev 
emphasized the need to avoid nuclear war but wrote 
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 in terms reminiscent of  ‘peaceful coexistence’: ‘Each 
social system has the right to life, and it should prove 
its advantages not by … military means, but on the 
path of  peaceful competition with the other system.’   6    
Meanwhile, the USSR continued to devote a large pro-
portion of  its limited national resources to defence 
spending and deployed new types of  nuclear missiles. 
Neither was the situation helped in Gorbachev’s early 
months by the Red Army shooting, in late March 1985, 
of  a US major, Arthur Nicolson, in East Germany or 
by the defection of  a KGB offi  cer, Oleg Gordievsky, to 
London in July. 

 After the collapse of  the USSR, documents be-
came available which showed that, behind the scenes, 
Gorbachev’s early policy shifts were not mere presen-
tational devices. He did wish to reduce arms spending, 
press on with nuclear arms control, and adopt a more 
fl exible, less ideological foreign policy, the so-called 
‘new diplomacy’. He believed that ‘a less confronta-
tional stance towards the outside world would provide 
greater security than endless rearming’.   7    Even before 
he realized the full depths of  his country’s economic 
malaise, he hoped to end the confrontation with the 
West and reduce the danger of  nuclear war. He also 
wanted to improve relations with China. It has been 
noted that, conceptually, changing foreign policy ‘was 
much easier for Gorbachev than domestic change. It 
consisted of  moving towards Western positions and 
hence it was easy to decide what the Soviet Union 
had to do.’   8    As time progressed, however, strong links 
developed between the new diplomacy and domestic 
reform. Gorbachev and his Foreign Minister, Edvard 
Shevardnadze (who replaced the veteran Gromyko 
when the latter became Soviet President in July 1985) 
realized that calm abroad would better help them re-
structure society at home. ‘From the outset, it was 
clear … that the old methods of  confrontation … 
were no longer suitable’, wrote Shevardnadze. ‘By 
remaining stuck in the old positions, we would not 
stop the arms race, which was bleeding our already 
anemic country.’   9    Also, an extension of  links with 
the West, including greater trade, would encour-
age industrial competitiveness and bring injections 
of  advanced technology. Yet there was always a dan-
ger in this: ‘It also followed that if  capitalism was no 
longer threatening, then Soviet society was no longer 
divided into … those who supported the Soviet sys-
tem and “bourgeois subversives”.’   10    Gorbachev and 
his aides were ready to concede that Soviet actions, 
not least in Afghanistan and the nuclear arms fi eld, 

had contributed to worsening relations with the West 
and China; they knew that the USSR could not com-
pete with the US in such areas as development aid and 
defence technology, and they doubted whether China 
and West Germany really posed a menace to Soviet 
security. Their new diplomacy was, as with domestic 
reform, uncertainly developed and was defi nitely not 
intended to lead to the USSR’s demise. But it  was  in-
tended to end the Cold War, to guarantee Soviet secu-
rity via cooperation not confrontation, and to adapt 
to the realities of  a multipolar, interdependent world.     

 Uncertain Steps to Engagement   

 Shevardnadze’s succession to the foreign ministry 
brought a more human, if  less experienced, fi gure 
to the forefront of  Soviet policy abroad and one who 
rejected the logic of  Khrushchev’s ‘peaceful coexist-
ence’ because it ‘cannot remove the cornerstone of  
confrontation: the original premise that the victory 
of  one socio-political system over the other is inevi-
table’.   11    His appointment was followed, in August, 
by the announcement of  a moratorium on nu-
clear tests, which Gorbachev introduced despite the 
doubts of  his military advisers. It had already been 
agreed in May 1985, after a wrangle over the venue, 
that a Gorbachev–Reagan summit should be held in 
November, in Geneva, and the run-up saw more, dra-
matic moves on the nuclear arms front by Moscow. On 
27 September, Shevardnadze, during his fi rst US visit, 
proposed the halving of  the superpowers’ nuclear ar-
senals, an idea publicly repeated by Gorbachev a week 
later. But the Soviets were always careful to make 
such a step conditional on Reagan’s abandonment 
of  SDI, which the President refused to do. In August 
Gorbachev had insisted that SDI be controlled, declar-
ing that without this, ‘it will not be possible to reach 
an agreement on the … reduction of  nuclear weapons 
either. The interrelationship between defensive and 
off ensive arms is so obvious as to require no proof.’   12    
Many US experts doubted the Star Wars project would 
come to much, and there was some public frustration 
that it seemed to stand in the way of  a major step to-
wards the reduction of  nuclear tension. But, on 6 Oct-
ober, Reagan’s National Security Adviser, Robert 
McFarlane, announced that the US now considered 
SDI legal under the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 
treaty—a ‘broad’ interpretation which Moscow and 
even some of  the US administration disputed. The ar-
guments over SDI overshadowed the Geneva summit 



 The Decline of the Cold War, 1985–9 419

 of  19–21 November, which saw no substantial pro-
gress. Reagan’s off er to share Star Wars technology 
with Moscow, if  it worked, was dismissed as naive. 
But the meeting was surprisingly friendly in atmos-
phere. It was the fi rst such conference since Carter 
and Brezhnev met in Vienna six years before, and the 
two agreed to meet again. Gorbachev noted that, ‘our 
dialogue was very constructive and intensive, some-
times even emotional’. Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin 
felt this was a turning point because he sensed that 
‘changes appeared in the thinking of  Reagan about 
the Soviet Union. He began to depart from uncondi-
tional confrontation and display some sense of  real-
ism toward negotiation.’ However, Reagan merely 
felt that ‘after almost fi ve years I’d fi nally met a Soviet 
leader I could talk to’.   13    

 By early 1986, the US government was deeply di-
vided over whether Gorbachev’s policy changes were 
substantial or merely rhetorical and what, if  anything, 
was his international strategy. The CIA believed that 
he would have to make concessions on arms control 
in due course (as well as to embrace radical reform 
at home), because of  his country’s poor economic 
state. Gorbachev certainly proved able to retain the 
initiative in world aff airs, off ering in a letter to Reagan 
of  mid-January 1986 to eliminate all INF systems in 
Europe, followed by all other nuclear weapons by the 
end of  the century. This eff ectively matched Reagan’s 
1981 off er of  a ‘zero option’ on IMF. The price, how-
ever, was still the end of  SDI, an insistence which 
only convinced Washington that the Soviets were 
terrifi ed by the Star Wars project. Opinion about the 
Soviet leader was already beginning to fracture in 
Washington, however. Caspar Weinberger, Reagan’s 
Defense Secretary, believed that ‘Gorbachev is clearly 
adept at public relations in international politics. 
There is a great danger … that his approach will ob-
scure the fundamental and unchanging nature of  the 
Soviet system.’ It was a view shared by CIA Director, 
Bill Casey, who still considered the USSR a serious 
military threat. But as early as May 1986 Secretary 
of  State Shultz felt otherwise, telling a high-level 
meeting, ‘My conclusion is radically diff erent … The 
Soviets have lost the ideological battle. Their idea is 
receding; ours is moving forward.’   14    On 6 March, dur-
ing the Communist Party Congress, Gorbachev had 
argued forcefully that nuclear defence was illogical 
and that the superpowers must agree to solve their 
diff erences on the basis of  ‘equal security’. This was 
another important statement because it suggested 

that, rather than the old doctrine of  ‘peaceful coex-
istence’, Gorbachev now espoused genuine interac-
tion with the West and China, no longer emphasizing 
competition but rather wanting to work with others 
to build security. Nonetheless, despite these positive 
signs, East–West relations worsened rather than im-
proved over the following months. The date for an-
other summit was pushed back because Gorbachev 
refused to meet Reagan if  no concessions on SDI 
were on the table and hoped that the latter would be 
more likely to make concessions later in the year, as 
the Congressional elections approached. In March the 
US demanded that the USSR’s delegation to the UN 
be drastically reduced because so many offi  cials were 
suspected of  espionage; in April Shevardnadze can-
celled a visit to Washington because of  the American 
bombing raids on Libya; and in May the US accused 
the Soviets of  being in breach of  the SALT II treaty so 
that it too need no longer adhere to the limits. (The 
US actually breached the treaty in November.) The 
worst crisis, however, arose in late August when the 
Americans arrested a KGB agent, Gennadi Zakharov, 
and the Soviets responded by seizing a US journalist, 
Nicholas Daniloff , who had unwittingly been used in 
CIA operations: the two were eff ectively ‘swapped’ 
in September, after which each superpower expelled 
numerous offi  cials from the other. 

 Throughout these diffi  cult months there were, 
nonetheless, more positive signs. On 18 April 
Gorbachev proposed deep cuts in conventional arms 
in Europe and on 25 July the US put forward a plan to 
eliminate all ballistic missiles—but since this did not 
off er anything on SDI, and since it would freeze US 
advantage in aircraft and short-range nuclear weap-
ons, Gorbachev rejected it. The Soviet leader did, 
however, make progress on relations with China. In 
the early 1980s Brezhnev had tried to reopen links to 
Beijing, at a time when Reagan was neglectful of  Sino-
US relations, but the Chinese were still concerned by 
the Soviet arms build-up, the Afghanistan War, and 
the Vietnamese presence in Cambodia. There were 
good reasons to expect an improvement in Sino-
Soviet relations, however. Despite Reagan’s visit to 
Beijing in 1984, the Chinese  were  disturbed by his anti-
communism, the new US assertiveness in the world, 
and Washington’s sympathy for Taiwan. On 28 July 
1986, during a speech in Vladivostock, Gorbachev sig-
nalled a major shift of  policy. He not only expressed 
a wish for improved relations with China but also of-
fered to reduce troop levels in Afghanistan and, on the 
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 Chinese border, Mongolia. This led to talks on the dis-
puted Sino-Soviet border beginning in February 1987. 

 Superpower relations fi nally seemed to emerge 
from the doldrums on 30 September 1986, when 
Reagan unexpectedly announced that an ‘interim’ 
summit was to be held on 11–12 October, in the Icelan-
dic capital, Reykjavik. This was intended by the US as 
a brief, working meeting to prepare for a more sub-
stantial conference. Gorbachev had initiated the idea, 
hopeful that a personal meeting with Reagan could 
break the current deadlock in US–Soviet arms talks. 
Reagan hastily agreed in order to impress the public 
before the Congressional elections. But the Americans 
were again wrong-footed by Gorbachev, who arrived 
in Reykjavik with some unexpectedly far-reaching 
proposals. Now, he was not only ready to halve the 
superpowers’ nuclear arsenals and to make an INF 
treaty, but to extend the ABM treaty for ten years (the 

US preferred fi ve) and to make new concessions on 
the verifi cation of  these agreements. Previously, the 
Soviet’s refusal to allow ‘on site’ verifi cation had al-
ways been a serious impediment to arms control. 
Once again, however, Gorbachev expected conces-
sions on SDI and once again Reagan was not prepared 
to bargain. The earlier US off er to ban ballistic missiles 
was met by Gorbachev’s demand that all categories 
of  nuclear weapon should be destroyed. Despite an 
extension, the conference, hastily called and held in 
cramped conditions, ended in failure and recrimina-
tion, with the press generally blaming Reagan’s SDI 
obsession for the breakdown. The President was 
typically unapologetic: when Gorbachev remarked, 
as they left the conference, ‘I don’t know what else 
I could have done’, Reagan replied, ‘You could have 
said yes.’ But Gorbachev was determined to exploit 
his opponent’s hard line, telling the Politburo, ‘we 

   Gorbachev and Shevardnadze    

 The two men who dominated the foreign policy of the USSR in 

its closing years, were both identifi ed as leading would-be 

reformers before 1985; loyal and long-serving members of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), but also fi rm 

opponents of ineffi  ciency and corruption. Shevardnadze was born 

in Mamati, Georgia in 1928, joined the CPSU in 1948, and rose in 

the party hierarchy to become the First Secretary in Georgia by 

1972. Gorbachev was slightly younger, having been born in 1931 

in Privnolye, in the Stavropol region of Southern Russia, joining 

the CPSU in 1952 and becoming head of agriculture in Stavropol 

region in the 1960s. But it was Gorbachev who came to national 

prominence fi rst, being elected to the Central Committee of the 

USSR in 1971 and joining the Politburo in 1980. Shevardnadze 

only joined the Central Committee in 1976. 

 Between 1978 and 1985, Gorbachev was the Central 

Committee’s Secretary for Agriculture in which position he was 

critical of the ineffi  ciencies of central planning and a close ally of 

Yuri Andropov who, as Soviet leader in 1982–4, launched an 

anti-corruption drive. Gorbachev failed to succeed Andropov in 

1984, but did not have to wait long for another opportunity. In 

March 1985, he became General Secretary of the CPSU and 

rapidly began to promote other reformers. No appointment 

caused greater surprise than that of Shevardnadze to the 

Foreign Ministry, in succession to the veteran diplomat, Andrei 

Gromyko. But Shevardnadze had impressed Gorbachev in 

earlier encounters as a determined yet open-minded fi gure, and 

despite the Georgian’s lack of experience overseas, they worked 

together closely over the following years to reduce Soviet 

involvement in confl icts in the less developed world and 

improve relations with the West. At home, Shevardnadze was a 

fi rm supporter of Gorbachev’s policies of  glasnost  (‘openness’) 

and  perestroika  (‘reconstruction’). 

 In 1990, with the Eastern bloc breaking up, Gorbachev won the 

1990 Nobel Peace Prize. But criticized at home for the ‘loss’ of 

Eastern Europe and concerned that the USSR might be heading 

back towards dictatorship, Shevardnadze resigned as Foreign 

Minister in December of that year. Gorbachev, who by then had 

become Executive President of the USSR, with an elected 

assembly, seemed increasingly uncertain about the pace of 

reform. In August 1991, an attempted coup by hard-line 

communists seemed to justify Shevardnadze’s earlier fears. The 

coup, though defeated, eff ectively broke Gorbachev’s hold on 

power and precipitated the disintegration of the USSR itself. 

Shevardnadze returned for a brief time as Foreign Minister in 

November–December 1991, but then focused his energies on 

the politics of Georgia, which now became independent. He 

was Georgia’s head of state from 1992 onwards, being elected 

President in 1995 and re-elected in 2000, but popular protests 

led to his resignation in 2003. Gorbachev, in contrast, had very 

little political success in post-Soviet Russia. His attempt to run 

for the presidency in 1996 resulted in a paltry vote of less than 

one per cent and many Russians blamed him for their economic 

and political diffi  culties, even if he continued to be lauded in the 

West as a far-sighted reformer, who had done most to end the 

Cold War.  
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 have to score propaganda points, continue our off en-
sive of  enlightenment intended for the … public’.   15    
Nor did relations improve over the following months. 
At the New Year there was no exchange of  messages 
between the White House and the Kremlin as there 
had been the year before. And in early February 1987 
there was uproar in the US and European media when 
it was reported that Reagan was about to agree to 
SDI’s deployment. 

 In retrospect, Reykjavik was not the disaster it 
seemed, for it evidently convinced Gorbachev that it 
was pointless to continue calling for the end of  SDI. In 
fact the US Ambassador to Moscow, Jack Matlock, be-
lieved that the summit had ‘produced breakthroughs 
that cleared the way for subsequent treaties’; and even 
that it was ‘just as well that no fi nal agreement was 
reached at that time’, because the eventual INF treaty 
was superior to anything that would have emerged 
from Reykjavik.   16    By now Gorbachev was irretriev-
ably set upon a course of  decentralization and open-
ness at home, alongside a freeze on defence spending 
and further steps to reduce tension abroad. His key 
initiative, on 28 February 1987, was to ‘decouple’ the 
INF talks from other issues and declare his readiness 
to sign an INF treaty regardless of  what happened to 
Star Wars. This concession was publicly welcomed 
by Reagan on 6 March, but did not necessarily mean 
that the American was now in a dominant position: 
in November the Republicans had lost their majority 
in the Senate and, soon after, the administration was 
rocked by the Iran–Contragate revelations. Also, one 
of  those leading fi gures who had doubted Gorbachev’s 
sincerity, CIA Director Bill Casey, was forced to resign 
through illness on 30 January. The scene was set for the 
early conclusion of  a major superpower arms deal and 
a general improvement in East–West relations which, 
within eighteen months, led some to conclude that 
the Cold War was over.         

  B.    Is The Cold War Over? 1987–9      

 Gorbachev’s Reforms Gather Pace   

 In 1987–8, although Western public opinion was very 
favourable to Gorbachev, Western capitals still feared 
that the USSR could revert to its old ways. It was still 
a centralized communist state and, under any ‘real-
ist’ interpretation of  international relations, it was 
unthinkable that Gorbachev would set out to retreat 

from positions of  strength, weaken his country, and 
ultimately bring about his own fall. Such, indeed, 
was not his intention. But domestically and interna-
tionally, as he pressed on with new initiatives more 
vigorously after 1987, he began to lose control of  
events. His reforms at this time went far beyond his 
early, cautious experiments and have been called ‘pe-
restroika mark 2’. They ‘soon led him into uncharted 
territories, awakening suspicion … among some 
of  those who had helped him come to power’.   17    At 
home he fi nally introduced a major economic reform 
in early 1988 with the ‘self-fi nancing’ system under 
which state enterprises would become more profi t-
able and effi  cient, making their own business plans, 
and facing closure if  they did not succeed. Politically, 
following a special party conference in mid-1988, an 
element of  choice was introduced into elections, held 
in March 1989, for a ‘Congress of  People’s Deputies’, 
which in turn elected the Supreme Soviet. Neither 
reform marked the abandonment of  the command 
economy or the primary role of  the Communist 
Party in Soviet life, but they were fi ercely resisted in 
some quarters. The economic reforms, in particular, 
were modest and easy for opponents to undermine, 
yet provoked enough confusion for major shortages 
of  certain goods to appear. Politically, the conserva-
tives forced the removal of  a leading reformer, Boris 
Yeltsin, from the Politburo in late 1987 but he was 
able to exploit the new openness to win election to 
the Supreme Soviet in 1989, where he continued to 
advocate a rapid move to market economics and plu-
ralist politics. Others in the USSR wanted to divide 
up the country. The Union was actually composed of  
fi fteen republics, in many of  which nationalist feel-
ing and dislike of  Russian domination was strong. 
The danger, unthinkable since the 1920s civil war, 
that the USSR could break into several states, be-
came very real by 1989. As early as December 1986 
there had been nationalist violence in the Central 
Asian republic of  Kazakhstan. The democratization 
process ‘resulted not in a cleansing and strengthen-
ing of  the Communist Party’, as Gorbachev had 
hoped, ‘but rather in a widespread defection from 
the Party’s ranks’, with anti-communist and nation-
alist movements emerging.   18    Whilst trying to reform 
communism, therefore, Gorbachev failed to foresee 
that  glasnost  and  perestroika  might simply provoke 
confusion, uncertainty, and opposition from various 
quarters from those who felt that changes went too 
far and those who wanted them to go much further. 
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  In foreign policy, too, Gorbachev hoped for man-
aged change rather than a revolution. His desire for 
economic reform was closely linked to his wish to 
match the West and continue to play a leading role 
in world aff airs. But in the short term he needed to 
reduce the strains on the economy and pursue détente 
with the West. Also, he remained genuinely eager to 
promote peace and to remove the danger of  nuclear 
war. In his book,  Perestroika , he wrote that nuclear 
weapons placed ‘an objective limit to class confronta-
tion in the international arena’ and argued that ‘the 
backbone of  the new way of  thinking is the recogni-
tion of  the priority of  … humankind’s survival’.   19    This 
implied that the expansion of  communism worldwide 
was no longer a priority. When, in August–September 
1987, there was a clash in the Politburo between She-
vardnadze and the ideology chief, Yegar Ligachev, it 
was Ligachev, the proponent of  class-based interna-
tional relations, who was sacked. Shevardnadze’s less 
ideological, non-confrontational, and non-militarist 
approach was now predominant. Gorbachev’s and 
Shevardnadze’s aims were to be achieved, however, 
by means which seemed to mark a retreat abroad and 
ultimately called into question the USSR’s readiness 
to hold on to its long-standing sphere of  infl uence in 
Eastern Europe. Gorbachev continued to restrain de-
fence spending and used an embarrassing episode in 
May 1987—when a young German aviator, Matthias 
Rust, fl ew a small airplane through Soviet air defences 
and into Red Square—to purge the armed forces of  
his opponents, including the Defence Minister, Sergei 
Sokolov. Furthermore, on 30 May, the Warsaw Pact an-
nounced a new, defensive military doctrine, saying it 
would not start a war or be the fi rst side to use nuclear 
weapons. 

 In the less developed world, the years 1987–9 saw 
important steps towards resolving the confl icts 
in Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua, the most 
dramatic step being the Red Army’s withdrawal from 
Afghanistan by mid-February 1989 (see  Chapter  19  , 
C). These moves in the less developed world were 
made without abandoning Moscow’s clients: the com-
munist government in Kabul eventually outlasted 
the USSR, the Angolan MPLA survived to win the 
country’s fi rst free elections in 1992, and though the 
Nicaraguan Sandinistas lost elections in 1990, they re-
mained a leading force in the country’s politics. But 
the general trend did suggest that, in order to pacify 
the West, Gorbachev was ready to goad his allies into 
compromise. And in Eastern Europe in 1989, when he 

was faced with the most serious crisis of  all for Soviet 
power, he chose to abandon the Brezhnev Doctrine 
rather than rekindle the Cold War by using repression 
( Chapter  19  , D). He hoped, perhaps, to replace the old 
division of  Europe, between NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact, with a new united ‘Common European Home’, 
an idea fi rst mooted in a speech in Paris in February 1986 
and developed in Prague in April 1987. But, as with his 
domestic reforms, Gorbachev was not precise about 
what this meant and he tended, in practice, simply to 
press for the Conference on Security and Cooperation 
in Europe (CSCE) to be given a more signifi cant role. 
By the end of  1989, though Washington deliberately 
avoided any overt triumphalism, it seemed that the 
Soviets had very defi nitely ‘lost’ the Cold War. They 
were out of  Afghanistan, their days in Eastern Europe 
were approaching an end, and even the cohesion of  
the USSR itself  was in doubt. It was inevitable that, 
popular as he was in the West, Gorbachev was blamed 
by his own people for his country’s dwindling power.   

   Reagan, Gorbachev, and INF   

 In mid-April 1987, Secretary of  State Shultz, the leading 
fi gure in Washington to believe that an arms deal was 
both possible and desirable, fl ew to Moscow to dis-
cuss the issue and propose a summit. Here Gorbachev 
continued his policy of  off ering concessions by say-
ing the USSR would scrap its short-range SS-12 and 
SS-23 missiles, of  which the West had no equivalent. 
Shultz was restrained by the doubts of  others about 
the wisdom of  a deal, but in May–June the Warsaw 
Pact and NATO alliances both approved an INF treaty 
in principle, and in August the German Chancellor, 
Helmut Kohl, agreed to dismantle his country’s Persh-
ing 1A missiles (with US-controlled warheads) as part 
of  a deal. Gorbachev periodically raised SDI as a prob-
lem, and at one point threatened not to attend a sum-
mit without an SDI deal, but he also continued to 
make concessions, not least on his original desire to re-
tain a substantial number of  INF weapons on the bor-
der with China. The danger that SDI would produce a 
major technological breakthrough was reduced in late 
1987 anyway, partly because of  Congressional restric-
tions on its funding and partly because one of  its key 
advocates, Weinberger, resigned in early November. 
The INF treaty, which virtually eliminated all nuclear 
weapons of  an intermediate range, was signed dur-
ing the Washington summit of  7–10 December, 
which also saw talks on regional problems, notably 
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 Afghanistan and Nicaragua, and led to expressions of  
hopes for a strategic arms reduction (START) treaty, 
despite the continuation of  SDI. The INF treaty was 
especially important for reducing tensions in Europe, 
though there were some fears in NATO that it harmed 
the logic of  escalated deterrence and fl exible response. 
The Soviet leadership interpreted it as ‘a major victory 
for the new thinking’ but Weinberger described it as 
‘a monument to President Reagan’s determination 
to regain our military strength’, which had forced the 
Kremlin to strike a deal.   20       

 1988 was a diffi  cult year for Gorbachev at home, as 
ethnic problems, conservative opposition, and short-
ages began to mount, but internationally it was one 
of  great success, with US–Soviet relations almost ap-
proaching warmth. In the less developed world there 
was a ceasefi re in Nicaragua (23 March), an Afghan set-
tlement was agreed (14 April), and accords were signed 
on Angola (22 December), while the Vietnamese began 
to withdraw from Cambodia. The steps in Afghanistan 
and Cambodia paved the way for a further improve-
ment in Sino-Soviet relations, as did Gorbachev’s read-
iness to eliminate INF weapons. Indeed, ironically, by 
the time Gorbachev visited Beijing for a summit meet-
ing in May 1989, the Chinese were most concerned, not 

by the USSR’s military power but by the danger which 
 perestroika  represented to communism everywhere. 
Diplomatic relations between the two were restored 
and Gorbachev undertook to reduce the Red Army on 
the border by 120,000 but the Soviet domestic reform 
programme had helped inspire dissidents in Beijing 
who occupied Tiananmen Square during the summit. 
Meanwhile, the US and USSR had proceeded to ratify 
the INF treaty and another summit was arranged for 
Moscow, between 29 May and 2 June, to exchange the 
instruments of  ratifi cation. It was not possible to com-
plete a START treaty before the conference because of  
the complexities involved. But the atmosphere at this, 
the fourth Gorbachev–Reagan meeting in three years, 
was the best yet and it had an important impact on 
Soviet domestic politics as Ambassador Matlock un-
derstood: ‘Gorbachev needed Reagan’s endorsement 
and Reagan’s visit to prove that his policy was bearing 
fruit. A successful summit would give him momen-
tum for the Party conference, which, he hoped, would 
endorse a more radical course for reform.’   21    

 Such a frequency of  high-level contact had only 
been seen in the détente era of  1972–5 and, although 
Reagan himself  would never use the much aligned 
term ‘détente’, he did walk through Red Square 
on 31 May and, when asked by a reporter about his 
‘evil Empire’ speech, replied, ‘I was talking about an-
other time, another era.’   22    It was this remark which 
led Reagan’s Vice-President and would-be succes-
sor, George Bush, to insist the following day that 
‘The Cold War’s not over.’ Five months later Bush 
was elected President and the key question was how 
he would deal with the Soviet leader when the Cold 
War, if  perhaps ‘not over’, was clearly fading. This 
point was underlined by a remarkable speech from 
Gorbachev to the UN on 7 December, the fi rst time 
a Soviet leader had addressed the organization since 
Khrushchev’s embarrassing visit in 1960. Gorbachev’s 
speech ranged from refl ections on the way world 
aff airs should now operate, including an appreciation 
of  interdependence and a belief  that freedom should 
be respected, to a specifi c proposal for conventional 
arms reductions, including a shrinking of  the Red 
Army by half  a million. It also included an important 
declaration that Marxist-Leninism was not an abso-
lute truth, so that ideological confl ict between East 
and West was no longer necessary. But later that day 
when Gorbachev met both Reagan and his successor-
elect, Bush said very little. The Soviet leader was then 
forced to return home early because of  a devastating 

   The Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty    

 Signed in Washington on 8 December 1987, by Mikhail 

Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan, the treaty:   

  •  eliminated all INF systems, mostly in Europe but also in 

Asia, these being missiles whose range was between 500 

and 5,500 kilometres;   

  •  included onsite verifi cation and was to be carried out 

within three years;   

  •  meant that the Soviets gave up about 1,750 nuclear 

missiles (some with multiple warheads) to the Americans’ 

850 (all single warhead);   

  •  represented a real cut in nuclear arsenals and was 

therefore a true  disarmament  measure, in contrast to the 

SALT I and II treaties which had merely established 

‘ceilings’ on nuclear weapons and were thus  arms control  

agreements; and   

  •  ended almost a whole category of weapons, but only 

actually reduced total nuclear warhead numbers 

controlled by the superpowers by less than 7 per cent.      
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 earthquake in Armenia, and so was unable to fulfi l his 
hope of  winning Bush over to a hopeful, positive rela-
tionship. Shultz, about to leave the State Department, 
was not without fear for the future: ‘President Reagan 
and I were handing over real momentum. I hoped it 
would not be squandered.’   23        

 Bush and Gorbachev in 1989   

 George Bush had been born into a political family and 
had considerable fi rst-hand experience of  national 
security policy, not only as Vice-President (1981–9), 
but also as ambassador to the UN (1971–2), envoy 
to China (1974–5), and Director of  the CIA (1976–7). 
Cautious and pragmatic, he had doubted the wisdom 
both of  Reagan’s early anti-Sovietism and his later 
enthusiasm for embracing Gorbachev. As he had made 
clear in 1988, the new President doubted whether the 
Cold War had ended and preferred to keep the USSR 
under pressure while hoping that it would continue 
to change. ‘The initial attitude of  the incoming Bush 
administration towards the ongoing changes in the 
USSR was one of  hope tempered by scepticism’, with 
Bush later saying: ‘I was probably less suspicious of  
Gorbachev than were others in my incoming team.’   24    
His inaugural speech promised to maintain good re-
lations with Moscow. In January he gathered around 
him a group of  old friends in key positions including 
James Baker, who had been Reagan’s Chief  of  Staff  
in 1981–5 as Secretary of  State, and Brent Scowcroft, 
back as National Security Adviser, a post he had last 
held under Gerald Ford. They kept their disagree-
ments to themselves and appeared a coherent team, 
determined to improve on the hasty, ill-coordinated 
decision-making of  the Reagan period. But to the 
press and public this did not necessarily seem an im-
provement. Rather than giving an active, welcoming 
response to Gorbachev, Bush set out on a three-month 
review of  international issues, which was meant to 
clarify problems and allow for well-informed deci-
sions, but which seemed simply to be wasting time. 
The ‘impetus in Soviet–American relations was … lost 
as … Bush took time to reappraise his policy options.’   25    
Baker did not make his fi rst visit to Moscow until May 
and Scowcroft’s fi rst public statement claimed that 
Gorbachev was ‘interested in making trouble within 
the Western alliance’, adding: ‘I think the Cold War is 
not over.’ Scowcroft felt, for example, that in the less 
developed world, the ‘few positive regional changes 
which had occurred … [stemmed] more from Soviet 

failures than from a general change of  attitude about 
regional superpower competition’.   26    The review did 
not, as it transpired, produce any great change where 
US–Soviet relations were concerned. It concluded that 
Gorbachev  had  altered Soviet foreign policy and that 
he was the best leader to work with, but the future 
was uncertain and there were grave doubts about 
whether Gorbachev could stabilize and improve the 
Soviet economy. 

 Bush’s policy review also meant that no progress was 
possible on the START treaty. Meanwhile Gorbachev 
was upset that the ‘Americans were apparently still in-
fl uenced by obsolete stereotypes’   27    and he continued 
to win in the public relations stakes. He announced 
a major reduction of  the Red Army in Mongolia in 
March and, in May, told Baker that there would be a 
large unilateral cut in Soviet theatre nuclear weapons 
in Europe. On 6 March 1989 NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact opened negotiations in Vienna on conventional 
arms reductions: these negotiations, which replaced 
the former Mutual Balanced Force Reduction talks, 
had been underway with little success since the early 
1970s. They were renamed the ‘Conventional Forces in 
Europe’ (CFE) talks and it was clear that they would 
become part of  a public relations battle, as Gorbachev 
would no doubt want to outbid Washington with con-
cessions. Bush was determined to match his Soviet 
colleague on the CFE front, however, and by late May 
both sides were actually quite close in their proposals. 
Bush, with some trouble, persuaded a NATO summit 
on 29 May to off er a 10 per cent reduction in US forces, 
matched by cuts in other categories of  weapons, all 
to be achieved by 1992. Meanwhile, in mid-April, the 
President had also begun a series of  speeches in the 
US, to follow up the recent policy review. The most 
important of  these, for superpower relations, was at 
the Texas A&M University on 12 May where he revived 
Eisenhower’s ‘Open Skies’ proposal to allow fl ights 
over each other’s territory (see  Chapter  5  , B), off ered 
to expand trade and seemed to accept the waning of  
the Cold War by stating that America could move ‘be-
yond containment’, to a new policy, ‘one that recog-
nizes the full scope of  change … around the world and 
in the Soviet Union itself  … Ultimately, our objective 
is to welcome the Soviet Union back into the world 
order.’   28    Thus, despite ‘the initial stumble of  the policy 
review … by the end of  1989 the Bush administration 
had begun to develop a fairly coherent policy … based 
on the idea of  “testing” Gorbachev and pushing him 
to translate his rhetorical commitment into concrete 



 The Decline of the Cold War, 1985–9 425

 policies’.   29    As James Baker put it, ‘Gorbachev was 
making powerful promises—and our job was to hold 
him to his word. The boldness … of  Gorbachev’s pro-
nouncements made him vulnerable to being hoisted 
on his own petard.’   30    

 The fi rst Bush–Gorbachev summit was not dis-
cussed until July 1989, by which time there were al-
ready serious signs of  diffi  culty for the Soviet-led 
system in Eastern Europe, which the US President 
toured that same month ( Chapter  19  , D). Bush wanted 
a conference, not to push the START treaty, which 
was still the subject of  debate in Washington, but 
simply to re-establish relations on a private, informal 
basis. Some very friendly meetings between Baker 
and Shevardnadze in Washington and Wyoming in 
September gave encouragement to the idea. It was 
here that the Soviets fi nally gave up linking START 
to the scrapping of  SDI. They also agreed to dis-
mantle the Krasnoyarsk radar, the building of  which 
had breached the ABM treaty. Gorbachev agreed in 
October to a summit and the date was brought for-
ward to 2–3 December partly because of  the gathering 
pace of  events in Eastern Europe. By now Bush ‘was 
convinced that he … should support  perestroika ’.   31    
But it was hardly the most successful of  superpower 
meetings. The venue, Malta, was as badly chosen as 
Reykjavik in 1986; storms in Valetta harbour made 
it diffi  cult to travel between the US and Soviet ships 
which carried the two leaders. There were no sub-
stantive agreements, because none had been planned. 
But there was discussion of  arms issues, trade, and 
regional problems, and another meeting was planned 
for June. By the time that was held, however, the polit-
ical revolution in Europe was complete and few could 
doubt that, whatever the earlier doubts of  Bush and 
Scowcroft, the Cold War had indeed ended.    

    C.    Ending the Cold War in the Less 
Developed World: Afghanistan, 
Angola, Cambodia    

 One of  the key features of  international relations in 
the later 1980s, which stood in stark contrast to events 
of  a decade before, was the retreat of  the Soviets and 
their allies, Cuba and Vietnam, from the active pol-
icy they had adopted in the less developed world. In 
March 1983 Shultz had written to Reagan that a ‘litmus 
test of  Soviet seriousness in response to our concerns 

would be whether they are moving seriously toward 
a real pull-back from one of  the positions gained in 
the 1970s’.   32    The Reagan Doctrine had been targeted 
at reversing the supposed Communist advances in 
Afghanistan and Cambodia, Angola and Nicaragua. 
Under Gorbachev, the USSR was no longer willing or 
able to fi nance such commitments and the ‘new diplo-
macy’ called for tensions to be lowered with the West 
on a global scale. As early as October 1985 he told the 
Politburo, ‘we should fi rmly adopt a course leading to 
our earliest withdrawal from Afghanistan’, owing to 
the economic and political costs of  the war there.   33    
By the end of  1989, the Red Army had left Afghanistan 
and the Angolan and Cambodian problem seemed less 
acute. But this process of  retreat was neither swift nor 
simple. Until 1987, when Reagan considered that ‘we 
were at last seeing real deeds from Moscow’,   34    impor-
tant elements in the US government doubted whether 
Gorbachev was in fact ready to resolve Afghanistan 
and other less developed world problems; the US re-
sponse to his moves has been described as ‘reactive, 
cautiously encouraging, but wary’;   35    and in all the 
places where a retreat occurred, the Soviets were able 
to secure some concessions to help their local clients.   

   Gorbachev and Afghanistan   

 Within six months of  coming to power, Gorbachev 
looked at the option of  withdrawing from Afghanistan 
and by the end of  1985 he had decided in principle to 
pursue this policy, hence his critical line on the war at 
the February 1986 Communist Party Congress. Here, 
as elsewhere, Gorbachev gave a new direction to 
policy after years of  uncertain leadership. It has been 
noted that, ‘One result of  Gorbachev’s reforms was 
to marginalize the issue and importance of  less devel-
oped world revolutions … The 1986 party programme 
barely mentioned the less developed world.’   36    He had 
actually questioned the wisdom of  the confl ict under 
Brezhnev, when the high costs of  the invasion were 
already apparent. It was a public relations disaster, up-
setting not only the Western powers, but also China 
and the Non-aligned Movement. As an ‘unwinnable’ 
war it demoralized an army whose conscripts already 
experienced low pay, poor training, and alcoholism: 
as with the US army in Vietnam, the Red Army’s 
‘Afgantsy’ troops—about 750,000 served some time in 
the war—generally came from poorer, less infl uential 
families and they soon felt both betrayed by their lead-
ers and ostracized from society. Economically too the 
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 war, while (at 2 per cent of  the budget) aff ordable, was 
an unwelcome burden on an already tottering econ-
omy. At home, the war became a symbol of  commu-
nist failure and the need for reform. But Gorbachev 
did not want a withdrawal to appear as a defeat for the 
USSR. He needed to put the Kabul government in a 
strong position for talks with its adversaries on an in-
ternal settlement and he also had to consider the views 
of  those Soviet hard-liners, including Gromyko and 
the Defence Ministry, who wanted to fi ght on. It was 
for these reasons that at fi rst, in 1985–6, Gorbachev 
allowed some of  the most destructive Red Army of-
fensives of  the war, with the use of  special troops and 
aggressive new tactics, including the widespread lay-
ing of  mines and the greater deployment of  helicopter 
gunships, all of  which caused high civilian casualties. 

 It was because of  this intensifi cation of  the war that 
the CIA feared Gorbachev was determined to fi ght 
on and the US increased its aid to the Mujaheddin, up 
from $250 million in 1985 to $630 million in 1987, with 
similar amounts being provided by Saudi Arabia. One 
decision, taken by Reagan in early 1986, was to supply 
the Mujaheddin with advanced shoulder-held, anti-
aircraft missiles, called ‘Stingers’. Supported by Shultz, 
he did this despite their obvious US origin and Defense 
Department fears that the Soviets might capture, and 
copy, them. ‘Unless we hurt the Soviets in Afghanistan’, 
Shultz believed, ‘they would have no interest in dealing 
with us to end the war there.’   37    The Stingers made it 
more dangerous to transport Soviet troops and sup-
plies by air and proved a particular headache to Red 
Army commanders, but the idea that the missiles had 
a major impact on withdrawal is a myth: by the time 
the Stingers started to be used (after an essential pe-
riod of  training), around September 1986, Gorbachev 
was already preparing for withdrawal. In May, he 
had Babrak Karmal replaced with the more fl exible 
Mohammad Najibullah who, though a former head of  
the KHAD secret police, had recognized that the com-
munists could not win the war and was ready to at-
tempt a ‘national reconciliation’ with their opponents. 
To this end, he off ered a ceasefi re, invited opponents 
to enter government, and in 1987 promulgated a new 
Constitution. There was now an ‘Afghanization’ of  
the war, with the Red Army lessening its involvement 
and handing areas over to the Afghan military or local 
militia. But the ‘regime’s wooing of  the Afghan oppo-
sition had … only patchy results, in spite of  war wea-
riness and the toll of  destruction’.   38    Meanwhile there 
had been progress on the Geneva peace talks, which 

had been underway since 1982. In June 1985, both 
superpowers agreed to support the peace process, 
though the actual negotiations were in the hands of  
the Afghan and Pakistani governments. In December 
1985, following the fi rst Gorbachev–Reagan summit, 
the US agreed that it would guarantee a settlement so 
long as there was a timetable for Soviet withdrawal. 
And in May 1986, as Najibullah came to power, the 
seventh and last round of  proximity talks between 
Afghanistan and Pakistan opened in Geneva. 

 Despite the apparent progress in 1986, it was only 
on 8 February 1988 that Gorbachev publicly stated his 
hope that Soviet troops would be out of  Afghanistan 
in thirteen months’ time and, even then, the moderate 
Soviet Foreign Minister, Shevardnadze, doubted the 
wisdom of  such a declaration. For all sides the peace 
process was surrounded by uncertainty. Hard-liners 
within Kabul and among the Mujaheddin did not want 
to talk at all, and the Afghan and Pakistani delegations 
in Geneva only met face to face on the day a peace 
agreement was signed on 14 April 1988 ( see  boxed sec-
tion  ). Even Najibullah, who was told by Gorbachev in 
December 1986 about the planned withdrawal, hoped 
that the Red Army would actually stay to protect him. 
In Washington, the Reagan administration became di-
vided between those who were ready to negotiate a 
settlement (and, until early 1988, even they had grave 
doubts about whether it could be achieved) and those 
who saw Afghanistan as a way to ‘bleed’ the USSR, 
forcing Gorbachev into ever more radical changes at 
home. The latter group doubted the wisdom of  sup-
porting a settlement and were determined to oust the 
communists from power in Kabul. A vital issue was 
whether, if  peace was achieved, the US would end 
its assistance to the Mujaheddin: the danger that the 
US would continue such assistance was of  concern 
to Gorbachev, provoking fears that he would not go 
ahead with a settlement; but the US Defense Secre-
tary, Caspar Weinberger, was determined to resupply 
the Mujaheddin until the communists were ousted. 
In January 1988 Reagan said that America would only 
end aid to the Mujaheddin  if  the USSR ended aid to the 
Kabul government. The latter was a step Gorbachev 
would not take because the Kabul government—a le-
gally recognized government fi ghting against rebels—
would be placed in an impossibly weak position. If  the 
USSR were not to appear a ‘defeated’ power, it was es-
sential that Najibullah should survive. Shevardnadze 
acknowledged to Shultz that Najibullah might fall 
anyway, ‘but nature must take its course after we leave 
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 and not be pushed by us beforehand’.   39    Yet, in defi -
ance of  the views of  Shevardnadze and the KGB chief, 
Vladimir Kryuchkov, Gorbachev  did  rule out the idea 
that the Red Army could return to Afghanistan if  the 
Geneva settlement unravelled.    

 The Geneva agreement was only a partial set-
tlement, which, to the benefi t of  the Soviets, kept 
Najibullah in power and eased the danger of  Pakistani 
interference in Afghanistan, but which, on the nega-
tive side from Moscow’s viewpoint, did nothing to end 
the civil war and committed the Red Army to with-
drawal. It ‘marked a major new stage in the Afghan 
struggle … Rather than guaranteeing peace … the 
agreement promised instability and indefi nite warfare 
for the Afghan people.’   40    The fulfi lment of  the with-
drawal promise, despite America’s refusal to abandon 
the Mujaheddin, was one of  Gorbachev’s most re-
markable decisions as Soviet leader. The last Soviet 
troops crossed the border at Friendship Bridge on 15 
February 1989, having suff ered 14,500 combat deaths 
in Afghanistan, 20,000 dead from other causes, and 
about 50,000 wounded. Just prior to this, anticipat-
ing a triumphant Mujaheddin advance on the capital, 
Western diplomats quit Kabul. But, to the annoyance 
of  American right-wingers, the Najibullah regime did 
not collapse and it was the Mujaheddin who suff ered 
setbacks in 1988–9, notably the death of  their chief  
supporter, Pakistan’s General Zia, in an air crash ( July 

1988) and the failure of  their siege of  Jalalabad (March 
1989). Determined never to become directly involved 
in Afghanistan again Gorbachev rejected pleas from 
the Kabul government to help them with air support 
during the siege, but he did resupply them with arms, 
just as the US and Pakistan resupplied the still-divided 
Mujaheddin. The Geneva agreement thus failed to pre-
vent continued external interference in Afghanistan. 
Despite UN eff orts and some desultory talks it also 
failed to lead to an internal settlement. There was 
rather more success in resettling refugees: about four 
million, out of  six million, returned in 1988–90. 

 Some progress was fi nally possible in September 
1991, when the US and USSR agreed to cut off  arms 
supplies to their clients, a policy which Pakistan, Iran, 
and Saudi Arabia also supported for a time. But the 
agreement only became eff ective in January 1992, by 
which time the Soviet Union had ceased to exist and the 
Mujaheddin were closing on Kabul. In April 1991, they 
had taken Khost, proving that the government could 
no longer protect its urban strongholds and, backed 
by the US, they continued to demand Najibullah’s 
resignation. He fi nally off ered to go in March 1992, 
on condition that a broad-based interim government 
was formed (as the UN had been working for), but in 
mid-April the Mujaheddin seized Kabul anyway, es-
tablishing an Islamic state amid chaos, violence, and 
continued tribal divisions which made stable govern-
ment impossible. Najibullah took refuge in the UN 
compound in Kabul where he remained until Septem-
ber 1996 when a more united Islamic movement, the 
Taliban, seized the city and executed him. The Taliban 
had been backed since 1994 by Pakistan, which was in-
creasingly frustrated by the failure of  the Mujaheddin 
to work together. For a time it seemed that the Taliban 
would unite the whole country but they met resistance 
in the north from one of  Najibullah’s former generals, 
Abdul Dostom, a champion of  the Uzbeki minority, 
who defeated them in May 1997 at Mazar-al-Sharif. In 
1997–8 the US revived its eff orts to end external inter-
ference in Afghanistan and form a coalition govern-
ment. The Taliban’s ‘fundamentalism’, their support 
for certain terrorist groups abroad, notably Osama 
bin Laden’s Al Qaeda network, and Afghan drug 
production—all these continued to make the country 
of  concern to Washington. Meanwhile, the civil war 
dragged on in a country which had already lost over a 
million dead since the communist coup of  1978, with 
the Taliban being resisted by an increasingly belea-
guered ‘Northern Alliance’.   

   The Geneva Accords on Afghanistan, 
14 April 1988   

  The principal agreement was between the Afghan and 

Pakistani governments who agreed:  

   1.    They would respect each other’s independence and 

integrity.  

   2.    They would refrain from using force against the other.  

   3.    They would not let their territory be used to violate the 

territory of the other or to encourage rebellion there.   

  4.    There would be a voluntary repatriation of refugees.  

   5.    There should be an internal settlement in Afghanistan 

between the Kabul government and other elements.   

  6.    The Red Army would withdraw from Afghanistan within 

nine months. In addition the USSR and US guaranteed the 

settlement but the US, in a verbal statement, reserved the 

right to resupply the Mujaheddin if the USSR continued to 

aid the Kabul government.      
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    Angola and Namibia   

 The situation in Angola diff ered from Afghanistan in 
that the Marxist government had armed support, not 
from the USSR, but from Cuba and about 40,000 of  its 
troops. Also, in the 1980s the Angolan problem could 
not be tackled in isolation because, after 1981, the 
US and South Africa insisted on tying it to the neigh-
bouring Namibian question. Namibia was the former 
German colony of  South-West Africa which, after the 
Second World War, was never made a trust territory, 
and this led to controversy over whether its status as a 
League of  Nations mandate under South African ad-
ministration remained in force or not. In 1966, strong 
anti-apartheid feeling in the UN had led the General 
Assembly to terminate the mandate, thus theoreti-
cally placing South-West Africa under UN control. 
But in reality the South Africans continued to occupy 
it and it was from there, after 1975, that they aided 
Jonas Savimbi’s UNITA movement which was fi ghting 
a guerrilla war against the Angolan government (see 
 Chapter  13  , E). After earlier hoping to annex South-
West Africa, the South Africans accepted by 1975 that 
it ought to become independent, but they refused to 
deal with Sam Nujoma’s South-West African People’s 
Organization (SWAPO), which the UN accepted as the 
voice of  the Namibian people. By 1978, UN-sponsored 
talks had led to a plan for a ceasefi re between the 
South Africans and the SWAPO guerrillas (who op-
erated from Angola), followed by elections and inde-
pendence. But the South African government, under 
P. W. Botha, was unwilling to proceed while the com-
munist threat existed in Angola and while SWAPO 
seemed at one with the Cubans and the Angolan gov-
ernment. Botha won predictable support in 1981 from 
the equally anti-communist Ronald Reagan and from 
then onwards the previously separate Angolan and 
Namibian questions tended to become linked in talks. 

 UN attempts to make progress on southern Africa 
failed in the early 1980s. In 1983–4, with UNITA in re-
treat and the US more active in exploring a settlement, 
the South Africans agreed to pull their own units out 
of  Angola if  SWAPO and Cuba did not exploit this: 
the Cubans should pull out of  southern Angola and 
Angola should end its support for SWAPO attacks 
on Namibia. But this hopeful move failed to bring a 
settlement. The Reagan administration stepped in 
to support UNITA, the Cubans increased their troop 
numbers in Angola, and the Angolan government 
backed off  from peace talks. At the same time, the 

South Africans off ended SWAPO by setting up a pup-
pet ‘transitional government’ in Namibia. For their 
part, the South Africans were off ended when Reagan, 
under pressure from Congress on the apartheid issue, 
introduced economic sanctions against them, which 
undermined any US attempts to explore peace. Also 
important, however (and further evidence of  the con-
fused nature of  American policy), was the UN Con-
gress’s August 1985 decision to repeal the decade-old 
Clark Amendment, which had previously prevented 
Reagan from providing aid to UNITA. 

 Among the lethal aid given by the CIA in 1986, using 
Zaire as a conduit, were Stinger anti-aircraft missiles. 
They helped UNITA to defeat a government off ensive 
in southern Angola and helped convince the Angolan 
government of  Eduardo dos Santos to talk to the US. 
US–Angolan talks began in 1987 and were joined by 
Cuba in January 1988. By then, of  course, Gorbachev 
was anxious to reduce Cold War tensions and pressed 
the Cubans, whose presence in Angola he eff ectively 
bankrolled, to talk. In fact, Gorbachev’s decision to 
pursue a settlement in 1987 was probably  more  signifi -
cant than the military pressure now being exerted by 
UNITA and South Africa. In any case, in March 1988 
the Cubans and Angolans scored an important victory, 
forcing UNITA to raise its siege of  Cuita Cuanavale. 
Both the South Africans and the Angolan government 
were now keen to talk, not least to help their domes-
tic economies. ‘The warring parties mobilized ever 
greater resources … Yet they seemed to achieve less 
and less … In 1987–88, the … moment of  maximum 
risk became converted into a magic moment of  op-
portunity.’   41    As to the US, Shultz’s strategy, geared as 
it was to dealing with a perceived ‘Cold War’ problem, 
was clear and simple: ‘we tied Namibian independ-
ence to Cuban withdrawal from Angola’.   42    

 The result was that, in May 1988, the US Assistant 
Secretary of  State for African Aff airs, Chester Crocker, 
along with the USSR’s Anatoly Adamishin, helped 
broker a deal in talks in London, whereby the Cu-
bans would leave Angola in return for a South African 
withdrawal from Namibia. By the end of  August, all 
South Africa’s troops were probably out of  Angola, 
the Cubans agreed in principle to complete their with-
drawal from Angola within three years, and a date for 
independence was set for 1990, following elections. A 
formal agreement on these lines was signed by South 
Africa, Cuba, and Angola at the UN on 22 December 
1988, with Shultz and Shevardnadze attending to un-
derline the superpowers’ interest in a settlement. Both 
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 sides had gained from such a settlement: South Africa 
had secured the Cubans’ departure from Angola, but 
Angola had the assurance that South African forces 
would leave Namibia. 

 In Namibia, at least, the settlement operated rea-
sonably smoothly. Independence went ahead in March 
1990. But an internal settlement proved more diffi  cult 
to achieve in Angola. It has been argued that the incom-
ing Bush administration, with its doubts as to whether 
the Cold War had ended, ‘showed little interest in seiz-
ing the opportunity’ for an Angolan peace, increased 
its aid to UNITA, and thereby ‘ensured that Savimbi 
felt no need to go to the negotiating table’.   43    But James 
Baker has argued that he fully understood that ‘by 
1989 neither of  the superpowers had overriding rea-
sons for being involved in this confl ict’ and that the 
real cause of  diffi  culty was the Angolan government’s 
launch of  a new off ensive in December 1989.   44    Either 
way, by late 1989 civil war was raging once more. A 
UNITA government ceasefi re in May 1991 was secured 
through the mediation of  the former colonial power, 
Portugal. It was linked to a promise of  elections and 
seemed likely to hold, partly because both sides had 
eff ectively lost key external supporters: the USSR was 
deeply troubled and South Africa was in the process of  
dismantling apartheid. But when the Marxist MPLA 
won the September 1992 elections, Savimbi refused 
to accept the result and UNITA relaunched the civil 
war. By now, with the USSR gone, the US was com-
mitted to peace in Angola, and in May 1993 decided to 
give diplomatic recognition to the government, hav-
ing withheld this since 1975. But an agreement on the 
formation of  a government of  national unity was only 
reached in March 1996 and it soon proved stillborn. In 
early 1999 the civil war renewed, but it fi nally ended 
after Savimbi was killed in 2002.   

   Cambodia   

 In Cambodia, or Kampuchea as it was then called, the 
Vietnamese continued to uphold the government of  
the Hun Sen with about 250,000 troops throughout 
the early 1980s, boycotting UN-sponsored peace talks 
and trying to extinguish Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge who, 
despite their genocidal policies in 1975–9, were still 
recognized as the legal government of  Cambodia by 
China and the Western powers. About 300,000 Cam-
bodian refugees had fl ed to Thailand, another govern-
ment which backed the Khmer Rouge, seeing them as 
a barrier to Vietnamese expansion. By the mid-1980s, 

various intermediaries were at work trying to bring 
peace between the four factions in Cambodian poli-
tics, that is the Hun Sen regime, the Khmer Rouge, 
Prince Sihanouk (the former monarch), and another 
group led by Son Sann, who had joined with Sihanouk 
in 1982 to form a ‘Coalition Government of  Demo-
cratic Cambodia’. In 1984, the Vietnamese said that 
they would be ready to leave Cambodia (as the UN 
had demanded since 1979), but only on condition, fi rst, 
that the Khmer Rouge were eliminated as a political 
force and, second, that China’s borders with Vietnam 
and Laos were guaranteed. These conditions were 
not acceptable to China. But 1987–8, of  course, saw 
key changes in Soviet policy towards Afghanistan, 
Angola, and Nicaragua, with a greater willingness to 
settle these issues and there was evidently pressure on 
Vietnam from Moscow to discuss withdrawal. Hanoi 
also found the occupation of  Cambodia very costly 
and some Vietnamese troops began to leave in 1987. 
More withdrawals were announced in May 1988. 

 By July 1988, when the four Cambodian factions 
met in Jakarta, the general shape of  a likely settlement 
was clear: the Vietnamese would announce their in-
tention to leave completely, the internal factions 
would agree a ceasefi re, a provisional government 
would be formed under Sihanouk, the factions would 
disarm, elections would be held, a UN peacekeeping 
force would be deployed, and refugees would return. 
But it took years to fl esh out the details of  this settle-
ment. The key fi rst move came in April 1989, when the 
Vietnamese, under Soviet pressure, announced that 
they would withdraw all their troops by September—
a promise which helped ensure an improvement in 
Sino–Soviet relations at this time. In the middle of  
this withdrawal, in July, France (the former colonial 
power) and Indonesia began to co-chair an eighteen-
nation peace conference in Paris. Here, the joint agree-
ment of  the fi ve permanent members of  the Security 
Council—something which would have seemed im-
possible four years before—was of  vital importance. A 
framework document was completed by August 1990, 
in April 1991 all the internal factions agreed a ceasefi re, 
and on 23 October 1991 agreements were signed which 
confi rmed the ceasefi re, the disarmament of  the fac-
tions, the formation of  a joint interim government, 
the election of  a constituent assembly, the repatria-
tion of  refugees, and foreign aid programmes—all to 
be carried out under UN supervision. The settlement 
marked yet another boost to the UN during 1987–91 
and the responsibilities given to the organization 
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 showed the respect in which it was now held. The 
Western powers would have liked to see the removal 
of  the Hun Sen regime but it proved remarkably re-
silient, with a substantial army, and seemed the only 
barrier to the return of  the murderous Pol Pot. Then 
again, as one study of  Bush’s policies noted, there had 
been ‘Western victories’ in Afghanistan, Angola, and 
Nicaragua; and of  the four countries targeted by the 
Reagan Doctrine, ‘only Cambodia remain[ed] under 
… a Communist government, and that confl ict has 
been relegated to obscurity’.   45    

 As with the Geneva Accords on Afghanistan and 
the Angola–Namibia settlement, the Cambodia agree-
ments did not mark a complete victory for one side 
or the other. Hun Sen indeed proved better able to 
cooperate with Sihanouk (restored to this throne in 
September 1993) than did the Khmer Rouge, who—
rather like Savimbi in Angola—refused to respect 
the results of  the 1993 elections. For a time a vicious 
civil war erupted once more, but by now there was 
little support for the Khmer Rouge and it was soon 
in steep decline. In mid-1997 Pol Pot was arrested by 
his own followers and sentenced to life imprisonment, 
after trying to eliminate some key deputies. The fol-
lowing year he died. There was a crisis in the new 
government, too, in 1997, after Hun Sen fell out with 
the royalist Prime Minister, Prince Ranariddh, forcing 
him into a short-lived exile. But Sihanouk, now King 
of  Cambodia, remained in his position and Ranariddh 
was able to return in 1998. By then, too, relations had 
been normalized between the US and Vietnam and 
had greatly improved between the communists of  
Vietnam and Laos, on the one side, and the Associa-
tion of  South-East Asian States (previously seen as a 
pro-Western, capitalist organization) on the other. 
In South-East Asia, as in Central Asia and southern 
Africa, the decline of  the Cold War had thus had a 
profound eff ect. The most astonishing eff ects of  all, 
however, were in Eastern Europe.    

    D.    The Demise of Soviet 
Communism in Eastern Europe      

 Eastern Europe and Perestroika   

 The resolution of  the confl icts in Afghanistan, Angola, 
Nicaragua, and Cambodia could be seen as reversing 
the pattern of  success for Soviet-backed left-wing forces 
in the less developed world, which had done much to 

bring about the new Cold War of  the early 1980s. But 
the disintegration of  the Soviet puppet governments 
of  Eastern Europe in late 1989 removed a problem in 
East–West relations that had existed since the onset 
of  the Cold War. Indeed, just as Stalin’s imposition 
of  communist control in areas of  Eastern Europe oc-
cupied during the Second World War was central to 
original Cold War tensions, so Gorbachev’s readiness 
to accept its removal was the most vivid evidence that 
the Cold War had ended. Yet when Gorbachev became 
General Secretary the USSR’s domination of  Eastern 
Europe seemed as secure as ever, with the Warsaw 
Pact being renewed for twenty years on 26 April 1985, 
and the end, when it came, came quickly. Experienced 
diplomats and academic experts alike failed to predict 
the coming collapse even a few months beforehand, 
most adhering to the long-standing belief  that any 
fundamental change in the communist system could 
only be eff ected gradually. As one leading analyst later 
admitted, ‘I knew in the last months of  1988, that the 
communist regimes in Eastern Europe would have to 
change. But their swift collapse a year … later was im-
possible to predict.’   46    Bush’s call in Mainz on 31 May 
1989 for the Berlin Wall to come down—which merely 
echoed a similar plea by Reagan from June 1987—was 
timely in retrospect but not made with the expectation 
that it would fall within six months. Brent Scowcroft 
later candidly admitted, ‘it would be gratifying to say 
that our Eastern European policy … had been among 
the catalysts of  the changes’ that came in 1989, ‘It was 
not.’   47    Even Gorbachev’s statement, in Strasbourg on 
6 July, that force should never be used again in East-
ern Europe, did not convince Western observers 
that the Red Army would avoid armed intervention 
to uphold Marxist-Leninism. Memories of  Hungary 
in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 still carried great 
force. Yet by 25 October Gorbachev’s press aide, Gen-
nadi Gerasimov, had replaced the Brezhnev Doctrine 
of  ‘fraternal intervention’ with the ‘Sinatra Doctrine’, 
whereby individual East European states ‘did it their 
way’.   48    On 4 December 1989 a Warsaw Pact meeting 
condemned the 1968 invasion of  Czechoslovakia and 
the following day Gorbachev declared in  Pravda  that 
the Cold War had ended. 

 It is important to underline the point that it was 
only those communist states founded under Soviet 
domination which disappeared in Eastern Europe 
in late 1989. Two Marxist governments survived in 
the region who had long since distanced themselves 
from Moscow, and where communists had come to 
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 power in 1945 largely through their own exertions: in 
Yugoslavia, where Tito had shaped a particular brand 
of  communism until his death in 1980, and in Albania, 
where the Stalinist Enver Hoxha had been succeeded 
by his loyal lieutenant, Ramiz Alia, in 1985. These 
communist systems would disintegrate over the fol-
lowing years. Also, even in the Soviet sphere, many 
representatives of  the old regime survived, generally 
by turning themselves into ‘socialist’ parties (under 
various names). Sometimes they returned spectacu-
larly to power, as in Poland in November 1995 when an 
ex-communist, Alexander Kwasniewski, was elected 
President. They may have been resented in the past, 
but that was partly because they symbolized domi-
nation by a foreign power: after the upheavals of  the 
early 1990s they often came to symbolize stability and 
experience in offi  ce. In Bulgaria and Romania espe-
cially some communists were astute enough to turn 
against the existing system in 1989 before genuine lib-
erals gathered strength. Thus one of  Ceauşescu’s min-
isters, Ion Iliescu, was able to be elected and survive as 
President until November 1996. 

 The reasons why communism was weak in East-
ern Europe in terms of  popular support are not dif-
fi cult to fathom. As in the USSR itself, the system had 
never been legitimized through free elections; central 
economic planning in Eastern Europe had failed to 
deliver the same levels of  wealth, health, education, 
and social provision which most people enjoyed in 
the West; and any idealism which once inspired the 
communists themselves had been dissipated by cor-
ruption and careerism. Unlike the USSR, communism 
in Eastern Europe had few local roots in the fi rst place 
(except, arguably, among the heavy industrial towns 
of  Czechoslovakia). It was imposed by Red Army 
bayonets and once it was clear that those bayonets 
would not be reintroduced it rapidly unravelled. A 
more interesting question therefore is why Gorbachev 
allowed the system to disintegrate by refusing to re-
sort to armed force. But here, as elsewhere, the Soviet 
leader’s exact motivations are diffi  cult to comprehend. 
Indeed, where Eastern Europe was concerned (and 
in contrast to Afghanistan, for example), Gorbachev 
refused to turn his attention to the region’s problems. 
Even before 1985 he was apparently a critic of  Soviet 
domination of  Eastern Europe, at least in its dictatorial 
form, and by 1989 he recognized that it placed a seri-
ous strain on Soviet resources, as well as embarrass-
ing Moscow in its dealings with the West. During the 
critical year of  1981 Poland had cost Moscow $3 billion 

in support. ‘Gorbachev regarded the Warsaw Pact as 
expendable because the strategic dividends that the 
USSR received from control of  these countries were 
not worth the cost of  the subsidies they received from 
the USSR in the era of   perestroika .’   49    The USSR not 
only had to police and defend the region, it also pro-
vided cheap oil supplies and favourable trade deals. 
That Gorbachev had an interest in breaking down the 
barriers between East and West Europe was refl ected 
in his talk about a ‘Common European Home’ in 1987, 
echoing as it did de Gaulle’s ideas two decades before 
when European détente got underway in earnest 
(even if  Gorbachev’s ideas on European unity were 
never precisely explained). 

 But to the arguments that communism in Eastern 
Europe collapsed because it had no roots, or because 
the Soviet leader felt it a liability, must be added two 
other considerations. In the late 1980s, Eastern Europe 
saw both an intensifi cation of  its economic problems 
and a risky attempt at far-reaching reform of  the com-
munist system, a policy similar in fact to that which 
Gorbachev pursued in the USSR. Since the dawn of  
Soviet domination of  the region in the 1940s, succes-
sive Soviet General Secretaries had tried to mould it in 
their own image. Stalinization had been followed by 
Khrushchev’s reforms, these in turn by Brezhnev’s tol-
erance of  divisions over economic practices. It was un-
surprising, then, that Gorbachev should expect East 
European leaders to mirror his own policies of   glas-
nost  and  perestroika.  But, by now, the countries of  the 
area were quite diverse in their economic and political 
practices, and reluctant to shift their own attitudes to 
suit Moscow. Gorbachev’s policies simply provoked 
uncertainty and division. Would-be reformers were 
encouraged but, as in the USSR, they had their own 
agendas, geared to local considerations, and soon 
came to question the communist system itself. Com-
munist leaders often tried to resist change but feared 
that Moscow would no longer back them and had no 
idea how to escape their economic and political scle-
rosis. In his memoirs, Gorbachev argued that Soviet 
intervention in the aff airs of  its ‘satellites’ had no place 
in his new thinking about world politics: ‘Such pro-
cedures were against the principles of  equality, inde-
pendence … and full responsibility of  the leadership 
of  each country before its own people, all of  which 
had been formally proclaimed even in Communist 
Party documents.’   50    

 Finally, when the gathering crisis entered its deci-
sive phase in the autumn of  1989, Gorbachev decided 
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 that he could not risk his improved relations with the 
West by turning to repression. ‘If  he sanctioned the 
use of  force in Eastern Europe, it could terminate 
hopes of  ending the Cold War.’   51    And if  the Cold War 
was really ending there was no need to maintain a 
defensive glacis in Eastern Europe. Once the protec-
tion of  the Red Army was eff ectively removed, most 
local communist leaders lost their nerve and then 
tried to come to terms with the new reality. ‘The sys-
tem expired and the empire fell apart because they 
had been drained of  both legitimacy and power.’   52    
Yet, while he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990, the 
results of  events in Eastern Europe for the Soviet 
leader were mixed. ‘The collapse of  the Berlin Wall … 
strengthened Gorbachev’s standing in the West, but 
it did nothing to help him at home’, where hardlin-
ers blamed him for weakening the Soviet position 
in the world while reformers clamoured for greater 
change.   53        

 The Soviet System Unravels   

 Ironically, liberalization in Eastern Europe took off  
with the greatest vigour in the same two countries 
which had been most aff ected by Khrushchev’s ‘deSta-
linization’ process, Poland and Hungary. Poland had, 
of  course, been the scene of  intense anti-communist 
dissent in the early 1980s, centred on the Solidarity 
trades union. General Jaruzelski had restored order 
there by the use of  martial law, but the Communist 
Party machine never recovered and Solidarity con-
tinued its activities underground. The country was, 
furthermore, heavily indebted to the West and its 
continued economic underperformance forced it, 
repeatedly, to reschedule repayments on its loans. 
Although he had successfully cowed the opposition, 
or at least dissuaded it from open revolt, Jaruzelski 
decided in 1987 to emulate Gorbachev and embrace 
reform. He not only advocated decentralized decision-
making in industry but also multi-candidate (though 
not multi-party) elections and, in November, actually 
held a referendum on his proposals. This provided 
the ideal occasion for Solidarity to organize once 
more. Less than half  the electorate backed the gov-
ernment in the referendum and, in spring and sum-
mer 1988, there were widespread strikes. In February 
1989, after months of  uncertainty, the government en-
tered round-table discussions with the ever-infl uential 
Roman Catholic Church and, more controversially 
the Solidarity leader, Lech Walesa. This led to the 

dramatic decision in April to relegalize the free trades 
union and call elections for June, in which Solidarity 
did very well. 

 ‘The open, honest elections … proved to be a 
fi asco for the Communists—a humiliating, defi ni-
tive repudiation by the Polish people.’   54    Although 
many seats were ‘reserved’ for Communists, by 
September, Jaruzelski had been forced to appoint 
a non-communist Prime Minister though, in Tade-
usz Mazowiecki, a nervous and ineff ective one. It 
was a key moment for all Eastern Europe, because 
it meant that the Warsaw Pact now included a non-
communist government, the leading position of  the 
Communist Party having ended. Yet Gorbachev ac-
cepted this with equanimity and from then on the 
pace of  change in Poland was remarkable, with 
moves to a convertible currency, a market economy, 
and in December 1990 free presidential elections, 
won by Walesa. Poland remained reliant on West-
ern fi nancial aid and its people were so disheartened 
by the lack of  economic progress that—as under 
Jaruzelski—less than half  voted in the next general 
election in October 1991, but they had pointed the 
way for others to follow. 

 Events in Hungary moved hardly less quickly 
and had, if  anything, a greater international impact. 
There were already signs of  radical economic reform 
here in the early 1980s, before Gorbachev came to 
power, with reduced central planning, scope for pri-
vate ownership of  farms and small businesses, the 
closure of  some particularly ineffi  cient factories, and 
even the beginnings of  a stock market. Yet this did 
not prevent growing indebtedness, infl ation, and a 
growing ‘underground’ economy. There was also an 
experiment with political liberalization: a 1983 law al-
lowed multi-candidate elections and in 1985 a num-
ber of  independents entered Parliament—though 
they had to swear loyalty to the existing system. By 
1987, Gorbachev had made it clear that he would 
accept further changes and the veteran communist 
leader, Janos Kadar, spoke of  involving people more 
in decision-making. Opposition groups were soon 
openly tolerated and, as in 1956, the Communist 
Party itself  became a centre of  reform demands. The 
party replaced Kadar with Karoly Grosz in October 
1988. In January 1989 it was Hungary that became the 
fi rst Eastern European state to promise free multi-
party elections and to legalize organizations outside 
communist control. In June Imre Nagy, the hero of  
1956, was reburied and over a quarter of  a million 
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 Hungarians attended the funeral. By October, as in 
Poland, events were moving at a pace which was diffi  -
cult to believe: elections had been set for March 1990, 
the communists had become the Socialist Party and 
Hungary ceased to be styled a ‘People’s Republic’. 
But Gorbachev signalled his approval of  such devel-
opments by promising, in April 1989, to withdraw the 
Red Army from the country. 

 The liberalization of  Hungary, which eventu-
ally led to a non-communist coalition being formed 
in April 1989, was doubly important because it 
was accompanied by the opening, in May, of  the 
country’s borders. This allowed thousands of  East 
Germans to move into Hungary as the fi rst step to-
wards entering West Germany (via Austria). Until 
then, Erich Honecker’s regime had been one of  the 
most conservative in the communist bloc, resisting 
Gorbachev’s reforms as irrelevant. East Germany was 
also the wealthiest communist state, in terms of  in-
come per head of  population, but it had one decisive 
defect: its per capita income was less than half  that of  
its neighbour, West Germany. ‘The proximate cause 
of  the … collapse of  the GDR … was the Hungarian 
decision to allow German “tourists” … to emigrate 
over the borders with Austria. But there was an eco-
nomic … frustration in the GDR which manifested 
itself  … in the desire for foreign travel.’   55    In Septem-
ber more than 10,000 people fl ed East Germany for 
the West. The gathering crisis provoked some con-
cern in the US, where it was feared there could be 
a ‘drawing of  the line’ by Gorbachev. ‘Moscow had 
shown consistently during the Cold War that it would 
not tolerate a revived German threat’, noted James 
Baker. ‘This … made any change in East Germany po-
tentially far more dangerous in terms of  Soviet reac-
tions than in any other country in eastern Europe.’   56    
However, in early October, when visiting the coun-
try, Gorbachev—instead of  urging a crackdown—
accused Honecker of  failing to respond to popular 
opinion. Opposition groups had already begun to 
form, mass demonstrations were being called in 
major cities, and faced by Soviet opposition to repres-
sion the government belatedly began to reform. Ho-
necker resigned in mid-October and his successors, 
on 9 November, decided to allow freedom of  travel. 
For the rest of  the world this decision was the clear-
est indication yet of  the collapse of  Soviet domina-
tion in Eastern Europe, because it immediately led to 
the opening of  the Berlin Wall, which had been the 
greatest symbol of  communist repression since 1961. 

The opening was followed by serious consideration 
of  German reunifi cation. 

 In the wake of  Honecker’s departure, two other 
orthodox communist governments in the region 
also gave up hope, though in radically diff erent ways. 
In Bulgaria, always very loyal to Moscow, there was a 
‘palace coup’ against Todor Zhivkov, who had domi-
nated the government since the mid-1960s. The new 
leader, Petar Mladenov, evidently had Gorbachev’s 
support, promised reform and easily won elec-
tions in June 1990 as head of  the renamed ‘Socialist 
Party’—though he was forced to resign soon after by 
revelations of  how closely he had been associated in 
the repression of  the Turkish minority and others 
in Zhivkov’s last years. Bulgaria, like Hungary and 
Poland, has been described as a ‘negotiated revolu-
tion’ in 1989, because communist power had been 
surrendered with little struggle, in contrast to the 
‘last ditch’ examples elsewhere.   57    In Czechoslovakia, 
meanwhile, another veteran leader, Gustav Husak 
had initially tried to repress opposition in early 1989, 
only to face criticism from Gorbachev. Rather than 
a palace coup, the whole Politburo was forced to 
resign on 24 November after days of  mass demon-
strations. But this did not prevent a general strike 
on 27 November, leading to the end of  the commu-
nist monopoly of  power two days later. Here there 
is ‘thought to have been a KGB-approved attempt 
to provoke a minor crisis and install a reform com-
munist regime’, such as Gorbachev could cooper-
ate with; but the pro-Gorbachev forces lost control 
of  events.   58    The new party leader, Karel Urbanek, 
lasted barely a fortnight before giving way to a non-
communist government. By the end of  the year 
Alexander Dubček, the reformist leader of  1968, had 
become the speaker of  Parliament, and the best-
known Czechoslovakian dissident, Václav Havel, 
had been made President. 

 The unravelling of  the Soviet position took place 
without any superpower crisis. The CIA Director, 
Robert Gates, considered this was partly thanks to 
Bush’s restrained response: ‘He did not gloat. He did 
not make grandiose pronouncements. He did not 
declare victory.’   59    Remarkably, too, the only serious 
loss of  life in these epochal developments occurred 
in Romania, a country which for three decades had 
tried to distance itself  from Soviet control, under 
Nicolae Ceauşescu, who posed as a defender of  the 
country’s distinct, Latin heritage. He had managed 
to repay the country’s debt in the 1980s, but only at 
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 the cost of  low growth, food shortages, and a dearth 
of  consumer goods. He had also put down all politi-
cal discontent, but only by vastly expanding the Se-
curitate secret police and victimizing the Hungarian 
minority. It was this minority, in fact, which initiated 
unrest against Ceauşescu in mid-December, only 
weeks after he had been unanimously re-elected com-
munist leader. Foreign allies, such as the Americans 
and British, who had previously lauded his resistance 
to Moscow, now clamoured for his removal, as did 
Gorbachev, whilst his colleagues among the Com-
munist Party, as well as the army, decided to abandon 
him. Instead of  being swept away like the leaders of  
Czechoslovakia and East Germany, some hoped for 
a transfer of  power on the Bulgarian model. But, as 
the Securitate tried to repress the opposition, leading 

to bloodshed, ‘Ceauşescu’s overthrow could only be 
accomplished by force: the absence of  a coherent op-
position … the social and economic decay and the at-
rophy of  … leadership … guaranteed this outcome.’   60    
The army captured and (on Christmas Day, 1989) 
executed Ceauşescu, while his lieutenants formed a 
National Salvation Front. One leading ex-communist, 
Ion Iliescu, became President and at fi rst violently 
repressed any opposition. However, when they won 
elections in May 1990, the National Salvation Front, 
despite their communist pedigree, emulated other 
East European governments by dismantling the cen-
tralized economy, embracing private enterprise, and 
accepting the costs of  this in the form of  infl ation and 
unemployment, problems familiar to the West but 
novel in the former communist world.       

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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  The events of  1989 in Eastern Europe were not ac-
companied by an explosion of  triumphalism in the 
West. From the point of  view of  the US and West 
European governments this was deliberate, in that no 
one wished to humiliate the Soviet leadership for fear 
of  undermining the position of  Mikhail Gorbachev, 
who had seemed so essential to achieving the peaceful 
revolution in world aff airs since March 1985. In order 
to move forward to a new era it was important for the 
West to be seen as magnanimous and as the embodi-
ment of  a new confl ict-free liberal international order. 
If  international cooperation and broad-based govern-
ment was now to be the norm, with less heed paid 
to the needs of  individual states, it was important to 
attempt to integrate the Soviet Union into the new 
post-Cold War world. Moreover, the growing liberal 
perceptions of  international problems, which no 
longer appeared to centre on power political competi-
tion, required a more universal commitment to com-
mon (Western) values. 

 For a time, there was a belief, not least among cer-
tain US policy-makers, that the international environ-
ment was now guaranteed to evolve according to a 
Western agenda. The birth of  democratic regimes in 
Eastern Europe, the continued reform of  the USSR, 
and moves towards German reunifi cation all pointed to 
a general realization of  long-established Western aims 
in Europe. In a sense, the Cold War goals and what the 
US had tried to achieve by subversion had all been re-
alized in a way which indicated, not just the superior 
attractions of  Western commercialism and standards 
of  living, but the superiority of  Western ideas. State 
Department offi  cial, Francis Fukuyama, even boldly 
postulated ‘the end of  history’. He did not mean by this 
that there would no longer be an unfolding of  events, 
or a cessation of  international tension and confl ict. 
But he did believe that the ideological struggles of  the 
twentieth century had come to an end.     

 Bush and Clinton and the 
New World Order   

 The term ‘New World Order’ actually began to be 
used in the summer of  1990, when Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq invaded the neighbouring oil-rich state of  Kuwait, 
sparking the fi rst major international crisis of  the post-
Cold War world. Signifi cantly, the Bush administra-
tion did not rush to embrace the term and its exact 
meaning was never closely defi ned in any offi  cial US 

statement. But the President had pointed to certain 
features of  a new world order in speeches he made 
during 1989, notably at the Texas A&M University in 
May when he accepted that the Cold War had ended 
and that the USSR was now a ‘normal’ part of  global 
society. Bush therefore built on Reagan’s success with 
arms control, by joining Moscow in pursuing the 
START process with greater vigour. This was one 
of  the many factors in world politics from previous 
decades that continued after the Cold War ended, so 
that Bush’s caution in modifying policy made sense: 
NATO and the European Community remained in ex-
istence and the problems of  the less developed world 
were, if  anything, more acute. 

 In political terms, the war to liberate Kuwait sug-
gested the possibility of  new elements in the picture: a 
renewed respect for, and greater unity within, the UN 
(where it was possible for the Security Council to ap-
prove the use of  force against Saddam); an acceptance 
that the US held particular leadership responsibilities; 
and a readiness to respond forcefully to those who 
used aggression to challenge the new order. The rout-
ing of  the Iraqis in February 1991 seemed to prove that 
such order could be successfully enforced, and future 
aggressors deterred from emulating Saddam. In a way, 
the agenda that America pursued in the wake of  the 
Cold War was similar to that pursued at the end of  the 
Second World War, when the Roosevelt administra-
tion had hoped to build future foreign policy around 
the UN, Great Power cooperation, and expanded 
world trade. The US would lead the world away from 
the old balance of  power approach to international se-
curity and foster a ‘universalist’ alternative, with a re-
invigorated UN and a new World Trade Organization. 
At the same time, again as at the end of  the Second 
World War, it was possible to detect more ominous 
possibilities. In 1945, the US devoted a large amount 
of  bureaucratic time to planning the precise nature of  
the post-war political and economic order it wanted 
to implement to best serve US interests – even to the 
extent of  considering how the US might ensure that 
leaders agreeable to its interests might come to power 
in other countries.   1    Consequently, a lot would depend 
on whether the now undisputed hegemony would act 
in accordance with internationalist principles or with 
American interests, assuming the two did not mean 
the same thing. Many in the West, at the start of  the 
1990s, were too easily attracted by the idea that the 
world would be policed by the US, ignoring the fact 
that Washington might not be willing to bear the cost 
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 and the possibility that the exercise of  American he-
gemony might not be universally welcomed. 

 In Europe, the fact that the Soviets accepted the in-
corporation of  a reunited Germany into NATO fur-
ther brought home the scale of  the communist defeat. 
Europe was to be remade in the mould of  political lib-
eralism, linked to market economics. At a global level, 
poverty and exploitation would not only lead to their 
victims considering communism and socialism as im-
practical solutions, but also the ‘revolutionary’ factors 
in Soviet foreign policy would no longer be a concern. 
The origins and end of  the Cold War were global, not 
European phenomena. Moscow’s retreat from the 
Third World and the ideological ‘victory’ of  the West 
promised a world in which both Western values and 
security interests were secure. ‘Wars of  National Lib-
eration’ would now be things of  the past in India and 
Africa because, as in Eastern Europe, there was noth-
ing meaningful in ideological or practical terms to 
liberate them from the values of  Western capitalism. 

 The implications of  all this were not suffi  ciently 
considered at the start of  the 1990s. Just as the Cold 
War had often led those in the West to give insuffi  -
cient weight to regional or territorial problems, so 
it had led them to ignore the practical problems of  
capitalism and to focus too much on its advantages, 
at least for those members of  the developed world. It 
was now diffi  cult for governments not to retreat from 
a reliance on economic planning, to embrace privati-
zation, reduce state expenditure, and encourage free 
enterprise—as if  these would automatically produce 
prosperity, now that markets were seen as all power-
ful and any form of  state control was anathema. To a 
large extent, the collapse of  communism and the em-
brace of  free-market economics was seen as the way 
to enable the countries of  the Soviet satellite empire 
to recover from the impact of  stagnation induced by 
state controls, as if  the only problems for the econo-
mies of  Eastern Europe were government controls, 
and as if  Stalinism was the same as the kind of  mixed, 
but planned economy desired by social democratic 
governments in the West after 1945. 

 The problems of  bringing the Eastern economies 
close to being able to provide similar living standards 
to the West were similar to bringing the war-torn 
economies of  Europe up to the standard of  living en-
joyed by Americans in 1945. Except, fi fty years later, 
there were two problems. First, the idealistic panacea 
of  free-market economics had not been in vogue in 
1945 and, second, massive aid from the US was made 

available to reconstruct Western Europe through the 
Marshall Plan which, while many governments would 
have liked to provide it in the early 1990s, important 
political constraints prevented them from doing so. 
Consequently, there was no Marshall Plan for the re-
construction of  the former USSR or its satellites and 
the consequences have been at best mixed. The arrival 
of  organized crime, signifi cant unemployment, and 
greater inequality soon created dissatisfaction. In other 
words, the acquisition of  greater political freedom and 
more consumer goods had come at a price. Arguably, 
this has also been paid in part by Western Europe, with 
the enormous resources West Germany had to provide 
for the East leading to a slowdown in overall German 
growth rates and the disinclination to use fi scal meas-
ures. As the German economy slowed, so did the rest 
of  Europe and with inbuilt defl ation, because of  the 
reluctance to raise taxes or contemplate defi cit spend-
ing. In a sense, incentives for cooperation were created 
when the Soviet threat was believed to exist, because 
taxpayers and national governments were more will-
ing to consider making sacrifi ces for a greater cause 
than short-term self-interest. The future direction of  
Western Europe was uncertain in the early 1990s, as 
there was the possibility of  the American connection 
being lost and the momentum for further integration 
was seemingly in the balance, partly because of  the po-
litical need to incorporate the countries of  the former 
Eastern bloc but at considerable economic cost. 

 US commentators hoped that capitalism would 
bring greater wealth and democracy would bring 
peace to Europe with fascism, communism, and 
state controls assigned to the dustbin of  history. Dif-
ferent forms of  dictatorship might survive for a time, 
but they could not provide a long-term alternative 
to Western values, and it was arguable that the inci-
dence of  armed confl ict would now be reduced, while 
‘general war’ had become unthinkable. But while it 
was broadly true that democracies did not go to war 
against democracies, it was also the case that democ-
ratizing states were more unstable and warlike than 
dictatorships.   2    And, there was the all too obvious fact 
that, in parts of  Eastern Europe, there were groups 
whose past suppression by the Soviets was not an un-
mitigated disaster from the point of  view of  peace and 
stability. Once the harsh communist controls were 
lifted, it was possible that groups previously associated 
with fascist or other extreme nationalists might come 
to power in former communist countries. The dangers 
of  this, combined with the evidence that democratic 
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 states were war-prone, seemed nearest to realization 
in the former Yugoslavia. The moves under Tito to-
wards decentralization encouraged the rapid accelera-
tion of  that process and the reduction of  centralized 
Serbian power, which rapidly led to calls for independ-
ence from Belgrade. Led by the Croatians, and then 
the Slovenes, the march towards independence gath-
ered pace and by the beginning of  the 1990s had be-
come a serious problem, focused on minority ethnic 
groups in those areas where secession had taken place 
or in Bosnia, where the complexities of  the racial and 
religious mix made a simple political solution, linked 
to territorial division, problematic. 

 More signifi cantly, events in Yugoslavia raised the 
question of  nationalism and the relationship of  society 
to the state. The idea that nationalism was a movement 
from below, which grew out of  identity and conscious-
ness of  larger communities, was seriously challenged 
by the actions of  Slobodan Milošović, in Serbia, and 
Franjo Tudjman, in Croatia. The possibility that na-
tionalism could be imposed from above by states, 
and the elites that controlled them, in order to build 
political support, was a concept which now had to be 
taken more seriously. The repeated reference to past 
Balkan confl icts appeared to divide communities that 
had lived together for hundreds of  years and myths as-
sociated with identity, as laid down by elites, seemed 
potent even in a continent that had prided itself  on the 
suppression of  twentieth-century nationalism, which 
was interpreted as a negative and destructive force. 
The weakening of  the state might not lead, as in West-
ern Europe, to greater cooperation and prosperity on 
a transnational basis, but to violence and ethnic hatred, 
in which politicians could use nationalist myths and 
old experiences for political advantage. 

 By the mid-1990s, the feeling of  satisfaction in the 
West had been dimmed and, instead of  world order, 
many found it diffi  cult to discern any pattern or system 
to international relations. Those who could discern a 
pattern were liable to be radically more pessimistic, 
and less ‘universal’ in their vision, than Fukuyama had 
been. Most celebrated of  all, Samuel Huntington fore-
saw a coming ‘clash of  civilizations’, in which groups 
of  states would ally on the basis of  cultural links, of  
religion or ethnicity perhaps, and would compete 
with other such groups for resources. This helped 
stir up fears for a time of  a clash between the West 
and Islam, though this was as undesirable as it was 
unlikely, not least because Islam was itself  a world of  
diversity and included some key American allies. The 

sense of  confusion was not just generated by the lack 
of  a central theme in world politics, such as the Cold 
War had provided, or by the bloody upheavals in the 
Balkans and Rwanda, but by concerns over the pos-
sible negative eff ects of  what became known as ‘glo-
balization’, and by doubts over the commitment of  
the new US administration to a just global order. After 
January 1993, the Clinton administration maintained 
some of  the elements of  the ‘new world order’ ap-
proach, even though Clinton initially seemed to have 
little personal interest in foreign or defence policy. In 
particular, America continued to seek the extension 
of  liberal democracy and free enterprise ideals, whilst 
those who chose to oppose them were condemned 
as ‘rogue states’ and ostracized. This was seen most 
starkly in the Clinton administration’s ‘En-en’ policy, 
which justifi ed the continuing ‘engagement’ of  the US 
in world aff airs in order to pursue the ‘enlargement’ 
of  areas under liberal, free enterprise regimes. Clinton 
recognized that, while the US was unique in its mili-
tary strength, it could not contemplate isolationism 
because it needed to preserve access to global markets 
for its own economic good. The ‘rogue states’ that 
did not embrace liberalism included not just diehard 
Marxist-Leninists like Fidel Castro and Kim Il-Sung, 
but also countries like Iran, Iraq, and Libya, who were 
accused of  backing international terrorism. 

 Even before Clinton came to offi  ce, however, there 
were signs that the American public were less inter-
ested in foreign aff airs now that the Soviet menace 
had been removed. Clinton defeated Bush in the 1992 
election by exploiting the slogan, ‘It’s the economy, 
stupid’ against a President who focused on world 
politics while US living standards were stagnant. As to 
the New World Order and the ‘end of  history’ idea, 
they were challenged by the start of  vicious local con-
fl icts in Bosnia, Somalia, and later Rwanda. These 
confl icts—especially Somalia, where a disastrous US 
intervention occurred—led some Americans to be-
lieve they should distance themselves from global af-
fairs. There was no return to pre-war isolationism: it 
was recognized that US security could be threatened 
from outside, not least through the medium of  in-
ternational terrorism, which now touched America 
itself. Clinton repeatedly pointed out US reliance on 
exports, and the American people could still be moti-
vated to act abroad in certain circumstances, not least 
by humanitarian concerns. But it proved impossible to 
develop coherent, consistent, determined US policies 
after the Cold War, especially when Congress battled 
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 with the White House for the control of  policy. And 
Clinton himself  soon began to see the economic diffi  -
culties of  undertaking open-ended intervention, as in 
Somalia, on behalf  of  the world community, however 
humanitarian or altruistic such interventions might 
be. Any sustained, idealistic vision was potentially 
dangerous and military involvement had to be limited 
and given defi ned objectives. Clinton, in the wake of  
Somalia, laid down clear conditions relating to aims 
and an exit strategy for any future intervention on hu-
manitarian grounds. Clinton was perhaps beginning 
the US move towards a more assertive, unilateral role 
in world aff airs in which US interests would triumph 
over the idea of  contributing to a new world order.     

 New World Order or Disorder 
in the Early 1990s?   

 The Cold War world has generally been seen as a 
battle with weapons of  mass destruction both threat-
ening and keeping the peace. Power politics and 
ideology combined to heighten tensions which, if  
they escalated into war, would risk the future of  the 
planet. In the West, fi ghting the Cold War was justi-
fi ed in the name of  a way of  life emphasizing political 
and economic freedom, and the importance of  the 
individual. The end of  the Cold War was expected 
to end the confl ict between two contrasting ways 
of  life, the confrontation of  opposing blocs, and the 
emphasis on a bipolar world of  competition. The 
post-Cold War world was anticipated in very diff er-
ent terms. Power politics and state-centric bipolarity 
would be superseded by a multipolar world, in which 
cooperative institutions of  a governmental and non-
governmental nature and organized more and more 
on interstate lines would play key roles in a new in-
ternational order. At the same time, the idea that 
America should take the lead in establishing a ‘new 
world order’ in 1990–1 became quite widely accepted, 
being reinforced by the continued diffi  culties of  
Gorbachev’s USSR, which eventually disintegrated 
in December 1991, leaving what has commonly been 
perceived as a ‘unipolar’ world. By then, the Warsaw 
Pact and COMECON, which had held the Eastern 
bloc together, militarily and economically, had also 
been wound down and a line had been drawn behind 
which old problems would disappear. 

 Such was the liberal desire to welcome this new 
order that the end of  the 1980s and start of  the 1990s 

have been seen as the start of  a completely separate 
era, in which the study of  contemporary history and 
international relations must be restarted afresh be-
cause of  such a cataclysmic change in the nature of  the 
international order. It is simply not viable to separate 
the Cold War world entirely from the 1990s and to as-
sume that it needs to be analysed in new ways. There 
have been continuities as well as changes, and old prob-
lems, like poverty in the less developed world, how to 
achieve deeper integration in Europe or how to control 
nuclear weapons, did not disappear. Yet the ideas of  the 
liberal internationalists—in themselves far from new—
seemed to have more scope for implementation, now 
that international cooperation was not constrained by 
the Cold War paralysis of  the UN. The acceptance of  
liberal capitalism was deemed to open new opportuni-
ties for a more prosperous world, with fewer resources 
wasted on armaments, and market forces being devel-
oped through international institutions and organiza-
tions working for the benefi ts of  a global community. 
A globalized community was increasingly seen as an 
interdependent one, especially in economic terms, but 
also because of  joint challenges like the environment. 
Confl ict, so it was believed, would thus be less likely 
and greater prosperity would result from the accept-
ance of  Western norms and political and economic val-
ues. The idea that such values were limited to the West, 
and had no relevance to many members of  the post-
Cold War world, was initially not much in evidence. 

 Nor was the possibility readily entertained that the 
loss of  state power might have implications for stabil-
ity and order. Values such as self-determination could 
be a double-edged sword. Eastern Europeans might 
embrace them, but there were many ethnic groups 
whose acceptance of  controls and order had been the 
involuntary result of  communist power. Now that it 
had evaporated, it was only natural that there would 
be competition and confl ict over which group should 
inherit it, especially where racial or religious diff er-
ences were present. In Europe, this was actually less 
of  a problem than in areas like Nicaragua, Ethiopia, 
Afghanistan, Angola, Mozambique, or Vietnam. Capi-
talism, with or without colonialism, had done little for 
such areas in the past, and in the 1990s it began to look 
as if  no easy solution would be provided by neo-liberal 
free-market economics. Yet liberalism and capitalism, 
led by America, held the fi eld and appeared to off er the 
only viable model to which states would aspire. Those 
that did not, or did so without success, were increas-
ingly marginalized. States may have helped increase 
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 inequality and exacerbate the problems of  corruption, 
but the International Monetary Fund’s structural ad-
justment programmes were seen by some as making a 
bad situation worse. In these circumstances, the strug-
gle to gain advantage by seizing political power be-
came more of  an option and violence between groups 
competing for power became commonplace—hence 
the growing problems in Somalia and Rwanda to name 
but two of  the hardest hit countries. Even Europe was 
not immune from such confl icts in the 1990s. 

 There was also a sense that the very concept of  se-
curity was changing as governments concerned them-
selves less with the military balance and territorial 
disputes, and more with such issues as trade, the en-
vironment, terrorism, and narcotics, challenges which 
were at once national and transnational. The communi-
cations revolution and growing economic interdepend-
ency appeared to challenge national sovereignty, leaving 
states at the mercy of  global trends. Yet persuading the 
world’s governments to tackle the pressing challenges 
of  the 1990s in a cooperative way proved very diffi  cult. 

 The UN, though it appeared better able to act now 
that the US–Soviet feud had ended, had always been at 
the mercy of  its individual members, lacking strong, 
central institutions and primarily concerned with pre-
venting recourse to war. It proved eff ective in support-
ing the war against Iraq in 1990–1, but largely because 
of  the determination of  the Americans and others 
to see the confl ict through. In Bosnia, Somalia, and 
Rwanda the story was very diff erent. In the trade fi eld 
the General Agreement on Tariff s and Trade (GATT) 
was transformed into the World Trade Organization 
in 1994 but in some ways the world also became more 
fractured in commercial terms as, with US encourage-
ment, a series of  free trade areas was created. Partly 
inspired by the success of  the European Community, 
but lacking that body’s supranational elements, free 
trade schemes were pursued in North America, the 
Western hemisphere, and the Asia-Pacifi c area. This 
was not the only way in which America’s free enter-
prise approach, linked as it was by a desire to protect 
US interests, fostered certain trends in the global econ-
omy. Freed from the need to prevent Soviet advances 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, Washington also 
cut back even further on foreign aid programmes and 
demanded that the developing countries adopt liberal 
trade policies, privatization, and reduced government 
expenditure. Foreign aid declined consistently from a 
peak of  $25 billion in 1985. By 1992 it had fallen by a 
third: US assistance to Africa was only about a dollar 

per person per year. Yet the free-enterprise approach 
worked no economic miracle. In 1997 Third World 
debt totalled about $2,200 billion (a 50 per cent rise on 
the 1990 fi gure), and one-third of  the world’s popula-
tion lived on less than $400 per year. 

 The environmental challenges were faced at inter-
national gatherings in the 1990s, beginning with the 
vast Rio Summit of  1992, but the results, particularly in 
terms of  cutting ‘greenhouse’ gases, fell short of  what 
expert advice demanded. The major confl ict centred 
on the diff erences between Washington and the less 
developed world. The latter was reluctant to constrain 
its development without compensation, given that the 
industrialized nations of  the Northern hemisphere 
had been able to industrialize without the environ-
mental constraints that less developed nations were 
now being required to adopt. The split in the Western 
world was characterized in terms of  the ‘modernists’ 
versus the ‘eco-radicals’.   3    The ‘modernists’ foresaw 
environmental problems being overcome by techno-
logical advances that will avoid the destruction of  the 
environment, while the eco-radicals see the problems 
as insurmountable. Population growth and the needs 
of  an increasingly consumer-orientated global society, 
they claim, will ultimately exhaust the planet’s natu-
ral resources unless the lifestyles prevalent in the de-
veloped world, and sought in many parts of  the less 
developed world, are radically changed. Sustainable 
development that will enable greater harmony to exist 
between man and nature must become a goal. Yet the 
problems of  how best to create any form of  develop-
ment in many areas of  the world lacking signifi cant 
industrialization remains unsolved. Those that did 
manage to achieve breakthroughs into modern in-
dustrial economies as in South Korea, Singapore, and 
Taiwan did so by state controls and going against the 
neo-liberal consensus. As soil erosion affl  icts so many 
poorer countries and the production of  agricultural 
surpluses becomes ever more diffi  cult, the impact of  
new technology may be reduced signifi cantly.     

 Globalization   

 Comprehending the post-Cold War world was made 
more diffi  cult by the fact that globalization (which 
called into question the value of  the nation state for 
the management of  political, economic, and social 
life) moved to the fore just as ethnicity and nationalism 
seemed to fi nd a new potency in areas like the former 
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 USSR, the former Yugoslavia, and Central Africa. Glo-
balization is perhaps best defi ned as a ‘signifi cant shift 
in the spatial reach of  social action and organisation’.   4    
The obvious changes in technology and communica-
tion have reduced the distances between large areas of  
the globe. Consequently, the state has shrunk in com-
parison to the region and greater interregional fl ows 
of  people, goods, and ideas have taken place. The mar-
ket has been at the heart of  this as old structures are 
replaced by new networks of  power, and advocates of  
globalization’s importance focus on the changes to the 
prevailing modes of  socio-economic organization, the 
loss of  power as embodied and exercised by the state, 
and the growing insignifi cance of  the territorial state 
as the basis of  international relations. This organiza-
tional base is thus being replaced by new social, eco-
nomic, and political links and the role of  the individual 
assumes new importance as the boundaries within 
which human activity was formerly contained disap-
pear. Globalization for its advocates spells real change 
in the ‘scale of  modern social organization’.   5    

 Others dispute the value of  a term a such as glo-
balization on the grounds that the nineteenth-century 
changes which brought in railways, the steamship, 
and the telegraph were more signifi cant in reducing 
distance and bringing diff erent parts of  the globe 
closer together. To be able to travel from New York to 
Chicago in hours rather than days, for example, may 
have had a more dramatic impact on societal relations 
than even air travel. In addition, there remain parts of  
the earth where developments in technology such as 
the use of  the internet and improved travel and com-
munications have had little impact. Therefore, the 
global element of  globalization is inaccurate with re-
gard to place, if  not time, critics of  the concept argue, 
hence the claims that Westernization is a more apt 
description of  the changes at the end of  the twenti-
eth century than globalization. The end of  the Cold 
War simply ensured that the values and lifestyles of  
the victors would be diff used throughout the globe 
much more eff ectively.   6    Thus globalization is seen as 
an ideological construct to carry forward neo-liberal 
ideas and explain the benefi ts of  international capital-
ism in the post-Cold War world. 

 If  this is the case, it follows that in the areas of  media 
and communications there has been an expansion in the 
availability of  information, but a reduction in its breadth 
and variety. The dominance of  global media conglom-
erates, with narrowly-based ownership, have developed 
an approach that claims to represent a consensus of  a 

particular Western type. Consequently, knowledge may 
not have broadened but narrowed while being transmit-
ted more widely in a way that justifi es a particular view 
of  society and international aff airs. An appreciation of  
global diversity should not be assumed to accompany 
globalization. At the same time, it becomes possible to 
escape from reality more easily than to understand it. 
The lives of  characters in soap operas and participants 
in game shows help to prevent the questioning of  the 
neo-liberal consensus, whether or not history is as-
sumed to have ‘ended’, as Fukuyama claimed. 

 In economic terms, the idea of  a globalized econ-
omy had taken root since the mid-1980s not least 
because the volume of  international production 
(companies based in one state producing goods in 
another state) had overtaken the volume of  interna-
tional trade. Multinational enterprises, cross-border 
banking services, information technology, and cul-
tural diff usion were all part of  a process that broke 
down national diff erences and trade barriers. They 
could be seen as the further development of  liberal 
theories emphasizing the value of  an interdependent 
world and the erosion of  national forces with the in-
creasing transnational focus of  trade and fi nance.     

 Order and Disorder   

 Whatever the sense of  disorder in the 1990s, the fact 
was that the post-Cold War world did have elements 
of  stability and hope. For one thing, there was clearly 
only one superpower that at least aspired to uphold 
values other than state interest. Russia, though it 
could potentially cause problems for the US, in areas 
like the former Yugoslavia and the Middle East, was 
militarily and economically weak, a shadow of  the old 
Soviet power. There were also signs, in certain regions, 
that the hopes of  1989–91 for a more peaceful, stable 
world were not mere illusions. Particular encourage-
ment came from the end of  apartheid in South Africa, 
the beginnings of  an Israeli–Palestinian dialogue, and 
moves towards a settlement of  Northern Ireland’s 
inter-communal strife. Globalization off ered new op-
portunities for greater knowledge, experience, and 
understanding. Yet such changes could be interpreted 
in both positive and negative ways, and could be seen 
as bringing advantages and disadvantages. 

 America’s technological prowess, its economic 
wealth, and its military reach had never been greater 
and it  was  able to secure some of  its aims in world 
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 aff airs. But this might not be such an unmitigated 
benefi t as was often assumed in the West. The crucial 
issues related to the extent and nature of  American 
hegemony that provided the means to achieve this. 
The more dominant the US and the more generally 
benefi cial its vision of  world order based on American 
values, the more ordered and secure the world would 
become in comparison with the Cold War period. Yet, 
if  this hegemony was threatened by countervailing 
forces, as in the Cold War, then instability might in-
crease. In addition, as was shown after 2001, the US 
might decide to act unilaterally, to exploit its power 
in selfi sh and arrogant ways that sought to preserve 
America’s signifi cant economic and military advan-
tages. The sources of  opposition to the exercise of  
American power would then become more diverse 
than state-sponsored communism and less easy to 
contain through the exercise of  state power. 

 The diverse nature of  many intra-state confl icts and 
the loss of  state control over some aspects of  warfare, 
along with the problems of  fi ghting so-called Low 
Intensity Confl icts, eventually imposed a heavy price 
on the US and its allies, in Iraq and Afghanistan. But 
danger signs were there in the 1990s. With confl icts 
becoming more diffi  cult to control, especially in less 
developed parts of  the world, it became more im-
portant to ensure that means were found to reduce 
their impact. Access to weapons of  mass destruction, 
or to the nuclear technology of  the former Soviet 
Union, added to the fears of  increasing insecurity. 
Without the repression or discipline of  the Cold War, 
new threats emerged. Even before 9/11, there were 
suicide bombs (in the Arab–Israeli confl ict), the in-
creasing commitment to mass killing by international 
terrorists (al-Qaeda already existed), the importance 
of  intra-state confl icts (as in Yugoslavia), and violent 
disputes over political power at local levels, too often 
with a strong ethnic element (as in Rwanda or Bosnia). 
Such problems did not appear so apocalyptic or sim-
plistic as Huntington’s clash of  civilizations, but they 
may have been responses to a globalized world, where 
a sense of  community based on shared experiences 
was replaced by new sources of  identity, as well as 
by resentment at the lack of  economic and political 
power. As old sources of  identity were lost and new 
ones invented, they gave rise to greater economic and 
political expectations. In Serbia and Croatia, a sense 
of  national identity could be invented and imposed by 
ruthless leaders out to seize political power in ways far 
more dangerous than those of  the past. 

 In some ways, the new types of  confl ict and instabil-
ity were related to the consequences both of  globaliza-
tion and liberalism. For many liberals, even those not of  
the ‘neo’ persuasion, the end of  a world order based on 
state power was welcomed. Interdependence was seen 
as strengthening the bonds of  the global community; 
wars would become even more disastrous irrespective 
of  the role of  nuclear weapons. Regional groups would 
erode nationalism as people developed transnational 
links in economic and political terms. Foreign policy-
makers would focus less on narrow national interests, 
as they were continually required to work closely with 
their counterparts in regional or global organizations. 
A broader understanding of  global problems would 
follow from such links as the world became a more 
closely interconnected and cooperative place. Regimes 
would develop as norms and customs became more 
widespread and worked for the general good. The in-
fl uence of  non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
would add knowledge and experience to international 
discourse and work for the benefi t of  humanity, rather 
than for particular interests. International society 
would become more fi rmly established as power politi-
cal rivalries, ostensibly part of  the Cold War, no longer 
troubled world peace. Americans would strive to bring 
a sense of  unity and purpose to foreign aff airs in a new 
world order and display a readiness to make sacrifi ces. 
Firm US action was self-evidently successful in the fi rst 
part of  the decade in the 1994 invasion of  Haiti and the 
1995 Dayton Accords, which settled the Bosnian con-
fl ict and might therefore form a key element in the 
twenty-fi rst century. 

 Somalia, however, told a diff erent story and could 
be seen as a precursor for the increasing collapse of  
so-called ‘failed states’, other examples being Sierra 
Leone and Liberia. The phenomenon of  failed states 
could be tied to the neo-liberal global economy based 
on the Washington consensus of  balanced budgets, 
low government expenditure, and conformity to the 
iron law of  the market. The process of  state collapse 
could be seen as the further extension and enforce-
ment of  Western domination, as expressed in the in-
terests of  multinational capital, and could constitute 
the latest manifestation of  Western imperialism. The 
world’s poorest countries continued to get poorer, in 
both relative and absolute terms, and in many parts of  
Africa death rates were rising, helped by the impact 
of  incurable diseases, most noticeably Aids. Terms of  
trade showed little sign of  moving in ways that ben-
efi ted producers in poorer countries. 



 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000 445

  On the other hand, many were convinced that, by 
encouraging free trade agreements and ensuring that 
the IMF and World Bank support its free enterprise 
model of  economic development with technologi-
cal and scientifi c advances, prosperity would become 
more widespread. The Western world as a whole con-
tinued to hold together and saw its ideals develop in 
all continents. In some ways, in fact, the world was a 
more hopeful place for the Western powers in 2000 
than had seemed likely when the Cold War ended. 
Then there had been predictions of  trade wars be-
tween America and Japan, and between America and 
the European Community, but they had not yet bro-
ken out, despite some points of  tension. Capitalism 
and democracy survived and were strengthened in 
much of  Eastern Europe, despite predictions of  pov-
erty, anarchy, and a return to dictatorships. Liberal 
political ideals also seemed to gain new life in Latin 
America where, among others, the Pinochet dictator-
ship in Chile came to an end in 1991. 

 After 1991, one could look back on the Cold War as a 
period of  certainty, in which the Western and Eastern 
blocs knew who their enemies were, with the tension 
between them creating a (supposedly) stable balance, 
and in which leaders in the less developed world had 
been able to play off  Moscow and Washington in order 
to gain development aid. Much of  the Cold War was 
a battle about ideas and rival social and economic or-
ders, but sometimes conveniently forgotten were the 

elements of  instability in the Cold War years. The 
power rivalries in Asia and Africa, which treated de-
veloping nations as pawns in a greater game, turned 
Korea, Indo-China, and Angola at various points into 
war zones. And there was frequent confusion in US 
and Western policy (Vietnam being only the worst ex-
ample), oppression in the Eastern bloc, and the ever-
present danger of  nuclear Armageddon. The post-Cold 
War world may have seemed disorderly, unfamiliar, and 
frightening, But so too, to take just one example, had 
the mid-1970s, when the Middle East war threatened 
to drag in the superpowers and the ensuing oil price 
rises had thrown the international economy into the 
doldrums. Prospects looked somewhat less rosy when, 
in 1997–8, a new economic crisis, sparked by problems 
in East Asia, struck, which seemed to presage a world-
wide depression and widespread political upheaval, in-
cluding Russia, and there was a major crisis in South 
Asia when India and Pakistan, still at loggerheads over 
Kashmir, both tested nuclear bombs. But even the fears 
justifi ed by these events proved short-lived. Economies 
recovered; there was no war in South Asia. Compared 
with early decades of  the twenty-fi rst century, the 1990s 
may even be seen as a period of  relative calm in global 
terms, when no major war threatened, international 
crises were kept localized and liberal  ideals  advanced in 
all continents. They seemed an era of  calm, too, com-
pared with the problems sparked by  al-Qaeda’s attacks 
on the US on 11 September 2001.   
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    PART VI    CHRONOLOGY 

The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000        

  1990  

 10 February  In Moscow, Gorbachev and Kohl agree to principle of German reunification. 

 26 February  Nicaraguan elections won by ‘Uno’ coalition of Violeta Chamorra, defeating the Sandinistas. 

 11 March  Nationalists win elections in Lithuania, the first free elections ever in the USSR; Lithuania declares 

independence on 11 March. 

 11 March  President Augusto Pinochet of Chile hands over to a civilian successor, Patricio Aylwin. 

 18 March  Christian Democratic ‘Alliance for Germany’ triumphs in East German elections. 

 30 May–4 June  Bush and Gorbachev meet in Washington. 

 29 June  Lithuania suspends its declaration of independence, following an economic blockade (since 17 April) 

by Moscow. 

 1 July  Economic and monetary union takes effect between the two Germanies. 

 5–6 July  London summit of NATO leaders redefines the alliance’s role in the post-Cold War world. 

 2 August  Iraqi invasion of Kuwait; condemned by UN on 9 August. 

 9 September  Bush and Gorbachev meet in Helsinki. 

 12 September  US, USSR, Britain, France, and the two Germanies sign Moscow Treaty on a reunified Germany, 

which takes effect on 3 October. 

 19 November  Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe signed in Paris. 

 29 November  UN Security Council resolution sanctions ‘all means necessary to remove Iraqis from Kuwait, if they 

do not leave by 15 January. 

 2 December  Helmut Kohl elected the first Chancellor of a reunified Germany. 

  1991  

 2 January  Lithuania revives its claim to independence. 

 13 January  Thirteen die in clashes with the Red Army in the Lithuanian capital. 

 17 January  US-led alliance begins airstrikes in Iraq; start of Operation Desert Storm; Iraq launches Scud missiles 

against Israel. 

 24–28 February  Allied forces liberate Kuwait. 

 11 April  Ceasefire takes effect between Iraq and US-led forces. 

 15–19 May  Jiang Zemin becomes first general Secretary of Chinese Communists to visit Moscow since 1957. 

 21 May  Collapse of the Marxist regime of Colonel Mengistu in Somalia, which slips into anarchy. 

 12 June  A popular vote in the Russian Federation (the largest republic in the USSR) elects Boris Yeltsin President. 

 13 June  End of communist domination of Albania, as a coalition government is formed. 

 23 June  Ceasefire agreed in Cambodia between Hun Sen government and Prince Sihanouk. 

 25–26 June  Yugoslav army attacks Croatia and Slovenia when they declare their independence. 

 1 July  Warsaw Pact is wound up. 

 29 July–1 August  Bush and Gorbachev finalize and sign START I treaty in Moscow. 

 18–21 August  A coup of hard-liners against Gorbachev is opposed in Moscow by Yeltsin and rapidly collapses. 

 9–11 December  Maastricht summit of European Community leaders signs a Treaty on European Union and plans a 

single currency. 

 25 December  Gorbachev resigns as President of the USSR, which breaks up into its fifteen constituent republics. 
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  1992  

 1 March  Bosnia-Herzegovina votes for independence from Yugoslavia. 

 27 March  Bosnian Serbs set up a separate government in Bosnia and fighting begins. 

 16 April  Fall of Marxist regime of Mohammad Najibullah in Afghanistan. 

 30 May  UN Security Council agrees first sanctions against Serbia over Bosnian conflict. 

 14 August  UN Human Rights Commission condemns Serb policy of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Bosnia. 

 4 October  Treaty ends conflict between Mozambique government and RENAMO guerrillas. 

 9 October  UN Security Council introduces a ‘no-fly’ zone over Bosnia. 

 20 November  Macedonia declares its independence from Yugoslavia. 

 4 December  American forces land in Somalia to guarantee food supplies. 

 8 December  Serb siege of Sarajevo begins. 

  1993  

 1 January  ‘Velvet divorce’ separates Czech Republic and Slovakia. 

 3 January  Bush and Yeltsin sign START II treaty in Geneva. 

 15 January  Chemical Weapons Treaty signed by numerous UN members, banning manufacture of such weapons. 

 12 April  NATO starts to enforce Bosnia ‘no-fly’ zone. 

 13 September  Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and Israeli Premier Yitzhak Rabin sign a peace declaration in 

Washington. 

 24 September  Sihanouk returns as King of Cambodia. 

 3–4 October  Hundreds killed in clashes in Somalia between US forces and militia of General Aidid. 

 4 October  Russian forces storm the Congress of People’s Deputies in Moscow. 

 7 November  US President Clinton threatens force against North Korea if it obtains nuclear weapons. 

 17 December  US begin to withdraw forces from Somalia. 

  1994  

 11 January  NATO launches ‘Partnership for Peace’ programme with ex-Eastern bloc States. 

 14 January  Ukraine agrees to destroy its nuclear arsenal (the third largest in the world). 

 28 February  In NATO’s first military action, Yugoslav aircraft are shot down over Bosnia. 

 29 April  African National Congress under Nelson Mandela wins first free elections in South Africa. 

 17 June  North Korea agrees to end its nuclear programme. 

 19 September  US forces land unopposed in Haiti to restore its elected President Aristide. 

 5–6 December  Summit of Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe agrees to turn itself into a 

permanent Organization. 

  1995  

 1 January  Austria, Finland, and Sweden join the European Union. 

 15 January  After a month of fighting, Russian forces capture Grozny, capital of Chechnya, from rebels. 

 11 July  UN ‘safe-haven’ of Srebrenica is overrun by Serbs in Bosnia and many Muslims massacred; more 

‘safe-areas’ are then attacked. 

 30 August  NATO launches ‘Operation Deliberate Force’, with air attacks on Serbs in Bosnia. 

 31 October–21 November  Bosnian peace agreement brokered in Dayton, Ohio. 
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  1996  

 12 March  Clinton approves Helms-Burton Act, raising possibility of sanctions against any country trading 

with Cuba. 

 23 March  First free elections for a Taiwanese President; bitterly criticized by China. 

 30 June  Communists lose power after elections in Mongolia. 

 3 July  Yeltsin re-elected Russian President after run-off against Communist Gennadi Zyuganov. 

 6 August  Chechen rebels seize control of Grozny. 

 29 August  Russia agrees to withdrawal from Chechnya. 

 27 September  Taliban movement seizes control of Afghan capital, Kabul. 

  1997  

 17 April  Communist China and Taiwan open direct sea link for first time. 

 16–17 May  President Mobutu of Zaire overthrown by Laurent Kabila after seven months of civil war. 

 27 May  NATO–Russian Founding Act signed. 

 1 July  Hong Kong returns to Chinese sovereignty after British rule. 

 4 December  Most UN members sign a treaty to ban anti-personnel mines; but not America, Russia, or China. 

 9 December  Geneva talks open between US, China, and the two Koreas to try to secure lasting Korean 

settlement. 

 14 December  President Khatami of Iran offers ‘dialogue’ with America. 

  1998  

 4–24 February  Crisis in Gulf as US and British mass forces because of Iraq’s refusal to allow arms inspectors to 

continue their work. 

 11–30 May  Series of nuclear tests by India, then by Pakistan. 

 21 May  Reinstatement of President Suharto of Indonesia after five months of unrest. 

 7 August  Bomb attacks on US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania kill over two hundred; US launches retaliatory 

strikes on Sudan and Afghanistan on the 20th. 

 17 August  Economic crisis in Russia deepens, with value of rouble cut by a third. 

 September  Intensive fighting breaks out in Kosovo between Yugoslavian forces and local Albanians, after 

sporadic violence since March. 

 27 September  Following election defeat, Helmut Kohl loses power in Germany after sixteen years. 

 15–23 October  Clinton brokers Israeli–Palestinian peace deal at Wye Plantation, Maryland, ending 18-month 

stalemate in peace process. 

 25–30 November  Jiang Zemin becomes first Chinese Head of State to make an official visit to Japan. 

  1999  

 1 January  Introduction of the ‘euro’ as a single currency between most European Union members. 

 7 January  Trial of Clinton opens in Washington on charges of impeachment over the Monica Lewinsky affair. 

 12 February  US Senate throws out the impeachment charges against Clinton. 

 6–23 February  Rambouillet talks on Kosovo situation fail to secure a settlement. 

 12 March  The Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland join NATO. 

 24 March  NATO begins air strikes against Yugoslavia. 

 7 May  US aircraft mistakenly bomb Chinese embassy in Belgrade. 

 10 June  NATO suspends its bombing campaign as Serb forces withdraw from Kosovo. 



 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000 449

PART VI CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

 12 June  NATO ground forces begin deployment in Kosovo. 

 30 August  Referendum in Indonesian-controlled East Timor votes for independence, sparking weeks of 

violence. 

 4 September  Israel and Palestinian leaders sign the Sharm el-Sheikh agreement, supposedly paving the way for a 

‘final’ settlement in a year. 

 30 September  Following a month of tension, Russian ground forces invade Chechnya. 

 19 December  Portuguese-ruled Macao is handed over to Chinese sovereignty, ending the last colonial possession 

in mainland Asia. 

 31 December  Panamanian sovereignty over Panama Canal takes effect. 

 Sudden resignation of Yeltsin as President of Russia; Vladimir Putin becomes acting President. 

  2000  

 6 February  Putin announces the fall of Grozny, the Chechen capital, to Russian troops. 

 26 March  Putin is elected Russian President in his own right. 

 14 April  Russian Parliament ratifies the START II treaty (signed in 1993); also ratifies the Comprehensive Test 

Ban treaty on 21 April. 

 17 April  US and Russia open exploratory talks on a START III treaty in Geneva. 

 24 May  US Congress approves equal trading status for China; Israel withdraws its last troops from its 

‘security zone’ in southern Lebanon. 

 13–15 June  Presidents Kim Dae Jung of South Korea and Kim Jong Il of North Korea meet in Pyongyang. 

 17–19 July  Russian–Chinese (Putin–Jiang) summit in China condemns US plans for a ‘National Missile Defence’ 

system based on Star Wars research. 

 24 September  Vojislav Kostunica wins Yugoslavia presidential election, but Slobodan Milošović refuses to concede. 

 28 September  A visit by the right-wing Israel politician, Ariel Sharon, to the Dome at the Rock in Jerusalem sparks 

serious Palestinian unrest; becomes the ‘second Intifada’. 

 6 October  After several days of unrest, Milošović finally stands down as Yugoslav President. 

 7 November  Closely fought US presidential election; Republican George W. Bush not declared the winner until 

13 December. 

 16–19 November  Bill Clinton becomes the first US president to visit a united Vietnam. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 

read about the key events in that year. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/


This page intentionally left blank 



        20 
Europe and the Former 
Soviet Union        

  A.    German Reunifi cation    

 The collapse of  communism brought about the great-
est changes in the map of  Europe since 1919, with the 
political disintegration of  three Eurasian countries: 
the then USSR with localized outbreaks of  violence; 
Yugoslavia with several years of  bloody civil war; 
and Czechoslovakia where the Czechs and Slovaks 
peacefully agreed to go their own way as of   January 
1993, in the so-called ‘velvet divorce’. Elsewhere it led 
to profound political changes, notably in Italy where 
the Christian Democratic Party, which had domi-
nated government since 1947, lost its principal  raison 
d’être  and fell apart, leading to a new constellation of  
parties. But in one vital case communism’s demise 
brought reunifi cation to a divided nation. The return 
of  a single Germany was in many ways a natural result 
of   Soviet retreat: the division of  the country in 1945–9 
was largely a result of  the Cold War. The Western 

powers had always insisted that West Germany was 
the only legitimate German government, a point re-
iterated by Bush in a speech in Mainz as recently as 
May 1989. The West German Basic Law provided for 
easy accession by the Eastern provinces and in 1989–90 
a clear  majority of  the German people wished to as-
sert their national self-determination and have unity 
restored. In West Germany nationalist opinion clam-
oured for this, with little attention to the potential 
 fi nancial cost of  absorbing the East; in the East the 
very desire to share in the West’s wealth did much to 
undermine the  Marxist state. Nevertheless, the pro-
cess of  reunifi cation, though achieved in the space of  
a year, was far from simple. Given Germany’s strate-
gic position, industrial might and historic importance, 
many European nations—not just the USSR, Poland, 
and Czechoslovakia but also Britain, France, and other 
European Community members—were concerned 
about its return as a united power. Neither the Kohl 

 Chapter contents   

      •      German Reunifi cation     451     

  •      The Break-Up of  the USSR and the Wars of  Succession     456     

  •      Yugoslavia’s Break-Up and the Bosnian War     462     

  •      NATO and European Security     469     

  •      From European Community to European Union     473              



452 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000

 administration in Bonn nor its main ally, America, 
wished to alienate Gorbachev in the process, since this 
might risk a resurgence of  Soviet militarism and impe-
rial ambition. And many details of  reunifi cation, both 
inter-German and international, called for delicate 
judgement.     

 Reunifi cation becomes Possible   

 The euphoria that accompanied the breaching of  
the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989 was followed 
by confusion as to what would happen next. Reuni-
fi cation was immediately discussed in both West and 
East  Germany but some East Germans hoped to re-
form their own state, while the Social Democrats and 
Greens in the West were fearful of  a return to extreme 
nationalism and expansionism in a resurgent, single 
country. Even Kohl had his doubts about how to pro-
ceed at fi rst, but events on the ground demanded a 
response: polls soon showed that 70 per cent of  West 
Germans favoured reunifi cation and the East German 
state was obviously collapsing, its people threatening 
to move en masse to the West, now that the border was 
breached. It did not seem that international  opinion 
would put up great resistance to reunifi cation at this 
point. The US soon became enthusiastic, whilst Soviet 
policy appeared hopelessly confused. Bush  believed 
West Germany was deeply committed to the Western 
alliance and that reunifi cation ‘would end the divi-
sion of  Europe on Western terms’.   1    On 28  November, 
reasonably certain that Washington was ready to ex-
ploit the fl uidity in Europe to reshape the continent 
in Western interests, Kohl put forward a ‘Ten Point 
Plan’ for reunifi cation. Vague on some key details, 
including the time frame, the plan proposed build-
ing cooperation with East Germany, transforming it 
into a liberal, capitalist regime and creating joint in-
stitutions, which would lead on to a single federation, 
while acting in line with the European Community 
and the 1975  Helsinki  Accords. At this time, however, 
both France’s president, Francois Mitterrand, and 
Britain’s premier, Margaret Thatcher, became con-
cerned about the  potential dominance of  German 
power in Europe in future. Mitterrand even talked to 
Gorbachev, in  Moscow on 6 December, about how to 
halt the reunifi cation process, which was troubling 
the Kremlin too. But Bush continued to support Kohl 
strongly, Gorbachev was divided in his own mind over 
what to do, and a Mitterrand–Thatcher axis failed to 
emerge. Whereas the former was determined on a 

course of  containing the new Germany in stronger 
European Community (EC) institutions, the latter 
had no enthusiasm for European integration. An EC 
summit in Strasbourg in late December eff ectively ac-
cepted that reunifi cation was likely. As to Gorbachev, 
his confusion was apparent at the Malta summit in 
early December, where he publicly called the division 
of  Germany ‘the decision of  history’ while privately 
telling Bush that he agreed with self-determination in 
principle and simply did not want ‘to force issues’.   2    

 Events within East Germany continued to force the 
pace. On 3 December the communist leader of  only 
six weeks, Egon Krenz, resigned with all the  Politburo, 
leaving Premier Hans Modrow as the predominant 
leader, but one who was quite unable to control 
the situation. Hopes of  reforming the existing sys-
tem soon evaporated. The planned economy was in 
 tatters, the currency worthless; opposition groups had 
been allowed to form and in mid-January the Stasi se-
cret police was disbanded. It was still felt, even in West 
 Germany, that the full achievement of  reunifi cation 
could take several years, but the question now was how 
and when it would occur, not whether it would. A key 
point would be the fi rst free East  German elections, 
which Modrow conceded to the opposition groups in 
December. The original date set for these was May, 
but on 28 January that target was brought forward to 
18 March. Modrow also agreed on 28  January to form 
a coalition government immediately. So it was that the 
communist cause in Germany evaporated, the Sovi-
ets were kept permanently off  balance by their lack 
of  means to control the situation, and Kohl pressed 
on determinedly towards the aim of  reunifi cation, 
the wisdom of  which he never doubted. The German 
Chancellor was worried, however, that Gorbachev 
might successfully press for four-power talks, in which 
the former occupiers (the US, USSR, Britain, and 
France) would dictate a settlement, perhaps even re-
viving such questions as reparations. Modrow fed such 
fears by resuscitating the old Soviet aim of  a reunited 
but neutralized Germany, detached from NATO. As to 
Bush, he recognized that ‘if  we were to see progress 
on reunifi cation, it would be our role to work with 
Moscow as an equal on the issue’, so as to minimize 
Gorbachev’s domestic problems.   3    But on 30 January 
Gorbachev publicly conceded that reunifi cation was 
possible and, as elsewhere in  Eastern Europe, it was 
quite plain that he was ready to compromise on the 
previous Soviet position in order to preserve peace and 
establish a stable, new balance of  power. 
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  It has been argued that three factors in particular led 
to the USSR’s ‘dramatic retreat’ on Germany in 1990: 
‘the internal collapse’ of  East Germany; the  Soviet 
 Union’s own economic problems; and the  ‘active 
 policies of  the West’, with whom Gorbachev was des-
perate to build cooperation.   4    The West  Germans did 
seem ready to off er some concessions to  placate him: 
on 31 January their Foreign Minister, Hans  Dietrich 
 Genscher, proposed that alongside reunifi cation 
 Germany would remain in NATO but that former 
areas of  East Germany would not be utilized by NATO 
armed forces. There was deep concern among some 
Soviet leaders about the situation. Even the  liberal 
Alexander Yakovlev declared that ‘the security of  our 
borders must be fi rmly guaranteed. We must avoid the 
emergence of  any kind of  a new threat from the well-
known direction’. But Foreign Minister Shevardnadze 
saw little alternative to moving towards agreement 
with the West: the ‘alternative was to use our half- 
million troops in east Germany to block unifi cation. 
We can imagine what that would have entailed.’   5        

 A Settlement takes Shape   

 In early February 1990 the machinery by which the 
 German question would be settled took shape. First, on 
6 February Kohl said there could be talks on  economic 
and monetary union with East Germany, a step which 
would prevent the East’s economic collapse but which 
would also eff ectively destroy its socio- economic sys-
tem by absorbing it into the capitalist world. The likely 
political absorption of  the East, via the adoption of  the 
West German Basic Law, was already clear enough. 
Economic reunifi cation was a diffi  cult  challenge, but 
the simplest method, and the way eventually adopted 
despite its potential cost to the West, was to exchange 
the Deutschmark for the Eastern mark at the ratio of  
one-to-one. The second important organizational step 
was the US proposal, put to the Soviets by Secretary 
of  State Baker on 8  February after consultation with 
the other two Western powers, for the so-called ‘two-
plus-four’ talks, through which the two Germanys 
would settle many (principally domestic) problems 
while the four ex-occupation powers would tackle 
the international dimensions of  reunifi cation. Baker 
saw this as ‘a process that could steer the two Ger-
manies to unifi cation while also giving Gorbachev a 
place at the table, so he could explain to hardliners 
that Moscow was still in the game’.   6    The ‘two-plus-
four’ approach, eff ectively a compromise between the 

German desire to dominate events and the Soviet–
British–French wish to have a say, was confi rmed by 
the breakthrough summit of  NATO and Warsaw Pact 
nations in Ottawa on 13–14 February. Meanwhile, on 
10 February, Kohl had travelled to  Moscow and of-
fered economic aid to the USSR in return for Bonn’s 
role in setting the  future pace of  reunifi cation. On 
24–5 February he was at Camp David, agreeing that 
a reunited  Germany should stay in NATO, with its 
forces on its soil,  although East  Germany might have 
a  ‘special’ status, free of  NATO units for a time. It was 
the fi rst time a German  Chancellor had been invited to 
the presidential retreat at Camp David. For the Bush 
administration ‘the key to future security and the 
 development of  East–West relations became German 
reunifi cation, with Germany remaining in NATO, and 
Soviet  acquiescence’—with all three of  these having 
to be achieved together.   7    

 The idea that East Germany could drive a hard 
bargain with the West on social and political con-
cessions faded quickly after this, as did any Soviet 
hope of  controlling the timetable of  reunifi cation. 
 Modrow’s government was already desperate for the 
West’s fi nancial support when, on 18 March, the East 
 German elections resulted in a 48 per cent vote for the 
 Christian Democrats and their allies. The Socialists 
won only 22 per cent and the Communists, who had 
ruled the country for forty years, a mere 16 per cent. 
The election results were seen as a vote for reunifi ca-
tion and specifi cally East German political movements 
did very badly. A new, Christian Democrat-dominated 
coalition was formed in mid-April, under Lothar de 
Mazière, who soon agreed that his country should 
be, in eff ect, swallowed up by the West. The only 
serious problem during these weeks was created by 
Kohl himself  who, worryingly, questioned the  validity 
of  the German–Polish border. His reason for doing 
this, he said, was that he did not want to commit the 
government of  a reunited Germany on the issue, but 
he inevitably stirred fears in Poland and elsewhere 
of  a resurgence of  German expansionism. This fear 
was only expunged in late June when the West and 
East  German parliaments each confi rmed the Polish 
border, with a chastened Kohl telling the Bundestag: 
‘Either we confi rm the existing border or we gamble 
away the chance of  German unity.’   8    

 West Germany and the US hoped from the start 
that the ‘two-plus-four’ talks would achieve German 
reunifi cation within NATO, but without off ending 
the USSR or risking European stability. The USSR still 
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 hoped that the talks would adopt a broad approach 
and might be used both to delay the pace of  progress 
and prevent German membership of  NATO. But the 
US took a narrower view of  the talks: Washington 
did not, for example, want them to embrace general 
 European security or arms control issues, although 
they should discuss issues relating to Allied rights 
and German sovereignty. The US also wanted East 
 Germany to be brought fully within NATO in future, 
even if  it had some special status. Certainly the US, 
supported by France and Britain, had no interest in a 
‘neutralized’ East Germany. Scowcroft recognized that 
a ‘Germany outside NATO would “gut” the  alliance’ 
and that, without Germany, the US ‘military pres-
ence in NATO would be diffi  cult if  not impossible to 
maintain’.   9    As for the West Germans, they hoped for 
a rapid move to reunifi cation, the withdrawal of  the 
Red Army from the East, and the restoration of  full 
sovereignty—including the right to remain in NATO. 
The ‘two-plus-four’ talks began, among offi  cials, on 
14 March but progressed slowly at fi rst. A month later 
the USSR still hoped to avoid German membership of  
NATO, even if  German reunifi cation was inevitable. 
Some in the USSR felt that a compromise could be 
reached on the basis of  German membership of  both 
NATO  and  the Warsaw Pact, even though the latter 
organization had a doubtful future. 

 The fi rst ministerial-level ‘two-plus-four’ talks took 
place on 5 May, by which time the US, Britain, and 
France had smoothed out their original diff erences 
on reunifi cation. Mitterrand was happy with Kohl’s 
 continuing commitment to European integration, 
while Thatcher understood that reunifi cation was una-
voidable. The Soviets initially took a tough approach, 
hoping to ‘decouple’ the internal and external aspects 
of  reunifi cation, the main demand from Moscow 
still being that Germany should be neutralized. But, 
increasingly, it became evident that Kohl could hope 
to buy off  the USSR with fi nancial aid and a few con-
cessions, including limits on the size of  the  German 
army. In mid-May, when he fi rst began to hope that all-
German elections might be held before the end of  the 
year, he also secretly off ered fi nancial aid to  Gorbachev 
in order to cover the costs of  the Red  Army’s with-
drawal from East Germany. From now until July, 
there were frequent, bilateral Soviet– German con-
tacts to smooth the way to a deal. Furthermore, on 
31 May the Washington summit between Bush and 
Gorbachev saw reassurances being given to the latter 
that German reunifi cation would not be exploited to 

the USSR’s detriment. By now Gorbachev well knew 
that the ‘question was not how to prevent the unifi ca-
tion, but what the pace and conditions of  this  process 
should be’.   10    Even so, it was hard for the Soviets to 
accept the condition that  Germany should remain in 
NATO. Before the summit, Kohl had encouraged the 
US to make concessions to the increasingly troubled 
Soviet leader, who was now facing both dire economic 
 problems and severe unrest in Lithuania. Bush was 
able to give ‘nine assurances’ including reductions in 
the size of  Germany’s armed forces, recognition of  
Germany’s established borders, German economic 
support for Moscow, and a more signifi cant role for 
the all-European organization, the Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE), which 
Moscow hoped would play a leading role in continen-
tal security following the Cold War. After this meet-
ing Gorbachev seemed to accept that Germany could 
choose its own international future, including NATO 
membership, even if  he still hoped that it might also 
enter the Warsaw Pact.     

 Germany Reunifi ed   

 On 1 July East and West Germany achieved the domes-
tically popular aim of  economic and monetary union. 
The danger of  an East German economic collapse and 
mass emigration to the West was thereby removed, 
even if  the fi nancial cost to the West Germans would 
prove immense. The rest of  the month was domi-
nated by eff orts to solve the international dimensions 
of  the German problem and progress was now very 
rapid. The Soviet Foreign Minister, Shevardnadze, set 
the tone by telling the Communist Party Congress in 
Moscow of  his own support for reunifi cation; and it 
seems that Gorbachev was only waiting to get through 
the Congress in order to resolve the German problem 
for good, also accepting that NATO would include the 
reunited country. In return for this positive approach 
he could expect further rewards. On 5 July a NATO 
summit in London took measures to make the organi-
zation appear less threatening to the USSR. Not only 
would the German army be reduced, but also the aims 
of  the organization were altered to put greater empha-
sis on cooperation with Moscow and the role of  the 
CSCE in developing pan-European security. On the 
economic front, the G-7 meeting in Houston on 9–12 
July began a new study of  Soviet needs, intending that 
an aid package should come later. This cautious policy 
refl ected US and British doubts about the wisdom of  
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 pouring large sums into the ailing Soviet economy and 
it was much less than Kohl had wanted. But on 15–16 
July the German  Chancellor had his own bilateral 
talks with Gorbachev and promised large-scale techni-
cal and fi nancial assistance to the USSR. 

 The German aid package was part of  a more gen-
eral deal between the two leaders that included several 
other signifi cant aspects. Kohl confi rmed the reduc-
tion of  the Bundeswehr to 370,000, again undertook 
to pay for the staged withdrawal of  the Red Army 
from East Germany (to be achieved by 1994), accepted 
the existing borders of  Germany, and agreed to sign a 
friendship treaty with Moscow. He also said that, after 
1994, only German troops (albeit under NATO com-
mand) would be based in the former East Germany 
and that no nuclear weapons would be based there. 
For his part, Gorbachev accepted the full restoration 
of  German sovereignty, its membership of  NATO, and 
the end of  the USSR’s occupation rights. There was 
some surprise, even in Western capitals, at the sud-
denness and scope of  this agreement, which to some 
extent sidestepped the two-plus-four process. In eff ect, 
Kohl had exchanged fi nancial and security guarantees 
in order to get the Red Army out of  East Germany 
as soon as possible. It helped create the impression 
that this was no ‘dictated peace … No other examples 
come to mind where … the occupation and indemnity 
were imposed by the vanquished on the victor.’   11    

 The next three months saw a series of  treaties to 
confi rm the new German settlement, with several 
tracks moving in parallel. On the West–East  German 
front there was an agreement on 3 August to hold 

 all-German elections by the end of  the year and a 
 Reunifi cation Treaty was signed on 31 August,  coming 
legally into force on 3 October, when the  Eastern 
 provinces eff ectively joined the Bonn Republic. On 
the German–Soviet front a friendship treaty was 
signed on 13 September, and between Germany and 
Poland a  border treaty was signed on 14 October. The 
 two-plus-four negotiations ended on 12 September in 
Moscow, with a treaty recognizing Germany’s bor-
ders, ending  German territorial claims against  others, 
restoring German sovereignty, and placing certain 
 military  limits on Germany, including confi rmation of  
a promise, fi rst made to the Western alliance in 1954, 
that it would not manufacture atomic, bacteriological, 
or chemical weapons. The treaty also embodied the 
special  military status of  the former East Germany, as 
agreed by Kohl and Gorbachev in mid-July. Four-power 
rights in Berlin and Germany were ended by an agree-
ment of  1 October. This settlement was clearly better 
for the West than for Gorbachev, even if  some Western 
nations were still concerned about the possible resur-
gence of  an expansionist Germany. The USSR had had 
to retreat from its original hopes of  delaying reunifi ca-
tion and neutralizing Germany. Then again, the con-
cessions on economic aid, the reform of  NATO, and 
the strengthening of  the CSCE showed that it was far 
from being a complete Soviet defeat. Washington, 
which had consistently backed and encouraged Kohl, 
could feel rather more satisfi ed, perhaps, than Paris or 
London, who were still concerned about their status in 
Europe compared to that of  Germany. Clearly, it was 
Kohl who gained most, winning the fi rst all-German 

   Helmut Kohl b. 1930    

 Kohl, who was born in the town of Ludwigshafen in the 

Rhineland, was just beginning military training when the Second 

World War ended and the Nazi regime collapsed. A Roman 

Catholic, who had seen at fi rst hand the destruction that 

political extremism could bring about, he joined the new 

Christian Democratic Party (CDU) when only 16 and, like its 

leader Konrad Adenauer, became a fi rm believer in European 

unity. Educated at Frankfurt University and later obtaining a 

doctorate from Heidelberg, Kohl at fi rst worked in industry 

before becoming a full-time politician in 1969. Already the 

chairman of the CDU in the  Rhineland-Palatinate, he was 

elected that year to be Minister-President of West Germany’s 

most wealthy and populous province. Four years later he 

was elected chair of the national CDU and ran for the 

Chancellorship for the fi rst time in 1976. Much criticized as a 

lacklustre, undynamic fi gure, he nonetheless engineered the 

parliamentary overthrow of the Chancellor, Helmut Schmidt, in 

1982, thus ending thirteen years of Social Democratic 

government. Re-elected West German Chancellor in 1987, Kohl 

showed great diplomatic skill in securing Germany’s peaceful 

reunifi cation in 1989–90 and then served two further terms as 

Chancellor, despite the economic problems that reunifi cation 

brought. In 1998 the Social Democrats fi nally defeated him and, 

soon after, Kohl was beset by accusations of fi nancial 

improprieties whilst in power. In January 2000 he resigned as 

the CDU’s honorary chairman, his reputation tarnished.  
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 elections since 1932, with 46 per cent of  the vote going 
to his Christian Democrats on 2 December 1990. The 
Social Democrats came second with 33 per cent and 
the ex-communists fourth with 10 per cent, a shade 
behind the liberal Free Democrats. Kohl, hitherto an 
uninspiring Chancellor, ‘was saved from an unfavour-
able historical verdict by having the German question 
thrust upon him, and by seizing the opportunity with 
considerable astuteness and strength’.   12    Apart from 
his gaff e on the Polish border, he had resolved a highly 
complex problem with remarkable speed. But the eco-
nomic price of  such swift reunifi cation had yet to be 
paid. The 1990s, which began with so much hope for 
Germany, became blighted by unemployment, which 
eventually rose to more than four million, as spend-
ing was restrained and interest rates increased to cope 
with the costs of  modernizing the former East. In 1998 
Kohl, the Chancellor for sixteen years, was roundly 
 defeated at the polls, and he was later accused of  fi nan-
cial  corruption during his long years in offi  ce.         

  B.    The Break-Up of the USSR and 
the Wars of Succession      

 Gorbachev and the End of Soviet Power   

 By early 1990, after only fi ve years as Soviet leader, 
Mikhail Gorbachev had transformed the country’s 
political landscape and its foreign policy. To Western 
observers he seemed an enlightened, intelligent leader 
who had recognized the failings of  communism, 
adopted liberal values, and greatly reduced interna-
tional tension, putting an end to the Cold War. But to 
many of  his own people he had abandoned the cer-
tainties of  the Brezhnev era for the uncertainties of  
free enterprise, with its bankruptcies, price rises, and 
unemployment; his political changes had encouraged 
regional independence in the republics, and so threat-
ened the USSR’s cohesion; and, by losing the country’s 
grip of  Eastern Europe, he had seriously compro-
mised its security, wasting all that had been gained in 
the Second World War. In fact, the late 1980s revealed a 
great paradox: whilst no one individual could control 
the pace of  change in the Soviet Union, it was equally 
diffi  cult to see that things would have happened in the 
way they did without Gorbachev. His ‘less-than-great 
personality shaped the end of  the Cold War’ because, 
even if  he could not control events, ‘many of  the most 
extraordinary aspects of  this remarkable’ period could 

‘ only  be understood by according primary importance 
to the Gorbachev  personality  factor’.   13    Gorbachev had 
decided that reform was essential, thanks to the cor-
rupt and ineffi  cient politico-economic system he in-
herited, and he was optimistic that the Soviet people 
could handle radical changes. But if  anything, the pace 
of  his reforms had been slow, undermined, especially 
on the economic side, by the conservatism of  the 
Communist Party, and by his own uncertainty over 
precisely how to proceed. The growth of  regionalism 
had largely been unexpected, as had the rate of  decline 
in manufacturing output, and the two became linked, 
for the failure of  reform to bring material benefi ts 
merely hardened support for secession. 

 Abroad Gorbachev had taken a line no former  Soviet 
leader had dared, engaging with the West and ending 
the USSR’s reliance on force. But here too his opti-
mism proved ill-founded, he failed to see diffi  culties, 
and he ended up reacting to events rather than control-
ling them. He expected a gradual, mutual, and agreed 
reduction of  tension, which would preserve Soviet 
security in a new international environment. But he 
was fundamentally weakened in 1985–9 by the USSR’s 
poor economic and fi nancial situation, at a time when 
the Western powers appeared politically stable and 
economically resurgent. Also, at fi rst, many  Western 
leaders saw his policies as a reaction to economic fail-
ure and did not accept, until 1989, that he was really 
ready to cooperate. In 1985–7, while the USSR compro-
mised its position in Afghanistan, southern Africa, and 
South-East Asia, the developing world was ever more 
indebted to the West, and America—despite being 
wracked by doubts about its own ‘decline’—was actu-
ally in an even stronger position. In 1989–90, while the 
Red Army prepared to leave Eastern Europe, NATO 
retained its unity and Germany was reunited on terms 
largely dictated by Washington and Bonn. Yet, none of  
this was as catastrophic as what would follow in 1990–1. 

 If  Gorbachev failed to carry through his programme 
for more democratic institutions and free  enterprise 
elements in the economy, then there seemed only two 
real alternatives by 1990. Either, as the CIA increasingly 
feared, the communist machine would strike back in 
an attempt to return to totalitarianism; or—and this 
seemed equally diffi  cult to come to terms with—the 
USSR would dissolve and its fi fteen republics would 
become independent, with their own constitutions 
and economic policies.  Despite becoming Executive 
President in March 1990, Gorbachev seemed at a loss in 
how to deal with the unexpected, yet potent challenge 
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 of  regionalism. In January 1990 he sought to prevent 
an immediate break-up of  the USSR by promising a 
Law on Nationalities, including the right to secede, 
but he worked on this only slowly and, in March, he 
sent the Red Army into  Lithuania when it precipitately 
declared itself  independent under its  recently elected 
President,  Vytautas  Landsbergis. Lithuania, along with 
Latvia and Estonia, was one of  the three Baltic States, 
forcibly absorbed into the USSR by  Stalin in 1940. 
They led the way among the constituent republics in 
pressing for autonomy. Estonia had actually issued a 
declaration of  sovereignty (short of  independence) 
in  November 1988, followed by Latvia and  Lithuania 
eight months later, after which Lithuania had declared 
the 1940 annexation illegal. In August 1989 a million 
people had joined hands across the Baltic States in a 
symbolic gesture of  freedom. Gorbachev’s action in 
March 1990 suggested that he might resist the USSR’s 
break-up by force,  provoking concern in the West and 
immediately  putting at risk a proposed US–Soviet 
trade deal—a sign that the Cold War might not yet be 
over. Soviet troops  disarmed the Lithuanian  National 
Guard and arrested young  Lithuanians who resisted 
conscription into the Red Army. Then, however, 
Gorbachev turned to an economic blockade, forcing 
Landsbergis to  suspend independence in June, while 
the promised Law on  Nationalities, now referred to 
as the ‘Union Treaty’, was completed. Once again, 
 Gorbachev decided that force was not the answer: ‘the 
chosen  alternative was a war of  nerves … to induce 
Lithuania to step back … and to show the secessionist 
forces in the … republics that pulling out of  the USSR 
would not be painless’.   14    

 The relaxation of  tension allowed a highly suc-
cessful summit, between Gorbachev and America’s 
George Bush, to be held in Washington in May–June 
(see  Chapter  21  , C). Meanwhile, in May, Gorbachev’s 
old rival and former minister, Boris Yeltsin, was 
elected as President by the assembly of  the USSR’s 
largest constituent republic, the Russian Federation. 
He not only resigned from the Communist Party, but 
also set out to create an alternative power centre to 
the Kremlin, asserting the Russian Federation’s right 
to sovereignty on 12 June. Within weeks, Moldova, 
Ukraine, and Belorussia had followed suit, all of  them 
now with mass popular movements pressing for au-
tonomy. ‘From then on’, Gorbachev later recalled, ‘no 
major issue could be resolved outside the context of  
the relationship between the Union and the republics’ 
and he admitted that he had simply ‘underestimated 

the phenomenon of  the election of  Yeltsin in 
 Moscow’.   15    Although Bush himself  continued to hope 
for  Gorbachev’s survival, the CIA warned that ‘like 
Moses, having brought his people out of  bondage, it is 
increasingly evident that Gorbachev cannot lead them 
over into the Promised Land’.   16    Yeltsin increasingly 
seemed the man of  the future. 

 By December 1990 the situation was ever more 
 confused. With the beleaguered and uncertain 
 Gorbachev promoting traditional communists back 
into the  Politburo and taking new powers for himself, 
the  reformist Foreign Minister, Edvard Shevardnadze, 
resigned, fearing a return to dictatorship. In  January 
1991 another reformist, Premier Nikolai Ryzhkov, was 
replaced by Valentin Pavlov, who accused the West 
of  trying to destabilize the country by pressing it to 
adopt capitalism without providing adequate fi nancial 
support. But then, just as the conservatives seemed 
back in the ascendant and with the Union Treaty still 
not  completed, Landsbergis ended his suspension of  
 Lithuanian independence, provoking another crisis 
over the regionalization issue. As the Red Army tried 
to seize key buildings in the Lithuanian capital, thir-
teen people were killed and fi ve more died in clashes 
in neighbouring Latvia, where there was considerable 
sympathy for the Lithuanian case. ‘If  the forces of  the 
centre can do this to the Balts’, a worried Yeltsin told 
the US ambassador, ‘they can do it to us.’   17    Though 
preoccupied by the Gulf  War against Iraq (see  Chap-
ter  21  , B) and anxious not to be seen advocating the 
USSR’s disintegration, the US government expressed 
concern and a planned  Gorbachev–Bush summit was 
postponed. Yeltsin also lent his rhetorical support to 
the Baltic States and  Gorbachev again drew back from 
repression. On 7 March he fi nally published the draft 
Union Treaty, which allowed the republics a wide 
degree of  autonomy. A majority of  Soviet votes ap-
proved this in a referendum ten days later, but this did 
not end  Gorbachev’s problems because six republics 
boycotted the poll. On 3 March Latvia and Estonia had 
followed Lithuania by declaring independence. Soon 
afterwards the  Caucasian republic of  Georgia joined 
them. Furthermore, in June, Yeltsin reinforced his po-
sition by being popularly elected Russian President. 
The whole Soviet Union was now faced by permanent 
food shortages and widespread strikes, with little hope 
of  large-scale Western aid: in late July the G-7 London 
summit had reluctantly decided that Gorbachev’s 
economic reforms were too modest to deserve extra 
 fi nancial support. 
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  The decisive crisis for the USSR came in mid- 
August 1991 when hard-line communists, many of  
them recently promoted by Gorbachev, launched a 
coup, hoping to forestall the signature of  the Union 
Treaty. They imprisoned Gorbachev but were a group 
of  little-known bureaucrats, lacking in confi dence and 
unable to muster support. They could not command 
the loyalty of  such an essential centre of  power as the 
armed forces or even of  the capital, Moscow, where 
Yeltsin held out against them. Within days the coup 
collapsed and Gorbachev was freed. The coup failure 
was quickly followed by the abolition of  the KGB and 
the suspension of  the Communist Party itself. Yet 
the person who gained most from these events was 
not Gorbachev, who had been powerless throughout 
the coup, but Yeltsin, who was widely credited with 
 defeating it. He now worked with other leaders of  the 
constituent republics to destroy the USSR. He felt, per-
haps, that he had little choice: after the August coup 
‘we had a complete vacuum at the political centre. 
The centre—in the person of  Gorbachev—was totally 
demoralized. The emerging national states had lost 
their faith in him.’ But Gorbachev remembered things 
diff erently, believing that the ‘Soviet Union really was 
a strong and solid multinational state. Its dissolution 
was by no means inevitable.’ He claimed that Yeltsin 
and his entourage ‘sacrifi ced the Union for the sake of  
realizing their ardent desire to reign in the Kremlin’.   18    
Some republics opted for complete independence, 
but on 21 December eleven formed a loose confed-
eration, named the ‘Commonwealth of  Independ-
ent States’. When Gorbachev resigned as Executive 
President on 25 December the USSR ceased to exist. 
The attempt to democratize the country had only 
succeeded in dividing it against itself, giving power to 
ethnic majorities in the republics that wanted to be 
free of  Russian control. Other than in Lithuania and 
parts of  the Caucasus, this process had been achieved 
with remarkably little violence and, partly thanks to a 
lack of  triumphalism in the West, no major interna-
tional crisis. Apart from the Russian Federation, it left 
a series of  new countries not only in Eastern Europe 
(the Baltic States, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova) and the 
Caucasus (Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan), but also 
in Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
 Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan). But all of  these inherited 
social and economic problems from the former USSR 
and many also faced internal political divisions and 
foreign challenges which brought instability for many 
years afterwards.     

 Russian Policy and the Wars of 
Succession   

 The confl icts in the former Soviet republics took 
 various forms, from ethnic tensions and ideological 
disputes that resulted in civil wars, to border disputes 
between the newly independent states. There were 
numerous minor disputes of  short duration and some 
potentially serious border claims (as between Russia 
and Kazakhstan, or Tajikistan and Uzbekistan), which 
failed to become critical. But some confl icts such as 
the attempt by ethnic Russians to establish an inde-
pendent ‘Transdniester Republic’ in Moldova (1990–4) 
or the Tajikistan civil war (1992–7, fought between ex-
communists and Islamic groups) lasted several years. 
And at least three were very intense, creating long-
term instability in an especially complex region, the 
Caucasus: the Armenian–Azerbaijani war—over the 
disputed region of  Nagorno-Karabakh (1992–3, with 
renewed tension late in 1999), the ethnic Abkhazi re-
volt against Georgian rule (1992–3), and the Chechen 
bid to secede from the Russian Federation (post-1994). 
Most of  these had their origins in much earlier peri-
ods. Nagorno-Karabakh, for example, though mostly 
populated by (Christian) Armenians, had been put 
under (Muslim) Azerbaijani administration in 1923, 
under Lenin. Violence had fi rst broken out in the en-
clave in February 1988, with Armenia backing a seces-
sionist movement opposed to Azerbaijani rule and 
leaders in both states exploiting the issue to win popu-
lar support. When war broke out between the two—
now independent—republics in 1992 the Armenians, 
whose territory virtually surrounded the enclave, had 
a clear strategic advantage and soon captured all the 
urban centres, but Azerbaijan refused to accept its loss 
and the danger of  a renewed confl ict persisted. 

 Despite the break-up of  the USSR, Yeltsin’s Russia 
was frequently active in trying both to limit these con-
fl icts, to make Russian borders secure, to protect the 
rights of  ethnic Russians in the successor states, and to 
assert Moscow’s continuing infl uence in most of  the 
republics it previously ruled, areas which were now 
referred to as the ‘near abroad’. In both Georgia in De-
cember 1993, and Tajikistan in June 1997, Russia played 
a leading role in brokering a peace settlement; and 
these settlements were both policed by forces from the 
Commonwealth of  Independent States (CIS). There 
had been hopes in Moscow in early 1992, that the CIS 
might prove a vehicle for Russian predominance, even 
taking over the armed forces of  the former USSR. 
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 This proved too ambitious and in March 1992 Yeltsin 
confi rmed that Russia would create its own defence 
forces. Cooperation between Russia and the other re-
publics tended to take the form of  free trade agree-
ments and friendship treaties, rather than political and 
defence cooperation, but was particularly close with 
the two Slav republics of  Belarus and Ukraine—the 
original proponents, with Yeltsin, of  the CIS in 1991. 
For much of  1992 Russia and the Ukraine had been di-
vided over the disposal of  the Soviet Black Sea Fleet, 
before deciding to share it equally, and there was ten-
sion too over the treatment by the Ukraine of  ethnic 
Russians in the Crimea (which had been part of   Russia 
until 1954). But relations gradually improved. Both 
Ukraine and Belarus elected pro-Russian presidents in 
1994; and May 1997 saw both a ten-year Russo-Ukraine 
cooperation agreement and a Russo-Belarus ‘Charter 
of  Union’. The latter was potentially far-reaching, but 
it was vague on detail and there was no timetable for 
its achievement. As to the CIS, it remained in being, 
held regular summits, and in its fi rst fi ve years of  exist-
ence drew up about 800 agreements between its mem-
bers. But many of  these agreements were not signed 
by all the states and, after a few years, it was beginning 
to look insignifi cant, a focus for technical rather than 
substantive cooperation. 

 Russia was by far the largest of  the former Soviet 
republics and Yeltsin’s attempts to ‘lead’ the oth-
ers and to protect ethnic Russians were designed to 
satisfy his nationalist and communist critics, who, 
though divided among themselves, tried to outbid 
the pro-reform lobby for popular support and posed 
as defenders of  ‘national’ interests over the suppos-
edly pro-Western policy of  Yeltsin. In the December 
1993 Russian parliamentary elections there was a wor-
rying success for an extreme nationalist party led by 
Vladimir Zhirinovsky, which won 23 per cent of  votes; 
two years later the communists emerged in fi rst place 
in elections, with 22 per cent of  the vote. National-
ists and communists might be divided on domestic 
and economic policy, and they were far from having 
an overall majority but, abroad, they both advocated 
cooperation with fellow Slavs (including Serbia), the 
assertion of  Russian power in such former areas of  
infl uence as the Caucasus and Central Asia, and re-
sistance to any sign of  Western domination. A strong 
foreign policy was made diffi  cult by the country’s 
continuing economic weakness, by the poor quality 
and low morale of  its armed forces, and by political 
divisions in Moscow, even among Yeltsin’s supporters, 

over the pace and direction of  reform. The political 
division reached its greatest crisis point in September–
October 1993 when Yeltsin, criticized for months by 
the Congress of  People’s deputies, tried to dissolve it, 
only to have the deputies barricade themselves inside 
the Parliament building and try to seize control of  the 
state television headquarters. Earlier, in April, he had 
silenced his opponents by winning a popular referen-
dum on his leadership and market-based economic 
policies. But now he turned to brute strength, using 
tanks to bombard the Parliament and force the depu-
ties to surrender. Over a hundred people were killed in 
the operation and those who were arrested afterwards 
included a former Vice-President, Alexander Rutskoi. 
‘From one perspective this was the end of  the Soviet 
Empire’, in that Yeltsin’s old Communist opponents 
had been signally defeated; but the bombardment also 
seemed reminiscent of  Stalinist tactics and ‘made an 
unpleasant and lasting impression in Russia and the 
West’.   19    Such fi rmness, and a lack of  widely accept-
able alternative leaders, helped Yeltsin win the mid-
1996 presidential elections, but he was also, by then, 
troubled by ill-health and did not serve out his second 
term in full (see  Chapter  21  , C). 

 In Georgia, Yeltsin was pitted for a time against 
another reformer from the Gorbachev era, the ex-
Foreign Minister, Edvard Shevardnadze. Shevard-
nadze was elected head of  state at his home republic 
on 11 October 1992 after months of  internal political 
uncertainty. By then there was already a powerful 
secessionist movement in Abkhazia and a bid, too, 
from the Muslim-populated region of  South Ossetia, 
for independence from Georgia. The Abkhazis are an 
ancient Black Sea people. They number only about 
100,000 and are in a minority even in Abkhazia itself  
but, as elsewhere in the disintegrating USSR, they had 
been encouraged to work for increased national rights 
in 1988–9, had asserted the sovereignty of  their own 
republic in August 1990, and even talked of  joining 
the Russian Federation to escape Georgian domina-
tion, a move which generated some sympathy for the 
Abkhazis in Russia. Georgia was weakened in the face 
of  this challenge by its own divisions: in early 1992 its 
then-President, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, had been over-
thrown and he subsequently tried to use Abkhazia as a 
base for revival. On 7 July the Abkhazis declared inde-
pendence, Georgian armed forces were sent to quell 
the rebellion, but Russia tried to bring about a ceasefi re. 
In mid-1993, as the war continued, Yeltsin was blamed 
for helping the Abkhazis besiege Sukhumi, which 



460 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000

 Shevardnadze personally went to defend. When it fell, 
Shevardnadze faced personal humiliation, was forced 
to turn to Russia for help (agreeing a friendship treaty 
with them in February 1994 and joining the CIS), and 
had to accept a settlement in April 1994 which virtually 
gave Abkhazia independence. About 10,000 had died 
in the confl ict, but many Georgians remained deter-
mined to reconquer Abkhazia and there were periodic 
outbreaks of  violence, as in May 1998 when Abkhazi 
forces entered the neutral zone between the two sides, 
following attacks by Georgian partisans. Tensions in 
the region continued into the new millennium.     

 Chechnya   

 If  Yeltsin managed to exploit Georgia’s diffi  culties in 
order to assert Russian power, he had far less success a 
few years later within his own borders, in another area 
of  the Caucasus, Chechnya. The Russian Federation, 
though it had been constituted as a single, united re-
public of  the USSR, was itself  a vast Eurasian country, 
with numerous ethnic and religious minorities and 
various types of  regional government within it. Over 
twenty million people in the Federation lived under 
their own republican governments (twenty-one in 
number); others were part of  autonomous ‘Okrugs’ 
(ten in number). The Russian republics all had a sub-
stantial non-Russian population, and many of  the 
ethnic groups, such as the Tatars of  Tatarstan, had 
a long history of  resistance to rule from Moscow. In 
some of  the autonomous areas, communists clung to 
power and undermined Yeltsin’s reform programme; 
in others constitutions were drawn up in the 1990s that 
violated the federal constitution by maximizing local 
autonomy. Chechnya became the principal test case 
of  whether, in the wake of  the USSR’s demise, Russia 
itself  would break up, and the outcome, for Yeltsin, 
was not hopeful. 

 Chechnya, as the republic of  Chechen-Ingush be-
came known, had a mixed population of  58 per cent 
Chechens, 23 per cent Russians, and 13 per cent Ingush, 
the last a Muslim people who tended to ally with the 
ethnic Russians to prevent local Chechen domination. 
The Chechens themselves were Sufi  Muslims, who had 
resisted Tsarist conquest in the 1850s and were subjected 
to mass deportation under Stalin in the early 1940s. The 
republic fi rst declared its independence of  Russia on 
1 November 1991 under its newly elected President, a 
former Soviet air-force offi  cer, Dzhokar Dudayev, who 
had previously been seen as an ally of  Yeltsin. Turkey, 

Iran, and other Muslim states gave diplomatic recogni-
tion to Chechnya and, at fi rst, the Russian  Parliament 
resisted Yeltsin’s attempts to crush the secession, fearful 
that a military success for him in the Caucasus would 
strengthen his hand in dealing with opponents nearer 
home. Also, at least until 1994, there ‘was simply … 
no pressing need for the Russian state to take action; 
there were few signs that the “Chechen infection” of  
radical nationalism … was spreading to other Russian 
autonomous republics’.   20    Moscow instead had to rely 
on an economic blockade and military manoeuvres 
on the border to intimidate  Dudayev, whose increas-
ingly authoritarian, personal rule stirred up civil war 
in early 1994, leaving the republic even more lawless. 
Thereafter, Russian policy became tougher, partly in-
fl uenced by a need to meet the challenge from nation-
alists. For a time Yeltsin hoped that Dudayev would be 
overthrown or assassinated by his domestic opponents. 
But in August 1994 the Chechens began to prepare for a 
Russian invasion, which seemed increasingly likely and 
for which the Russian army was clearly preparing. The 
invasion  fi nally came on 11  December 1994, when three 
divisions marched on the capital, Grozny. 

 Few expected that the Chechens—poor, divided, and 
ill-armed as they seemed—could resist the Russians for 
long. However, the invasion soon turned into embar-
rassment for Moscow. The army reached Grozny in fi ve 
days, leading to some 200,000 refugees fl eeing the city, 
yet despite repeated claims of  victory from Yeltsin, the 
presidential palace was not taken until 15 January 1995 
and the city was not declared clear of  Chechen fi ght-
ers until 8 February. Many Russians backed the invasion 
on  patriotic grounds, keen to prevent a break-up of  
the  Federation, but they also questioned the destruc-
tive scale of  the operation and Yeltsin’s approval rating 
dropped to 20 per cent. ‘Buried in Grozny was  Yeltsin’s 
magic ability to read Russia’s mind.’   21    The morale of  
the army was low and Russian generals bickered among 
themselves. After Afghanistan and the collapse of  the 
USSR, the armed forces lacked the will to prosecute a 
war. Some soldiers were ready to sell their arms, even 
their tanks, to the enemy. Typically in guerrilla warfare, 
all Chechnya’s urban centres fell into Russian hands in 
the spring of  1995 but the Chechens, though numbering 
only a few thousand fi ghters, held on in the countryside 
and hit back in a series of  surprise operations: in May 
they again infi ltrated Grozny; in June they seized hun-
dreds of  hostages in Budennovsk, on Russian soil, and 
only released them in return for a safe passage home; 
and in October, despite several preceding weeks of  peace 
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 talks, they tried to assassinate the Russian commander, 
Lt Gen. Anatoli Romanov. In January 1996 there were 
more successes for the guerrillas, with another hostage 
seizure at Kizylar and the capture of  hostages on a Black 
Sea ferry. Yeltsin himself  became involved in peace talks 
in March but would not concede to Chechen demands 
for a Russian withdrawal and independence. Dudayev 
was killed by a rocket attack in April 1996 but his suc-
cessor, Aslan Maskhadov, maintained the independence 
demand and on 6 August the Russian military was em-
barrassed once more, as Chechen guerrillas again oc-
cupied the centre of  Grozny. 

 Faced by what seemed an ‘unwinnable’ war, and one 
which had already cost about 50,000 lives, Yeltsin sent 
his national security adviser, General Alexander Lebed 
to Grozny, with executive powers, to negotiate a set-
tlement. Lebed was a tough soldier-turned- politician, 
an ex-paratrooper, and veteran of  Afghanistan, who 
had come third in the recent Russian presidential 
 elections—though only with some help from the  Yeltsin 
camp, which had used him to split the opposition vote. 
The General’s solution to the Chechen problem was 
hardly calculated to please Russian nationalists but it 
was founded on his knowledge of  the scale of  the prob-
lems facing the Russian armed forces, and its manner 
confi rmed his reputation for decisiveness. He quickly 
agreed to a ceasefi re and, on 31 August, reached a set-
tlement with Maskhadov based on a Russian military 
withdrawal, with a deferral of  the independence issue 
until 2000–21. Until then, the exact fate of  Chechnya 
was uncertain and not everything looked negative 
for Moscow. After the bloodshed there other repub-
lics were reluctant to assert their own independence 
from Moscow just yet, so that a temporary settlement 
was not disastrous from Yeltsin’s point of  view. Also, 
there was some hope of  working with Maskhadov 
who ‘promised the restoration of  internal … stability, 
and the reconstruction of  the economy in coopera-
tion with Russia’.   22    But the state of  the Russian army 
was clearly terrible: the Defence Ministry admitted, in 
early 1997, that it was on the verge of  disintegration. 
Furthermore, Maskhadov, who was popularly elected 
President of  Chechnya in February 1997, seemed in a 
position to assert the republic’s full independence in 
a few years’ time, with Russian control largely nomi-
nal. Although Yeltsin sacked Lebed in October 1996, 
after accusing him of  planning a mutiny, and thereby 
removed a potentially strong rival, there was always a 
danger that other opponents could exploit the failure 
to win a decisive victory over the Chechens. Neither 

would the Chechen problem disappear, given that a 
fi nal decision on its future had merely been delayed. 

 By the summer of  1999 the situation appeared as dif-
fi cult as ever. On 5 March Russia’s Deputy Minister of  
the Interior, Gennady Shpigun, had been kidnapped 
in Grozny. He was later murdered. In August and 
 September there was a series of  bomb attacks in  Russia 
by Chechen terrorists determined to secure their in-
dependence and dozens of  Russians were killed. Just 
as worrying for Moscow, Chechen guerrillas, under 
the warlord Shamil Basayev, had begun to operate in 
the neighbouring region of  Dagestan, again raising 
the prospect that the Russian Federation could disin-
tegrate. Meanwhile, the Chechen government seemed 
quite unable to establish order. But Yeltsin was increas-
ingly unwell, the economy was in tatters, and a series 
of  prime ministers had come and gone in rapid suc-
cession, none of  which suggested that a reassertion of  
Russian control in Chechnya was likely (see  Chapter  21  , 
C). The latest prime minister to be appointed soon de-
termined to show otherwise, however. Vladimir Putin, 
formerly a spy chief  and head of  Yeltsin’s Security 
Council, believed that the regime might not survive 
the loss of  Chechnya and that action had to be taken 
soon, both to preserve the federation and to prevent 
communists or extreme nationalists taking power if  
Yeltsin should die. Putin bluntly stated on 8 September, 
‘Russia is defending itself. We have been attacked. And 
therefore we must throw off  the guilt syndrome.’   23    

 Despite doubts about the fi ghting fi tness of  the 
armed forces, the Russians began large-scale air at-
tacks on Chechen rebel forces on 23 September and 
launched a ground invasion of  Chechnya one week 
later. By the end of  October the Russians had se-
cured their position in the north of  the region and 
had reached the outskirts of  Grozny, which was then 
 virtually razed to the ground, before being entered on 
6 February. The ruthless campaign, which strongly 
contrasted with the confusion and ineptitude of  
1994–6, created over 100,000 refugees and was widely 
criticized outside Russia because of  reports of  atroci-
ties by its army. But at home it established Putin’s 
reputation as a fi rm leader after years of  weakness, 
it helped him secure the succession to Yeltsin when 
the latter resigned at the New Year, and it ensured a 
clear victory in the March 2000 presidential election—
held only weeks after Grozny’s fall. Sporadic violence 
continued, but Putin was unapologetic about the 
methods used, describing the rebels as ‘terrorists’, suc-
cessfully controlling much of  the news that came out 
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 of  Chechnya, and resisting external involvement on 
the grounds that Chechnya was a domestic matter. In 
contrast to Lebed, Putin had been able to exploit the 
issue to secure himself  in power and he had done so by 
removing the possibility of  Chechnya’s independence 
that had earlier been conceded. 

 As President, Putin maintained his fi rm policy 
 towards Chechnya and other parts of  the north 
 Caucasus. In May–June 2000 direct rule was enforced 
from Moscow in Chechnya, with the pro-Russian 
Ahmat Kadyrov, installed as local leader. Fighting be-
tween Russian troops and separatists, led by the for-
mer Chechen President, Aslan Maskhadov, continued 
and rebels were sometimes able to strike at the heart 
of  the Federation, most notably with the seizure of  a 
Moscow theatre in October 2002, when over a hun-
dred were killed. One of  the worst outrages was a 
rebel attack on a school in Beslan, in neighbouring 
North Ossetia, two years later, when more than three 
hundred were killed, many of  them children. Such 
actions helped Putin to portray the separatists as part 
of  an international terrorist challenge, linked to radi-
cal Islamist ideas, after the 9/11 attacks in America. 
 Despite continued fi ghting, Moscow held a referen-
dum in Chechnya in 2003 to endorse membership of  
the Russian Federation and then helped Kadyrov se-
cure election as president of  the Chechen republic. He 
was assassinated in a bomb attack the following year, 
but Putin persisted with his policy of  marginalizing 
the rebels, while trying to set up a stable, pro-Russian 
government in Grozny. Russian forces had a success 
of  their own, when Maskhadov was killed by special 
forces in early 2005, after which the scale of  violence 
receded. In 2009, Moscow declared that the situation 
in Chechnya had been ‘normalized’, although out-
breaks of  violence linked to the region persisted, with 
deadly bomb attacks on the Moscow underground, in 
March 2010, and at Moscow airport, in January 2011, 
both blamed on separatists from the north Caucasus.      

  C.    Yugoslavia’s Break-Up and the 
Bosnian War      

 The Break-Up of Yugoslavia   

 Although two East European Communist states, 
 Yugoslavia and Albania, had long been independent of  
Moscow’s control, radical political changes occurred 
there in the wake of  the collapse of  the Soviet system. 

In Albania the dictator Ramiz Alia, facing daily demon-
strations in the capital, Tirana, was forced to concede 
free elections in late 1990. These were held in March 
1991 and, though the communists did surprisingly well 
in rural areas, emerging in fi rst place overall, there 
was continued unrest. A coalition government was 
formed three months later. Further elections, held in 
March 1992, were won by the Democratic Party, but 
they had only limited success in tackling the economic 
troubles of  Europe’s poorest country: in early 1997 a 
fi nancial crisis, brought on by the collapse of  so-called 
‘pyramid selling’ schemes, led to martial law, the fall 
of  the government, and in April the deployment of  
an Italian-led peacekeeping force within the country. 
But, meanwhile, in Yugoslavia the end of  the old order 
had proved far more divisive and violent. Indeed, the 
Yugoslav state, founded in 1918 through the union of  
several South Slav peoples, broke up amid the worst 
bloodshed seen on the continent since the Second 
World War, with the upheaval spreading to Albania at 
the end of  the 1990s. 

 Although Yugoslavia seemed quite stable and united 
under both the inter-war monarchy (despite its pro-
Serb policy) and between 1945 and 1980 under Marshal 
Tito (also repressive, but with the non-Serbs better 
treated), there were always deep ethnic tensions un-
derlying the political order. ‘To say that there [was] 
no Yugoslav nationalism is a euphemism. In 1919 the 
grouping of  southern Slavs was brought about … by a 
will to escape’ from German and Hungarian domina-
tion.   24    But the southern Slavs fell into several distinct 
ethnic groups and the Second World War had shown 
how quickly they could fall into vicious intercommu-
nal confl ict: particularly merciless at that time was the 
anti-Serb campaign of  the Croatian ‘Ustashas’, which 
claimed around 400,000 victims. The Croats who, 
along with the Slovenes, populated northern  Yugoslavia, 
had long been wealthier and better educated than 
the Serbs and the various other groups—Bosnians, 
 Montenegrins, Albanians, and Macedonians—who 
lived to the south. There were also important religious 
divisions, the Serbs being Eastern Orthodox, while the 
Croats and Slovenes were Roman Catholic, and the 
 Albanians and Bosnians included many Muslims. In-
deed, under Tito, the Bosnian Muslims gained recogni-
tion as an ethnic group—not merely a religious group 
(as they had previously been seen)—in their own right. 
Tito tried to balance Yugoslavia’s constituent repub-
lics against each other and, following serious unrest in 
Croatia, tried to strengthen their powers under the 1974 
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 Constitution. But he could not prevent a growing sense 
of  division before his death in 1980 and, indeed, this 
constitutional reform probably only encouraged hopes 
of  greater autonomy from the centre. It  ‘became ap-
parent that the eff ective power resting at the level of  
the republics was so strong that the parts were able to 
dictate the rules to the whole’.   25     Economic problems 
helped clinch the divide. The northern republics re-
sented having to subsidize the poorer south; the  Croats 
still felt that the Serbs, with control of  the federal capi-
tal, Belgrade, and leading positions in the armed forces, 
were politically dominant; and the Serbs disliked Tito’s 
attempts to curb their power, notably his decision to 
grant autonomy to the province of  Kosovo which, 
though predominantly Albanian by population, had 
been part of  Serbia for centuries. 

 Tito’s successors, a collective group, at fi rst not domi-
nated by any one leader, inherited both  inter- republican 
tension and economic problems of  indebtedness to the 
West, a trade defi cit, and poor growth. His attempt to 
marry central planning with free-market elements had 
only succeeded in combining the ineffi  ciencies of  the 
fi rst with the unpleasant side eff ects of  the second, 
such as infl ation and unemployment. In 1983 the IMF 
had to step in to reschedule the country’s debt and, in 
looking for a radical solution to their problems, the col-
lective leadership, all members of  which represented 
one Yugoslav republic or another, began to look both 
at greater free enterprise and at a regional solution to 
their problems. In 1987 this tendency took a new turn 
when Serbia’s communists elected a crafty, outspoken 
nationalist, Slobodan Milošović, to lead them. In paral-
lel with developments in the USSR, but with far blood-
ier results, ‘What began as rivalry among the republics, 
communist parties turned into full-blown ethnic poli-
tics by the late 1980s.’   26    Milošović not only set out to 
reduce the autonomy of  Kosovo, he also provoked 
fear in Croatia and Slovenia that, unless resisted, there 
would be a return to a Serb-dominated system in Yu-
goslavia. By 1990 there was strong support in Croatia 
and Slovenia for independence and virtual  economic 
warfare had broken out between them and Serbia, 
with a severing of  commercial links. A clear sign of  
Yugoslavia’s political disintegration was the holding 
of  free elections on diff erent dates in the various re-
publics, with the communists holding on to power 
fi rmly only in Serbia and Montenegro. These two, in-
deed, continued to function together as a federal re-
public in the 1990s, still calling itself  Yugoslavia, while 
the other republics (not only Croatia and Slovenia, but 

also Bosnia-Herzegovina and Macedonia) sought inde-
pendence. Everywhere leaders exploited fears that had 
been dormant in the early post-war decades but ‘the 
politicians could not have succeeded if  there had been 
no embers to fan’.   27    

 After vain attempts to negotiate a loose confedera-
tion, Croatia and Slovenia fi nally declared independ-
ence from Yugoslavia on 25 June 1991. A key infl uence 
on their decision was Serbia’s refusal to accept a Croat 
as Yugoslav President in May, despite the fact that this 
should have occurred under the Constitution (which 
provided for the Federal presidency to ‘rotate’  between 
the republics). Milošović would not at fi rst concede in-
dependence and the Serb-dominated  Yugoslav  Federal 
army invaded both republics. In a matter of  weeks he 
gave up on the attempt to suppress Slovenian inde-
pendence, mainly because the Slovenes had prepared 
their defences well and captured several army units. 
But in Croatia fi ghting went on for many months, 
partly there existed there a large Serbian minority, 
who made up a tenth of  the population and hoped 
for the formation a ‘Greater Serbia’, drawing together 
all of  Yugoslavia’s ethnic Serbs under the rule of  Bel-
grade. The Croats had elected their own  extreme na-
tionalist President, Franjo Tudjman, in May 1990 and 
were never likely to withdraw their declaration of  
independence. Faced by such determined resistance, 
Milošović’s aims soon became more  modest, involv-
ing support for the local autonomy of  Croatia’s Serbs, 
notably those living in Eastern Slovenia (on the bor-
der with Serbia itself ) and Krajina (to the south-west, 
on the border with Bosnia). In September 1991 the 
UN introduced an arms embargo on all the former 
 Yugoslavia in an attempt to arrest the drift to war. By 
the New Year both Serbia and Croatia had agreed to 
the deployment of  a UN ‘Protection Force’ to police 
the uneasy balance which had settled between their 
forces on the ground and which put almost a third of  
the country under Serb control. The force was for-
mally established on 7 April 1992 but could not prevent 
several months of  renewed fi ghting in early 1993. 

 Meanwhile, on 15 January 1992, following six months 
of  urging by Germany, the European Community 
(EC) recognized Croatian and Slovenian independ-
ence, despite doubts both about their political stabil-
ity and their respect for the human rights of  minority 
groups. Recognition, though intended to stabilize 
the situation by forcing Milošović to come to terms 
with the end of  the old Yugoslavia, proved a fateful 
decision because it gave international encouragement 



464 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000

 to the country’s rapid break-up without suffi  cient at-
tention being paid, either to the problems that might 
follow or to the EC’s ability to deal with them. In 
mid-1990 a majority of  EC members had preferred 
to hold  Yugoslavia together, but by October they had 
come to see its break-up as inevitable and, though 
they preferred to see this come about in an orderly 
way, had increasingly fallen out with Serbia. The US 
had followed a similar, reactive pattern, failing to heed 
warnings from its ambassador in Belgrade that the 
country was being torn apart by the demagoguery of  
Milošović and Tudjman. True, the EC did not recog-
nize  Macedonia’s independence, but that was largely 
because one Community member, Greece, objected 
to the use of  the name ‘Macedonia’, claiming that this 
should be reserved for the northern Greek province 
of  the same name and fearing territorial claims by the 
former Yugoslav republic. Also, the EC did not at fi rst 
recognize the independence of  Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
but that was mainly because a referendum on the re-
public’s independence had not yet been held. One was 
held on 29 February–1 March, followed by a formal 
declaration of  independence on 3 March and recogni-
tion by both the EC and America on 6–7 April. The last 
date also marked the start of  the Bosnian War.     

 War in Bosnia-Herzegovina   

 It had long been clear that the republic of  Bosnia- 
Herzegovina presented a particularly diffi  cult chal-
lenge for those bent on destroying Yugoslavia, 
because of  its complex ethnic mix. About 45 per cent 
of  the population were Muslims who, under Presi-
dent Alija Izetbegovic, elected in November 1990, had 
increasingly wanted to emulate Croatia and Slovenia 
by seeking independence. The November elections 
were signifi cant for being won by recently created na-
tionalist parties, representing the Muslims, Serbs, and 
 Croats. These parties ‘were, in their anti- Communism 
and their championing of  the market economy, very 
close in terms of  programmes’, and even formed a 
joint Cabinet, but they soon found it impossible to con-
tinue working together.   28    The Muslims had no wish 
to live under Serbian domination in a rump  Yugoslav 
state and Izetbegovic consistently argued that the 
partition of  his republic—a course which Milošović 
and  Tudjman discussed in early 1991—made no sense 
because the republic’s ethnic groups were mixed to-
gether, so that drawing borders between them was a 
daunting problem. Yet about a third of  the population 

were Serbs, many of  who wished to remain tied to 
Serbia-proper, hence Milošović’s interest in dividing 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and expanding his own republic’s 
borders at its expense. In 1991 Bosnia’s ethnic Serbs 
began to set up their own autonomous regions as well 
as, in October, their own parliament. They boycotted 
Izetbegovic’s referendum on Bosnian independence, 
held their own vote in favour of   Yugoslav unity, and 
on 27 March 1992 declared their independence as the 
Bosnian Serb Republic. The other important ethnic 
group were the Croats, who made up about 18 per 
cent of  the population. Many of  these wished to be 
tied to Croatia-proper and, like the Serbs, they too 
began, in late 1991, to set up their own autonomous 
communes. Tudjman, who remained as keen on the 
partition of  Bosnia-Herzegovina as Milošović (and 
with the same motive, of  expanding his own area 
of  control), backed the creation in December of  a 
 Bosnian Croat state, named  Herzeg-Bosnia, under the 
leadership of  Mate Boban. 

 In early 1992, therefore, Bosnia was on the brink not 
only of  an ethnically based civil war but also of  a war 
in which two other neighbouring republics, Serbia and 
Croatia, were closely involved. Despite their own ani-
mosity over the break-up of  Yugoslavia, Milošović and 
Tudjman found a common cause, at some points, in ad-
vocating partition as preferable to Izetbegovic’s dream 
of  a unitary state. In mid-March the EC attempted to 
forestall bloodshed by devising a plan whereby Bosnia 
would remain a legal entity but be divided into three 
autonomous units on ethnic lines. It was the fi rst of  
many similar schemes and it failed to prevent the out-
break of  full-scale war in early April. From the start, 
little mercy was shown by any side. Although Muslims, 
Serbs, and Croats had lived together reasonably peace-
fully in the past (the Second World War being the ex-
ception rather than the rule), they soon took to driving 
each other from their homes, setting up internment 
camps, and massacring opponents. It was the Serb ir-
regulars, however, backed by Milošović’s Federal Army 
and air force, which proved most successful in grab-
bing territory and most ruthless in the policy of  mass 
killing that they called ‘ethnic cleansing’. They quickly 
seized about half  of  Bosnia and besieged the capital 
Sarajevo, whose population of  350,000 was threatened 
with starvation. At fi rst the Muslims and Bosnian Cro-
ats united against the Serb onslaught, which appeared 
to threaten the survival of  them both; but by October 
there were serious clashes between them, focused on 
western Bosnia, with its substantial Croat population. 
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 By the end of  1992 millions of  Bosnians had either been 
killed, interned, or become refugees, some of  them 
fl eeing to neighbouring states. 

 That such a vicious confl ict could break out at 
the heart of  Europe, after half  a century of  relative 
 stability, put pressure on the EC in particular to fi nd 
a solution to the problem. The US was anxious to 
limit its own overseas commitments and still fearful 
of  ‘another Vietnam’, so that Secretary of  State Baker 
publicly declared, ‘we don’t have a dog in this fi ght’.   29    
Washington was keen to see the EC play a leading role 
in Bosnia and the Community’s creation of  a  Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) under the February 
1992 Maastricht Treaty, led to real hopes of  concerted 
action by the wealthy, well-armed West Europeans. In-
deed, when the war began, the  Luxembourg Foreign 
Minister, Jacques Poos, then chairing the EC Council 
of  Ministers, stated that: ‘If  one problem can be solved 
by the Europeans it is the Yugoslav problem … It is not 
up to anyone else.’   30    The UN, with recent successes 
at peacemaking in Angola, Cambodia, and the Gulf  
War, was also pressed to act. In April–June it agreed 
to extend its activities in Bosnia, sent 1,000 troops to 
protect food supplies to Sarajevo, and introduced far-
reaching sanctions against Serbia, which soon caused 
shortages and encouraged hopes that Milošović would 
compromise on Bosnian independence, as he had al-
ready compromised over Croatia and Slovenia. 

 In August the Security Council agreed to extend the 
UN’s military presence in Bosnia, while the Human 
Rights Commission condemned the ‘ethnic cleansing’ 
policy. But such international eff orts proved limited in 
their impact. The UN only gave protection to humani-
tarian aid supplies, it did not try forcibly to prevent the 
fi ghting, and at least one of  its policies could be said to 
benefi t the Serbs: forbidding arms supplies to all sides 
the UN, though it sought to be even-handed, made it 
diffi  cult for the Muslims to secure advanced weapons 
whereas Milošović helped supply the Bosnian Serbs 
with tanks, heavy artillery, and aircraft. ‘Serb military 
superiority was an established fact. If  the embargo 
was not lifted … the Bosnian government stood no 
chance of  military success.’   31    The US began to criti-
cize the arms embargo, but Britain and France argued 
that its removal would intensify the confl ict and, per-
haps, lead Russia to supply the Serbs, thus dragging 
the major powers in, on diff erent sides. Izetbegovic 
called for outside intervention to save Bosnia, and he 
secured some military aid from certain Islamic states, 
but the EC proved especially reluctant to be drawn 

into an intractable, ethnic confl ict where a full-scale 
military intervention could prove long-lasting and 
costly, both in lives and money. The US too showed 
that there were limits to what it would do to maintain 
world order when there was no clear American inter-
est at stake and the confl ict was so complex. President 
Bush, who had recently claimed to have ended the 
‘Vietnam syndrome’ through victory in the Gulf  War, 
now said that he did ‘not want to see the United States 
bogged down in any way into some guerrilla war. We 
lived through that once.’   32    

 The US was more ready than the EC to condemn 
Serbia, and Britain and France were especially loath 
to escalate tension or even ‘take sides’, because they 
had troops on the ground in the UN ‘protection force’, 
which would bear the brunt of  any fi ghting. They pre-
ferred instead to try to limit the confl ict to Bosnia and 
to avoid intervention from outside the old Yugoslavia, 
while relying on economic pressures to control Serbia. 
EC governments made some dramatic gestures, no-
tably with the visit to Sarajevo by France’s President 
Mitterrand in June 1992; and the EC’s peace envoy, 
Lord Carrington, made various attempts to broker 
a ceasefi re. But the August 1992 London Conference 
(which drew together not only the EC, but also the 
US, Russia, the former Yugoslav republics, and others, 
 including some Muslim states), showed that, while 
outsiders were prepared to discuss the principles of  
peace in Bosnia they would do little concrete to achieve 
it. After this Carrington gave way to another former 
British Foreign Secretary, Lord Owen who, along with 
the UN special envoy, the former US Secretary of  State 
Cyrus Vance, chaired a permanent peace conference, 
set up in Geneva. In January 1993 this produced the 
Vance–Owen plan, another bid to end the confl ict 
on the basis of  an ethnically divided Bosnia within a 
 single, decentralized state. For a time it seemed to win 
international support but it also, ironically, helped to 
intensify the scramble for territory between Muslims, 
Serbs, and Croats, and by May had run into the sand in 
its original form. 

 In May the new Clinton administration talked 
of  forcing a settlement with air strikes and a lifting 
of  the arms embargo (‘lift and strike’). It feared that 
the Vance–Owen plan eff ectively rewarded Serb ag-
gression, by giving the Bosnian Serbs autonomous 
control over a large area of  the republic. Air strikes 
would have been the least costly method of  US in-
volvement, avoiding a commitment of  ground troops, 
but whether Clinton (who had already raised the 
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 proposal in his election campaign) could have pushed 
the idea through against military doubts and public 
opposition in Washington was never tested. Britain 
and France, with Russian approval, predictably re-
jected ‘lift and strike’, a decision that led Clinton to 
back off  from military involvement and rely on the 
UN to defend Muslims. The Bosnian Serbs formally 
rejected the Vance–Owen plan and chose to fi ght on, 
controlling about 70 per cent of  Bosnia by mid-1993. 
Another  attempt by Milošović and Tudjman to par-
tition the republic into three autonomous states was 
made soon afterwards but understandably rejected by 
the  Muslims in August. 

 By early 1994 the war seemed endless, with  Sarajevo 
still under siege and the Serbs predominant. But a 
 Bosnian Serb mortar attack on a Sarajevo market place 
in early February provoked international outrage and 
led NATO to begin the enforcement of  a ‘no-fl y zone’ 
over Bosnia, thus neutralizing the Serbian air force. 
Such a ‘no-fl y zone’ had fi rst been declared by the UN 
in late 1992 but relied on the Western powers to be 
put into eff ect. NATO was also ready, now, to use its 
air power to protect UNPROFOR troops and to force 
the withdrawal of  Serb artillery units from around 
 Sarajevo. Perhaps more valuable to the Muslims was 
the agreement by the Bosnian Croats—concerned by 
the scale of  Serb advances—to form a single  federation, 
with a single parliament and bureaucracy, following 
considerable diplomatic pressure on  Tudjman from 
the US. This did not quite end local Muslim–Croat 
clashes but broadly it meant that from now on they 
would fi ght against the Serbs together. NATO and US 
action provoked concern in Russia, which had never 
recognized Bosnian independence and, encouraged 
by pan-Slavic feeling, posed as the defender of  Serbia. 
But President Yeltsin was assuaged in April 1994 by 
the formation of  a ‘Contact Group’ between  Russia 
and the major Western powers (including America, 
Britain, France, and later Germany), which from 
now on played a major role in peace attempts. ‘For 
 Moscow, the group off ered a way to confi rm Russia’s 
continuing international standing as a major power.’   33    
In summer, the Group launched a plan for a two-fold 
partition of  Bosnia, between the Bosnian Serbs and 
the Muslim-Croat Federation. This succeeded in di-
viding Milošović, who sensed a reasonable chance for 
agreement and supported the plan, from the  Bosnian 
Serb leader, Radovan Karadžić, who wanted even 
more concessions and rejected it. The UN even agreed 
to ease sanctions on Serbia because of  Milošović’s 

stance, but this did not prevent an intensifi ed period of  
confl ict later in the year, which was only brought to an 
end by the onset of  winter and a ceasefi re brokered by 
the former US President Jimmy Carter. ‘Indeed, even 
had the great powers set out to manufacture a state of  
permanent turmoil in the Balkans, it is unlikely they 
could have created a greater quagmire.’   34        

 Achieving the Dayton Accords   

 Despite its unpromising beginning, 1995 proved the 
decisive year of  the war, partly because of  a military 
revival by the Muslims and Croats, partly because of  
mutual exhaustion, but also because of  America’s 
growing readiness to play an active role, backed by 
real force, in place of  the ineff ective EC and UN. In 
May the UN suff ered the humiliation of  having hun-
dreds of  its soldiers held hostage by the Bosnian Serbs 
in retaliation for NATO air strikes; they were only 
released after several weeks thanks to Milošović’s 
help. Then, in July, the UN was powerless to prevent 
the Bosnian Serb commander, Radko Mladić, from 
overrunning Srebrenica, a Muslim enclave that had 
previously been designated a ‘safe area’ under UN 
protection. In the worst outrage of  the war, Mladić’s 
forces slaughtered about 8,000 of  the male inhabit-
ants, before overrunning another ‘safe area’, Zepa. 
It was because of  these very events, however, which 
provoked such a strong response both locally and in-
ternationally, that determined action to thwart Serb 
ambitions was fi nally possible. In early August the 
armed forces of  Croatia, seeking to ease the pressure 
on their Bosnian allies, suddenly attacked the autono-
mous Croatian Serb region of  Krajina, which was 
completely conquered in less than a week. In the US, 
Congress renewed its pressure to allow the Muslims 
arms and the government now backed tougher NATO 
action. The  National  Security Adviser, Anthony Lake, 
did much to press an active policy and the President 
was keen to resolve matters before the 1996 presiden-
tial campaign: ‘Clinton’s political fortunes could not 
be held hostage to events in the Balkans.’   35    He sent 
a special envoy, Richard Holbrooke, to try to achieve 
a diplomatic settlement. Holbrooke, a tough and ex-
perienced negotiator, recognized that the off ensive 
in Krajina could mark a turning-point: ‘we could not 
expect the Serbs to be conciliatory at the negotiating 
table as long as they had experienced nothing but suc-
cess on the battlefi eld’.   36    With the Croats and Muslims 
now making major advances on the ground, NATO 
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 aircraft used airstrikes in August–September to force 
the Bosnian Serbs back from Sarajevo, and in mid- 
October  Holbrooke secured a ceasefi re by all sides, to 
be followed by peace talks. Suddenly, ‘the conditions 
were ripe for peace. Milošović might get …  sanctions 
lifted. The Bosnian Serbs could head off  further losses 
on the ground. The Croatians could consolidate 
their new territorial gains.’ Ironically, it was the hard-
pressed Muslims who were most sceptical about ne-
gotiation, though tempted by the prospect of  getting 
fi rm  Western backing for any settlement.   37    

 The peace talks were held in Dayton, Ohio, further 
highlighting America’s close involvement in a settle-
ment, in contrast to the early years of  the Clinton 
administration. The negotiations took the form of  
proximity talks, with US offi  cials as the mediators be-
tween the presidents of  Bosnia, Croatia, and  Serbia: 
there was no place for the Bosnian Serb leader, 
Karadžić, who was eff ectively forced to accept the set-
tlement by pressure from Belgrade. Milošović, having 
been powerless to save Krajina, could see no point in 
fi ghting a war where the Bosnian Serbs were in retreat 
and the UN could revive sanctions against Serbia. 
Nor could he rely on strong Russian backing: Yeltsin 
had been critical of  NATO airstrikes but, keen to as-
sert Russia’s standing in the world and desperate for 
Western fi nancial aid, he also approved of  the Dayton 
talks, being hopeful of  taking part in a peacekeeping 
force. On 21 November 1995 the Dayton peace accords 
were fi nalized. Remarkably similar to earlier plans, the 
accords created a decentralized Bosnian government, 
with 51 per cent of  the country in the Bosnian-Serb 
Federation, the rest under the Bosnian Serbs. This, of  
course, was far less an area of  control than the Serbs 
might have hoped for a year earlier and it refl ected 
the defeat of  their attempt, in the spring of  1995, at 
complete victory. The settlement, which involved 
military withdrawals by all sides, a return of  refugees 
to their homes and free elections, was to be policed 
by a 60,000-strong NATO-led, ‘Implementation Force’ 
(IFOR). This would include not only 20,000 US troops 
but also, to Yeltsin’s satisfaction, 2,000 Russian troops, 
who would be independent of  NATO command. 

 Initially, the force was to remain in Bosnia only for 
a fi xed period, but in late 1997 President Clinton, en-
couraged by European states, extended its mandate 
indefi nitely. In its fi rst few years it did not experience 
any large-scale challenges, but the Muslims, Croats, 
and Serbs within Bosnia were far from agreeing joint 
policies (or even a ‘national’ fl ag) for their country, and 

the renewal of  war was a permanent danger. In the 
fi rst three-way elections for the rotating Presidency, in 
September 1996, the communities voted on strongly 
ethnic lines and, while the Muslims confi rmed support 
for Izetbegović, the Bosnian Serbs chose a suspected 
war criminal, Momčilo Krajišnik, as their leader. The 
Implementation Force did periodically capture some 
of  those accused of  genocide, who were sent to face a 
war crimes tribunal in the Hague, and held its fi rst trial 
in May–November 1996. But many of  those who had 
led the way in ethnic cleansing, such as Karadžić and 
Mladić, though indicted, remained free. 

 The confl ict had been successfully contained with 
the former Yugoslavia, and brought to an uneasy set-
tlement, but it had exposed the limits to the powers 
of  both the UN and the EC’s common security pol-
icy, and had further highlighted the continent’s con-
tinuing reliance on the US as a guarantee of  stability. 
Washington was praised for the Dayton achievement 
but its very success in 1995 reinforced arguments that, 
if  it had become active much earlier, perhaps backing 
the Vance–Owen Plan more forcefully, many thou-
sands of  lives might have been saved. Owen himself  
certainly believed this, arguing that, by failing to sup-
port the plan in 1993, the Clinton administration ‘had 
decided that the price of  putting US troops on the 
ground in order to reverse ethnic cleansing was too 
high …’ and that the cost was two more years of  car-
nage.   38    It is also arguable that, in the short term, ‘the 
Dayton settlement had the general eff ect of  strength-
ening Milošović’s rule in Serbia’, because he now 
seemed to be accepted as a negotiating partner by the 
West.   39    This was a background factor in the outbreak 
of  violence in another Balkan troublespot, Kosovo, 
in 1998–9, which however was followed by the fall of  
Milošović and, later, his own appearance before the 
Hague tribunal.     

 The 1999 Kosovo Crisis   

 In the wake of  the 1995 Dayton Accords on the future 
of  Bosnia, several potential causes of  tension still ex-
isted in the former Yugoslavia. The Dayton Accords 
themselves might have broken down; there was po-
tential discontent among Serbia’s Hungarian minority, 
mainly living in the Vojvodina region; and there was 
also the possibility of  Montenegro, the only Yugoslav 
republic remaining in federation with Serbia, declar-
ing independence. Some problems actually eased in 
the late 1990s: in 1998 the Serbs pulled out of  Eastern 
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 Slavonia, their last enclave on Croatian territory. But 
serious trouble arose in the Serbian region of  Kosovo. 
With a population of  two million that was ethnically 
90 per cent Albanian, Kosovo had lost its status as an 
autonomous province of  Yugoslavia in 1989. Serbian 
national identity was closely wrapped up in posses-
sion of  Kosovo, not least because of  the battle of  
 Kosovo where a Serb army was defeated by the Turks 
in 1389. Until the seventeenth century it had been at 
the heart of  Serbian territory but there had then been 
an exodus of  Serbs as they fl ed from  Ottoman rule. In 
1990 the Serbs also closed the local Kosovan assembly 
and during the 1990s Kosovo became a place where 
about 20,000 Serbs were resettled from elsewhere in 
the  Balkans, especially from Krajina after it was con-
quered by Croats in 1995. But only in the fi rst months 
of  1998 did Slobodan Milošović initiate a harshly op-
pressive policy in the region, which was condemned 
on 31 March by the UN Security Council. In May 1998 
there was some hope of  a negotiated settlement, 
thanks to a US-sponsored meeting between Milošović 
and the ethnic Albanian politician, Ibrahim Rugova. 
But some  Kosovan Albanians already feared that 
 Rugova was proving too moderate. A small Kosovan 
Liberation Army (KLA) had already been formed and 
had begun to target Serb offi  cials. 

 Serious fi ghting erupted in Kosovo around 
 September 1998, with Serb atrocities against the  ethnic 
Albanians, creating tens of  thousands of  refugees. It 
was in late September, with no desire to repeat the 
Bosnian experience and under mounting pressure 
from the public, that NATO began contingency plans 
for airstrikes against the Serbs, a step which may have 
induced Milošović to attempt compromise. On 13 Oct-
ober, after days of  talks with the US envoy,  Richard 
Holbrooke, a ceasefi re was agreed and a monitoring 
mission set up for Kosovo by the Organization of  
 Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). There 
was renewed violence in December, however, and 
international concern intensifi ed with the discovery, 
in mid-January, of  a massacre of  Albanians in the 
 village of  Racak. NATO began a naval build-up in 
the Adriatic and Milošović was again urged to talk 
by the ‘contract group’ (already set up to deal with 
 Bosnia) of   America, Russia, Britain, France, Germany, 
and Italy. The  British and French foreign ministers 
chaired ‘proximity talks’ between Serbian and KLA 
representatives in Rambouillet, France, in February 
and a second round in mid-March. The Albanians 
were ready to accept a deal on autonomy for three 

years, followed by talks on a permanent settlement 
but they would not accept Serb demands that the KLA 
be disarmed. The Serbs, determined to maintain their 
sovereign rights over Kosovo, refused demands for a 
NATO peacekeeping force to be deployed and for a 
referendum on Kosovan independence to be held in 
due course. One key problem was that Kosovo was 
constitutionally a part of  Serbia and if  it were broken 
off  by force it would set an unwelcome precedent for 
confl icts elsewhere. Borders throughout the Balkans 
would be thrown into doubt. Indeed, during the whole 
1999  crisis, NATO never questioned that Kosovo was 
part of  Serbia. Paradoxically, however, NATO did feel 
it morally right to intervene in Kosovo by force to pro-
tect the Albanians, even though intervention in a ‘civil’ 
confl ict was unjustifi ed under international law. With 
the KLA limited in strength and a ground invasion by 
NATO forces likely to be costly in lives and money, it 
was decided to put pressure on Milošović by using air 
attacks. These were to be carried out by NATO, rather 
than a UN force, because UN action could have been 
impeded by Russia. 

 The failure of  the Rambouillet talks was followed 
by a rapid escalation of  violence. As Serb forces 
began large-scale attacks on the Albanians the OSCE 
mission was withdrawn. Last-minute talks between 
 Holbrooke and Milošović on 22–3 March failed to 
achieve anything. On 24 March NATO began a series 
of  bombing attacks, ‘Operation Allied Force’, against 
Serb military targets, communications systems, and 
fuel depots in Kosovo and in Serbia proper. Economic 
sanctions against Serbia were also strengthened, with 
an EU oil embargo enforced on 26 April. Yet rather 
than backing down, Milošović intensifi ed the eff orts 
at ‘ethnic cleansing’ and even tried to depopulate 
 Kosovo by driving the ethnic Albanians out. There 
were about half  a million refugees by the end of  April, 
most of  them fl eeing into neighbouring Albania, it-
self  poor and unprepared for such an infl ux. Over 
100,000 fl ed south to Macedonia, which had its own 
Albanian minority. NATO’s expectations of  a swift 
victory were unfulfi lled. The alliance’s air campaign 
was blunted by poor weather, the Serb military’s de-
ployment of  ‘dummy’ targets, and increasing concern 
over civilian deaths. Another problem for NATO was 
the potential support for Serbia from its fellow Slavs in 
Eastern  Europe, not least Russia, as well as from other 
countries who were concerned about American-led 
military action, such as China. On 12 April, to raise the 
spectre of  pan-Slavism, the Yugoslav Parliament voted 
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 in favour of  a union with Russia and Belarus, whilst 
Sino-American relations were thrown into the crisis 
following the accidental bombing of  the Chinese em-
bassy in Belgrade by US jets on 7 May. Yugoslavia also 
tried to take NATO to the International Court over 
the legality of  the bombing campaign. There was evi-
dence of  growing opposition to the campaign in some 
NATO countries, not least Italy, but the bombing was 
intensifi ed in late May by attacks on Serbia’s power 
and water supplies, and on 27 May Milošović was 
himself  indicted for war crimes by the UN. In early 
June Milošović showed signs of  wanting a settlement 
and began to pull his army out of  Kosovo, which led 
NATO to suspend its air campaign on 10 June. 

 The crisis, which cost perhaps 10,000 lives, was 
widely seen in the West as having been resolved, thanks 
to fi rm military action, with Serbia the defeated party. 
This impression was strengthened by the deployment 
of  a NATO-controlled peacekeeping force, KFOR, and 
by the withdrawal of  the last Serbian armed forces on 
20 June. By early July most ethnic Albanians had re-
turned to a devastated Kosovo. But the eventual settle-
ment was something of  a compromise, with Kosovo 
remaining part of  Serbia, no promise of  a referendum 
on its future, and an undertaking by KFOR to protect 
Kosovan Serbs as well as Albanians. In addition to the 
military activity there had also been considerable dip-
lomatic endeavours to bring peace, notably, contact 
between the Russians and the Finnish President, who 
acted as a mediator with NATO. The Russians even 
deployed their own element in KFOR, initially beating 
British and French troops to the key town of  Pristina, 
before accepting overall NATO command on 18 June. 
That Russian soldiers could serve in a NATO-led force 
was itself  a remarkable development, ten years after 
the end of  the Cold War. 

 Milošović clung on to power for barely a year after 
the Kosovo humiliation. He had survived mass dem-
onstrations against him in Serbia in the winter of  
1996–7 but in early October 2000 his regime collapsed 
in the face of  renewed demonstrations, following his 
refusal to accept defeat in a general election held the 
previous month. Subsequently, he was sent to The 
Hague, to face war crimes charges before the interna-
tional criminal court, but died in custody in 2006. His 
successor, Vojislav Kostunica, surrendered Milošović 
to the UN for trial in April 2001, improving Serbia’s re-
lations with the West in the process. At the same time, 
the KLA ceased to be valuable to the West as allies 
and, for some months, stirred up unrest among ethnic 

Albanians in Macedonia, leading to a NATO deploy-
ment in that country after August 2001, to help secure 
a peace settlement. The fi nal break-up of  Yugoslavia 
came in June 2006 when, following a closely-fought 
referendum, Montenegro decided on independence. 
More humiliating for Serbia, was  Kosovo’s declara-
tion of  independence in February 2008. Although 
many states (including Russia) refused to recognize 
this, most of  NATO and the EU did so. The former 
 Yugoslavia remained a potential trouble spot. Aside 
from the inherent instability of  the Bosnian settlement 
and bitter Serbian resentment over events in Kosovo, 
the 1990s had also seen the growth of  organized crime, 
often linked to extreme nationalist groups and becom-
ing deeply imbedded in government institutions. The 
newly independent states all had ambitions of  eventu-
ally joining the EU, but they found it diffi  cult to meet 
its pre-conditions of  stable political institutions, fair 
judicial systems, and an end to corruption. Slovenia, 
which had largely escaped the violence of  the 1990s, 
was able to join NATO (March 2004) and the EU (May 
2004) at an early date. But only in June 2011 was a date 
set for Croatian membership. Around the same time, 
Serbia fi nally arrested the one, major remaining war 
criminal from the Bosnian War, Radko Mladić, and 
sent him for trial at the international criminal court in 
The Hague, where Karadžić had already gone on trial 
in October 2009, fi fteen months after being captured.      

  D.    NATO and European Security      

 NATO outlives the Cold War   

 One of  the most remarkable features of  international 
relations in the wake of  the Cold War was the survival 
of  the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
NATO had been created in 1949 as a means of  strength-
ening Western Europe’s resistance to Soviet infl uence 
( Chapter  4  , B). Its military role soon became linked to 
the unclear forces which would compensate for the 
West’s numerical inferiority in conventional forces. In 
1967, following the Harmel Report, it had taken on a 
second role as a participant in East–West détente. But 
by 1992 the military threat from the Eastern bloc had 
disappeared and relations with Moscow had moved 
beyond détente to normality. NATO therefore seemed 
to lack a  raison d’être , and it seemed possible that the 
US and Western Europe would drift apart, divided by 
trade rivalry and diff erences in socio-political outlook. 
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 Yet the organization not only outlived the Cold War, it 
thrived in the new atmosphere, playing a more eff ective 
role in the Bosnian War (see  Chapter  20  , C) than did 
 either the UN or the EC, and, by the end of  the century, 
it was expanding its membership to former communist 
states. Declared by its own leaders in July 1990 to be 
‘the most successful defensive alliance in history’, its 
resilience underlined the fact that, whatever the com-
promises on European security Gorbachev and Yeltsin 
hoped to secure, the Western powers did most to shape 
the post-Cold War world. This was not only true of  the 
process of  German reunifi cation, which, albeit under 
limitations, brought the former East Germany into 
NATO in 1994; it was also seen in the end of  the USSR’s 
conventional superiority in  Europe, the winding up 
(on 1 July 1991) of  the Warsaw Pact and the fact that 
Moscow’s preferred security organization, the CSCE, 
was given only a subsidiary role in peacemaking. 

 In 1989, before the collapse of  the Soviet posi-
tion in Eastern Europe, large-scale cuts in conven-
tional  armaments on the continent had already been 
 proposed by both alliance blocs. In March 1989 the 
‘Conventional Forces in Europe’ (CFE) talks opened in 
 Vienna and, in May, the Warsaw Pact accepted a NATO 
proposal for common ceilings on various categories of  
weapon. Around the same time the Bush administra-
tion in Washington decided that it must match Gor-
bachev’s long-established propensity to off er arms 
cuts, by proposing swingeing reductions in conven-
tional forces. The National Security Adviser, Brent 
Scowcroft, even considered a mutual withdrawal of  US 
and Soviet troops from Europe. By the end of  the year, 
however, it was clear that NATO could expect more 
than an end to Soviet conventional superiority on the 
basis of  equal ceilings and mutual concessions. Events 
in Eastern Europe included the beginnings of  the Red 
 Army’s withdrawal from Czechoslovakia and  Hungary 
and, whilst they remained for the  moment in Poland 
and East Germany, it was clear that the West was now 
in a commanding negotiating position. It was in order 
to realize its Cold War ‘victory’, not least in Germany, 
while keeping Moscow cooperative, that the US de-
veloped a policy known as the ‘New Atlanticism’. In a 
speech on 4 May, Bush promised that the next NATO 
summit would give the alliance a greater political role 
and US offi  cials put great eff ort into preparing this. A 
US-led NATO would be maintained, greater integra-
tion would be encouraged in the EC, and a reunited 
Germany would be treated as Washington’s most im-
portant ally in both structures; NATO’s role would be 

altered to allow it to deal with regional confl icts; and, 
to please the USSR, the role of  the CSCE would also be 
expanded. Reliance on nuclear weapons would also be 
reduced, James Baker believing that ‘a shift in nuclear 
strategy would do more than anything else to show the 
Soviets that the world had been transformed’.   40    

 The ‘New Atlanticism’ created something of  a crisis 
within the Western alliance, where Britain and France 
were concerned about Germany’s increased standing. 
Thatcher especially was sceptical about reducing the 
role of  nuclear weapons in European defence. Talks 
on the West’s future defence doctrine led to a compro-
mise at NATO’s London summit of  July 1990. Nuclear 
arms would still exist and might even be modernized, 
but they were to be fewer in number and treated as 
weapons of  ‘last resort’: with the USSR’s declining 
strength on the conventional side, NATO need no 
longer consider the ‘fi rst use’ of  such systems. There 
were also changes to conventional weapons doctrine, 
with a less ‘forward’ defence strategy and the crea-
tion of  more multinational units. On the political side, 
NATO welcomed the strengthening of  the CSCE and 
also established closer military contacts with its for-
mer enemies by allowing Warsaw Pact members to 
set up liaison offi  ces in Brussels. The London sum-
mit thus proved one of  the most important in NATO 
history, maintaining the alliance’s existence, altering 
its military doctrine, and opening the way to greater 
cooperation with the East. This was followed by the 
creation of  a North Atlantic Cooperation Council in 
1991, as an institutional link to the East Europeans. 

 Meanwhile, on 19–21 November 1990, a CSCE sum-
mit had been held in Paris, which was heralded by 
France’s President Mitterrand as marking ‘the end of  
the Cold War’. The most important document signed 
was the CFE treaty, which confi rmed the end of  Soviet 
armoured superiority and placed equal limits on types 
of  military hardware. These limits were placed both 
on individual countries and alliance blocs as a whole: 
thus the maximum number of  tanks any county could 
have was 13,300, but there were only 20,000 in total for 
either NATO or the Warsaw Pact. Then again, within 
months, the end of  the Warsaw Pact left the USSR in 
a much weakened position than envisaged at Paris: 
 ‘Moscow, which had controlled up to two-thirds of  the 
conventional arms in Europe, would now control … 
only about a third.’   41    The Paris conference also included 
a declaration of  democratic rights and individual free-
dom, emphasizing the ideological triumph of  Western 
values, though there was no machinery to enforce this. 
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 And there was, for the fi rst time, the creation of  a for-
mal institutional structure for the CSCE, with annual 
meetings of  foreign ministers, two-yearly summits, 
and a ‘confl ict prevention centre’, based in Vienna. But 
the last were modest steps, of  uncertain signifi cance, 
and over the following years it became clear that the 
West would only treat the CSCE with the minimum 
seriousness necessary to placate Moscow. The CFE 
treaty proved ‘far from a panacea for the problems of  
European security’ because in the 1990s crucial ques-
tions came to ‘have less to do with force levels … than 
with broad political and security arrangements’.   42    

 In July 1992 another conference, known as ‘Helsinki 
II’, agreed to turn the CSCE into a permanent body, to 
establish a parliamentary assembly, and set up a forum 
to discuss arms control and disarmament. The Russians 
still hoped that it might become the most signifi cant 
security institution in Europe, outmatching NATO. 
After all, by including the US and Canada, the CSCE 
stretched in an easterly direction ‘from Vancouver to 
Vladivostok’ and there were doubts that NATO could 
outlive the Cold War. But the OSCE, with a  Permanent 
Council in Vienna, was not launched until the Decem-
ber 1994 Budapest summit. Among other diplomatic 
tasks, it took on a role in peacekeeping (most nota-
bly on the disputed Armenian–Azerbaijani border in 
1992–4), in confl ict resolution (with little success in 
the case of  the former Yugoslavia or Chechnya), and 
in democratization (it supervised elections in  Bosnia 
and Albania in 1996 and in Chechnya in 1997). It set 
up an Offi  ce for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights, and it appointed a Commissioner for national 
minorities. But its potential as a pan-European body 
was undermined by the desire of  East European states 
to join NATO, and by the fact that, with 54 members 
by 1995, it was too large and unwieldy to take rapid or 
eff ective action on international problems, especially 
since it had to work on the basis of  unanimity, lacked a 
military force of  its own, and could not make decisions 
binding on its members. The US and Britain were re-
luctant to rely on the OSCE, but even its key defender, 
Russia, was keen to prevent it meddling in Chechnya, 
which Moscow defi ned as a ‘domestic’ issue.     

 NATO Enlargement and the 
‘Partnership for Peace’   

 As it entered the post-Cold War era, NATO had both 
to satisfy its own members about its continued utility 
and to meet the demands of  the former Warsaw Pact 

states—and even of  some former Soviet  republics—
for entry to the organization. There were diffi  cult 
 challenges, which alternately threatened the Atlantic 
alliance with internal division and a revival of  ten-
sion with Moscow. The threat from within came in 
the form of  the Western European Union (WEU). 
Originally formed in the mid-1950s, but of  little real 
signifi cance in almost 30 years, the WEU was revived 
by  Mitterrand in 1984 as a potential defence arm of  the 
EC, with most members belonging to both. In 1990–1 
the EC discussed the creation of  a Common Foreign 
and Security Policy (CFSP), as included in the  February 
1992 Maastricht Treaty, and raised US  concerns of  a 
growing US–EC divide on defence matters as East–
West tension receded. The US ‘did not want to … kill 
off  all further movement towards greater Western 
 European defence cooperation’, especially if  this could 
remove some burdens from the back of  the US, ‘but 
nor did it want to let that movement be in directions 
it regarded as threatening to NATO’.   43    In November 
1991 Bush even publicly warned that the EC must not 
try to push America out of  its European security role, 
focused on NATO. Ideas for a Franco–German mili-
tary grouping led to fears of  ‘a new European defence 
force wholly dependent on NATO … Such an arrange-
ment could presage a future clash of  interests’, even 
within Europe, where the British and others would 
resent Franco–German dominance.   44    But by 1993 
the incoming Clinton administration could aff ord to 
be more relaxed. The WEU and CFSP had remained 
separate entities, most West European states had no 
wish to compromise the US security guarantee, and 
CFSP had failed to prevent war in Bosnia, so that there 
seemed little chance of  a coherent EC policy develop-
ing in the fi eld of  defence. Indeed, with the mounting 
diffi  culties in the Balkans and a desire to concentrate 
on its own domestic economic problems, Washington 
was actually eager to see the West Europeans take on 
a greater defence burden. A compromise position was 
eff ectively reached whereby the WEU was seen as re-
inforcing NATO and the US tolerated a strengthening 
of  WEU activities, allowing the West Europeans to 
contemplate military operations independent of  the 
US. Thus in 1994 France and Germany created the so-
called ‘Eurocorps’ (fi rst discussed in 1992) but commit-
ted it for use by NATO fi rst of  all. Also, in 1996 there 
was an agreement on ‘Combined Joint Task Forces’, 
under which the WEU might carry out operations of  
its own beyond the NATO area whilst using the NATO 
infrastructure. One result of  this was that France, after 
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 thirty years of  separation, became part of  the alliance’s 
military structure once more. Yet it was an exaggera-
tion to claim that NATO’s European members were 
somehow equal with Washington now, or that the 
West Europeans could really act without US approval. 
For only America had the long-range air transport fa-
cilities necessary for the Joint Task Forces to work and 
in technological terms US weaponry was becoming 
ever more advanced relative to its European allies. 

 If  Washington had to temper its continuing military 
and political superiority in order to cooperate with West 
European governments, it was just as essential that it 
tread carefully in the East. Following the collapse of  
the Warsaw Pact, some of  its former members looked 
to NATO members to provide them with military ad-
vice, armaments, and ultimately a security guarantee. 
Russia, however, was suspicious of   Western attempts 
to enlarge their alliance eastwards and there was par-
ticular concern that the Baltic states on the  Russian 
border were among those hoping to join NATO. The 
Atlantic Alliance had, therefore, to steer a delicate 
course between alienating Russia and disappointing 
the newly independent Eastern Europeans. ‘The West 
must seek to move closer to Russia … while keeping 
NATO as a non-provocative insurance policy in case 
things go wrong’, one study recommended.   45    The 
Bush administration was extremely cautious about up-
setting Moscow and, for most of  its fi rst year in offi  ce, 
the Clinton administration seemed more focused on 
the Asia-Pacifi c region. Thus the lines of  a considered 
policy were only set in January 1994 when NATO’s 
Brussels summit initiated the ‘Partnership for Peace’, 
itself  rather tentative and disappointing to the Eastern 
Europeans. Under this programme, ex-Warsaw Pact 
members, ex-Soviet republics, and neutral countries 
could enter into military cooperation agreements with 
NATO, short of  full membership. Enlargement might 
come in due course—and that possibility still disturbed 
Moscow—but for the moment, on off er were military 
consultations, joint exercises and the like, rather than 
any security guarantee. Despite disappointment with 
this in the East, countries subsequently signed up for 
the Partnership, beginning with Hungary in April. By 
June it seemed that Russia would also join. But when 
the Russian Foreign Minister, Andrei Kozyrev, visited 
Brussels in December he surprised his hosts by refus-
ing to sign. Increasingly criticized by communists and 
nationalists at home for failing to protect Russian inter-
ests, he was determined to show that he was ready to 
risk a crisis with the West. 

 Kozyrev’s resistance did not last long. As in other 
spheres, Russia was too weak, economically and po-
litically, to stem the Western advance. On 31 May 
the  Foreign Minister was back in Brussels to sign a 
 Partnership agreement. Yet the fear of  a NATO– 
Russian crisis, which might also complicate attempts 
to resolve the Bosnian War, continued to hold back 
the process of  actual NATO enlargement. There was 
a vigorous debate in Western capitals about the wis-
dom of  admitting former communist states to alliance 
membership, with Germany tending to be more fa-
vourable than France or Britain. Germany was keen to 
stabilize the new democracies in the East and argued 
that NATO need not be seen as a threat to  Russia. But 
critics countered that Russia was no longer a threat 
to Eastern Europe, so that NATO enlargement was 
 unnecessary. At best such enlargement would draw a 
collection of  militarily weak and fi nancially depend-
ent states into the alliance; at worst it could provoke 
a new Cold War. In Washington the debate fi nally 
 favoured the East Europeans and in 1996 the outgoing 
US  Secretary of  State, Warren Christopher, said that 
NATO enlargement could not be put off  forever. Boris 
Yeltsin was facing a re-election campaign in June–July 
and, rather put his presidency at risk by helping the 
Communist opposition, Washington decided not 
to press the issue. But, in his second term, Clinton 
 ‘decided to adopt the enlargement of  NATO as the 
emblem of  his foreign policy’.   46    

 Once the election was over the US concentrated, 
not on dealing with the East Europeans, but on ne-
gotiating an agreement with Russia that would set 
out the principles for her future relations with NATO. 
This gave Yeltsin the sense that he was being con-
sulted as an equal, but the result of  the talks, which 
included a Clinton–Yeltsin summit, was an agree-
ment which confi rmed that enlargement would take 
place without providing much succour to Moscow. 
The NATO– Russian ‘Founding Act’ of  May 1997 cre-
ated a permanent joint command to discuss security 
problems (including nuclear safety, peacekeeping op-
erations, and counter-terrorism) but there was to be 
no Russian veto on NATO activities. It also included a 
statement that NATO had ‘no intention’ of  deploying 
‘substantial’ numbers of  troops in any new member 
states, but the wording of  this undertaking was much 
weaker than Moscow wanted. Statements that Russia 
and NATO did ‘not consider each other adversaries’, 
and would seek cooperation rather than confronta-
tion, were backed up by Yeltsin with an announcement 
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 that Russia would no longer target NATO countries 
with nuclear missiles. Yet at the signature he also made 
clear that he was not happy about enlargement. Two 
months later a NATO summit in Madrid formally in-
vited Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic to join 
with eff ect from April 1999, and others might follow 
later. In 1998 President Clinton confi rmed that these 
might include former Soviet republics. The three new 
members took part in their fi rst NATO gathering in 
Washington in March 1999, celebrating the fi ftieth 
anniversary of  the alliance. It was an occasion that 
confi rmed that a Western agenda had dominated the 
post-Cold War security debate in Europe. The con-
trast with the situation ten years earlier was stark and 
underlined the diverging fortunes of  Washington and 
Moscow: ‘Former members of  the Warsaw Pact have 
not simply defected from that alliance, but have joined 
what was once its opposition.’   47            

  E.    From European Community to 
European Union      

 The Single Market and Maastricht   

 The decade following the ‘northern enlargement’ of  
the European Community (EC) to Britain,  Denmark, 
and Ireland in 1973 had been marked by disappoint-
ments for the organization. ‘There were few new 
initiatives and no further successful integration.’   48    
Stagfl ation had done much to destroy hopes of  mone-
tary union, though the 1979 Exchange Rate Mechanism 

(ERM) helped create some currency stability, especially 
in the mid-1980s. The years 1979–84 were dominated 
by  arguments over Britain’s budget contribution (see 
 Chapter  13  , C) and only after that was resolved did the 
fortunes of  the Community begin to revive. In 1986 
Spain and Portugal joined to complete the ‘southern 
enlargement’ of  the EC: Greece had been a member 
since 1981. This not only increased the size of  the EC 
to twelve states, but also forced greater spending on 
social and regional policies, through ‘structural funds’, 
to help the poorer  Mediterranean states compete in 
the common market. It also encouraged considera-
tion of  institutional reform in order to strengthen the 
cohesion of  the enlarged Community. At the same 
time, Western Europe’s economies were growing 
strongly, making it easier to contemplate a new drive 
towards deeper integration, and there was widespread 
concern in Europe about the need to match US and 
Japanese competition, especially in the production of  
high- technology goods. In 1984–5 France’s President, 
François Mitterrand, and West Germany’s  Chancellor, 
Helmut Kohl, both convinced ‘pro-Europeans’, worked 
together to support the establishment of  an Intergov-
ernmental Conference (IGC) on Community reform. 
The other original EC members—Italy, Belgium, 
 Holland, and Luxembourg—strongly supported this, 
as did Spain, Portugal, and Ireland, three countries 
who gained signifi cantly from the structural funds. But 
Britain, Denmark, and Greece feared a loss of  national 
power in the process. 

 The result of  the 1985 IGC was the ‘Single  European 
Act’. This was something of  a disappointment to keen 

   The ‘Open Skies’ Treaty, 24 March 1992    

 The proposal for an ‘Open Skies’ treaty had fi rst been put 

forward by President Eisenhower at the 1955 Geneva summit 

(see  Chapter  5  , B), with a view to allowing the US and USSR 

to over-fl y each other’s territory in order to ascertain that no 

threatening military preparations were underway. The Soviet 

Union rejected the idea on the grounds that it infringed 

sovereignty but it was reinvigorated in 1989 by President 

Bush, as the Cold War ended. Negotiations began under the 

auspices of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in 

Europe in February 1990 and a treaty resulted two years 

later, signed by NATO states and former members of the 

Warsaw Pact. 

 It was an extremely long and complicated document, including a 

system of quotas for fl ights by each member country over other 

states. Signatories were obliged to accept fl ights in a number 

proportionate to their geographical area. The treaty, which was 

of unlimited duration and covered most of the northern 

hemisphere, also set out detailed arrangements for notifi cation 

of fl ights and specifi c limits on the type of surveillance equipment 

that could be used. An ‘Open Skies Consultative Commission’ 

was set up in Vienna to supervise it. Since the major powers 

already had access to spy satellites, it was believed that the 

smaller countries would gain most from the treaty but the 

process of ratifi cation proved very drawn out, so that the Treaty 

only came into force in January 2002. The fi rst US fl ight over 

Russia, under the agreement, came in December of that year.  
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 ‘federalist’ states like Italy and Belgium. In many 
ways it simply codifi ed changes that had happened in 
the Community since its creation in 1957, such as the 
process by which, since 1974, the leaders had met in 
biannual summits. But it did include a number of  insti-
tutional changes which made it easier in future to press 
on with integration, including greater powers for the 
European Parliament and, more importantly, the ex-
panded use of  ‘qualifi ed majority voting’ (rather than 
unanimity between all the member governments) in 
the Council of  Ministers. It extended the scope of  the 
EC, to such areas as technological cooperation and 
the environment, and it included a commitment to 
Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), which would 
prove highly signifi cant in future. Most important at 
the time, however, the Act included the undertaking 
to create, by January 1993, a genuine ‘single market’ 
not only in goods but also in services, capital, and peo-
ple. ‘The key motive behind the Single European Act 
was to resume the dynamic benefi ts of  one large single 
market for European industry and commerce’, follow-
ing the growing protectionism of  the 1970s.   49    It was 
mainly the last aspect which convinced the British gov-
ernment to support the reform programme, despite 
doubts about institutional reform and despite the fact 
that the process of  creating the single market would 
strengthen the main supranational element in the 
Community, its executive body, the Commission. To 
the British, under Margaret Thatcher, the institutional 
changes seemed modest, whereas the single market 
promised to create a thriving European market, with 
a minimum of  bureaucratic controls and maximum 
free enterprise, such as ‘Thatcherite’ policies aimed 
to achieve in Britain. An important factor was that, 
in order to force the British along, ‘various items on 
the agenda of  integration—completion of  the com-
mon market … and the rather ambitious proposals for 
 institutional reform—had been refi ned … in a single 
package’, so that all had to be accepted together.   50    

 Over the following years, three developments in the 
EC ran alongside each other. One was the preparation 
for the ‘single market’, which was achieved on sched-
ule in 1993, but without quite the dramatic eff ect that 
had been hoped, since by then the economic boom of  
the 1980s had ended. The second was the creation in 
mid-1988 of  a committee under the Commission Pres-
ident, France’s Jacques Delors, to study EMU. Britain 
and Denmark had little liking for this, believing that 
it could lead on to a full economic union and a major 
loss of  national sovereignty. But the French were keen 

because EMU would fulfi l their old aim of  a European 
currency zone, in which German monetary power 
would be contained in a wider whole. EMU could also 
be seen as building on the single market, removing the 
cost of  currency transactions from intra-EC trade and 
boosting growth. In April 1989 the Delors Plan was 
published, aiming to bring about a single currency in 
stages. Delors was in a strong position after success-
fully achieving the Single European Act and EMU was 
clearly his next aim. In October 1990 he openly de-
clared that, ‘we need a single currency before the year 
2000’.   51    The third important development was also 
linked to the single market programme and backed by 
Delors. It was the proposal for a ‘Social Charter’, pub-
lished in June 1989, which would guarantee minimum 
social welfare standards for the people of  the Commu-
nity and so protect them from the potential adverse 
impact of  the free-enterprise Europe that the single 
market aimed to create. 

 Events at the end of  1989, with the collapse of   Soviet 
Communism in the East, increased both Mitterrand’s 
and Kohl’s desire to strengthen EC institutions, pri-
marily as a way to ensure that a reunited Germany 
remained committed to a European future, rather 
than the nationalism and militarism of  the past. In-
deed Kohl (like Adenauer in the 1950s) made it the cen-
tral plank of  his policy to tie Germany to its  Western 
neighbours. In December 1989 EC leaders both ex-
pressed their support for German reunifi cation and 
agreed that another IGC should meet to look at carry-
ing the Delors Plan into eff ect. Later, it was agreed to 
set up two IGCs, the second to study a further round 
of  institutional reforms. There was also, already at this 
time, talk of  an ‘eastern enlargement’ of  the Commu-
nity to former communist states, though in the short 
term it was more realistic to think of  bringing in coun-
tries like Austria, Finland, and Sweden who had been 
neutral during the Cold War but who, with East–West 
tension in decline, could contemplate joining the EC. 

 The IGCs opened in late 1990 and the results of  
their work came before the European summit meet-
ing at Maastricht, in Holland, in December 1991. Here 
changes were agreed which were embodied in a Treaty 
on European Union, signed at Maastricht in Febru-
ary 1992. ‘The essence of  the deal in  Maastricht—like 
so much in the history of  the EC—was a Franco– 
German bargain.’   52    The treaty had some similari-
ties with the Single European Act in that it further 
strengthened the European Parliament, as Germany 
wanted, and  expanded the use of  qualifi ed majority 
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 votes. But it also included the creation of  a single 
European  currency (the key French aim) by 1999 at 
the latest, it made the people of  the EC citizens of  a 
‘European Union’, and it adopted the social charter. 
In all this it seemed a great advance for advocates of  
integration, but there were problems. First, the  British 
government, now under John Major, secured ‘opt 
outs’ from both EMU and the social protocol, believ-
ing Britain would be more competitive without them. 
Second, the supranational element in the Community 
was now only one ‘pillar’ among three. Other ‘pillars’ 
were created in the areas of  a common foreign and 
security policy (CFSP) and of  justice and home aff airs 
( JHA), but here the greater coordination of  European 
policy would be achieved by intergovernmental coop-
eration, on the basis of  unanimity between the mem-
ber states. The limits to supranationalism were further 
emphasized by the principle of  ‘subsidiarity’, also part 
of  the treaty, under which decisions were supposed 
to be taken at the  lowest possible level, so that local, 
regional, and national governments retained wide 
responsibilities.     

 The Road to a Single Currency   

 Despite its complexities, the Maastricht Treaty proved 
to be a seminal point for the Community, the most 
important reform since the Treaty of  Rome itself. 
 Maastricht could not come into operation, however, 
until it had been ratifi ed by all the members and this 
proved a diffi  cult process, which for a time threatened 
to tear the Community apart. In all countries there 
was debate over what the treaty really signifi ed. Did 
it, as the British government claimed, mark the lim-
its of  integration, with the principle of  subsidiarity a 
brake on the powers of  the Commission once the sin-
gle market was achieved? Or did it, as others argued, 
represent an important step forward, with strength-
ened central decision-making and the promise of  a 
leap towards full economic union (with, perhaps, a 
common tax and spending system), thanks to EMU? 
In Denmark, one of  the most ‘sceptical’ states where 
deeper integration was concerned, this debate was es-
pecially important because ratifi cation was dependent 
on a referendum. Denmark, unlike Britain, had won 
no ‘opt out’ on the EMU, and on 2 June 1992 its people 
voted narrowly against the treaty. 

 The Danish referendum result threw the Commu-
nity into turmoil, for two reasons. First, most obvi-
ously, it was not clear how to save the carefully framed 

Maastricht agreements, which required ratifi cation 
by every member. An Irish referendum in mid-June in 
 favour of  the treaty could not prevent critics becom-
ing more vocal elsewhere. In Britain, ‘Eurosceptics’ 
were euphoric and the government suspended the 
ratifi cation process. Mitterrand tried to restore faith in 
the process of  integration by calling a referendum in 
France, which, initially, he seemed likely to win easily; 
but by the time it was held, in September, it had be-
come a vote of  confi dence in the President’s leadership 
and he came within a whisker of  losing.  Meanwhile, 
the second problem created by the  Danish ‘no’ vote, 
was currency instability. By threatening Maastricht 
the Danes also questioned the likelihood of  the single 
currency ever being achieved and deepened problems 
in the money markets, which were already troubled by 
the impact of  low growth, rising unemployment, and, 
importantly, the economic costs of  German reunifi ca-
tion. By September, the ERM was in crisis and several 
currencies were forced to leave it, including Britain 
(a member since 1992) and Italy (a founder member). 
Now, not only was the future of  Maastricht in doubt, 
so also was that of  a well-established body, the ERM. 

 The specifi c problem of  Danish doubts was re-
solved in a second referendum in May 1993, which 
the ‘yes’ camp won because the government had now 
negotiated an ERM ‘opt out’. The Maastricht Treaty 
came fully into operation on 1 November, and at that 
point the EC became the European Union (EU). But 
by then there was little popular enthusiasm for inte-
gration even in France (where the 1992 referendum 
had shown the potential strength of  the Eurosceptic 
lobby) or Germany (where there was real concern 
over the loss of  the Deutschmark, which had become 
the greatest symbol of  national economic virility 
since 1949). With Europe back in the economic dol-
drums, the ERM was still unstable and, in early August 
1993, became virtually meaningless when its remain-
ing members decided to widen their possible fl uctua-
tions of  exchange rates to a massive 15 per cent. Over 
the following years it seemed that a single currency, 
the most signifi cant promise of  the Maastricht Treaty, 
might not come about or that, if  it did, there would 
be few members. In order to join, countries had to 
achieve certain ‘convergence’ targets involving public 
debt, infl ation, and budget defi cits, and it seemed that 
even France and Germany might fail to meet these. 
Even as it became a ‘Union’, the EC seemed to be di-
versifying in ever more confusing ways. Britain and 
Denmark had their EMU opt outs. Seven countries, 



476 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000

 NOTES      

     1.      Steven Hurst ,  The Foreign Policy of the Bush Administration  (Cassell, New York, 1999), 64.    

     2.      Philip Zelikow  and  Condoleezza Rice ,  Germany Unified and Europe Transformed  (Harvard University Press, 

C ambridge, 1995), 128–30.    

     3.      George Bush  and  Brent Scowcroft ,  A World Transformed  (Vintage Books, New York, 1998), 203–4.    

     4.      Timothy Garton Ash ,  In Europe’s Name  (Random House, New York, 1993), 349–50.    

     5.      Don Oberdorfer ,  How the Cold War Came to an End: The US and the Soviet Union 1983–90  ( Jonathan Cape, New 

York, 1992), 391;    Edvard Shevardnadze ,  The Future belongs to Freedom  (Sinclair-Stevenson, London, 1991), 134.    

     6.      James Baker ,  The Politics of Diplomacy  (G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1995), 198.    

     7.      Raymond Garthoff ,  The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War  (Brookings Institution, 

Washington, DC, 1994), 412.    

     8.     Quoted in  Stephen Szabo ,  The Diplomacy of German Unification  (St Martin’s Press, New York, 1992), 75.    

 including France and Germany, joined together in the 
Schengen agreement (eff ective in 1995) to end pass-
port controls on their shared borders, but the other 
 members stood aside. Most countries were members 
of  the WEU, which some saw as a potential defence 
wing for the EU, but Ireland was stubbornly neutral. 
Thanks to such diversity, the British government now 
advocated a ‘multi-speed’ Europe in which, instead 
of  seeking integration of  a common pace, members 
would pick and choose the areas in which they coop-
erated. In 1996–7, a review of  the Maastricht Treaty 
was carried out by another IGC but the results, codi-
fi ed in the Amsterdam Treaty, were very modest: 
there was an extension of  issues that could be decided 
by weighted majority voting; and the Union gained 
new powers over employment and immigration. 
 Respect for the Commission in Brussels was marred 
by accusations of  corruption and ineffi  ciency, which 
led to all commissioners (including the President, 
Jacques Santer), submitting their resignations in 1999. 
In  eff ect, Maastricht represented ‘the high-water 
mark of  the elite-driven reform agenda of  the 1980’s 
relaunch … provoking a popular backlash which sub-
sequently strained the reform process’.   53    

 Yet, however diffi  cult the mid-1990s proved, the 
EU did continue to advance and in January 1995 it 
was joined by Austria, Sweden, and Finland. This was 
soured somewhat in February 2000, when the ultra-
right-wing Freedom Party entered Austria’s coalition 

government, leading to seven months of  sanctions 
by the EU. But agreement had already been reached, 
in the early 1990s, that there should be a further en-
largement in future to include certain East European 
countries, including Poland, the Czech Republic, and 
Hungary. Talks on the eastern enlargement got un-
derway in 1998 and, like the proposed expansion of  
NATO, showed that some key Western organizations, 
which had been created during the Cold War, could 
continue to thrive after it. In 1993–4 greater spending 
on ‘structural funds’ was agreed to help the poorer 
members with infrastructure projects in such areas as 
transport. There were further measures to create uni-
form practices across the EU, as in the fi eld of  health 
and safety at work and in 1997, when the Conservatives 
were voted out of  offi  ce in Britain, the new Labour 
government signed up to the social protocol of  the 
Maastricht Treaty. The most important, positive sign 
of  all, however, was that, despite their economic dif-
fi culties, the single currency idea remained intact, and 
most members remained committed to it. The 1997 
target date may have been missed but in the spring of  
1998 it was decided that, of  those who wished to pro-
ceed, only Greece failed to meet the convergence crite-
ria. The rest—minus Britain, Denmark, and Sweden, 
none of  whom wished to be part of  the ‘fi rst wave’ of  
members—created the ‘euro’ in January 1999 as an ac-
counting currency. Actual euro notes and coins began 
to circulate in January 2002.           
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US Predominance and the 
Search for a Post-Cold 
War Order        

  A.    US Foreign Policy in the 1990s: 
the Search for Direction      

 The Bush Administration   

 George Bush came to power in January 1989 with an 
uncertain political programme, but considerable ex-
perience in foreign policy-making behind him. In the 
1970s he had served as envoy to China and Director of  
the CIA, whilst in the 1980s, as Vice-President under 
Reagan, he had held special responsibilities in the 
international fi eld. As President, he very much con-
centrated on world aff airs and drew an experienced, 
loyal team around him of  old colleagues like the 
Secretary of  State, James Baker, and National Security 
Adviser, Brent Scowcroft. Criticized at fi rst for fail-
ing to defi ne his policies promptly, and with some 
Republicans doubting the depth of  his conservativism, 

he nonetheless had a series of  foreign successes before 
the end of  1991 and was prepared to take tough, mili-
tary action when he felt it justifi ed. By then he had 
overthrown General Noriega of  Panama, successfully 
managed the collapse of  communism in Eastern 
Europe, encouraged the peaceful replacement of  
the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua, backed Helmut 
Kohl in achieving the reunifi cation of  Germany, tri-
umphantly dealt with Saddam Hussein’s invasion 
of  Kuwait, made progress on Arab–Israeli talks, and 
witnessed the disintegration of  the Soviet Union. His 
cautious, pragmatic, orderly approach carried both 
advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand he 
escaped any major disasters abroad and avoided an-
tagonizing the USSR or rekindling the Cold War. On 
the other hand, he seemed to be undynamic and at 
the mercy of  events—he could hardly, for example, 
claim credit for the demise of  the USSR—and he failed 
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 to provide a sense of  overall direction to US foreign 
policy once the Cold War ended. He did not appreci-
ate early enough that, with the Cold War apparently 
‘won’, the American people had become preoccupied 
with domestic concerns, notably the poor shape of  the 
economy. 

 Here, arguably, Bush was a victim of  his predeces-
sor’s policies: the high defence spending and tax re-
ductions of  ‘Reaganomics’ may, in some eyes, have 
resuscitated free enterprise and helped ‘defeat’ the 
Soviets, but they also left behind a massive budget 
defi cit, which climbed to $230 billion in 1990. It was 
possible to reduce defence spending from the late 
1980s onward but this did not come quickly enough 
to work any economic miracle and in 1991–2 there 
was a depression. Furthermore, the President failed 
to demonstrate how his concentration on foreign 
policy benefi ted the US and ‘by late 1991 the public 
began to feel that Bush’s international activities were 
actually hurting his ability to handle the economy’.   1    In 
1992 his younger Democratic opponent, Bill Clinton, 
exploited concerns over lack of  investment in the 
economy to achieve a victory in the presidential elec-
tion that had seemed highly unlikely twelve months 
before. Bush also alienated the public by appearing to 
renege on his initial promise of  ‘no new taxes’. And, 
even in the foreign policy fi eld there were criticisms, 
especially because ‘Bush and his team were frequently 
intensely secretive, unaccountable and contemptuous 
of  Congress.’   2    

 For a time in 1990–1, it appeared that Bush might 
seek to build policy around the concept of  a ‘New 
World Order’. It was clear, even before the Kuwait 
crisis, that trying to secure old Cold War aims was no 
longer adequate. But what was now required remained 
far from clear. The USSR, even before it collapsed and 
even if  it retained a huge nuclear arsenal, had ceased 
to be the ideological and security threat that it had been 
as recently as 1985. With the important exception of  
China—a country that continued to present its own 
special problems for Washington—very few Marxist-
Leninist regimes had failed to collapse or come to 
terms with US predominance by 1992. Neither was 
the advance of  democratic institutions only a product 
of  Communist retreat. In Chile the Pinochet dictator-
ship came to an agreed end in March 1990 while in 
South Africa apartheid was being wound down. Yet, 
whatever the scale of  hopeful changes, Bush believed 
the US must remain engaged in world aff airs to en-
sure peaceful developments and remove new threats, 

and Saddam Hussein’s invasion of  Kuwait seemed to 
justify this. The decision to place the punishment of  
aggression at the centre of  the ‘New World Order’ 
concept ‘accurately refl ected the administration’s con-
servative understanding of  world politics, its prefer-
ence for stability to reform, and its identifi cation of  
stability with the status quo’, notwithstanding all the 
changes going on around it.   3    

 But the New World Order was never defi ned very 
precisely by Bush. When he explained it to Congress 
on 11 September 1990 he spoke of  ‘a world where the 
rule of  law supplants the rule of  the jungle, a world 
in which nations recognize the shared responsibilities 
for freedom and justice’, but this left much to be in-
terpreted.   4    It has been said that ‘many of  the broader 
objectives sought by the United States since 1989 actu-
ally bear a strong resemblance to those it pursued be-
fore the end of  the Cold War’, including a rejection of  
isolationism, support for democracy, and a tendency 
to see the new order as coterminous with American 
national interests.   5    This had been equally true of  the 
Truman Doctrine, though that had understandably 
emphasized anti-communism as well. 

 One sympathetic study of  Bush’s foreign policy 
argued that ‘the New World Order was about much 
more than resistance to aggression: it did, in fact, rep-
resent a relatively coherent and plausible strategy for 
US foreign policy in the post-Cold War era’; in addi-
tion to ‘order’ it set out broad aims of  peace, democ-
racy, and free trade, which Bush hoped to achieve in 
cooperation with other countries and which had the 
sympathy of  most Americans.   6    Another study accepts 
that a global, non-discriminatory trade system and a 
new ‘system of  collectivised security’ were two vital 
aims for Bush, and adds, regarding the third, that ‘lib-
eralism was consciously … deployed at the end of  the 
Cold War as an instrument for consolidating its … 
benefi cial outcomes’. Liberalism became a vehicle for 
encouraging capitalism and democratic rights in for-
mer communist societies, for justifying ‘humanitarian 
intervention’ where states became anarchic, and for 
ostracizing those regimes that did not want to be part 
of  the new order. In all areas, however, the US was ac-
tually highly selective in the way it interpreted Bush’s 
principles.   7    

 A major problem was that such objectives, like free 
trade, peaceful cooperation, and the fostering of  lib-
eral democracy, were more diffi  cult to translate into 
precise strategic priorities when there was no single 
major power that presented a threat to them. US policy 
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 during the Cold War had hardly been fl awless— 
Vietnam, above all, was testament to that—but it had a 
certain strategic direction, boosted presidential power, 
and at times (though less consistently after Vietnam) 
fostered bipartisanship in foreign aff airs. Certainly, 
Bush wished to achieve some specifi c aims, such as 
strategic arms control agreements, the strengthening 
of  the United Nations, and the punishment of  Saddam 
Hussein’s attack on Kuwait. There was a basic desire 
to secure the gains made from victory in the Cold War, 
not least by fostering US values of  liberalism and free 
enterprise. But the very fact that US security no longer 
seemed to be menaced directly caused problems for 
those in power in Washington. Arms control agree-
ments seemed less urgent after the Cold War; the 
powers of  the UN were limited, as seen in its failure 
to deal with the confl ict in Bosnia; and Saddam’s Iraq, 
whatever its threat to the Middle East, was hardly a 
substitute for the Soviet Union as a rival to the US for 
global hegemony. There was also the old question of  
whether the US possessed the will and the resources 
to shape the world it wanted, especially when there 
was ‘a more fragmented, and more politicized foreign 
policy process’ than during the Cold War, with Con-
gress very assertive and the press more active in whip-
ping up public opinion.   8    

 The ease of  the military victory over Iraq, added 
to the demise of  the USSR, led Americans to feel that 
they were safe from outside attack, with no major 
enemy to worry about, a view that would persist until 
the terrorist bombings of  New York and Washington 
on 11 September 2001, which were reminiscent of  the 
shock caused by Pearl Harbor. Such feelings were re-
inforced by the belief—which predated the end of  the 
Cold War—that America’s allies in Europe and Japan 
should bear more of  the burden of  their own defence. 
As to the UN, despite Bush’s encouraging rhetoric, it 
was hardly a popular institution in the US, being seen 
as fi nancially wasteful, dominated by a Third World 
agenda, and likely to draw America into problems that 
were none of  its concern. The determination of  the 
US to avoid any part in the Bosnian War in 1992 drew 
many of  these elements together. Most Americans felt 
they had no security stake in the confl ict, they wanted 
to leave its resolution to the European Community, 
and were baffl  ed by the extreme hatreds of  such ethnic 
confl ict. Yet an important, paradoxical development 
in the outlook of  the American public was that, while 
power-political motives for action had become less 
important, idealistic ones loomed larger, leading to 

the greater popularity of  ‘humanitarian intervention’. 
The desire to foster liberal values, linked to the lack 
of  a major enemy, led the American media to demand 
action in Somalia in 1992, where the risks of  involve-
ment seemed few and the opportunity to end human 
suff ering clear. This was despite the fact that the US, in 
the wake of  Reagan, was unenthusiastic about huge-
scale aid to the less developed world. The emotional 
and hasty decision to intervene in Somalia was argu-
ably one of  Bush’s few foreign policy errors, but one 
taken in order to satisfy public and media opinion and 
done with the approval of  President-elect Clinton, 
who soon inherited the problem.     

 New Agendas: the Narcotics Trade 
and Environmentalism   

 Apart from the ‘New World Order’, before the ‘war 
on terror’ was declared by George Bush Jnr in 2001, 
there were several candidates for the issue that might 
provide a focus for American foreign policy after the 
Cold War. One was that Washington should treat so-
called ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ as its chief  ideological 
enemy following the communist retreat, and certainly 
the policies of  Iran, the country most associated with 
‘fundamentalism’ in US eyes, remained a key concern 
under Bush. But there was no major US–Iranian cri-
sis and fundamentalism was an amorphous factor in 
world politics (even if  a potent bogey in America). 
Furthermore, any attempt to treat ‘fundamentalists’ 
as enemies ran the risk of  creating an unnecessary 
religious confl ict between Christians and Muslims, 
when numerous Muslims states—Egypt and Jordan, 
Pakistan and Morocco—were US allies. A more 
promising focus for popular hatred was the drugs 
trade, which Bush in September 1989 described as the 
‘gravest domestic threat’ to America. The issue was 
far from new: the US government had been trying to 
tackle the international commerce in narcotics since 
before the First World War. But, again, the end of  
the Cold War meant that the problem loomed larger. 
Already, under Reagan, the US has decided that it was 
easier to tackle the supply of  drugs from traffi  ckers 
and growers abroad rather than the demand from ad-
dicts at home. There was particular concern, from the 
mid-1980s, about cocaine production in the Andean 
nations of  South America, where economic problems 
made the profi ts of  the drugs trade tempting. Colombia 
was seen as the worst problem and here the US 
Drug Enforcement Agency, as well as some American 
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 military advisers, worked with the government to in-
tercept shipments, seize the fi nancial assets of  known 
traffi  ckers, and eradicate crops of  coca leaf. For a time 
Colombia also allowed the extradition of  traffi  ckers to 
the US. Yet many Colombian offi  cials themselves be-
came implicated in the trade and the scale of  the local 
‘drugs war’ soon threatened the country’s political 
and social fabric, as well as taking the focus away from 
measures to relieve poverty. A presidential candidate 
was assassinated by the Medellin drugs cartel, headed 
by Pedro Escobar, in 1989; and in 1990 the government 
decided on a more moderate line which, among other 
things, meant that Escobar gave himself  up, being im-
prisoned for only a year. By 1992 Bush was spending 
$10 billion per year on drug control but cocaine use in 
America continued to grow apace. 

 If  the war on drugs failed to provide a successful cen-
trepiece for foreign policy-making, another growing 
international concern—the state of  the environment—
was even more problematic. Like the concern over 
narcotics, fears for the environment were far from 
new in 1990. The UN had held its fi rst environmental 
conference in Stockholm in 1972 and there had already 
been several attempts to secure international coopera-
tion in the area, such as the 1983 London Convention to 
prevent the dumping of  toxic and nuclear waste at sea. 
There were obvious problems with persuading all the 
world’s countries to agree and pay for environmental 
protection measures, but the dangers of  doing nothing 
were just as clear. As well as periodic environmental dis-
asters, such as the meltdown of  the Chernobyl nuclear 
reactor in the USSR in April 1986 and the massive oil 
spill from the tanker  Exxon Valdez  in Alaska in March 
1989, there was growing scientifi c evidence of  two 
types of  damage to the earth’s atmosphere. One was 
the erosion of  the ozone layer (protecting the planet 
from ultraviolet radiation), due to the production of  
chlorofl uorocarbons, or CFCs, a process which was 
likely to lead to increasing problems with skin cancer 
and which had fi rst been recognized in the mid-1980s 
with the discovery of  an ozone ‘hole’ over Antarctica. 
The other was ‘global warming’, or the ‘greenhouse 
eff ect’, which it was claimed was occurring because of  
a combination of  the burning of  fossil fuels and defor-
estation, and which was likely to lead to a rise in sea 
levels, threatening low-lying areas around the world. 
‘The environmental system, in particular the earth’s 
climate, used to be regarded as relatively resilient … in 
the face of  human insults. But now it is widely believed 
to be … unpredictable.’ 

 In the early 1990s the environment became an im-
portant area in which traditional interpretations of  
‘security’ were challenged because, the ‘threat is not 
seen … as being posed by weapons systems … and by 
one state against another, but by a range of  environ-
mental problems … that are threats to everyone’.   9    In 
fact, action had been taken at a conference in Montreal 
in 1987 to protect the ozone layer by reducing certain 
chemical substances that were harmful to it. One sign 
of  the potential divisions that could arise between 
countries over the environment, however, was that 
whereas the developed countries wished to see an end 
to the destruction of  tropical rainforests (especially 
the Amazon), the developing countries focused on 
the pollution coming from industry in the developed 
states. About a third of  the world’s CFC emissions, for 
example, were produced by the US. Other concerns 
included the production of  ‘acid rain’ by industry, the 
growth of  the world’s population (it was 5.5 billion in 
1990 and likely to double by 2070), the overworking of  
land in the less developed world, and the gradual ex-
haustion of  non-renewable raw materials. In 1987 the 
UN’s Brundtland Commission had called for policies 
of  ‘sustainable development’ but it was not clear this 
could be achieved. 

 One of  the key international events of  Bush’s last 
year in offi  ce was the ‘Earth Summit’ in Rio de Janeiro. 
The largest conference ever held to that date, though 
it was surpassed as a gathering of  world leaders by the 
September 2000 UN Millennium summit, it involved 
both governments and various international bodies. 
It led to a number of  agreements, most importantly 
the Biodiversity Treaty, to protect plants and animals 
from extinction, and the Climate Change Convention, 
which established the principle of  emission targets for 
‘greenhouse’ gases in developed countries and obliged 
governments to report gas emissions. But the summit 
was just as noteworthy for the divisions it revealed be-
tween those present. Oil producers were reluctant to 
accept measures that limited oil use; small island states 
were preoccupied with the dangers of  rising sea levels 
thanks to global warming; the Pope was opposed to 
population control; and the agreements reached rep-
resented a ‘lowest common denominator approach’ 
in which US leadership was scrupulously lacking. 
Washington not only refused to sign the Biodiversity 
Treaty, it only reluctantly accepted the Climate Change 
Convention (its doubts being mainly due to the omis-
sion of  developing countries from it). The Convention 
was, in any case, hardly radical. It allowed emissions 
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 to rise globally by 3 per cent by 1997. For America it 
was clear that environmentalism was a complex area, 
in which national interests were to be protected and 
agreements should be negotiated grudgingly. 

 Indeed, environmental problems and narcotics 
simply served to highlight how confusing the world 
was, now that old, Cold War reference points had been 
stripped away, and this very fact made the US public 
less ready to seek involvement abroad. Yet there was 
one area where, despite the complexities of  ‘globali-
zation’, Americans could not wish themselves off  the 
world scene. In fi nance and commerce the world was 
ever more independent, with huge cross-border in-
vestments, a reliance on trade for ever larger propor-
tions of  national income and the possibility, thanks 
to the ‘communications revolution’, of  moving large 
sums of  money worldwide in an instant. The US itself  
relied on external trade for about one-fi fth of  its GNP 
and its share of  world output in 1992 was about a quar-
ter (a big reduction on the 40 per cent of  1950, but still 
formidable). It was partly to safeguard this position 
that Bush pursued a North American Free Trade Area. 
This proposal, signed in late 1992, only came to frui-
tion under Clinton, for whom freer trade eventually 
provided something of  the long-sought, central refer-
ence point in post-Cold War foreign policy.     

 The Clinton Administration 
and ‘Enlargement’   

 Clinton beat Bush in the 1992 election mainly by con-
centrating on domestic economic concerns. The for-
mer Arkansas governor, accused of  ‘draft dodging’ at 
the time of  the Vietnam War, certainly did not share 
his predecessor’s great experience in the fi eld of  na-
tional security. Clinton’s priorities on entering offi  ce 
were ambitious but almost all focused on the domestic 
sphere: to reduce debt while using government policy 
to stimulate growth; to carry through welfare, health, 
and education reforms; and to deal with environmen-
tal threats. But he had made clear the need to protect 
US markets abroad, he had criticized Washington’s 
alliances with dictatorial regimes, and he urged an 
active policy, not excluding military force, to back 
global democratization. Furthermore, as the Somali 
situation became desperate and the Bosnian war con-
tinued, it was soon clear that the new President could 
not ignore events overseas. Along with his Secretary 
of  State, Warren Christopher, he was accused of  
lacking any direction abroad and Republicans liked 

to portray this as part of  a general weakness in the 
President’s make-up. One early academic study of  his 
foreign policy was damning in its judgement: ‘In 1993, 
Clinton was the leader of  an unrivalled superpower; 
six years later he was a badly crippled lame duck … 
A magnifi cent opportunity to shape the international 
system had been missed.’   10    While he became mired in 
fi nancial and sexual scandal at home, and was even im-
peached, a series of  crises abroad, from Somalia and 
Rwanda to Bosnia and Kosovo, called into question 
the notion of  a democratic world order. But Bush, for 
all his experience, had already shown how diffi  cult it 
was to provide a sense of  cohesion and direction to 
foreign policy after the Cold War and probably no one 
could have done so. The US was, apparently, ‘secure’ 
in terms of  facing no imminent military threat from 
abroad. Talk of  America’s declining power vis-à-vis 
other states, a strong feature of  political debate in the 
mid-1980s, no longer seemed relevant. Its economy 
was twice as large as Japan’s, the world’s second larg-
est; its nuclear power and technological prowess were 
amply demonstrated by such developments as the 
Trident missile and Stealth bomber; and in the eyes 
of  some it was to be feared as a potential hegemon, 
dictating its own values and policies to the rest of  the 
world. This was especially the case in the economic 
sphere where it insisted that developing countries 
adopt free-market policies that were interpreted 
by the countries themselves as a recipe for Western 
exploitation. On the other hand, some countries, as 
with Britain and Germany in NATO, still welcomed 
US leadership and it could not escape its predominant 
position in the UN. 

 By 1993 it was evident that American power could 
not be turned into any consistent bid for hegemony. 
The world was too complex to interpret events reli-
ably; the US people were too reluctant and emotional 
to act abroad with consistency; and Congress was too 
determined to assert itself  against the White House, 
especially after the November 1994 elections when the 
Republicans won control in both Houses for the fi rst 
time since 1954. This was largely because of  problems 
with Clinton’s domestic policies but it had an im-
pact on foreign policy because Republicans generally 
‘sought a more modest role for the United States since 
the Soviet threat had disappeared … In their view 
American policy should be based on tangible self-
interests rather than ambiguous global concerns.’   11    
Also, the policy-making machine through which 
American power was exercised—from the military 
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 and the intelligence services, to development aid and 
embassy staff s—suff ered from spending cuts, because 
they appeared less necessary in the wake of  the Cold 
War. In the case of  the CIA things were made worse 
by the exposure of  two of  its offi  cials as Russian spies: 
Aldrich Ames in February 1994 and Harold Nicolson 
in November 1996. By the end of  Clinton’s fi rst term 
of  offi  ce, important decisions in American foreign 
policy sometimes seemed at the mercy of  certain in-
terest groups, minorities, or state governments (the 
last were entitled to introduce their own economic 
sanctions against foreign countries). Most notable was 
Clinton’s decision to concede to pressure from Jesse 
Helms, right-wing chairman of  the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, for sanctions against those for-
eign countries trading with Cuba. Such a step was of  
doubtful international legality and it provoked bitter 
condemnation abroad, even if  it satisfi ed the Cuban 
community in Florida. 

 Yet Clinton’s foreign policy could, nonetheless, claim 
some notable successes by the time he left the White 
House in January 2001 and he defi nitely had not shirked 
diffi  cult decisions, including military commitments. 
The administration had supported the move to major-
ity rule in South Africa (see  Chapter  22  , A), as well as 
the breakthrough Israeli–Palestinian agreement (see 
 Chapter  22  , C). It had maintained good relations with 
Russia while consolidating Bush’s arms control agree-
ments, had restored the elected President of  Haiti, 
oversaw a thaw in relations between North and South 
Korea, and took an active role in moves towards a set-
tlement of  the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland, where 
there had been sectarian violence since 1968. The 
peace moves in Ireland stalled in early 1996 but revived 
in the summer of  1997 and reached a deal on creating a 
new Assembly, representative of  all groups in the prov-
ince, in April 1998. Even more remarkably, the Clinton 
administration had stepped in to achieve a Bosnian set-
tlement (see  Chapter  20  , C). The strategic vision may 
have been diffi  cult to see but, while ‘Clinton got off  to a 
rocky start, he eventually developed into an able prac-
titioner of  Band-Aid diplomacy’, helping heal various 
wounds.   12    Furthermore, the closing months of  2000 
saw the fi rst foreign ministers-level talks with Iran for 
twenty years (at the UN in September) and Clinton’s 
own visit to Vietnam, the fi rst by a president since the 
war there. The only real disaster had come in Somalia 
but, of  course, the original decision to intervene had 
been Bush’s. Also, at home, the economy was much 

improved, with consistent growth, falling unemploy-
ment, and a move towards a balanced federal budget 
(fi nally achieved in 1998). It was largely thanks to the 
fulfi lment of  his economic promises that Clinton was 
re-elected in November 1996, defeating the lacklustre 
Bob Dole. 

 Despite the criticisms levelled at him by Republi-
cans, Clinton was not lacking in ideas for a central 
direction for US foreign policy, even if  these were de-
velopments of  certain aspects of  Bush’s New World 
Order. His fi rst National Security Adviser, Anthony 
Lake, a former head of  the State Department’s Policy 
Planning Staff  under Jimmy Carter, recognized the 
need to explain foreign policy not in terms of  the 
balance of  power but of  ‘enlarging’ the regions of  
world living under liberal democracy, the corollary of  
which was that opponents of  the liberal order—such 
as Cuba, Iran, and Iraq—were to be isolated and con-
demned as ‘rogue states’. It was in September 1993 that 
Lake said, ‘the successor to a doctrine of  containment, 
must be the strategy of  enlargement— enlargement 
of  the world’s free community: we must counter the 
aggression—and support the liberalization—of  states 
hostile to democracy.’   13    At fi rst it was hoped that the 
US would act in line with its allies and the UN, but in 
his second term Clinton seemed more ready to act 
unilaterally (as in Haiti) and accepted the limitations 
of  the UN (as in Bosnia). Apart from dealing, on the 
whole successfully, with regional problems, the Clinton 
administration also continued to devote considerable 
energy to arms control and non-proliferation and 
tackled those ‘new’ security problems that had be-
come important under Bush. Where the narcotics 
trade was concerned, the Drug Enforcement Agency 
had a major success in Colombia in 1995, by breaking 
up the Cali drug cartel, but lasting success proved as 
elusive as under Bush. The drugs traffi  c simply splin-
tered among smaller groups and was, if  anything, 
more diffi  cult to control. Colombia, its independence 
undermined, was increasingly resentful of  US policy, 
and in Washington sympathy grew for the argument 
that the drugs problem should be tackled by focusing 
on users in America itself, and not offl  oaded on the 
rest of  the hemisphere. However, the Clinton admin-
istration continued to pour money into Colombia. In 
2000 a new $1.5 billion aid package was agreed, mainly 
in the form of  military assistance to tackle the drugs 
trade. By then much of  the trade was under the con-
trol of  leftist guerrillas, who had been fi ghting against 
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 the government since the 1970s and whose popularity 
among the rural poor was, if  anything, boosted by 
their opposition to American intervention. 

 On the environmental front, there was a series of  
meetings culminating in the ten-day Kyoto Conference 
of  December 1997. But despite talking a great deal 
about its enthusiasm for environmentalism, not least 
through Vice-President Al Gore, the Clinton adminis-
tration proved no more imaginative and responsive on 
this front than had Bush. Nor was the environmental 
cause helped by the Republicans’ electoral successes in 
1994. As the world’s largest carbon emitter, the US was 
reluctant to accept radical cuts in ‘greenhouse’ gases 
by an early date. Agreement was eventually reached 
on a complex system of  targets, aimed at reducing 
emissions by 5 per cent by 2012, but developing coun-
tries were not covered (it would have caused them 
diffi  cult economic problems if  they had been) and 
there was no agreement about how to punish those 
who exceeded their targets. There was also concern 
that the agreement allowed countries to ‘trade’ emis-
sion targets, so that if  one did better than the target, 
another might do worse. Doubts were immediately 
raised about America’s ability—and willingness—to 
meet the targets, though pressure to do so was par-
ticularly strong from its allies in Europe. In Novem-
ber 2000 a UN World Conference on Climate Change, 
made up of  180 states, broke down largely because the 
US and the European Union could not agree on ways 
to cut greenhouse gas emissions. However, a Biosafety 
Protocol was agreed that year, which allowed coun-
tries to protect themselves from ‘genetically modifi ed’ 
products.     

 Economic Interdependence 
and Free Trade Areas   

 One essential point, of  which Clinton was always 
aware, and which built on Bush’s policies, was that the 
future health of  the US economy was heavily depend-
ent on the state of  the world economy, so that, what-
ever some Americans might wish, the country could 
not retreat from global involvement: foreign and do-
mestic policies could not be divorced. Since the mid-
1980s it had been recognized that the global economy 
was becoming more ‘interdependent’ as multinational 
companies, cross-border services, especially in the 
banking and insurance sector, and information tech-
nology broke down interstate boundaries. Companies 

with high export earnings were particularly likely to 
back free-trade zones. ‘What engaged Clinton most … 
was the economy, and he and his advisers … appreci-
ated the intimate relationship between the domestic 
and the international economy.’   14    The result was a 
series of  initiatives designed to safeguard America’s 
competitiveness in the market, which among other 
things made the Department of  Commerce (under 
Commerce Secretary, Ron Brown, until his death in 
an air crash in 1995) a key factor in US foreign policy-
making. The general theme was a reduction of  trade 
barriers. There was some activity on a global level 
in 1994. The World Trade Organization (WTO) was 
created as a successor to GATT in setting rules for 
commercial exchange, resolving trade disputes, and 
carrying out trade talks. Meanwhile, GATT’s latest 
comprehensive look at the reduction of  trade barriers, 
the so-called Uruguay Round, had been completed and 
promised to cut tariff s by 38 per cent between 1995 and 
1999. But the US could not guarantee that the WTO 
would achieve a more open global commercial system 
in future—it failed, for example, to agree in 2000 to ne-
gotiate a new round of  reductions in trade barriers—
and other moves by Clinton involved arrangements 
with regional economic groups. There was always a 
danger that such a policy might fragment the world 
economy, but such groups were forming anyway. 

 With the end of  the Cold War, the signifi cance 
of  America’s trade relations with Western Europe 
and, more especially, Japan became more signifi cant 
relative to their political ones, placing emphasis on 
competitive rather than cooperative elements in re-
lationships among the developed countries. Japan ex-
ported twice as much to, as it imported from, the US 
but continuing pressure on Tokyo to rectify the situa-
tion had little eff ect and America’s trade defi cit proved 
diffi  cult to reduce. Nonetheless, while being ruthless 
in protecting US interests, Clinton decided that the 
best route to preserve and expand trade opportunities 
was through multilateral action. In this he built on the 
policies of  his predecessor: Bush too had backed free 
trade in general but had also tried to build up specifi c 
trade links, especially to Latin America, in order to 
counter European and Japanese competition. Where 
the European Union (EU) was concerned, there had 
been growing concern from American farmers over 
the Common Agricultural Policy as a discriminatory 
trade measure but, despite continuing arguments, 
Clinton felt the EU to be too important to European 
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 stability to risk a fully fl edged trade war. Instead, a 
series of  annual US–European summits was inaugu-
rated in 1994; and in 1995 a ‘New Transatlantic Agenda’ 
was agreed, which aimed to boost the volume of  
transatlantic trade by, for example, establishing com-
mon safety regulations. Other measures to maintain 
healthy trade included the renewal of  China’s ‘Most 
Favoured Nation’ status (despite political diff erences 
and US complaints about Chinese trade practices) and 
Clinton’s September 1994 announcement that the 1972 
Jackson–Vanik Amendment (which had linked a trade 
deal with the USSR to its policy on Jewish emigration) 
need no longer hinder Russo-American commerce. 
The Clinton administration also tried to identify ‘big 
emerging markets’ in the developing world, in order 
to foster greater trade with them. 

 The most interesting developments in US trade 
policy in the 1990s concerned North America and 
Asia-Pacifi c. Although it was Clinton who focused 
most on commercial issues, it was Bush who signed 
the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) agree-
ment, with Canada and Mexico, just before losing 
the 1992 election. This built on a US–Canadian trade 
treaty of  1988 and moves to liberalize the Mexican 
economy after the debt problem of  the mid-1980s. 
Mexico had pressed strongly for such a deal since mid-
1990 and the Bush administration took up the idea 
despite Canadian doubts. Other states in the Western 
hemisphere were also showing an interest in free trade 
areas as a way to develop trade, if  not to protect them-
selves from US competition and two other groupings 
slightly predated NAFTA: the Common Market of  
the South (MERCUSOR), dominated by Brazil and 
also including Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay, in-
cluded two-thirds of  South Americans; whilst twelve 
Caribbean islands formed another common market 
(CARICOM). Two other groups already existed in 
the Central American Common Market (Costa Rica, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua) 
and the Andean Group (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru, and Venezuela). NAFTA created a single trading 
zone of  over 350 million people (rivalling the EU but 
without the latter’s political integration), facilitated 
US investment in Mexico (a cheap source of  labour), 
and was also intended to stabilize Mexican politics by 
boosting its economic performance. Mexico was re-
sponsible for half  of  Latin America’s exports to the 
US and relied on America for two-thirds of  its export 
sales. Bush had also had hopes of  developing it into a 
Western hemisphere free trade area and this proposal 

too came to fruition under Clinton. Following two 
summits of  American countries, in Miami in Decem-
ber 1994 and Santiago in April 1998, from which Cuba 
was the only absentee, thirty-eight countries agreed to 
negotiate a ‘Free Trade Area of  the Americas’ (FTAA) 
within ten years. 

 Yet, from the outset NAFTA was dogged by contro-
versy. The free trade area, to be created by 2009, did 
not include the free movement of  labour, for example, 
because of  Congressional fears of  large-scale Hispanic 
immigration from Mexico. Even then, it had a diffi  cult 
path through Congress, where there were criticisms 
about Mexico’s environmental record and the danger 
of  cheap goods fl ooding into the US from its southern 
neighbour, putting US fi rms out of  business. The pub-
lic and labour organizations were also divided over the 
wisdom of  the initiative. Once it came into eff ect on 
1 January 1994, NAFTA fell foul of  events in Mexico. 
That very day an uprising began among the Chiapas 
Indians, led by the ‘Zapatista’ resistance movement; 
and later in the year the troubled Mexican economy, 
already heavily in debt, required a large—$20 billion—
reserve package from the IMF to stay afl oat. By 2000 
an uneasy peace had been reached with the Zapatistas 
but Mexico was still barely able to cover its short-term 
debts. Meanwhile, the FAA had also developed prob-
lems. Although Central and South American states 
recognized their reliance on US fi nance and markets, 
the MERCUSOR states in particular feared American 
domination and were keen to develop their own links 
to the EU and other trading blocs. Brazil, especially, 
demanded concessions from the US before signing up 
to the FTAA. Partly because of  such diffi  culties, Clinton 
also focused on the Pacifi c. 

 The process of  Asia-Pacifi c Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) also predated the Clinton administration, 
being launched, largely thanks to Australian and 
Japanese encouragement, in 1989. Until then, the ex-
panding markets of  the ‘Pacifi c Rim’ had lacked any 
regional forum for discussion. APEC was a modest 
body, principally an annual meeting of  government 
representatives with consultative powers only, largely 
because South-East Asia nations were keen to safe-
guard the primacy of  their own cooperation through 
ASEAN (see  Chapter  22  , E), A permanent Secretariat 
was only established in September 1992; based in 
Singapore, it studied ways to harmonize trade con-
trols and improve mutual access to markets. But the 
organization had a wide membership: the inaugu-
ral conference in Canberra in November 1989 was 
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 attended by America, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, South Korea, and all the ASEAN members, 
and subsequently, it was joined by China, Taiwan, and 
Hong Kong (1991), Mexico and Papua New Guinea 
(1993), and Chile (1994). On coming into offi  ce Clinton, 
who believed the Pacifi c Rim would prove an impor-
tant area for economic growth in future, decided to 
make APEC more signifi cant. At fi rst he even seemed 
likely to concentrate on Asian-Pacifi c matters to the 
detriment of  transatlantic ones. At Seattle in Novem-
ber 1993 he presented his version of  APEC as a vehicle 

to liberalize trade and open greater US–Asian com-
mercial links. A year later, at Boyar, Indonesia, a reso-
lution was passed in favour of  a free trade area among 
APEC’s industrialized states by 2010, drawing in the 
developing countries by 2020. Serious planning for the 
reduction of  trade barriers began after another meet-
ing at Subic in the Philippines in 1996. 

 But as with NAFTA, the story of  APEC was a trou-
bled one, with modest advances dogged by mutual 
suspicion. Whilst the US criticized some APEC mem-
bers over human rights and the pirating of  intellectual 

   George Bush and his Foreign Policy Team, 
1989–93    

 George H. W. Bush Snr, had enormous experience of foreign 

policy before becoming President. Born in 1924, his father was 

a New York banker who became Senator for Connecticut 

(1952–63). After wartime service as an air-force pilot, the 

President-to-be studied law at Yale but then distanced himself 

from his privileged, East Coast background by going to work in 

the oil industry in Texas. He made a fortune from an off shore 

drilling company that he founded before going into politics. He 

became a Republican Congressman in 1966 and served under 

Nixon and Ford as ambassador to the UN (1971–2), envoy to 

China (1974–5), and Director of the CIA (1976–7). In 1980 

he ran for the Republican presidential nomination, which was 

won by Ronald Reagan. Reagan, however, chose Bush as his 

running mate and he served as Vice-President for two terms 

(1981–9), before being elected President in his own right. In 

1991, with the end of the Cold War, and following the 

successes of the Gulf War and Panama, Bush was very popular, 

but he nonetheless lost the 1992 election owing to America’s 

economic problems. The disappointment of being a one-term 

President was off set by the election of his son to the White 

House in 2000. 

 As President, Bush Snr gathered a close-knit group around him 

on foreign policy matters. His Secretary of State was James A. 

Baker (b. 1930), educated at Princeton and the University of 

Texas, who served in the Marines (1952–4) and practised law 

before becoming Secretary of Commerce under Ford in 1975. 

Baker managed Bush’s presidential bid in 1980, then served as 

White House Chief of Staff  (1981–5). He returned as Chief of 

Staff  in August 1992, in a vain attempt to reinvigorate Bush’s 

election campaign. As Secretary of State he was criticized by 

some for arrogance, but paradoxically was also seen as mediator 

par excellence, helping to bring an end to the Cold War by 

building up a good working relationship with Moscow. 

 The National Security Adviser, Brent Scowcroft (b. 1925) had also 

served in the Ford administration in that position (1975–7). A US 

air-force offi  cer and West Point graduate, Scowcroft had gained a 

doctorate from Columbia University in 1967 and spent much of 

his military career in teaching and in planning, before serving as 

Deputy National Security Adviser to Henry Kissinger (1973–5). In 

contrast to Kissinger, Scowcroft did not take a high-profi le public 

role but acted more as a coordinator of national security work. 

 Richard Cheney, the Defense Secretary for almost all the Bush 

presidency, the youngest of all the foreign policy team, was born 

in 1941. Educated at Yale and the University of Wyoming, he 

worked for Republican Congressman Donald Rumsfeld, who 

became Ford’s Chief of Staff  in the White House in 1974. When 

Rumsfeld moved to become Secretary of Defense in 1975, he 

recommended that Cheney succeed him. Cheney then became 

the youngest person to serve in the position and was thus in a 

high position in the Ford administration at the same time as Bush 

(CIA director), Baker (Commerce), and Scowcroft (National 

Security Adviser). After the Ford presidency, Cheney entered a 

political career of his own, being elected Congressman for 

Wyoming. As Secretary of Defense under Bush, Cheney’s most 

important task was the organization of Operation Desert Storm. 

In 2000 his links to the Bush family helped him to become  Vice-

President to George Bush Jnr. 

 Another leading member of the 1989–93 administration was 

Colin Powell, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff  throughout 

the period. The son of Jamaican immigrants, Powell (b. 1937) 

had become a professional soldier, fought in Vietnam, and rose 

to command a brigade in the prestigious 101st Airborne 

Division. In contrast to the rest of the Bush team, he had no role 

in the Ford administration but was an adviser to the Defense 

Department under Reagan in 1983–6 and served as National 

Security Adviser in 1987–8. The youngest ever chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs, in 2000 he also became the fi rst black Secretary 

of State.  
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 property, the developing Asian nations accused America 
of  dictating its own moral and political values to them, 
and of  placing selfi sh aims, such as trade liberalization 
and the protection of  patent rights, above successful 
development policies. In the US itself, furthermore, 
Clinton’s interest in free trade projects was greeted by 
most Americans with indiff erence and in 1997 he was 
forced to give up on an attempt to have Congress 
grant him the power to negotiate ‘fast track’ trade 
deals. The tendency to set up trade groupings on a re-
gional basis—NAFTA and APEC added to older 
groups like the EU and ASEAN—also threatened to 
fragment the management of  the world economy, 
hardening the perception of  the post-Cold War world 
as an increasingly divided place. Then, in 1997–8, the 
fi nancial crisis in East Asia (see  Chapter  22  , E) threat-
ened a new world recession and particularly under-
mined the eff orts of  liberalization through APEC.         

  B.    Enforcing Order: the Gulf War 
of 1990–1    

 The Iraqi invasion of  Kuwait on 2 August 1990 took 
the world by surprise and was rapidly seen as the fi rst 
great ‘test’ of  the international community’s ability 
to maintain stability in the wake of  the Cold War. 
Saddam Hussein’s action threatened to create another 
oil crisis, driving up prices. It challenged the recent re-
vival in status of  the UN; and it raised questions about 
the readiness of  the US and USSR to cooperate with 
one another, in a situation where Moscow had links 
to Iraq but Washington was determined to liberate 
Kuwait. When it became clear that the last aim could 
only be achieved through the use of  military force 
the crisis also raised questions about the unity of  the 
Western alliance, the ability of  the US to maintain 
good relations with other Arab states, and America’s 
determination to prosecute a war when memories 
of  Vietnam were still vivid. The war proved of  cen-
tral importance to the Bush administration because it 
forced the US to try to defi ne a post-Cold War foreign 
policy and proved, on the whole, a major success. But 
there were criticisms of  American policy too: ‘that it 
failed to deter Iraq’s initial invasion of  Kuwait; that it 
refused to accept a negotiated settlement.; that it re-
sorted to force without determining whether … eco-
nomic sanctions would achieve its goals; and that it 
ended the war too early, allowing Saddam Hussein to 
survive’.   15        

 Saddam’s Invasion and America’s 
Reaction   

 With the end of  the eight-year Iran–Iraq war in 1988 
( Chapter  17  , C), Saddam Hussein inevitably had to 
concentrate on rebuilding his country structurally 
and militarily. The last thing Iraq wanted, or so it 
seemed, was another major confl ict. Yet the decision 
to invade Kuwait, a country that had aided Saddam 
during his war with Iran, was closely linked to Iraq’s 
reconstruction needs. The country was about $80 bil-
lion in debt and could only realistically hope to pay 
this off  by exporting oil. But oil prices had been drift-
ing down since the early 1980s and attempts by the 
oil-exporting countries of  OPEC to reverse this trend 
by introducing quotas to limit production had little ef-
fect. To Saddam’s annoyance, Kuwait was one coun-
try that broke the quota policy and so was blamed for 
pushing prices lower. For Iraq, the virtual halving of  
oil prices in the 1980s was a terrible blow and argu-
ments with Kuwait on this issue alone had created 
enormous ill-feeling by 1990. Saddam wanted Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia, both oil-rich yet sparsely populated 
states with none of  Iraq’s economic problems, to dem-
onstrate Arab solidarity by cancelling their wartime 
loans to Baghdad and handing over some of  their oil 
production quotas to him. In February 1990 a series 
of  talks began involving Iraqi and Kuwaiti representa-
tives, and in July Kuwait agreed that it would restrict 
its oil exports, an undertaking that would take eff ect 
in October. By then Kuwait had been invaded and, on 
8 August, annexed by Iraq, which now controlled one-
fi fth of  OPEC oil production. 

 The need to obtain greater oil reserves was the pri-
mary, but not the only, reason for Saddam’s action. 
Iraq also had a territorial claim on Kuwait from the 
days of  the Ottoman Empire and had already threat-
ened to invade it in 1961, when British troops had been 
rushed to its defence. The small sheikhdom, strategi-
cally placed at the top of  the Persian Gulf, had been 
severed from the Ottoman Empire by Britain in 1899 
and controlled as a protectorate from London. The 
Iraqis were therefore able to condemn it as a crea-
tion of  British imperialism. But their own claim over 
it had severe fl aws. Kuwait had had a separate exist-
ence under the Ottomans, being ruled by the Al-Sabah 
family since 1756; Iraq itself  had been created by the 
British from several Ottoman provinces after the First 
World War; and Iraq had also recognized Kuwait’s 
independence in 1963. There were, however, disputes 
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 over the exact line of  the Iraq–Kuwait border and 
Saddam had pressed these, alongside the arguments 
over oil and loans, in the July 1990 talks. The demand-
ing tone of  the Iraqis in these negotiations and the fact 
that Saddam massed his army on the border provoked 
concern among Arab capitals and in the US. US–Iraqi 
relations had been strained since the end of  the Iran–
Iraq War reduced Washington’s need of  Saddam as an 
ally and in April 1990 he threatened to attack Israel. It 
was well known that, despite Iraq’s other problems, 
Saddam had continued to maintain substantial armed 
forces, had a capability in chemical and biological war-
fare, and was trying to develop both long-range weap-
ons and a nuclear reactor. He had Soviet-supplied Scud 
missiles, which could strike as far as Israel, and he had 
been secretly armed by the Western powers during 
the war with Iran. Yet few expected he would actu-
ally invade his small, vulnerable neighbour and the US 
ambassador to Baghdad, April Glaspie, told him that 
Washington had no fi rm position on the border dis-
putes with Kuwait. 

 Once the invasion took place, the main question 
was how America would react and whether it could 
persuade its allies, the Arab world, and the USSR to 
support its action. In America there was little enthu-
siasm for war but plenty of  reasons to contemplate 
it. Saddam had carried out a blatant act of  aggression 
against a pro-Western state and, from his position in 
Kuwait, could now threaten a more important US ally 
and oil producer, Saudi Arabia. Whether an invasion 
of  Saudi Arabia was likely did not matter: after Kuwait, 
Saddam seemed capable of  anything and he had simi-
lar arguments with the Saudis, over oil and loans, as 
he had had with Kuwait. The US had helped build up 
the Saudis’ military power since the early 1970s and 
they had become even more important to the defence 
of  American interests in the Gulf  since the fall of  the 
Shah. If  Saddam did overrun Saudi Arabia, he would 
control a huge proportion of  the world’s oil reserves 
and it would be very diffi  cult to remove him. Liber-
ating a small country like Kuwait would be an easier 
matter and President Bush soon decided that this must 
be done, ideally by diplomatic pressure backed by the 
threat of  force, but if  necessary by the use of  such 
force. In the past the US had hoped that its local al-
lies could maintain stability in the Gulf  region, and in 
the 1980s, it had been able to rely on the deadlocked 
Iran–Iraq war to check the ambitions of  both Baghdad 
and Tehran. But now direct US intervention seemed 
essential to deter an invasion of  Saudi Arabia, punish 

Iraq, and restore Kuwaiti independence. In deciding 
to make a stand, Bush personally seemed impressed 
by a most simple argument: ‘we could not let aggres-
sion stand’. He told his children, ‘I look at today’s cri-
sis as “good” versus “evil”. Yes, it is that clear.’   16    But 
some critics pointed out that the US had been less 
than eager to punish some past acts of  aggression—
not least Saddam’s invasion of  Iran in 1980, which had 
also been designed to give him greater oil resources 
and better access to the Gulf, and which was launched 
on the pretext of  a border claim. Then again, perhaps 
the President felt betrayed by the invasion of  Kuwait, 
for: ‘Bush had been a Saddam supporter, both under 
Reagan and after he became President.’   17    Another fac-
tor was that, with the Cold War over and Kuwait no 
democracy, Bush was forced to revert to ‘World War II 
metaphors and referred to Kuwait as a victim of  Nazi-
like aggression’,   18    when America’s real motives for ac-
tion had more to do with the fact that about half  of  
America’s energy needs were met by Middle East oil.     

 The Liberation of Kuwait   

 After invading Kuwait, Saddam portrayed himself  as 
a hero to his fellow Arabs, hoping to win over allies 
in the region and make it diffi  cult to remove him. He 
believed the Soviets would support him and doubted 
that the Western powers would have the necessary 
will and unity to fi ght. At fi rst he seized dozens of  
Westerners in Kuwait as hostages and, though these 
were later released, he made it clear that he would 
extract a heavy price if  attacked, perhaps launching 
Scud missiles against Israel. Eventually, when the al-
lies struck he also set Kuwait’s oil wells alight. But it 
was soon clear that, as in 1980, he had severely miscal-
culated the eff ects of  military action, underestimating 
the resilience of  his enemies and overestimating the 
strength of  his position. He made a diplomatic settle-
ment virtually impossible on 12 August when he made 
a withdrawal from Kuwait conditional on a US with-
drawal from Saudi Arabia and an Israeli withdrawal 
from all the occupied territories. The Western powers 
were ready to fi ght, with Margaret Thatcher telling 
Bush on 21 August, ‘this is no time to go wobbly’.   19    
The Soviets did no more than try to postpone the US 
assault and few countries, even in the Arab world, of-
fered Saddam much support. Indeed, only the Marxist 
government in Yemen, King Hussein of  Jordan, and 
Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Liberation Organization 
defended him. Some Arabs, notably the Egyptians, 
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 who had a centuries-old rivalry with Iraq for the lead-
ership of  the Arab world, were keen to condemn 
the annexation of  Kuwait and welcomed US action, 
as of  course did the Saudis. The UN, partly thanks 
to US–Soviet agreement, was quick to condemn the 
invasion and call for Iraq to leave Kuwait. With such 
strong support it was unsurprising that Bush decided 
to rely on military force to deal with Saddam, rather 
than economic sanctions, which would take time to 
take eff ect and might not work. And America’s ‘Rapid 
Reaction Force’, built up since the Carter Doctrine on 
Gulf  security in 1980, and already used to joint opera-
tions with other powers, was deployed in Saudi Arabia 
at a remarkable rate. By the end of  the year, about 
400,000 US troops were there, alongside more than 
100,000 from other Western states, including Britain 
and France. 

 Washington succeeded in creating a broad coalition 
against Saddam while preserving its own domination 
of  the decision-making process on the war and mini-
mizing diff erences with Moscow. When the Iraqi inva-
sion took place the US Secretary of  State, James Baker, 
was actually in the Soviet Union for talks with Edvard 
Shevardnadze, and believed ‘that we needed the Soviets 
more than anyone else’.   20    They immediately agreed to 
back a UN arms and trade embargo against Iraq. This 
included the end of  oil exports from Iraq and Kuwait, 
thus cancelling one of  the gains Saddam hoped to 
make from the invasion. Other OPEC countries, not 
least Saudi Arabia, raised their production levels to sta-
bilize supplies and, though oil prices climbed steeply 
for a time, they soon fell back. Later, on 24 August, 
Shevardnadze supported another UN resolution, al-
lowing military action to help enforce the sanctions 
policy; and on 8 September Bush and Gorbachev 
met in Helsinki, agreeing that force might be used 
to remove Saddam from Kuwait. This policy was not 
popular with everyone in the Soviet government and 
Gorbachev’s special envoy, Yevgeny Primakov, trav-
elled to Baghdad to press a diplomatic solution on 
Saddam. The Russian was only one of  many emissar-
ies to do so. But by late September it was clear to most 
observers that Saddam would not withdraw and that 
all-out war was inevitable. The argument that America 
must act quickly if  it was to preserve the anti-Saddam 
coalition was highlighted by Arab outrage at the kill-
ing of  twenty-one Palestinians on Temple Mount in 
Jerusalem in early October. There were also doubts 
in Congress in November about the rising number 
of  troops in the Gulf  and some support for a policy 

of  economic sanctions. But US propaganda exploited 
Saddam’s human rights record and supposed nuclear 
ambitions to maintain domestic and international sup-
port for the war preparations. 

 The most important UN resolution on Kuwait was 
that of  29 November, which authorized the use of  ‘all 
means necessary’ to free the country and which set a 
deadline of  15 January for Iraqi’s withdrawal. It was the 
fi rst time since the outbreak of  the Korean War in 1950 
that the UN Security Council had approved military 
sanctions against an aggressor and, although China 
abstained on the vote, it revealed a remarkable and 
unprecedented sense of  unity between the permanent 
members. A number of governments, apart from Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia (who provided $15 billion each), 
helped pay for the war eff ort, including Germany and 
Japan (who provided about $20 billion between them). 
Eventually about three-quarters of  American military 
costs were covered by its allies. There was still room for 
division: the French, whilst ready to liberate Kuwait, 
questioned the wisdom of  restoring the authoritarian 
Al-Sabah family; Gorbachev subsequently tried to get 
the 15 January deadline pushed back; and eff orts at a 
diplomatic solution continued, with last-minute trips 
to Baghdad by China’s Foreign Minister, Qian Qichen 
and the UN Secretary-General, Perez de Cuellar. Talks 
were held in Geneva on 9 January between Baker and 
the Iraqi Foreign Minister, Tariq Aziz, but Saddam re-
fused to withdraw from Kuwait. Bush then secured a 
Congressional vote in favour of  war and on 16 Janu-
ary 1991 allied forces, led by the US, began air attacks 
on Iraq. The aim was to weaken Saddam’s war ma-
chine and ensure a rapid victory for the allies when 
they eventually launched a land campaign. Although, 
in contrast to the Vietnam War, US media coverage 
of  the confl ict was closely controlled by the military, 
there was still a deep fear in the US of  large casualties 
from the war and the Senate had only approved the use 
of  force by a majority of  5. There were now 540,000 
American troops in the Gulf, approximately the same 
number as had been in Vietnam at the height of  that 
confl ict. The air war lasted for six weeks and, despite 
some civilian deaths and a failure to destroy Saddam’s 
chemical weapons production, it succeeded in ‘soften-
ing up’ the Iraqi military, while also demonstrating the 
allies’ easy domination in the air and US technological 
virtuosity, with its Cruise missiles and Stealth aircraft. 
Saddam did fi re over eighty Scud missiles at Israel and 
Saudi Arabia, but they were randomly targeted and 
some were brought down by US ‘Patriot’ missiles. 
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  Finally, on 24 February the allies, under the US 
General Norman Schwarzkopf, launched Operation 
‘Desert Storm’ to liberate Kuwait. Saddam had earlier 
promised his people ‘the mother of  all battles’ but it 
proved a one-sided contest. The Iraqis were bundled 
out of  Kuwait almost as quickly as they arrived, with 
allied forces also striking into southern Iraq. About 
100,000 Iraqis were killed for the loss of  only about 150 
allied troops, many of  these accidentally killed by their 
own side. Within four days it was all over. On 27 Febru-
ary Saddam agreed to comply with UN resolutions on 
Kuwaiti independence and the US military, as well as 
Bush, could congratulate themselves on a successful 
campaign, with Kuwait restored to freedom and none 
of  the feared mass casualties among American troops.     

 The War’s Impact   

 In the wake of  victory Bush declared that the US had 
‘kicked the Vietnam syndrome’.   21    But, while avoiding a 
repetition of  Vietnam, the US arguably made new mis-
takes, allowing Saddam and most of  his armed forces, 
including his elite troops, to survive. The Gulf  War, 
as a conventional war against an undoubted aggres-
sor, had little in common with Vietnam anyway and, 
as later seen in Somalia, it did not mean that America 
was now equipped to deal with civil confl icts. A closer 
parallel could be drawn with the Korean War in 1950, 
where the attempt to conquer the Communist North, 
after liberating the South, had turned to disaster. A 
wholesale invasion of  Iraq to depose Saddam could 
have tarnished the US claim to be liberating a victim 
of  aggression, it would have threatened the carefully 
constructed relationship with Moscow, it might have 
stirred up ill-feeling among other Arab countries, and, 
it might have led to a long-running, costly occupation 
of  the country which the Iraqi people would have 
resisted, the US people would have come to oppose, 
and which would have gone beyond what UN resolu-
tions allowed. An alternative leader might not actually 
prove better than Saddam, who for a time appeared 
cowed and humiliated. Nonetheless, the failure to re-
move Saddam carried its own costs. Allied forces had 
to remain in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and from time 
to time had to be strengthened because the Iraqi dicta-
tor again seemed to threaten, as happened in Octo-
ber 1994. Bush made plenty of  remarks that suggested 
he wanted rid of  the Iraqi leader. He evidently hoped 
Saddam might be toppled by a coup but all attempts 
to launch one ended in failure. Baker later admitted, 

‘we never really expected him to survive a defeat of  
that magnitude’.   22    But that is what Saddam did and 
he even became involved in an attempt to assassinate 
George Bush in 1993. 

 A particular problem was that, under the cease-
fi re agreement which ended the war, the UN was 
able to inspect Iraqi territory to check for chemical, 
bacteriological, and nuclear weapons, which were to 
be destroyed. This was confi rmed by a UN resolu-
tion of  3 April 1991, which eff ectively dictated a set-
tlement to Iraq and also included recognition of  the 
existing Kuwait border, and a demilitarised zone 
between the two countries, the return of  stolen 
Kuwaiti property from Iraq, and the fulfi lment of  
Iraqi debt obligations to Kuwait. Meanwhile, the trade 
embargo stayed in place. But, periodically, Saddam 
would refuse to work with the UN inspectors or to 
comply with UN sanctions. ‘Years before he had de-
termined to build himself  weapons that would force 
his neighbours … to acknowledge his power. Now 
the victorious allies made him accept a group of  of-
fi cially sanctioned spies, charged with rooting out the 
weapons.’   23    But when he resisted the US was tough 
in its response. This happened in January 1993, when 
there were cruise missile attacks on Iraq; in October–
November 1997, when Russian mediation defused 
the crisis; in January–February 1998 when the UN 
Secretary-General, Kofi  Annan, persuaded the Iraqi 
leader to conform with UN inspections after a massive 
US and British force gathered in the Gulf; and again in 
December 1998, when US and British airstrikes took 
place over four days. Saddam also continued to off end 
the West by oppressing the Kurdish and Marsh Arab 
minorities in Iraq, a policy that led in April 1991 to the 
creation of  ‘no-fl y’ zones over the north and south of  
the country, enforced by allied aircraft. This attempt 
to provide some protection for the minorities had only 
a limited eff ect, however and, like the weapons in-
spections, it became another long-term commitment 
that carried its own dangers of  violent confrontation: 
in August 2000 there were US and British air strikes 
on Iraqi anti-aircraft defences, which were threaten-
ing allied aircraft in the ‘no-fl y’ zones. Despite their 
supposed sympathy for the Kurds the Western pow-
ers were unwilling to contemplate a Kurdish state be-
cause this would off end Turkish and Iranian opinion: 
they too held land that was populated by Kurds and 
Turkey was a NATO ally. 

 The Gulf  War, then, was undoubtedly a success 
for the US, but not untainted. Bush had asserted his 
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 country’s leadership at the UN as the Cold War ended, 
had kept the USSR and China quiescent while pun-
ishing a Third World dictator, and had constructed a 
remarkable alliance, including European states, Japan 
(at least on the fi nancial side), Israel, and Saudi Arabia. 
By adhering to the limited aim of  liberating Kuwait 
the US and its allies had kept the moral high ground, 
given the military a clear objective, and ultimately 
allowed the clear nature of  their victory to emerge 
more starkly. Kuwait might be devastated and its oil 
wells in fl ames, but it had been liberated nonetheless, 
and in only a few days. The US had projected its power 
on the other side of  the world, fully justifying the con-
cept of  the Rapid Reaction Force and perhaps it did 
help, to some extent, to reverse the lack of  faith in mil-
itary power that had followed Vietnam. Yet Saddam 
remained in power, eventually outlasting most of  the 
allied leaders—Bush, Thatcher, Mitterrand—who had 
fought against him. Sanctions on Iraq remained too, 
but with steadily lessening support in the UN, and the 
danger to Kuwait had not disappeared. The US carried 
more infl uence in the Persian Gulf  but had to pay for 
this with a signifi cant, continuing military presence. 
And, as events in Bosnia soon showed, Operation 
Desert Storm did not necessarily provide a model 
for resolving crises elsewhere. It was a unique war 
sparked by Saddam’s miscalculation of  the world’s 
response. Other confl icts would look less clear-cut in 

moral terms and be less open to conventional military 
solutions.         

  C.    Washington and Moscow 
in the 1990s      

 The Last Phase of US–Soviet 
Relations, 1990–1   

 By the beginning of  1990 it was clear that the Cold 
War was over and George Bush, who had initially been 
reluctant to rush into a policy of  US–Soviet friend-
ship, became more anxious to support the position of  
Mikhail Gorbachev, seeing him as the only hope for a 
stable, reformist USSR. The collapse of  its position in 
Eastern Europe had confi rmed that the Soviet regime 
had indeed fundamentally changed, although doubts 
about Gorbachev’s ability to carry reform through 
persisted. The US Secretary of  State, James Baker, had 
decided, even before the Berlin Wall fell, that: ‘Any un-
certainty about the fate of  reform in the Soviet Union 
… is all the more reason, not less, for us to seize the 
present opportunity’ and to ‘lock in as much change 
as possible’.   24    In 1990–1 Bush continued to back this 
policy even when others began to see Gorbachev’s 
position as increasingly hopeless and, for a time, the 
US government proved none too enthusiastic about 

   Saddam Hussein (1937–2006)    

 Saddam came from a poor peasant background in Tikrit, Iraq and 

entered radical politics as a teenager, joining the secular Ba’ath 

Party. In 1958 he was imprisoned for his activities and in 1959 

was involved in an attempt to assassinate the Prime Minister, 

Abdul Kassem. Wounded by one of Kassem’s guards, Saddam fl ed 

into exile in Nasser’s Egypt, was sentenced to death in absentia 

but used his time abroad to study law at Cairo University. He was 

able to return to Iraq in 1963, when the Ba’ath briefl y held power, 

but was imprisoned again for his part in an attempted coup the 

following year. Escaping from prison in 1967 he took part in yet 

another coup, this time successful, in July 1968, after which he 

became Vice-President of the ‘Revolutionary Command Council’ 

led by General Ahmed Bakr. During the 1970s Saddam was 

particularly responsible for building up the regime’s secret police 

force and in 1976 was promoted a general in the army. 

 Saddam eff ectively overthrew Bakr in 1979, though nominally 

the latter retired. Promoted not only to the presidency, but also 

to the leadership of the Ba’ath Party and the rank of Field 

Marshal, Saddam exerted a strong grip on power. A veteran of 

coups, imprisonments and exile himself, he proved ruthless at 

wiping out opponents and potential rivals. He even shot one of 

his own ministers dead during the course of a cabinet meeting. 

Despite the costly deadlock of the 1980–8 war with 

neighbouring Iran, he retained the loyalty of the military and the 

secret police. Defeat by a US-led coalition in the Gulf War of 

1990–1 provoked some internal discontent and led both to 

isolation abroad and grave economic problems within Iraq. Yet 

Saddam clung on to power, only being ousted by a second 

invasion in 2003. He went into hiding, but was discovered by US 

troops, tried and executed.  
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 the break-up of  the Soviet Union—even though this 
could be seen as fi nal confi rmation of  America’s ‘vic-
tory’ in the Cold War. Yet at the same time Bush was 
criticized for failing to provide the extensive fi nancial 
aid that might have allowed the last Soviet leader to 
cling on to power. There were, in fact, good reasons 
to believe that Gorbachev’s economic policies sim-
ply would not work, and Congress itself  might not 
have approved larger sums than were provided. But 
as events continued to move at breakneck pace, the 
US President repeatedly seemed to be left behind by 
them, unable either to shore up Gorbachev’s posi-
tion or to contemplate a Soviet Union without him. 
Doubtful about Gorbachev’s commitment to reform 
in the late 1980s and slow to develop a Soviet policy 
in 1989, Bush and his team continued to react to the 
revolutionary upheaval in the USSR in a pragmatic, 
cautious way that seemed inappropriate to critics. In 
contrast his successor, Bill Clinton, was far keener to 
embrace Gorbachev’s  bête noire , Boris Yeltsin, to en-
courage reform in Moscow and to give advice to the 
Russian government. 

 Whatever the criticisms levelled at Bush, the years 
1990–1 saw remarkable achievements in relations be-
tween Washington and Moscow. This was the period, 
of  course, in which the democratization of  Eastern 
Europe was consolidated and German reunifi cation 
achieved, and both these processes were achieved 
without humiliating Gorbachev or rekindling the 
Cold War (see  Chapter  20  , A). Bush himself  wisely de-
clared: ‘I’m not going to dance on the [Berlin] Wall’, 
because he did not want to humiliate Gorbachev and 
risk a Soviet backlash.   25    Furthermore, economic and 
political reform did continue in the USSR and there 
were major steps in arms control. Signs of  a repressive 
Soviet policy in the Baltic States provoked concern in 
the US, especially over Lithuania in the early months 
of  1991: at the end of  January the US postponed a 
summit meeting that had been planned for the fol-
lowing month. But at the same time the two countries 
worked tolerably well together over the Gulf  War, 
progress was being made in arms control negotiations, 
and a high point of  the Bush–Gorbachev relationship 
came with the Washington summit of  31 May–1 June 
1990. Beforehand, the Soviet leader, despite his great 
popularity in the West, seemed to be in grave trouble 
at home, where a new economic reform programme 
was announced amid much scepticism on 24 May 
and where, on 29 May, Boris Yeltsin strengthened his 

position as a potential alternative leader by winning a 
popular vote to confi rm his position as President of  
the Russian Federation. This was also a key point in the 
process of  German reunifi cation, with the Soviets still 
reluctant to concede German membership of  NATO. 

 The Washington summit confi rmed, however, that 
Bush was anxious to prop up Gorbachev, just as the 
Soviet leader was ready to continue his retreat in the face 
of  Western security demands. As well as agreements 
on cultural cooperation, educational exchanges, and 
nuclear tests, there was a grain deal; a long-awaited 
commercial agreement was signed, giving the USSR 
‘Most Favoured Nation’ trading status, and conven-
tional weapons reductions in Europe were discussed. 
Gorbachev conceded that a reunited Germany could 
be a NATO member and further progress was made 
on a Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), de-
spite the Bush team’s initial doubts about the whole 
START process. Arguably most important, how-
ever, was an agreement by the two countries to de-
stroy more than three-quarters of  their chemical 
weapons stocks. As a public relations exercise the 
summit was a great success, being followed up by 
more talks at Camp David, the Presidential country 
retreat, and a visit by Gorbachev to California, where 
he once again met Ronald Reagan. In contrast to his 
scepticism about Gorbachev in mid-1989, Bush now 
acknowledged: ‘We’ve come a long, long way from 
the depths of  the Cold War’, while Gorbachev ‘was 
left with the impression of  a growing understanding 
among Americans that the new Soviet Union … was 
consistent with the interests of  the United States’.   26    
Yet at home the Soviet leader’s problems continued to 
mount, as food supplies faced serious disruption and 
Yeltsin’s Russian Federation led the way in pressing for 
greater autonomy for the USSR’s fi fteen constituent 
republics. In October 1990 came the ‘War of  Laws’, 
when the Russian and Ukrainian parliaments declared 
their legislation superior to Soviet law, only to have 
the Supreme Soviet insist that this could never be the 
case. Two months later Gorbachev proposed a period 
of  executive rule, promoted hard-line communists 
back into top positions, and seemed ready to crack 
down forcefully on the separatist movements in the 
republics. 

 Yet again, however, Gorbachev backed off  from 
any confrontation with the West and Bush avoided 
public criticism of  the Soviet leader. By May 1991, 
with the situation in the Baltic States defused (see 
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  Chapter  20  , B) and the West triumphant in the Gulf  
War, the State Department and CIA were primarily 
concerned with Gorbachev’s weak domestic position. 
His promotion of  hard-liners, with no personal loy-
alty to him, had made him vulnerable to a palace coup, 
and the previous weeks had seen a series of  strikes, 
which further damaged industrial output. The most 
diffi  cult problem facing Bush was whether to provide 
large amounts of  fi nancial aid to bail his Soviet coun-
terpart out of  the gathering crisis. The problem was 
that, however radical Gorbachev seemed in Soviet 
terms, Western experts were not convinced his eco-
nomic reform programme would work. It tried to 
preserve too much central planning, was likely to be 
undermined by the unsympathetic Soviet bureau-
cracy, and had already absorbed a large amount of  
Western aid—much of  it from Germany—with little 
eff ect. In late May Gorbachev sent his foreign policy 
adviser, Yevgeny Primakov, to convince Washington 
that the reform programme  was  a meaningful one, 
but the US was reluctant to pour more money into a 
losing concern. Gorbachev himself  attended the G-7 
summit in London on 21 July to plead for large-scale 
assistance, but despite some sympathy from Germany 
and France could win little more than emergency hu-
manitarian assistance. He consoled himself  with the 
belief  that he had ‘achieved a fundamental political 
agreement about the integration of  our country into 
the world economy’, breaching another wall between 
East and West.   27    

 A week later Gorbachev and Bush met in Moscow 
for another summit. Though they were to meet once 
again (on 30 October, in Madrid, where multilateral 
talks on a Middle East peace settlement took place) 
this was to be the last ever US–Soviet summit and it had 
one major arms control achievement to its credit. The 
START I treaty, under negotiation since the Reagan pe-
riod, slashed strategic nuclear missile numbers on both 
sides by almost a third ( see  boxed section  ). By now the US 
government was more than ever concerned about the 
possible break-up of  the USSR, perhaps leading to a 
series of  wars among its successor states. So, on a visit 
to the Ukraine, Bush made a controversial speech say-
ing that nationalist feeling must not become ethnic ha-
tred (as was already the case in certain confl icts in the 
Caucasus) and warning that it was pointless to replace 
the old Soviet totalitarianism with a brand of  nation-
alist despotism. The speech upset Ukrainian opinion, 
however, and within weeks Gorbachev’s position 
was fatally undermined by the abortive August coup 

by hard-liners, which Yeltsin did most to defeat. For 
a time, in the wake of  the coup, US–Soviet relations 
seemed as fruitful as ever, with statements from both 
about their determination to reduce nuclear forces. 
But a State Department memorandum of  25 October 
bluntly warned that, ‘The Soviet Union as we know 
it no longer exists … Our aim should be to make the 
crash as peaceful as possible.’   28    By the end of  the year 
the US had to accept that, whatever the uncertainties 
this created, the USSR had ceased to exist.     

 The US and Yeltsin   

 Well before the USSR disintegrated, Bush had begun 
to establish links with the republican governments that 
became its successor states. Yeltsin and Bush had met 
in Washington on 20 June 1991, getting on better than 
expected, and in November–December the leaders of  
the USSR’s republics were careful to keep Washington 
informed of  their plans. Bush, in fact, was told of  the 
intention of  these leaders to dissolve the Soviet Union 
before the unfortunate Gorbachev. Bush was also 
keen to build on the success of  the START treaty and 
to press on with nuclear arms reductions before any 
authoritarian regime returned to power in Moscow. 
Even START I would leave both sides with enormous 
destructive power and, now that the Cold War was 
defi nitely over, Congress was keen to make major 
defence savings. There were problems on both sides 
with the continuation of  the START process however. 
For one thing, America was determined to confi rm 
its technological superiority and maintained, for ex-
ample, research on the Strategic Defence Initiative. 
For another, the break-up of  the USSR, however wel-
come to the US in other ways, created three new nu-
clear powers: as well as Russia, there were strategic 
weapons bases in the Ukraine (for a time the world’s 
third largest nuclear power), Belarus, and Kazakhstan. 
The destruction of  those ex-Soviet nuclear warheads 
outside Russia became a priority for American and 
Russian arms control policy. Until this was achieved it 
was impossible to carry START I into eff ect. 

 Despite these problems, and despite his reluctance 
to embrace Yeltsin as an alternative to Gorbachev, Bush 
pressed on towards a START II treaty with remarkable 
speed. The President’s urgency was increased by the 
evidence of  Gorbachev’s last months about just how 
uncertain Russian politics had become; and the treaty 
was pursued despite serious doubts in the Department 
of  Defense about reducing the US nuclear arsenal. 
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 Bush was helped by Yeltsin’s equal determination to 
cut back on nuclear arms, not only because of  the cost 
of  maintaining these but also because Russian secu-
rity seemed to rely, not on preparations for war with 
America, but on a continued relaxation of  tension. 
The two leaders held their fi rst, US–Russian summit in 
February 1992, yet the START II treaty was signed only 
eleven months later. Not only was its negotiation far 
swifter than that of  START I, but the new treaty also 
marked a more dramatic reduction of  strategic nu-
clear arsenals by about two-thirds ( see  boxed section  ). 
In the interim in May 1992, the US and the relevant for-
mer Soviet republics had also signed a protocol to the 
START I agreement, aiming at the elimination of  the 
Ukrainian, Belarussian, and Kazakh nuclear arsenals, 
which were of  grave concern to the US. By the time 
he left offi  ce, Bush could claim to have negotiated two 
massive reductions in nuclear arms, and these within 
eighteen months of  each other.    

 President-elect Clinton had criticized Bush earlier 
for backing Gorbachev for too long and not embrac-
ing Yeltsin soon enough, but the incoming President 
fully supported the START II signature and made 
arms control an important theme of  his own relation-
ship with Russia. In 1993 Belarus and Kazakhstan gave 
up their nuclear weapons; the Ukraine followed in 
January 1994, signing an agreement with the US and 
Russia after being promised assistance with its nuclear 
energy programme by Clinton. This paved the way 

for the fulfi lment of  both START treaties, although 
the ratifi cation of  START II by the Russian Parliament 
proved a slow process because communists and na-
tionalists were concerned not to reduce Russia’s abil-
ity to defend itself. Meanwhile, the two governments 
were set on negotiating still more cuts in a START III 
treaty and the US provided technical assistance, both 
to close down unsafe nuclear reactors and to destroy 
nuclear weapons in the former Soviet Union. There 
was a serious danger that these might fall into criminal 
or terrorist hands, or of  a nuclear accident resulting 
from Russia’s crumbling infrastructure and the poor 
state of  its armed forces. The possibility of  disaster 
was underlined in 1995, when the Russians momen-
tarily mistook the launch of  a Norwegian rocket (of  
which they had been forewarned) for a nuclear as-
sault; and again in 2000, when a Russian nuclear sub-
marine, the  Kursk , sank in the Barents Sea. It was not 
just Russian nuclear weapons that were of  concern to 
America. There was also a determination to prevent 
any proliferation of  nuclear know-how from the for-
mer USSR to non-nuclear powers. Thus, pressure was 
put on Moscow not to provide Iraq with help on a nu-
clear reactor, because this might lead on to a military 
programme by Saddam Hussein; and in 1995 America 
and Russia led the way in extending the nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (the NPT, originally signed in 
1968) for an indefi nite period. This was done despite 
the complaints of  non-nuclear states that the nuclear 

   The START treaties: Principal Features    

 START I  

   •    signed in Moscow by Gorbachev and Bush on 31 July 1991;  

   •    to be carried out over eight years with onsite inspections to 

verify its execution;  

   •    each side to be restricted to 1,600 launchers (land-based and 

submarine-based intercontinental ballistic missiles, plus 

strategic bombers);  

   •    each side to be restricted to 6,000 warheads of which up to 

4,900 could be on ballistic missiles, 1,540 on ‘heavy’ missiles, 

and 1,100 on mobile, land-based missiles;  

   •    the USSR to halve its number of ‘heavy’ missiles;  

   •    a separate agreement limited the number of submarine-

launched cruise missiles to 880 each.     

 START II  

   •    signed in Moscow by Bush and Yeltsin on 3 January 1993;  

   •    cut strategic nuclear arsenals by about two-thirds, compared 

to START I’s one-third reduction;  

   •    again provided for onsite verifi cation;  

   •    by 2003 all ‘heavy’ missiles and multi-warhead 

intercontinental ballistic missiles to be eliminated;  

   •    by 2000 the total strategic nuclear systems on each side 

should be no more than 4,250 and by 2003 should not 

exceed 3,000;  

   •    by 2003 the maximum number of submarine-launched 

ballistic missiles to be 1,750.      
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 powers were not doing enough to disarm themselves 
and that America condoned certain countries, notably 
Israel, which had developed a nuclear deterrent. 

 Certainly, as in so many other aspects of  US 
policy after the Cold War, there was an element of  
hypocrisy in expecting other countries to adhere 
to the NPT while America—notwithstanding the 
START process—retained a large nuclear arsenal. 
There was an important alteration in US strategic 
planning under Clinton, away from a focus on war 
with Russia to the danger presented by ‘rogue states’, 
but the strategy continued to rely on the use of  nuclear 
weapons. North Korea was successfully pressured, in 
1994, into respecting the NPT but the diffi  culties of  
enforcing such a policy were highlighted in May 1998 
when India, and then Pakistan, successfully tested nu-
clear weapons, raising the spectre of  a nuclear confron-
tation in South Asia, where both countries continued 
to bicker over the fate of  Kashmir. Despite a summit 
meeting between India’s Atal Vajpayee and Pakistan’s 
Nawaz Sharif  in January, there was an upsurge of  vio-
lence in Kashmir in the mid-1999, with India using air-
strikes for the fi rst time since the 1971 Indo-Pakistani 
War. Clinton tried to deal with the crisis over nuclear 
proliferation, fi rst by introducing sanctions against the 
two states at the time of  the tests, then, in March 2000, 
by a visit to the region. But his brief  stop in Pakistan 
was overshadowed by the recent military coup that 
had brought President Pervez Musharraf  to power. 

 However, Clinton was not solely interested in the 
non-proliferation of  nuclear arms. In fact, he was in-
terested in preventing all weapons of  mass destruction 
 falling into the hands of  ‘rogue’ states and chemical 
weapons were a particular concern. Here too he 
 continued a policy begun under Bush, and supported 
by Moscow, of  reducing the size of  arsenals. In 
September 1991, at the Washington summit, Bush and 
Gorbachev had agreed to cut their chemical weapons 
stocks by more than three-quarters. In mid-January 
1993 there was also a UN-sponsored Chemical 
Weapons Ban treaty designed to prevent the develop-
ment, production, and use of  such arms. But, whilst it 
was ratifi ed by suffi  cient states (eighty of  them) to 
come into force in April 1997, it was not signed by 
some of  those states most likely to practise chemical 
warfare, especially Iraq. Therefore, even joint US–
Russian leadership of  a particular development could 
not guarantee its acceptance. Countries in the less de-
veloped world might no longer be able to play off  
Washington and Moscow against each other, but that 

did not mean that a US–Russian condominium existed 
in the world. Each state continued to look to its own 
security, well aware that the great powers did the 
same, and neither did the great powers always set the 
best example. It was signifi cant in December 1997, for 
example, that whereas most of  the world’s nations 
were prepared to sign a treaty banning anti-personnel 
mines, the US and  Russia were among the minority 
who refused. 

 Clinton’s readiness to focus on relations with Russia 
even though the Cold War had ended was due to more 
than a desire for arms control and non-proliferation. 
‘For an administration routinely accused of  foreign 
policy incoherence … its approach to Russia appeared 
quite consistent and even sophisticated.’   29    From the 
outset he sought a ‘strategic alliance’ with Yeltsin, 
whom he fi rst met at Vancouver in April 1993, and this 
alliance included support for reform in Russia. Moscow 
might only command a shadow of  its former, global 
power but its stability was vital to the wider stability 
of  all Eurasia, a new kind of  Cold War was always a 
danger, and Russia could have created severe diffi  cul-
ties for American policy on such issues as the Bosnian 
War (see  Chapter  20  , D) or the ‘dual containment’ of  
Iraq and Iran. There was still considerable popular sus-
picion of  the US in Russia and even reformers were 
disappointed at the scale of  American aid. It was a par-
ticularly delicate matter to extend NATO into Eastern 
Europe, given Russia’s historical and strategic interest 
in the region. American Republicans were often critical 
of  Clinton for failing to press on with NATO enlarge-
ment, thereby tying Eastern Europe to the West, and 
for failing to oppose Russian predomination in areas 
formerly ruled by the USSR. But for the President it 
was pointless to antagonize Russia when it no longer 
represented an immediate security menace, and when 
Yeltsin’s likely successors were either extreme nation-
alists and pan-Slavists, such as Vladimir Zhirinovsky 
(who emerged as an important fi gure in the December 
1993 elections), or members of  the Communist Party, 
which still commanded a fi fth of  the national vote. 

 The danger of  collapse in Yeltsin’s position was es-
pecially apparent at the start of  the Clinton presidency: 
the months from March to October 1993 were ones 
of  constant crisis in Russia, which was only brought 
to an end by Yeltsin’s decision to bombard the parlia-
ment building to force opposition deputies into line. 
Despite such extreme action, and despite his ill-health 
and drunkenness, the US still saw Yeltsin as the best 
hope for stability and democracy. Clinton’s ‘strong 
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 political and diplomatic support reached its peak dur-
ing the failed 1993 coup … where the US found itself  … 
endorsing the shelling of  a parliament’.   30    On his visit 
to Moscow in January 1994—where both sides said 
they would no longer target each other with nuclear 
arms—Clinton described his Russian counterpart as 
an equal and a partner, and in March backed a large 
IMF loan to Russia. As to Yeltsin, he too felt a close 
partnership with Clinton: ‘No other US president en-
gaged in such intensive negotiations with the leaders 
of  our country … Sometimes it seemed … that we 
were establishing … a new future for our planet.’ Then 
again, even Yeltsin soon recognized that ‘Russia and 
the United States viewed few confl icts in the world in 
the same way. We had diff erent interests.’   31    And there 
was more to the sense of  separation between Moscow 
and Washington than diff erent interests on particular 
issues. In 1989, the two had been equals and in 1990–3 
they worked quite closely together to prevent a return 
of  the Cold War; but after 1994 the US felt more confi -
dent about pursuing its own agenda. The ‘relationship 
with the West became more testing’ and US policy 
amounted to ‘a very substantial marginalization of  
Russia’ in world aff airs.   32    

 The year 1994–5 proved a diffi  cult one in US–Russian 
relations, however, with a more assertive Russian role 
in Bosnia, Yeltsin’s opposition to NATO’s ‘Partnership 
for Peace’ with Eastern Europe and the start of  the war 
in Chechnya. But the Clinton policy, of  a cautious ap-
proach to NATO enlargement while accepting Russian 
assertiveness in the former USSR, gradually brought 
results. In 1995–6 the Bosnian settlement, the pro-
longation of  the non-proliferation treaty (NPT), and 
Russia’s acceptance of  the Partnership for Peace were 
accompanied by Yeltsin’s—and Clinton’s—successful 
re-election. Thereafter it was possible to begin the ac-
tual enlargement of  NATO while rewarding Yeltsin 
with more fi nancial aid, which was one main aim of  
his pragmatically pro-Western policy. A false note 
was the replacement of  the Russian Foreign Minister, 
Andrei Kozyrev in January 1996 after long criticism 
in the Parliament of  his pro-Western policies. Under 
Kozyrev’s successor, Yevgeni Primakov, Russian policy 
was marked by a more nationalist tinge, notably in the 
attempts to prevent American attacks on Iraq when 
Saddam Hussein obstructed the work of  UN weap-
ons inspectors. But the continuing weakness of  the 
Russian economy and the decrepit state of  the armed 
forces—said by the Defence Minister in February 1997 
to be on the verge of  disintegration—pointed Yeltsin 

in the direction of  cooperation with Moscow’s former 
enemies. To this end he signed a trade deal with the 
European Union ( July 1995), began a series of  annual 
conferences with the German and French leaders 
(1997), and held a series of  summit conferences with 
China’s Jiang Zemin, crowned in November 1997 by 
the settlement of  their generation-old border dispute. 

 Not all of  Yeltsin’s policies were to the taste of  the 
US, then, but their general direction was, and serious 
crises between Moscow and Washington seemed mat-
ters of  the past. As to Clinton’s policy, it may have been 
criticized by Republicans at home, and its caution may 
have seemed similar to that of  Bush. But it did allow 
the US to keep its former arch-enemy quiescent, while 
other diffi  cult problems were addressed, such as freer 
trade and the challenge of  ‘rogue states’, at a time 
when the American public were reluctant to play an 
active overseas role in any case. The pay-off  for sup-
porting Yeltsin was that Russia continued on a capital-
ist, democratic course. In contrast to earlier decades, 
if  Clinton’s policy did have a fault in his second term, 
it was that he was too supportive of  the Moscow re-
gime for its own good. In particular, by backing Yeltsin 
in his attempts to maintain the value of  the rouble 
in 1997–8, the US and the IMF probably drove the 
Russian economy deeper into depression. The coun-
try’s economic and social problems were immense 
and included unemployment, growing inequalities 
of  wealth, limited savings, low industrial production, 
a large public defi cit, and an inadequate tax system. 
It is easy to see why Yeltsin’s economic reforms were 
more to American taste than Gorbachev’s had been. 
Yeltsin had embraced a more radical line in 1992, 
abandoning central planning as quickly as he could, 
privatizing industry, and (at the cost of  high infl ation) 
ending price controls. But he was forced to rely on the 
same civil servants who had served the Communist 
regime, and the benefi cial eff ects of  the free market 
were further undermined by the failure to tackle grow-
ing corruption. Yeltsin was also increasingly unwell. A 
heavy drinker and workaholic, he spent several weeks 
in 1995 in hospital with heart problems and in late 1997 
needed major by-pass surgery.    

 The 1997–8 world economic crisis, which began in 
South-East Asia, exposed the fragility of  the Russian 
economy and of  the man who, for all his fl aws, 
Clinton backed as the best hope for capitalist reform 
and good US–Russian relations. In March 1998 Yeltsin, 
after another bout of  heart trouble, decided on dra-
matic action, unexpectedly sacking Premier Viktor 
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 Chernomyrdin and replacing him with a young, 
inexperienced and little-known reformer, Sergei 
Kiriyenko, who was only reluctantly confi rmed by 
the Russian Parliament. Two months later the gov-
ernment introduced a tough package to stabilize the 
currency, reduce tax evasion, tackle infl ation, and 
press on with privatization. This impressed the IMF, 
which in July 1998 agreed a massive $22.6 billion loan, 
but it only propped up the rouble for another month 
and did nothing for Yeltsin’s popularity. His decisions 
seemed increasingly desperate when, in late August, 
with widespread fears of  a Russian economic col-
lapse, he suddenly sacked Kiriyenko and brought back 
Chernomyrdin. A sense of  stability was only restored 
in August 1999 when Vladimir Putin became the fi fth 
Russian prime minister in seventeen months. Colour-
less but tough, effi  cient, and young (he was born in 
1952), Putin’s appointment led to renewed US con-
cern about the future of  Russian democracy because 
he was a former KGB offi  cer and in 1998–9 head of  
the Russian intelligence service, the federal Security 

Bureau. He also renewed eff orts to crush the separa-
tist movement in Chechnya (see  Chapter  20  , B). Yet it 
was his success in the last operation that established 
his popularity and made him the natural successor 
to the increasingly decrepit Yeltsin, who gave one 
last surprise to the world with his sudden resigna-
tion on 31 December 1999. Putin, initially appointed 
Acting President, was elected into the position in 
his own right on 26 March 2000, with 52 per cent of  
the vote. He showed some readiness to stand up to 
Washington, not least in his criticism of  the continued 
development of  the Star Wars project, now nearing 
deployment as the ‘National Missile Defence System’. 
Indeed, in a revival of  an old, Cold War alliance, he 
joined with China in condemning this. Yet personal re-
lations between Putin and Western leaders developed 
well at fi rst and, as with Yeltsin before him, he was 
seen as far more preferable than the communist and 
ultranationalist alternatives. If, in Chechnya, he satis-
fi ed Russian nationalist opinion, he also persisted with 
a parliamentary system and economic reform.      

   Boris Yeltsin (1931–2007)    

 Born in the Sverdlovsk region, into a peasant family, in 1931, and 

trained as a construction engineer, Yeltsin joined the Communist 

Party in 1961 and rose to become the chief Party offi  cial in the 

city of Sverdlovsk by 1976, being recognized as one of the rising 

generation of reformers in the USSR. Promoted under Gorbachev 

in 1985 to be the Party boss in the capital, Moscow, he at fi rst 

cooperated with the Soviet leader but then fell out with him, 

complaining about the slow pace of reform. Sacked from the 

Politburo in 1987, Yeltsin did what previous disgraced politicians 

in the USSR had been unable to do: he rebuilt his position by 

adopting a high public profi le and by securing a key appointment 

outside the communist hierarchy, as President of the most 

important Soviet republic, the Russian Federation, in May 1990. 

The following year he greatly strengthened his position by 

winning a popular election to confi rm his presidency. In contrast, 

Gorbachev was increasingly unpopular and could not risk a free 

vote on his leadership. 

 Yeltsin cemented his reputation as a democrat and strong-willed 

man of principle by resisting the August 1991 coup of communist 

hard-liners. In the following months he worked for the destruction 

of the USSR, having already quit the Communist Party. 

Unpredictable, alcoholic, and increasingly dogged by ill-health 

he, nonetheless, dominated Russian politics after December 

1991. His radical reforms brought economic chaos, his democratic 

credentials were dented by his October 1993 attack on the 

Russian Parliament, and his foreign policy was criticized as 

betraying Russian interests to the West. But the pace of reform 

was maintained, cooperation with the West brought the 

rewards of peace and fi nancial support, and he was successfully 

re-elected President in July 1996, beating the Communist 

candidate, Gennady Zyuganov in a run-off . In November he had 

complex heart by-pass surgery, from which his health never fully 

recovered, and he lost popularity thanks to continuing economic 

problems and the failure to deal eff ectively with Chechnya. In 

March 1998 he suddenly sacked his long-serving Prime Minister, 

Viktor Chernomyrdin, but did not fi nd it easy to secure a 

successor: three more premiers were sacked over the next 

eighteen months before Yeltsin appointed the more successful 

Vladimir Putin on 9 August 1999. Meanwhile, in the year since 

August 1998, the rouble had lost about three-quarters of its 

value on international markets. Ill-health forced him to hand 

power to Putin on 31 December 1999. Even the timing of this 

move caught the world by surprise, with Yeltsin making a 

television appearance in which he asked the Russian people to 

forgive his mistakes.  
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   D.    The Clinton Administration 
and ‘Rogue States’      

 The Concept of ‘Rogue States’   

 One important way in which the Clinton administra-
tion tried to mobilize US and world opinion against 
its enemies, protect Western ideological values and 
create stability, was to press the concept of  ‘rogue’ or 
‘backlash states’. Whilst trying to ‘enlarge’ the area 
of  the world that was part of  the American-led lib-
eral order, it was also necessary, in the eyes of  Clinton 
and his National Security Adviser, Anthony Lake, to 
isolate those states whose ideologies or support for 
terrorism made it impossible to deal with them on a 
normal basis. Thus, in spring 1994, Lake wrote of:

  [R]ecalcitrant and outlaw states that not only choose to 
remain outside the family but also assault its basic values … 
Ruled by cliques that control power through coercion, 
they … exhibit a chronic inability to engage constructively 
with the outside world…. As the sole superpower, the US 
has a special responsibility … to neutralize, contain and … 
perhaps eventually transform these backlash states into 
constructive members of the international community.   33      

 In November 1997, when making its fi rst major 
change in nuclear targeting policy since 1980, the US 
retained a deterrent capacity against Russia and China, 
but widened its potential targets to include ‘rogue 
states’, on the grounds that they had access to weap-
ons of  mass destruction. Yet, as with roll-back during 
the Cold War, the concept of  ‘rogue states’, though 
easy enough to explain in general terms, was diffi  cult 
to execute in practice and surrounded by contradic-
tions. The new doctrine was tolerant of  any number 
of  oppressive regimes so long as they were friendly to 
the US. Cynics charged that it also targeted small, iso-
lated countries—like Cuba or Libya—which were no 
real threat to American interests, whilst a large, stra-
tegically signifi cant country like China was dealt with 
through the alternative approach of  ‘constructive en-
gagement’. Notwithstanding its Communist ideology 
and questionable human rights record, Clinton de-
cided that Beijing was too important as a trading part-
ner, and too vital to East Asian security, to treat as an 
enemy (see  Chapter  22  , D). But it was not the case that 
US policy-makers victimized every small, Marxist state 
that had outlived the Cold War. The Marxist-led govern-
ment of  Angola, for example, was given recognition 

by Clinton in 1993 because it had shown a readiness to 
hold free elections even if  the ‘pro-Western’ opposi-
tion leader, Jonas Savimbi, did not respect the result 
and the civil war there continued until he was killed 
in 2002. More remarkably, Vietnam’s willingness to 
engage with the West, introduce free-market ele-
ments into the economy, and provide information on 
those US troops reported missing-in-action during the 
Vietnam War, led to American diplomatic recognition 
in 1995. This was followed by a US–Vietnamese trade 
deal in July 2000 as well as by visits from Madeleine 
Albright in September 1999, and from Clinton himself  
at the very end of  his presidency, so that his second 
term became a time of  reconciliation with the most 
dogged of  Cold War enemies. Cases where a contin-
ued adhesion to Communist doctrine led to US eco-
nomic sanctions and attempted diplomatic isolation 
were actually limited to two: Cuba and North Korea. 

 The concept of  ‘rogue states’ was useful to the 
Clinton administration because of  the fact that, after 
the collapse of  the Soviet Union, it was so diffi  cult to 
mobilize the US people in favour of  an activist for-
eign policy. Under Bush, American policy had initially 
seemed successful in bringing a peaceful end to the 
Cold War, securing German reunifi cation, and dealing 
with Third World dictators, Noriega in Panama and 
Saddam Hussein in the Gulf  War. Indeed, Noriega 
and Saddam had already shown the value of  point-
ing up certain distasteful regimes as primary threats 
to the New World Order. After 1991 American foreign 
policy, its ‘victory’ over the USSR complete, seemed 
more aimless, not helped by the ill-fated intervention 
in Somalia or the intractability of  the Bosnian confl ict. 
True, it was possible to focus on challenges such as 
the international drugs trade, ‘global warming’, and 
the interdependency of  world trade, and Clinton did 
try to tackle these. A commitment to free trade areas 
in the western hemisphere and Asia-Pacifi c was cen-
tral to his world outlook. But narcotics, environmen-
talism, and trade were all complex issues; they were 
diffi  cult to make progress with and, especially in the 
case of  the last two, they aroused controversy in the 
US about how best to tackle them. In contrast, it was 
quite easy to win support for attacks on those who 
were threatening their neighbours, developing chemi-
cal and nuclear weapons, or sponsoring international 
terrorism. 

 The last, of  course, was an old problem, which had 
already led to US bombing raids in 1986 on Colonel 
Gaddafi ’s Libya (see  Chapter  17  , D). Libya was 
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 a leading candidate for the title ‘rogue state’ in the 
1990s, not least because it refused to hand over two 
offi  cials who were suspected of  involvement in the 
1988 bombing of  an American Boeing 747 airliner over 
Lockerbie, Scotland, in which 270 people died. The 
US and Britain, backed by France—which blamed 
Gaddafi  for the loss of  a French airliner over West Af-
rica in 1989—were able to secure UN sanctions against 
Libya in April 1992, and to maintain these despite the 
increasing doubts of  the Organization of  African 
Unity and the fact that Gaddafi  ceased to be a high-
profi le sponsor of  terrorism after 1986. 

 In May 1994 he also agreed to withdraw from the 
disputed Aozou strip on the border with Chad, which 
his forces had occupied since the 1970s. He continued 
to off end Washington, by off ering to fi nance Louis 
Farrakhan’s ‘Nation of  Islam’ movement in the US, for 
example, and (apparently) trying to build a chemical 
weapons plant. But relations eased when he agreed to 
hand over, for trial in Holland, two Libyans who were 
suspected of  involvement in the Lockerbie bombing. 
The trial opened in May 2000 and one Libyan was sub-
sequently found guilty. 

 Neither was Libya the only Arab-led, Muslim, 
North African state accused of  supporting terrorism. 
So, in August 1993, was the Sudan where the Islamic 
National Front had come to power in 1989, adopting 
the Sharia (holy law) and prosecuting more vigor-
ously the civil war that had been underway since 1983 
against the black, Christian south of  the country. For 
a time Sudan also provided a safe haven for the anti-
American al-Qaeda terrorist network and its leader, 
the Saudi dissident, Osama bin Laden. Neighbouring 
countries like Uganda and Ethiopia were keen to see 
the Sudanese government replaced, foreign aid to it 
was cut back severely, and in November 1997 the US in-
troduced economic sanctions against it. But al-Qaeda 
was not cowed: on 7 August 1998 it launched simul-
taneous bomb attacks on the US embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania, killing more than two hundred people. 
The US responded two weeks later with cruise mis-
sile attacks on suspected terrorist bases in both Sudan 
and Afghanistan, which had also given facilities to al-
Qaeda. Bin Laden was then forced to leave the Sudan 
but his terrorist network remained intact. By 2000 
there was widespread famine in southern Sudan and 
the next few years brought moves to end the war in 
the South. 

 One feature of  the ‘rogue states’ concept, which 
was of  concern to the US government itself, was that 

it could easily turn into an anti-Muslim policy. Apart 
from Libya and the Sudan, other key ‘rogue states’ 
were Iran and Iraq, and there were various reasons 
why Americans should have particular fears about 
what was termed ‘Islamic fundamentalism’. As a doc-
trine it seemed alien to core US values and, with the 
evident bankruptcy of  communism, could be seen as 
the primary ideological competitor to liberal democ-
racy. In Iran, of  course, it had emerged as a threat to 
US interests as early as 1979, with the fall of  the Shah 
and the seizure of  the American embassy in Tehran. 
It was easy to ignore the ideals of  mercy and toler-
ance in Islam, the deep divisions within the Islamic 
world—between, for example, the theocracy of  Iran, 
the secularized Iraqi state, or the Saudi monarchy—
and the genuine reasons for Muslim resentment of  
Western injustice and Christian enmity stretching 
back centuries. Muslims were critical of  European im-
perialism, the creation of  Israel, and more recently US 
attempts to foist its own political values and economic 
system on their own, well-established way of  life. But 
the 1980s and 1990s saw many incidents of  violence 
that Americans associated with Islamic radicalism, 
not only in Iran and the Sudan, but also in Algeria, the 
Lebanon, at least in the 1980s, and Afghanistan, which 
gave refuge to Osama bin Laden when he was forced 
to fl ee the Sudan and which was subjected to limited 
US sanctions after November 1999. In Algeria up to 
100,000 people were killed during the 1990s, in a vi-
cious civil war between the military-dominated gov-
ernment and the main opposition party, the Islamic 
Salvation Front. Furthermore, the ‘fundamentalists’ 
seemed to be advancing in Central Asia, in Afghanistan, 
and the former Soviet republic of  Tajikistan, and at 
times even seemed a threat to pro-Western govern-
ments in Egypt, Pakistan, and Turkey. Of  the many 
terrorist incidents associated with Islamic groups, the 
most shocking was the bombing of  the World Trade 
Center in New York in late February 1993, just after 
Clinton’s election, though it was only a shadow of  the 
attacks that would come in September 2001. But, as 
with Bush, the new administration could never enter-
tain a crudely anti-Islamic policy, because too many 
of  its friends and allies were Muslim states (Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia to name just a few) and 
those like Turkey and Pakistan, who at times seemed 
likely to turn to fundamentalism, needed the fi rmest 
US support. As with the treatment of  Marxist states, it 
was best to deal with those who would cooperate and 
isolate those who seemed the greatest threat.     
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  Key Examples: Korea, Cuba, Iran, Iraq   

 Apart from Libya and the Sudan, the main ‘rogue’ 
states which the Clinton administration tried to iso-
late were the two Marxist regimes of  Cuba and North 
Korea, and two Middle Eastern countries, Iran and 
Iraq. All, in fact, had been seen as opponents of  US in-
terests since before Clinton was elected. North Korea, 
indeed, had been an opponent since 1950. It still laid 
claim to South Korea and periodically tried to desta-
bilize it, by stirring up border tension, infi ltrating 
saboteurs, and carrying out assassinations. The worst 
incident was the murder of  a seventeen-strong South 
Korean delegation to Burma in October 1983. But such 
intimidation failed to prevent South Korea’s economy 
growing apace, while the North’s stagnated, and the 
South was able to exploit the decline of  the Cold War 
to host the Olympic Games (1988) and establish dip-
lomatic relations with the North’s former protectors, 
the USSR (1990) and China (1992). It seemed unlikely 
that the North would reopen the Korean War but it 
remained a centralized communist state, with sub-
stantial armed forces, under its ‘Great Leader’, Kim Il 
Sung. Attempts to turn the 1953 armistice agreement 
into a proper peace treaty had never advanced far and 
in 1991 it was feared that, in order to strengthen its po-
sition, the North might be building a nuclear weapon. 
If  it succeeded, this would be of  concern not only to 
South Korea, but to other pro-Western states in the 
region, like Japan, and to the South’s key protector, 
America. 

 Initially, a crisis was avoided: the US was ready to 
withdraw any nuclear weapons it had based in the 
South, the North proved ready to fulfi l the Non-
Proliferation Treaty, and in December 1991 the South 
signed two agreements with the North to keep the 
peninsula nuclear-free. But, whilst the South now 
hoped for a gradual move to reunifi cation, Kim Il 
Sung was determined to preserve its independent 
political development, and in March 1993 the nu-
clear agreements began to unravel, when the North 
started to block inspections on its soil by the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Authority. By November the 
Clinton White House was threatening to use force 
if  the North obtained a nuclear weapon. In 1994 this 
dangerous crisis between the North and the US was 
only eased when, in July, Kim suddenly died, just as ex-
President Jimmy Carter began to act a go-between for 
Clinton. In October, the North agreed to wind down 
its nuclear programme in return for help with energy 

supplies, trade, and investment, as well as an assurance 
that it would not be subjected to nuclear threats by the 
US. The years following this breakthrough were not 
easy, partly because the North was slow to carry out 
its promises. In April 1996, now under Kim Il Sung’s 
son, Kim Jong Il, the North said it would no longer 
recognize the demilitarized zone; in September an-
other group of  Northern infi ltrators landed in the 
South from a submarine. But the North was growing 
ever weaker in economic terms, facing widespread 
famine after 1997, and the Chinese pressed it to talk 
to the South. In May 1997 the South agreed to provide 
food aid to the North and, at the end of  the year, talks 
opened between these two, alongside America and 
China, in Geneva to try to frame a permanent settle-
ment of  the Korean problem. Progress was fi tful but 
June 2000 saw a summit meeting between Kim Jong Il 
and South Korea’s Kim Dae Jung, cross-border reun-
ions began in August between families that had been 
divided for decades, and the two countries competed 
at the Olympics that summer under a joint fl ag. But 
the following years would see a further deterioration 
in relations. 

 There was no similar relaxation of  tension between 
Washington and another old enemy, Fidel Castro of  
Cuba. Castro’s position, like Kim Il Sung’s, was weak-
ened by the end of  the Cold War. In 1991 the USSR was 
still providing Cuba with about $2 billion in aid and 
10,000 troops but Gorbachev, even before his down-
fall, announced this would end (the troops left in 1993) 
and meanwhile, in the Nicaraguan elections of  Febru-
ary 1990, Castro had lost his only ally in the western 
hemisphere. ‘Today we hear the breaking and crum-
bling of  Castro’s dictatorship’, Bush announced.   34    
Unable to trade on favourable terms with his former 
COMECON partners, the Cuban leader decided to 
maintain his dictatorship but now allowed some free-
market elements and foreign investment in the econ-
omy. He also showed, over the following years, that 
he was not completely isolated: the Russians kept a 
small presence in Cuba of  signals intelligence experts, 
eavesdropping on the US; in August 1992, as part of  
a process of  courting Latin American sympathy, he 
signed the Tlatelolco Treaty (the 1967 pact between 
Latin American and Caribbean countries, banning 
nuclear weapons in the region); in 1995 he was able 
to address the UN; and in 1998 Cuba was visited by 
Pope John Paul II. Castro even proved able to embar-
rass the mighty US in August 1994 when he ended 
the long-standing ban on emigration from Cuba. 
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 Not only did this seem an important act of  liberaliza-
tion, it also meant that tens of  thousands of  people 
now clamoured to leave Cuba and enter the US. This 
proved Washington’s claim that many Cubans were 
unhappy living under communism, but it also stirred 
up ill-feeling in America about high levels of  Hispanic 
immigration. So great was the pressure that, in Sep-
tember, Clinton was forced to strike a deal with Castro 
on emigration levels. 

 Whatever the signs of  political change in Cuba, the 
US was determined to maintain its pressure on Castro. 
Cuba might be small and lacking strong friends, but its 
leader had provoked a deep, personalized loathing in 
the US since the Bay of  Pigs in 1961. Cuba was seen as 
an oppressive, totalitarian regime, and it had a wealthy, 
infl uential body of  opponents in the Cuban-American 
community of  Florida. The ‘Cuban–American National 
Foundation’ led the campaign against Castro, insisting 
that the trade embargo be maintained. US hatred of  
Latin American radicalism ran deep and Cuba lay on 
its very doorstep. The 1962 settlement of  the Cuban 
missile crisis meant that force was ruled out as a way 
to topple Castro but a trade embargo had been intro-
duced that same year and in the 1990s was tightened 
up, as economic warfare became America’s principal 
weapon against him. The 1992 Torricelli Act extended 
the embargo to overseas subsidiaries of  US compa-
nies, and more controversially, the March 1996 Helms–
Burton Act, allowed the prosecution of  foreign-owned 
businesses that traded with Cuba. Clinton disliked the 
latter measure but 1996 was an election year, Florida 
was a key electoral battleground, the Republican-
dominated Congress was fi rmly anti-Castro, and the 
Cubans had just (in February) shot down two aircraft 
carrying opponents of  the regime off  the island. It was 
questionable, however, whether America’s toughness 
was not self-destructive. The European Union and 
Latin American states were off ended by the Helms–
Burton Act, claiming that it was illegal under the rules 
of  the World Trade Organization. Arguably, it simply 
helped Castro to pose as the defender of  Cuban in-
dependence against US imperialism. A policy of  ‘en-
gagement’ (as followed by Clinton with China) would 
have been a swifter way of  ending the Castro regime. 
As it was, the campaign against Cuba seemed a telling 
example of  America’s determination to interpret gen-
eral principles, like free trade and respect for human 
rights, in its own interests. It was a case of  post-Cold 
War foreign policy being decided by domestic politi-
cal considerations. Then again, a visit to Cuba by the 

Russian President, Vladimir Putin, in December 2000 
served as a reminder that there was still some sympa-
thy for Castro from his former Cold War allies. 

 Castro, while he survived in power, was an easier 
challenge with which to deal than Iran and Iraq. These 
countries, given their proximity and capacity for mili-
tary action had to be dealt with under a policy known 
as ‘dual containment’. Saddam Hussein’s decision 
to invade Kuwait in 1990 created a double dilemma 
for US policy: not only had he to be removed from 
Kuwait, but Iraq now became the second state in the 
Persian Gulf  which threatened regional stability in the 
long-term (Iran having been such a threat since 1979). 
In the 1980s, of  course, Iraq and Iran had eff ectively 
‘contained’ each other by fi ghting a long and bitter 
war, and one helpful factor in the 1990s, from the US 
viewpoint, was that they remained deeply suspicious 
of  one another. There was always the danger that a 
hard-line American policy might drive them together 
and make each of  them even more militant. But 
Washington felt it must take that risk. Both countries 
were opposed to the Israeli–Palestinian peace process, 
both supported international terrorist groups, both 
were known to be developing weapons of  mass de-
struction, and both were seen as potentially aggressive 
against their neighbours. Also, ‘Dual containment … 
built on policies that have long guided US Middle East 
policy … namely guaranteeing a continuing fl ow of  
oil … and keeping other powers from supplanting 
American dominance in the region.’   35    On several oc-
casions after 1991, crises blew up over Saddam’s threats 
to Kuwait and his refusal to allow UN inspections, 
whilst Iran’s attempts to build a nuclear weapon, 
linked to its support for terrorism, led Clinton to in-
troduce a complete trade and investment embargo 
against it in June 1995. Meanwhile, the US still retained 
$11 billion of  Iranian assets frozen in 1979 and the CIA 
was in contact with various opposition groups. 

 If  anything Iran, through its size and revolution-
ary fervour, seemed the more dangerous opponent, 
but there were indications that it might be possible 
to work with the regime. The death of  the Ayatollah 
Khomeini in June 1989 had led to a strengthening of  
the political position of  the President, as opposed 
to the supreme religious leadership, now held by 
Ayatollah Khamenei. After 1989, the President was Ali 
Akbar Rafsanjani, who adopted free-market reforms 
and helped secure the release of  Western hostages in 
Lebanon. More dramatically, Rafsanjani’s successor, 
Mohammed Khatami, seemed ready in December 1997 



 US Predominance and the Search for a Post-Cold War Order 503

 to off er improved individual rights within Iran and 
spoke of  opening a ‘dialogue’ with the US. Iran had 
also been able to improve its relations with France and 
Russia, while fellow Islamic states like Saudi Arabia 
wanted to see better US–Iranian understanding. There 
were other reasons for Clinton to respond positively to 
Khatami: dual containment was costly and had failed 
to change the regime in either Iran or Iraq; and it was 
tempting to exploit Iran as an opponent of  Saddam 
Hussein, in order to try to stabilize the Persian Gulf  
through an alternative policy. But Clinton was careful 
in evolving a policy. Thus, in June 1998 the Secretary 
of  State, Madeleine Albright, talked of  breaking down 
barriers with Iran but, in return, wanted it to end its 
support for terrorism and its attempts to obtain weap-
ons of  mass destruction. Albright eventually met her 
Iranian opposite number in September 2000, but only 
on the neutral ground provided by the UN in New 
York and whilst relations showed signs of  becoming 
more ‘normal’ they were still surrounded by mutual 
suspicion.      

  E.    ‘Humanitarian Intervention’ 
in Somalia and Haiti      

 Dilemmas of Humanitarian Intervention   

 One way in which Western governments were pushed 
by their own media and public opinion to decide for-
eign policy priorities after the Cold War, was on the 
basis of  respect for human rights. In particular, in con-
fl icts like Bosnia (see  Chapter  20  , C) and Rwanda (see 
 Chapter  22  , B), there was considerable pressure to in-
tervene on humanitarian grounds, to end inter-ethnic 
violence, and guarantee both food and medical aid 
with the use of  ‘peacekeeping’ missions. With about 
20 million refugees in the world by the mid-1990s, 
the breakdown of  order in so-called ‘failed states’ 
like Somalia, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, and vicious 
civil confl icts in the Sudan, Algeria, and elsewhere, it 
seemed essential to consider humanitarian interven-
tion as a way to realize the promises of  stability and 
plenty which had been generated by talk of  a New 
World Order. Furthermore, with the end of  the Cold 
War, it seemed possible to intervene without raising 
the danger of  superpower tension ensuing. The idea 
of  humanitarian intervention was far from new and 
there had been many examples of  mass murder in the 
twentieth century, not least the Holocaust, to support 

the argument that the world community should try 
to prevent such events occurring. A classic defi nition 
of  such intervention emerged as the ‘use of  force by 
a state, or states, to protect citizens of  the target state 
from large-scale human rights violations’.   36    But the 
1945 UN Charter had respected both human rights  and  
the national sovereignty of  member states, with the 
latter generally winning out over the former. Since all 
states had a vested interest in preserving the sanctity 
of  national sovereignty, few political leaders were gen-
uinely prepared to entertain the idea of  intervention 
in another country’s aff airs purely on humanitarian 
grounds. In any case, who was to judge when human 
rights violations became ‘large-scale’ enough to justify 
intervention? 

 Humanitarian intervention was, in any case, a far 
more complex moral issue than the Western media 
liked to pretend, and ethical questions were always 
tied up with issues of  international law, self-interest, 
and political expediency. It could be argued that op-
pressive states forfeited legitimacy, so that their na-
tional sovereignty need not be respected but, given 
the number of  oppressive regimes in the world and 
the fact that many were political allies and trading 
partners of  the West, or else too strong and stable to 
allow intervention, it was diffi  cult to decide at what 
point intervention was both opportune and possible. 
‘Domestic’ and ‘foreign’ policy matters could become 
hopelessly confused in this debate, with universal val-
ues and national sovereignty also in the melting pot. 
At what point did judicial executions (a feature of  legal 
life even in the US) or intercommunal violence (a fea-
ture of  society in many Western states) justify exter-
nal interference? And who should make this decision? 
A majority vote in the UN General Assembly might 
be best for giving legitimacy to such a condemnation, 
and many states were ready to respect a decision to 
use force by the Security Council, but it was notori-
ously diffi  cult to get the UN to act in unison and in 
practice it was left to individual states to decide on in-
tervention, often for mixed motives. The Western def-
inition of  human rights was not necessarily shared in 
Asia or Africa; too often ‘humanitarian’ intervention 
seemed a disguise for what the non-aligned movement 
interpreted as ‘imperialist’ behaviour, ‘to cover actions 
taken for other purposes’, or even simply ‘to justify 
continuing high military spending’ after the Cold 
War;   37    and there was the basic dilemma of  whether it 
could even be morally justifi able to use military force, 
with the inevitable civilian deaths that followed. Also, 
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 was intervention in the interests of  those who carried 
it out? One critic accused Clinton of  engaging in ‘for-
eign policy as social work’.   38    

 Many of  these problems had in fact been seen dur-
ing the Cold War when, despite the overwhelming 
tendency to treat any confl ict as an extension of  East–
West rivalry, there had been various examples of  ‘hu-
manitarian’ action, or at least claims that states were 
motivated by humanitarian concern. The US had tried 
to use this argument to excuse its invasions of  the 
Dominican Republic in 1965 and Grenada two decades 
later, but did not impress anyone. More seriously, the 
use of  economic sanctions against South Africa and 
Rhodesia was defended as helping to put an end to rac-
ist oppression. Few objected to the overthrow of  the 
dictator Idi Amin of  Uganda by a Tanzanian-led inva-
sion in 1979, or when the French toppled the equally 
oppressive ‘Emperor’ Bokassa of  the Central African 
Republic the same year. But these were unusual ex-
amples of  actions that were tolerated by both the 
Western and Soviet blocs, as well as the Non-Aligned 
Movement. South Africa and Rhodesia were guilty of  
a particular type of  human rights abuse; other types 
went unchallenged by UN sanctions. Tanzania (backed 
by the West) had reasons of  self-interest to overthrow 
a crazy dictator on their borders; there was no similar 
invasion to oust the equally cruel regime of  Amin’s 
eventual successor, Milton Obote. And the French 
only turned against Bokassa after building up his posi-
tion in the fi rst place. Elsewhere during the Cold War, 
even actions that self-evidently saved thousands of  
human lives were likely to be condemned if  they of-
fended one of  the superpowers. Thus the US was criti-
cal of  India’s support for Bangladeshi independence in 
1971 (because this represented a defeat for America’s 
ally, Pakistan) and condemned the Vietnamese inva-
sion of  Cambodia in 1978 (because, although it put an 
end to the murderous Pol Pot regime, it represented 
an advance for ‘pro-Soviet’ interests). 

 Several examples of  interventions after the Cold 
War were infl uenced by humanitarian pressures, some 
involving UN approval and some not. They included: 
Iraq, where Allied forces acted in April 1991 to provide 
protection for the Kurds and Marsh Arabs; Bosnia, 
where the UN acted after 1992 only with the Bosnian 
government’s consent and had a limited impact; 
Liberia, where the Nigerians dominated attempts by 
fellow West African states to end the post-1990 civil 
war; and Rwanda, where the UN endorsed French in-
tervention only to fi nd that the Paris government took 

sides among the locals (see  Chapter  22  , B). However, 
there were two other examples of  intervention, where 
the US took a leading role and where radically diff er-
ent outcomes showed both the perils and opportuni-
ties of  humanitarian action. These were Somalia and 
Haiti, both of  which fell into the category of  so-called 
‘failed states’.     

 Somalia   

 Somalia, led since October 1969 by Siad Barré, had 
been of  great signifi cance in the breakdown of  East–
West détente in the late 1970s, thanks to the Ogaden 
War against Ethiopia (see  Chapter  14  , C). After suff er-
ing defeat in that confl ict, various opposition groups 
became active against Barré and, as the Cold War 
wound down in the late 1980s, the fate of  the Horn 
of  Africa became less important to the superpowers. 
In the early 1990s both Somalia and Ethiopia suff ered 
deep internal traumas. In Ethiopia’s case this took 
the form of  having to concede the independence of  
Eritrea in 1992 after decades of  war, but at least the 
central government survived and was even able to fare 
well in a border confl ict with Eritrea in 1999–2000. In 
Somalia’s case, in contrast, there was a decline into vir-
tual anarchy. Along with the rest of  Africa, Somalia, 
never a wealthy country, received little Western aid or 
investment and by 1990 there was widespread famine. 
But there were enough weapons left over from the 
Ogaden War to keep the political factions well armed. 
On 27 January 1991 Barré was forced to fl ee into exile, 
having lost control of  the capital, Mogadishu, to the 
forces of  the United Somali Congress. Despite its im-
pressive title, this was only one of  several opposition 
groups, most of  which relied on the support of  par-
ticular Somali clans, and it was unable to agree with 
the rest. In the North one group, the Somali National 
Movement, declared independence, basing its borders 
on those of  the former colony of  British Somaliland, 
which had been united with Italian Somaliland to 
form Somalia in 1960. By September 1991 the politi-
cal divisions had grown worse, as the United Somali 
Congress split between the supporters of  its Chairman, 
General Mohammed Aideed, and the President, Ali 
Mahdi. The UN tried to broker ceasefi res and form a 
coalition government. In April 1992 it also set up the 
UN Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM) to help secure 
peace and humanitarian assistance. The force was de-
ployed in August, but initially limited to about a thou-
sand personnel. 
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  Meanwhile, as images of  starving Somalis fi ltered 
through to American television screens, there were 
calls for Bush to intervene on a large scale to protect 
food supplies. Since Aideed had earlier seemed to ap-
prove UNOSOM, there appeared little danger of  US 
troops running into a Vietnam-style imbroglio. It was 
felt that American forces, fresh from their success in 
the Gulf  War, could easily handle a famine relief  mis-
sion in a poor country like Somalia. It would, however, 
be a marked departure from existing policy: in the 
wake of  the Cold War, despite complaints from the 
Congressional Black Caucus and others, the US had 
run down aid to Africa. Aid to Somalia had been cut 
in July 1989. True, Bush had sent a force of  marines to 
Liberia in West Africa in June 1990, but this was a lim-
ited operation to evacuate American citizens. ‘That 
Bush, in so many ways a practitioner of  Realpolitik, 
would have intervened in an area now devoid of  stra-
tegic signifi cance, appeared to expand considerably 
the meaning of  his “New World Order”.’ Yet this is 
what happened. The intervention ‘was justifi ed purely 
on humanitarian grounds. There was no strategic, 
economic or narcotics interest that propelled the … 
US into action, nor foreign territory that had been in-
vaded.’   39    Neither did the Somali authorities request 
external intervention. 

 In December 1992 the outgoing Bush administra-
tion, in full agreement with President-elect Clinton, 
launched ‘Operation Restore Hope’, with over 20,000 
American troops despatched to Somalia under US, 
not UN, command. There was no opposition to their 
arrival but Somali politics remained anarchic and 
Aideed’s attitude towards such a large-scale external 
intervention became more ambiguous. Coordination 
between the relief  eff ort and the military command 
was poor and there was little attempt to consult the 
Somalis. In May 1993 the Americans still seemed likely 
to escape without loss, since they were due to be re-
placed by a substantial new ‘UNOSOM II’ presence. 
But, partly in order to make it safe for new UN deploy-
ments, in an example of  ‘mission creep’, the US had 
moved beyond its narrow humanitarian action, to try 
to disarm the local militias. This could only provoke 
concern among warlords like Aideed. It was then, in 
early June, that Aideed’s followers massacred twenty-
three Pakistani UN soldiers, leading the UN to order 
his arrest. On 17 June American forces had their fi rst 
clash with Aideed’s men and the date for withdrawal 
was pushed back, even though there was still no di-
rect US economic and political interest in the confl ict. 

Clinton later remarked that he did not want to ‘pull out 
and have chaos, anarchy, starvation return’.   40    But the 
US mission had now become one of  fi ghting Aideed. 
Eventually, on 3–4 October the Americans launched a 
full-scale helicopter and troop attack on his headquar-
ters in Mogadishu but they became trapped and shot 
their way out. Hundreds of  Somalis were killed in 
the process but the US public were mainly concerned 
with the death of  thirteen of  their own men. Having 
clamoured for intervention in the fi rst place, the pub-
lic were suddenly unwilling to support the Somali 
operation. For Clinton, Operation Restore Hope had 
become the most disastrous failure of  his fi rst year in 
offi  ce. Between December 1993 and March 1994 the US 
troops were withdrawn, though UN forces remained 
to guard the harbour and airport of  Mogadishu for 
another year. By then, Aideed’s forces were in the as-
cendant in Somalia and they continued to expand their 
area of  control without securing outright victory, until 
the General’s death in August 1996. Ironically, his suc-
cessor was his son who, in 1992, had been a member of  
the US marines. Meanwhile, in May 1994, Clinton had 
issued a Presidential Directive to the eff ect that future 
military interventions would be to defend vital inter-
ests and with clear aims of  success. It was a Directive, 
however, that would cripple America’s response to the 
next humanitarian crisis in Africa, focused on Rwanda.     

 Haiti   

 Operation Restore Hope had unexpectedly turned 
from a humanitarian venture into a dangerous mili-
tary embarrassment for the US, rekindling fears 
of  ‘another Vietnam’. But predicting the course of  
military action is never easy and in Haiti in 1994 the 
Clinton administration had almost the opposite ex-
perience to Somalia over another problem inher-
ited from Bush: intervention was only decided with 
great reluctance yet, once underway, brought an easy 
victory—even if  the internal politics of  the country 
remained unsettled. 

 1994 was not the fi rst time that the US had inter-
vened in Haiti. The country had been under partial 
American occupation for two decades after 1915, but 
this had done nothing to help democratic ideals take 
hold. Instead, by the 1960s the Caribbean island was 
dominated by François (‘Papa Doc’) Duvalier and 
his son, and eventual successor, Jean Claude, known 
as ‘Baby Doc’. Papa Doc had originally been elected 
leader in 1957, but soon became one of  the most 



506 The Post-Cold War World, 1990–2000

 ruthless and eccentric of  the western hemisphere’s 
dictators, appointing himself  President-for-life in 1964 
and using the paramilitary ‘Tontons Macoutes’ to ter-
rorize the population. This did not dissuade US gov-
ernments from maintaining the Duvaliers in power 
for the sake of  anti-Communism and regional stability. 
But in 1986 the poverty and dissatisfaction of  Haitians 
were such that there was widespread unrest and Baby 
Doc was forced to fl ee. Even so, thanks partly to the 
opposition of  the police and army, it took until Decem-
ber 1990 before free elections were held and the win-
ner, a Catholic ex-priest called Jean-Bertrand Aristide, 
proved a volatile leader. His reforms threatened the 
position of  the landowners, the business community 
and the army, and in August 1991 he was overthrown 
in a military coup. The Americans, whilst critical of  

Aristide’s performance, did not welcome his replace-
ment. With the Cold War over and little to fear from 
Communism in the Caribbean, a repressive govern-
ment in Haiti was an embarrassment. It was one case 
where the triumph of  Western liberal values round 
1989–91 seemed to go into reverse. The Organization 
of  American States (OAS) opposed the military gov-
ernment from the outset and introduced a regional 
trade embargo against it. The UN followed suit and, 
with US approval that would have seemed unlikely in 
earlier decades, introduced economic sanctions cul-
minating in an oil embargo in 1993. Furthermore, the 
Bush administration soon found itself  facing tens of  
thousands of  would-be immigrants from Haiti. Both 
Bush, and in early 1993 Clinton, felt they had little alter-
native to the forced repatriation of  these refugees, but 

   Bill Clinton and his Secretaries of State    

 Clinton was born William Jeff erson Blythe IV in Hope, Arkansas 

in 1946, but his father was killed in a car accident before he was 

born and he took a new surname when his mother married 

Roger Clinton. When aged 16, Clinton met President Kennedy 

and determined to become a politician himself. He studied 

international relations at Georgetown University, Washington; 

won a Rhodes Scholarship to the University of Oxford; then 

trained in law at Yale, where he met his wife, Hillary Rodham. 

Clinton became Attorney-General of his home state in 1976, 

only three years after leaving Yale, and by 1978 was the 

youngest state Governor in America. His liberal views cost him 

the 1980 election, however, and he then became more 

circumspect in his approach. Returning to the Governorship in 

1982, he held on to it for the next decade, slowly improving 

Arkansas’s provision of schools and social welfare. 

 His bid for the presidency in 1992 was helped by the fact that 

most other leading Democrats decided not to run, having 

decided that the Republican, George Bush, was in an 

impregnable position. Clinton exploited diffi  culties in the US 

economy to overcome Bush, then became the fi rst Democratic 

President since Roosevelt to serve out two full terms. This was 

despite the failure of his health reforms, the loss of both the 

House and Senate to Republican control in 1994, and questions 

surrounding his fi nances (the ‘Whitewater Aff air’) and private 

life (the Lewinsky scandal, which even briefl y led to an 

impeachment attempt). His greatest success at home was to 

reduce the government defi cit and preside over healthy 

economic growth. In his foreign policy he was often accused of 

lacking an overall direction, yet he encouraged the peace 

process in the Middle East and Northern Ireland, took fi rm 

action over Haiti and Somalia, and could even claim a belated 

success in Bosnia. 

 Clinton’s Secretary of State in his fi rst term was Warren 

Christopher. Born in 1925 in South Dakota, he had been 

educated in law at Stanford and, throughout his career, 

interspersed law practice with government service. He was 

Deputy Attorney-General in 1967–9, under Lyndon Johnson, 

and Deputy Secretary of State in 1977–81, under Jimmy Carter. 

In the latter post, he had a key role in dealing with the Iran 

hostage crisis. As Secretary of State, he again focused much of 

his time on Middle East issues and travelled over 750,000 miles, 

further than any of his predecessors. He died in March 2011. 

 In the second term (1997–2001), Clinton chose Madeleine 

Albright to succeed Christopher. Albright had been born 

Maria Jana Korbelova, in Prague in 1937, the daughter of a 

Czechoslovakian diplomat. Her family lived in England during 

the Second World War, after fl eeing the Nazis, but settled in 

Denver, Colorado in 1948. The multilingual and academically 

gifted Albright, received her PhD from Columbia University in 

1976 and specialized in international relations, particularly 

Eastern Europe, working at the School of Foreign Service at 

the University of Georgetown in the 1980s. But she was also 

developing a political career, working for Senator Edmund 

Muskie (1976–8) and then on the staff  of the National 

Security Council under Carter (1978–81). In 1993, she joined 

the Clinton administration as ambassador to the UN. As the 

fi rst female Secretary of State she proved outspoken and blunt 

but popular, taking a particularly fi rm approach when dealing 

with Serbia.  
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 it was an embarrassing policy for America to adopt. 
Black Americans in Congress took up the Haitian cause 
and one leading activist, Randall Robinson, went on 
hunger strike to force Clinton into action. 

 In July 1993 a UN-sponsored mediation eff ort led 
the Haitian military government, under General Raul 
Cédras, to agree to let Aristide resume power by the 
end of  October, in return for an amnesty for his op-
ponents. But when October came, partly encouraged 
by Clinton’s current humiliation in Somalia, Cédras 
decided to renege on the agreement. A US warship 
was refused the right to dock in Haiti, Republicans 
questioned the need for military action, and Clinton 
felt powerless to respond. Yet, as the months passed, 
American public opinion became increasingly con-
cerned about the plight of  ordinary Haitians, which 
was not helped by the economic blockade and which 
still led many ‘boat people’ to risk escape to the US. 
In July 1994 a UN resolution approved ‘all necessary 
means’ to remove the military government and, as 
diplomatic pressure on Cédras mounted, the US 
openly prepared for an invasion. It was eventually 
timetabled for mid-September, under the code word 
Operation Uphold Democracy, and apart from back-
ing the democratic cause, was intended to remove the 
refugee problem. But even as it was being launched 
Cédras was induced to stand down. In an eleventh-
hour mission to Haiti, ex-President Jimmy Carter 
persuaded the military to allow Aristide’s return. As a 
result, Operation Uphold Democracy, which Clinton 

had taken so long to launch, went ahead on 19 Sep-
tember without opposition. Even one critical account 
concedes that in Haiti, ‘the combination of  power and 
diplomacy that the administration had talked about … 
worked rather well’.   41    

 Up to 20,000 troops, from other countries in the re-
gion, as well as the US, arrived to restore Aristide, and 
in March 1995 the UN then took over control of  the 
peacekeeping mission. US–UN relations were much 
better than they had been in Somalia and only one 
American was killed. Not everything went smoothly. 
There was sporadic violence between pro- and anti-
Aristide factions and, whilst UN troops were with-
drawn in November 1997, a police presence had to 
remain. Years of  low investment in Haiti meant there 
was widespread poverty, unemployment, and a lack 
of  basic amenities or an adequate transport system, 
which in turn undermined social and political stabil-
ity. A further blow struck in January 2010, with a mas-
sive earthquake. In contrast to 1915, the Americans had 
come and gone quickly, taking care that the UN and 
OAS approved their action, but the fact was that Haiti 
still needed external intervention to preserve the hope 
of  a democratic future. ‘Indeed, the operation can be 
seen as a typical case of  “regional power projection” 
by the US government, in its own area of  infl uence’, 
the key contrast with some earlier interventions in the 
region being that ‘there was a strong will amongst the 
local population in support of  the intervention’ and a 
legitimate government being restored.   42             

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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  A.    Southern Africa: The End 
of Apartheid      

 South Africa’s Growing Isolation   

 One of  the signs, alongside the end of  the Cold War, 
that old enmities were breaking down and that a more 
liberal-democratic world order might be emerging, 
was the end of  the system of  apartheid in South Africa. 
This development did have some links to the end of  the 
Cold War, but it also followed a long period in which 
White supremacy had been in decline in southern 
Africa, leaving the home of  apartheid exposed to 
strong external pressures. South Africa had, of  course, 
been widely condemned by much of  the international 
community, and especially the newly independent 
Black African states, since apartheid had been intro-
duced by the Nationalist Party, which dominated the 
country’s government after 1948. ‘Apartheid stirred 

the international conscience as few other post-war is-
sues had, in a sense making South Africa the world’s 
favourite pariah.’   1    In the early 1960s South Africa had 
been forced out of  the Commonwealth and various 
UN bodies, despite arguments that a state’s internal 
policies were no reason to ostracize it in external rela-
tions. In 1963 the UN General Assembly had voted for 
a voluntary arms embargo against South Africa, which 
most nations respected, including the US (despite its 
own segregationist policies in the southern states). 
But Pretoria did not retreat in the face of  such pres-
sure. It developed links to the other anti-Communist 
states that felt threatened by the current international 
system, not least Israel, and it exploited its position as 
a major exporter of  diamonds, gold, and other miner-
als. Britain and the US were anxious both to preserve 
their investments in South Africa and appreciated its 
value as a fi rm anti-Communist state, the wealthiest, 
most powerful military force in sub-Saharan African, 
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 and the country which controlled the Cape of  Good 
Hope, between the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. The 
importance of  the last point was underlined in 1967–73 
when, thanks to the Arab–Israeli War, the Suez Canal 
was closed to shipping and the Cape route was more 
extensively used. 

 In 1969 the Nixon administration decided it should 
try to work with South Africa in order to moderate and 
infl uence its policies, reasoning that an early collapse 
of  apartheid was unlikely. A 1969 policy review argued 
that the ‘whites are here to stay and the only way that 
constructive change can come about is through them. 
There is no hope for the blacks to gain the political 
rights they seek through violence, which will only lead 
to chaos and increased opportunities for the Commu-
nists.’   2    At that time South Africa’s strategic position 
seemed very secure: it was occupying South-West 
Africa, a UN mandate since 1919 which had not been 
made into a trusteeship for South Africa in 1945 like 
the mandates of  other countries; its northern neigh-
bours included both Ian Smith’s White supremacist 
regime in Rhodesia and the Portuguese colony of  
Mozambique; and the black southern African states 
(such as Botswana, Swaziland, and Lesotho) were very 
weak, military and economically. South Africa could 
be considered a ‘regional superpower’ and the logic 
of  the Nixon Doctrine was that the US should rely 
on such strong, local powers to maintain stability. As 
the 1970s progressed, however, the logic of  this posi-
tion was called into question and the trend, at global 
and regional level, was for South Africa to be isolated. 
In 1974 its spokesman was not allowed to address the 
General Assembly; in 1977, following the police mur-
der of  the Black activist, Steve Biko, a mandatory arms 
embargo was introduced; and at the same time re-
maining sports links with the outside world were cut. 

 Of  more immediate worry to Pretoria, were events 
in Angola and Mozambique in 1974–5, where Marxist 
governments came to power following the end of  the 
Portuguese colonial empire, and in Rhodesia, where 
Ian Smith’s regime was increasingly beleaguered. 
Lacking South Africa’s size and mineral resources, 
Rhodesia was badly aff ected by UN sanctions and after 
1975 two guerrilla armies led by black nationalist politi-
cians, Robert Mugabe and Joshua Nkomo, became a 
serious menace, using bases in Mozambique. Even Pre-
toria believed that Smith would have to compromise 
and the election of  Jimmy Carter, with his assertion 
of  human rights, increased the pressures on Rhodesia. 
An attempt by Smith to install his own favoured black 

Prime Minister, Bishop Abel Muzorewa, failed to im-
press world opinion and in 1979 Britain—still the legal 
ruler of  Rhodesia—brokered a settlement. Smith’s 
‘Unilateral Declaration of  Independence’ was made 
void and, in December, a British governor returned, 
though only until March 1980, when Mugabe was 
elected Prime Minister. Rhodesia then became in-
dependent under the name of  Zimbabwe. Mugabe 
and Nkomo fell out in 1982, leading to violence be-
tween the latter’s Matabele people and the majority 
Shonas, but reasonable stability was maintained until 
the end of  the millennium, when the oppressive na-
ture of  Mugabe’s regime began to provoke increasing 
international concern. 

 Whilst the independence of  Zimbabwe emphasized 
South Africa’s lack of  friends on its borders, Mugabe 
was no more a threat to South Africa’s existence than 
were Botswana or the other former British colonies and 
protectorates in southern Africa. Zimbabwe needed to 
recover from the recent guerrilla war and was a poor, 
landlocked state, its external trade eff ectively controlled 
by South Africa. What happened to those who chose ac-
tively to oppose South Africa was revealed most starkly 
in Mozambique, where Ian Smith’s intelligence service 
had already helped create an anti-government guerrilla 
movement, RENAMO (Mozambique National Re-
sistance). In 1979–80 this was taken over by the South 
African intelligence service, BOSS, and began an ever 
more vicious campaign, terrorizing the countryside 
and helping reduce Mozambique to one of  the poor-
est countries in Africa. Mozambique’s crime was to 
act as a guerrilla base for the African National Con-
gress (ANC), a long-standing black South African po-
litical organization, which had decided in 1961 to use 
violent means to overthrow apartheid. By March 1984 
Mozambique was in such turmoil that it off ered, in the 
Nkomati Accord, to end ANC activities there if  South 
Africa abandoned RENAMO. But Pretoria would not 
honour such a deal and it was only in October 1992, 
after the demise of  apartheid, that an internal peace 
agreement was reached in Mozambique, which led 
to elections under UN supervision in November 1994 
(won by the government party). At times, notably in 
May 1986, the South Africans also launched attacks on 
ANC facilities in Botswana, Zambia, and Zimbabwe; 
and there were attempts to ‘destabilize’ these states 
through support for dissident groups, though never on 
the scale of  Mozambique. 

 Meanwhile, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the in-
ternal politics of  South Africa seemed beyond peaceful 
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 change. The ANC leader, Nelson Mandela, remained 
in prison and other black nationalists were exiled or 
murdered. The apartheid laws were maintained and 
the best reform that Pretoria could off er was to form 
small, autonomous administrative units in poorer 
areas (starting with Transkei in 1976) and claim that 
these were independent Black African nations. Other 
governments refused to recognize them. A series 
of  school riots in 1976, in the country’s largest black 
township, Soweto, showed that the country was not 
quiescent in the face of  continued discrimination, 
but the ANC guerrilla campaign had little impact on 
Pretoria. After 1978 a new president, P.W. Botha, initi-
ated a few reforms, but of  a limited nature, such as the 
legalisation of  non-white trades unions and of  mixed 
marriages. Any modest extension of  political rights, as 
in 1984, was restricted to two non-Black minorities, the 
Indians and mixed-race ‘Coloureds’. From 1981, with 
the replacement of  the moralistic Carter by the fi ercely 
anti-communist Reagan, South Africa’s international 
position improved somewhat. Reagan, in defi ance of  
the UN view, insisted that Pretoria’s occupation of  
South-West Africa could not end until Cuban troops 
left Angola (see  Chapter  19  , C). The infl uential Assistant 
Secretary of  State, Chester Crocker, advocated a policy 
of  ‘constructive engagement’, in a  Foreign Aff airs  arti-
cle of  1981, arguing that the best way to change South 
African policy was gradually, through cooperation 
and persuasion, not sanctions and isolation. Crocker 
himself  insisted that this was ‘not a formula for a love-
in with apartheid … As a multiracial democracy, the 
United States cannot endorse a system that is racist in 
purpose or eff ect.’ But some critics saw it diff erently: 
‘Crocker … ruled out economic sanctions, thus remov-
ing from consideration the one policy tool … viewed as 
the greatest threat by successive South African admin-
istrations.’   3    The Thatcher government in Britain, still 
South Africa’s most important trading and investment 
partner, also argued that UN sanctions had harmed 
poor blacks without bringing down apartheid.     

 From Botha to Mandela   

 In August 1984 a fresh outbreak of  internal violence 
began to rock South Africa’s Black townships. Eventu-
ally, on 25 July 1985, the government responded with 
a partial state of  emergency. Young blacks, frustrated 
by a system that kept wealth and political power in the 
hands of  whites, when they themselves faced poverty 
and unemployment, took part in months of  riots and 

demonstrations. In the government crackdown that 
followed about 2,000 were killed, and tens of  thousands 
detained. Such violence, together with Botha’s failure 
to embrace radical reform, led to the growing doubts 
in America about the policy of  ‘constructive engage-
ment’. Congress at fi rst forced Reagan to introduce 
limited sanctions in September 1985, then, in August 
1986, passed a comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, 
with wide-ranging measures including a ban on new 
investments. Pressure for fi rmer sanctions also revived 
in the UN and the Commonwealth, backed by South 
Africa’s church leader, the Nobel Prize winner, Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu. Thatcher resisted the change 
of  policy and, together with Reagan, prevented the 
UN from adopting a mandatory embargo. But other 
Commonwealth and European Community states in-
troduced their own extra sanctions. The state of  emer-
gency was suspended for a while, only to be reimposed 
in June 1986, but the situation for the government was 
not yet critical. Over the years it had built up its in-
dustries and had stockpiled oil and other resources, 
so that it could cope with isolation; it was still the re-
gional superpower with little to fear from the ‘front-
line’ Black African states to the North; diamonds and 
gold exports were strong; and some states, notably 
Germany and Japan, boosted their trade with South 
Africa at this time. Furthermore, there were divisions 
among black South Africans, especially between the 
ANC and the Zulu political movement, ‘Inkatha’, led 
by Chief  Mangosuthu Buthelezi. But there were seri-
ous problems of  falling external investment in South 
Africa, a worsening balance of  payments and currency 
instability, and a growing belief  among some of  the 
white elite that radical reform was inescapable. 

 In 1989 two major events occurred inside South 
Africa. First, in a general election, the National Party 
lost votes both to right-wingers, who rejected all 
change, and left-wingers, who wanted reform. Second, 
Botha suff ered a stroke and was succeeded by F. W. de 
Klerk who decided on a programme of  change in pref-
erence to growing economic troubles and a potential 
bloodbath. At the same time, whilst disliking sanctions 
and still hoping for peaceful change, the Bush adminis-
tration came to power in Washington with a more crit-
ical public line than Reagan on apartheid. The Angolan 
and Namibian disputes had now been settled (see 
 Chapter  19  , C). Despite widespread scepticism about 
de Klerk’s intentions, Botha’s successor not only spoke 
of  a ‘new’ South Africa but also set out to create one. 
He was helped in this by the decline of  communism 
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 in Europe and the Cuban withdrawal from Angola, 
which neutralized those—both inside and outside the 
country—who had always feared that reform would 
lead to a Marxist regime in Pretoria. De Klerk ‘faced an 
entirely new set of  political challenges within his own 
constituency base, as well as quite a diff erent set … of  
international challenges’, so that some shift in policy 
was unsurprising. But the scale of  what followed sur-
prised everyone: ‘It is almost unprecedented in history 
for a government, enjoying the loyalty … of  its secu-
rity forces and bureaucracy, to begin a process which 
could imply the termination of  its rule.’   4    In July 1989 
de Klerk met Nelson Mandela, the greatest symbol of  
black nationalism, for the fi rst time and on 2 February 
1990, after further meetings, released him from prison. 
In the interim the government moved from legaliz-
ing peaceful protests, to recognition of  the ANC and 
other opposition groups, and then to the promise of  
constitutional talks. The state of  emergency was lifted 
in stages after June 1990, coming to an end fi ve months 
later. In August 1990 a deal was reached whereby the 
government issued an amnesty for political prisoners 
and let exiled opposition leaders return home while the 
ANC suspended its guerrilla campaign. Just as signifi -
cant, in June 1991, the main laws that upheld apartheid 

were repealed, notably the Group Areas Act which had 
segregated the races from one another. 

 In this process the two sides had diff erent goals. De 
Klerk’s policy was to ‘change the system suffi  ciently to 
restore social peace and normalize South Africa’s rela-
tions with the rest of  the world, but avoid a complete 
transfer of  power to blacks’; while the ANC was ‘con-
fi dent it would take over after the demise of  the white 
regime’.   5    As events unfolded, it was increasingly dif-
fi cult to deny that de Klerk was seeking fundamental 
changes, and pressure grew to ease UN sanctions 
against South Africa. Britain led the way in this, re-
laxing some of  its own sanctions in early 1990. The 
US was slower, ending all sanctions by mid-1991. At 
the same time, sports links to South Africa were reo-
pened by international bodies. There was a continuing 
danger that the peace moves would be undermined 
by violence: indeed, especially in Natal, thousands 
of  people died in the early 1990s in clashes between 
the ANC and Inkatha, with the latter receiving en-
couragement from the police and army—elements 
of  which were opposed to de Klerk’s policies. Also, 
sanctions were eased when blacks were still without 
the vote: constitutional talks, through the ‘Conven-
tion for a Democratic South Africa’, only began in 

   Nelson Mandela (b. 1918)    

 The fi rst black President of South Africa was born in 1918, the 

son of a chief of the Thembu tribe in Transkei. Trained as a 

lawyer, with a BA degree from the University of South Africa, 

he gave up the position of Chief when he inherited it, preferring 

to pursue his political ambitions. Mandela joined the African 

National Congress (ANC), the main movement working for 

equal rights among the country’s racial groups, in 1944. He was 

soon a leading fi gure among the radical, younger members of 

the party and became head of its youth league in 1951. Over 

the following years he took part in non-violent resistance to the 

growth of the ‘apartheid’ system, introduced by the white 

supremacist National Party, and seen most notoriously in the 

Group Areas Act. In 1952, despite being banned by the 

government from attending public meetings, Mandela became a 

vice-president at the ANC and in 1956–61, along with other 

Congress leaders, he successfully fought off  government 

accusations of treason in a long-running court battle. 

 The Sharpeville massacre of 1960 led to a decision by the ANC 

to set up a paramilitary wing, the ‘Spear of the Nation’ in 1961, 

of which Nelson Mandela became head. But this shift to a 

readiness to use violent tactics made it easier for the government 

to resuscitate charges of treason against him. He was arrested in 

1962 and sentenced to life imprisonment two years later. For the 

next eighteen years Mandela was incarcerated on Robben Island, 

but in the process he became the greatest symbol of resistance 

to apartheid. In the 1980s, as South Africa’s international position 

became more isolated, there was mounting pressure to release 

him. Despite government fears of his radicalism, he entered 

secret talks with them in 1986 and, although it caused some 

controversy in the ANC, he even met the South African 

President, P. W. Botha, in 1989. In February 1990 Mandela was 

fi nally released from prison, in 1992 he was elected ANC 

president, and in 1993 he shared the Nobel Peace Prize with 

Botha’s successor, F. W. de Klerk, following an international 

settlement of the country’s problems. Old age meant that 

Mandela served only one term (1994–9) as President, being 

succeeded by his former deputy, Thabo Mbeki, who served as 

President until 2008. In 1996 after nearly forty years of marriage, 

Mandela divorced his second wife, Winnie, who had become 

identifi ed with radical violence and been implicated in murder. 

On his eightieth birthday he married Graca Machel, widow of a 

former President of neighbouring Mozambique.  
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 December 1991 and white voters only approved reform 
in a (whites-only) referendum in March 1992. But the 
international community felt it must act to encour-
age de Klerk by ending sanctions and the policy was 
justifi ed by events. Within South Africa the National 
Party, ANC, and other groups found it diffi  cult to pull 
back from negotiations: ‘despite the many diff erences 
between these parties on their ideal visions of  a future 
state, there was among them … a considerable conver-
gence on a post-apartheid democracy’.   6    Though trou-
bled in 1992, and even suspended for several months, 
the constitutional talks resulted in agreement in 
February 1993, which led to equal political rights for all, 
free elections, and guarantees that the National Party 
might retain a share in power for fi ve years. 

 The April 1994 elections, boycotted by Inkatha, were 
easily won by the ANC, which had eff ectively secured 
most from the negotiations with the National Party, at 
least on the political front. In 1996, feeling increasingly 
marginalized, the National Party quit the ruling coali-
tion. By then, apartheid had disappeared as an inter-
national problem, the southern Africa region was at 
peace for the fi rst time in a generation, and the new 
South African President, Mandela, was recognized as 
a statesman of  global stature. For South Africa itself, 
however, notwithstanding its natural resources and its 
power in the region, the challenges of  national reconcil-
iation, boosting black incomes and providing genuine 
equalities of  opportunity were immense. There was 
a bold attempt to address the fi rst problem by setting 
up a ‘Truth and Reconciliation Committee’, chaired by 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, which held hearings from 
1996, to investigate outrages carried out by all sides in 
the apartheid era. As to economic problems, there was 
some disappointment at the government’s failure to 
redistribute wealth and a feeling that it had adopted a 
conservative approach to high fi nance. Even more than 
the rest of  sub-Saharan Africa, the country was also in-
creasingly blighted by infections from Aids. But such 
problems did not prevent the ANC winning the 1999, 
2004, and 2009 general elections by clear margins.         

  B.    Central Africa: Rwanda and Zaire      

 Poverty and Instability below the Sahara   

 If  the peaceful transition to majority rule in South 
Africa was one of  the most hopeful changes in in-
ternational politics in the 1990s, it could not mask 

the fact that the continent south of  the Sahara con-
tained the world’s poorest regions. In the mid-1990s 
three-quarters of  the countries designated by the 
World Bank as ‘heavily indebted’ were in sub-Saharan 
Africa, with total debts there of  about $200 billion. 
Whereas Latin America’s debts had fallen as a per-
centage of  gross national product (GNP) since a long-
running debt crisis in the 1980s, Africa’s had continued 
to rise until many countries had debts in excess of  
their GNP. Many ordinary Africans lacked a basic edu-
cation, health care, or even clean water but their gov-
ernments and Western aid agencies had no solution 
to the situation. There was simply no agreement on 
the root cause of  African problems. The former co-
lonial powers were variously blamed for dividing up 
the continent with little regard to local factors, either 
geographical or ethnic, and for abandoning the newly 
independent countries around 1960 with little prepa-
ration in economic or political terms. Subsequently, 
Western countries had shaped a global economy 
which let Africans run up huge debts but gave them 
paltry reward for their exports. In the 1980s the IMF 
and World Bank became ‘the most signifi cant exter-
nal infl uences on the political life of  many African 
countries’, acting in a way that some criticized as 
‘tantamount to a new form of  colonialism’.   7    

 African countries themselves had often adopted a 
centralized political model, based around strong lead-
ers and socialist-style economic planning, which some-
times broke down into dictatorship, military coups, 
and fi nancial corruption. Given sub-Saharan Africa’s 
ethnic diff erences, military regimes, and economic 
problems, it is perhaps surprising that there was not 
more international confl ict. Beyond southern Africa, 
and after the civil wars in the Congo and Nigeria in 
the 1960s, the number of  confl icts was actually few. 
The Tanzanian-led invasion of  Uganda in 1979 proved 
a unique example of  one Black African state helping 
to overthrow the dictator of  another by armed force. 
Here, once Idi Amin was replaced, the Tanzanians 
quickly withdrew. There was some interference from 
the former colonial powers, especially the French 
who, also in 1979, helped overthrow the dictator of  the 
Central African Republic, Jean-Bédel Bokassa. 

 By the mid-1990s, however, there were a number of  
civil confl icts in sub-Saharan Africa which threatened to 
draw in outside states and which led, by 1994, to 7.5 mi-
llion refugees on the continent. All of  them involved 
questions of  the future of  the state. Two were in West 
Africa where Nigeria, despite being ruled by a military 
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 dictatorship, played a leading role in peacemaking ef-
forts. In Liberia a multinational force was sent by other 
West African countries after civil war broke out in 1990 
between rebels of  the regime of  Samuel Doe (who 
had launched a military coup in 1980); and in Sierra 
Leone there was a series of  coups in the wake of  the 
dictatorship of  Siaka Stevens (1968–85), culminating in 
a Nigerian-led intervention in early 1998. On the latter 
occasion the Nigerians themselves became enmeshed 
in the violence and there were further interventions 
by both the UN (1999–2005) and the former colonial 
power, Britain (2000–02), which helped restore stabil-
ity. Across the continent, in the southern Sudan, there 
was long-running discontent with the Sudanese gov-
ernment, which burst into civil war in 1983, pitting the 
Black, Christian population against the Arab, Islamic 
regime in Khartoum. Here the rebels had the backing 
of  neighbouring Uganda, but they faced an increas-
ingly determined Sudanese army. Independence was 
only fi nally achieved—as South Sudan—in July 2011. 
From 2003 the Sudanese government was involved 
in an intractable confl ict against rebels in its western 
province of  Darfur, where the UN led a peacekeeping 
force after 2008. Small wonder that some experts con-
sidered that, of  all Africa’s problems, ‘the crisis that is 
aff ecting the state is by far the most threatening for 
the future’.   8    The most bloody and dangerous confl icts 
of  all arose in Central Africa, centred on the confl ict 
between Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda.     

 Civil War and Genocide in 
Rwanda and Burundi   

 Rwanda and its equally small neighbour, Burundi, 
had been given their independence by Belgium in 
1962. Both were landlocked countries with a major-
ity from the Hutu people but it was the minority 
Tutsis who had been favoured—at least until the 1950s 
when they began to take a lead in anti-colonialism—
under Belgian rule, as part of  an apparent process 
of  divide and rule. Both countries had also suff ered 
political upheaval but seemed to be moving towards 
greater stability and a decentralization of  govern-
ment in the summer of  1993. Burundi, after military 
coups in 1976 and 1983, had returned to civilian rule 
in 1992 and held its fi rst free elections in June 1993. 
Rwanda had been dominated by a Hutu-led military 
regime under Juvénal Habyarimana since 1993 and 
faced rebellion from the Ugandan-based Tutsi-led 
Rwandan Popular Front (FPR) after mid-1990, but in 

1992 agreed to a ceasefi re. In August 1993, at Arusha 
in Tanzania, a peace was agreed which promised a 
Tutsi share in power, a transitional government, and 
elections. A small UN-approved international force 
was sent to monitor this. But within months both 
countries were in turmoil. Burundi’s President was 
killed in a failed coup in October, to be succeeded by 
Cyprien Ntaryamira who was unable to stem a rising 
tide of  inter-ethnic violence. In Rwanda fulfi lment of  
the Arusha Accords was repeatedly delayed and the 
military were in fact planning to massacre the Tutsis. 
Then, on 6 April 1994 the presidents of  both countries 
were killed in a rocket attack over Rwanda, while trav-
elling together on an aircraft. 

 In Burundi, the violent death of  the second presi-
dent in six months, led to an intensifi cation of  the vio-
lence which already existed. Attempts were made to 
form a broad-based government in September 1994, 
but it proved unstable and by 1996 deaths were running 
at about 1,000 per month. In April of  that year, the US 
and the European Union suspended aid to Burundi be-
cause of  the government’s failure to protect the Hutus 
from Tutsi attacks. Then, on 25 July the Tutsi military, 
under Major Pierre Buyoya, seized power, suspended 
parliament, and closed the country’s borders. But, the 
level of  violence in Burundi was far less than that in 
Rwanda and, given what had happened to the latter, 
the international community was anxious to prevent 
the Burundi situation worsening. In Rwanda, the death 
of  President Cyprien Ntaryamira in April 1994 was fol-
lowed by the massacre of  thousands of  opponents of  
the military government, both Hutus and Tutsis. The 
victims included the Prime Minister, several other 
ministers, and some Belgian peace monitors. The 
government, now under Theodore Sindikubwabo, 
blamed the Tutsis for downing Habyarimana’s air-
craft. But it was not clear what the Tutsis hoped to 
gain from the assassination of  a President who had ne-
gotiated the Arusha agreement with them. The FPR, 
which refused to recognize the Sindikubwabo regime, 
blamed the air crash on Hutu militants in the military, 
who, from the speed of  reaction to it, had clearly been 
planning the massacres for a long time. Even the elite 
Presidential Guard joined the rank-and-fi le and Hutu 
youths in butchering Tutsis. 

 The Tutsis had been subjected to periodic bouts of  
victimization in the past, but the massacres of  1994 
soon took the form of  genocide. Within weeks it 
was claimed that up to 200,000 had been killed and 
a later UN report suggested that 500,000 people died 
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 in Rwanda, a country of  only 8 million, by the end of  
June. Nothing had been seen in Africa on this scale, 
at least since the Nigerian civil war in the late 1960s. 
Many Tutsis also fl ed abroad to Tanzania, but the 
FPR was determined to strike back with its effi  cient 
and well-armed military. Meanwhile, the reaction of  
the international community to the Rwandan trag-
edy was hesitant, confused, and ineff ectual. It would 
probably have been impossible to prevent many of  
the deaths that occurred, because the violence took 
off  so quickly. But the Organization of  African Unity 
(predecessor of  the African Union) pointed out that 
the UN had been quick to send troops to Bosnia when 
ethnic confl ict broke out among Europeans. Africa 
was treated diff erently. Here, the UN felt it had lit-
tle choice other than to reduce the peace monitors in 
Rwanda, mainly because the Belgians, having helped 
to evacuate foreign nationals, were determined to 
leave. The UN Secretary-General, Boutros Boutros-
Ghali, was appalled that the ‘international commu-
nity did little or nothing as the killing in Rwanda 
continued’, but he was already running seventeen 
peacekeeping operations around the world and was 
entirely dependent on the UN member states to pro-
vide the resources to intervene in central Africa.   9    
Help was given to refugees and there were attempts 
to broker a ceasefi re, but only France showed much 
desire to intervene in the Rwandan bloodbath. The 
US had taken little interest in Africa since the Cold 
War, apart from Somalia—but what had occurred 
there helped ensure that President Clinton was un-
likely to intervene in a second African country (see 
 Chapter  21  , E). 

 In June 1994, the Security Council approved 
‘Operation Turquoise’, a supposed humanitarian 
intervention by 2,500 French troops to try to keep 
Hutus and Tutsis apart. But France proved the worst 
possible choice for such a force, because the FPR 
blamed Paris for having backed the Habyarimana re-
gime. The French had helped to arm the Rwandan 
military since 1975 and had greatly intensifi ed this 
aid after the FPR opened the civil war in 1990, even 
sending several hundred troops. There were some ru-
mours that they were involved in the fateful air crash 
of  6 April and certainly the Rwandan military hoped 
for a continuation of  support from Paris. This was in 
line with French policy elsewhere in French-speaking 
Africa: in 1990 the French had military advisers in 
twenty-six African countries. Without French back-
ing, it could be argued, Hutu militants could never 

have hoped to begin their policy of  genocide. Thus, 
‘although France was undoubtedly well placed to 
intervene from a technical point of  view, politically 
and morally the situation was more ambiguous’.   10    
Via Operation Turquoise, the French government 
hoped to recover from accusations at home that it 
had helped bring about the Rwandan crisis and, at the 
same time, it wanted to demonstrate to other African 
allies its ability to act militarily on the continent, even 
though the prime aim of  the operation was to provide 
humanitarian aid. 

 By the time the French arrived the FPR army was 
in control of  most of  Rwanda. Indeed, on 19 July 
they claimed victory over the Hutu military and set 
out to fulfi l the Arusha Accords, forming a coalition 
government which, while it was determined to track 
down those responsible for the recent genocide, in-
cluded Hutus as well as Tutsis. There was a Hutu 
President, Pasteur Bizimungu, and Prime Minister. 
But such signs of  a desire for reconciliation did not 
convince many Hutus who, encouraged by their own 
military leaders, began to fl ee over the western bor-
der, into Zaire. For a time the French set up a ‘safe 
zone’ in part of  Rwanda for the fl eeing Hutus and, 
in an extraordinary twisting of  their UN mandate, 
threatened to exclude the FPR from this by force. 
By late August, however, Operation Turquoise was 
brought to an end and the new Rwandan govern-
ment could try to rebuild the country without direct 
external interference. There were cases of  Hutus 
being killed but these were blamed on maverick ele-
ments, offi  cial policy being to put those individuals 
responsible for genocide on trial. In November, the 
UN set up its own International Criminal Tribunal in 
Rwanda and in December, after an investigation into 
the massacres, agreed with the FPR claim that the 
genocide, far from being the side eff ect of  a lurch into 
anarchy after Habyarimana’s sudden death, had been 
the premeditated action of  the Hutu militants. And, 
for Rwanda, with a million Hutus based in refugee 
camps in neighbouring Zaire, the threat of  violence 
had not ended.     

 Zaire: The Fall of Mobutu   

 As in Rwanda in April 1994, it proved impossible to cre-
ate a sizeable UN force to police the refugee camps in 
Zaire. Instead, the responsibility for this task therefore 
fell on the regime of  General Mobutu Sese Seko, who 
had held power in Zaire since 1965, backed by the West 
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 as the only strong fi gure who could hold his sprawl-
ing country together. He protected the interests of  
Western companies and opposed the Marxist regime 
in Angola, on his south-western border but, in the 
wake of  the Cold War, Mobutu’s eccentricity and op-
pressiveness became increasingly embarrassing to the 
West. Infl ation was high, the economic infrastructure 
was in tatters, and Mobutu’s repeated promises to de-
mocratize had come to nothing. One aspect of  his pol-
icy since the 1980s was the victimization of  Zaire’s own 
Tutsi minority, concentrated in the east of  the coun-
try, in the very area to which a million Rwandan Hutus 
now fl ed. As with its support for France and Operation 
Turquoise, the UN’s decision to let Mobutu police the 
situation in eastern Zaire was regrettable. It was, of  
course, impossible to deny a role to the Zaireans in 
keeping order within their own country, but an inter-
national force might have prevented what occurred in 
1995–6 and—ironically—might have helped Mobutu’s 
regime survive. 

 Hutu militants used the refugee camps as bases for 
a political and military revival of  their cause. They 
not only planned to return to power in Rwanda, 
but also, with the connivance of  some of  Mobutu’s 
troops, attacked the Zairean Tutsis. The latter, how-
ever, could now rely on help from the Rwandan 
government—which wanted the militants rooted 
out. In September 1996, fi ghting broke out in eastern 
Zaire while Mobutu was out of  the country, receiv-
ing treatment for cancer in a Swiss hospital. While 
Hutu militants and Zairean troops attacked local 
Tutsis, the Rwandan government sent troops over 
the border to help a rebel force led by Laurent Kabila, 
a former Marxist revolutionary. Uganda, which 
also feared a spread of  Hutu violence, supported 
the Rwandans, as did an old enemy of  Mobutu, 
the Angolan government. By the end of  October 
the Zairean army, demoralized, underpaid, and ill-
equipped, was in retreat. Ironically, most Hutus in 
the camps now decided that it was safer to return to 
Rwanda than stay in a war-zone. In Zaire, Mobutu’s 
support crumbled rapidly, as those with infl uence 
and wealth scrambled to come to terms with the 
new leader. Mobutu returned briefl y but, on 16 May, 
fl ed to Morocco, where he died four months later. 
Zaire was then renamed the Democratic Republic of  
the Congo. Until the end Mobutu had hoped for sup-
port from his old allies abroad, but the Americans 
decided that Kabila—despite his Marxist past, his 
failure to democratize, and his slaying of  opponents 

during his advance—was a preferred strong-man. As 
to his other main Western ally, France, it had already 
suff ered a loss of  face in Rwanda and could not hope 
to shore up such a corrupt regime. 

 Rwanda had done much to bring about a change of  
regime, but had not yet extinguished Hutu militancy. 
Late 1997 saw further inter-ethnic violence after Hutu 
rebels, still surviving in the Congo, attacked across the 
border. As to Kabila, he proved little more competent 
and democratic than Mobutu had done and soon fell 
out with the Rwandans and Ugandans, partly because 
he sought to restore good relations with his own Hutu 
minority. In August, in a virtual replay of  the events 
of  two years before, Rwanda and Uganda backed 
an anti-Kabila rebellion in eastern Congo. This time 
there was no irresistible advance on the capital, but 
Kabila was not in offi  ce for long, being assassinated 
in January 2001. He was succeeded by his son, Joseph, 
who moved towards liberal reforms (he won the fi rst 
free elections in 2006) and sought a reconciliation with 
Rwanda. In 2002, the two struck a peace deal, whereby 
Rwanda withdrew its troops in return for a promise 
from DR Congo to disarm Hutu militants. By then, 
refugee agencies reckoned that more than two mil-
lion people had been killed in the fi ghting. Tension 
between the two states then lessened, although cross 
border incidents continued: in early 2009 Rwandan 
troops crossed the border for several weeks in an anti-
Hutu operation. 

 Meanwhile, in Rwanda, attempts at national rec-
onciliation, including the adoption of  a new national 
anthem, laws against ethnic hatred and the periodic 
release of  Hutu prisoners, went hand-in-hand with 
the prosecution of  those responsible for the 1994 
genocide. Inevitably perhaps, Hutus felt vulnerable 
under the new regime. In 2000, the President, Pasteur 
Bizimungu, a Hutu himself, resigned because of  sup-
posed injustices in the legal and political system. He 
was later tried for inciting violence, and imprisoned. 
In 2003, Paul Kigame, a Tutsi, was elected President 
but the French government accused him of  being be-
hind the assassination of  Habyarimana in April 1994. 
Relations between Rwanda and France grew worse, 
with diplomatic relations being broken for three 
years after 2006 and accusation from Rwanda that 
France had taken part in the genocide. The Rwandan 
government also distanced itself  from Paris by 
adopting English in schools and, in 2009, joining the 
Commonwealth, even though it had never been a 
British colony.      



 Stability and Instability in the Less Developed World 517

   C.    The Middle East: Progress and 
Retreat on Palestine      

 The Bush Presidency and the 
Washington Talks, 1989–93   

 After the neglect of  the Arab–Israeli dispute under 
Ronald Reagan (see  Chapter  17  , B), the Bush presi-
dency proved more determined in seeking a ne-
gotiated settlement, which would include security 
guarantees for Israel and progress on the main stick-
ing point in previous talks—Palestinian rights. The US 
public was dismayed by Israel’s killing of  hundreds 
of  Palestinian protestors in 1988 and, with the fad-
ing of  the Cold War, it no longer seemed necessary 
to build Israel up as an anti-Soviet ally in the Middle 
East. Thus Bush, though personally well disposed to 
Israel, seemed to be in a position to pressure it to mod-
erate its policies. Since December 1987 the Palestinian 
uprising, the Intifada, Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Libera-
tion Organization (PLO) had exploited the situation 
by condemning Israel’s human rights record and pur-
suing a more sophisticated diplomatic and military 
strategy. Terrorist attacks by the Palestinian Libera-
tion Front (PLF) were now concentrated on Israeli tar-
gets; a government-in-exile was created but it limited 
its territorial claim to the West Bank and Gaza, rather 
than the whole of  Israel; and the PLO were prepared 
to recognize Israel’s existence. By now, as one leading 
Palestinian intellectual put it, ‘The central problem is 
the offi  cial Israeli refusal to recognize … the fact of  
Palestinian nationalism.’   11    Israel’s attempt to under-
mine the PLO’s popularity in the occupied territories 
by encouraging a rival organization, Hamas, turned 
to disaster. The fundamentalists of  Hamas, set up in 
1988 under Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, became tough and 
ruthless opponents. Ironically, in the 1990s, when 
Israel fi nally decided to deal with the PLO, Hamas 
were strong enough to threaten the peace process by a 
series of  bomb attacks largely outside Arafat’s control. 

 Israel’s failure to contain the Intifada and its reliance 
on the Americans for $3 billion of  military and eco-
nomic aid each year did not, however, make it eager 
to rush into a settlement. Enmities and suspicion in 
the region were deep-seated, the right-wing Likud 
Party continued to dominate the government in Tel 
Aviv and there was a strong Zionist lobby in Congress 
and outside which opposed Bush’s attempts to use aid 
as a lever for concessions. Israelis remembered too 

many terrorist attacks in the past to deal with Arafat 
willingly. The Israeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Shamir, 
was unwilling to make real concessions, himself  be-
lieving that ‘the only peace the PLO could produce 
in terms of  Israel was the peace of  the cemetery’.   12    
Also, the contacts between Washington and the PLO, 
which had been taken up at the end of  the Reagan 
presidency, proved tenuous. In June 1990 the US side 
severed them, following a PLF terrorist attack on an 
Israeli beach, and at the same time the Intifada as-
sumed a new vigour. Only in late 1991 were Bush and 
Baker able to make progress on the Middle East and 
this thanks to two major developments. First, the 
continued weakening of  the USSR, linked as it was 
to Gorbachev’s willingness to discuss an Arab–Israeli 
settlement, showed hard-line Arab governments like 
Syria that they could no longer rely on Soviet backing 
in a crisis, that the US was now the only superpower 
with which to deal, and that negotiations were prob-
ably inevitable. A side eff ect of  the USSR’s retreat from 
Marxist-Leninism, however, was the increased fl ow of  
Soviet Jews to Israel: more than 350,000 in 1990–1. This 
helped Israeli–Soviet relations but it also increased the 
pressure to expand Jewish settlements on the West 
Bank, which in turn off ended the Arabs, who did not 
see why refugees from far away should be settled on 
Palestinian land when so many Palestinian refugees 
were unable to return to their homes in Israel. The 
issue of  new settlements also proved a running sore in 
Israeli–US relations and was the main justifi cation for 
Bush’s eff orts to restrict aid to Israel in 1990 and 1991. 

 The second major development in 1990–1 was the 
Gulf  War (see  Chapter  21  , B) which led to improved 
relations between America and Israel—especially after 
US missiles were deployed on Israeli soil to protect it 
from Iraqi missile attacks—and between America 
and those Arab states, including Egypt and Syria, 
who were opposed to Saddam Hussein. The war had 
a mixed eff ect on the Israeli–Palestinian issue. On 
the one hand the Arabs were divided, a radical Arab 
leader, Saddam Hussein, was defeated and Arafat al-
ienated the US through his ill-judged support for Iraq. 
On the other hand, in order to keep his Arab allies 
happy, Bush agreed to work for a resumption of  the 
Geneva Conference of  Middle East states, which had 
fi rst met after the 1973 war. Victory over Saddam gave 
the US even greater infl uence in the region, as well 
as bolstering Bush’s position at home, and US offi  -
cials were determined to exploit this to end, for good, 
the dangers of  an Arab–Israeli confl ict. The killing 
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 of  21 Palestinians on Temple Mount in October 1991 
had helped maintain some sympathy in the West for 
their plight. Therefore in March 1991, the US Secretary 
of  State, James Baker, began a series of  visits to the 
Middle East in order to arrange a conference. Among 
others, on 12 March, he talked to Palestinian leaders 
in the occupied areas. The result was the Madrid con-
ference, which opened on 30 October 1991. As with 
Geneva in 1973 the meeting was co-chaired by the US 
and USSR, both Bush and Gorbachev being present, 
and attended by Israeli and Arab delegations. Even 
Syria attended and, while Israel still refused to accept 
PLO representatives, there was a Palestinian group 
within the Jordanian delegation, and this was in con-
tact with Arafat. But, hopeful as this was, the talks saw 
as many mutual recriminations (especially between 
Israel and Syria) as attempts at agreement, and broke 
up in less than a week. 

 Madrid showed that the US was more interested in 
bringing about negotiations than in pointing them in 
a particular direction. It made its general views on a 
settlement—Israeli security, Palestinian rights—clear 
enough but wanted the protagonists themselves to 
produce detailed ideas and had no wish to become in-
volved in a long-term, complex process of  mediation. 
Bush was also aware of  his limited ability, because of  
the Jewish lobby, to press Israel for concessions, despite 
Arab hopes that he would do this. But, disappoint-
ing as Madrid was, it did not end American attempts 
to maintain Arab–Israeli contacts. Far from it. For a 
time there seemed to be a ‘reversal of  the Palestinian 
and Israeli positions in relation to American policy 
in the Middle East’, with one Israeli offi  cial describ-
ing his side as ‘riddled with doubt, suspicion and even 
dread concerning what the future might bring’.   13    In 
December 1991, the US called more talks, this time in 
Washington, and these continued with several rounds 
throughout 1992. There were both bilateral talks and 
multilateral ones (not all held in Washington), on a 
wide range of  issues from the main political problems 
to general subjects like regional transport, health, and 
culture. But the key subject was the make-up and pow-
ers of  any Palestinian authority in the West Bank and 
Gaza. On this there were, predictably, wide diff erences 
and when the government of  Yitzhak Shamir began to 
discuss a possible form of  interim self-government for 
Palestinians, its coalition supporters became divided. 

 The departure of  two extremist groups forced an 
election which was won on 23 June by a Labour-led 
coalition under Yitzhak Rabin. This was welcome 

news to Bush. Rabin was better disposed than Shamir 
to a peace agreement and restricted the pace of  new 
Jewish settlements on the West Bank. The new pre-
mier even talked of  achieving peace within a year. His 
Foreign Minister, Shimon Peres, was infl uenced by 
the Bosnian crisis to ‘believe in the need for political 
separation between Israelis and Palestinians’ and now 
ready to place ‘the future of  Gaza in the hands of  the 
people who lived there’, even if  he knew that the fu-
ture of  the West Bank would be more diffi  cult to settle. 
Even more remarkably, in August 1992 he suggested 
‘that Israel should reconsider its position on negoti-
ating with Arafat’.   14    But events in the second half  of  
1992 dampened such expectations. In America, Bush 
was preoccupied by his failing re-election campaign 
and in Israel the continuation of  terrorist attacks, 
alongside the Intifada, made it diffi  cult for Rabin to 
contemplate concessions. The year ended with Bush’s 
election defeat in November, and the breakdown of  
the Washington talks in December. The Arabs walked 
out of  the negotiations after Israel expelled over 400 
suspected members of  Hamas.     

 The 1993 Oslo Accords   

 The breakdown of  the Washington talks and the elec-
tion of  Bill Clinton, a fi rm pro-Israeli, as US President 
hardly augured well for a Middle East settlement. But 
events were set in train in December 1992, in great 
secrecy and entirely without American involvement, 
which brought a surprise breakthrough more quickly 
than anyone hoped. The ‘benign neglect shown dur-
ing the fi rst months of  the Clinton administration … 
created space for Norwegian mediation’, which ‘pro-
vided both sides with the possibility of  exploring each 
other’s position without recognition, commitment, or 
… violating Israel’s law under which meetings with 
the PLO were illegal’.   15    A highly secret contact was 
established between a narrow group of  Israeli and 
Palestinian academics, using Norwegian social scien-
tist, Tarje Larsen, as a go-between. An initial contact 
in London was followed by months of  talks in Oslo, 
with the Norwegian government becoming involved. 
Rabin, once informed of  the contact, was concerned 
that the PLO might leak word of  the fact, so as to em-
barrass Israel. He would have preferred to concentrate 
on the Washington talks, which were resumed in the 
spring, but these were too public to allow either side to 
discuss substantial concessions and Rabin was anxious 
to fulfi l his promise of  progress towards peace, ending 
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 the Intifada and securing Labour’s re-election. For his 
part Arafat, far from wishing to embarrass Israel by 
leaking word of  the talks, was anxious to challenge the 
popularity of  Hamas in the occupied territories and 
show some results for the more realistic political strat-
egy he had followed since 1988, so as to prevent moves 
being made to replace him. He also needed to recover, 
in the eyes of  world opinion, from the costly mistake 
he had made in 1990–1 of  backing Saddam Hussein’s 
invasion of  Kuwait. 

 During the Oslo talks the Israelis were keen to 
defer discussion on diffi  cult problems like the status 
of  East Jerusalem (claimed by Israel, but part of  the 
West Bank until 1967), which were impossible to settle 
in the foreseeable future, and to concentrate instead 
on the possible autonomy of  Gaza which was densely 
populated by Palestinians, though it did include some 
Jewish settlements. The Palestinians were divided 
about this approach to the problem: some wanted 
much more substantial gains, others were happy to ac-
cept any land. But Arafat decided to ask for both Gaza 
and the key West Bank city of  Jericho, reasoning that 
this would give the Palestinians an autonomous foot-
hold in the West Bank which could later be expanded. 
Behind the territorial issues was another question, of  

whether the creation of  a Palestinian political entity 
would lead to full sovereignty. Arafat hoped it would, 
but the Israelis were ambiguous because their aims 
were rather diff erent. As their negotiator, Uri Savir, 
put it, ‘The Palestinians needed to know that auton-
omy could lead to a state, while we needed to know it 
would bring security.’   16    The PLO representatives, led 
by Abu Alaa, soon confi rmed their seriousness in the 
talks by agreeing to concessions on such issues as self-
government in the Israeli settlements and the right of  
Israeli troops to remain in areas of  the West Bank. For 
a time in July Arafat did toughen his demands, mainly 
it seems in an attempt to maximize the Israeli conces-
sions, and with a breakdown looming Israel did make 
a highly important off er: after twenty-nine years of  
refusal, they were ready to recognize the PLO offi  -
cially. On 30 August the talks were fi nally made pub-
lic, provoking surprise everywhere, not least in the 
Washington talks where even the Palestinian team had 
not been told of  the Oslo contact. Ordinary Israelis 
and Palestinians were both concerned about what had 
been conceded, but two-thirds of  Israelis soon claimed 
to support the Accords and Arafat was, for a time, 
able to carry the Palestinians with him. Although he 
had nothing to do with the negotiations, President 

   The ‘Declaration of Principles on Interim 
Self-Government’, 13 September 1993    

 The Declaration, signed in Washington in the presence of 

President Clinton, by Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and Israeli 

Premier Yitzhak Rabin, was the basis of all future Israeli–

Palestinian peace eff orts. It had actually been negotiated via 

secret contacts in Oslo and opened with a statement that the 

two sides:

  agree that it is the time to put an end to decades of 

confrontation and conflict, recognize their mutual legitimate 

political rights … and achieve a just, lasting and comprehensive 

peace settlement.   

 Article One, set out the aim of their negotiations as being ‘to 

establish a Palestinian Interim Self-Government Authority … for 

the Palestine people in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, for a 

transitional period not exceeding fi ve years, leading to a 

permanent settlement bases on Security Council Resolutions 

242 and 338’. Article Three stated that elections for such an 

Authority would be held within nine months of the declaration 

entering into force. 

 Whilst Article Four made clear that the Authority should have 

jurisdiction over the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Article Five 

stated that ‘the fi ve-year’ transitional period ‘will begin upon the 

withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and Jericho area,’ so that the 

initial area controlled by the Palestinians in the West Bank was 

quite limited. Other issues, including Palestinian refugees, Jewish 

settlements on the West bank, and the future of Jerusalem—

none of them easy to resolve—were to be the subject of 

negotiations which would open ‘not later than the beginning of 

the third year of the interim period’. In fact, once such talks 

began, they proved very slow and diffi  cult. 

 Article Eight of the Declaration covered the diffi  cult issue of 

security in Palestinian areas. The Palestinian Authority, or 

Council, was to ‘establish a strong police force, whilst Israel will 

continue to carry the responsibility for defence against external 

threats, as well as the responsibility for overall security of 

Israelis’. The Declaration, which ran to seventeen articles in all, 

and had a number of annexes, also dealt with economic and 

development programmes, the details of Israeli withdrawal, and 

ways of resolving future disputes (mainly via a Joint Liaison 

Committee, set up under Article Ten).  
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 Clinton was keen to steal some of  the limelight and 
on 13 September hosted a meeting at the White House 
where the Oslo ‘Declaration of  Principles’ was signed 
and Arafat, previously condemned as a terrorist by the 
US and Israel, shook hands with a reluctant Rabin.    

 The Oslo agreement provided for a self-governing 
Palestinian Authority (most certainly not a proper gov-
ernment) under an elected council, which would exist 
for a transitional period of  fi ve years (from the date of  
Israel’s initial withdrawal) during which time a perma-
nent settlement, including the status of  Jerusalem and 
Jewish settlements, would be negotiated. The West 
Bank and Gaza were to be treated as one unit and 
Israel retained an overall responsibility for the defence 
and security of  these areas, but the Palestinians would 
be able to govern and police Gaza and Jericho. Even in 
the short term much was unclear, including the exact 
dates for executing parts of  the agreements and the 
pace of  future Israeli withdrawals. It set various dead-
lines for future talks but was deliberately ambiguous 
on some important issues of  territory and transfer of  
powers to the Palestinian Authority. Also, opposition 
had immediately gathered on both sides, from Likud in 
Israel and Hamas in the occupied territories. But there 
was no doubting the signifi cance of  the breakthrough. 
While world attention had focused on the Washington 
talks which proceeded slowly and uncertainly, the 
Oslo negotiations had produced an agreement which, 
however modest it appeared in detail, marked an un-
precedented psychological breakthrough in Israeli–
Palestinian relations, with the potential to produce a 
full agreement within a decade. It was ‘intended as 
just a stepping stone along the road to peace, gradual-
ity being the guiding principle’.   17    Furthermore, it was 
followed by Israeli talks with both Jordan and Syria. 
Jordan was anxious to settle the problem of  the West 
Bank, which it had ruled between 1949 and 1967, and 
to settle the future of  the Palestinians for good. Rabin 
and King Hussein of  Jordan signed an agreement in 
Washington in July 1994, agreeing to end the state of  
war between them and recognize one another, and 
this was followed by a peace treaty on 26 October, 
with Clinton present at the signature. By February 
1995 it was even possible to hold a summit in Cairo be-
tween Rabin, Arafat, Hussein, and President Mubarak 
of  Egypt, the fi rst Arab country to make peace with 
Israel in 1979. An Israeli–Syrian deal proved elusive, 
however, despite strong US encouragement which 
led Clinton to visit President Assad in Damascus in 
January 1994. The Israeli military were also keen on 

a settlement with Syria, recognizing that this would 
remove the danger of  another Arab–Israeli war: some 
indeed would have preferred this to the Oslo deal with 
the PLO. But Assad’s suspicion of  Israel was such that, 
though talks were held, they proceeded only slowly 
with Syria determined to win back all of  the land on 
the Golan Heights seized by Israel in 1967.     

 The Stalling of the Oslo Accords   

 The gravest disappointment in the years after Sep-
tember 1993 was not the elusive Israeli–Syrian peace 
but the failure to realize the full promise of  the Oslo 
principles. From the start they were dogged by ter-
rorist attacks, extremist opposition, and genuine dis-
appointments between the Israelis and Palestinians. 
Arguments over border controls, for example, meant 
that the original date of  13 December 1993 for the start 
of  Israeli withdrawals was missed. Then, on 25 Febru-
ary 1994 an Israeli fanatic killed nearly fi fty Palestinian 
worshippers at a mosque in Hebron, leading the PLO 
to break off  talks for several weeks. But there was a 
basic problem with the Accords that perhaps always 
made a comprehensive settlement unlikely: ‘The arch-
enemies … entered into short-term cooperation in 
order to build a lasting foundation for … their long-
term interests’, but, ‘The parties’ long-term objectives 
are still very much in confl ict.’   18    Israelis hoped to end 
the Intifada and establish peace with their Arab neigh-
bours, but to keep the Palestinians economically and 
politically subservient, with Arafat taking on the role 
of  preventing Palestinian violence against Israel. Israel 
also hoped to maintain Jewish settlements in the West 
Bank and to retain all of  Jerusalem. But Palestinians 
eventually hoped for a state in the whole of  the West 
Bank and Gaza, free of  Israeli domination, and with 
Arab refugees able to return to their ancestral homes 
inside Israel. 

 Given the scale of  the diff erences of  long-term vi-
sion, the surprising point is that, for a time, the peace 
process seemed to be advancing well. An agreement 
on Palestinian self-rule was fi nally signed by Rabin and 
Arafat in Cairo on 4 May, leading to Israel’s military 
withdrawal from Gaza and Jericho in mid-month, the 
fi rst meeting of  the ‘Palestinian National Authority’ 
(PNA) on 26 June and Arafat’s triumphant return to 
the Gaza strip on 1 July, after a quarter century of  exile. 
Despite clashes in Gaza between the PLO and Hamas, 
and the ill-feeling created in late 1994 by new Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank, progress continued, 
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 albeit rather slowly. ‘As Arafat lost more … of  his sup-
port base, he grew less able to make concessions to 
Israel, making it that much more diffi  cult for Rabin, 
himself  harassed by … the Israeli Right, to proceed 
with the process.’   19    On 28 September 1995 the so-called 
‘Oslo B’ agreement was concluded. Fourteen months 
later than scheduled, this provided for full PNA con-
trol of  only 4 per cent of  the West Bank but partial 
control (where Israel retained a security presence in 
another 23 per cent). Signifi cantly, this included the 
most heavily populated areas with about two-thirds 
of  West Bank Palestinians living in them. This agree-
ment cleared the way for the fi rst Palestinian elections 
in January 1996, predictably won by Arafat and his al-
Fatah faction of  the PLO. 

 By the time of  Arafat’s triumph, the peace process 
had suff ered its worst setback so far. On 4 Novem-
ber 1995 Rabin, whose election had done so much to 
change Israeli policy, was assassinated by an oppo-
nent of  the process. Though this further highlighted 
the fragmentation of  Israeli society, it did not at fi rst 
threaten the Oslo principles because Rabin was suc-
ceeded by another architect of  dialogue with the PLO, 
Shimon Peres, who felt confi dent enough in February 
1996 to call a general election. Within weeks, how-
ever, a series of  three Hamas ‘suicide bomb’ attacks 
killed nearly sixty people and the opinion polls began 
to move against Peres, with some Israelis coming to 
believe that Oslo had merely encouraged Palestinian 
violence. The division between the ‘pro’ and ‘anti’ 
peace lobbies in Israel was such that on 29 May Peres 
lost the election to Likud’s Benjamin Netanyahu by 
only 30,000 votes. Netanyahu’s coalition government 
now included hard-line religious groups which made 
peace less likely. That the peace process was in seri-
ous trouble was obvious for, while ‘Arafat has never 
deviated from his goal of  establishing a Palestinian 
state … Netanyahu’s policies preclude the creation of  
this.’   20    Netanyahu had criticized the Oslo agreement 
from the outset and, though he undertook to honour 
it, he minimized any concessions to Arafat, whom he 
at fi rst refused even to meet. Relations with Syria be-
came frozen. In January 1997 US mediation did help 
to secure the Hebron Accords, which showed that 
limited compromise was still possible, the Accords 
promising further Israeli withdrawals in three stages, 
though Israeli settlers would remain in the Hebron 
area. But, by March, the new agreement had become 
deadlocked over the precise scale of  the withdrawals, 
with the Israelis off ering to pull back from only a few 

per cent of  the West bank in the fi rst phase, while the 
Palestinians hoped for much more. 

 In March, July, and September 1997 there were fur-
ther Hamas suicide bombings, making it increasingly 
diffi  cult for Netanyahu to make concessions. Both 
‘Netanyahu and Arafat descended into mutual dis-
trust … handicapped by extremist political constituen-
cies’, but with the Israelis easily continuing to hold the 
military advantage if  it came to a showdown.   21    The 
Israelis condemned Arafat’s failure to crack down on 
Hamas and increasingly tried to tackle the problems 
themselves. After all, one reason Israel had favoured 
the Oslo Accords was because it was hoped that Arafat 
would be able to control Palestinian attacks. But when 
in October 1997 two intelligence agents tries to assas-
sinate a Hamas leader in Jordan, they were captured 
and had to be exchanged for numerous Palestinian 
prisoners, including Hamas’s spiritual leader, Ahmed 
Yassin. Netanyahu, increasingly criticized for indeci-
sion, continued to resist major withdrawals from the 
West Bank and instead supported new Jewish settle-
ments there. January 1998 saw the resignation of  his 
Foreign Minister, David Levy, in frustration over the 
stalled peace process and the US and European Union 
both increased their pressure on Israel to compromise. 
But at talks in London and Washington in May 1998, 
attended by Netanyahu, Arafat, and the US Secretary 
of  State, Madeleine Albright, agreement proved im-
possible even though the main point of  diff erence 
between the two sides seemed very narrow: the PNA 
would accept an initial Israeli withdrawal from 13 per 
cent of  the West Bank but the most Netanyahu could 
accept was 9 per cent. There were much deeper dif-
ferences on territory and political rights in the back-
ground: the Palestinians still hoped to rule 90 per cent 
of  the West Bank in due course; Netanyahu was think-
ing of  about half  and this without sovereign rights. 
For months after that the Israeli premier refused to 
attend talks in Washington and though, in October, 
he made the Wye Accords with Clinton, which off ered 
17 per cent of  the West Bank to the Palestinians, these 
too proved stillborn. Further upheaval was added to 
the situation by the death on 6 February 1999 of  King 
Hussein of  Jordan, long a source of  stability in the 
region. He was succeeded by his son, Abdullah. For 
a time Arafat even threatened to declare Palestinian 
statehood, a move that might have triggered full-scale 
war, but he agreed to defer such a step when Israeli 
elections were called for mid-May, raising the prospect 
of  Netanyahu’s removal. 
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  Netanyahu did indeed lose the election but his op-
ponent, Ehud Barak, leader of  the Labour-dominated 
‘One Israel’ movement, was without a clear major-
ity and only able to form a government in July. For-
merly the Commander-in-Chief  of  the Israeli armed 
forces, yet a fi rm supporter of  the Oslo Accords, Barak 
seemed in a good position to pursue peace while reas-
suring Israelis that they were secure, and at fi rst he 
showed energy and determination, even having a 
friendly exchange of  messages with Assad of  Syria. 
On 4 September, at a conference in Sharm-el-Sheikh 
in Egypt, Barak and Arafat reactivated the Wye 
Accords, leading to the release of  Palestinian prison-
ers and paving the way for a ‘fi nal’ agreement. The 
high point of  this new period of  hope came in early 
November when the two leaders met Clinton in Oslo, 
quickly followed by the opening of  ‘fi nal status’ talks. 
But these talks failed to meet the February 2000 target 
date for a preliminary agreement and, although Barak 
agreed in May to pull Israeli troops out of  southern 
Lebanon, the situation steadily worsened. In May 
unrest was renewed in the West Bank and Gaza; in 
June the death of  Assad (succeeded by his son Bashar 
al-Assad) provided more instability; and in July Barak’s 
fragile coalition fell apart over his plans for conces-
sions to the Palestinians. 

 Following a new peace eff ort by Clinton, there was 
a fi nal attempt to save the situation in August through 
fresh peace talks, but they became deadlocked on the 
vexed question of  East Jerusalem, one of  the ‘con-
quered territories’ of  the 1967 war but which the 
Israelis, partly for religious reasons, were reluctant to 
give up. Finally, in exasperation, ordinary Palestinians 
spontaneously began the so-called ‘second Intifada’. 
Arafat had his autonomous ‘Authority’, he had been 
confi rmed as Palestinian leader democratically, and 
he had won considerable international standing since 
his ill-judged support for Saddam Hussein. But he had 
full control of  only a fraction of  the West Bank, had 
failed to achieve the Oslo target of  a permanent peace 
settlement by the end of  the century, and he faced 
bitter condemnation from many Palestinians. As to 
the Israelis, they had secured peace with Jordan at 
least, but they had not fulfi lled their hopes of  ending 
 Palestinian violence. The second Intifada was actually 
sparked off  on 28 September by a visit from the right-
wing Israeli politician, Ariel Sharon, to the Dome 
of  the Rock, one of  Islam’s holy places. Yet in early 
2001 it was Sharon, a determined enemy of  Arafat, 
who won a clear electoral victory over the luckless 

Barak, becoming Israel’s Prime Minister. With the 
second Intifada showing no sign of  abating, Israeli–
Palestinian relations seemed to be moving ever fur-
ther from the hopes of  Oslo.      

  D.    East Asia’s Changing Balance      

 The Decline of the Cold War 
in East Asia   

 Just as the Gorbachev era saw improved US–Soviet 
relations, lowered tensions in Europe and a retreat 
from Soviet intervention in Afghanistan and Angola, 
so in East Asia there was an improvement in Moscow’s 
relations with China and Japan, reduced tension on 
the Sino-Soviet border, and a retreat of  Soviet-backed 
Vietnamese intervention in Cambodia. Yet whereas 
in Eastern Europe, and ultimately in the USSR itself, 
Communism collapsed, in East Asia several Marxist 
regimes—most of  those in the world now—remained 
in existence, including countries with which the 
US had fought bitter confl icts during the Cold War: 
China, North Korea, and Vietnam. The end of  the 
Cold War led to some reduction in American force 
levels in the region, notably with the closure of  the 
Philippines bases, though the US continued to use fa-
cilities in Japan. There was also a suspension of  the 
Australian–New Zealand–US (ANZUS) Pact after 
August 1986 because of  the New Zealand govern-
ment’s refusal to allow visits by nuclear-capable 
American warships. And, as elsewhere, the end of  the 
Cold War raised questions about Washington’s abil-
ity to remain involved in regional politics: without 
its previous anti-Soviet reference point, how could 
the US frame a coherent policy for an area as vast as 
East Asia? However, just as the US military presence 
seemed likely to follow the Soviets into retreat, so East 
Asia was growing in commercial and fi nancial signifi -
cance, partly because China’s economy was now open 
to the West, and local capitalist governments were in-
creasingly fearful of  the rise of  Chinese power. The 
retreat of  Soviet power emphasized China’s potential 
all the more. 

 In 1978–9, as the era of  détente came to an end, 
China and the US had strengthened their relations 
in the face of  the Vietnamese invasion of  Cambodia 
and Soviet involvement in Afghanistan. But a dec-
ade later Sino-American relations had cooled whilst 
Sino-Soviet relations were improving. In the early 
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 1980s the Chinese, under Deng Xiaoping had decided 
that, given Reagan’s assertiveness and the USSR’s 
troubled situation, it was better to steer a more in-
dependent line between the superpowers. But the 
Afghanistan and Cambodia problems, as well as the 
presence of  substantial Soviet forces on the Chinese 
border, meant that China eff ectively remained closer 
to the US, with which there were few specifi c argu-
ments, despite underlying ideological diff erences 
and American support for Taiwan. In January 1984 
China’s premier, Zhao Ziyang, visited Washington 
and a few months later Reagan made a week-long 
visit to China. Another factor was that Deng wanted 
to concentrate on economic development, so that an 
anti-American policy made no sense: it would sim-
ply drain Chinese resources into defence and deter 
Western investment. It was the advent of  Gorbachev 
which allowed the real change in Sino-Soviet rela-
tions and the East Asian balance of  power. The Soviet 
Red Army’s withdrawal from Afghanistan, moves to 
settle the Cambodian question, and the reduction 
of  Soviet forces on the Chinese border, as well as 
the destruction of  SS-20s under the 1987 INF treaty, 
meant that Gorbachev had addressed all Deng’s con-
cerns. In 1988 Gorbachev had even made clear that 
he would not back Vietnam in its dispute with China 
over the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea and 
so encouraged Vietnam to improve its own relations 
with China. 

 Indeed, it was to crown these advances with a nor-
malization of  relations, that the Soviet leader visited 
Beijing in May 1989, only to see his visit overshadowed 
by the student occupation of  Tiananmen Square at 
the heart of  the city. Depicted in the West as ‘pro-
democracy’ demonstrators, the students and the 
young workers who joined them, in fact had a range 
of  concerns and their action had been sparked by the 
death of  a leading modernizer, the former party secre-
tary, Hu Yaobang. ‘While centring on corruption and 
undefi ned notions of  democracy … the student de-
mands for freedom were essentially a protest against 
bureaucratic controls … which circumscribed their 
education, job prospects, right to travel.’   22    But they 
challenged the predominance of  the ruling party and 
raised the danger that Chinese communism might ac-
company that in Eastern Europe into oblivion. Fur-
thermore, the demonstrations began to spread to 
other major cities. On 4 June, once Gorbachev had de-
parted, the demonstrations were ruthlessly crushed, 
with the loss of  around a thousand lives, and the new 

party secretary, Zhao Ziyang, who had followed a 
more moderate policy, was sacked. His successor, 
Jiang Zemin, soon emerged as the likely predominant 
leader once Deng died. 

 Deng Xiaoping had eventually decided to back re-
pression over conciliation and the price was a wors-
ening in relations with America and Western Europe, 
most of  whom cut their investments in China (harm-
ing growth rates for a time), severed military coopera-
tion, and were unready to meet Chinese leaders for 
some years. But Deng’s policies had been based on 
a mixture of  economic modernization and the pres-
ervation of  communist rule since he emerged as the 
predominant Chinese leader in 1978. Thus, in 1979, he 
had established the fi rst special economic zones for 
foreign investment and thereby opened his country 
to greater outside contacts, but there were only four 
such zones at fi rst and most industry remained under 
central control. In the 1980s private ownership was ex-
tended, a market economy was created in agriculture, 
and healthy growth rates were achieved, albeit at the 
cost of  infl ation and growing corruption among of-
fi cials. But the Western expectation that economic lib-
eralization must be accompanied by greater political 
freedom proved false. The Chinese saw the one-party 
state as a guarantee of  stability and eff ective rule over 
their huge population. Reform was focused on provid-
ing social welfare and rooting out corruption rather 
than improving human rights, and it was possible to be 
imprisoned without trial for several years. The events 
of  3–4 June 1989 were therefore predictable but, espe-
cially given the hopes raised by the decline of  commu-
nism elsewhere, so was the Western reaction. James 
Baker noted that: ‘The collapse of  the Soviet Union 
had weakened the domestic consensus for engaging 
the Chinese as a counterweight to the Soviets’ and, 
from June 1989 to the end of  the Bush administration 
in January 1993, Sino-American relations ‘essentially 
treaded water’.   23    

 Then again, however shocked Western opinion 
might be, Tiananmen Square did not prove a foreign 
policy disaster. In its immediate aftermath Deng, after 
criticizing the demonstrators, restated the need for 
economic growth. ‘The second part of  Deng’s speech 
attracted little attention abroad. Yet it showed that 
an acute political mind was still at work.’ He would 
not let Tiananmen throw the reform process into re-
verse and would pursue modernization and openness 
to external contacts while maintaining the one-party 
state.   24    Many of  China’s pro-Western neighbours 
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 were anxious to preserve the improved relations of  
the 1970s and 1980s, not least Japan, which had massive 
trade and investment interests in China. In August 1991 
the Japanese Premier, Toshiki Kaifu, became the fi rst 
major Western leader to visit Beijing since Tiananmen 
Square. Even South Korea and Taiwan had been im-
proving relations with China in the late 1980s. South 
Korea, which established diplomatic relations with the 
USSR in 1990, did the same with China in August 1992. 
More remarkably, while Taiwan could not think in 
terms of  mutual recognition of  Beijing—both claimed 
to be the sole representative of  a single China—the 
two governments were now able to sit in international 
organizations together. This began when Beijing ac-
cepted Taiwan as a member of  the Asian Develop-
ment Bank, not as an independent state, but under the 
title ‘Taipei, China’. By then there was considerable 
Taiwanese trade with the mainland and personal vis-
its were allowed after 1987. The US government also 
recognized that Beijing was too signifi cant a force 
in world politics to ignore and, despite some Con-
gressional pressure for a policy of  sanctions to force 
change in China, the Bush administration, while ban-
ning military exports, kept non-military trade fl owing 
and maintained secret contacts. In 1990 Bush, who had 
been the fi rst US envoy to Communist China in the 
1970s, also renewed China’s ‘Most Favoured Nation’ 
trade status in the face of  Congressional criticism. 
‘The administration’s limited response was dictated by 
the belief  that, if  it was to exercise any leverage over 
Chinese actions, it had to remain “engaged”.’   25    China’s 
old enemy Vietnam also continued to improve rela-
tions, normalizing diplomatic relations with Beijing 
in November 1991. Indeed, since 1986, Vietnam had it-
self  been pursuing a modernization programme, with 
greater private ownership and openness to foreign 
trade on lines similar to Deng’s. 

 As with South Korea’s friendlier policy to both the 
USSR and China, so Vietnam’s move was part of  a gen-
eral reconciliation of  old enmities, as the end of  the 
Cold War altered everyone’s security consideration 
in the region. In September 1990 the Vietnamese For-
eign Minister, Nguyen Co Thach even met America’s 
James Baker on the neutral ground of  the UN in New 
York. A month later Thach was in Tokyo, showing that 
Hanoi could now talk to America’s leading ally in the 
Far East. It was a similar story for the Soviets. In May 
1991 Gorbachev welcomed Jiang Zemin to Moscow, 
the fi rst visit by a Chinese Party Secretary since Mao 
in 1957. The two of  them not only stated that ‘a new 

page is being opened in relations’ bilaterally but also 
stated their readiness ‘to make eff orts together with 
all states of  the world to institute a new world order’, 
suggesting that this was no anti-American alliance that 
was being forged.   26    The previous month the Soviet 
leader had himself  visited Tokyo, an important sign 
of  improved relations which Gorbachev had wanted 
since at least his Vladivostok speech of  1986. In the 
late 1980s, in contrast to other Western countries, 
Japan had refused to join in the rush to make loans to 
the USSR because of  the continuing dispute over the 
‘Northern Territories’, the four Kuril Islands seized 
by the Red Army in August 1945. The dispute had pre-
vented a peace treaty between the two countries being 
made after the Second World War but in 1989 a study 
group was set up on the issue. Gorbachev evidently 
had hopes of  resolving it before his fall from power 
in December 1991. The break-up of  the USSR came 
as a profound shock to the Chinese who, whatever 
their past diff erences with Moscow, found little joy 
in the collapse of  the world’s fi rst communist state. 
Nonetheless, and notwithstanding the Tiananmen 
episode, the years 1985–91 could be seen to have ben-
efi ted China more than most in East Asia. The Chinese 
Communist Party remained secure in power, Deng’s 
modernization policies continued, and China faced 
no serious external security threat. China was ‘more 
secure … than at any time under Communist rule, or 
indeed at any time in the several hundred years since 
the coming of  Western imperialism to East Asia’.   27        

 After the Cold War: China, America, 
and Japan   

 With the collapse of  Soviet power, some events in 
East Asia could be seen in part as a consolidation of  
those trends evident before 1991. Chinese military and 
economic power was of  concern to all other states 
in the region but, despite some critical moments, 
the prevailing policy was to work with Beijing in the 
hope of  controlling its ambitions through coopera-
tion. Moscow was still a player, though much reduced 
in signifi cance. Yeltsin kept up the good relations 
with China achieved by Gorbachev, making visits to 
Beijing in 1992 and 1996, but Russian nationalist feel-
ing prevented progress with Japan on the Northern 
Territories dispute. So although Russia and China 
were able to end their thirty-year-old border dispute 
in 1997, and despite a visit by Yeltsin to Tokyo in 1998, 
a Russo-Japanese peace treaty remained unsigned. 
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 In Cambodia there was an internal settlement between 
the pro-Vietnamese regime of  Hun Sen and his roy-
alist opponents (see  Chapter  19  , C). Vietnam contin-
ued its emergence from isolation, most dramatically 
through improved relations with America. In April 
1992 Bush eased the post-1975 economic embargo on 
Vietnam and in December, aware that other countries 
were taking advantage of  the new investment and 
trade opportunities, allowed US companies to deal 
with the former enemy. The IMF and World Bank 
were able to resume their lending to Vietnam and in 
February 1994 President Clinton ended the economic 
embargo altogether. Most important of  all, however, 
on 11 July 1995 US–Vietnamese diplomatic relations 
were opened and, at the very end of  his presidency, 
Clinton made a historic visit to Vietnam. The US con-
tinued to reduce its military forces in East Asia, while 
those of  China continued to expand, but Washington 
remained a powerful force in the region and in 1993 
East Asia was probably the primary focus for the new 
Clinton administration. Most important was Clinton’s 
own commitment to commercial involvement in the 
region, best seen in his support for Asia-Pacifi c Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) (see  Chapter  21  , A). 

 For the US the three vital challenges in East Asia 
after the Cold War were: the protection of  US trade 
and investment interests (worth about $350 billion in 
1990); tackling the Japanese over their increasing trade 
surplus with America (up from $50 billion to $64 bil-
lion during the Bush presidency), while maintaining 
them as a military ally; and dealing with China, still 
a communist state with a poor human rights record, 
but ever more important in East Asia in economic and 
political terms. Despite its defeat in Vietnam, the US 
had emerged from the Cold War in a strong position in 
the Far East. It had preserved Taiwan and South Korea 
while improving relations with China, had fostered 
liberalism in Japan, and saw modern capitalist econo-
mies emerge in much of  South-East Asia. But there 
were numerous diffi  culties, too. The end of  the Cold 
War made Japan’s importance as a political ally seem 
less vital than its commercial rivalry and there was per-
sistent US pressure on Tokyo, going back to the 1970s, 
to deal with the trade imbalance—pressure which was 
resisted. Japan did take some action to reduce impedi-
ments to US exports, but Congress remained disap-
pointed and even Bush, who felt good relations with 
Tokyo should be preserved, made commercial issues 
central to his visit there in January 1992. Clinton too 
found it popular in America to tackle Japan on trade 

but by the mid-1990s the Japanese economy was in the 
doldrums and the long post-war predominance of  the 
Liberal Democrats was being replaced by political in-
stability. As ‘the American economy boomed and the 
Japanese economy weakened, the Clinton administra-
tion retreated from its confrontational trade policy’.   28    
Among America’s other allies, Taiwan and South 
Korea were democratizing but others, especially 
Thailand and Indonesia, were still authoritarian and, 
as seen in the latter in 1998, prone to internal discon-
tent. Relations with Vietnam might be improving but 
those with another communist state, North Korea, 
became critical in 1994 (see  Chapter  21  , D). The Soviet 
menace might have ended, but the region’s capitalist 
nations still saw America as a protector and the latent 
Chinese military threat meant that US forces could not 
be cut as much as originally hoped. Unlike in Europe, 
America lacked a multilateral alliance like NATO to 
help manage its relations, and deal with security prob-
lems in East Asia. Clinton evidently hoped that APEC 
would increase in signifi cance as a multilateral organi-
zation, but it was only a trading organization, lacking 
a military-political rationale. 

 Washington might have been able to reduce its costs 
further if  Japan had been ready to take on a greater 
defence burden. But instead, as in Western Europe, 
Tokyo continued even after the Cold War to restrict its 
own forces and rely on America for strategic defence. 
For years this problem ran alongside that of  trade in re-
lations between the two countries. True, in the 1970s, 
partly because of  trade tensions with Washington 
and the shock of  Nixon’s ‘Opening to China’, Japan 
had begun to play a fuller role in East Asian politics 
(see  Chapter  12  , A). But only in January 1983, at the 
depth of  the New Cold War did Premier Nakasone 
Yasuhiro tell Reagan that the country’s self-defence 
forces would have more than one per cent of  GDP 
spent on them. Even then, with Japan set to take over 
much of  the air defence of  the Western Pacifi c, it took 
until 1987 before the one per cent limit was broken and 
by 1990 it was back below it again. There was strong 
internal resistance to Nakasone’s policy of  greater in-
ternational assertiveness in league with the US, most 
Japanese preferring both to avoid any resurgence of  na-
tionalism and to escape subservience to Washington. 
Rather than being translated into political and military 
power, Japan’s position as the world’s second largest 
economy bred a defensive-mindedness, not helped by 
the increased criticism it received from other Western 
powers. In 1989 the critics were answered on one point 
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 when Tokyo became the world’s largest donor of  de-
velopment aid, but at the same time ( Chapter  22  , D) 
the Kuril Islands issue meant that Japan refused to give 
much fi nancial help to Gorbachev’s USSR. In 1990–1 
Tokyo’s refusal to send forces to expel Saddam Hussein 
from Kuwait—despite Japan’s reliance on Middle East 
oil imports—provoked more criticism. The Japanese 
responded by providing $10 billion towards the costs of  
those who did fi ght, but this only further emphasized 
that the country was an economic giant unwilling to 
take any political risks. The ‘impression of  a free ride 
in the Gulf  fed the Japan-bashers’ in the US.   29    

 After 1991 the political criticisms continued, the 
Japanese being attacked over the their failure to apolo-
gize to the Koreans, Chinese, and others over wartime 
atrocities, their restrictive immigration policy, and 
their failure to back Washington in the 1994 nuclear 
crisis with Korea—again, despite the fact that Japan 
was one of  those most at risk if  North Korea obtained 
nuclear weapons. In 1992 a new law allowed the self-
defence forces to be deployed abroad, but only in UN 
peacekeeping operations and with a maximum of  2,000 
personnel. Some troops were subsequently sent to po-
lice the Cambodian settlement, but this could be seen 
as a refl ection of  Japan’s interest in good relations with 
South-East Asian states in general. South-East Asia was 
also one of  the areas where Japan had become more 
diplomatically active since the 1970s (see below) and it 
was well aware that, after the experience of  the Sec-
ond World War, none of  the states there really wanted 
to see a revival of  Japanese military power. It was not 
that Tokyo was without international concerns or 
ambitions. Already part of  the G-7 group of  leading 
industrial states, it pressed after 1993 for a permanent 
seat on the UN Security Council. And, with the decline 
of  Russia power and the rising Chinese profi le, it was 
particularly concerned about the changing power bal-
ance in North-East Asia. The lowest point in relations 
with China after the Cold War came in 1995 because 
of  a Chinese nuclear test. Yet, despite all the develop-
ments around them, the Japanese were reluctant to de-
part from the policy formula, fi rst espoused by Premier 
Shigeru Yoshida in the 1950s, of  limited armed forces, 
the US alliance, and a concentration on economic ex-
pansion. There was an internal debate in the 1990s over 
how involved Japan should be in world aff airs, how its 
defence role might change, and what the future shape 
of  relations with America should be, but it reached no 
fi rm consensus before 1998 when the dawn of  economic 
recession emerged as a new frightening challenge. 

 Japan’s reluctance to become a forthright military-
political force in East Asia made developments in 
Sino-American relations even more signifi cant, yet 
it was diffi  cult to trace a particular pattern in these 
periods of  crisis alternating with calm. Chinese eco-
nomic growth was strong once again after 1991, with 
strong exports, healthy foreign reserves, and lower in-
fl ation. There seemed to be signifi cant contradictions 
within their modernization process: what remained 
of  state-owned industry was ineffi  cient and unprof-
itable, but the shift towards free competition led to 
income inequalities and unemployment. Nonethe-
less, the communist leadership survived the death of  
Deng Xiaoping in February 1997, serious discontent 
was confi ned to Xinjiang province (where the Muslim 
Uighurs, China’s largest ethnic minority, sought au-
tonomy), and the government was able to use the 
return of  Hong Kong to whip up popular support 
(see   boxed section  ). The Chinese were sometimes 
disturbingly assertive abroad, as in the 1995 crisis with 
Thailand over the ownership of  Mischief  Reef  in 
the South China Sea. More seriously, in March 1996 
Beijing fi red ballistic missiles during intimidating mili-
tary exercises off  the Taiwanese coast, ahead of  the 
islands fi rst presidential elections. The communists 
feared that the election winner, Lee Teng-hui, might 
declare Taiwan fully independent. By now, Taiwan 
had diplomatic relations with more than thirty coun-
tries and the US had revived large-scale arms sales to it 
in 1992, partly to match purchases from Russia. There 
was further tension during the next Taiwanese elec-
tions in March 2000. But generally, as over the Hong 
Kong negotiations with Britain, the Chinese relied on 
diplomacy rather than intimidation. Communist and 
Taiwanese offi  cials had held their fi rst bilateral meet-
ing since the Civil War, in Singapore in April 1993. 
And in April 1997 a direct shipping link was opened 
between Taiwan and the mainland, also for the fi rst 
time since 1949. Elsewhere, China helped achieve a 
Cambodian settlement and to defuse the 1994 North 
Korean crisis (by providing the North with economic 
aid), it improved relations with India and South-East 
Asian states, and it joined in regional bodies like 
APEC. In 1996 China and Vietnam also resolved their 
long-running border dispute. 

 Yet, whatever the positive elements in Chinese 
policy, relations with America were dogged by a num-
ber of  problems. It was clear that the end of  the Cold 
War had not allowed a US retreat from East Asia any 
more than one from Europe and, ‘China’s economic 
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 dynamism, its growing military capability, its central 
role in the … resolution of  regional tensions … un-
derscored the long-term strategic signifi cance of  re-
lations between China and the United States.’   30    One 
problem, as with US–Japanese relations, was trade 
rivalry. Although Bush and Clinton, under pressure 
from US business interests, annually renewed China’s 
Most Favoured Nation status, the threat that it would 
not be renewed was ever present. China, like Japan, 
maintained a large trade surplus with the US and in 
1993–5 there were particular arguments about China’s 
pirating of  US designs and patents. Although, in May 
1994, Clinton said the US should ‘delink’ human rights 
and trade, America refused to support Chinese mem-
bership of  the WTO for most of  the decade. Congress 
remained concerned about China’s human rights re-
cord, especially its treatment of  ethnic Tibetans. An-
other US concern was China’s arms export policy and 
the fear that it would help Pakistan or Iran to build 
an atomic bomb. In 1991 the Chinese undertook to 
curb arms sales and respect the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty but in August 1993 the US introduced certain 
economic sanctions because of  Sino-Pakistani nuclear 
links. China’s own nuclear tests also caused concern in 
America. Taiwan was another fl ashpoint, with Beijing 
upset that President Lee Teng-hui was allowed into 
the US on a ‘private visit’ in 1995 and the Americans 
deeply concerned by the March 1996 crisis. Jiang 
Zemin and Yeltsin also showed signs of  working to-
gether against the US in the later 1990s, particularly 

criticizing the continuation of  the Star Wars defence 
project. They not only ended their border dispute and 
expanded trade links but also, at a summit in Moscow 
in April 1997, rejected claims ‘by any one country to 
the role of  absolute leader’.   31    

 Clinton’s China policy appeared hopelessly con-
fused both to his Congressional critics and the Chinese 
themselves. But after a diffi  cult fi rst term he became 
more confi dent in pursuit of  a policy of  ‘constructive 
engagement’, even if  some saw this as freeing Beijing 
to abuse human rights and intimidate its neighbours. 
Like Bush, Clinton recognized that enmity with China 
could prove costly to America in terms of  lost trade 
and military outlays, without any promise of  reform-
ing Beijing’s approach to human rights, copyright law, 
or the Taiwan problem. Engagement on the other 
hand, while criticized by Republicans, might lead 
to mutual concessions and induce some change in 
Chinese policies, as had earlier occurred in the USSR. 
The US also had no desire to harass China when Deng 
was increasingly old and unwell, because such har-
assment might merely encourage an anti-American 
policy from his successor. As it was, Deng’s death in 
February 1997 was overcome quite smoothly and, in 
October–November 1997, Jiang Zemin, who had al-
ready met Clinton at APEC summits in 1993 and 1996, 
visited the US and the framework of  a Sino-American 
understanding became clear. Washington wanted 
China to support non-proliferation, peace in East Asia, 
and a free-market approach to economic problems 

   Deng Xiaoping (1905–97)    

 Born Deng Xixian, in the Sichuan province of China, Deng came 

from a land-owning family and was partly educated in France 

before joining the Communists in 1924. Becoming a fi rm 

supporter of Mao Zedong, he took part in the Long March of 

1934 and was elected to the Central Committee in 1945. His 

rise through the Communist bureaucracy took him to the 

General Secretaryship of the Central Committee in 1954 but 

during the Cultural Revolution of the later 1960s he was 

condemned as a ‘capitalist roader’, losing all his offi  cial posts. He 

was rehabilitated, thanks to the support of Zhou Enlai and by 

1975 was Chinese Vice-Premier. Following the death of Mao 

Zedong and the defeat of the radical ‘Gang of Four’, Deng won 

a power struggle with Hua Guofeng to become China’s 

paramount leader in 1978. 

 Deng maintained his primacy in Chinese politics for most of his 

remaining life despite old age, the onset of Parkinson’s disease, 

and an increasing lack of formal positions: he resigned as Vice-

Premier in 1980 and quit his last offi  cial post in 1989. The key to 

his predominance was the loyalty of the armed forces and his 

promotion of trusted lieutenants, such as Zhao Ziyang, to key 

positions. Yet Deng was also ruthless enough to remove Zhao as 

Prime Minister in 1989 and crush the student demonstrations in 

Tiananmen Square which had seemed to threaten Communist 

rule. As leader, Deng was particularly identifi ed with a 

modernization programme that allowed greater freedom for 

peasant farmers and ‘Special Economic Zones’, where there was 

foreign, capitalist investment. He criticized some elements of 

Maoism while maintaining one-party control and, as the Soviet 

Union collapsed, he shifted from close relations with the US to 

more circumspect ones.  
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 in the developing world. In return, China wanted to 
be treated as an equal partner, to join the WTO, and 
to reduce US arms sales to Taiwan. A return visit by 
Clinton to Beijing in June 1998 showed that such an ar-
rangement might work. Clinton spoke out on human 
rights, even on Tibet and Tiananmen Square, but he 
also said that Taiwan should not have independence. 
He and Jiang signed a trade deal and both criticized the 
recent nuclear tests by India and Pakistan. Ironically, 
however, such a friendly meeting between the regions’ 
most powerful actors, provoked concern in other East 
Asian capitals: the summit might be reassuring, in the 
sense that it gave a promise of  regional stability, but 
none of  the smaller nations wished to be dictated to 
by a Sino-American agenda. Sino-American relations 
were soured in 1999 by the ‘accidental’ bombing of  the 
Chinese embassy in Belgrade during the Kosovo crisis, 
but the Clinton administration was quick to off er com-
pensation and November saw China achieving one of  
its greatest international ambitions, when agreement 
was reached on its entry to the WTO. There were in-
evitable worries that Clinton’s departure would spell 
the end of  ‘constructive engagement’, however, espe-
cially when the Republican George Bush Junior, suc-
ceeded him.         

  E.    ASEAN, the ‘Tigers’ and the 
Post-1997 Economic Crisis      

 The Rise of ASEAN, 1967–89   

 The Association of  South-East Nations (ASEAN) 
was founded at a meeting in Bangkok on 8 August 
1967 between Indonesia (rich in oil and by far the 
largest member in terms of  population), Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore. All were 
pro-Western, capitalist, anti-communist, developing 
states, keen to maintain regional stability in order to 
reduce the dangers of  domestic upheaval and pro-
vide a healthy basis for economic development. The 
new organization was also designed to develop eco-
nomic, social, and cultural interference in the region 
and to improve the diplomatic weight of  its members: 
‘achieving peaceful accord would enable resources to 
be concentrated on fostering strong economies and 
social harmony’, which would in turn prevent Com-
munism having an appeal.   32    It started out, therefore, 
as a modest but practical structure which tried to 
control local problems. The main policy body was an 

annual meeting of  Foreign Ministers. On the commer-
cial front, preferential tariff s were established between 
ASEAN members, but at fi rst only on a voluntary 
basis, and on individual products. 

 In the mid-1970s, despite the US defeat in Vietnam, 
the wider situation in East Asia improved somewhat. 
Alongside its rapprochement with America, China 
ceased to condemn ASEAN and in return, in 1974–5, 
Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines all recog-
nized Mao Zedong’s government. ASEAN states saw 
that China could serve a purpose, helping to contain 
the USSR, while off ering commercial opportunities. 
Japan too was keen to improve relations with South-
East Asia. In August 1977 the Japanese premier, Takeo 
Fukuda told a conference in Manila that his country 
was committed to building peace and prosperity in the 
region, to forge political, economic, and cultural ties, 
and to provide development aid to ASEAN. Relations 
were more troubled with Vietnam, after its reunifi -
cation in 1975, since Hanoi saw the organization as a 
continuation of  the pro-American South-East Asian 
Treaty Organization, which was now disbanded. 
When the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia in 1978 and 
installed a puppet government there, the Thais (bor-
dering Cambodia) were particularly concerned and 
ASEAN refused to recognize the new regime. The 
same events did, however, further improve relations 
between ASEAN and China. In 1981 Chinese premier 
Zhao Ziyang was even able to speak of  ‘our friendship 
and cooperation with ASEAN countries’.   33    (Vietnam 
and Laos only won observer status in the organization 
in July 1992.) 

 On the institutional side, ASEAN began to hold 
summit meetings after the 1976 Bali Conference, 
where common measures against insurgents were 
agreed. In the 1980s ASEAN also made progress with 
tariff  reductions. Indeed, from the 1960s to the 1980s, 
there was a ‘fundamental transformation’ of  the 
South-East Asian economies, ‘dominated by a marked 
decline in the relative importance of  agriculture and 
an increase in that of  modern industry’. The trans-
formation, typical of  industrializing economies in the 
West a century earlier, was most pronounced in In-
donesia where agriculture fell as a share of  gross do-
mestic product from 56 per cent in 1965 to 26 per cent 
in 1986, while industry rose from 13 per cent to 32 per 
cent.   34    The regimes of  ASEAN were not free of  inter-
nal upheaval, however, especially if  they failed to de-
liver material rewards to their people, as seen with the 
fall of  Ferdinand Marcos of  the Philippines. Marcos, 



 Stability and Instability in the Less Developed World 529

 who had declared himself  President-for-Life in 1972, 
tried to bolster his popularity in 1986 by holding an 
election. But most votes went to Corazon Aquino, 
the widow of  an opposition leader who Marcos’s sup-
porters had earlier murdered. The President fi rst tried 
to deny the result then, as popular demonstrations 
mounted and the army defected, he was forced to fl ee. 
Order was thereafter slowly restored and, with the end 
of  the Cold War and the November 1992 closure of  
US military bases (a vestige of  imperial rule which had 
long irked the Philippine Parliament), the government 
was even able to achieve a settlement at its long-lasting 
campaign against Communist insurgency.     

 ASEAN and the ‘Tiger’ Economies in 
the 1990s   

 For most of  ASEAN, the late 1980s and early 1990s 
were years of  strong economic expansion, with new 
industries, growing exports, and bullish stock markets. 
From 1989 to 1996 average growth rates across ASEAN 
topped 7 per cent, with particularly good rates in In-
donesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and to a lesser extent the 
Philippines, the so-called ‘ASEAN four’. This was part 
of  a wider phenomenon in East Asia, where South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong had average growth 
rates of  more than 9 per cent in the 1980s. These three, 
together with Singapore, became known as the ‘Asian 
tiger’ economies because of  their formidable expan-
sion, sustained over many years. Explaining why some 
countries experience stronger economic growth than 
others is not easy, but the ‘availability of  fi ne-skilled, 
low-wage labour … made all these countries … at-
tractive to advanced enterprises elsewhere, especially 
from places with overvalued currencies’, including 
Japan.   35    Clearly in the case of  ASEAN and the ‘tigers’, 
a commitment to liberal democracy was not essential 
for them to outperform countries in Africa and Latin 
America at this time. But those with the healthiest 
growth rates ‘all had strong governments with very 
considerable bureaucratic abilities’, leading one ex-
pert to conclude that ‘it is primarily the quality of  gov-
ernment that enables a Third World country to move 
up the escalator to affl  uence’.   36    Yet it was also possible 
to point to aspects of  government control, notably 
in restricting international competition within the 
domestic market and very high levels of  investment. 
Specifi c countries had particular strengths. For exam-
ple, Malaysia, by pursuing export-led growth, was 
especially attractive to foreign investors and planned 

to become fully developed by 2020, whilst Singapore 
became a centre for oil-refi ning, banking, and ship-
ping with one of  the highest standards of  living in the 
world. Furthermore, ASEAN and the ‘tigers’ were a 
signifi cant part of  a broader development around the 
Pacifi c Ocean, from Chile in South America, through 
California, round to Japan and China, and down to 
Australia—a vast area known as ‘Pacifi c Rim’—of  
strong growth rates and greater commercial ties that 
suggested that these countries could outperform 
the ‘Atlantic’ economies of  Western Europe and the 
eastern United States in future. ‘The rise of  the Asia-
Pacifi c economy is … the most striking event in the 
economic history of  the late twentieth century’, was 
one typical judgement of  the period.   37    

 By 1990 ASEAN ‘was probably the most eff ective 
of  Third World organizations.’   38    Economic success 
helped attract new membership to the organization. 
Brunei, the wealthy Borneo sultanate, had joined in 
1995. Having begun to liberalize its markets in 1986, and 
to seek foreign technology and investment, Vietnam 
fi tted into the ASEAN framework, of  free-enterprise 
economies with less-than-democratic politics, quite 
well. ASEAN leaders, such as Malaysia’s assertive Dr 
Mohamad Mohathir, resisted Western pressure to de-
fi ne progress primarily in terms of  the achievement 
of  improved human rights: it was up to Asian coun-
tries to fi nd their own ways forward. The only real de-
parture with Vietnam’s entry was that a communist 
country had joined an organization that, hitherto, was 
partly defi ned by its anti-communism. The entry of  
three more states in 1997 emphasized these points. 
Burma, Cambodia, and Laos were all rural, underde-
veloped states with decades of  authoritarian rule and 
immense economic problems. Burma’s membership 
drew particular criticism from Western states because 
of  its military government’s human rights record and 
its treatment of  the opposition leader, Aung San Suu 
Kyi. Potential political problems with the new mem-
bers were underscored when Cambodian member-
ship had immediately to be suspended because the 
pro-Vietnamese premier, Hun Sen, overthrew his roy-
alist colleague, Prince Norodom Ranariddh. The lat-
ter was only able to return in April 1998. 

 One other factor which the new members, but par-
ticularly Vietnam, had in common with the old was 
a fear of  Chinese expansion, economic and political. 
Until the 1990s, notwithstanding their capitalist eco-
nomic systems and links to the West, the ASEAN 
states had defi ned themselves, in international terms, 
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 as non-aligned. But suspicion of  Chinese power had al-
ways existed and this was, paradoxically, intensifi ed by 
the end of  the Cold War because, with the retreat of  
the Soviet Union, Chinese power seemed all the more 
threatening. The Philippines and Vietnam had territo-
rial disputes with China in the South China Sea and 
the Chinese navy was growing. In 1992 therefore, iron-
ically just at the same time as US withdrawal from its 
Philippine bases, ASEAN actually declared that it saw 
America’s military presence in the region as desirable. 
The organization also called for all territorial disputes 
to be settled peacefully. This assertive line gave way in 
July 1993, however, to an attempt to draw China into 
dialogue through the creation of  a ‘Regional Forum’, 
covering all East Asia. Apart from ASEAN and China, 
it embraced other states which had already set up 
a regular dialogue with the organization (such as 
America, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and the EU), 
as well as Russia. Continuing concern about security 
was seen in ASEAN’s 1995 decision to make itself  a nu-
clear weapons-free zone. 

 China’s economic power was no less threatening 
than its military might. The formidable growth of  
the Chinese economy under Deng Xiaoping both re-
inforced East Asian growth in general and threatened 
to turn the South-East Asia states into economic satel-
lites of  Beijing. Yet at fi rst ASEAN had only limited 
success in building up a regional trading bloc, on the 
lines of  the EC, such as might help to match China. 
The majority of  ASEAN members traded more with 
America and Japan than with each other, and pursued 
separate development strategies. Many, for example, 
were trying to create their own automobile manufac-
turers and to create high-technology industries, and 
they were all competing to attract outside investment. 
The expansion to four new, agricultural members 
in the 1990s altered this picture of  ‘parallel’ develop-
ment somewhat but created its own major problem: 
how could countries like Vietnam and Burma hope 
to stand alongside ‘tigers’ like Malaysia if  genuine in-
tegration were pursued? In 1992 ASEAN did agree to 
create a free-trade area among its members, but it was 
limited to industrial goods and the target for achiev-
ing it was soon deferred for fi fteen years. But in 1997, 
now with the ten members and a combined popula-
tion of  nearly 500 million, ASEAN produced a plan 
that included a developmental fund to help the poorer 
members. Such a sense of  ambition would revive in 
the new millennium, with deals to reduce trade limits 
with China (2004, which began to come into eff ect in 

2010) and Japan (2008), a charter on human rights and, 
in 2008–9, plans to move towards an economic com-
munity. But, meanwhile, a serious economic crisis had 
to be overcome.     

 1997–8: Asia’s Economies in Crisis   

 In the mid-1990s it seemed that ‘the centre of  grav-
ity of  the world economic system has begun to shift 
towards the Pacifi c’. This change was based in part on 
the performance of  China and some historically ad-
vanced economies, especially in Japan and California, 
but its major feature was that a ‘number of  formerly 
peripheral countries in that region now challenge the 
core of  the world’s manufacturing system’.   39    Before 
1997 ended, however, the prospects for ASEAN, now 
a generation old, had dimmed signifi cantly. Since the 
summer stock market and currency values had been 
in decline and there were suddenly serious worries 
over the region’s economic future because of  income 
inequalities, over expansion of  the property market, 
and rising public debt. Concern soon spread to Hong 
Kong ( just restored to Chinese sovereignty from 
Britain) and Japan, whose economy had been in the 
doldrums since the early 1990s but which now threat-
ened to tumble into recession. Taiwan and, more par-
ticularly, South Korea, were two more ‘Asian tigers’ in 
diffi  culty, and whilst falling currency values ought to 
have helped the East Asians export more, it was dif-
fi cult to achieve this because they were all trying to 
expand in an unfavourable market. By early 1998, it 
was clear that the gathering crisis had worsened the 
economic problems of  Yeltsin’s Russia and that it 
might also blunt China’s economic miracle. Given the 
interdependent nature of  the world economy, such 
a widespread malaise in the Far East also threatened 
to damage the investment, trade, and production of  
America and Western Europe. 

 Since the 1950s, growth in the Japanese economy 
had helped the rest of  East Asia to prosper, taking over 
a quarter of  ASEAN’s exports in the 1970s for exam-
ple. Now, however, the situation changed. Japan had 
shared in the generally depressed state of  the Western 
economies at the start of  the 1990s, when the ASEAN 
states were expanding strongly. By 1995–6, Japanese 
growth had recovered to about 3 per cent per annum, 
but there were good reasons for concern about its long-
term economic health, after three decades of  remark-
able success. A lack of  liquidity at home, linked to low 
income from many investments in the US and Europe, 
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 led the Japanese to cut back savagely on their outward 
investment programmes. Japan maintained a healthy 
trade surplus, helped by a weakening of  the yen, but 
its banking system was troubled by corruption and bad 
debts, not least to ASEAN, Taiwan, and South Korea. 
The Liberal Democrats, who had dominated post-war 
politics, began to lose their popularity and turned in 
January 1996 to a more dynamic, decisive Prime Min-
ister in Ryutaro Hashimoto, but the decision-making 
process was too slow and consensus-driven to allow 
for radical reform. There was an attempt to boost do-
mestic demand through cutting back of  the country’s 
high taxes, but the Japanese people were too wedded 
to the old recipe for success—hard work and high 
savings—to respond to this impetus and in 1996–7, for 
the fi rst time in more than twenty years, the Japanese 
economy contracted. Yet, however sluggish Japan’s 
performance, the depression would not have been so 
deep without the problems elsewhere in Asia, espe-
cially within ASEAN. 

 The growth rates experienced by ASEAN in the 
early 1990s led to an excess of  optimism and over-
expansion resulting in high debts on current accounts, 
balance of  payments problems, a bloated property 
sector, and labour shortages. The realization that the 
bubble would burst fi rst aff ected the stock market in 
Thailand, one of  the weaker ASEAN economies, in 
July 1997, soon spreading to Indonesia, the Philippines, 
and Malaysia. Thailand and Indonesia quickly turned 
to the IMF for massive loans, but they could not es-
cape a large currency devaluation and there were fears 
that the restructuring demanded by the IMF could 
prove harmful in future. The Fund tended to favour 
an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ model of  economic recovery based 
on privatization, reductions in government spending, 
free capital movement, and the end of  price controls. 
This had been the IMF’s recipe for tackling Western 
problems in the 1960s and 1970s, and had been forced 
on South America during its 1980s debt crisis. But it 
was partly designed to tackle infl ation (not a prob-
lem in ASEAN), it harmed growth and employment 
(thereby raising the danger of  social discontent), and 
it tried to force developing states to accept a Western-
dictated version of  capitalism (which some criticized 
as a reworking of  imperialist approaches). Countries 
needing IMF aid had little choice but to accept the 
price of  restructuring, but Asian resentment at the 
IMF was one of  the consequences of  the crisis. 

 By late November 1997, the crisis had spread to 
South Korea, the most formidable of  the Asian ‘tigers’ 

and the eleventh largest economy in the world, which 
had to ask the IMF for a $20 billion loan—the largest 
so far. Despite its political instability, the infl uence 
of  the military and a lack of  social provision, South 
Korea proved one of  the most remarkable economic 
successes in East Asia. As in Japan, its people had been 
happy to work hard and save assiduously, the reward 
being an increase in average income from less than 
$100 in 1960 to about $10,000 in 1995. But after borrow-
ing in the years of  plenty, many South Korean com-
panies were indebted to several times their value and 
they now faced collapse, threatening their employees 
with falling salaries or unemployment. One result was 
serious unrest, with sporadic outbreaks of  strikes and 
demonstrations. But the IMF, World Bank, and the 
other countries responded to Korea’s predicament in 
December by producing a $35 billion rescue package 
in total, with a $20 billion fall-back. These sums quite 
dwarfed any previous economic salvage operation, 
but South Korea’s total debt was reckoned to be $150 
billion. It was in the middle of  these events that, on 24 
November 1997, one of  Japan’s largest banks, Yamaichi 
Securities, collapsed, raising fears of  a collapse of  the 
world’s second largest economy and a liquidation of  
Japan’s still considerable foreign investments. The 
total bad debt liabilities of  Japanese banks were esti-
mated at $550 billion. 

 The East Asian economic crisis had an impact be-
yond East Asia, particularly in Russia where, in Au-
gust 1998, the value of  the rouble fell steeply. But in 
Western Europe and North America, despite years 
of  poor performance in the fi nancial markets, a de-
pression was staved off . Before growth was restored 
in East Asia, the main political cost was borne by In-
donesia. Indebted to a total of  $120 billion and with 
the IMF demanding economic restructuring, Indone-
sians were faced, like South Koreans, by salary cuts, 
unemployment, and shortages. They reacted even 
more violently. For weeks in early 1998 there were 
protest marches calling for an end to the regime of  
General Suharto, the dictator since 1966. Condemned 
for corruption and nepotism, and no longer able to 
rely on the army to crush the opposition, he resigned 
on 21 May leaving power in the hands of  a former 
associate, Bacharuddin Habibie. Unrest continued, 
although Habibie did preside over the dismantling 
of  Suharto’s police state and also, in January 1999, 
announced the government’s readiness to grant in-
dependence to East Timor. This former Portuguese 
colony had been invaded by Indonesia in 1975, but had 
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 fought for its independence ever since, at the cost of  
tens of  thousands of  lives. The prospect of  a referen-
dum on East Timor’s future sparked a new upsurge 
of  violence as the Indonesian army, which had lost 
about 20,000 men in two decades of  fi ghting for the 
province, armed local militias who were opposed to 
independence. The referendum, eventually held on 
30 August, saw 78 per cent vote in favour of  independ-
ence but even that did not halt the massacres car-
ried out by the anti-independence militias. The UN 
agreed to send an Australian-led peacekeeping force 
to East Timor in late September, which established a 
sense of  order. 

 Suharto was not the only political victim of  the eco-
nomic crisis. In Thailand, where the crisis had begun, 
Premier Chavalit Yongchaiyudh was forced to resign 

in November 1997. Premier Hashimoto of  Japan fol-
lowed in July 1998. But in most countries, govern-
ments weathered the storm. The impact of  the crisis 
was, after all, uneven: while Indonesia’s GNP tum-
bled by 80 per cent in 1997–8, that of  Malaysia, and 
the Philippines fell by less than half  that amount—
although that was still bad enough. From 1999, there 
was a recovery in the East Asian economies but it was 
a slow process and, in general, they did not restore 
their per capita income levels until about 2006. Since 
Europe, America, and other regions had continued 
to grow throughout the period, the idea of  an ‘East 
Asian’ miracle looked rather threadbare. Far more 
remarkable than the performance of  the ‘tigers’ were 
those of  India and, more particularly, China, which re-
ally did emerge as economic superpowers.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 
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  On the morning of  11 September 2011, a group of  nine-
teen terrorists, linked to Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda 
jihadist network, boarded four civilian airliners and 
subsequently hijacked them. The hijackings were 
carefully coordinated, with the four aircraft taking off  
from three diff erent airports—Boston, Newark and 
Washington Dulles—in the north-eastern US within 
forty-fi ve minutes of  one another. At about 8.45, 
the fi rst of  the airliners from Boston, an American 
Airlines fl ight, with 92 people on board, was fl own 
by the hijackers into one of  the twin towers of  the 
World Trade Center in New York, a symbol of  West-
ern capitalism that had previously been the scene of  
a jihadist bombing in 1993. A little over a quarter of  
an hour later, a second Boston fl ight, with 65 people 
on board, was fl own into the other tower. Pictures 
of  the outrage were immediately beamed around the 
world and, as the Trade Center began to be evacu-
ated, hundreds of  fi re-fi ghters and other emergency 
services rushed to the scene. By 10.30 both towers, 
which previously dominated the New York skyline, 
had collapsed, killing over 2,600 people, including 
more than 400 fi re-fi ghters, police, and paramedics. 
Meanwhile, a third aircraft, with 64 on board, was 
fl own to Washington DC and crashed into a wing 
of  the Pentagon, killing 125 people there. A fourth 
fl ight, United Airlines 93, with 44 on board, crashed 
into a fi eld in Pennsylvania after passengers tried to 
overthrow the hijackers. In all, almost 3,000 had been 
killed in the most destructive terrorist operation of  
all time. 

 Amid the initial fear and confusion, there were 
suspicions that the bombings could have been the 
work of  home-grown terrorists, such as those who 
had bombed a federal building in Oklahoma City 
in April 1995, killing 168. But the hijackers, mostly 
Saudis who had arrived in America since the start 
of  2000, were soon identifi ed as having links to the 
al-Qaeda network. Its leader, Osama bin Laden, while 
he initially denied responsibility for the 9/11 opera-
tion, had already called on Muslims to attack the US, 
in a fatwa of  February 1998, signed with three other 
jihadists, including the Egyptian Ayman al-Zawahiri. 
Bin Laden had also been involved in earlier, sophis-
ticated and merciless attacks, on US interests, such 
as the simultaneous bombings of  the American em-
bassies in Kenya and Tanzania, in August 1998, which 
killed more than 200 people. He was bitterly opposed 
to Washington’s support for Israel and for the US 

presence in his homeland, Saudi Arabia, which was 
also the home of  Islam’s two holiest places. He had 
formed al-Qaeda (which means ‘the Base’), a mili-
tant Sunni group that believed in adhering to sharia 
law, in the late 1980s, when he supported the Afghan 
Mujaheddin in their war against Soviet occupation. 
His capture and the destruction of  al-Qaeda now be-
came major aims of  the US government and its al-
lies. NATO members (who had generally lost lives 
on 9/11—there were 67 British victims, for example) 
accepted that the operation was an attack on them 
all. On 14 September Congress approved military 
action against those responsible for 9/11 and, on 20 
September, President Bush announced a ‘war on ter-
ror’ when addressing Congress. 

 If, in the 1990s, it had sometimes been diffi  cult to 
discern any pattern or system in international rela-
tions, the events of  9/11 now gave a focus to American 
foreign policy, characterized by fi ghting Bush’s ‘war on 
terror’ where, before 1989, the focus had been on fi ght-
ing totalitarian communism. The immediate result 
was a demand that the Taliban regime in Afghanistan 
hand over bin Laden, who was currently living in their 
country. After they prevaricated, the US and Britain, 
from 7 October, started air attacks on the capital, 
Kabul, and other targets. The War on Afghanistan had 
begun and others wanted to widen US action to take 
in other threats. Donald Rumsfeld, the Secretary of  
Defense, was already thinking of  an eff ort to remove 
Saddam Hussein, who remained in power despite his 
humiliating defeat over Kuwait a decade earlier. In his 
January 2002 State of  the Union address, Bush named 
North Korea and Iran, alongside Iraq, as elements in 
an ‘axis of  evil’ that threatened world peace, while, in 
a speech of  May 2002, the Under-Secretary of  State 
added Cuba, Libya, and Syria to the list. The events of  
9/11 would prove a seminal moment for international 
relations in the twenty-fi rst century, with widespread 
repercussions that went far beyond any focus on de-
stroying al-Qaeda. 

 At the start of  the Cold War in 1945–9 an ideological 
abstraction, the fear of  communism, was quickly re-
placed by a concrete, but exaggerated belief  in a Soviet 
threat to the maintenance of  US socio-economic 
values and power political interests. The eff ect, if  not 
the aim, was to blur the vague abstractions of  na-
tional security with concrete military threats in order 
to protect ideological positions. In 2001 the concrete 
threat to US values and interests, realizable through 
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 the ideology espoused by al-Qaeda, was actually much 
less, but thanks to the events of  9/11 it was much more 
immediate than in the late 1940s, and it was countered 
by the abstraction of  a war on terror. The pattern was 
reversed, but in each case the desire was to achieve 
concrete gains by countering an ideological challenge, 
and this again required misrepresenting and exagger-
ating threats. 

 Whereas US policy during the Cold War was de-
fi ned in the 1947 Truman Doctrine as one of  support-
ing ‘free peoples’ against totalitarianism, so the aims 
of  facing up to new threats post-9/11 were set out in 
the Bush administration’s September 2002 National 
Security Strategy. This was drawn up while prepara-
tions were being made to invade Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq and was sometimes referred to as the Bush Doc-
trine. Confi dent of  US power, and refl ecting a deep 
belief  in liberal principles, it argued that the Cold War 
struggle against totalitarianism was won and that: 

 America is now threatened less by conquering states than 
we are by failing ones. We are menaced less by fl eets and 
armies than by catastrophic technologies in the hands of 
an embittered few. We must defeat these threats.   

 Building on the idea of  a ‘war on terror’ in the wake of  
9/11, the document said: 

 The struggle against global terrorism is diff erent from any 
other war in our history. It will be fought on many fronts 
against a particularly elusive enemy over an extended pe-
riod of time. Progress will come through the persistent 
accumulation of successes—some seen, some unseen.   

 But terrorists were not the only enemy. The strategy 
also claimed that Iraq and North Korea sought nuclear 
weapons, and argued that: 

 The United States has long maintained the option of 
preemptive actions to counter a suffi  cient threat to our 
national security. The greater the threat, the greater is 
the risk of inaction—and the more compelling the case 
for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves, even 
if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the en-
emy’s attack.   1      

 The President and his advisers were guided, then, by 
a desire to meet any supposed threats to the US force-
fully, most obviously from terrorism and weapons of  
mass destruction (WMDs), which included nuclear, 
chemical, and bacteriological devices. Infl uenced 
by a generation of  ‘neo-conservative’ thinking, the 

administration was ready, if  necessary, to use mili-
tary force to overthrow opponents like the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, which provided a safe haven and 
training grounds for al-Qaeda, and Saddam Hussein, 
who was accused of  developing WMDs. These twin 
threats were already highlighted by Bush in a speech 
at West Point, on 1 June 2002, when he announced 
that, ‘We will defend the peace against the threats 
from terrorists and tyrants.’ But the 2002 strategy 
document clearly also had an important pre-emptive 
element, whereby the US would act against threats 
before they could strike, an attitude reinforced by the 
failure to destroy al-Qaeda before 9/11. Events sur-
rounding the war on Iraq would show that their pre-
emptive element included a readiness to take action 
where there was only the suspicion of  a threat from 
WMDs, not necessarily proof  that the threat was real. 
Although the 2002 Strategy document talked of  the 
need to ‘strengthen alliances to defeat global terror-
ism’ and ‘work with others to defuse regional con-
fl icts’, the neo-conservatives around Bush were also 
prepared to act without paying too much attention 
to constraints posed by the UN and other interna-
tional organizations, or even by allied states. War was 
launched against Afghanistan, for example, without 
any UN involvement and it went forward against Iraq, 
in March 2003, after a failure to get unequivocal UN 
approval. More positive elements of  the US Strategy 
appeared to be the promotion of  democracy and 
the hope of  igniting ‘a new era of  global economic 
growth through free markets and free trade’, though, 
as will become clear below, these brought their own 
disappointments. Yet, one of  the key threats to the 
world, that of  global warming, was largely ignored by 
the administration, partly because policy-makers be-
lieved that limits on carbon emissions would damage 
the US economy to the benefi t of  competitors like 
China. Indeed, one of  Bush’s fi rst actions as President 
was to pull out of  the 1997 Kyoto Accords—a sign that 
his unilateralism pre-dated 9/11. 

 In many ways, the rest of  the decade was domi-
nated, in the fi eld of  international aff airs, by the 
hopes and, too often, the failures of  the 2002 National 
Security Strategy. The closing section of  this book is 
organized around these hopes and failures. In both 
Afghanistan ( Chapter  23  , C to E) and Iraq ( Chapter 
 24  , A and B) the administration had early successes, 
toppling both the Taliban and Saddam Hussein. But 
they found it diffi  cult to create viable, liberal regimes 
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 in either state and soon ran into situations that had 
painful echoes of  Vietnam a generation before—
with widespread opposition to action by the US and 
its allies, who became bogged down for a time in ill-
considered counter-insurgency operations, before 
trying to hand the security task over to local forces. 
The US also gradually liquidated many of  the lead-
ers of  al-Qaeda, but the organization, nonetheless, 
survived as a global actor, increasingly operating 
through local affi  liated groups, who shared a belief  in 
using violence (including violence against civilians) in 
order to fi ght capitalism, secularism, and Zionism, as 
well as non-Sunnis, in order to create a transnational 
Islamic theocracy. 

 Despite being named as part of  the ‘axis of  evil’, 
the regimes in North Korea and Cuba (both com-
munist relics), as well as those in Iran and Syria, still 
survived in 2012. North Korea and Iran were both 
suspected of  developing nuclear weapons, as well 
as long-range missiles. Only in Libya had regime 
change been achieved, in 2011, with some help from 
the US and its allies, particularly France and Britain, 
although the main impetus for change came from 
domestic opponents of  General Gaddafi , as part of  
the so-called ‘Arab Spring’. But, while the political 
changes of  2011 in Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen 
might be seen, in the short-term, as successes for the 
US ambition of  extending democracy—an old am-
bition, not limited to the Bush Doctrine—the long-
term results of  these changes remained to be seen. 
In some ways, Washington had tried to resist change 
in this most sensitive region of  the world, initially 
reluctant to abandon Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, for 
example. In some states, like Bahrain, hopes of  re-
form were rapidly extinguished, while Syria threat-
ened to slip into civil war. Furthermore, throughout 
the post-9/11 decade, Washington failed to achieve 
any progress on the ‘road map for peace’ in the 
Israeli–Palestinian dispute. Instead, the hopes raised 
by the Oslo peace process in the 1990s had run into 
the sand. (On all these issues in the Middle East see 
 Chapter  24  , C to E). 

 Hopes of  a new era of  growth based on free mar-
kets and trade sounded equally hollow against the 
background of  the economic recession, which bit as 
the Bush administration drew to a close. Arguably, the 
US obsession with promoting the free-market philoso-
phy and the last stages of  the deregulation of  fi nancial 
sectors had itself  created the ‘credit crunch’ which left 
Western economies in the doldrums for years, in a 

situation reminiscent of, but in some ways worse than 
the 1930s (see  Chapter  25  , A). Governments of  almost 
all the advanced economies of  the capitalist world 
had, since the end of  the Cold War, continued to em-
phasize reducing taxation especially for the wealthier 
members of  society while maintaining barely reduced 
expenditures on armaments for ‘national security’ 
and, after 2001, the war on terror. 

 When the ‘Noughties’ began, health and welfare 
payments to support ageing populations in the devel-
oped world, who were now living longer, continued 
to rise inexorably while government revenue was gen-
erally falling after a long and continued period of  re-
duced direct taxation. The changes had begun in the 
1970s and were only partially off set by the regressive 
resort to indirect taxes. The neo-liberal belief  that a 
lesser burden on wealthy entrepreneurs would make 
economies grow had a particular impact in Europe 
and North America, just as some of  those states were 
combining the reduction in taxation and the fi nanc-
ing of  costly wars with their increasingly expensive, 
high-tech military equipment. The consequences 
of  these factors were exacerbated by the removal of  
regulations constraining the operations of  fi nancial 
capital, now overwhelmingly global. With the end of  
the Cold War ideological confl ict, there was now a po-
litical belief  on both the left and right in Europe that 
generating profi ts for bankers and fi nanciers would 
be universally benefi cial within the developed world. 
This was accompanied by the structural shifts in the 
global economy, and the decline of  the state and its 
infl uence over individual economies, which enabled 
manufacturing to be transferred to the developing 
world with its lower labour costs. 

 For some commentators the 1970s, which marked 
the end of  the post-war economic consensus and the 
reduction of  inequality in the developed world, her-
alded a period of  lower growth which was eventually 
made worse by the structural changes and increased 
imbalances of  the international economy in the wake 
of  the fi nancial crash of  2007–8. Others saw the end 
of  the high levels of  post-war growth that had been 
experienced in much of  Western Europe and North 
America, being followed in the second half  of  the 
1980s by a more orthodox, if  dramatic, capitalist busi-
ness cycle of  boom and bust. First, a renewed period 
of  expansion and growth was driven by the neo-
liberal emphasis of  leaders like Ronald Reagan and 
Margaret Thatcher on expanding international trade 
and deregulating fi nancial services in the belief  that 
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 ‘free markets’ would provide a panacea for most eco-
nomic and social ills, even creating a classless society. 
But this was all an illusion. The reality was that the 
boom in the consumer-dominated developed world 
was driven by more and more borrowing promoted in 
many countries by a ‘casino capitalism’ and a property 
bubble, which was followed by an inevitable bust and 
a collapse in prices. With advances in the media, which 
made marketing increasingly eff ective, the fi nancial 
impact on private customers and government provid-
ers was dramatic if  concealed. 

 The most sensible response to this economic post-
Cold War order seemed to be for governments, en-
trepreneurs, industrialists and low income residents 
of  the developed world to fi nance more expenditure 
by increased government and private borrowing. All 
appeared to be going well until 2007–8. Before the 
crash, the previous claims of  ending the boom and 
bust cycle seemed more justifi ed than the idea that 
they were creating the conditions for a bigger version 
of  both. The problem lay in the creation of  what be-
came known as ‘casino capitalism’ whereby the bur-
geoning derivative markets, hedge funds and short 
selling now operated free from constraints to gener-
ate vast sums, as bond markets prospered through 
the growing indebtedness of  governments, compa-
nies and individuals. In the wake of  the 2007–8 crash, 
the question of  which members of  Western societies 
would pay for these changes and their consequences 
suddenly arose, as vast sums had to be spent to keep 
the banking system afl oat and the whole capitalist sys-
tem from collapse. 

 The problems in the West only served to empha-
size the growing signifi cance of  China. If  the Chinese 
economy continues to expand, albeit at a slower rate, 
one key issue will be whether the low wages and an 
undervalued currency can be superseded and growth 
maintained while greater benefi ts are provided for 
more diverse social groups in a country with such an 
enormous population. Alternatively, the government 
may decide to alleviate dissatisfaction with economic 
inequality and secure acceptance of  the changes 
within China by playing the nationalist card. Even 
more important will be how the Western world, espe-
cially the US, perceives and reacts to China’s increased 
importance in international aff airs in general and its 
growing economic strength in particular. In defence 
terms, there is the ever-present issue of  Taiwan, and 
the deepening US defence relationship with India, 
linked to common concerns about the rise of  China 

as well as the desire to see India play a more signifi -
cant military aid and training role in Afghanistan 
after the departure of  US military forces. It is possible 
that the US will, like many Asian powers, see more 
of  an opportunity than a threat in China’s growing 
importance. The possibility of  economic self-interest 
producing cooperation remains so long as it is not un-
dermined by negative perceptions, based on American 
fear and resentment, of  the passing of  more economic 
and political infl uence in the international system to 
the Asian powers. 

 As Bush focused on al-Qaeda and Iraq, America and 
Britain were faced with the economic costs of  war. 
Meanwhile, the countries in the EU that were mem-
bers of  the single currency, or euro, were aff ected 
by the economic problems of  reconciling separate 
economies with political unity. Members of  the eu-
rozone retained their own fi scal policies, but shared 
a common currency, with the arguably unrealizable 
aim of  stimulating intra-European trade. Yet the eco-
nomic balance of  power, in a world of  globalization 
and decreasing state controls, continued to shift from 
the West to Asia. Already, in an article of  2001, the 
British economist Jim O’Neill had identifi ed the grow-
ing power of  the BRIC countries—Brazil, Russia, 
India, and China. These were seen as likely, around 
the middle of  the twenty-fi rst century, to overtake the 
combined economic might of  the Western G-7 states 
(the US, Japan, Germany, France, Britain, Italy, and 
Canada). The leaders of  the four began to hold annual 
summits in 2009. Other countries, formerly described 
as underdeveloped, were also increasing rapidly in 
economic weight, including Indonesia, South Africa, 
and Turkey. 

 It is unsurprising that Bush’s successor, Barack 
Obama, tried to break with much of  the logic of  the 
Bush Doctrine after taking offi  ce in January 2009. 
Without developing a coherent doctrine of  his own 
to guide US policy, Obama pursued a foreign policy 
based around diplomacy and cooperation with allies, 
rather than the unilateral US action and military in-
terventions of  the neo-conservatives. He was cau-
tious, for example, about any idea of  military action 
against Iran and North Korea, despite evidence that 
they might be developing a nuclear capability. But in 
many ways Obama, too, lived under the cloud of  9/11. 
On 15 July 2008, in a speech in Washington during the 
presidential election campaign, Obama referred back 
to the US success in fi ghting the Cold War, but criti-
cized Bush’s reaction to 9/11. Instead of  building on 
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 the sympathy for America, this had been dissipated in 
the war on Iraq: 

 we have lost thousands of American lives, spent nearly 
a trillion dollars, alienated allies and neglected emerging 
threats—all in the cause of fi ghting a war for well over fi ve 
years in a country that had absolutely nothing to do with 
the 9/11 attacks.   

 But when he set out fi ve foreign policy goals, the aims 
of  ‘rebuilding our alliances’ and securing energy sup-
plies rested alongside ending the war in Iraq, preventing 
nuclear weapons being owned by terrorist groups and 
rogue states, and ‘fi nishing the fi ght against al-Qaeda’.   2    
He continued to fi ght the ‘war on terror’ even if  he 
shrank from using its terminology and tried to mini-
mize the cost in American lives, through the increased 
reliance on unmanned ‘drones’, a kind of  cruise missile, 
to target terrorists in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and 
elsewhere. His greatest success against al-Qaeda was 
the special forces operation to kill Osama bin Laden, 
in Pakistan, in May 2011. He was forced to continue 
fi ghting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan because 
of  the commitments inherited from Bush, although 
in both wars the aim was now to achieve a US with-
drawal. Helped by the ‘surge’ of  troop numbers in Iraq, 
launched by Bush in 2007, US forces were able to com-
plete their withdrawal from Iraq in mid-December 2011. 
A target date for the bulk of  troops to leave Afghanistan 
was set for the end of  2014. 

 It was less easy, however, for Obama to achieve a 
breakthrough on the economic front, which caused 
serious problems for his chances of  a second term of  
offi  ce. The low-wage economies of  the BRIC coun-
tries lacked the social security systems and higher 
living standards that the benefi ts of  taxation for so-
cial welfare had provided in the developed world. 
The reduction in the West’s government revenues, 
particularly since the 1980s, stemmed from the in-
creasing reluctance of  democratic politicians facing 
re-election to do anything other than reduce direct 
taxation and, at best, replace it in part by increased 
indirect taxes. Nowhere was this more evident than 
in the US, where Obama inherited signifi cant tax 
cuts for the rich that had constituted a key strategy 
of  the Bush administration. This only enhanced the 
growing inequality increasingly evident in the devel-
oped world, both at the individual level and between 
states. Most elites had bought into the neo-liberal 
Washington consensus with the free market replac-
ing the classless society as the utopian post-war goal, 

supposedly producing virtue and effi  ciency. As eco-
nomic growth in the less developed world increased, 
manufacturing in the advanced North American and 
European economies declined and signifi cant wealth 
in the West came more from the unregulated fi nan-
cial sectors. It thus benefi ted fewer and fewer people, 
as growing inequality, as well as the collapse of  social 
and communal values that the commitment to indi-
vidualism and unregulated capitalism tends to pro-
duce, had a greater eff ect. 

 The fi nancial problems caused by an inability to 
repay loans, came to a head in the last days of  the Bush 
administration with the collapse of  Lehman Brothers, 
a major investment bank. The debts came from busi-
ness loans taken against property assets, the value of  
which could not be recovered because of  the collapse 
of  the US property market helped by ‘sub-prime’ loans 
to poorer borrowers, which carried a high risk for the 
lender, and therefore higher returns from higher inter-
est rates for investors. More importantly, they added 
to the incentives for bankers provided by the ‘fees’ in 
fi nancial transactions that taking out more loans and 
re-mortgaging involved. Debts could be securitized 
by parcelling them into packages that could be bought 
and sold. The risk was that sub-prime loans were less 
likely to be repaid by borrowers, irrespective of  the 
values of  the property market or the state of  the ‘real’ 
economy. When the crash came, they proved to be the 
ultimate form of  ‘toxic debt’. 

 The new American president followed the Bush ad-
ministration commitment to bail out fi nancial institu-
tions (but not Lehmans) such as American Investment 
Group (AIG), a multinational insurance corporation, 
with almost $200 billion of  taxpayers money. The 
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac mortgage companies 
were in a similar position, They had not made sub-
prime loans until after the banks jumped into the de-
regulated fi nancial sector. Then they too joined the 
game and many securitized mortgages ended up on 
their balance sheets. Termed ‘corporate welfare’ or 
‘socialism for the rich’, the Obama administration 
accepted the continuation of  the system, without re-
storing eff ective regulation to correct the fl aws in cor-
porate governance and the failure to deal eff ectively 
with investment risks. Although Obama, faced with 
the additional massive debts created by the bail-outs, 
avoided a swingeing austerity package, there is little to 
prevent a similar crisis happening again as Obama did 
not produce a decisive break with the Bush adminis-
tration’s approach. 
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  Nor did Obama break determinedly with his pre-
decessor’s line on global warming. The Kyoto Ac-
cords had come into eff ect in February 2005, with 
over 140 states having signed up to it, including all of  
America’s NATO allies. But Bush persisted in stand-
ing aside. In July 2005, he did admit that mankind 
might have some responsibility for climate change 
but, rather than cutting carbon emissions, as most 
states wanted, he hoped that new technologies could 
deal with the problem. During the 2008 election cam-
paign, Obama suggested that he would sign up to 
Kyoto and be ready to extend it beyond its original 
2012 expiry date, but once in offi  ce he backed away 
from this, sharing his predecessor’s doubts over the 
impact on American jobs. The problems of  the envi-
ronment were worsened by the growing problems of  
the resource demands of  expanding Asian economies, 
who wished to use natural resources in the same, 
wasteful ways that developed economies used them 
in the past. It is one of  the unresolved, divisive issues 
facing the international community, as the world 
grapples with a more uncertain future. Paradoxically, 
the end of  the Cold War merely brought an appear-
ance of  stability and consensus out of  the apparent 
victory of  democratic capitalism. Initial assumptions 
that the free-market capitalist system would prove 
an unmitigated success, compared to communism 
or democratic socialism, have not been realized. The 
ways in which capitalism can best be regulated to 
bring broader social benefi ts now requires renewed 
attention. The strange blend of  Chinese capitalism 
with the traditional politics of  communism remains 
an enigma and it is surrounded by long-term uncer-
tainties about its links with the US and European 
economies. As the world economy faces years of  lit-
tle or no growth, another world war cannot rescue 
international capitalism from its latest crisis on a scale 
equal to that of  the 1930s Depression. 

 Politically, the rhetoric of  human rights and de-
mocracy remains as strident as at the end of  the Cold 
War, with movements advocating signifi cant change 
threatening to sweep through the Arab world. But the 
would-be reformers, whether religious or secular in 
their emphasis, seem oblivious to the important role 
played by the economies of  Middle Eastern capital-
ist states, most of  whom have failed to create viable 
economies with opportunities that reduce the stark 
inequalities within the region. Meanwhile, the Israeli–
Palestinian question remains no nearer to resolution, 
nor the establishment of  moderation and compromise 

in Tel Aviv or among the ranks of  all the Palestinians. 
Even greater fears of  military confl ict are produced by 
the Iranian desire to manufacture nuclear material for 
civil uses. The prospect of  such technology being used 
for nuclear weapons has aroused deep international 
concern, given the requirement of  Israel to take mili-
tary action if  such a possibility were about to be real-
ized. The uncertainty is made worse by the position 
of  the US, where some on the right are in favour of  
a military strike on Iran, perhaps in conjunction with 
the Israelis, which could have serious and unforesee-
able consequences. 

 In Asia, the economic successes have not signifi -
cantly reduced inequality and concerns are enhanced 
by the determination of  the communist government 
in North Korea to maintain a nuclear weapons pro-
gramme at whatever cost to its own people or the 
stability of  the region. The role of  the Chinese in ex-
erting pressure on North Korea remains more impor-
tant than the reaction of  the US, which is not faced by 
a powerful North Korean lobby as it is with a Jewish 
lobby in the potential confl ict with Iran. Such nuclear 
issues in Asia are part of  the uncertainty around the 
broader potential problem, or benefi t, of  growing 
Chinese power in both military and economic terms. 
Whether this becomes a source of  opportunity and 
stability for states within and outside the region can-
not be predicted with any certainty. However one 
measures the continued, but lessening, disparity be-
tween the power of  the US and China, it is the per-
ceptions of  the implications of  that shift which will 
determine its impact as much as its actual eff ects. It is 
another example of  uncertainty emerging from the 
end of  the Cold War and exacerbated in the new mil-
lennium, with its new wars and more fl uid regional 
situations. 

 Rapid progress in all aspects of  technology has con-
tinued in the new millennium, too, and in many ways 
brought the world closer together. Unfortunately, 
this greater awareness of  diff erence has not produced 
greater unity or understanding in a world no longer 
divided by fundamental ideological choices between 
two rival systems. The dominance of  US power and 
values in a unipolar world in the twenty-fi rst century 
has produced less uniformity within the international 
system, perhaps because the centripetal forces no 
longer operate within the opposing blocs as they did 
during the Cold War. The ties that now bind states and 
communities together are becoming weaker despite 
the eff orts at regional integration in Europe and Asia. 
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 With the decline of  the state and the rise of  rampant 
individualism, accompanied by attempts at progress 
through positive global and regional economic inte-
gration, the latter have become harder to implement 
eff ectively. As international reality becomes more dis-
turbing and diffi  cult to shape, wars derived from the 
mantra of  liberal interventionism under the aegis of  

US power have proved extremely damaging. Rhetoric 
has become increasingly divorced from the reality of  
political and economic life, and with the near total col-
lapse of  the international fi nancial system an age of  
uncertainty and confusion clings desperately to the 
spin of  national security and economic securitization 
in a fundamentally insecure world.   
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    PART VII    CHRONOLOGY 

The Age of Terror, 2001–12        

  2001  

 18 January  President Laurent Kabila of Congo assassinated (succeeded by son, Joseph). 

 20 January  George W. Bush inaugurated as US President. 

 7 March  Ariel Sharon becomes Israel’s prime minister. 

 1 April  US spy-plane and twenty-four crew detained in China after emergency landing 11 April—the spy-plane crew 

are released after a US apology. 

 24 April  China protests against new US arms deal with Taiwan. 

 9 July  President Lee Teng-hui of says Taiwan’s ‘one China’ policy has ended; leads to weeks of tension with China. 

 13 August  Peace deal ends several months of tension between the Macedonian government and ethnic Albanians. 

 22 August  NATO begins ‘Operation Essential Harvest’ in Macedonia to disarm ethnic Albanian guerrillas. 

 11 September  Aircraft hijackings and attacks on the World Trade Center, New York and Pentagon, Washington kill more 

than 3,000. 

 6 November  Taiwan allows direct trade with China for first time since 1949. 

 13 November  In Afghanistan, the Taliban abandon Kabul to US-backed Northern Alliance. 

 18–23 November  Al-Qaeda leader, Osama Bin Laden, escapes from Kabul to mountains and caves of Tora Bora. 

 27 November  Bonn Conference between selected Afghan factions meets to agree on interim government and international 

peacekeeping force for Kabul. 

 1 December  US Defense Secretary Rumsfeld orders General Tommy Franks to construct a plan for invasion of Iraq. 

 3 December  Israeli government breaks relations with Palestinian Authority. 

 5 December  Bonn Conference agrees on Hamid Karzai as interim head of the Afghan government. 

 6 December  Mullah Omar, the Taliban leader, escapes from Kandahar. 

 7 December  Kandahar, the Taliban’s main stronghold, taken by Pashtun warlord Gul Agha Sherzai backed by the US. 
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PART VII CHRONOLOGY (continued) 

 11 December  China joins World Trade Organization. 

 16 December  Osama Bin Laden escapes from Tora Bora. 

 28 December  Franks briefs Bush on war plan for Iraqi invasion based on Rumsfeldian concept of war with smaller, more 

integrated forces. 

  2002  

 1 January  ‘Eurozone’ members issue their new notes and coins. 

 3 January  CIA tells Vice-President Cheney only a military invasion, not covert operations, will overthrow Saddam. 

 4 January  Israelis intercept a large arms shipment destined for the Palestinian Authority. 

 9 January  John Yoo, White House Office of Legal Counsel, concludes neither Taliban nor al-Qaeda detainees entitled to 

prisoner of war status or protection of Geneva Convention. 

 11 January  Guantanamo base in Cuba is first used by US as a prison for al-Qaeda suspects captured in Afghanistan. 

 29 January  In his state of the union address Bush describes Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as an ‘axis of evil’ and points to 

the terrorist threat posed by regimes seeking weapons of mass destruction (WMD). 

 7 February  Bush signs executive order denying al-Qaeda suspects rights under the Geneva Convention and Taliban to be 

treated as unlawful combatants. 

 12 February  At UN tribunal in The Hague, trial begins of Slobodan Milošović, former Yugoslav president, for war crimes. 

 12 February  US Secretary of State Colin Powell testifies before a Senate committee that, since 1998, US policy has been 

regime change in Iraq but there are no imminent war plans. 

 16 February  Bush signs CIA intelligence order to support US military in bringing about regime change in Iraq. 

 20 February  CIA team enters Iraq to prepare for paramilitary deployment. 

 29 March–3 May  Israeli attacks on West Bank, following suicide bomb attacks in Israel; Yasser Arafat is isolated in his Ramallah 

compound. 

 9 May  Bob Graham, Chair of Senate Intelligence Committee, privately expresses doubts as to whether invading Iraq 

would assist war on terror as no evidence Iraq was involved with 9/11 or harboured those who were 

 20 May  After decades of struggle against Indonesia, East Timor becomes independent. 

 24 May  Bush and Russia’s President, Vladimir Putin, sign Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty in Moscow. 

 13 June  Hamid Karzai, is made President of Afghanistan by a  loya jirga  (traditional assembly). 

 11 August  Scowcroft article in  Wall Street Journal  warning, ‘Don’t attack Iraq’. 

 7 September  With Bush alongside, British premier Tony Blair, tells reporters Saddam has WMD; start of attempt to ‘sell’ 

war to Congress and public. 

 12 September  Bush speech to the UN in New York states the US will work with the Security Council to get the necessary 

resolutions to disarm Iraq. 

 1 October  US National Intelligence Board concludes Baghdad has chemical and biological weapons. 

 2 October  US National Intelligence Estimate concludes Iraq is likely to have nuclear weapons between 2007 and 2009. 

 10–11 October  US Senate and House of Representatives pass resolutions authorizing President Bush to use force in Iraq. 

 12 October  Bomb attacks in Bali, Indonesia masterminded by Hambali the link between al-Qaeda and Jemaah Islamiyah its 

South-east Asian affiliate killing over 200, including many Australian tourists. 

 23 October  Chechen militants seize hundreds of hostages in a Moscow theatre, which is stormed by Russian troops on 26 

October. 

 8 November  UN Security Council passes Resolution 1441 on Iraq, demanding access for UN arms inspectors, who had 

previously been expelled. 

 15 November  Hu Jintao succeeds Jiang Zemin as General Secretary of Chinese Communists. 

 27 November  UN weapons inspectors under Hans Blix resume work in Iraq. 

(continued...)
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 29 November  International Atomic Energy Authority requests inspections after North Korea says it has right to nuclear weapons. 

 7 December  Iraq submits statement of 11,800 pages to UN inspectors allegedly proving it had no weapons of mass destruction. 

  2003  

 6 January  Bush, in private, finally decides US will have to go to war. 

 10 January  North Korea withdraws from the Non-Proliferation Treaty. 

 10 January  Bush tells Cheney Saddam Hussein is a threat to US and will not disarm, therefore the US will remove him 

from power. 

 13 January  Bush tells Powell he has made up his mind to go to war. 

 20 January  Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance established in the Pentagon to deploy to Iraq in the 

event of hostilities. 

 20 January  French Foreign Minister, Dominique de Villepin, say at press conference after UN Security Council meeting 

that nothing justified war against Iraq. 

 27 January  Blix reports ambiguously, that there is no evidence of a revived Iraqi WMD programme and that he will in a 

few weeks be able to provide credible assurances that Iraq has no nuclear programme. 

 31 January  Bush and his main ally Blair meet at Camp David. 

 5 February  Contradicting Hans Blix, US Secretary of State Colin Powell presents ‘evidence’ in UN of supposed Iraqi 

WMDs, most of which is subsequently proved to be false. 

 10 February  French President, Jacques Chirac, calls for extended UN weapons inspectorate stating ‘nothing today justifies war’. 

 14 February  Blix tells UN Security Council no convincing evidence of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction has yet been 

found. 

 22 February  Bush, Blair, and Spanish prime minister José Maria Aznar agree to try and get UN Resolution that Saddam had 

failed to comply with Resolution 1441. 

 6 March  In a television address, Bush states he has not made up his mind about war with Iraq. 

 14 March  Bush announces agreement for a ‘road map’ to peace in Israeli–Palestinian conflict. 

 20 March  Iraq war begun by US-led coalition. 

 9 April  Fall of Baghdad to US forces. 

 1 May  Bush announces end of combat operations in Iraq. 

 11 May  L. Paul ‘Jerry’ Bremer replaces Jay Garner as head of the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian 

Assistance in Iraq which becomes the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). 

 16 May  CPA order number 1 mandates the removal of  c .30,000 Ba’ath party members from administrative posts. 

 18 June  International Atomic Energy Authority wants more nuclear inspections in Iran. 

 24 June  Bush speech sets out ‘road map’ for Palestinian–Israeli peace, including a Palestinian state, while criticizing 

Arafat. 

 22 July  Uday and Qusay Hussein, Saddam’s sons, are killed in a fight with US forces. 

 11 August  NATO mission in Afghanistan begins, leading the UN-approved International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). 

 16 August  Libyan government accepts blame for 1988 Lockerbie bombing. 

 19 August  Suicide bomb attack on UN office in Baghdad by the Jordanian terrorist Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s men kills 22 

including UN envoy Sergio Vieira de Mello. 

 29 August  Zarqawi’s father-in-law uses truck bomb against Shia mosque in Najaf, killing hundreds. 

 September  A poll shows that 70 per cent of Americans believe Saddam Hussein was implicated in 9/11 attack and has 

control over al-Qaeda. 

 23 November  President Edvard Sheverdnadze of Georgia resigns in face of protests. 

 13 December  Saddam Hussein captured in Tikrit, Iraq. 
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  2004  

 29 February  President Jean-Bertrand Aristide of Haiti resigns in face of a growing rebellion. 

 11 March  Bomb attacks in Madrid, largely by Spanish and Moroccan members of ‘leaderless jihad’ kill over 200 people. 

 14 March  Socialist Party wins Spanish election after opposing the incumbent Popular Party’s involvement in the Iraq war. 

 29 March  Seven eastern European states join NATO (Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia). 

 31 March  Four US security contractors killed in Fallujah and their bodies strung up from a bridge. US retaliation in first 

battle of Fallujah kills hundreds. 

 9 April  Paul Bremer halts Fallujah operation but the Sunni now explode into violence in parts of Iraq. 

 4 April  Moqtadar al-Sadr leads a Shi‘ite uprising in Najaf, which by 2006 had grown to a force of 60,000—the largest 

force of insurgents. 

 29 April  Revelations of abuse of prisoners by US forces at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. 

 11 May  Video of the beheading of US businessman Nicholas Berg posted on internet; Zarqawi, the most feared 

insurgency leader, almost certainly the perpetrator. 

 28 June  Interim government under Ayad Allawi assumes power in Iraq, as a step away from coalition control. 

 30 July  UN Security Council resolution 1556 calls on Sudan to help end violence in its Darfur region by disarming the 

Janjaweed militias. 

 September  Al-Qaeda formally establishes itself in Iraq. 

 1-3 September  Attack by Chechen separatists on a school in Beslan, Russia leaves nearly 350 dead. 

 7 October  CIA report concedes there had been no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq when the 2003 war was launched. 

 9 October  Afghan presidential election begins; won by Karzai. 

 17 October  Zarqawi issues statement pledging allegiance to Bin Laden. 

 2 November  George W. Bush defeats Democrats’ John Kerry in presidential election. 

 7 November  US marines begin 2nd battle of Fallujah, now controlled by insurgents, and in two weeks, retake the city block 

by block. 

 11 November  Death of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat in a Paris hospital. 

 21 November  Disputed presidential election sparks the beginning of Ukraine’s ‘Orange Revolution’. 

 26 December  A tsunami in the Indian Ocean, sparked by an earthquake off Indonesia, kills up to 220,000. 

  2005  

 9 January  Mahmoud Abbas becomes President of Palestinian Authority. 

 23 January  Victor Yushchenko is declared winner of new elections in Ukraine, ending the ‘Orange Revolution’. 

 30 January  Shi‘ite successes in elections to a provisional national assembly in Iraq deepen the divisions within the country. 

 14 February  Rafiq Hariri, former premier of Lebanon, killed in a car bombing. 

 28 February  Over 100 killed in a car bomb in Hilla, Iraq, heralding a major upsurge in violence. 

 13 March  Disputed election in Kyrgyzstan leads to weeks of protest; forcing President Askar Akayev to resign in April. 

 2 April  Death of Pope John Paul II. 

 29 April  Syrian military units withdraw from Lebanon after nearly thirty years. 

 30 May  French referendum results reject proposed European Union constitution, which is subsequently suspended. 

 24 June  Mahmoud Ahmadinejad elected President of Iran. 

 7 July  Bomb attacks in London by Islamic militants kill more than fifty people. 

 2 August  Bush signs Central American Free Trade Agreement with Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, 

Costa Rica, and Dominican Republic. 

 22 August  Israel completes removal of Jewish settlers from Gaza strip. 

(continued...)
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 25 October  CIA release report stating Saddam Hussein’s regime did not have a relationship with, harbour, or support Zarqawi. 

 15 December  Parliamentary elections held in Iraq. 

  2006  

 4 January  Israeli premier Sharon is incapacitated by a stroke. 

 25 January  Hamas wins Palestinian elections. 

 January–February  Cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed, which were published in a Danish newspaper on 30 September, 

provoke widespread protests in Islamic states. 

 22 February  Al-Qaeda attack the Golden Mosque in Samarra, the most important Shia shrine in the world making the 

conflict within Iraq effectively a full scale civil war. 

 11 April  Iranian President Ahmadinejad reveals his country has enriched uranium. 

 3 June  Final break-up of Yugoslavia as Montenegro declares independence. 

 7 June  Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, head of al-Qaeda in Iraq, killed in US air-strike. 

 4 July  North Korea test fires a long-range missile. 

 11 July  Train bomb attacks in Mumbai, India kill 200. 

 12 July to 14 August  Israeli incursions into Lebanon following missile attacks by Hezbollah. 

 17 August  US Marine Intelligence report says al-Qaeda Iraq had become de facto government of Anbar province in 

Western Iraq. 

 9 September  Creation of Sahwa a movement of Sunni Anbar tribal sheiks opposed to al-Qaeda. 

 9 October  North Korea carries out a nuclear weapons test. 

 14 October  UN Resolution 1718 calls on North Korea to destroy its nuclear weapons. 

 26 December  UN Resolution 1737 introduces first sanctions against Iran over its nuclear programme. 

 30 December  Execution of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. 

  2007  

 1 January  Bulgaria and Romania join the European Union. 

 10 January  President Bush launches a ‘surge’ in troop numbers in Iraq to stem increasing violence. 

 2 April  US bank New Century files for bankruptcy due to problems with ‘sub-prime’ mortgages: first real sign of a 

potential global financial crisis. 

 7-15 June  Hamas takes control of the Gaza strip, expelling Fatah and leading Palestinian President Abbas to sack the 

Hamas prime minister, Ishmail Haniya. 

 17 June  Thirty-five killed in Taliban suicide attack in Kabul, marking major upturn in violence in Afghanistan. 

 14 July  North Korea says it has shut down its nuclear reactor; Russia suspends participation in ‘Conventional Forces 

in Europe’ treaty, in opposition to plans for a US missile shield. 

 9 August  French bank BNP Paribas reports liquidity problems; later seen as marking the start of global financial crisis. 

 12 September  British bank Northern Rock asks for support from the Bank of England, leading to deepening concern in 

global finance. 

 1 October  Swiss bank UBS reveals major losses thanks to its exposure to US ‘sub-prime’ lending. 

 13 December  European Union leaders sign Lisbon Treaty, deepening integration. 

 27 December  Former premier Benazir Bhutto assassinated during Pakistani election campaign. 

  2008  

 February  By now al-Qaeda Iraq now reduced to a rump with no grip on Sunni Iraq. 

 17 February  Kosovo declares its independence from Serbia. 
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 18 February  After long illness, Fidel Castro retires as Cuban president in favour of brother Raul. 

 18 February  Pervez Musharraf’s political party defeated in Pakistani elections; Asif Ali Zardari becomes President. 

 2 March  Dmitry Medvedev elected President of Russia; appoints his predecessor, Vladimir Putin, as Prime Minister. 

 11 March  US Federal Reserve launches $200 billion scheme to prop up the financial system. 

 14 March  Serious unrest begins in Tibet against Chinese rule. 

 2 April  First round of Zimbabwean election ends in dispute: Morgan Tsvangirai claims to have beaten Robert Mugabe 

but refuses to stand in a second round. 

 21 July  Capture of the former Bosnian Serb leader, Radovan Karadzić, who faces trial for war crimes. 

 8-13 August  Russia launches an invasion of Georgia, in support of separatists in its regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

 18 August  Resignation of Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf; succeeded on 6 September by Asif Ali Zardari, widower 

of Benazir Bhutto. 

 2 September  General David McKiernan, commander of US and NATO forces in Afghanistan, changes rules of engagement 

to lower civilian casualties. 

 15 September  In Zimbabwe, Mugabe and Tsvangirai agree to share power; in US, Lehman Brothers investment bank files for 

bankruptcy. 

 3 October  House of Representatives approves a revised $700 billion financial rescue package. 

 7-8 October  Icelandic government takes over the country’s three biggest banks after mounting financial crisis. 

 26 November  Over 150 people killed by a terrorist gang in Mumbai, India; subsequently blamed on a Pakistani-based Islamic 

group. 

 27 November  Iraqi Parliament approves an agreement on the continued presence of US forces in Iraq, with final withdrawal 

set for December 2011. 

 27 December  Israel begins air attacks on Gaza. 

  2009  

 3 January  Israeli ground attacks begin on Gaza. 

 9 January  Susan Crawford, appointed to oversee military commission process at Guantanamo, says methods used there 

meet the legal definition of torture. 

 17-18 January  Israel, then Hamas, begin a ceasefire in Gaza fighting. 

 20 January  Barack Obama succeeds Bush as US President. 

 4 March  The International Criminal Court charges President Omar al-Bashir of Sudan with war crimes in Darfur. 

 4 June  Cairo speech by Obama seeks new relationship between Muslims and the US. 

 13 June  Mahmoud Ahmadinejad claims win in Iranian presidential election, sparking violent protests and claims that 

the results are rigged. 

 30 June  US troops complete withdrawal from Baghdad and other Iraqi cities. 

 20 August  Presidential election begins in Afghanistan amid claims of widespread corruption; leads to President Karzai 

serving a second term from 20 November. 

 25 October  Suicide bombings in Baghdad kill over 150, marking worst violence since before the US troop ‘surge’. 

 1 December  Obama announces a ‘surge’ in Afghanistan, with 30,000 extra troops. 

  2010  

 7 March  Iraqi elections are marred by violence and result in a deadlocked Parliament. 

 26 March  Sinking of the Cheonan, a South Korean warship by a torpedo; later blamed on North Korea. 

 29 March  Suicide bomb attacks by a Chechen group in Moscow kill forty. 

 7 April  Violence in Kyrgyzstan lead President Kermanbek Bakirev to flee the country. 

(continued...)
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 8 April  Presidents Obama and Medvedev sign the ‘New Start’ nuclear disarmament treaty in Prague. 

 23 April  Greece requests a financial bailout by the IMF and European Union after mounting government debt. 

 1 May  Faisal Shazad places car bomb in Time Square after training from Pakistani Taliban; it fails to explode. 

 31 May  Israeli attack on Gaza-bound aid ships kills nine, provoking a crisis with Turkey. 

 29 June  China–Taiwan trade deal marks significant improvement in relations. 

 8 July  At Vienna airport, a ten-person Russian spy ring is ‘swapped’ for four American agents held by Russia. 

 5 August  A Russian ban on grain exports, following the impact of drought and fires, heightens fears of a global food crisis. 

 21 November  Ireland requests a multi-billion euro rescue package for its economy from the IMF and European Union. 

 23 November  North Korean artillery attack on a South Korean island provokes weeks of tension. 

  2011  

 14 January  President Zine Ben-Ali flees Tunisia in the face of widespread popular protests against his regime. 

 11 February  Following two weeks of popular demonstrations, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, in power since 1981, 

resigns. 

 14 February  Figures show that China has overtaken Japan as the world’s second largest economy. 

 17 February  Serious unrest begins against President Gaddafi in Libya, focused on eastern city of Benghazi. 

 11 March  A massive earthquake and tsunami hit Japan, killing more than 20,000 and damaging a nuclear power station: 

leads to doubts about nuclear energy and further concern about the global economy. 

 14 March  Following weeks of unrest in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia sends in troops to support the royal government. 

 17 March  UN resolution authorizes ‘all means necessary’, short of an occupation, to protect Libyan civilians; leads to 

Western-led enforcement of a ‘no-fly zone’. 

 29 March  After two weeks of unrest, President Assad of Syria sacks his whole cabinet in an attempt to placate 

protestors. 

 18 April  Portugal begins talks on an €80 billion bail-out package with the IMF and European Union. 

 1 May  Osama bin Laden is killed in Pakistan by US forces; mobs attack Western embassies and UN offices in Libya, 

after one of Gaddafi’s sons killed in a bombing raid. 

 4 May  The main Palestinian political groups, Fatah and Hamas, sign a peace deal to end their four-year rift. 

 9 July  South Sudan becomes independent of Sudan. 

 1 August  After weeks of gathering crisis, Congress agrees to increase the US debt ceiling in return for cuts in 

government spending; world stock markets fall in value. 

 22-23 August  Anti-Gaddafi forces largely take control of the capital, Tripoli. 

 20 October  Gaddafi is killed while trying to flee from Sirte. 

 11 November  After failure of political parties to deal with the economic crisis, a technocrat, Lucas Papedemos, becomes 

premier of Greece. 

 4 December  Parliamentary elections in Russia are won by Putin’s United Russia party, amid accusations of poll-rigging. 

 10 December  Most European Union leaders agree to create a ‘fiscal pact’ to protect against future financial crises. 

 19 December  Death of North Korea’s Kim Jong-Il is announced; succeeded by his son, Kim Jong-Un. 

  2012  

 23 January  European Union agrees an oil embargo against Iran, over its nuclear programme and development of ballistic 

missiles. 

 4 February  Russia and China veto a UN Resolution to end growing violence in Syria. 

 12 February  Under continuing EU pressure, Greek Parliament passes a tough austerity programme. 

 4 March  Vladimir Putin wins Russian presidential election. 
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 10 March  In Afghanistan, an American sergeant murders sixteen Afghan civilians. 

 20 March  UN Security Council endorses Annan Plan for peace in Syria, based on end of violence and opening of 

political dialogue. 

 12 April  North Korea tests a ballistic missile, increasing regional tensions, though the test itself ends in failure. 

 6 May  Greek elections result in major advances for parties opposed to austerity, sparking renewed economic 

uncertainty in the Eurozone. 

 24 June  Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohammed Mursi is declared winner in Egypt’s first free presidential election. 

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for an interactive timeline. Click on the date you want, and 

read about the key events in that year. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/


This page intentionally left blank 



        23 
The ‘War on Terror’ and 
the War in Afghanistan        

  A.    Terrorism before 9/11   

 In the later years of  the twentieth century, terrorist acts 
by Middle Eastern groups against Western targets had 
been strongly linked to the hijacking of  airplanes for 
 political purposes. They were not designed to infl ict sig-
nifi cant civilian casualties as an end in themselves but, 
by threatening to take innocent lives, force and intimi-
dation were used to try to achieve political goals. The 
advent of  suicide bombers and groups like al-Qaeda 
changed the relationships between means and ends in 
the use of  terror. A new branch of  the Central Intelli-
gence Agency—the Counter Terrorist Centre (CTC) had 
been created in 1986 in the wake of  a glut of  hijackings 
and bombings. The CTC was supposed to coordinate 
the many organizations, civilian and  military, operating 
in the fi eld of  intelligence and thus provide centralized 
data on terrorism. It was thus thrown into the centre of  
the inter-agency ‘turf  wars’, and the reluctance to share 

secret information of  any kind, which has often charac-
terized the workings of  American governments. 

 As terrorist activities became more signifi cant, 
some armed groups using force and intimidation 
were seen as Cold War allies of  the US. Islamic groups, 
 notably the Mujaheddin, attacking Soviet forces in 
Afghanistan after the 1979 invasion, had been seen as 
providing useful allies against ‘godless communism’ 
and the Soviet Union. From what has been gleaned 
from suicide bombers who survived the detonations 
of  their bombs, the motives for the havoc and destruc-
tion caused often combined a dissatisfaction about 
 elements of  the material world, whose conditions they 
were having to confront, with strong spiritual or reli-
gious beliefs. The harsh conditions in their daily lives, 
whether or not the direct result of  political actions, 
such as the illegal Israeli occupation of  the West Bank, 
provided a stark contrast with what their religious be-
liefs led them to expect awaited them after death. 
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  The end of  the Cold War had a dramatic, extremely 
adverse impact on the eff ectiveness of  the Central 
 Intelligence Agency (CIA) in gathering intelligence on 
terrorists. The lack of  a powerful and threatening ad-
versary in the form of  the Soviet bloc helped reduce 
the CIA to a kind of  bureaucratic inertia. The num-
bers of  case offi  cers stationed abroad were reduced, 
and the Directorate of  Operations, responsible for 
covert operations and the recruiting of  foreign agents, 
played a less important role. Even though the CTC 
received more money and manpower after the World 
Trade Center bombing of  1993, paperwork, ‘proce-
dure’, and inter-agency rivalry remained dominant in 
Washington as the actions of  terrorists began to have a 
bigger impact on US interests. The CIA was frequently 
in confl ict with intergovernmental rivals, notably the 
National Security Agency, while the FBI (focused on 
intelligence gathering inside the US) continued to 
 resist sharing data through its software systems, well 
before 9/11 fully exposed the problems. 

 Despite these glaring weaknesses, the Clinton admin-
istration developed measures to deal with the  terrorist 
threat that was identifi ed as emerging in the 1990s, in-
cluding that from Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda. It was 
the World Trade Center bombing which produced the 
appointment of  Richard Clarke, to coordinate security 
and counter-terrorism in response to the forty groups 
identifi ed by the State Department as terrorist organiza-
tions. In the Middle East, groups like Black September, 
Muslim Jihad, Hamas, and, in Lebanon, Hezbollah were 
all then vehemently opposed to the existence of  Israel. 
In 1995, terrorists bombed the Riyadh headquarters of  
the US military training mission and, in 1998, in the most 
sophisticated attacks so far, al-Qaeda simultaneously de-
stroyed the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, kill-
ing twelve Americans and more than two hundred local 
people. Clinton had signed Presidential Decision Direc-
tive (PDD) 39 in 1995, which instructed the CIA to con-
duct an aggressive programme of  foreign intelligence 
gathering and covert action. This could involve the 
capture of  terrorists, by force if  necessary, in countries 
which might be harbouring them, with or without the 
permission of  the host government. Three years later, 
Clinton signed a memorandum which changed the goal 
of  capturing the leader of  al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, 
to one authorizing his killing. 

 Al-Qaeda had no associations with Saddam  Hussein. 
Iraq’s secular state was opposed to the Islamic funda-
mentalism of  Osama bin Laden and was dominated 
by Sunnis, who diff ered from the Shi‘ite Muslims and 

their interpretation of  Islam. (Shi‘ites assigned diff erent 
positions to Mohammed’s descendants, than did the 
Sunni Muslims who wielded political power in Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq.) Nonetheless, Iraq was very much in 
the minds of  policy-makers in the Clinton administra-
tion, for a number of  reasons. One was the treatment 
of  Iraqi minorities. After the 1991 Gulf  War, Saddam 
Hussein’s use of  poison gas against members of  the 
Kurdish minority with separatist claims was a genocidal 
act, particularly unwelcome to Kuwait’s liberators. 
Clinton had authorized a cruise missile attack on the 
Mukhabarat (Iraqi secret intelligence) headquarters in 
Baghdad, following an Iraqi attempt to kill former Pres-
ident George Bush Senior, on a visit to Kuwait in 1993. 
In addition, the US was concerned about Saddam’s ob-
struction of  the UN mission to inspect and dismantle 
Iraq’s weapons of  mass destruction after the 1991 war. 
When Saddam suspended cooperation with the UN 
mission in 1998, Clinton retaliated with the four days 
of  air strikes in operation Desert Fox. Political reasons 
had infl uenced Bush Senior’s decision not to impose re-
gime change on Baghdad, by following up the military 
successes of  the 1991 Gulf  War. But it was clear that 
Saddam remained a thorn in America’s side. 

 In 1998, Clinton also emphasized to the Joint Chiefs 
of  the US Armed Services that he was concerned about 
Afghanistan, from which it was believed that al-Qaeda 
was operating, protected by the country’s Taliban re-
gime. The President even favoured the deployment of  
US ground forces to remove terrorist training camps 
and eliminate bin Laden from Afghanistan, where 
he had been based since his departure from Sudan in 
1996. Such operations were opposed by the military 
for more than political reasons. The  military argument 
was that it was not yet possible to locate bin Laden 
precisely and that any operation would lack support 
from US allies. Furthermore, any operation would re-
quire tens of  thousand of  troops, who would have to 
be deployed without a suitable staging area, since the 
US lacked bases close to Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda’s at-
tack on the US guided missile destroyer, the USS  Cole  
off  Aden, which killed seventeen sailors in October 
2000, did not lead to further attempts to assassinate 
bin Laden, partly because it could not immediately be 
proved that al-Qaeda was responsible. But, as Clinton 
left offi  ce, there were further warnings from Richard 
Clarke about attacks being planned by terrorist organ-
izations and it could already be said that Washington 
was deeply concerned by the threats from Iraq and bin 
Laden’s camps in Afghanistan.             
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    Figure 23.1    Map of Afghanistan  
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  Source: Bird and Marshall, 2011. Courtesy of Yale University Press   

   Osama bin Laden 1957–2011    

 Osama bin Laden was born in an upper middle-class 

neighbourhood of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, to a Syrian mother Alia 

Ghanem. He was one of the younger of twenty-fi ve sons of his 

billionaire father, Mohammed Awad bin Laden, who had acquired 

his wealth from public works made by renovating and expanding 

the holy sites of Mecca and Medina. Inducted into the Muslim 

Brotherhood as a teenager, at the Al-Thagr High School in 

Jeddah, by a teacher, the young bin Laden was infl uenced by the 

writings of the Egyptian Sayid Qutb, who argued that the 

Westernized Middle East, after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, was 

living in a state of pagan ignorance. Osama went on to study civil 

engineering at King Abdul Aziz University in Jeddah, but his life 

was transformed by the events of 1979, with the Iranian 

Revolution of Ayatollah Khomeini and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan—the fi rst time since the Second World War that a 

non-Muslim power had invaded and occupied a Muslim country. 

The latter propelled him from the comfortable greyness of Saudi 

middle-class domesticity to fi ghting the Soviets in Afghanistan. 

 Osama’s father, who had fathered fi fty-three other children as 

well as establishing a highly successful business, had been killed 

in a plane crash when the boy was ten, an event that made the 

young bin Laden a millionaire in his own right. His mentor and 

ideological infl uence after the outbreak of the 1979 Afghan 

War became the Palestinian cleric, Abdullah Azzam, with 

whom in 1984 he founded Maktab al-Khidamat, an 

organization based in Peshawar, Pakistan, to assist Arab 

volunteers fi ghting in Afghanistan. When Azzam, a religious 

scholar with a doctorate in Islamic jurisprudence from 

Al-Azhar University in Cairo, issued a fatwa in the same year to 

expel foreign invaders from Islamic lands, it became the fi rst 

global jihad call. Also in 1984, bin Laden crossed into 

Afghanistan for the fi rst time and, two years later, established a 

base for Arab fi ghters in Jaji, in the east of the country. He was 

able to use his own wealth to bankroll the various organizations 

in which he became involved. His preoccupation with fi ghting 

the Soviets led him to distance himself from Azzam, from 

whom he split in 1988. Bin Laden then met Ayman al-Zawahiri 

for the fi rst time and discovered the Egyptian doctor’s more 

radical views on jihad. It was an eagerness to play a more active 

role in the fi ghting which led him to create al-Qaeda from the 

group of Arab fi ghters in Afghanistan and Egyptian Islamic Jihad, 

probably around 1988. 
(continued)
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  B.    Launching the ‘War on Terror’   

 The bombing of  the twin towers of  the World Trade 
Center, in New York City, and of  the Pentagon, in 
Washington DC, by al-Qaeda operatives using hijacked 

civilian aircraft, provided dramatic television footage 
that sent shock waves throughout the world. With 
three thousand innocent lives lost in a single  terrorist 
operation, the American nation received near universal 
sympathy in the immediate aftermath of  this horrifi c 

 During the course of the 1980s bin Laden’s hatred for the US 

began to develop, although he had not found such feelings during 

his visit to the country in 1979. The change was essentially 

produced by the American support of Israel and by the 

rejection of his off er to deploy his forces in defence of Saudi 

Arabia after the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. The Saudi royal 

family preferred to have American troops deployed in their 

defence. In 1991, bin Laden left Saudi Arabia to return to 

Peshawar and, the following year, moved his men to Sudan 

where he developed his fi rst plans to attack American targets. 

Still outraged by the presence of American forces in Saudi 

Arabia, bin Laden spent the next fi ve years planning attacks on 

US targets in Africa, resulting in the simultaneous attacks on the 

American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, which killed 

224 people and demonstrated the sophistication of the 

al-Qaeda machine. He was also implicated in the bombings of 

the World Trade Center in New York in 1993 and a US barracks 

in Saudi Arabia in 1996. In May 1996, under pressure from the 

American government to expel him, the Sudanese government 

allowed bin Laden to leave for Afghanistan. In August, bin Laden 

issued his fi rst public statement that he was at war with the US. 

 By identifying the US as the main enemy (in contrast to 

al-Zawahiri’s obsession with the overthrow of Mubarrak’s 

Egyptian government) bin Laden was a key infl uence in directing 

jihad against the ‘far enemy’ as opposed to the ‘near enemy’ in 

the Middle East. When Zawahiri arrived in Afghanistan in 1997, 

bin Laden was much more the charismatic leader of global jihad 

with near total control over al-Qaeda. He developed links to 

radical groups in the Yemen, Somalia, and elsewhere, as far afi eld 

as Indonesia and the Philippines. Zawahiri’s followers were 

assimilated into bin Laden’s organization, whose members had to 

swear a religious oath of loyalty personally to him. Many of his 

followers were inspired by his abandonment of a life of luxury in 

a wealthy Saudi family for an austere and dangerous life devoid 

of material comforts. Bin Laden delighted in portraying himself 

as a heroic warrior monk, combining fearlessness with learning. 

One of his key messages was that the Islamic world has been 

collectively humiliated for decades by the West, but particularly 

the US and its policies in the Middle East, with its support for 

Israel and the regimes Osama believed to be the betrayers of 

Islam, from Cairo to Riyadh. This, and not American culture 

itself, was the focus of bin Laden’s anti-American campaign. Even 

though he was willing to blame American citizens for the alleged 

crimes of their government, there was enough truth in his claims 

about US government actions, particularly their acceptance of 

the illegal occupation by the Israelis of land inhabited by 

Palestinians, for them to have some credibility in the Muslim 

world. Similarly, he was able to fi nd some justifi cation for his 

actions in the words of the Koran even though he was not a 

religious scholar. In 1998, bin Laden held his fi rst and only press 

conference to announce the formation of the ‘World Islamic 

Front’ to ‘do jihad against the Crusaders and Jews’. A virulent 

anti-Semite, the Israeli–Palestinian confl ict and the unfl inching 

American support for Israel were always central to bin Laden’s 

ideas. He saw himself as an instrument of God’s will and a 

humble, even shy man in his dealings with other Muslims. 

 Bin Laden was in Afghanistan when the 9/11 attacks were 

launched on New York and Washington, killing nearly 3,000. 

Already on the FBI’s most wanted list, he now became a prime 

target of the Bush administration for capture or assassination, 

with a $25 million bounty put on his head. Reports that he had 

died, either from US bombing raids or kidney failure, proved false. 

For almost a decade he remained elusive, taunting the Americans 

with intermittent audio and, increasingly after 2004, voice tapes, 

which criticized Western actions and called on Muslims to rise 

against them. His deputy, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, was 

captured in 2003; other senior al-Qaeda fi gures were located and 

killed; and Pakistani forces thought they came close to capturing 

bin Laden himself in 2004, the year in which he fi nally accepted 

responsibility for the 9/11 attacks. When the George W. Bush’s 

term of offi  ce came to an end, bin Laden was still at large and 

intelligence leads to his whereabouts had gone dead. Partly to 

reduce the awe in which bin Laden was held, the next US 

President, Barack Obama, made few references to him. He was 

widely thought to be living a nomadic existence on the Pakistan-

Afghanistan borders, but in August 2010 the CIA had a possible 

trace on bin Laden, living in a compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, 

less than a mile from the Pakistan Military Academy, where he 

had actually been hiding for a considerable time. He was 

assassinated in Abbottabad in the early hours of 2 May 2011 by 

US special forces. Questions and accusations immediately began 

about the role of Pakistan’s military and security establishment in 

protecting him. After his killing, his body was taken out to sea for 

burial in order to avoid a shrine being created for his followers.  

Osama bin Laden 1957–2011 (continued)
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 and inhuman act. For the fi rst time since 1814 the US 
was the victim of  a signifi cant attack on its home soil, 
the response to which, as it was developed prior to 2009 
by George Bush Jnr’s administration, became a vague 
and often ill-focused ‘war on terror’, which did much 
to dissipate that original sympathy. At the same time, 
the support from some sections of  the Islamic world, 
from which the terrorists benefi ted by riding the waves 
of  anti-Americanism, also decreased. As a result, the ill-
considered US reactions in the ‘war on terror’ helped 
extend indiscriminate terrorist  killings into diff erent 
regions of  the globe, despite the failure of  al-Qaeda to 
build eff ectively on what it had carried out on 9/11. 

 In the initial response to 9/11 no specifi c measures 
were suggested, other than to retaliate against the per-
petrators, their organization—al-Qaeda—and those 
who harboured and gave support to it. The nature of  
the response thus became absorbed into the general 
reassertion of  US power, particularly through the use 
of  ‘hard’ military power, more than the deployment 
of  ‘softer’ US infl uence (using diplomacy, economic 
measures, and intelligence operations), against those 
states and groups whose ideologies did not conform 
to the dominant post-Cold War assumptions that had 
sprung from American political and economic inter-
ests. With the end of  the Cold War, the world had 
increasingly taken for granted the benefi ts of  ‘free’ 
market capitalism and liberal democracy, even as prob-
lems with some of  these assumptions became more 
evident in the fi rst decade of  the twenty-fi rst century, 
notably with the fi nancial instability that resulted in 
the post-2008 recession.   1    The initial reaction, of  using 
American military power to retaliate against those 
who had carried out the 9/11 atrocities, had to be di-
rected against the leadership of  al-Qaeda, particularly 
Osama bin Laden and those states who provided him 
with support and shelter. It had to be implemented 
within a unilateral framework of  US security and mili-
tary action where allies had lost the importance to the 
US that the Cold War had earlier provided them. Yet, 
however necessary such a response may have been, it 
was never suffi  cient to translate the ideology of  the 
Bush administration into the reality of  an eff ective new 
American foreign policy. That would be the task of  
‘neo-conservative’ thinkers within the administration. 
They soon argued that a combined threat was posed 
to the US by terrorist groups, the malign infl uence of  
‘rogue’ states that supported them, and the dangers of  
an uncontrolled spread of  WMDs—though, ironically, 
WMDs, in the form of  nuclear arsenals, had allegedly 

provided security and prevented major hostilities in 
the Cold War. These threats were incorporated and 
confl ated into a ‘threat triad’ which, neo-conservatives 
argued, Washington had a duty to destroy.   2    

 The idea of  a tripartite threat was very much behind 
Secretary of  Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s initial encour-
agement of  President Bush to think more broadly about 
an appropriate response to 9/11, one that went beyond 
al-Qaeda, about whom Richard Clarke, the National 
Coordinator for Security, Infrastructure  Protection and 
Counterterrorism had long been sounding  strident 
warnings. The threat presented by al-Qaeda, in the 
wake of  a series of  attacks around the world on US in-
terests, was explicitly pointed out prior to the attacks on 
New York and Washington. As seen, these threats had 
produced bombings of  US targets in the 1990s and, only 
a few months before Bush took offi  ce, the suicide attack 
on the USS  Cole . For Rumsfeld, responsibility for these 
al-Qaeda attacks might be shared specifi cally by Iraq, 
Libya, Iran, and Sudan. Already debate on responses that 
might help produce a world in which US security would 
be best enhanced was becoming diff use and opaque—at 
least as far as a response to provide an international com-
munity less threatened by terrorism was concerned. On 
12 September 2011, Richard Clarke was amongst the of-
fi cials invited by the President to discuss any possible 
linkages between the 9/11 attacks and Saddam  Hussein, 
when Clarke was only too aware that al-Qaeda—rather 
than Saddam—was clearly responsible. On the same 
day, the military director of  operations for the Joint 
Chiefs of  Staff  was being told by Doug Feith, the Under 
Secretary of  Defense for policy, and a close ideological 
associate of  Rumsfeld, that he should be looking into 
Iraq not al-Qaeda’s presence in Afghanistan. 

 The origins of  the group which became known 
as the neo-conservatives lay with the Vietnam War 
and the un-American counter-culture, with which 
the 1960s became associated. The roots of  this 
neo- conservatism, paradoxically, were liberal, and 
emerged from the shock produced by hippies and the 
counter-culture along with the violence on American 
streets, sparked by Vietnam, race relations, and pov-
erty at the end of  the 1960s. In foreign policy terms, 
the American defeat in the Vietnam War suggested 
that the exercise of  US power was being limited by the 
humiliation experienced in Indo-China, the so-called 
‘Vietnam syndrome’. Overcoming such negative out-
comes of  the Vietnam War became a key part of  the 
 neo-conservative agenda for those who did not accept 
that the US had overreached the limits of  its power.  



   George W. Bush and his National 
Security team    

 George W. Bush (b. 1946) was the son of George H. W. Bush, 

who had been US President in 1989–93. Bush Jnr was born in 

Connecticut, but largely raised in Texas, where Bush Snr pursued 

a career in the oil industry. He was educated both at Yale, where 

he studied history, and at Harvard, where he gained a Masters in 

Business Administration. Critics claimed that his family 

connections helped him avoid service in Vietnam—instead, he 

served at home in the Air National Guard—and in 1976 he was 

found guilty of driving while under the infl uence of alcohol. He 

lost his fi rst race for the House of Representatives in 1978 but 

then, like his father, proved a success in the Texas oil industry, 

helped run his father’s presidential campaigns in 1988 and 1992, 

and in 1994 he was elected Governor of the state, by which 

time he had become a committed Christian. The governorship 

provided him with the base for his successful run as President in 

2000, but he only won by a wafer-thin margin against Al Gore, 

Bill Clinton’s Vice-President. The result hinged on voting in 

Florida, where George’s brother, Jeb, was Governor. Bush was 

re-elected in 2004, again by quite a narrow margin, over John 

Kerry. As President, Bush sought to cut taxes, but failed to 

stimulate large-scale economic growth and, partly thanks to 

heavy defence spending, ran up a substantial government defi cit. 

During his second term, he experienced a number of setbacks, 

including criticism over his handling of Hurricane Katrina (which 

devastated New Orleans in August 2005), loss of control in 

Congress to the Democrats in 2006 and, during his fi nal year of 

offi  ce, the onset of economic recession. In foreign policy his 

presidency was dominated by the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 

that followed the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the US. 

 An unusual feature of foreign and defence policy under Bush 

was the leading role played by Vice-President Dick Cheney 

(b. 1941), a Nebraskan, educated at the University of Wyoming 

who, like the President, had avoided service in Vietnam. He 

came to prominence through working for Donald Rumsfeld in 

the Nixon–Ford years. Cheney rose to become Ford’s Chief of 

Staff  in 1975. Despite suff ering several heart attacks, the fi rst in 

1978, he was a Congressman for Wyoming for ten years during 

1979–89. In March 1989 he became George Bush Snr’s 

Secretary of Defense, a post he held until the end of the 

presidency. This, as well as his extensive knowledge of 

Washington, his quiet determination and his reputation for good 

political judgement, helped make him Bush Jnr’s running mate in 

2000, although the choice was an unexpected one to political 

observers. Outwardly undemonstrative and lacking in charisma, 

as Vice-President he took a leading role in shaping policy and 

was a hard-line supporter of war against Iraq, believing that 

Saddam Hussein was an ally of al-Qaeda. Cheney was keen to 

pursue an active foreign policy, unashamedly aimed at what he 

saw as the defence of American interests, on a unilateral basis if 

necessary. He also backed a fi rm response to North Korea’s 

nuclear ambitions, defended the use of ‘enhanced interrogation’ 

of suspected terrorists and put the supposed needs of US 

business before measures to protect the environment. 

 The other key offi  cial for most of the period was Cheney’s one-

time mentor and close ally, Defense Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld 

(b. 1932). A graduate of Princeton and a naval offi  cer, Rumsfeld 

had served as a Republican Congressman for his home state of 

Illinois in 1962–9 before resigning to take up a post in the Nixon 

administration. His international experience included time as US 

Ambassador to NATO in 1973–4, Secretary of Defense in 

1975–7 and as President Reagan’s special envoy to the Middle 

East in 1983–4, when he met Saddam Hussein. Rumsfeld, like 

Cheney was fi rm in prosecuting the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. He was also sharp-tongued, sarcastic, and 

domineering in his defence of Bush’s policy, including such 

controversial aspects as the imprisonment of suspected 

terrorists without trial at Guantanamo Bay. His position was 

harmed by the discovery of the abuse of prisoners at Abu 

Ghraib in 2004, but he only resigned in December 2006 in the 

face of strong criticisms of his strategy in Iraq from a number of 

generals. His successor was Robert Gates (b. 1943) who had 

been Director of the CIA in 1991–3 and who, unusually, 

remained as Secretary of Defense during the fi rst years of the 

Obama administration. 

 Cheney and Rumsfeld did not always work easily with Bush’s two 

Secretaries of State, Colin Powell (b. 1937), the fi rst black 

candidate, who occupied the position during the fi rst term, and 

Condoleezza Rice (b. 1954), the fi rst black woman to be 

Secretary of State, who held it throughout the second. Powell 

came to the post with a formidable record behind him. He 

came from a humble background, the son of Jamaican 

immigrants to New York. Unlike Bush and Cheney, he had 

served in Vietnam, pursuing a military career and rising to the 

rank of General. After proving his value as an assistant to the 

Secretary of Defense, from November 1987 he was Reagan’s 

last National Security Adviser and in 1989–93, under George 

Bush Snr, he was Chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff . As Secretary 

of State, he emphasized the need to work with other countries 

in dealing with the aftermath of 9/11, but he helped publicly 

build the case for the invasion of Iraq. Rice, born in Alabama, 

became interested in international relations while studying at 

the University of Denver and went on to take a PhD, before 

pursuing an academic career at Stanford University. She was on 

the National Security Staff  under Bush Snr, specializing in the 

Soviet bloc. In January 2001 she became the fi rst woman to be 

appointed National Security Adviser (NSA). Although she faced 

accusations of having underestimated the danger of terrorist 

attacks before 9/11, she served as NSA throughout Bush Jnr’s 

fi rst term. The NSA in Bush’s second term was Stephen Hadley 

(b. 1947), who had been on the National Security staff  under 

President Ford, an Assistant Secretary of Defense under Bush 

Senior and Deputy NSA to Rice in 2001–5.  
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 The Committee on the Present Danger, founded in 
1976, brought together leading neo-conservatives, 
some of  whom would have roles to play in the Ford 
and Reagan administrations and in opposing détente. 
To some extent, the Vietnam syndrome was chal-
lenged by the US success, under George Bush Snr, in 
leading a military coalition in the liberation of  Kuwait 
from Saddam Hussein in 1990–1. But Saddam’s contin-
ued survival as ruler of  Iraq left a sense of  unfi nished 
business and his continued threat was highlighted by 
the Iraqi assassination attempt on Bush Snr in 1993, an 
event which may have given his son a personal mo-
tive for dealing with the problem. Certainly, the neo-
conservatives believed in the 1990s that much more 
could be done to assert American power and shape 
world aff airs in favour of  American values. Men such 
as Donald Rumsfeld (who had already acted as Presi-
dent Ford’s Secretary of  Defense), Paul Wolfowitz, 
and Lewis (‘Scooter’) Libby participated in the Project 
for the New American Century established in 1997.    

 These neo-conservatives were to have promi-
nent roles in Bush Jnr’s administration and had a 
particular contempt for ideas of  ‘nation building’ 
and ‘peacekeeping’ which they regarded, based in 
part on Clinton’s experiences in Somalia, Haiti, and 
Yugoslavia, as ill advised and a waste of  resources. 
They rebuked the Clinton administration for merely 
 ‘containing’ Saddam Hussein rather than removing 
him and believed that US military power should be 
used to produce the maximum benefi ts for US politi-
cal goals. In other words, the linkage between military 
and political aff airs should be redefi ned, so that the 
appropriate use of  signifi cant and technically supe-
rior military force would, fi rst and foremost, create 
of  itself  the desired political end. If  the nature of  war 
could be so changed and redefi ned in accordance with 
the technological advantages of  US forces, then a suc-
cessful show of  strength would produce a more peace-
ful world. A revolution in warfare would thus lead 
to a neo-conservative revolution in political aff airs, 
albeit through a bizarre surfeit of  wishful thinking. 
Bush Jnr took power in January 2001, with Rumsfeld 
again in the Pentagon, determined to institute a sig-
nifi cant transformation in the US approach to warfare 
and in the administrative practices of  the Pentagon. 
9/11 provided him and other neo-conservatives with 
the opportunity to translate their ideology into for-
eign policy, through actions under the auspices of  a 
nebulous concept which was soon to be defi ned and 
accepted as the ‘war on terror’.     

  C.    The Defeat of the Taliban, 
2001–3    

 In September 2001, after 9/11, the US gained  universal 
sympathy and many willing allies, twenty-fi ve of  
whom provided active support for the invasion of  
Afghanistan. The Secretary of  State, Colin Powell, ar-
gued that allies would be important in any future war 
to demonstrate international acceptance of  American 
goals. Unfortunately for Powell, the response to 9/11 
had the ideological footprint of  the neo-conservatives 
in the Pentagon more than that of  external allies. 
As early as 13 September, Rumsfeld was noting that 
Saddam Hussein might give WMDs to terrorists, and 
by the time the President authorized an Afghanistan 
war plan, Rumsfeld and his civilian staff  had been 
thinking for several months about how to deal with 
Saddam and Iraq. One week later, on 20 September, 
Bush, in a speech to Congress, referred publically to 
the ‘war on terror’ for the fi rst time.   3    However much 
the neo-conservatives focused on the practicalities and 
logistics of  attacking Saddam, the response to 9/11 that 
was easiest to implement, and to justify, was to react 
to the refusal of  the Taliban to hand over Osama bin 
Laden for interrogation. The Taliban, led by the cleric 
Mullah Omar—who had formed the government of  
Afghanistan since 1994, having won the power strug-
gle following Soviet withdrawal—declined to surren-
der bin Laden to the Americans or to cease off ering 
shelter to terrorists. Hence, on 27 September, US spe-
cial forces were covertly inserted into Afghanistan to 
be followed, on 7 October, by American-led air strikes 
and, in November, by more inter-service special forces 
and small numbers of  Marines. 

 Initially, the air strikes were against fi xed installa-
tions, such as fuel depots and storage facilities, and 
it was not immediately clear whether the operation 
was to remove bin Laden or the government of  the 
country that was prepared to tolerate his presence. 
The focus of  US operations then changed to attack-
ing the Taliban ground forces, as the US had the sup-
port of  an indigenous group, the Northern Alliance 
within Afghanistan, who had long been fi ghting the 
Pashtun-dominated Taliban. Thus, overwhelming US 
air power could be used to support the ground forces 
of  the non-Pashtun Northern Alliance, avoiding the 
need for signifi cant numbers of  US ground troops. 
This strategy seemed to pay off  handsomely in mid-
November, when the Northern Alliance seized control 
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 of  the capital, Kabul. The city of  Kandahar, suppos-
edly a  Taliban stronghold, fell in early  December. The 
problem was that this saving of  US casualties was 
achieved by relying on tribal warlords from diff erent 
ethnic groups (such as Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras) 
 opposed to the Pashtuns. Large amounts of  CIA money 
provided the means to try and counter the impact of  
historically-based tribal allegiances, self-interest, and 
ethnic divisions, which had long been evident within 
Afghanistan and the adjacent regions of  Pakistan. The 
Pentagon was thus able successfully to transform US 
war fi ghting, from the army’s reliance on overwhelm-
ing force of  numbers, into a more mobile strategy 
linked to fewer US ground forces and precision air 
strikes. Initially successful in the Afghan campaign, 
this enabled US forces, supported by UK and Austral-
ian troops, to secure the surrender of  what was left of  
Taliban fi ghters in December 2001. To the surprise of  
some, the US had achieved this in under three months, 
with the loss of  only twelve American lives. It seemed 
an easy victory, one that might not easily be reversed. 

 Yet Osama bin Laden, on leaving Kabul, had holed 
up in a labyrinth of  caves and tunnels in a remote, 
mountainous region near the border with Pakistan, 
called Tora Bora. The CIA chief  on the ground was 
aware that the motley collection of  Northern Alliance 
militias, whose leaders hated each other more than 
they did al-Qaeda, were unlikely to be able to deal with 
the hard core of  fi ghters remaining with bin Laden in 
Tora Bora. His request for just under 1,000 elite US 
troops was not endorsed by General Franks and the 
ill-disciplined, lawless forces of  diff erent Afghan com-
manders were essentially relied upon to attack the 
Tora Bora complex, with the support of  American 
air strikes. This almost certainly enabled the al-Qaeda 
leader to escape over the border into Pakistan. As 2002 
progressed Afghanistan then began to assume less im-
portance for the US. After all, the defeat of  the Taliban 
seemed complete and Washington’s attention now 
focused on Saddam Hussein, as planning for the inva-
sion of  Iraq dominated US concerns. 

 Between the October 2001 invasion and the end 
of  2003, the US successes against terrorists impli-
cated in 9/11 were signifi cant. All were found, not 
in  Afghanistan, nor mountainous border areas, but 
(like Osama bin Laden much later) in urban areas 
of   Pakistan. The most important was Khalid Sheikh 
 Mohammed (KSM), captured in Rawalpindi on 
3 March 2003 who, according to the 9/11 report was 
the principal mastermind behind the 9/11 attacks. The 

fi nancer of  the hijackers, Mustafa Ahmed al-Hawsawi, 
was also captured in this period along with Walid bin 
Attash, who had played a leading role in the attack on 
the USS  Cole , and Ahmed Khalfan Ghailani, who was 
involved in the 1998 bombing of  the US embassies in 
East Africa. Thus, George Bush’s claim in September 
2002 that the US was hunting down the killers one by 
one had some real credibility and, at this point, US 
policy seemed to be making real progress.     

 The Limits of Victory   

 There were, nevertheless, signifi cant qualifi cations to 
these 2002–3 successes in Afghanistan, even before the 
disastrous decision to attack Iraq began to increase 
the motivation, strength, and capability of  terrorist 
groups operating against the US and its Western sup-
porters. One was the position of  Pakistan, clearly an 
ostensible American ally but deeply mired in a bitter, 
decades-old rivalry with neighbouring India over the 
border province of  Kashmir, and whose largest intel-
ligence service, the Inter-Services Intelligence Direc-
torate (ISI), certainly before 2001, had close links with 
the Taliban, to whom it provided support. The recent 
extent of  its support, given the Pakistani need to be 
openly behind the US war on terror in order to con-
tinue to benefi t from US fi nancial largesse, is a matter 
of  much dispute. In addition to the problems of  ter-
rorists inside Pakistani cities, the border areas adjacent 
to Afghanistan of  the North West Frontier Province 
and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), 
contain Pashtun tribes, as in Afghanistan, who have 
never been subject to eff ective central government 
control and who provide Taliban and al-Qaeda op-
eratives and supporters. Thus the 1,519 mile Pakistan- 
Afghanistan border became a problem from the start 
of  the confl ict and later led the Obama administration 
to refer to the Af-Pak situation. After the fl ight from 
Afghanistan, much of  al-Qaeda’s remaining fi ghting 
force was north of  Peshawar, in the district of  Bajaur, 
which formed the northernmost part of  the FATA, 
while the Taliban were centred to the south in Quetta, 
across the Afghan border from Kandahar. Sandwiched 
in between were the districts of  Waziristan, where 
there was much tribal support for the Taliban from 
local Pashtuns.    

 Al-Qaeda was clearly not a terrorist organization 
sponsored by a state, which the Bush administration 
had tried to portray as the main danger from terror-
ism. At best, it was a parallel state to that operated by 
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 the Taliban. Initially, a highly-centralized body, well 
versed in the controls that all bureaucracies are de-
signed to promote, the loss of  its base in Afghanistan 
helped begin its transformation into a more frag-
mented structure. With or without the war on terror, 

Osama bin Laden also certainly failed to achieve his 
goals of  removing those Middle Eastern regimes who 
did not want to become religious states as part of  a new 
Muslim caliphate. Even if  he had not focused so much 
attention on the US as the distant enemy, and directed 

    Figure 23.2    Map of the North-West Frontier Province and Federally Administered Tribal Areas, Pakistan  
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 his eff orts against the more vulnerable  Middle  Eastern 
regimes, bin Laden’s global jihad through the use of  
terror would have been regarded as unjustifi able in 
the eyes of  many Muslims. Yet, as new manifestations 
of  terror became evident, the war on terror fought by 
the Bush administration was extended without proper 
consideration of  its political impact on the world, even 
if  the eff ectiveness of  the operatives of  some militant 
Islamic groups was reduced. 

 In January 2002, after its initial success against 
the Taliban, the US began withdrawing CIA agents 
and special forces from Afghanistan, allegedly to 
allow them to train for Iraq. In June 2002, the Bush 
 Doctrine was expanded to include pre-emptive ac-
tions against possible threats and signifi cantly shifted 
the emphasis of  US defence and security policy. It was 
incorporated in the new National Security Strategy, 
made public in September 2002—a change which was 
 accompanied by the fundamental shifts in policy on 
Iraq and  Afghanistan. However, even the most ar-
dent advocates of  the already-planned-for invasion 
of  Iraq  believed that the war would have to be sold 
carefully to the US public. Thus, the White House 
Iraq Group consisting of  Karl Rove, Bush’s long-
time adviser; Condolezza Rice, the National Security 
 Adviser; Andrew Card, the White House Chief  of  
Staff ; and ‘Scooter’ Libby was established, partly to do 
just that.  Possession of  nuclear weapons by Saddam 
Hussein was central to ‘spinning’ the Iraqi threat, and 
going into the November 2002 mid-term elections 
on a platform of  national security against terrorism 
was central to Karl Rove’s Republican political strat-
egy. Maximizing the supposed extent of  the threat to 
justify the war on  terror was one part of  the public 
relations equation. But US allies would need more 
convincing of  the need for, or value of, exercising US 
power to produce regime change in Iraq when there 
appeared to be no  connection between Saddam and 
al-Qaeda or the 9/11 attacks. 

 The growing focus on Iraq meant that constructing 
an Afghan nation free from the infl uence of  the de-
parting Taliban was not a central requirement for the 
Bush administration. Indeed both the wars, in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, turned out to be object lessons in how 
military success can prepare the ground for  political 
failure. In Washington, Rumsfeld in particular felt the 
same lack of  enthusiasm that many Afghan fi ghters 
had for nation-building and peacekeeping. Having 
large military forces in place for war fi ghting was not 
his ideal, but then to tarnish them with such civilian 

tasks as peacekeeping and reconstruction was to be 
avoided at all costs. One of  the aims and advantages of  
the new military strategy was to ensure that US troops 
were not in place to be dragged into such nation-
building operations. Yet the situation created through 
the war on terror and the operations in Afghanistan 
soon became highly problematic. The fi rst problem 
grew from the erosion, if  not complete destruction, 
of  important principles and agreements to which the 
US had previously subscribed, and came with the di-
lemma of  what to do with those Taliban fi ghters, or 
terrorists, captured in Afghanistan.  American troops 
had captured hundreds of  suspected terrorists and 
in November 2001 the President signed an executive 
order permitting the military to detain such captured 
‘enemy combatants’, without access to the procedures 
of  federal courts to determine if  a prisoner had been 
legally detained.   4    The Bush administration also de-
cided, in what has been seen as an attack on the rule 
of  law—a long-held US value and practice—to de-
tain such captors without the protection of  the long- 
running Geneva Convention. Before any prisoners had 
arrived at the US military base in Guantanamo Bay, 
Cuba, the justifi cations for this were provided by the 
Offi  ce of  Legal Counsel, in a memorandum by John 
Yoo. Yoo argued that al-Qaeda as a stateless entity was 
not protected by the Geneva Convention, and that the 
Taliban ran a failed state whose treaty rights could be 
ignored. In other words, their fi ghters were ‘unlaw-
ful combatants’. On 2 February 2002 a presidential 
executive order gave eff ect to that view. Although the 
US was a signatory to the Geneva Convention giving 
rights to prisoners in any type of  confl ict, these com-
batants from Afghanistan would not be treated as pris-
oners of  war and would thus be open to prosecution 
for any criminal acts. Yet the situation at  Guantanamo 
was that, like prisoners of  war, the Afghan prisoners 
were treated as persons who could be held indefi nitely 
without charge and a court appearance. It took until 
2006 before the Supreme Court reversed this and 
granted protection under the Geneva Convention to 
all captured ‘enemy combatants’ held in American 
custody. Meanwhile, the US government’s behaviour 
attracted widespread criticism. 

 The second associated problem arose from the 
general threat to American values and its standing 
in the world, which the war on terror unleashed, 
and was contained in the new interrogation meth-
ods. These were justifi ed by the supposed benefi ts 
of  ‘meeting terror with terror’, through the use of  
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 ‘coercive interrogations’. The practice soon devel-
oped of  holding suspects abroad in foreign prisons or 
camps through a process of  ‘extraordinary rendition’. 
Coercive interrogations included sleep deprivation, 
extended nudity, waterboarding (the simulation of  
drowning), confi nement in cramped boxes, face slap-
ping, and dietary manipulation. Such practices, always 
regarded by some as torture, were justifi ed by former 
Vice-President Dick Cheney in 2009 on the spurious 
grounds that, without a number of  Bush adminis-
tration actions, including enhanced interrogation 
techniques, the US would have been attacked again. 
Evidence suggests, however, that little valuable infor-
mation was gained from such techniques and, in the 
past, the US had been quick to condemn other states 
who used torture. The treatment of  prisoners in un-
acceptable ways culminated in the events at the Abu 
Ghraib prison in Iraq, some of  which were fi lmed and 
posted online in 2004. An Army reserve unit, the 372nd 
Military Police Company, had abused naked prisoners. 
One was forced to crawl on his stomach as military 
police urinated and spat on him before a beating. In 
total 20 prisoners died at Abu Ghraib. Eleven soldiers 
were subsequently court martialled, convicted, and 
given terms in military prison, and dishonourably 
discharged from service. As Admiral Dennis Blair 
pointed out in 2009, the tarnishing of  the American 
image and the damage done to US global interests far 
outweighed any benefi ts obtained from such harsh 
treatment of  prisoners.   5    

 A third problem was that the Bush administration 
set aside national laws that prohibited warrantless 
 surveillance on American citizens. One US citizen, 
later held at Guantanamo Bay, was denied his constitu-
tional rights under the Fifth Amendment. Worse was 
to come before the end of  the second year of  the war 
in Iraq.      

  D.    The Taliban Revival    

 In 2002–3 only about thirty US soldiers had been killed 
in Afghanistan, but the numbers trebled in 2005. This 
can essentially be explained by the increasing preoc-
cupation in 2002 with planning the war on Iraq and 
the consequences of  failing to plan eff ectively for any-
thing other than military success. In Afghanistan, the 
aversion with which Rumsfeld and his supporters in 
the Pentagon felt for nation-building added to the diffi  -
culties that producing money to cover its costs always 

presented. The State Department and Colin Powell 
had a very diff erent view from the Pentagon about 
the need for peacekeeping forces. Yet, with Rumsfeld 
having opposed any international peacekeeping force 
outside Kabul as unnecessary in February 2002, it was 
clear that Afghanistan was no longer going to be at the 
centre of  a pro-active US strategy to deal with terror-
ists and their supporters. The winning of  the war for 
American values, according to some in Washington, 
should have provided the Afghans with the required 
dose of  much-needed reality. With the formal end-
ing of  operations against the Taliban in March 2002, 
some 18,000 members of  the American-led military 
command and some 4,500 European members of  the 
 International Security and Assistance Force (ISAF, 
which had begun operations in January) were deployed 
in Afghanistan. ISAF eventually drew in contributions 
from forty-two diff erent states, highlighting the extent 
of  international sympathy for the war on terror after 
the events of  9/11. They included NATO members, 
long-standing US allies like Australia, New Zealand, 
and South Korea, and newer partners like Georgia 
and Azerbaijan, although most deployed fewer than 
a thousand troops. It was hoped in Washington that 
the Europeans and others would take the lead in assist-
ing the Afghans move forward in line with the western 
model of  constitutions and elections. But the victori-
ous elements, within and without the Northern Alli-
ance, had more interest in, and experience of, fi ghting 
each other than working together to build a nation. 
Even more signifi cantly, a small numbers of  troops, 
mainly US and British, were regarded as a necessary 
light touch in Afghanistan to avoid imposing a heavy 
external imprint on Afghan society, against which 
local feelings might react.   6    

 Thus, with peacekeeping in theory provided by 
ISAF, America’s allies were set institution-building 
tasks. The British were given the job of  tackling the 
narcotics trade, in particular trying to reduce poppy 
production by Afghan peasants, which fed the de-
mand for drugs in the West. The only roles for the US 
military would be in hunting down bin Laden and the 
 Taliban, while training the Afghan National Army. 
This was itself  problematic as the Americans provided 
a plentiful supply of  money, which eventually resulted 
in higher wages for Afghan forces than for those work-
ing for the government as civil servants. Stabilization 
was deemed to be the only real requirement, and in 
August 2003 NATO, in a major extension of  its ‘out 
of  area’ responsibilities after the Cold War, formally 
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 took over the leadership of  ISAF and responsibility 
for security in the capital. The limited numbers of  US 
soldiers meant that security eff ectively remained with 
the Afghan warlords, although in December 2001, 
during talks in Bonn, the US and its allies had helped 
set up a provisional government, under a Pashtun, 
Hamid Karzai. In November 2004, Karzai easily won a 
presidential election, which arguably marked the high 
point of  Afghanistan’s recovery, even if  the economy 
was dominated by corruption and the opium trade. 
Thereafter, the rebuilding of  Afghanistan continued 
to be neglected, as access to development money 
was restricted and the growing problems of  the war 
in Iraq assumed more signifi cance. The result was 
that Afghanistan got a mere fi fth of  the money being 
spent on Iraq. The Western input did not strengthen 
 government institutions, or begin to establish a strong 
relationship between state and society. Instead, it 
opened the door to the kind of  neo-liberal privat-
ized enterprises operating in fi efdoms, where war-
lords were more in evidence than state bureaucrats. 
Between 2001 and 2005, the lack of  a reconstruction 
programme increased the eff ects of  economic lib-
eralization in creating more instability in an already 
war-shattered country. During this time, the US spent 
eleven times more on military operations, however 
limited, than the combined amount it gave for recon-
struction, humanitarian aid and assistance, or even the 
training of  Afghan soldiers. Also, 70 per cent of  that 
aid was conditional upon US goods or services being 
purchased to encourage a ‘thriving private sector’ in 
Afghanistan.   7    In December 2005, as NATO agreed to 
an expanded role, Rumsfeld ordered 3,000 American 
troops, one sixth of  the force, out of  the country. That 
same month, following elections a few months before, 
an elected Parliament met in Kabul for the fi rst time in 
a generation, but it was a fractured body, largely com-
posed of  groups loyal to particular warlords. 

 From 2003 the growing weakness of  the Afghan 
state and the apparent neglect by Western powers, 
slowly facilitated a growing Taliban resurgence based 
on a hardcore of  Pashtun fi ghters supplemented by 
foreign fi ghters, including Chechens and Arabs. It was 
based on a Pashtun village network expanding in the 
rural areas through local Islamic clergy. Mullah Omar, 
the Taliban leader, who had escaped from Afghanistan 
in December 2001, established a leadership council 
in 2003 in the Pakistani city of  Quetta to provide an 
 organizational structure at the top. The numbers of  
Taliban fi ghters grew to reach 17,000 in 2006, the year 

in which they became a real menace to Afghan stability. 
Alongside this revival, the Taliban also became  divided 
for a number of  reasons. One was the fractured na-
ture of  the Pakistani government. As noted above, 
elements in the Pakistani military, in particular, had 
had close ties with Afghanistan’s Taliban government; 
but now some Pakistani leaders were determined to 
align themselves with the US in the war against terror. 
In 2002, the incursions of  the Pakistani army into the 
FATA in the hunt for Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda 
members helped produce Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP), a formally separate organization, which took 
up arms in 2004. The Taliban in Pakistan grew closer to 
al-Qaeda than their Afghan counterparts and by 2009 a 
split was developing between the two movements. An-
other divisive element was the return to south-eastern 
Afghanistan from Iran of  Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who 
was eventually involved in peace talks with the Karzai 
government in 2008. With the Taliban fi nding it diffi  -
cult to establish an eff ective military operational force, 
as opposed to small bands of  fi ghters, the US initially 
remained sanguine about their re-emergence.   8    

 By 2006, as casualties began to mount, an optimis-
tic view of  Afghanistan was no longer sustainable. 
The extent of  the Taliban revival since 2003 could no 
longer be concealed, nor could American delusions 
about the situation in Afghanistan be maintained. 
 Despite attempts to blame the deteriorating situation 
on the inadequacies of  ISAF, which took responsibil-
ity for security throughout Afghanistan from October 
2006, the US did not seriously attempt to deal again 
with the Afghanistan problem until an improvement 
began in Iraq in 2008. By then, being in Afghanistan 
was more dangerous for American troops than a tour 
of  duty in Iraq. The Karzai government was unsuit-
able for dealing with local problems, although the full 
scale of  the diffi  culties did not become apparent until 
the British attempted to extend the government’s au-
thority into Helmand province, in the south. The divi-
sion between the hunt for terrorists on the one hand, 
and NATO’s commitment to counter-insurgency, re-
construction, and stabilization on the other, became 
more of  a problem with the Taliban’s resurgence, 
which made stabilizing Afghanistan a remote and diffi  -
cult prospect. Yet, for a long time Rumsfeld, faced with 
problems in Iraq, was determined to scale down the 
American military commitment in Afghanistan and 
have NATO forces play a larger role. For the British, 
also bogged down in the quagmire in Iraq, there was 
the incentive to solve that problem and keep on good 
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 terms with the Americans, by redeploying troops 
from Iraq to Afghanistan. 

 The key southern provinces were Kandahar and 
Helmand, the former the spiritual heart of  the  Taliban 
movement, the latter a complex mix of  tribal rival-
ries and armed drug gangs. The Canadians asked to 
be responsible for Kandahar and the British ended 
up in Helmand, having given more thought to their 
position in NATO than to what would be required of  
them in the troublesome province. With limited intel-
ligence and inadequate knowledge of  the terrain or 
of  the insurgency that faced them, the British initially 
had little idea of  the tribal dynamics there or the con-
nections to drug mafi as and local militias. Their as-
sumption was that the way forward was the extension 
of  central government control and the creation of  a 
more powerful state, so as to pacify the geographi-
cal space occupied by the insurgents. This failing was 
linked to inappropriate neo-liberal assumptions about 
the economic and political values of  free markets and 
democracy. The latter, in a strong state, would be the 
answer to the problem of  terrorism and the means 
to provide security, supplemented by the activities of  
non-governmental aid agencies. A strong democratic 
state in Afghanistan, complete with such elements as 
free elections and women’s rights, was also seen as nec-
essary, not just for the security of  the region, but also 
as a prerequisite of  Western security. Yet, confronted 
with the realities of  the Afghan situation, the elected 
 Karzai government pleaded for the rearmament of  
forces hostile to the Taliban to help provide security. 
How democracy and a strong state could be conjured 
up, let alone support Western economic values, was 
now increasingly unimaginable.   9    

 The small British force in the vast province of  
 Helmand had no choice but to work with the power 
realities, but was initially ill-disposed to do so. The 
failure of  the West to appreciate that the Pashtuns 
of  southern Afghanistan had hardly ever been eff ec-
tively governed from Kabul in the last century, but 
that they had a complex, if  non-hierarchical, form of  
governance unrelated to Western concepts of  ‘good 
governance’, formed a considerable obstacle. Pashtun 
society was based on social responsibility and justice, 
with individual conduct dominated by rigid codes of  
honour and revenge, and was particularly unsuited 
to externally imposed concepts of  political order. To 
make matters worse, what little infl uence Kabul had in 
2002 over the leaders of  the quarrelling tribes who op-
posed the Taliban was reduced by the British insistence 

that corrupt provincial governors, even though they 
were loyal to Karzai, should be removed. It would have 
been more logical to send a larger force to fi ll the se-
curity gap this created, or to accept that a small force 
would have to work with the existing power structures 
on the ground. The British initially chose to do nei-
ther and the problem was compounded by the con-
fusing command structure involving the Americans 
and NATO. Even worse, the British initially chose to 
deploy their small forces in pockets which became the 
focus of  Taliban attacks, which then wreaked devasta-
tion on the surrounding area as the British relied on air 
attacks to try to regain control of  the situation. It was a 
classic failure of  counter-insurgency strategy that not 
only neglected the need to win over the local popula-
tion, but was actually guaranteed to produce hostility. 

 Between 2006 and 2008 violence rose dramatically 
as the Taliban, now composed of  a range of  elements, 
not all of  them jihadists, defi ed attempts at control, 
especially in the south, where the Pashtuns predomi-
nated. In early 2007, some attempts in Musa Qala, in the 
north of  Helmand province, to broker a deal involv-
ing local leaders in contact with the Taliban, failed to 
break the US commitment to manufacturing eff ective 
central government by using Western military forces. 
In that year insurgent attacks in Afghanistan rose by 
more than a quarter, with the most dramatic rise in 
violence in Helmand province. The Afghan confl ict 
was now facing an increasingly eff ective  insurgency 
focused on diff erent Taliban elements. Some were 
tribesmen alienated by corrupt local  offi  cials or 
 leaders; others had a central focus on the future of  
Afghanistan; others were criminal elements seeking 
material gain, while some were radical jihadists. Yet, 
whatever the contribution of  Western failings follow-
ing the American shift in priorities from  Afghanistan 
to Iraq, the Taliban revival was fundamentally pro-
duced by forces emanating from Pakistan.   10        

 The Problem of Pakistan   

 The war in Afghanistan against al-Qaeda had always 
been closely infl uenced by the actions of  Pakistan. 
By the time the Taliban had returned in strength to 
 Afghanistan in 2006, a key problem for the US in the 
war on terror was deciding whether Pakistan was 
attempting to defeat the terrorists, or whether its 
actions constituted an element of  the actual terror-
ist problem in the region. The Pakistani army could 
sometimes act against its erstwhile Taliban allies, in 
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 order to convince the Americans that it was a useful 
ally in the war on terror. But some elements, nota-
bly in military intelligence, still retained links to the 
 Taliban and continued to tolerate them in Pakistan. 
The diffi  culty in determining what role was being 
played by Islamabad, at which time, explains the os-
cillations in US policy to Pakistan. With Pakistan a 
long-standing ally of  the US, going back to the Cold 
War, American policy ranged from an eff usive supply 
of  aid to be used by Islamabad in the fi ght against the 
Taliban and al-Qaeda, to condemnation of  Pakistan’s 
protection of  the militant groups and perpetrators of  
terrorist attacks in the region. 

 After President Pervez Musharraf  seized power 
in October 1999, through a bloodless military coup 
that overthrew the elected government of  Nawaz 
Sharif  (Prime Minister since 1997), the dilemma for 
Washington only increased. At that time, Pakistan’s 
overriding priority was its power political rivalry with 
India, primarily refl ected in the dispute over Kashmir 
and both countries’ possession of  nuclear weapons. 
There were repeated war crises between the two 
neighbours: in December 2001 for example (after a 
suicide  bombing of  the Indian Parliament), and in 
May 2002 (when  Pakistan carried out nuclear-capable 
missile tests).  Pakistan had been more than willing to 
use radical Muslim groups to infi ltrate Indian Kashmir, 
tying down large numbers of  Indian soldiers. The pres-
ence of  radical Islamists in Pakistan enormously in-
creased after the US-led invasion of  Afghanistan, when 
al-Qaeda and their Taliban allies simply moved across 
the border in the winter of  2001–2. Initially, the prefer-
ence for those fl eeing from Afghanistan was to seek ref-
uge in Pakistan’s teeming cities, rather than the remote 
and lawless FATA. For most Pakistani elites—civilian 
or military—the main external issue was the rivalry 
and open confl ict that had been simmering for decades 
with their Indian neighbours. The role of  US military 
and economic aid and assistance was always defi ned 
through that lens by Pakistan, with Afghanistan 
seen as a source of  strategic depth against India. The 
Inter-Services Intelligence Agency (ISI) was thought to 
have links with militant groups connected to al-Qaeda. 

 In the years 2002–6, when, because of  Iraq, 
 Afghanistan had largely been under the radar, the 
Pakistani authorities handed over to the Americans 
nearly 400 suspected militants for millions of  dol-
lars. This followed Musharraf ’s decision, in the wake 
of  9/11, to support US action against Afghanistan—a 
step which also led the US to ease the sanctions that 

it had imposed on Pakistan in 1998, after the coun-
try tested a nuclear device. Pakistan also served as 
the main supply conduit for the Western forces in 
 Afghanistan. By 2004, the US–Pakistani relationship 
seemed healthy. Despite Musharraf ’s concentration 
of  power in his own hands, he initiated a ceasefi re 
with India over Kashmir in December 2003 and fi nally 
launched  military operations against al-Qaeda bases 
in  Pakistan in mid-2004, supported by the American 
use of   unmanned drones (small, guided cruise mis-
siles) to target the terrorists. But it soon became clear 
that not all might be as it seemed. A number of  un-
successful military operations in the FATA took place 
and suspicions that Musharraf  was merely giving the 
impression of  being a staunch American ally were in-
creased by these operations, which often coincided 
with the visits of  important US offi  cials. A series of  
Pakistani ‘peace’ agreements on a local basis with 
the Taliban, in 2005–6, gave credence to the idea of  
 Musharraf  being a master of  rhetoric, rather than 
an implementer of  anti-terrorist policy. There was a 
build-up of  Taliban forces from 2003 in the FATA and 
the North-West Frontier Province and, as the Pakistani 
government continued to align itself  publicly with the 
US, the ISI continued to maintain strong links with 
radical  Islamist groups in Kashmir, whose members 
were recruited from the same Islamic schools or train-
ing camps as the Afghan supporters of  Mullah Omar. 

 President Musharraf  himself  banned radical  Islamist 
groups in Pakistan in early 2002, but he also had to bal-
ance opponents of  military rule on the  political left, 
in the form of  Pakistan People’s Party, led by Benazir 
Bhutto, who had been Prime Minister in 1988–90 
and 1993–6, before leaving the country in the face of  
corruption charges. Musharraf  founded his own, in-
dependent Muslim League in Pakistan in 2002, but po-
litical instability continued. In 2007, the bloody siege 
of  Islamabad Red Mosque, occupied by  supporters of  
the radical imam Abdul Rashid Ghazi, caused many 
of  the militant jihadist groups in Pakistan to turn 
against the government. Led by the  Tehrik-i-Pakistan, 
they mounted an off ensive in the Swat valley against 
the Pakistani military, which evidently lost control of  
that region. Musharraf  responded by tightening his 
authoritarian grip on power, culminating in a declara-
tion of  emergency rule in November 2007. 

 The Bush administration now believed that the US 
was being cheated with the millions of  dollars it had 
used to underwrite the Musharraf  regime, much of  
which had been spent on building up forces against 
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 India, rather than on fi ghting against al-Qaeda. In 
2007, pressure from both domestic opposition groups 
and from Washington helped produce elections, 
which led to the end of  Musharraf ’s dictatorial rule 
the following year. But the assassination of  Benazir 
Bhutto, in a suicide bombing, during the December 
2007 election campaign showed that instability was 
likely to continue, especially since the security forces 
were accused of  failing to protect her. Pakistan, with 
its ambiguous and inconsistent response to Islamic 
militancy, was increasingly seen as the crux of  the 
regional security problem, but also as a state in dan-
ger of  collapse, not least because the global fi nancial 
crisis of  2007–8 had a serious impact on the Pakistan 
economy, forcing it to borrow heavily from the IMF. 
Meanwhile, Pakistan continued to develop its  nuclear 
capabilities and the  fragility of  relations with India 
was exposed in  November 2008, when attacks in the 
Indian city of  Mumbai were found to be the work 
of  a  Pakistan-trained terrorist group. To the ISI, the 
 geopolitical advantages that the radical  Islamists 
in Afghanistan provided in the struggle with India 
still exceeded the drawbacks they brought. Hence, 
the ongoing crisis in the Swat valley epitomized the 
 confl ictual dilemmas within Pakistani society and 
government. Thus, despite the removal of  Musharraf  
in August 2008 and his replacement, as President, by 
Benazir Bhutto’s widower, Asif  Ali Zardari, by the end 
of  the Bush  administration Pakistan was a more unsta-
ble place than when the war on terror was launched. 

 Meanwhile, in the summer of  2008, the confusion 
in the West’s command arrangements in Afghanistan 
was fi nally tackled with the appointment of  General 
David McKiernan as commander of  all US and NATO 
forces (apart from US special forces). For the fi rst 
time, McKiernan changed the rules of  engagement 
to emphasize the use of  proportionate force when re-
sponding to Taliban attacks. The aim was to reduce 
the number of  civilian casualties. McKiernan also 
began making contacts with the many Afghan tribes. 
He also requested 20,000 extra troops, reminiscent 
of  the ‘surge’ idea that had recently been used with 
success in Iraq, to supplement the existing 32,000 on 
the ground. In his last weeks in offi  ce President Bush 
agreed to send 10,000 troops. Moreover, the opera-
tions of  al-Qaeda had generally been disrupted, and 
with the organization becoming more and more dis-
jointed, its signifi cant role in Iraq had ended by 2008. 
In the wake of  9/11, after which homeland security in 
the US was greatly tightened, groups associated with 

al-Qaeda had launched a number of  suicide bomb at-
tacks against American allies, notably in Bali (killing 
over 200 in October 2002), Madrid (where more than 
200 died in March 2004), and London (with 50 killed 
in July 2005). But its capabilities had then declined as 
those of  Western intelligence services grew. Yet these 
positive signs for the war on terror were countered 
by the growing cooperation between al-Qaeda and 
 Taliban forces in the region bordering Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. The FATA became more important for 
both organizations, hence the crisis in the Swat valley, 
where the Pakistani government tried to bring about 
a ceasefi re agreement in early 2009, before launching a 
large-scale military intervention in May.      

  E.    Obama’s War   

 When Barack Obama entered the White House in 
January 2009, the war in Afghanistan was rudderless 
and progress on the war on terror was going back-
wards. The President was also faced with defi ning a 
new approach in the wake of  the improved, but far 
from stable, situation in Iraq. Obama was eager to 
defi ne strategic goals and focus the objectives in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan on the disruption, disman-
tling, and defeat of  al-Qaeda. As with the campaign 
against the Taliban, the issue was how best to achieve 
that goal through military means but, as under Bush, 
the rhetoric of  lofty and vague objectives came fi rst. 
Having begun by putting US forces in place on the 
ground, the Bush administration had then been keen 
to reduce their numbers but had gone back to support-
ing their value by the time Obama won the 2008 presi-
dential election. How military force would produce 
eff ective and democratically accountable government, 
while removing corruption, was never stipulated. In 
Afghanistan, the need to create a viable economy 
to replace the links between the insurgents and the 
narcotics trade meant defi ning a form of  capitalism 
which could somehow function within the diffi  cult 
socio-economic and political environments existing in 
the region—hardly an easy task. 

 The Obama administration’s review of  the situ-
ation was led by Bruce Riedel, a veteran of  the CIA 
who had formulated South Asian policy under Clin-
ton.  Another participant was General David Petraeus, 
whose strategy had earlier turned the tide in Iraq. 
The Taliban forces had roughly quadrupled in size 
between 2006 and 2009, and Petraeus made the point 
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 that the number of  troops needed to stabilize the 
 situation in Afghanistan would be nearer to 300,000 
than the 30,000 now requested. Nevertheless, the 
 consensus was in favour of  deploying more counter-
insurgency forces. The Secretary of  Defense, Robert 
Gates, who defi ned Afghanistan rather than Iraq as 
the new administration’s main challenge, replaced 
McKiernan with General Stanley McChrystal, as he 
was keen to see the latter apply his counter-insur-
gency skills in Afghanistan. However, Vice-President 
Joe Biden was a dissenter from the main view, advo-
cating an alternative strategy which became known as 
counter-terrorism. Here the military emphasis, with 
a similar number of  troops, was on improving the ca-
pability and training of  Afghan forces to deal with the 
Taliban. This drew unfortunate memories of  Richard 
Nixon’s ‘Vietnamization’ policy after 1969, when the 
US had built up South Vietnamese forces to fi ght the 
communist while American forces were reduced in 
size, a policy that had failed to prevent the collapse 
of  South Vietnam in 1975. Counter-insurgency in Iraq 
provided a more positive comparison, given the ap-
parent  success of  Petraeus’s strategy there in 2008. 
Afghan society and culture was, however, very diff er-
ent from that of  Iraq and Biden’s strategy had certain 
advantages: it did not involve strengthening a central 
administration, nor providing additional US troops. In 
addition to building up the Afghan army, the aim was 
to prevent the Taliban from controlling cities and to 
deny training camps to al-Qaeda, while using drone 
attacks to eliminate key individual terrorists. 

 US drone attacks had their own diffi  culties, how-
ever. They had begun in the FATA on a signifi cant scale 
in 2004 and the recorded attacks in 2008 had  escalated 
to thirty-fi ve, despite the criticism of  the collateral 
damage and the deaths infl icted on innocent civil-
ians. The Brookings Institution, based in Washington, 
estimated that at the start of  the Obama administra-
tion ten civilians were killed in drone attacks for every 
 militant suspect. There was also the issue of  carrying 
out such attacks on the territory of  a sovereign state, 
Pakistan, which was technically allied to the US, irre-
spective of  the numbers of  displaced persons in the 
FATA and North-Western province, which the UN 
now estimated to be around 6 million. It was no co-
incidence that the number of  suicide bombings in 
 Pakistan was six in 2006, but that this rose to 56 in 2008. 
The problems of  large numbers of  displaced, impov-
erished people in disease-ridden refugee camps was all 
part of  the consequences of  the war on terror being 

fought in Pakistan. Such was the situation in the newly 
defi ned ‘Af-Pak’ (Afghan-Pakistan) theatre in the early 
months of  the Obama administration. Unsurprisingly, 
it did not take long before the administration began a 
search for an exit strategy. 

 Riedel’s review of  overall strategy for Afghanistan 
and the numbers of  American troops needed to imple-
ment it was accompanied by the 2009 Afghan presiden-
tial election campaign, which was expected to provide 
Hamid Karzai with another term of  offi  ce, but was 
disrupted by Taliban attacks. Karzai had his critics 
and was hardly a model candidate. In addition to the 
corruption surrounding his regime, which  appeared 
likely to extend into the electoral process, there were 
his connections to the warlords, with whom he had in-
itially played an important conciliatory role. Yet there 
was no more suitable candidate for the Americans 
and despite, or because of, the existence of  fraudulent 
ballot papers, Karzai emerged as the electoral victor 
in November 2009, with a disappointingly low turn-
out.   11    Meanwhile, the US continued signifi cantly to 
increase the numbers of  drone attacks in the FATA, 
despite the civilian casualties they produced. A nota-
ble success was the killing of  Baitullah Mehsud, the 
leader of  Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, in August 2009. 
The nature of  the terrain, the regional dynamics, and 
the reluctance of  the Bush administration to face up 
to the problems of  nation-building, let alone pay for 
it, had handicapped any successful implementation of  
the war on terror on both sides of  the lawless Afghan-
Pakistan border. The success of  counter-insurgency in 
Iraq ensured that Obama initially agreed to the extra 
troops desired by the military commander General 
McChrystal. These 30,000 extra troops were sent in 
November 2009, which, added to earlier expansions in 
February–March 2009, took the total of  US troops to 
about 100,000. But this was accompanied by the caveat 
that their withdrawal would begin in 2011. 

 Biden’s alternative strategy for the war on ter-
ror attached more regional importance to Pakistan 
and was based on the deployment of  fewer US and 
NATO forces in Afghanistan. It also attached greater 
 importance to specifi cally targeting al-Qaeda and 
emphasized that a violent, unstable Pakistan was the 
most important danger to guard against. As the debate 
progressed in Washington, in Afghanistan the  impact 
of  McChrystal’s counter-insurgency ‘clear, hold, 
build’ on the ground was that Taliban forces were 
driven from the south of  Afghanistan, but established 
a growing  presence in the northern provinces of  
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 Kunduz and Faryab during 2009. In May of  the same 
year, the major operation in the Swat valley carried 
out by Pakistani forces involved some 15,000 troops 
with air support and the use of  drones. This added to 
the chaos and destruction brought about by the pre-
vious smaller and unsuccessful campaigns since 2008 
with some 3 million displaced persons to accompany 
the successful elimination of  Baitullah Mehsud. 

 Doubts were also cast over the likely success of  
counter-insurgency in Afghanistan by the fact that 
much Taliban success stemmed from being able to 
 exploit local village grievances in rural areas, for 
which a strategy of  controlling large urban population 
centres, as in Iraq, was unsuitable. Afghanistan had a 
much larger population than Iraq and the mountain-
ous, sometimes impenetrable areas are more condu-
cive to insurgents than Iraq. McChrystal asked for yet 
more troops in October 2009 to bring the additional US 
forces up to 40,000, and for more resources to build up 
Afghanistan security forces at a cost of  around $10 bil-
lion per year for fi ve years—virtually doubling the size 
of  the army and police. For some in Washington this 
was both unnecessary and impossible to achieve, given 
the limited eff ectiveness of  existing Afghan forces and 
the doubts over their loyalty and capabilities. 

 December 2009 was the fi rst month since the 2003 
invasion without deaths of  US soldiers in Iraq, and the 
commitment to withdraw from there was starting to 
be implemented. However, a renewed focus on the 
confl ict in Afghanistan off ered little or no prospect of  
a decisive outcome and continued to drain Western 
lives and resources. By now, the Taliban had expanded 
its operations into all but one province and the use of  
improvised explosive devices against Western troops 
(IEDs) had increased, with deadly eff ect. A year into 
the Obama administration, more questions were 
being asked about the ultimate goals in Afghanistan 
and their attainability. In the Swat valley, peace and 
prosperity were no nearer than the eradication of  ter-
rorism, despite, or because of, the Pakistani military 
campaigns. Far from it, Taliban strength and infl uence 
within Pakistan was continuing to grow, despite the 
blows suff ered by the terrorists of  the Swat valley. In 
addition, there was a dramatic increase in terrorist 
 attacks within Pakistan as a whole (a suicide bomb in 
Peshawar in August 2009 killed more than a hundred), 
while in Afghanistan the long-term objective of  de-
feating the Taliban still remained a distant goal. How 
vast the required outlay of  American manpower and 
resources would be to achieve a viable Afghan state, 

free of  the Taliban menace, had yet to be specifi ed, 
let alone accepted by the US public. Some thought 
that, perhaps, McChrystal’s requests were just the tip 
of  the iceberg. After all, in parts of  the country the 
Taliban were now an integral part of  Afghan society, 
so it might only be practical and desirable to prevent 
them taking control of  Kabul and Kandahar, while ne-
gotiating an honourable US retreat—a process again 
eerily similar to Nixon’s withdrawal from Vietnam. 
After McChrystal was fi red by Obama, for insubor-
dination in an interview with the magazine  Rollling 
Stone  in June 2010, thinking in Washington seemed to 
be more focused on increasing the number of  drone 
attacks and fi nding the exit door along the lines of  
Biden’s thinking. 

 By 2010 Afghanistan was the second most corrupt 
country in the world according to Transparency Inter-
national, being topped only by Somalia, a failed state. 
McChrystal,’s call for ‘trainers’ from NATO countries 
for the Afghan military and police was consistently 
not being met, as America’s allies themselves sought 
an exit strategy from the quagmire. The Dutch an-
nounced their departure in August 2010 and the new 
French President, Francois Hollande, announced an 
early withdrawal of  his nation’s troops in May 2012. At 
best, the progress being made in 2010 was mixed, and, 
as David Petraeus succeeded McChrystal,  another 
Obama policy review was scheduled for December. 
The only thing that was certain, given the divided 
views in Washington and the continued troubles in 
the Af-Pak region, was that a major off ensive in Kan-
dahar must be portrayed as a success. In the event, 
Petraeus’s portrayal of  success, as in Vietnam, had to 
resort to focusing on the numbers of  Taliban fi ghters 
captured or killed. In the wake of  the large amounts 
of  US aid money that was now fl owing into southern 
Afghanistan and assisting the corruption, the progress 
depicted by offi  cial US reports provided a marked 
contrast with the much bleaker pictures painted by in-
ternational agencies. In September, the International 
Institute for Strategic Studies in London reported es-
sentially in favour of  Biden’s strategy, now defi ned 
as containment and deterrence. In the US the New 
American Foundation outlined an approach of  peace 
and reconciliation, emphasizing the need to step back 
from counter-insurgency in Afghanistan and to con-
centrate more on fi ghting al-Qaeda and safeguarding 
homeland security in America. 

 One success was Operation Neptune Spear to assas-
sinate Osama bin Laden, an operation carried out by 
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 US special forces on 2 May 2011, in a residential com-
pound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. By then al-Qaeda was 
no longer the tight hierarchical organization it once 
had been, although the increased terrorist incidents 
in Pakistan were not unrelated to bin Laden’s call in 
2007 for attacks on the Pakistani state. But for some 
elements in Pakistan, bin Laden had always been, and 
might well remain, a hero. The fact that he was dis-
covered hiding only a short distance from the Pakistan 
Military Academy fuelled American suspicions that 
elements within Pakistan had shielded him; while the 
fact that the US launched Operation Neptune Spear 
without consulting the Pakistani government en-
sured that relations between the two states reached 
their nadir. Any hope of  an early improvement was 
dashed in November 2011, when a NATO air attack 
went astray, killing twenty-fi ve Pakistani soldiers at 
a border checkpoint. In retaliation, Pakistan stopped 
NATO using its territory as a supply route. But the 
ability of  Washington to pressure the Pakistanis was 
limited by signs that, in the event of  further humili-
ations, the military might once again be prepared to 
launch a coup against the elected government. 

 While the Obama administration was able to 
 identify the problems, and did at least narrow 
down America’s political objectives, focusing on 
al-Qaeda and Af-Pak, discussions about the latter 
were immersed in the same old generalities of  state 
building and  development. The successes of  counter- 
insurgency in Iraq were unlikely to be repeated in 
 Afghanistan, partly because there was no Sunni re-
volt to form a signifi cant indigenous opposition to 
al-Qaeda. There remained a lack of  strategic clarity 
about what the ultimate objective in Afghanistan 
should be, let alone the means needed to bring it 
about, given the failings of  the corrupt Karzai govern-
ment to act as an eff ective local partner. Thus, a recon-
stituted Taliban was present in parts of   Afghanistan, 
the political situation had not been stabilized and yet, 
at a conference in Lisbon in November 2010, NATO 
had announced its intention to withdraw troops by 
the end of  2014. (Subsequently, bilateral  security deals 
between the US, Britain, and Karzai suggested that 
a limited number of  American and British troops 
would remain after 2014.) In some ways, the situa-
tion seemed to worsen even further in early 2012. In 
February, reports that US  offi  cials had burnt copies 
of  the Koran led to days of  violent demonstrations; 
in March an American sergeant murdered sixteen 
villagers, triggering more anti-American violence; 

and in April the Taliban, who had already managed 
to  assassinate Karzai’s half-brother, the  governor of  
Kandahar, launched an assault on  Western embassies 
in the capital. By May, US deaths in the confl ict stood 
at more than 1,800, while the British had lost more 
than 400. UN estimates suggested that about 14,000 
Afghans had been killed since 2006, about two-thirds 
of  them as a result of  the Taliban. 

 Afghanistan, with its diverse ethnic and tribal 
patchworks and the strength of  the local networks 
they provide, is inherently unsuited to modern nation-
state concepts of  centralized institutions, modelled 
on Western theories of  global or good governance. 
Creating the capabilities for non-Western states or 
societies to function eff ectively in such a framework 
was always likely to be doomed. To make matters 
worse in Afghanistan, US policy was both disjointed 
and inconsistent, partly as a result of  the application 
of  neo-liberal economics and ideas of  shrinking the 
role of  the state. This produced an initial American 
reluctance to get involved in civilian aff airs, at the very 
time when moulding them successfully (following 
the 2001 rout of  the Taliban) was most likely. Instead, 
despite its proclaimed values, spending the necessary 
time and money on Afghanistan was never anything 
but a very remote possibility for the Bush administra-
tion, which in any case quickly shifted its focus to the 
war against Iraq. Even though the long-term costs of  
failure could be extremely high, understanding and 
responding to the confusing patchwork and violence 
of  Afghan society proved to be impossible. It was not 
that there were no warnings. As far back as 1842, the 
British had lost an army of  16,000 in a retreat from 
Kabul, following a failed attempt to install a friendly 
regime in Afghanistan. The Soviet experience after 
1979 was not much less stark. The preferred  American 
strategy, during the initial defeat of  the Taliban was 
to rely on a number of  local warlords which enabled 
US policy to be implemented on the cheap. In the 
process, Osama bin Laden was allowed to escape. 
Then, while the security situation became worse as a 
direct consequence of  the focus on Iraq, the US and 
its Western allies half-heartedly attempted to create 
a centralized state to stabilize Afghanistan. Pakistan 
 always played an ambiguous role in the war on terror, 
but was  itself  eventually to succumb to the chaos and 
instability  produced by the confl ict in Afghanistan. In 
2012,  Pakistan remained more favoured by al-Qaeda 
operatives precisely because the West and the US are 
not free to operate there as they wish.    



 The ‘War on Terror’ and the War in Afghanistan 569

  Afghanistan was a state beset with a series of  com-
plex but interconnected dynamics provided by the 
opium trade, corruption and the West’s counter-in-
surgency measures, which were unsuited to the physi-
cal terrain and Pashtun society. By the spring of  2012, 
eleven years of  confl ict only reinforced what was al-
ways the likeliest outcome: the central government in 
Kabul was unable to impose control over the whole 
country or to prevent a Taliban resurgence. It seemed 
impossible that the insurgents in the south-east could 
ever be satisfactorily defeated, any more than that law 
and order could be fully imposed by Pakistan in the 

border areas with Afghanistan. In that situation, per-
haps the only logical option was that local or regional 
arrangements, including with the Taliban, would have 
to be negotiated by the US. But the auguries for any 
successful negotiation were mixed. In January 2012, 
the Taliban did agree to open a political offi  ce in 
Dubai, with the intention of  using this for diplomatic 
contacts with the West, but in May the fi gure selected 
by Kabul to talk to the Taliban, Arsala Rahmani, was 
assassinated. Any new policy was likely merely to pro-
vide a cover for withdrawal, with a greater or lesser 
degree of  failure for Washington.   12             

   Ayman al-Zawahiri (1951–    )    

 The leader of al-Qaeda since June 2011, following bin Laden’s 

assassination in May, Zawahiri was the son of a surgeon and 

medical professor at Cairo University. As a youngster, he was 

infl uenced by Sayid Qutb and his ideas that a core of 

revolutionary activists were needed to restore ‘pure’ Islam. 

Zawahiri joined the Muslim Brotherhood when he was 14 and 

later became one of the founders of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad. 

He married Azza Ahmed Nowari in 1978 and had a son and 

fi ve daughters, including one with Down’s syndrome, who was 

killed along with her mother and two of his other children in the 

US bombing of Gardez in West-Central Afghanistan in 

November 2001. He was arrested, tortured, and sentenced to 

three years imprisonment following President Sadat’s 

assassination in 1981. Released from prison in 1984, Zawahiri 

became the leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad in 1991. In 1993 

he visited the US and two years later was responsible for the 

bombing of the Egyptian Embassy in Islamabad. This alienated 

Pakistan and was denounced by Osama bin Laden. In 1996 

Zawahiri visited Chechnya and his relations with the Russian 

Federation’s Security Service (FSB), the main successor 

organization of the KGB, have been a matter for speculation. In 

1998 he merged the Egyptian Islamic Jihad with al-Qaeda and 

became a leading fi gure in the organization, alongside bin Laden. 

In 2006, the US bombed a village on the Pakistan-Afghanistan 

border where Zawahiri was thought to be hiding, but failed to 

kill him. In April 2009 the State Department reported that 

Zawahiri, now regarded by some as the brains behind the 

organization, had already become al-Qaeda’s operational and 

strategic commander. In a February 2012 video Zawahiri called 

on Muslims in the states surrounding Syria to join the uprising 

against President Assad’s ‘pernicious and cancerous’ regime.  

 NOTES      

     1.    For the links between Iraq and the global economic crisis and the case for the radical nature of the Bush administra-

tion, see   Paul Krugman ,  The Great Unraveling  (W. W. Norton, New York and London, 2005).    

     2.    The term is that used by   Tim Bird  and  Alex Marshall  in,  Afghanistan How the West lost its Way  (Yale University Press, 

New Haven and London, 2011), 47–    

     3.      Peter L. Bergen ,  The Longest War The Enduring Conflict between America and al Qaeda  (Free Press, New York, 

2011), 55–8.    

     4.      Terry H. Anderson ,  Bush’s Wars  (Oxford University Press, New York, 2011), 88–9.    

     5.      Bergen ,   op cit.  , 157 ;   Anderson ,   op cit.  , 176–8; Blair is quoted by Bird and Marshall, 119.    

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/


570 The Age of Terror, 2001–12

      6.     Seth G. Jones,  In the Graveyard of Empires America’s War in Afghanistan  (2010)  Chapter  7   ;   Bergen ,   op cit.  , 175–82.    

     7.      Bird  and  Marshall ,   op. cit.  , 130–4, 140.    

     8.       Ibid.  , 141–7.    

     9.    These arguments are based on the analysis of   Bird  and  Marshall ,   op cit.  ,  Chapter  5  .    

     10.       Ibid.  , 168–82.    

     11.       Ibid.  , 205–26.    

     12.       Ibid.  , 252–60.                 



 Chapter contents       

  •      The Decision to Invade Iraq, 2001–3     571     

  •      The War in Iraq, 2003–11     581     

  •      The Israeli–Palestinian Dispute     586     

  •      Lebanon and Iran     590     

  •      The ‘Arab Spring’     594              

  A.    The Decision to Invade 
Iraq, 2001–3    

 George Bush Junior’s Vice-President, Dick Cheney, 
and neo-conservatives within the Department of  
Defense, led by Secretary Don Rumsfeld, had been 
considering an attack on Iraq well before the terrorist 
attacks of  9/11. At the same time, many experts within 
the government pointed to the lack of  any evidence 
for Iraqi-sponsored terrorism directed against the US. 
The threats to US national security were outlined to 
the President in a briefi ng just prior to his inaugura-
tion, and these threats came from al-Qaeda’s ter-
rorism, the proliferation of  nuclear arms and other 
weapons of  mass destruction (WMDs), and the rise of  
China as a signifi cant world power. Iraq did not fi gure in 
the list and the Cheney–Rumsfeld impetus came from 
an ideologically-based assessment of  the US, its values 

and role in the international system, rather than from 
a serious analysis of  Iraq. The regime of  Saddam 
Hussein, and its contribution to global terrorism, was 
perceived very diff erently by those who had studied its 
horrors within the administration and those fi red by 
neo-conservative ideology.        

 Bush’s Iraq Inheritance, 1991–2001   

 What the Bush administration was very much agreed 
on, and rightly so, was that the Iraqi regime, since the 
victory of  the US-led coalition in liberating Kuwait in 
1990–1, had been reluctant to comply with the disar-
mament measures being monitored by the UN weap-
ons inspectorate (UNSCOM) and a team from the 
International Atomic Energy Authority. In April 1991, 
UN Security Council Resolution 687 had called for 
the destruction or removal from Iraq of  all chemical 
and biological weapons and all production facilities, 
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 components for, and research and development, into 
ballistic missiles with a range of  over 150 miles. At best, 
Saddam Hussein’s relations with the UN weapons 
teams were uncooperative, and disputes arose over 
entitlement to papers detailing a nuclear programme 
and the refusal of  the Iraqis to permit access to several 
sites. But, after Iraq agreed to accept Security Coun-
cil Resolution 715 in 1991, demanding unconditional 
inspections, a steady fl ow of  information had been 
provided by the Iraqis to UN inspectors on the de-
struction of  chemical and biological weapons, which 
accompanied the continued obstructions. 

 To complicate matters still further, in 1992 ‘no fl y’ 
zones were established over northern and southern 
Iraq and enforced by the Americans and British, to 
protect those groups, such as the Kurds in the north, 
who Saddam had attacked with chemical weapons. 
Furthermore, this air superiority was used by Presi-
dent Clinton to bomb Iraq on several occasions. A 
fi nal source of  resentment and mistrust came from 
the continuation of  pre-war economic sanctions 
on Iraq, with some leeway for trade given in an 

Oil-for-Food programme. In such an atmosphere, Iraq 
continued to deny the weapons inspectors access to 
particular sites. There were repeated departures and 
recalls, which produced more condemnatory resolu-
tions from the Security Council demanding complete 
unrestricted access. Finally, in October 1998 Iraq with-
drew all cooperation with the weapons inspection 
teams and expelled them. At the end of  December—
days before Clinton implemented Operation Desert 
Fox, unleashing four days of  bombing on Iraq for its 
non-compliance with UN resolutions on weapons 
inspections—the inspectors left Iraq with no prospect 
of  return in the immediate future. 

 This history of  obstructing the UN eff orts to con-
fi rm the disarmament of  Iraq, which had amounted 
to non-compliance with UN Resolutions regarding 
the weapons inspectors, was clearly in the minds of  
members of  the Bush administration, when it pro-
duced its early assessments of  Iraq. It was an impor-
tant, but not the only, problem when considering the 
issue of  the proliferation of  WMDs in the world and 
it became closely tied to the terrorist question before 
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DĪN
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 and after 9/11. After the 9/11 attacks, agencies and 
experts involved with US intelligence could fi nd no 
evidence linking Iraq and al-Qaeda, yet as time passed 
after 9/11 this had less and less impact within the Bush 
administration.     

 Arguments for War, 2001–2   

 Iraq, the prime ‘terrorist’ threat, as perceived by some 
neo-conservatives, was ruled by a repressive, authori-
tarian, but secular, regime under Saddam Hussein 
and his Ba’athist party, who had nothing in common 
with al-Qaeda or militant Islamists. In fact, as was con-
fi rmed by investigations after 9/11, there was no causal 
connection between Iraq and Saddam and the attacks 
on New York and Washington, nor was he harbouring 
al-Qaeda. Rather the reverse; and none of  the 9/11 
attackers came from Iraq. 

 This did not prevent Rumsfeld investigating such 
links in the immediate aftermath of  9/11, while exam-
ining the existing Iraq war plans arising from the 1991 
Gulf  War. At the meeting of  leading members of  the 
administration on 15 September, to discuss the meas-
ures to be taken in response to 9/11, he had abstained 
in the vote on invading Iraq. After the US bombing 
of  Afghanistan began, Rumsfeld was horrifi ed to dis-
cover that the existing plans in the Pentagon were still 
using the overwhelming force concept, from 1991, of  
Operation Desert Storm. The new thinking on a war 
against Iraq was tied into the development of  a dif-
ferent form of  military strategy, designed to wield 
American power in ways that would remove threats to 
the US more eff ectively and at lower cost. 

 As Kabul fell in November 2001, Bush, whose fa-
ther had been the target of  an Iraqi assassination at-
tempt in 1993, decided it was time for the Pentagon to 
begin planning for a military operation against Iraq. 
On 1 December, Rumsfeld instructed General Tommy 
Franks, the Central Force Commander (responsible 
for an area that stretched from east Africa to central 
Asia), to begin estimating the rough requirements 
for a new outline war plan. The attempt to portray 
Saddam as the source of  the terror threat, and to focus 
the source of  the threat from al-Qaeda on Baghdad, 
rather than Afghanistan, was underway. If  hard evi-
dence was lacking on a link between Saddam and 
al-Qaeda, the withdrawal from Iraq of  the UN weap-
ons inspectors in 1998, and the previous lack of  coop-
eration by the Iraqi authorities, provided grounds for 
suspecting something was being hidden from the UN. 

If  the desirability of  removing Saddam had pre-dated 
the Bush administration, the best available means 
were now being actively considered, even though 
regime change through the use of  force was against 
international law, unless it secured the authorization 
of  the UN. Military means were only one possible op-
tion, once it seemed that UN sanctions against Iraq 
were failing to have a signifi cant eff ect on the regime. 
The issue of  subverting Saddam by covert operations 
was not a viable option, as opposition groups felt let 
down by the US after the 1991 Gulf  War. The Kurds, 
in particular, now had little faith in promises of  US 
support and assistance from the CIA against Saddam. 
The CIA was having diffi  culty even gathering human 
intelligence on Iraq in the new millennium, such was 
the terror that Saddam’s intelligence services inspired 
among would-be opponents. 

 By January 2002, Bush had been briefed on why a 
CIA operation to overthrow the regime in Baghdad 
would not work. This made a military option more 
necessary if  regime change were to be carried out. At 
the end of  that month, Bush also delivered the State of  
the Union address and used it to outline the changes in 
American foreign policy and the wider world that were 
emerging in the wake of  9/11. The speech fused Bush’s 
own high moral and religious certitudes with the crea-
tion of  a better world, to be produced by the actions 
of  unfettered US power deployed against the forces 
of  terrorism. The apparent successes in Afghanistan 
at this point, with the overthrow of  the Taliban, 
would reinforce the basic message of  US power, and 
the speech detailed the progress allegedly being made 
around the world in the campaign against terror. The 
kernel of  the speech, as of  the Bush Doctrine more 
generally, was the elimination of  the threat from those 
terrorist regimes seeking to possess WMDs, including 
a nuclear programme. Bush mentioned three states by 
name which, along with their terrorist allies, were said 
to constitute an axis of  evil. Two such states were Iran 
and North Korea, to which Bush devoted a single sen-
tence each in the speech, while devoting fi ve sentences 
to Iraq.   1    Signifi cantly, the speech ended by proclaim-
ing that ‘the US had been called to a unique role’ in 
human events. 

 As February 2002 began, implementing this ‘unique 
role’ was looking more and more likely to involve re-
gime change in Iraq and, on 16 February, Bush signed 
an intelligence order to that eff ect which instructed 
the CIA to support the US military in overthrowing 
Saddam. Four days later a CIA survey team covertly 
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 slipped into Iraq to prepare for the deployment of  
paramilitary teams. The military plans were now at 
the fi fth draft design stage and involved an attack that 
could be carried out without having to rely on any 
Allies playing a support role, and which halved the pre-
paratory deployment period before the fi ghting began 
from 180 to 90 days. Alongside this military planning, 
the Secretary of  State, Colin Powell, told the Senate 
Budget Committee that since 1998 US policy had been 
regime change in Iraq, but that the President had no 
war plans on his desk at the moment.   2    If  not strictly 
100 per cent true, the question of  how exactly this re-
gime change was to be brought about was still very 
much an open one for Powell. 

 In contrast to the neo-conservatives, the Secretary 
of  State found it diffi  cult to believe in a connection be-
tween Iraq, terrorism, and the 9/11 attack and, there-
fore, it was the issue of  WMDs and Iraqi disarmament 
which were the focus of  his attention. There was thus a 
growing chasm between the divergent political ration-
ales for the use of  force in Iraq, between the Powell 
Doctrine on using overwhelming military force to se-
cure a clear victory, and the fundamentally diff erent 
military thinking on an Iraq campaign that Rumsfeld 
initiated in the Pentagon alongside General Franks. 
The divergence was made worse by Rumsfeld’s de-
termination to sideline the State Department in any 
planning of  the operation, including dealing with its 
political consequences. This was to have a disastrous 
outcome following the formal creation in January 2003 
of  the Offi  ce of  Reconstruction and Humanitarian 
Assistance (ORHA). Despite his considerable experi-
ence of  war and government, Powell’s infl uence was 
to remain severely handicapped by his lack of  any real 
personal rapport with the President. This added to the 
tendency for the Pentagon to dominate the State De-
partment in the key issues aff ecting even non-military 
aspects of  planning a war against Iraq, which were an 
integral part of  any military campaign, and increased 
the infl uence of  Condoleeza Rice, the National Secu-
rity Adviser, who was a Bush confi dante more open to 
neo-conservative approaches. 

 It was not that neo-conservatives gave no thought 
to preparing world opinion for action against Iraq. 
The issue of  fi nding potential US allies to back an 
attack was explored, in March, by Vice-President 
Cheney on a Middle East tour. But the visit was made 
essentially from the Pentagon’s perspective of  what 
support, in the form of  military equipment, transit 
rights, staging facilities, and bases, would be promised 

for any future American action against Iraq. Most of  
the countries identifi ed for Cheney’s visit lay around 
the Persian Gulf, close to Iraq, and his message was to 
inform them about how seriously the US approached 
the prevention of  WMDs falling into the hands of  
terrorists, or the states that supported them. For the 
Arab states, however, the priority was not terrorism 
but the Middle East peace process designed to bring 
about a settlement to Israeli–Palestinian diff erences. 
This was also an important consideration for Bush’s 
potentially most valuable NATO ally, the British Prime 
Minister, Tony Blair, but he was won over surprisingly 
easily to the idea of  action against Iraq. He visited 
the President at his ranch in Crawford, Texas in April, 
when Bush told reporters that Saddam had to go. This 
seemed to be endorsed by Blair, in a speech the fol-
lowing day. The outcome had evidently been decided, 
whether or not a more formal agreement had been 
reached in private by the two leaders. Considerable 
planning of  the military means to realize that end had 
already taken place, and all that remained to be deter-
mined were the processes by which the military force 
would be unleashed and justifi ed, within a framework 
that would strengthen those fi ghting the war against 
terror. But other NATO allies would be less easy to 
win over to military action than Blair had been. 

 Bush had already been a little disingenuous in stating 
there were no war plans on his desk, rather than stat-
ing that no fi nal decision had yet been made as to the 
war plans, or the circumstances which might produce 
their implementation. He repeated his ‘no war plans 
on my desk’ assertion on his European tour in May, 
where he hoped to fi nd further sympathy from NATO 
allies. Expectations were building in Europe and the 
Middle East that action by the Americans, against the 
‘evil’ in Iraq, might be accompanied by steps to ad-
vance the Middle East peace process. Unfortunately, 
if  this were to involve a more balanced approach to 
the Israeli–Palestinian question and serious diff erences 
with Israel, still America’s most reliable ally in the re-
gion, the chances of  real progress were remote. 

 Despite the neo-conservative ideal of  wielding 
US power unilaterally, it was becoming clear, by the 
summer of  2002, that a successful, low cost attack on 
Iraq could only be achieved, if  it could be achieved at 
all, with a considerable diplomatic preparation to win 
over other members of  the international community, 
who might have diff erent priorities to Washington. 
Worse, there were the regional consequences of  at-
tacking Iraq to consider. The religious conviction 
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 of  the American President, that his mission was to 
remove the evil of  Saddam and replace it by a be-
nevolent US-led system, based on liberal democratic 
values, whose innate benefi ts he believed to be self-
evident, carried dangers within it. Whatever the actual 
eff ect of  any US actions to impose its values on the 
Middle East, whether or not they removed Saddam 
and his oppressive regime, the result was not likely to 
bring automatic benefi ts to the region. Indeed, as the 
former National Security Adviser to Bush Snr, Brent 
Scowcroft, pointed out that summer, an attack on Iraq 
could well turn the entire Middle East into a cauldron, 
with detrimental consequences for the war on terror.   3    

 In addition to the damaging consequences that an 
attack might have for the war on terror, the political 
legwork Powell was required to do with potential al-
lies to persuade them of  the terrorist threat presented 
by Iraq, would be considerable. The case for getting 
UN support as the means of  internationalizing the 
confl ict, as in the 1991 war, remained a key aspect for 
many in Washington and American allies abroad. Re-
gime change without such an endorsement from the 
UN, however undesirable and threatening Saddam’s 
regime might be, would simply be illegal. The rep-
resentations from the neo-conservatives, about 
the value and benefi ts of  the unilateral assertion of  
American power in the war against terror, could not 
universally be regarded as an adequate justifi cation 
for attacking Iraq. At the very least, eff orts would be 
needed to ‘spin’ the story, presenting it in an appropri-
ate way, with or without the UN. 

 Meanwhile, by August, the time-frame for the 
planned military operations against Iraq had again 
been shortened because of  the military preparations 
already underway. In what became the Hybrid Plan, 
the time for moving forces before off ensive opera-
tions began was again reduced. Within sixteen days, 
the initial forces would have been transported to the 
region, with a similar time for air attacks before the 
decisive ground operations. These would take a fur-
ther 125 days to complete if  one division was in place at 
the time the ground attack began and another division 
arrived a week later. While Bush was on his August 
vacation, Rice chaired the deputies committee (with 
Richard Armitage of  the State Department, Paul 
Wolfowitz from Defense, John McLaughlin of  the CIA, 
and ‘Scooter’ Libby of  the Vice-President’s Offi  ce), in 
an attempt to defi ne the goals, objectives, and strategy 
of  an attack on Iraq. Eliminating Iraqi weapons of  
mass destruction, their means of  delivery and the 

associated nuclear programmes, was an important 
part of  the proclaimed goals of  such a war. One fi nal 
element noted was the need to demonstrate that 
America was prepared to play a signifi cant role in the 
reconstruction of  Iraq after Saddam’s fall. However, 
such an idea fl ew in the face of  neo-conservative ideol-
ogy, which wanted to keep US expenditure low, and it 
was never to be translated into an eff ective policy. 

 In August, the search for a suitable justifi cation for 
war was well underway, but so was the gathering of  
opposition to any attack on Iraq. Powell, dining at 
the White House with Rice, warned the President 
that Iraq was a fragile state and that an invasion could 
shatter it, leaving no government but rather civil dis-
order with adverse consequences for the Middle East, 
especially if  this were done without approval of  the 
UN.   4    Scowcroft, the former National Security Adviser, 
now suggested that the President should get the UN 
inspection teams (those expelled in 1998), back into 
Iraq for vigorous, no-notice inspections of  its WMD 
facilities. Vice-President Cheney had never been at all 
enthusiastic about US involvement with international 
organizations, which he believed were far more likely 
to constrain US actions than to enable them. In a late 
August speech in Nashville, he referred to UN inspec-
tors as unable to provide any assurance that Saddam 
was complying with UN resolutions. This was later to 
become the crux of  the justifi cation issue. Cheney had 
no doubt of  its critical signifi cance for dealing with his 
interpretation of  the terrorist threat and its scale. He 
even went to the extent of  issuing his own personal 
National Intelligence Estimate about the extent of  
the threat from Iraq. Its unequivocal conclusion was 
that there ‘is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has 
weapons of  mass destruction’ and that he intended to 
use them against the US and its allies.   5    

 At the beginning of  September, Andrew Card, 
the White House Chief  of  Staff , set up what became 
known as the White House Iraq Group, whose fun-
damental remit was to sell the justifi cation for an at-
tack on Iraq and the overthrow of  Saddam Hussein.   6    
Leaving aside their role in justifying an attack, the 
continued existence (or recent acquisition of ) Iraqi 
biological and chemical weapons, would have seri-
ous operational implications for the military assault. 
For both reasons—justifi cation of  action and the ex-
ecution of  an invasion—intelligence assessments of  
Iraqi capabilities became even more crucial. But in 
the absence of  the UN inspection teams, and given 
the diffi  cultly in gaining human intelligence about the 
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 situation in Iraq, putting watertight evidence together 
was far less easy than would normally be the case. 
The military could still fi nd no hard evidence of  the 
existence of  Scud missiles with which Saddam might 
launch chemical or biological warheads. Yet Cheney 
had unequivocally asserted that Saddam had weapons 
of  mass destruction and, at the end of  the fi rst week 
of  September, when the President met Blair at Camp 
David, he repeated that assertion to reporters. Bush 
also made it clear that he was committed to ending 
the threat from Saddam once and for all, while Blair fa-
mously replied, ‘I am with you.’ It remains unclear just 
how far the British Prime Minister, who seemed deter-
mined to play the role of  Washington’s most loyal ally, 
was aware of  the distance the President had already 
taken him in preparing for a likely war against Iraq. 

 The issue of  justifying an invasion was now central. 
Powell continued to be supportive of  involving the 
UN, to legalize action and maximize international sup-
port, while Cheney remained opposed, believing that 
the US must act unilaterally to defend its interests and 
must not be constrained by the UN. But there seemed 
a credible route to achieving the necessary justifi ca-
tion by taking the course Scowcroft had indicated. If  a 
Security Council resolution could be secured to bring 
the inspectors back into Iraq, and if  Saddam continued 
to refuse to admit them or obstructed them on their 
visits, then that would provide adequate justifi cation 
for the planned invasion. The important thing would 
be to get the UN to insist on the disarmament of  Iraq 
and, if  it was unable to carry this out, then Cheney and 
the neo-conservatives could be satisfi ed by a US de-
termination to act unilaterally. Blair and Powell could 
both be appeased by the US acting through the UN 
and, ironically, Bush would get a plausible justifi ca-
tion for war simply by attaching importance to the or-
ganization, even though it was denigrated by his own 
Vice-President. 

 Unfortunately, Scowcroft’s proposal was not a com-
plete solution. Importantly, it did not completely re-
solve the issue of  what should be done by the UN to 
disarm Iraq. Getting it to ‘act’, by a Security Council 
resolution requiring the return of  the inspectors, 
would leave the defi nition of  ‘non-cooperation’ by 
Saddam unclear and it would not tackle the thorny 
question of  what degree of  non-compliance would 
justify war. Nevertheless, on 12 September 2002, when 
Bush spoke at the UN in New York, the rhetoric of  
‘soft’ American values, such as the promotion of  de-
mocracy and humanitarian rights, featured in the 

speech. Then again, while he was adamant that the US 
would work with the Security Council to get the nec-
essary resolutions for the disarmament of  Iraq, the 
tougher part of  his message was that, if  the UN could 
not disarm him, then the US would. The importance 
of  a justifi cation, especially for key allies like Blair, was 
emphasized by the British release of  intelligence on 
24 September which suggested a real threat from Iraqi 
WMDs. Disputes over the extent to which this intelli-
gence was ‘spiced up’ to exaggerate the threat should 
not conceal the fact that much of  the intelligence on 
both sides of  the Atlantic was dubious or fl imsy. Even 
if  the claim that Saddam was able to launch an attack 
in forty-fi ve minutes was largely a spin provided by the 
media, which the Prime Minister’s offi  ce neglected to 
correct or qualify, there were, self-evidently, doubts as 
to its reliability.   7    Nevertheless, such unequivocal state-
ments by some politicians and ideologues continued, 
while they were hotly disputed by others. 

 In the autumn of  2002, another key factor in the US 
was the campaign to convince Congress to support the 
war planned by the President. This would also fulfi l a 
key element of  coercive diplomacy against Saddam—
a credible threat to employ force if  necessary. In 
September, Bush had meetings with Congressional 
committee members, and Powell appeared before 
the House Committee on International Relations, 
supporting the need to have the threat of  force as an 
important diplomatic weapon. But, while the head 
of  the CIA, George Tenet, was prepared on occasion 
to support claims that Saddam possessed WMDs, the 
intelligence agencies were more equivocal in their as-
sessments. According to Bob Woodward, the National 
Foreign Intelligence Board (the heads of  all agencies 
involved in the National Intelligence Estimates), was 
inconsistent in its assertions about Saddam’s posses-
sion of  chemical and biological weapons. Further-
more, the State Department’s Intelligence Bureau 
objected to the National Intelligence Estimates’ claims 
about Saddam’s nuclear programme arguing that the 
evidence did not make a compelling argument.   8    Nev-
ertheless, the case against Saddam was arranged so as 
to culminate in a prime-time television address by the 
President, from Cincinnati, Ohio on 7 October, and 
create the impression that Iraq was the most serious 
threat from terror that the US presently faced, per-
haps only six months away from developing a nuclear 
weapon. Three days later, the House of  Representa-
tives voted to authorize the President’s use of  armed 
force in Iraq by 296–133 and, on 11 October, the Senate 
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 followed suit by 77–23. This was after the President 
had told them that, ‘no terrorist state poses a greater 
threat or more immediate threat to the security of  our 
people, and the stability of  the world, than the regime 
of  Saddam Hussein’.   9    

 Thus, when the Security Council met in the fi rst 
week of  November, plans for war were already in 
place and Congress had authorized the need to use 
force against Iraq, despite the continuing controver-
sies about regime change. Whether there were con-
nections between Saddam and al-Qaeda was the fi rst 
highly debatable issue; whether Iraq really possessed 
WMDs was the second. Yet such controversies hardly 
seemed to concern some key decision makers or the 
US public. Rumsfeld stated, on 26 September, that 
‘you can’t distinguish between al-Qaeda and Saddam 
Hussein when you talk about the war on terror’. The 
majority of  the American public, according to the 
polls, believed Saddam Hussein was behind the 9/11 
attacks, even though there was no evidence of  that. 
The campaign to sell the Iraq war thus had a far greater 
success in the US than in Europe, where Saddam’s role 
in 9/11 and the subsequent requirement to attack Iraq 
were much more in doubt.     

 Resolution 1441 and the Illusion of 
Peace, 2002–3   

 Washington had already discussed the wording of  
another possible UN resolution with the French (one 
of  the most sceptical of  America’s allies), on the basis 
that Saddam on several occasions had been in material 
breach of  past resolutions. Thus, the drafts of  Reso-
lution 1441, which fi nally emerged on 7 November, 
provided specifi c details of  these previous breaches, 
going back to the victory of  coalition forces over Iraq 
in 1991, before defi ning the new resolution as one fi nal 
attempt get Iraq’s compliance with UN disarmament 
demands. The question now would be, not whether 
Iraq was in material breach of  past UN resolutions, 
which it clearly had been, but whether it would now 
seize the fi nal chance to comply with the disarmament 
demands and the verifi cation process that had been 
aborted in 1998. The demands to readmit the inspec-
tors were central, along with the specifi c conditions 
in Resolution 1441 pertaining to their ‘full and free’ in-
spections, which were laid out in detail, and Iraq was 
required to notify the Security Council of  its total ac-
ceptance of  such conditions. As part of  this, Iraq was 
given thirty days to provide a complete documentary 

breakdown of  the state of  its nuclear, chemical, and 
biological programmes and those weapons which had 
been produced and destroyed, including those discov-
ered by the previous UN weapons inspection teams. A 
false declaration would, in itself, constitute a material 
breach of  1441, justifying action. 

 The US was now following two, increasingly diver-
gent tracks in the fi ght against Iraqi terrorism. One of  
these was heading for war. It involved military planning 
and preparations, which would at some point require 
the deployment and pre-positioning of  forces. The 
other track involved diplomatic eff orts to preserve the 
peace by putting Iraq to the test of  eff ective weapons 
inspections and justifying war if  the test was failed. 
This was soon to provide a more formidable prob-
lem than convincing US opinion of  the non-existent 
connection between Saddam and al-Qaeda terrorism. 
As the Iraqis accepted the conditions of  Resolution 
1441 and the inspectors resumed their work in late 
November, the day was not far away when irrevoca-
ble decisions would have to be made about war and 
the deployment of  US forces. If  Washington moved 
towards war, peace eff orts through the UN would 
clearly be rendered irrelevant as a determining factor 
in the overall outcome. On 26 November, Franks in-
formed Rumsfeld of  the need to begin the mobiliza-
tion deployments of  some of  the forces earmarked for 
the Iraqi attack. This recommendation was probably 
largely conditioned by the belief  that war had to start 
by March 2003, given the weather in Iraq, especially 
if  chemical or biological weapons were employed 
against US forces. Yet, in December, Bush did not 
want to be irrevocably tied in to a course of  action that 
visible deployments would seem to imply. 

 The UN road seemed to be on track after the pass-
ing of  Resolution 1441, but any progress soon proved 
to be illusory. Key US policy-makers had long been 
bent on a war with Iraq, whatever the circumstances, 
and were ill-disposed to the lengthy and somewhat 
murky processes that were often necessary at the UN. 
For them, Iraq constituted an ideal opportunity to 
implement the Bush Doctrine, and pre-empt threats 
from terrorists and those possessing WMDs, by uni-
lateral American action if  required. But there were ad-
ditional reasons why the latest resolution on Iraq was 
to prove even more diffi  cult. In order to get agreement 
on the wording of  UN resolutions, to some extent, it 
is often necessary for some ambiguous leeway to be 
left, so that member states can justify diff erent inter-
pretations of  an agreed text. This was true with 1441, 
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 although the ambiguity was to be most signifi cant 
over whether Iraq was in material breach of  that reso-
lution based on Saddam’s agreed disclosures to the 
UN, which allegedly proved the absence of  WMDs. In 
one sense, Saddam Hussein was in a no-win situation 
when he provided several thousand pages of  alleged 
proof  that it had no WMDs. Given the assumptions 
by some US policy-makers that Iraq defi nitely did have 
WMDs, to them such claims were in themselves false 
and therefore self-evidently a material breach of  1441. 
If, on the other hand, Saddam admitted the possession 
of  WMDs, he would have once again been lying to 
the world since agreeing to the latest inspections. Yet 
the amount of  unaccounted material, arising from the 
apparent discrepancy between the numbers of  weap-
ons Iraq originally possessed and those recorded as de-
stroyed in recent years, ensured there were plenty of  
questions to be answered. Some concerns arose about 
the components for biological and chemical weapons, 
others came from unaccounted material for makings 
shells. A lot would depend on what the inspectors 
would fi nd if  they were allowed unfettered access to 
Iraqi facilities, but Saddam continued to try to keep 
some buildings—notably his extensive palaces—out 
of  bounds to the UN inspectors. 

 Bush himself  had grave doubts about the ability of  
the UN inspectors to avoid being misled by the Iraqis. 
At the beginning of  January 2003, after his Christmas 
break in Crawford, Bush told Rice that time was not 
on the Americans’ side and ‘we are probably going 
to have to go to war’.   10    A few days later, he had pri-
vately made up his mind and told Karl Rove that war 
was now the only option. As the President put it to 
Cheney on 10 January, since Saddam would not dis-
arm and could not be made to change his mind, the 
US would remove him from power.   11    Thoughts then 
turned to the food relief  eff orts, to solve the humani-
tarian problems in Iraq which UN sanctions were 
producing. Before an invasion was launched, this 
issue would be in the hands of  UN agencies and non-
governmental organizations, but there was a question 
of  what to do after the invasion took place. A key aim 
for US policy-makers was that food relief  should be 
controlled by the Pentagon which, after Saddam was 
defeated, would implement policy on the ground. 
The State Department, which had more experience in 
areas such as foreign aid, would be subordinate to the 
Department of  Defense. 

 On 20 January, Bush set up the Offi  ce of  Recon-
struction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA) in the 

Pentagon, with detailed work being undertaken by the 
Under-Secretary of  Defense for Policy, Doug Feith, 
a neo-conservative and close ally of  Rumsfeld. The 
Offi  ce would have to deal with the full gamut of  occu-
pation issues in Iraq, from public utilities such as gas 
and electricity, to the dismantling of  any WMDs, con-
verting the Iraqi military into civilian armed forces, 
and reconstructing the economy on free-market lines. 
In eff ect, it would function as the administration of  
Iraq until an elected government could be put in its 
place. Feith had to work closely with the commander 
of  US military forces, General Tommy Franks,   11a    but 
the latter found little to admire in the Under-Secretary. 
Indeed, the head of  the Executive Steering Group, 
which was charged with coordinating the various 
agencies within the US government on Iraq, soon 
found itself  needing to bring cohesion to the diff erent 
sections of  the Pentagon. General Myers, the Chair-
man of  the Joint Chiefs, Franks and his staff , and Feith’s 
offi  ce, in reality all operated largely independently.   12    
Rumsfeld chose retired Lieutenant-General Jay M. 
Garner, a Vice-Chief  of  Staff , to become Director 
of  the ORHA. Garner, a Vietnam War veteran, had 
had supervision of  Kurdish areas of  Iraq after the 1991 
Gulf  War, in which he had also fought, and he was 
trusted by Rumsfeld. But, when Powell sent over the 
names of  seventy-fi ve Arab experts, for possible inclu-
sion in the team entering Iraq after the invasion, some 
immediately were declared unacceptable by Rumsfeld 
and Feith. It was a telling indication of  the diffi  cult, 
even obstructionist, relations between the two gov-
ernment departments. 

 General Franks, noting that initial deployments 
of  troops would be 140,000 in the region by mid-
February (including 78,000 ground forces), listed the 
fi nal notifi cation day for Bush to decide on the war as 
22 February. In fact, of  course, Bush had personally 
already made that decision and the issue was when 
rather than if. The White House Iraq Group had been 
making the case that Saddam possessed, but was con-
cealing, nuclear weapons, even if, as ‘Scooter’ Libby 
tried to make a convincing case for this argument, 
the State Department considered it to be making too 
much out of  too little. On 27 January and 7 March, 
two reports were delivered by the head of  the UN 
inspection team in Iraq, Hans Blix, to the Security 
Council. Blix concluded that, after months of  work, 
and hundreds of  individual inspections, Iraqi coop-
eration with the process was, on the whole, good. 
But questions remained unanswered on chemical 
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 and biological weapons, and about Saddam’s missile 
capability. So far, there was no evidence of  any revival 
of  Iraq’s nuclear programme, which had been elimi-
nated in the 1990s, but in the next months, rather than 
weeks or years, inspectors would be able to deter-
mine, with the implementation of  the ‘key remaining 
disarmament tasks’, whether proscribed programmes 
of  Iraqi WMDs had continued after 1998 or not. Thus, 
the concerns of  intelligence services, who believed 
the programmes had been restarted, would be met. 
Unfortunately, the Pentagon war planners’ chief  con-
cern was that war should begin before the post-March 
hot season began in Iraq.   13        

 The Failed Search for a Second 
Resolution, January–March 2003   

 On 31 January, Britain’s Tony Blair was again at the 
White House, to press the case for going back to the 
UN for another resolution. Blair needed this partly 
because of  opposition to war from within his own 
government. Bush was naturally reluctant to upset 
his closest ally by ruling out diplomacy, even though 
his own decision for war had already eff ectively been 
made. It was, in essence, a question of  justifying a war, 
for which planning and initial deployments were al-
ready underway, with Blair being told some 200,000 
troops had already been ordered to deploy.   14    If  the UN 
attempt should not succeed in disarming Iraq, the uni-
lateralists in Washington would have a war without 
the UN. If  the justifi cation for war could be obtained, 
it would not just be Blair who would be gratifi ed. The 
problem would be if  the attempt at diplomacy failed 
and the US became bogged down in a lengthy dip-
lomatic process, which threatened to jeopardize the 
execution of  the military plans. The prospects of  this 
occurring, and dividing those prepared to enlist in the 
war on terror, was soon increased. 

 In early February, shortly after the French President, 
Jacques Chirac, had called Bush to tell him war was not 
inevitable, Chirac, Putin (the Russian President), and 
Gerhard Schroeder (the German Chancellor) issued 
a joint statement that nothing  at present  justifi ed war 
and that the three countries wanted everything possi-
ble to be done to disarm Iraq peacefully. This warning, 
intentionally or not, served as a riposte to Secretary of  
State Powell’s dramatic speech, of  5 February, to the 
UN. This speech was designed to present the US case 
against Saddam and in particular to explain the ‘facts’, 
which in Powell’s view proved that the Iraqi leader had, 

but was concealing, WMDs. Thus, Powell presented 
intercepts of  a conversation between two senior offi  c-
ers from Saddam’s elite military unit, the Republican 
Guard, about the ‘evacuation of  everything’. Powell 
interpreted this as meaning that everything was re-
moved before UN inspectors could visit sites and fi nd 
WMDs. The eff orts at concealment, Powell noted, 
went back twelve years. Powell was constructing a 
case for Iraq being in material breach of  Resolution 
1441, including a failure to supply a complete list of  
the scientists involved with WMDs. As far as nuclear 
facilities went, Powell intended to convince the UN 
that Iraq still had a nuclear programme and was intent 
on bringing it to fruition by the acquisition of  nuclear 
warheads, while also developing ballistic missiles that 
could send them over 1,000 kilometres. 

 Much of  the intelligence on which Powell’s claims 
were based, whether human or from intercepts, was 
subsequently proved to be false or its interpretation 
wrong. Part of  Powell’s presentation focused on the 
connection of  alleged Iraqi WMDs to the terror-
ist threat. In particular, he made claims about the 
presence of  the Jordanian-born jihadist, Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi’s presence in north-eastern Iraq and the 
links between other al-Qaeda affi  liates in Baghdad and 
the network controlled by Zarqawi. The irony was 
that Saddam would have liked to remove Zarqawi as 
much as the Americans, and it was the invasion of  Iraq 
that was to enable the rise of  al-Zarqawi and the signif-
icant increase of  al-Qaeda operatives in the country.   15    
Powell made considerable eff orts to link al-Qaeda 
and Iraq, despite noting the diff erence between secu-
lar and religious tyranny. Using human intelligence, 
which was suspect even at the time, the Secretary of  
State even claimed that Iraq was receiving requests 
from al-Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan for help 
in acquiring and manufacturing chemical and biologi-
cal weapons. He also went as far as to refer to Saddam 
Hussein’s cooperation with other Islamic terrorist 
movements and his provision of  weapons to them.    

 One claim that Powell did make, which was sup-
ported by Blix when he made another report to 
the Security Council, on 15 February, concerned 
unaccounted-for numbers of  munitions of  a biologi-
cal or chemical nature which were previously known 
to be in Iraq. Blix was clear that the problems in ac-
counting for them did not mean they still existed, 
but he also said that such a possibility should not be 
ruled out. However, Blix criticized Powell’s claim that 
Iraq was preparing sites prior to the inspections, by 
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 clearing out damaging evidence about WMDs. Blix’s 
conclusion was that, if  Iraq were to cooperate more 
fully, being able to guarantee disarmament through a 
peaceful process of  inspections would not take long. 
This was not good news for the military planners in 
Washington, who envisaged serious problems if  the 
attack could not begin in March, which was now only 
a couple of  weeks away. It was also not good news 
for Powell, as the main point of  his UN speech was to 
demonstrate that, in Iraq’s case, disarmament through 
inspections was not possible and that the Iraqi dicta-
tor was clearly in breach of  Resolution 1441. The issue 
was now one of  whether the Security Council would 
decide for Powell or for Blix. Should there be war im-
mediately or should war be delayed until the fi nal con-
fi rmation by the UN inspection team that Saddam did, 
or did not, have WMD? Unfortunately, in Washington, 
this ran counter to the views of  those inherently ill-
disposed to delays occasioned by the UN and its pro-
cesses, and who were already convinced of  the threat 
posed by Saddam. There was also the enormous diffi  -
culty of  postponing the invasion, which would require 
keeping thousands of  troops on hold. The prospects 
of  a peaceful outcome looked bleak. 

 The twin pressures to prepare for war and yet give 
the appearance of  seeking a diplomatic solution, now 
led to the attempt to get a second UN resolution on 
the consequences of  a material breach of  1441 by 
Saddam. Such a resolution would provide an unequiv-
ocal justifi cation for war, which Bush had promised 
to Blair. The President, in a prime-time televised con-
ference on 6 March, set out his commitment to seek 
another resolution, and he was careful to say that no 
decision for war had yet been taken. Three days later, 
Powell publicly expressed confi dence in the chances of  
obtaining the new resolution, even though only Spain 
and Bulgaria had so far committed themselves to sup-
porting a draft resolution put forward by Britain and 
the US. Bush was four votes short of  the nine votes 
needed, irrespective of  any veto from France or Russia, 
two permanent members of  the Security Council 
who were already on record, of  course, as being scep-
tical about military action. On 12 March, Bush called 
Blair, who pleaded with the President to contact two 
Latin American members of  the Security Council that 
he might be able to persuade—Chile and Mexico—but 
Bush’s entreaties to them proved unsuccessful. As the 
two leaders acknowledged later that day, the attempt 

   Abu Musab al-Zarqawi 1966–2006    

 Born in the Jordanian town of Zarqa, into a poor Bedouin family, 

Abu Musab was raised a street child, dropping out of school and 

joining gangs where he was heavily involved with alcohol. He 

volunteered to fi ght with the Mujaheddin against the communist 

Afghan regime in 1989, having met Osama bin Laden. In 1993, 

having returned to Jordan, he was jailed for conspiring against 

the government and became a ruthless leader of his fellow 

convicts. On being granted an amnesty in 1999, he returned to 

Afghanistan with his followers in al-Tawhid wal-Jihad, but he was 

soon also plotting to blow up the Radisson Hotel in Amman. He 

established a training camp for his Arab followers in western 

Afghanistan, near the Iranian border. Independent of al-Qaeda 

when the US war against the Taliban began in 2001, Zarqawi 

took part in the defence of Kandahar and, when the city fell, he 

fl ed to Iran. In 2002, several months before the US invasion he 

decided to cross into Kurdish Iraq to join the militant group, 

Ansar al-Islam, in attacking American targets. 

 In August 2003, following the US-led invasion of Iraq, Zarqawi’s 

group bombed the UN Headquarters in Baghdad, killing 

twenty-two people. Further attacks on police and diplomats 

followed. Zarqawi’s unique contribution to the horrors of the 

insurgency was to videotape his operations, from the use of 

Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) to kidnappings and suicide 

bombings. Zarqawi uploaded the records of gruesome scenes 

onto the internet, becoming the most feared insurgency leader 

after he recorded the beheading of a US hostage, Nicholas 

Berg. Zarqawi’s strategy was to provoke a civil war in Iraq by 

killing Shia Muslims and creating a vicious circle of violence. In 

October 2004, Zarqawi joined forces with al-Qaeda and his 

pledge of loyalty to Osama Bin Laden resulted in him becoming 

de facto head of al-Qaeda Iraq (AQI). The culmination of his 

terrorist success was the bombing of the Golden Mosque at 

Samarra, one of the holiest Shia sites, in February 2006 

marking the fi nal stage of the confl ict’s development into a civil 

war. AQI was able to pay its operatives from smuggling, 

extortion schemes, and ransoms earned from kidnapping. It 

was at the peak of its success when, on 7 June 2006, Zarqawi 

was killed by two large US F-16 bombs in a remote village 

compound in Baqubah, just north of Baghdad. His vicious 

campaign of terror, particularly against the Shia, rather than 

infi dels, meant that even Bin Laden may not have been too 

sorry to learn of his death.  
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 to get a second resolution had failed. The only ploy 
left was to transfer the blame for this failure on to 
the French, who had been the fi rmest opponents of  
a military solution before the UN inspectors had defi -
nitely concluded that Saddam’s uncooperative actions 
and possession of  WMDs were a material breach of  
Resolution 1441. 

 In early March, Feith fi nalized a paper on the aims 
and objectives of  the forthcoming war in Iraq. Like 
many such formulations, it often piled abstraction on 
abstractions. It laid out the objectives of  maintaining 
Iraq’s territorial integrity and improving the quality of  
life of  its people, while moving the country towards 
democratic institutions, which would serve as a model 
for the whole region. The US intended to continue the 
unfettered pursuit of  the war on terror and its eradi-
cation of  WMDs, and to obtain international partici-
pation in the Iraqi reconstruction eff ort. The support 
of  the Iraqi people would be secured, along with the 
political support of  the international community pref-
erably, through Security Council resolutions. This 
was clearly intended to reduce the burdens carried by 
the US, as was the hope that Iraqis could be placed 
in positions of  authority as quickly as possible. The 
possible costs of  the Iraqi operations did not feature 
in this paper, but the Deputy Secretary of  Defense, 
Paul Wolfowitz, was adamant that the risks of  long-
term complications were low because, not only did 
Iraq have abundant oil supplies as a base for economic 
revival, but also there was no record of  ethnic mili-
tias fi ghting each other. In contrast, Lawrence Lindsey, 
the Special Assistant to the President for Economic 
Policy, had estimated that the war would cost $200 
billion and, as a result, had been forced to leave his job 
in December 2002. The administration’s estimate was 
much lower, at $50–60 billion. In fact, even Lindsey’s 
estimate proved to be a small fraction of  the actual, 
eventual cost.   16    

 The practical requirements of  dealing with offi  cials 
in Saddam’s administration and essential government 
departments, which would be needed to run any post-
invasion regime, were tackled later on 12 March, when 
Feith briefed the National Security Council on the 
plans. The Iraqi intelligence services were to be com-
pletely dismantled, to enable the US to show ordinary 
Iraqis that a clean break was being made with Saddam’s 
regime. Similarly, the Republican Guard would be dis-
banded and the foreign service dealt with by asking 
host governments to expel senior diplomatic staff . The 
ultimate aim was to remove all vestiges of  the Ba’ath 

party, as was planned for the Nazis in Germany at the 
end of  the Second World War. It was seen as particu-
larly important to depoliticize the armed forces and 
place them under civilian control. Feith had some no-
tion of  managing the demobilized military units as a 
reconstruction force. But how this was to be achieved, 
and who would pay for it, was left up in the air. The ob-
vious probability—that thousands of  soldiers would 
vanish with their weapons and provide the basis for 
future militias—was not considered.   17    

 While these optimistic plans were being fi nalized, 
the diplomatic preparations for war were proving 
far from smooth. With the failure to justify regime 
change through a second resolution at the UN, it was 
far from certain that Blair would win the parliamen-
tary vote for war in Britain, raising the danger that the 
US would have to fi ght without its key ally. At the UN, 
the US now had to argue that Resolution 1441 justi-
fi ed war without the inspectors reporting a material 
breach of  it. But Bush remained eager to help Blair 
and found another way of  encouraging potential al-
lies to support Washington, by encouraging the myth 
that an invasion would open new doors to peace and 
democracy throughout the Middle East. On March 14, 
the President announced a ‘road map for peace’. The 
following day, CIA forces, which had been infi ltrated 
into northern Iraq to encourage Kurdish resistance, 
carried out their fi rst acts of  sabotage.      

  B.    The War in Iraq, 2003–11      

 Operation Iraqi Freedom: from 
liberation to quagmire, 2003–6   

 By 19 March, despite the failure to secure a second UN 
resolution, Blair won his parliamentary vote, while 
at least thirty-one teams of  US Special Forces en-
tered Iraq from the west and north. That evening, the 
fi rst air strikes began. By the end of  the day, General 
Franks could report that US Special Forces now con-
trolled a large area and 241,516 US military personnel 
were in the region, plus 41,000 UK personnel and 2,000 
each from Australia and Poland. At 10.16, the President 
addressed the nation on television to inform them 
that the campaign had begun. The war would test 
Rumsfeld’s commitment to a new military doctrine 
that no longer involved overwhelming force. It would 
be a particularly demanding test, once the military 
campaign was over, and the administrative occupation 
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 of  Iraq had to begin with the limited numbers on the 
ground. At fi rst, the military campaign appeared to 
go remarkably smoothly. By 3 April, the outskirts of  
Baghdad had been reached with a mere third of  the 
troops used in the 1991 invasion. However, US post-
war planning, through Feith’s offi  ce and OHRA, for 
running the Iraqi capital after it fell, was conspicu-
ous by the absence of  practical measures. The US in-
volvement in the tearing down of  a statue of  Saddam 
Hussein in Baghdad, amongst much cheering and 
fl ag waving, symbolized the short-term victory over 
Saddam’s conventional army, but it did nothing for the 
reconstruction of  Iraq for the benefi ts of  its citizens, 
now freed from the tyranny of  a ruthless dictator. The 
removal of  Ba’athist offi  cials from civilian and military 
positions, without any consideration of  the likely con-
sequences, simply created a power vacuum that the 
US and its allies were unprepared to fi ll. The destruc-
tive use of  military force was well planned, but recon-
struction after the war was conspicuous by its absence 
in the planning process. 

 Almost before celebrations over the fall of  Saddam 
ended, Iraq began to disintegrate. Bush had an-
nounced the end of  combat operations on 1 May, but 
an insurgency against the US-led coalition forces was 
already beginning. Yet it was partly because he did 
not seem intent on destroying the Ba’athist machine 
swiftly enough, that Jay Garner, the fi rst Director of  
the OHRA, now transposed into a Coalition Provi-
sional Authority (CPA) was sacked on 6 May, to be re-
placed by Paul ‘Jerry’ Bremer. Bremer, a Yale graduate 
with an MBA from Harvard, was an ardent Christian 
Republican who, despite considerable experience in 
diplomacy and counter-terrorism, had no experience 
of  reconstruction work, had never been to Iraq and 
could not speak Arabic. The CPA was dominated 
by the ideology of  turning Iraq into a free-market 
economy and a liberal democracy. It began privatizing 
publicly-owned companies and fi ring their employees, 
while in its fi rst four months it only spent $23 million 
on reconstruction projects.   18    The fi rst thing the CPA 
did through its order number 1, on 16 May, was to 
order the removal of  several thousand Ba’athists from 
government offi  ces, hospitals, and educational insti-
tutes. CPA order number 2 dissolved the Iraqi military, 
their intelligence units, and their bureaucracies, as part 
of  a process of  bringing the armed forces under civilian 
authority. Nearly half  a million people lost their jobs, 
at a time when opponents of  the US occupation were 
already beginning to act against it. By such actions, the 

CPA created a pool of  discontent almost overnight, 
making hundreds of  thousands of  men, with access 
to weapons, redundant in a country where unemploy-
ment was around 50 per cent. As the weeks went by, 
the liberation of  Iraq was rapidly transformed into 
an unpopular occupation, with growing numbers of  
armed insurgents hostile to it.   19    

 The US tried to fi nd Iraqis to help in reconstruction 
and the Bush administration sought, with equal des-
peration and an even greater lack of  success, for the 
WMDs, with which Saddam had allegedly threatened 
the world—and which had justifi ed the war in the fi rst 
place. Considerable eff orts and resources were de-
voted to what turned out to be a wild goose chase: 
Saddam had destroyed all his chemical and bacterio-
logical weapons after all. Bush soon backtracked from 
his original assertion that fi nding the weapons would 
only be a matter of  time, now referring to Saddam’s 
supposed programme for nuclear weapons, while 
Blair shifted to arguing that it had been morally right 
to bring down Saddam’s oppressive dictatorship. Con-
siderable eff orts were also put into rounding up key 
fi gures from the Ba’athist regime and putting them 
on trial. Saddam’s sons, Uday and Qusai, were killed 
in a gun battle with US troops in July 2003, while the 
dictator himself  was captured, without a struggle, in 
December. He was subsequently tried, found guilty 
of  ordering the killing of  his own people and, in 
December 2006, executed. But, by then, any hope that 
such an action would mark a break from a horrifi c past 
had gone. For many Iraqis, life had only become worse 
since 2003.   20    

 The antipathy to Kennedy-style ‘nation building’, 
which emanated from Rumsfeld and neo-conservatives 
in the Pentagon, meant that the US tried to rely on local 
groups, a process that included building links with tra-
ditional tribal authorities in parts of  the country and 
encouraging the Kurds to create a semi-autonomous 
administration in the north-east. But such steps served 
to fracture the country, while anti-coalition groups 
sought to disrupt the occupation. In May 2003, Iraq’s 
electrical power grid had thirteen downed transmis-
sion towers; by September this number had climbed 
steeply to 623. Looting became rife as the Iraqi police 
abandoned their posts. Law and order disappeared 
along with the pay of  offi  cials, while eff ective re-
construction could hardly take place amidst all the 
violence. The US, while vainly searching for WMDs, 
was failing to provide basic services and to encour-
age the development of  any respect for the invading 
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 power. By November 2003, six months after Bush had 
announced the termination of  hostilities, US fatalities 
in the confl ict had exceeded 400 and one CIA (overly 
optimistic) forecast predicted them rising to 2,000. The 
Iraqi casualties were astronomical by comparison, as 
the insurgency developed. By 2006, refugees from Iraq 
formed the largest number in Middle East history—
some 4.7 million in total—and, at the height of  the con-
fl ict that year, 3,000 civilians were dying every month. 
By the end of  2008, suicide attacks had killed more 
than 10,000 Iraqis and in the four years after the inva-
sion more attacks occurred in Iraq than in the whole 
of  the rest of  the world combined since 1981.   21    In 2004, 
Wolfowitz still denied in public that the failure to plan 
eff ectively for the functioning of  Iraq after the invasion 
had become a problem. In June, he told TV viewers, 
‘it’s not an insurgency’. Yet, other reports suggested 
that Sunni support for the insurgency rose from 14 per 
cent in 2003 to 75 per cent by 2006. By mid-2005, a major-
ity of  Americans believed the Bush administration ‘had 
intentionally misled’ them into war. 

 In 2004, in particular, armed groups and suicide 
bombings provided opportunities for terrorists, in-
cluding representatives of  al-Qaeda, to become estab-
lished in Iraq. In Fallujah, a predominantly Sunni city 
some forty miles from Baghdad, the insurgency had 
initially been encouraged, in April 2003, by American 
soldiers fi ring into a crowd of  demonstrators and kill-
ing seventeen. Less than a year later, in March 2004, a 
convoy carrying private US security contractors was 
ambushed. Four Americans were killed and two of  their 
bodies strung up from a bridge. In retaliation, a major 
operation in Fallujah was carried out by American 
forces in April, killing hundreds of  insurgents but also 
many ordinary civilians. By then, Americans were at-
tempting to groom suitable Iraqis for government, 
mostly non-Sunni, but the deaths aroused considerable 
protest from such collaborators and led Bremer to call 
off  what became known as ‘the fi rst battle of  Fallujah’. 
The ceasefi re seemed to provide a partial victory for 
the insurgents, including al-Qaeda members. As a re-
sult, many Iraqi Sunnis who had not previously been 
active in opposing the US, began to fear they would be 
marginalized in the future Iraq, and as a consequence, 
Sunni dominated areas of  Iraq, not just Fallujah, ex-
ploded into violence. In November 2004, the Marines 
went back into Fallujah for a second round, by which 
time there were far more jihadist insurgents in the 
city. At enormous cost in terms of  lives lost, buildings 
destroyed, and refugees, American forces ensured that 

Sunni insurgents would never again signifi cantly resist 
US authority in Fallujah. They also drove out al-Qaeda 
members and al Zarqawi who, in October had pledged 
allegiance to Osama bin Laden, soon becoming the 
leader of  al-Qaeda in Iraq. Notwithstanding US plans 
for elections and the re-establishment of  Iraqi govern-
mental authority, a civil war, as one senior military 
commander pointed out, was taking place in Iraq that 
was of  US making.   22    

 The CPA lasted until June 2004, when it was re-
placed by the Iraqi Interim Government, under a 
moderate Shia, Ayad Allawi, who had spent much 
of  his life in exile. The Interim Government, in turn, 
was replaced by the Iraqi Transitional Government in 
May 2005, following elections in January. Allawi then 
handed the premiership to Ibrahim al-Jaafari, of  the 
Islamic Dawa Party. Far from providing the basis for 
a stable, Western-style democracy, however, the elec-
tions made a bad situation worse. Voting was almost 
entirely on sectarian lines and most Sunnis boycotted 
the election. By then, corruption was endemic in Iraq; 
reconstruction remained slow or non-existent; Sunnis 
and Shi‘ites continued to kill each other without much 
sign of  central authority. Al-Jaafari survived in offi  ce 
barely a year, before dissatisfaction from Sunnis, Kurds 
and even President Bush forced him from offi  ce. 

 Furthermore, by late 2004, the al-Qaeda jihadist 
group, which had carried out the 9/11 attacks on the 
US, was among those trying to exploit the chaos in 
Iraq that the Americans had been instrumental in cre-
ating. A Marine intelligence report, in August 2006, 
noted that al-Qaeda had even become the de facto 
government of  the western province of  Anbar, bor-
dering on Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Jordan, conclud-
ing that al-Qaeda Iraq had become ‘an integral part 
of  the social structure of  Western Iraq’. It controlled 
territory larger than New England and exerted con-
siderable infl uence over the Sunni population there.   23    
The ideologues of  the Bush administration had en-
countered Middle Eastern reality and helped create 
exactly what their illusions had convinced them they 
were destroying. Nor was al-Qaeda the only power-
ful, well-organized, and motivated group opposed to 
the coalition. The Sadr City area of  Baghdad fell under 
the domination of  a Shia cleric, Moqtada al-Sadr, who 
also wanted to create an Islamic state, and had his own 
paramilitary force, the Mahdi Army, to help achieve 
it. With support from the Shia poor, he created a vir-
tual state within a state, and led a propaganda cam-
paign against the occupation, with sporadic outbursts 
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 of  violence between his followers and the Coalition 
forces. There were open battles with the Americans 
over the city of  Najaf  in the spring of  2004 and the 
size of  the Mahdi Army reached 60,000 by 2006. That 
some Shias, as well as Sunnis and al-Qaeda, were op-
posed to the coalition, emphasized the extent to which 
the US and its allies had failed to create the founda-
tions of  a post-Ba’athist state. 

 The escalating sectarian Iraqi violence in 2005 
produced 1,800 bomb attacks per month, with over 
a hundred insurgent groups claiming responsibility 
for attacking Americans, while the US Army failed 
to meet its recruitment targets. Yet, the extent of  
the ideologues’ illusions was further revealed by 
Cheney’s statement, in May 2005, that the violence 
was in decline.   24    The war on Iraq also made it more 
diffi  cult to fi ght Bush’s wider war on terror. In March 
2004, a group of  Moroccan Spanish exploded multi-
ple bombs on Madrid’s transport system, killing 191, 
as a protest against Spanish participation in the war 
in Iraq. On 7 July 2005, in London, four home-grown 
English terrorists, two of  whom had made trips to 
Pakistan where they linked up with militant groups, 
detonated bombs on tube trains and a bus, killing 
themselves and 52 others. Once again, the reason 
made clear from the videos left behind was British in-
volvement in the attack on Iraq. A study at New York 
University, which compared the number of  deadly 
attacks by jihadist terrorists between 9/11 and the at-
tack on Iraq with the number of  deadly attacks after 
the start of  the war until September 2006, found that 
in the latter period attacks had increased seven-fold. 
Excluding the attacks in Iraq and Afghanistan, fatal 
terrorist attacks by jihadists in the rest of  the world 
had trebled.   25        

 ‘Surge’ and Withdrawal, 2006–11   

 In May 2006, as the violence was reaching its zenith, 
another Iraqi government was formed, following 
further elections in December 2005. Al-Jaafari was 
succeeded by another Dawa Party leader, Nouri 
al-Maliki, who proved more adept at pleasing the 
Americans and the various groups who made up the 
Iraqi Parliament. Thereafter, the situation showed 
signs of  easing. In the summer of  2006, with the US 
assassination of  Zarqawi in June, al-Qaeda’s posi-
tion began to change. Local tribal sheikhs, in Anbar 
province, began a covert campaign of  killing al-Qaeda 
members and, in the autumn, named their movement 

publicly as Sahwa (the Awakening). The leader of  
Sahwa was killed by al-Qaeda in 2007, but the move-
ment had facilitated a link between the US and the 
Sunnis in Iraq, which eventually helped bring about an 
improvement in the security situation. Meanwhile, in 
Washington, the departure from the Pentagon in 2006 
of  Feith and Wolfowitz, key architects of  the disas-
ter, at least off ered the opportunity for rethinking. In 
Iraq, the Americans increasingly realized that counter-
insurgency did not simply mean killing insurgents, but 
winning the confi dence and trust of  the local popula-
tion. The new military commanders, generals George 
Casey (commander of  coalition forces in 2004–7) and 
John Abizaid (who had succeeded Tommy Franks as 
commander of  the Central Command in 2003), and 
even Rumsfeld himself, were all in favour of  a phased 
run down of  US troop numbers. On the lines of  the 
‘Vietnamization’ a generation before, they wanted 
to see Iraqis trained up to take over the main secu-
rity role in their own country. In the summer of  2006, 
Casey recommended the withdrawal of  up to 10,000 
soldiers. Yet, amidst the appalling levels of  disorder 
in Baghdad, two joint eff orts by the US and the Iraqi 
army and police, to suppress fi ghting between Sunnis 
and Shias, both failed. This strengthened the hands 
of  those who argued that more troops on the ground 
were needed, not fewer. Their ideas were based on a 
lengthy, new Counterinsurgency Field Manual, pro-
duced that year under the direction of  General David 
Petraeus. Where Iraq was concerned, the emphasis of  
this alternative strategy was on making ordinary civil-
ians more secure through a ‘surge’ in American troop 
numbers, by 30,000. 

 In early November 2006, the President, still smart-
ing from a signifi cant Republican setback in the mid-
term elections, launched a formal review of  the war. 
At the same time, Rumsfeld resigned as Secretary of  
Defense in the face of  criticism from many military 
professionals, being replaced by Robert Gates. 
The White House was now seriously considering a 
‘surge’ and, in January 2007, Bush publicly acknowl-
edged that Iraq was wracked by violence and disor-
der, while announcing some 20,000 extra soldiers. As 
the extra troops began arriving in Iraq in February 
2007, so did General Petraeus, replacing Casey, the 
American commander. The US Army patrols, which 
had hitherto been designed to kill insurgents before 
returning to large, fortifi ed bases, now began to be 
reduced and replaced by smaller groups operat-
ing from smaller, local command posts—eventually 
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 throughout Baghdad, as the surge reached 30,000 
troops. Petraeus told his troops that living amongst 
the people, and patrolling on foot while engaging 
with them, was essential to defeating the insurgents. 
But attention also continued to be given to building 
up Iraqi security forces, so that they could eventually 
play the prime security role. 

 The eff ect of  the surge, which lasted until June 2008, 
was not instantaneous. The policy change initially in-
creased the attacks on US troops and the recreated 
Iraqi forces, as insurgents tried to show that the new 
tactics could not succeed. Yet, while May 2007 brought 
120 dead US soldiers, the worst month for two years, 
security in Baghdad began to improve signifi cantly 
in the second half  of  2007 and the Iraqi government 
began paying Shia men to work in public service jobs. 
Outside Baghdad, the weakening grip of  al-Qaeda 
contributed to an improved security situation as did 
the decision of  Moqtada al-Sadr, who initially opposed 
the surge, to announce a six-month ceasefi re in August 
2007, apparently because of  fracturing among his own 
supporters. In 2008, the Iraqi government, still under 
Nouri al-Maliki, successfully launched operations 
against Moqtada’s followers in Baghdad and Basra, 
and in August the cleric agreed to disarm much of  the 
Mahdi Army. 

 With the signifi cant reductions in the attacks on 
US and Iraqi forces in late 2007, businesses began to 
operate normally and electricity supplies reached 
pre-war levels. In 2008, the decline in violence was 
considerable and Iraqi security services were becom-
ing more eff ective, while the Iraqi police appeared 
more in control of  the streets of  Baghdad than did the 
Shia militias. In November, a contentious and lengthy 
process of  negotiating a Status of  Forces agreement 
between the Bush administration and the al-Maliki 
government, fi nally ended with the Iraqi Parliament 
approving the withdrawal of  American troops from 
Iraqi cities by June 2009. All US forces would leave 
by the end of  2011. But there were signs that the Iraq 
they left behind was far from stable and might not 
even be particularly friendly to Washington. The 
parliamentary elections of  April 2010 were closely 
fought, with al-Maliki’s followers narrowly outnum-
bered by the National Movement of  former premier 
Ayad Allawi, so that it was not possible to form a gov-
ernment, which included Allawi as head of  national 
security, until December. Moqtada al-Sadr remained 
a key fi gure, with close links to Iran (where he lived 
in exile after 2007), a considerable body of  support in 

Parliament, and no liking for the Americans or their 
Israeli allies. Inter-communal violence remained en-
demic, with waves of  bombings in both August 2011 
and again in January 2012. 

 Curiously, the exact reasons why the war on Iraq 
was embarked upon remain unclear, despite the Sen-
ate Report on pre-war intelligence on Iraq and The 9/11 
Report. Bush’s personal convictions linked to faith, 
gut feelings, and the Iraqi assassination attempt of  1993 
on his father; the twin aims of  the Bush Doctrine to 
act against those supporting terrorism or possessing 
WMDs—linked to faulty intelligence over Iraqi weap-
ons and the absurd idea that Saddam and bin Laden 
were allies; a US desire to secure supplies of  Middle 
East oil; and ideological hopes of  democratizing the 
Middle East through the exercise of  US power—all 
of  these possible reasons have to be considered. The 
consequences of  the administration’s actions in Iraq 
are clearer, and more disturbing, than the reasons for 
them. As some genuine Middle Eastern experts had 
predicted, Christian US troops invading the Islamic 
Middle East helped to inspire jihad and militant Islam, 
rather than to prevent it, as seen in the fact that ter-
rorist attacks worldwide increased markedly after the 
attack on Iraq. 

 That the outcome for America was ultimately 
much better than might have been expected around 
2005, was partly due to Bush rejecting advice from 
some key military and civilian sources and allowing a 
temporary increase in force levels, under the ‘surge’, 
accompanied as this was by a new counter-insurgency 
strategy. Bush must take credit for that decision, 
made against the advice of  most military leaders and 
foreign policy advisers, in the same way that he must 
take the blame for the failures the war left behind. 
Al-Qaeda’s strong, if  temporary, role in Iraq by 2006 
had been created by the confl ict that was portrayed as 
destroying the links between Saddam and al-Qaeda, 
which had never actually existed. The threat from 
Saddam and his WMDs was not prevented, because 
in 2003 it had not existed, but what did emerge from 
the confl ict was a Shia-dominated state with closer 
links to Iran and its nuclear programme. The costs of  
all this included about 100,000 Iraqi dead, a burden on 
US taxpayers in excess of  a trillion dollars, 30,000 US 
soldiers wounded and 4,500 dead, as well as the dam-
aged international reputation and prestige of  both 
the military and civilian arms of  the US government, 
who once, in the wake of  9/11, had commanded 
global sympathy.   26         
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   C.    The Israeli–Palestinian Dispute      

 Arafat versus Sharon, 2001–4   

 The election of  Ariel Sharon as Israeli premier in 
February 2001, ended any lingering hopes of  quickly 
reviving the Israeli–Palestinian peace process (see 
 Chapter  22  , C). With Palestinian Arabs engaged in 
the second Intifada against Israeli occupation, Sharon 
ended talks with the Palestinian Authority and its 
head, Yasser Arafat. The Hamas movement, Arafat’s 
main rivals for leadership of  the Palestinians, contin-
ued their attacks on Israeli targets including, among 
many smaller-scale actions, the suicide bombing of  
a nightclub in June, which killed twenty-one. An-
other group, the Popular Front for the Liberation of  
Palestine (PFLP), had a rare success in targeting Israeli 
leaders, when they assassinated a Cabinet minister in 
October. Finally, in late March 2002, another suicide 
bomb attack, at a hotel, which killed thirty, was fol-
lowed by a large-scale Israeli invasion of  the West 
Bank, leading to weeks of  intense violence. In June, 
Israel also began to construct a defensive wall along 
its border with the West Bank. This wall, which often 
ran across Arab land, was seen by some as another 
land-grabbing exercise, relentlessly pushing forward 
areas of  Israeli control. Its building was declared ille-
gal by the International Court of  Justice in July 2004. 
But Israel argued that it was vital to stop terrorists 
crossing onto its territory and, as evidence, could 
point to the sharp fall in suicide bomb attacks within 
Israel. The violence certainly eased after July 2002, 
although there was a further revival in August 2003, 
when militant Palestinians tried to disrupt eff orts at a 
peace settlement (details of  which are discussed later). 
Meanwhile, Yasser Arafat, who seemed unable or un-
willing to control Palestinian violence, and in any case 
was utterly distrusted by Sharon, was confi ned by the 
Israelis to his compound in Ramallah. In 2004 he was 
allowed to leave the compound for medical treatment 
in Paris, where he died in November. 

 Against this depressing background, there were 
continuing diplomatic attempts to resolve Israeli–
Palestinian diff erences. In the short term, they had 
little success. In May 2001, a commission headed by 
US Senator George Mitchell, who had previously 
helped secure a settlement of  inter-communal dif-
ferences in Northern Ireland, called on the two sides 
to bring the violence to an end and resume negotia-
tions, but the violence continued. More signifi cant, 

on 12 March 2002, as Israeli–Palestinian violence 
reached its height, the UN Security Council passed 
Resolution 1397 called for an end to violence and the 
resumption of  peace talks, and spoke of  a ‘vision of  
region where two states, Israel and Palestine, live side 
by side within secure and recognized borders’. This 
was the fi rst time the UN had supported a ‘two-state’ 
solution to the long-running problem, with Israel and 
the Palestinian Authority negotiating a settlement of  
their diff erences, culminating in the creation of  an in-
dependent Palestinian state. The alternatives to such 
a course were hardly attractive. It seemed impossi-
ble that the two peoples could ever live in a single 
political entity; continuation of  the current situation 
clearly off ered no long-term solution; while the de-
struction of  the Israeli state, or Israeli absorption of  
the whole of  Palestine, could only lead to a drawn-
out, bitter confl ict with an uncertain outcome. Fur-
thermore, there was increasing evidence that the 
two-state solution was acceptable, not only to the 
international community, but also to at least some 
Israelis and Palestinians. 

 An important factor was that the Bush admin-
istration in Washington backed the Resolution, 
thereby committing itself  to the creation of  a 
Palestinian state. Just as surprising perhaps, Israel 
welcomed it. Then again, while Resolution 1397 was 
a step forward, it can be argued that the ‘two-state’ 
solution had been implicit in Israeli–Palestinian 
talks since the Oslo Accords, and that the US and 
Israel already recognized this fact. Also, the US may 
only have decided to act at this point because it was 
trying to muster support in the Middle East for ac-
tion against Saddam Hussein: the second Intifada 
complicated relations with Arab allies and made it 
diffi  cult to form a coalition to fi ght in Iraq. Mean-
while, through a peace plan recently launched by 
the Saudi Crown Prince, Abdullah, the Arab side had 
shown its willingness to recognize Israel’s right to 
exist, if  the Palestinian problem was resolved. The 
Saudi plan was endorsed by the Arab League at a 
meeting in Beirut in late March. Much depended on 
the precise way that talks on Resolution 1397 were 
carried out. For Israel and the US, it was important 
that the Palestinians could only achieve statehood 
if  they previously negotiated—from a position of  
weakness—with Israel over such complex issues as 
borders, the status of  East Jerusalem, Arab refugees 
from Israel and the position of  existing Jewish settle-
ments in the West Bank. 
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  Another noteworthy development was that, 
in April 2002, at a meeting in Madrid, the so-called 
‘Quartet’ was formed, of  representatives from the 
US, UN, European Union, and Russia—the key states 
and international organizations interested in broker-
ing a Middle East settlement. In eff ect, the US was 
the key player, pushing initiatives forward and able to 
carry weight with Israel, but the involvement of  the 
other players helped sustain their support for peace 
eff orts and win Arab support, as well as support in 
the wider world. The Quartet usually met several 
times a year over the next decade, but one of  its most 
important steps came early in its history when, on 
16 July 2002, it launched the idea of  a ‘road map’ to 
peace based on Resolution 1397. With neither Israel 
nor the US willing to work with Arafat, the latter was 
forced to appoint a more moderate fi gure, Mahmoud 
Abbas, as Palestinian prime minister in March 2003. 
Only then were full details of  the road map released. 
It was based on US ideas for a phased move towards 
a settlement, beginning in phase one with an end to 
violence, Palestinian elections, and a freeze on new 
Israeli settlements. An immediate problem, however, 
was that Sharon rejected the last proposal and issued a 
number of  conditions for a settlement, including the 
demilitarization of  any Palestinian state and denying 
Arab refugees the right to return to Israel. As a sign of  
goodwill, however, to help kick-start talks he released 
a number of  imprisoned Palestinians. President Bush 
visited the region in early June to meet local lead-
ers and press for the road map to be implemented. 
A summit with Sharon and Abbas was held in Aqaba 
on 4 June, and those two leaders also met together on 
1 July. But, as noted above, this was followed by a re-
vival of  violence on the ground and the road map ran 
into the sand, unable to achieve even phase one: for 
while Israel argued that one precondition for talks—
an end to Palestinian violence—was not being met, 
the Palestinians could complain that new Israeli set-
tlements continued to be built.     

 Divided Palestine and confl ict 
over Gaza, 2005–12   

 Arafat’s death led to hopes that the peace process 
might revive. Mahmoud Abbas, who had been 
Palestinian prime minister in March–October 2003 and 
who wanted to end the second Intifada, was elected 
President of  the Palestinian Authority in January 2005, 
although his victory was helped by the fact that Hamas 

boycotted the poll. But real signs of  an improvement 
in relations came only slowly. The most hopeful step 
was the Israeli removal of  Jewish settlements from the 
Gaza Strip in August–September 2005, at which time 
Israel also ended its military occupation of  the area. 
Israeli politics were disrupted early the following year, 
when Sharon—barely a year after the demise of  his 
old enemy Arafat—was permanently incapacitated by 
a stroke. But his successor, Ehud Olmert, met Abbas 
in Jordan, in June 2006, when there was speculation 
that the ‘road map’ might revive. In the interim, how-
ever, a major shock had hit hopes of  peace, with the 
results of  the January 2006 Palestinian legislative elec-
tions. Hamas not only took part on this occasion but 
won, with almost 50 per cent of  the vote. As the Oslo 
Accords stalled and Arafat was humiliated at Israeli 
hands, so many Palestinians had begun to feel that 
Hamas’ criticisms of  the peace process were justifi ed. 
Hamas was also able to attack the corruption of  the 
PLO government and to appeal to Islamic values, at 
a time when secularist movements, like Ba’ath and 
Fatah, were on the ideological defensive in the Middle 
East. Just as the fi rst Intifada had tended to benefi t the 
PLO, so the second tended to benefi t Hamas. Now 
it had emphatically shown that the hold of  the PLO 
and its leading component, Fatah, on the Palestinian 
political leadership could be broken. In late March, 
after some resistance from Fatah, one of  Hamas’ lead-
ers, Ismail Haniyeh, became Prime Minister. But the 
Hamas victory was not total. Abbas was still President 
of  the Palestinian Authority and Fatah, which had the 
second highest number of  seats in the legislature, still 
held on to the machinery of  power. In particular, a 
deep divide was created by the fact that Hamas was at 
its strongest in the Gaza Strip, while Fatah was popular 
on the West Bank. Qatar and Saudi Arabia both tried 
to mediate between the PLO and Hamas, to try to 
keep the Palestinian political leadership together, but 
a serious split seemed increasingly likely. 

 The January 2006 elections could only prove a fur-
ther setback to the stalled peace process, for Hamas 
was blamed for many of  the suicide bomb attacks on 
Israel, it was committed to a violent struggle against 
the occupation, and it did not recognize Israel’s right 
to exist. Even some moderate Arab regimes, includ-
ing a pro-Western sheikhdom like Qatar, believed that 
Hamas deserved respect as the elected representatives 
of  the Palestinian people. But, as in other situations 
(like Allende’s Chile in the Nixon years) where elec-
tions had brought unwelcome movements into power, 
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 the US government showed that its own supposed 
interests (and those of  its allies, in this case Israel) 
trumped any respect for a democratic verdict. The US 
and the EU suspended their aid programmes to the 
Palestinians. Certainly, there were serious barriers to 
treating Hamas as a ‘normal’ actor in the international 
fi eld. Its belief  that the whole of  Palestine was inalien-
able Islamic territory made it quite unwilling to deal 
with Israel or, indeed, with anyone who wished to 
mediate in the dispute. Hamas also had links to Iran 
and Syria, which were hardly calculated to appeal to 
the Bush administration. Instead of  seeing moves to-
wards a settlement, 2006 was remembered for new 
problems opening up, with tension between Israel and 
Hamas, focused on the Gaza Strip, and all-out war be-
tween Israel and another radical Islamist movement, 
Hezbollah, on Israel’s northern border with Lebanon 
(discussed in  Chapter  24  , D). 

 Israel had long been subjected to sporadic rocket 
attacks from Gaza, on its south-western border. Gaza 
is a small area of  land, less than 400 square kilometres, 
bounded by Israel to the east and south, Egypt to 
the south-west and the Mediterranean Sea. But it 
was densely populated with one-and-a-half  million 
Palestinians, many of  them poor, refugee families 
who had fl ed there during the war of  1948. This par-
ticular history made it a stronghold for militant move-
ments like Islamic Jihad and, of  course, Hamas. In 
retribution for the rocket attacks, Israel had launched 
a large-scale military incursion into the territory 
in mid-October 2004, when more than a hundred 
Palestinians were killed. But rocket attacks increased 
markedly after the withdrawal of  Jewish settlers 
and the Israeli army from the Strip in October 2005, 
leading Israel to respond with artillery shelling. The 
rocket attacks intensifi ed following the January 2006 
Hamas election victory, and in June 2006 an Israeli 
soldier, Gilad Shalit, was captured and taken to Gaza 
(eventually being exchanged in 2011 for a thousand 
Palestinians held by the Israelis). His capture trig-
gered a sustained Israeli incursion, which included the 
detention of  numerous Hamas offi  cials, a blockade of  
the territory by land and sea, and the death of  several 
hundred Palestinians. The operation was weakened 
by Israel’s war with Hezbollah in the north and, after 
a renewed Israeli push in November, ended with a 
ceasefi re. But it did not take long for rocket attacks 
on Israel to revive, along with some limited punitive 
Israeli raids on the territory, while Hamas still rejected 
any idea of  negotiation. 

 Meanwhile, there were growing diff erences in 
Palestinian ranks, especially in Gaza, where violence 
broke out between Hamas and Fatah supporters. In 
June 2007, Hamas moved militarily against Fatah in 
Gaza, quickly driving them out. As a result, on 14 
June, Abbas sacked Haniyeh as Prime Minister. The 
Palestinians now divided territorially and politically in 
two, with Hamas holding the monopoly of  power in 
its Gaza stronghold, where Haniyeh remained as pre-
mier, while Fatah dominated the West Bank, where 
Abbas (with doubtful legality) appointed an alterna-
tive premier, Salam Fayed. Israel quickly tightened its 
control over the Gaza border, leading to further hard-
ship in the Strip, but failing to prevent arms supplies 
being smuggled into the territory through tunnels, 
dug across the border into Egypt. For a time Israel ef-
fectively relied on an economic stranglehold, includ-
ing (from September 2007) limits on oil supplies, to 
ensure Hamas’ good behaviour, but the Palestinians 
continued to fi re rockets—many of  them crude, 
home-made weapons with only a short-range—into 
Israel, bringing air strikes and limited military in-
cursions in reply. Israel also proved ready to reopen 
peace talks with Abbas in November 2007, a move that 
helped keep Fatah and Hamas divided. During a large-
scale international conference at Annapolis, in the US, 
in November, Abbas and Olmert both supported the 
idea of  a two-state solution and expressed hopes of  a 
settlement the following year. 

 In 2008, however, far from seeing peace, the Israeli–
Palestinian situation settled into deadlock: Hamas 
and Fatah remained bitterly divided; Israeli premier 
Olmert was increasingly beleaguered by accusations 
of  corruption and criticized for considering conces-
sions to Fatah; his talks with Abbas, which Hamas con-
demned, made no real progress. Then, in November, 
several months of  uneasy ceasefi re between Israel and 
Hamas broke down, and Israel decided to cripple its 
opponents in Gaza. Beginning on 27 December 2008, 
Israel launched air attacks, focused on the Hamas 
police force and government buildings, but also tar-
geting the tunnels from the Gaza Strip into Egypt, 
through which Hamas smuggled weapons and sup-
plies. Hundreds of  civilians were killed or wounded. 
An Israeli ground invasion followed on 3 January 2009, 
while air strikes continued, some hitting the homes 
of  Hamas offi  cials. A number of  Hamas leaders were 
killed, including their interior minister, Said Siyyam. 
By around 11–12 January the Israeli army was in heavily 
populated parts of  Gaza City itself, and international 
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 concern was mounting. Despite this, Gaza remained 
eff ectively sealed off , and the inhabitants paid a high 
price for the Israeli actions against Hamas, which did 
not discriminate between armed militants and ordi-
nary civilians. Some schools, businesses, and build-
ings housing international workers were destroyed 
by Israeli military action. In addition, the Israelis were 
accused of  illegally using white phosphorous and suf-
fered a further blow to their international image. 

 When Israel unilaterally ended the attacks on 17 Jan-
uary, well over a thousand Gazans had been killed, the 
infrastructure of  the Hamas government had been 
wrecked and Israel had secured an agreement from 
Egypt to close off  the supply tunnels into Gaza. Hamas 
continued to fi re hundreds of  rockets into southern 
Israel throughout the invasion, but they had tended to 
lessen in number and caused limited damage. 

 By the time the Israeli off ensive into Gaza was 
called off , Israel’s close ally George Bush had given 
way to a new US President, Barack Obama. As part of  
his move away from the unilateralist foreign policy of  
his predecessor, he not only announced that US com-
bat troops would be out of  Baghdad and other cities 
in June and withdraw from Iraq by the end of  2011, 
but sought to improve US relations with the Islamic 
world, notably in a much heralded speech at Cairo 
University on 4 June. The desire for improved engage-
ment with Islam seemed genuine enough but, with US 

infl uence threatened by economic depression and a 
reluctance to risk foreign wars, and with Washington’s 
continued commitment to Israeli security, as well as 
its abiding suspicion of  Iran, the ambition proved dif-
fi cult to fulfi l. During Obama’s early months in offi  ce, 
talk of  better relations with the Arabs was balanced 
by closer military ties to Israel, including further arms 
supplies. The ‘Quartet’ continued to back the ‘road 
map’ to peace, including the eventual creation of  a 
Palestinian state, but in February 2009 Israeli voters 
elected a new government under the Likud leader, 
Benjamin Netanyahu, who was known for his tough 
approach to negotiations. Like Sharon before him, 
he continued to reject an important element of  the 
road map, a freeze on Israeli settlements, although in 
November 2009 he did prove ready to introduce a tem-
porary, ten-month freeze. Talks followed between the 
two sides under US and Egyptian auspices, but they 
stalled in September 2010, when Netanyahu’s freeze 
on settlements came to an end. Although Obama 
shared in the general criticism of  the Israeli action, 
there were limits to how far he would distance himself  
from Washington’s commitment to its major Middle 
East ally and, in February 2011, the US vetoed a UN 
resolution that condemned the Israeli settlements.    

 Meanwhile, the Palestinian position seemed to 
strengthen in some ways. For one thing, Israel eff ec-
tively lost the sympathy of  one of  its few friends in the 

   Barack Hussein Obama (b. 1961)    

 The fi rst black American President was also the fi rst President 

born in Hawaii. His parents divorced when he was young and 

he saw little of his Kenyan-born father. His mother’s second 

marriage, to an Indonesian, meant that Barack was partly 

raised in Jakarta, before spending most of the 1970s with his 

grandparents back in Honolulu. Educated at Columbia 

University and Harvard, where he studied law, from 1992 he 

taught the subject at the University of Chicago, while also 

developing a political career. After spending several years in 

the Illinois legislature, in November 2004 he was elected a 

Senator for the state. His oratorical skills helped him defeat 

Hillary Clinton, wife of former President Bill Clinton, for the 

Democratic presidential nomination in 2004, and he went on 

to beat the Republican candidate, John McCain, by a healthy 

margin. He then appointed Hillary Clinton to be his Secretary 

of State. 

 Obama inherited a diffi  cult situation, with a brittle economy at 

home in the wake of the banking crisis and two wars—in Iraq 

and Afghanistan—abroad. His major success in extending 

healthcare, and his attempts to meet the banking crisis by 

pumping money into the US economy, only contributed to a 

worsening of the government’s debt, which contributed to 

renewed economic uncertainty and helped ensure heavy 

Democratic losses in the November 2010 Congressional 

elections. Abroad, he sought a less unilateralist foreign policy 

than his predecessor, including improved relations with the 

Islamic world. He had some successes. In April 2010 he signed a 

Strategic Arms reduction Treaty with Russia, in August 2010 he 

was able to announce an end to the US combat mission in Iraq 

and in May 2011 US special forces fi nally killed Osama bin Laden. 

In Libya in 2011, he was able to rely on NATO allies to carry 

much of the burden in toppling the Gaddafi  regime. But he was 

forced to deploy additional troops to Afghanistan in 2009, where 

the war against the Taliban proved increasingly intractable.  
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 region, Turkey. This was partly due to a reorientation 
of  Turkish policy to improving relations with other 
Islamic powers, but it was also because of  the death 
of  several Turks when Israel attacked a ship carrying 
aid to Gaza in May 2010, and subsequently refused to 
apologize. More important, in late April 2011 a recon-
ciliation deal was fi nally achieved between Hamas and 
Fatah, which promised to pave the way to a united 
Palestine. This paved the way for a call from the 
Egyptian foreign minister, Nabil al-Arabyi, on 2 May, 
for the US to support the creation of  a Palestinian 
state, and for President Obama’s initiative in May for a 
peace based on the 1967 borders. Netanyahu, was neg-
ative in his response. On a visit to Washington over the 
following days, he declared the 1967 borders to be ‘in-
defensible’ and spoke of  demographic changes (that 
is, the Jewish settlements that Israel continued to ex-
pand on the West Bank) having altered realities on the 
ground. But the Palestinian Authority, under Abbas, 
now developed a strategy of  forcing the issue onto the 
international agenda by asking the UN to recognize 
the existence of  a Palestinian state. Of  course, this 
would undermine the US-Israeli strategy of  having 
the Palestinians, while in a weakened, stateless situ-
ation, negotiate on their diff erences with the Israeli 
state. Abbas’ speech to the UN, on 23 September 2011, 
appealing for recognition, included a statement of  the 
Palestinian readiness to accept Israel’s existence and re-
solve diff erences peacefully. But in a reply, Netanyahu 
argued that it was the Palestinians who were currently 
unwilling to talk.      

  D.    Lebanon and Iran      

 Lebanon   

 Before turning to the 2011 ‘Arab spring’, attention 
needs to be paid to events surrounding Lebanon and 
Iran which, irrespective of  the threat to the very ex-
istence of  the Lebanese state, were seen by many 
Israelis as undermining Israel’s security. There had 
been clashes between Hezbollah (the ‘party of  God’) 
and Israel even after the supposed end of  the Lebanese 
civil war in 1990 (see  Chapter  17  , A). An Israeli incur-
sion into southern Lebanon in July 1993 failed to deter 
cross-border attacks on Israeli settlements, so another, 
larger-scale incursion was launched in spring 1996, 
which ended after Hezbollah and other pro-Palestinian 
groups agreed to end their cross-border attacks on 

civilians. But when Israel fi nally pulled its troops out 
of  its southern Lebanon ‘security zone’ in mid-2000, 
after a presence lasting eighteen years, it was done 
unilaterally, attempts to secure a peace agreement 
with the Lebanese government having failed. As the 
Israelis left, replaced by a small UN force, Hezbollah 
celebrated it as a victory. Having originally been seen 
in the 1980s as an extremist, Shi‘ite group in Lebanon, 
backed by a foreign power, Iran, Hezbollah had grown 
in popularity, helped by its appeal to Islamic values, 
its support networks for many poorer Lebanese and 
its determination to stand up to Israel. Diff erences 
between Israel and Lebanon were further stirred in 
2000–2 by renewed diff erences over exploiting the wa-
ters of  the River Jordan. Meanwhile, Syria, which had 
maintained its own forces in eastern areas of  the coun-
try since 1976, continued to exert signifi cant infl uence 
over Lebanese politics and, indeed, clung to a belief  
that the two countries were a unit. Syria was Israel’s 
most hard-line opponent among the Arab states, will-
ing to deal with Iran and, like Iran, to support two rad-
ical anti-Israeli groups, Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah 
in Lebanon. A resolution by the UN Security Coun-
cil, in 2004, for Syrian troops (numbering up to about 
15,000) to withdraw and for militias, like Hezbollah’s, 
to be disbanded was ignored. 

 Then, in February 2005, Syria was accused of  being 
behind the murder of  its key Lebanese critic, the 
(twice) Prime Minister, Rafi q Hariri. This led to a re-
newed threat of  civil confl ict in Lebanon, as pro- and 
anti-Syrian elements held mass rallies. In the com-
plex sectarian mix of  Lebanese politics, some (mainly 
Sunni and Christian groups) wanted to remove Syria’s 
infl uence, but many (especially Shi‘ite groups, includ-
ing Hezbollah) saw it as a protector. Other key anti-
Syrian fi gures were assassinated over the following 
years, but mounting international criticism led Syria to 
withdraw its remaining troops in April. Furthermore, 
anti-Syrian elements who won June’s parliamentary 
elections, helped by the fact that the electoral system 
(reformed in 1989, but still dividing seats on confes-
sional lines) worked against the Shi‘ites, guaranteeing 
half  the seats to Christians and most of  the rest to the 
Sunnis and Druzes. But it was at this same point that 
Hezbollah, perhaps to bolster its support, revived its 
cross-border attacks on Israel, fi ring rockets at civilian 
settlements and attempting to capture Israeli soldiers. 
The Bush administration, which already considered 
Syria to be a supporter of  international terrorism, 
withdrew its ambassador from Damascus after the 
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 Hariri assassination and later helped secure a UN Se-
curity Council demand that the main suspects, four 
Lebanese generals, be brought before an international 
tribunal. 

 Tensions between Israel and Hezbollah fi nally 
came to a head in mid-2006 when, amid rocket and 
missile attacks on civilian targets in northern Israel, 
Hezbollah ambushed an Israeli military patrol, killing 
a number of  soldiers. This triggered an Israeli invasion 
of  Lebanon in July–August 2006, with air strikes across 
the country, a naval blockade and a land invasion of  
the south. Aside from any motivation of  retribution, 
Israeli leaders may have hoped to force the Lebanese 
government to act against Hezbollah. A swathe of  
destruction was cut across the area, a major refugee 
problem, involving perhaps a million people, was 
created and about a thousand Lebanese were killed. 
On the other side, about 160 Israelis died and Jewish 
refugees, numbering hundreds of  thousands, fl ed the 
border region. A UN-initiated ceasefi re came in mid-
August after nearly seven weeks of  fi ghting. The UN 
peacekeeping force on the border was much enlarged, 
with the Lebanese army—which had rarely appeared 
there for decades and which had largely stood aside 
during the Israeli invasion—also now moving up to 
the border. Israeli troops then pulled back and the 
naval blockade was lifted, but it proved impossible to 
disarm the Hezbollah militias, who had continued to 
fi re thousands of  rockets into Israel’s towns and cities 
during the invasion. Both sides could claim successes. 
Israel had destroyed many of  Hezbollah’s weapons 
stocks, infl icted hundreds of  casualties on the militia 
and could now hope that UN and Lebanese govern-
ment forces would deter further Hezbollah military 
operations. But Hezbollah had both sustained its 
campaign against Israel and showed it could fi ght the 
Israeli army on the ground and avoid defeat. Other 
groups, including Shi‘ite Amal militias and the PFLP, 
helped resist the Israelis, but it was Hezbollah that bore 
the brunt of  the fi ghting, suff ered by far the heaviest 
losses, and proved that the Israeli Defence Force could 
no longer guarantee a military victory. Even Israelis 
felt that the government of  Ehud Olmert had, eff ec-
tively, lost the war because of  Hezbollah’s survival. 
An inquiry, headed by a judge, Elijah Winograd, con-
cluded in 2008 that the invasion was poorly executed 
and had failed to destroy Hezbollah despite Israel hav-
ing massive military advantages. There were calls for 
Olmert to resign, but he clung to offi  ce until early the 
following year. The Winograd Commission may have 

been too negative, however, because while stockpiling 
weapons and maintaining its organization, Hezbollah 
desisted from further rocket attacks on Israel. In-
deed, the following years were remarkably calm on 
Lebanon’s southern border. 

 Arguably, the outcome of  the invasion in Lebanon 
was, from an Israeli perspective, most disappointing 
because of  its impact within Lebanon. Hezbollah, 
which many saw as having defended the country 
from foreign invasion, now solidifi ed its popularity 
in Lebanon, even winning the respect of  Sunnis and 
Christians, just as it also won respect among other 
Arab countries. It objected to attempts to bring the 
suspected assassins of  Rafi q Hariri to trial, encouraged 
demonstrations against the government in 2007 and 
engaged in armed clashes with its opponents in Beirut 
in the spring of  2008, when renewed civil war again 
seemed possible. But, after several months without a 
stable government, Lebanon stepped back from a re-
turn to the 1980s, with a national unity administration 
being formed in July, under Fouad Siniora, followed 
by an attempt to improve relations with Syria. The 
Syrians even agreed to exchange ambassadors with 
Lebanon for the fi rst time, thereby conceding that the 
two states were separate political entities. The national 
unity government was sustained after elections in June 
2009, when a Hezbollah-led alliance came second to an 
opposing one. But a renewed political crisis in the fi rst 
half  of  2011 saw a new government formed in which 
Hezbollah and its allies held many Cabinet posts. Israel 
had, perhaps, secured a period of  relative security on its 
northern border, but there was always the danger that 
violence could break out there again. There had been 
renewed border tension in October 2010, for example, 
when the Iranian President, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
visited Lebanon, underlining the fact that Tehran, like 
Syria, remained a major factor in the country’s politics 
behind the scenes, providing another obstacle to pro-
gress on a permanent Middle East peace plan. At the 
end of  the decade, Lebanese politics were as complex 
as ever, Syria’s infl uence over the country may have 
been lessened but, in spite of  (perhaps because of ) 
Israeli eff orts, Hezbollah was now in a strong position, 
backed by Iran.     

 Iran   

 The election of  the moderate Mohammad Khatami 
as Iranian President in 1997 had been followed by a 
cautious improvement in relations with Washington 
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 (see  Chapter  21  , D), but, despite Khatami’s re-election 
in 2001, in January 2002, Bush included Iran, along-
side Iraq and North Korea as part of  the ‘axis of  evil’. 
Washington was persistently concerned with the dan-
ger of  Iran building atomic weapons. Iran, which for 
many years had kept its nuclear experiments secret, ar-
gued that it had as much right as any power to develop 
a peaceful nuclear power industry and, in the wake of  
the ‘axis of  evil’ speech, Russia proved ready to help it 
to develop the nuclear reactor at Bushehr (fi rst begun 
under the Shah). But there was always a danger that 
these could lead on to weapons. As with Iraq in the 
1990s, the US and its allies pressed for UN inspections 
to be carried out, but when a team from the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Authority (IAEA) visited Iran in 
late 2003 it could fi nd no signs that nuclear weapons 
were being developed. There was renewed concern 
over Iranian intentions a few months later, followed 
by an attempt by the EU to induce Tehran to drop 
its nuclear programme. However, the chances of  a 
long-term settlement were undermined when the 
2005 Iranian presidential election was won by a con-
servative, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. He resumed the 
country’s nuclear programme, ignoring criticism 
from the UN, and in April 2006 Iran announced it 
had successfully enriched uranium—a key step to 
building an atomic bomb. The UN Security Council 
called on Tehran to suspend the programme and, in 
December, introduced limited sanctions against it (in-
cluding a ban on exporting nuclear materials to Iran), 
but by spring 2007 it was clear that Tehran might be 
able to make nuclear fuel on a substantial scale and in 
March the UN approved an arms embargo against it. 
In October, the Bush administration introduced a new 
range of  sanctions, with the UN bringing in further 
measures during 2008. But Iran also continued to de-
velop long-range rockets that might, the US feared, be 
used to carry nuclear warheads. In mid-2008 a rocket, 
the Shahab-3, was tested that could hit Israel, and 
Iran also developed its own space programme. With 
Russia opposed to new sanctions there was little the 
UN could do to induce Tehran to alter its policies and 
Tehran showed little interest in Western off ers of  con-
cessions (on trade, for example) in return for ending 
the nuclear programme. At times it seemed that Bush 
might be ready to contemplate an attack on Iran, but 
the fact that the US was so deeply embroiled in Iraq 
could only help deter any such plans.    

 Iran showed its toughness in other areas, seiz-
ing a British naval vessel off  the Iran–Iraq coast in 

March 2007. Also, Ahmadinejad showed that he could 
take the diplomatic off ensive. The Non-Aligned Move-
ment supported his argument that all states had the 
right to a nuclear power industry and he established 
close relations with Hugo Chavez, President of  
Venezuela since 1999, and a bitter critic of  US policy 
in the western hemisphere. Iran’s policy towards the 
US occupation of  Iraq was a complex one. It could 
hardly welcome the proximity of  US armed forces, but 
it could only welcome the fall of  Saddam Hussein. In 
March 2008, Ahmadinejad visited Baghdad and insisted 
the two countries could now have a ‘brotherly’ relation-
ship. Bush’s departure brought hopes of  an improve-
ment in relations with Washington. Both Ahmadinejad 
and the US President-elect, Barack Obama, made state-
ments suggesting that they wanted such an improve-
ment. But it was also clear that, while Iran wanted 
to be treated as an equal, Washington was above all 
determined to end Iran’s nuclear ambitions, and in 
March 2009 Iran’s supreme, religious leader, Ayatollah 
Khamenei, announced that Obama’s aims in the region 
were no diff erent to those of  Bush. Then, in June 2009, 
came the re-election of  Ahmadinejad as President, but 
in a closely-contested poll, in which the government 
was accused of  rigging the result. There had been pe-
riodic signs of  unrest against the regime before—with 
demonstrations in Tehran in July 1999, June 2003, and 
June 2007—but now there was a sustained and wide-
spread bout of  demonstrations, in which dozens died 
and leading opposition fi gures were arrested, with a 
few subsequent executions. There were further dem-
onstrations in December, following the death of  a re-
formist cleric, Ayatollah Hossein Montazeri. Obama 
condemned the Iranian crackdown and relations then 
seemed little diff erent to earlier years. 

 The announcement by Iran, in September 2009, 
that it had built a second uranium enrichment facil-
ity, hidden underground at Qom, was followed by 
condemnation from the IAEA, but Tehran simply 
said it would build more and continued to insist that 
its nuclear programme was peaceful in its aims. Early 
the following year, there seemed to be a change in the 
Iranian approach, when it showed an interest in send-
ing some uranium to be enriched overseas, but the US 
argued that it would also continue to enrich uranium 
of  its own and, in June 2010, more UN sanctions were 
agreed. While sanctions still did not include oil (Iran’s 
major export), they did include items that could con-
tribute to nuclear missiles and sophisticated weapons 
development. It was also open to states to introduce 
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 additional measures: the US and EU both had ad-
ditional sanctions, including ones aimed at fi nancial 
investment. The EU tightened sanctions further in 
January 2012, with the intention of  ending oil imports 
from Iran in July, but Iran announced that it had made 

more missile tests and was clearly not willing to bow 
easily to intimidation. Rather than waiting for the EU 
to impose sanctions, for example, it announced an end 
of  oil supplies to Britain and France. There were also 
concerns that Iran might try to blockade the Straits 

   North Korea and the Nuclear Issue    

 When President Bush originally talked of an ‘axis of evil’ in his 

2002 State of the Union address, he included within the term 

not only Iran and Saddam’s Iraq, but also North Korea, which he 

accused of developing WMDs. In fact, the ‘axis’ was a diverse 

group of states, with diff erent political systems and ideologies, 

and they did not concert policy with one another. But they were 

bound together by suspicion of the US and, supposedly, by 

evidence of a desire for WMDs, which might threaten their 

regions with war. North Korea had already been defi ned as a 

‘rogue state’ under Clinton in the 1990s and, indeed, had been 

an opponent of the US since the Korean War of 1950–3. A 

hard-line communist state, which laid claim to South Korea, it 

showed signs in the early 1990s of developing a nuclear capacity, 

with which it might intimidate or attack its neighbour. The US 

maintained over 30,000 troops as evidence of its determination 

to defend South Korea. However, the North, under the dictator 

Kim Jong-Il, was weakened by economic stagnation. It agreed, in 

1994, not to pursue uranium enrichment (in return for certain 

items of aid from the US) and it showed a sporadic interest in 

diplomatic talks on Korean reunifi cation, with an agreement in 

August 2000 on cross-border reunions between families that 

had been separated for decades (see  Chapter  21  , D). 

 This fl owering of détente did not last. By 2002 the US had 

evidence that the North had a nuclear programme and in 

October the North admitted this was the case. This called talks 

on reunifi cation into doubt and led the US to introduce 

sanctions, including an end to oil supplies which had been 

provided since the 1994 agreement. After some ambiguous 

public statements, the North began to reactivate its nuclear 

facility at Yeongban and, in January 2003, also withdrew from the 

Non-Proliferation Treaty. In April 2003 the UN Security Council 

expressed concern over the situation, but that same month US–

North Korean talks opened in China, which were expanded in 

August to include South Korea and the three major East Asian 

powers—China, Russia, and Japan. Over the following years, 

there were several rounds of six-nation talks, but also periodic 

propaganda attacks by the North Koreans on the US, while the 

North’s nuclear programme continued to advance. In mid-2005, 

there were signs that mounting economic problems in the 

North might give South Korea bargaining counters, including 

food aid and electricity supplies. But a year later the South 

ended its food shipments because the North tested long-range 

rockets that might be used to deliver nuclear weapons. Then, in 

October 2006, the North successfully tested a nuclear device, 

leading to UN fi nancial and weapons sanctions, but also leading 

to an intensifi cation of diplomatic talks. These talks led to an 

apparent settlement in 2007, by which the Yeongban reactor 

was closed in return for energy supplies. But 2008 saw another 

downturn, perhaps linked to an internal power struggle in the 

North, with rumours of ill health surrounding Kim Jong-Il, who 

probably suff ered a stroke. 

 As the Bush presidency ended, there were signs that the nuclear 

programme was being reinvigorated. North–South relations 

were as frosty as ever and the US suspended its energy supplies 

to the North. Tensions continued into the Obama years, with an 

unpredictable pattern of events marked by continuing Northern 

nuclear ambitions, and intermittent threats against the South, 

alternating with an apparent readiness to talk. In the spring of 

2009, the North fi red another long-range rocket, left the six-

nation talks and carried out another nuclear test. There was 

some evidence of détente in August 2009, when former US 

President Clinton visited the North and secured the release of 

two American journalists, who had been imprisoned a few 

months earlier. This was followed by several months of 

indications from the North that it hoped to settle the 

diff erences with the US and South Korea, yet one of the worst 

ever North–South crises followed in 2010. In March, a South 

Korean warship was sunk, with evidence later pointing to the 

North being responsible. The US tightened up sanctions but this 

time, whatever its economic weaknesses, the North did not 

back off . Instead, in November, the North shelled the island of 

Yeonpyeong, killing several, which led the South to reply with its 

own bombardment. Again, these events may have been linked 

to shadowy internal changes in the North, where one of Kim 

Jong-Il’s sons, Kim Jong-Un, emerged as the likeliest successor 

and it may have been the resolution of this issue that best 

explains why the sense of crisis eased once more in 2010–11. 

The death of Kim Jong-Il in December 2011 was followed by the 

apparently smooth succession of his son and by a continuation 

of existing policies. In mid-April 2012, despite widespread 

condemnation, North Korea tested a ballistic missile, but the 

missile exploded soon after take-off . The long-term direction of 

North Korean policy remained unpredictable.  
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 of  Hormuz, at the base of  the Persian Gulf, through 
which a considerable amount of  oil was exported. It 
seems that sanctions, and perhaps the use of  com-
puter virus attacks, as well as the targeted assassina-
tion of  several Iranian nuclear scientists (which Iran 
blamed on Israel), impeded Iran’s programme, but 
some experts believed that it could build a nuclear 
weapon within a few years if  it wanted. Iran’s actual 
intentions remained a mystery, however. While Israel, 
which had nuclear weapons of  its own, was concerned 
about a possible Iranian attack, for example, others, 
such as the IAEA’s former head, Mohamed ElBaredei, 
felt that the dangers were exaggerated. There were 
real fears that Israel might launch a military strike, so 
as to prevent Tehran building a nuclear weapon, and 
tensions were deepened in February 2012 by attacks 
on Israeli diplomats in India and Georgia, which were 
suspected to be the work of  Iran (possibly respond-
ing to the assassinations of  its nuclear scientists). But 
a long-range operation against such a large country 
was hazardous, the Iranians could easily disperse their 
nuclear eff orts and Western powers, already faced by 
deep-seated problems in Afghanistan, could hardly 
welcome an extension of  confl ict to Iran.      

  E.    The ‘Arab Spring’      

 Tunisia and Egypt   

 In early 2011 a wave of  popular unrest passed across 
the Islamic Middle East and North Africa, leading 
to signifi cant changes of  regime. There had been 
some signs of  trouble the previous year, but nobody 
predicted that this would lead to major upheaval. In 
June 2010, the murder of  a young political activist, 
Khaled Said, by the Egyptian police, had sparked pro-
tests in his home city of  Alexandria, which spread for a 
while to Cairo, before fi zzling out in the face of  repres-
sion. In December, sporadic protests began in Jordan 
over the rising prices of  basic commodities. Then, 
in mid-December in Tunisia, a street vendor named 
Mohamed Bouazizi, burned himself  to death in pro-
test after being harassed by the police. This proved 
the trigger for widespread disturbances in the coun-
try, where the oppressive regime of  President Zine 
al-Abidine Ben-Ali had held power for twenty-four 
years, but where the younger generation were now 
less willing to accept the situation, especially in the 
face of  infl ation and high unemployment. This mix of  

economic discontent and a desire for political change, 
especially among the young, proved a common ele-
ment in the unrest that now spread around the region. 
In the Arab world as a whole about 60 per cent of  the 
population was under 30 years of  age. 

 In Tunisia, as elsewhere, the internet and mobile 
phones allowed the protestors to organize them-
selves and evade state controls. On 13 January 2011, 
the President made a belated off er of  political reforms 
and said he would retire in three years’ time, but this 
did nothing to quell the discontent. The following 
day, 14 January, after declaring a state of  emergency, 
Ben-Ali and his much-hated wife, Leila, fl ed to Saudi 
Arabia in the face of  the protests, taking as much gold 
as they could carry. An interim committee took over. 
Despite promises of  a transition to liberal institutions, 
including elections (set for July), the protestors com-
plained that too many representatives of  the former 
regime remained in offi  ce. The new, Acting President 
was Mohamed Ghannouchi, who had been Ben-Ali’s 
prime minister since 1999. It took a renewal of  popu-
lar protests to secure his resignation on 27 February. 
Then, on 7 March, all members of  the former regime 
were removed from the Cabinet. Parliamentary elec-
tions were eventually held in October 2011, with a 
moderate Islamist party, Ennahda, emerging in fi rst 
place. The new national assembly then began work on 
a constitution, while in December Moncef  Marzouki, 
formerly a leading opponent of  the Ben-Ali regime 
and a member of  the secular Congress party, became 
President. 

 The Arab world had been rocked by the events in 
Tunisia at the start of  the year and leaders of  some 
states rapidly made concessions to buy off  their op-
ponents. On 1 February, as popular protests spread in 
the Arab world, Abdullah II of  Jordan appointed a new 
prime minister, while President Ali Abdullah Saleh of  
the Yemen, who had been in power for thirty-two 
years, promised to step down at the end of  his current 
term of  offi  ce in 2013. For a few days, there were dis-
turbances all across the Arab world, from Mauretania 
in West Africa to Oman in eastern Arabia, though 
most were limited in scale. Across the region there 
were common problems with oppressive, corrupt gov-
ernments, rising prices, youth unemployment, and a 
desire for greater personal freedom. But the real focus 
was on Egypt, the most populous Arab state. 

 In Egypt, there were strikingly similar reasons 
for discontent as in Tunisia. Egypt had been under 
military rule since 1952, with opposition groups, like 
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 the Muslim Brotherhood, outlawed. The authoritar-
ian regime of  Hosni Mubarak, a former general, had 
held power since the assassination of  his predecessor, 
Anwar Sadat, in 1981, and since that time had kept a 
‘state of  emergency’ in place which was used to jus-
tify widespread repression. For a generation, Mubarak 
relied on strict censorship, the secret police, impris-
onment of  opponents, and the daily use of  torture 
to keep Egypt quiescent. He presided over a system 
marked by corruption, nepotism, and reliance on the 
secret police. As late as November 2010, rigged elec-
tions had been held for a Parliament dominated by 
his supporters. Abroad, he maintained the peace with 
Israel secured by Sadat in 1978–9 and was a close ally 
of  the US, which provided him with arms. There were 
periodic, localized signs of  discontent and it was possi-
ble to elect independent members of  Parliament even 
under the rigged voting system: but in 2005 less than a 
third of  seats could be said to be held by ‘opposition’ 
candidates (about a fi fth of  seats going to supporters 
of  the Muslim Brotherhood). But the events in Tunisia 
gave Mubarak’s opponents hope that he too might be 
overthrown by a widespread, determined campaign. 

 As in Tunisia, it was the younger generation that 
spearheaded the 2011 discontent, proving that they 
could use new technologies to outwit the police ap-
paratus. They began by calling for a ‘day of  revolu-
tion’, set for 25 January. Simultaneous protests were 
held in numerous locations, which the police found 
impossible to control, so that the general population 
could see that the state was not all powerful. The key 
step was to occupy Tahrir Square, a vast space in the 
centre of  the capital, Cairo, on which the attention 
of  the world’s media could then focus. Soon, the po-
lice had abandoned large areas of  Cairo, where local 
vigilante groups formed to keep order. As confi dence 
in the possibility of  protest began to grow, so did the 
numbers and on 1 February it was possible to mobilize 
one million people on the streets of  Egypt’s major cit-
ies. The protests drew together a broad coalition of  
Mubarak’s opponents, including the Muslim Broth-
erhood, human rights activists, individuals who sim-
ply wanted greater freedom of  expression, and some 
well-known fi gures like Mohamed ElBaradei, a for-
mer UN weapons inspector, who had won the Nobel 
Peace Prize. He had been living in exile but returned 
to the country on 27 January, by which time the gov-
ernment seemed bent on intimidation arrests and at-
tempts to block communications over the internet. 
The determination of  crowds to remain in occupation 

of  Tahrir Square, in the centre of  Cairo, under the 
gaze of  the world’s media, was at fi rst matched by 
Mubarak’s determination to cling to offi  ce. A curfew 
was introduced; the state-controlled media attacked 
the demonstrators as being under ‘foreign’ control; 
and in speeches to the people, the 82-year-old dictator 
insisted that he would stay in offi  ce to oversee reform. 
The President had some supporters among state-
controlled enterprises, the police apparatus, and paid 
gangs of  thugs. But, as the demonstrations continued 
and strike action threatened to cripple the economy, 
concessions were wrung from him, including the ap-
pointment of  a Vice-President, Omar Suleiman, who 
off ered to talk to the protestors. 

 The key player, however, was the army, which had 
provided all Egypt’s leaders—including Mubarak—
since the overthrow of  the monarchy in 1952. The 
decision of  army leaders not to use force against the 
protesters, and the readiness of  the crowds to wel-
come the army when it moved peacefully into Tahrir 
Square ensured there was no bloodbath. Instead, the 
soldiers simply sat and watched the demonstrations 
taking place. Indeed, despite the deaths of  more than 
250 protestors—deaths that helped keep the protests 
alive—a striking feature of  the Egyptian revolution 
was its lack of  open, widespread violence. The crowds 
continued to wave the republican fl ag, sang the na-
tional anthem, and even chanted, ‘the army and peo-
ple are one’. There was tension in this approach. The 
army had supported Mubarak loyally. The new Vice-
President, Suleiman, was a former intelligence chief, 
responsible for state repression. And when Mubarak 
supporters invaded Tahrir Square on 3 February, 
soldiers at the scene simply sat and watched. None-
theless, the army provided Egypt with a widely re-
spected institution that could provide stability during 
the transition to a democratic constitution. It was a 
military council that took over power from Mubarak 
on 11 February, when he fi nally resigned. The military 
promised to move towards a democratic state, with 
an elected civilian government, but were reluctant to 
establish an interim civilian government. As a result, 
demonstrators were initially reluctant to give up the 
occupation of  Tahrir Square. 

 Despite the calls for democracy from Arab demon-
strators, Western states were initially cautious about 
the changes in Tunisia and only gave them a belated 
welcome. The French foreign minister, Michelle 
Alliot-Marie was forced to resign in February over 
criticisms of  her close support for Ben-Ali. To the US 



596 The Age of Terror, 2001–12

 and its European allies, Arab dictators seemed prefer-
ential to the possible alternatives, who might include 
radical Islamists and regimes anxious to support the 
Palestinians’ cause. Unrest in North Africa also created 
a refugee problem, with many trying to fl ee across the 
Mediterranean to Italy or France. The US was in a par-
ticularly diffi  cult position where Egypt was concerned: 
the Obama administration wanted to see a transition 
to liberal democracy, but it also saw Mubarak as a loyal 
ally and one who had assisted the US in its support of  
Israel. Mubarak had held a successful, friendly summit 
meeting with Obama only months before and as the 
protests began in Cairo, the initial US reaction was to 
praise their ally. Washington also had to respect the 
views of  its other allies in the region, such as Saudi 
Arabia, which was deeply concerned about Mubarak’s 
possible overthrow and readier to see him use force to 
retain power. But the sight of  repression on the streets 
of  Cairo could hardly be welcome to Obama, who 
also publicly urged Mubarak, on 28 January, not to 
use violence against the opposition. American policy 
was hesitant and sometimes confused, especially on 
the question of  whether Mubarak should remain in 
power while a transition to democracy took place. 

 In early February, the US envoy Frank Wisner pub-
licly declared that Mubarak should stay in offi  ce, but 
the administration soon changed its view, working for 
a peaceful transition to democracy without the octo-
genarian President. Such a transition to democracy 
was never likely to be easy. Egypt lacked a constitu-
tional tradition and political parties. Another concern 
was that the revolution might somehow fall under 
the infl uence of  radical Islamists. Despite a substan-
tial Coptic Christian minority, the vast majority of  the 
population was Muslim and one of  the oldest political 
groups was the Muslim Brotherhood. But the US evi-
dently believed that Omar Suleiman could bring about 
a transition in an orderly way, while remaining loyal 
to Egypt’s established friendships. Sure enough, on 
12 February, the new Egyptian government promised 
to respect international agreements, including peace 
with Israel. On 18 February, following a day of  cele-
bration over Mubarak’s overthrow, the military threat-
ened to confront further strike action with force. Over 
the following weeks there were mixed signals about 
the direction of  the revolution. Protestors continued 
to be arrested, but on 3 March the reformist Essam 
Sharaf  became premier, replacing Ahmed Shafi q, 
who had been appointed in Mubarak’s last days. One 
of  the fi rst signs of  the new political freedom was a 

referendum, held on 19 March, in which an over-
whelming majority backed constitutional changes, 
including a limit on presidential terms of  offi  ce in 
future. The army dissolved the pro-Mubarak Parlia-
ment and took steps to arrest members of  the previ-
ous regime who had engaged in corruption. In April, 
Mubarak himself  was detained and later put on trial, 
accused of  ordering deadly attacks on demonstrators. 
(In June 2012 he was sentenced to life imprisonment.) 
But there were persistent concerns about the army’s 
attitude towards human rights, heightened in Decem-
ber 2011 by its tough response to a renewed occupation 
of  Tahrir Square and by raids on the Cairo offi  ces of  
several non-governmental organizations. Political in-
stability led to the virtual collapse of  the tourist indus-
try, which in turn contributed to a growing national 
debt problem. There were also signs that the turmoil 
might worsen religious diff erences, with serious 
violence between the army and Coptic Christians in 
Cairo in October. A complex election process, which 
took place over three stages, resulted in January 2012 
in success for the Muslim Brotherhood. This was re-
peated in presidential elections, which were won in 
June by the Brotherhood’s candidate, Mohammed 
Mursi. But no constitution had been drawn up, so that 
the powers of  the President and Parliament were not 
yet clear. Furthermore, just before the presidential 
election results were announced, and despite ending 
the 31-year State of  Emergency, the army dissolved 
Parliament, suggesting that the generals continued to 
hold the real power in Egypt.     

 Limits to the ‘Arab Spring’   

 The dramatic events in Egypt intensifi ed the pressure 
for change elsewhere. But the Arab Spring proved to 
be a diverse phenomenon, with no guarantee of  rapid 
political change. Among the monarchical states, se-
rious unrest in Oman, demanding political reform, 
were met by force while, in Saudi Arabia, where stir-
rings of  discontent began in early March, the govern-
ment quickly placed a ban on protests. The situation 
in the Gulf  island-sheikhdom of  Bahrain proved 
more complex. Here, there was a religious element 
to the discontent, with a Sunni monarchy ruling over a 
Shi‘ite majority population. Emulating the Egyptians, 
Bahraini protestors gathered, in February, in the main 
square of  the capital, Manama, under the eyes of  the 
world media, while the regime at fi rst tried to break 
up the demonstrations by force, then off ered dialogue, 
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 then shifted back to force. On 14 March, neighbour-
ing Saudi Arabia sent a thousand troops in to support 
the government. This was followed by a declaration 
of  martial law and the use of  tanks to drive demon-
strators off  the streets, after which there was a police 
clampdown on the opposition and a ban on the main 
Shia political parties. Western powers were reluctant 
to act strongly against their Bahraini and Saudi allies, 
but did cut off  arms supplies to Bahrain (the US only 
reviving supplies in May 2012) and criticized the scale 
of  the repression (which may have helped secure a re-
trial for some of  those imprisoned). 

 Among secular Arab republics the picture was 
rather less certain. In Algeria, in mid-February, the au-
thorities clamped down quickly on the popular unrest. 
But in Yemen discontent proved more persistent, dem-
onstrators were not intimidated by the government’s 
use of  force and President Saleh seemed increasingly 
desperate. On 20 March, he sacked the whole Cabinet 
and, as leading offi  cials and generals defected to the 
opposition, he was ready to contemplate a deal that in-
volved his retirement. Yet for months the uncertainty 
persisted, with sporadic outbursts of  violence and dif-
ferent signals from Saleh about whether, and on what 
terms, he might stand down. The President survived 
an assassination attempt in June and only fi nally left 
the country in January 2012, in return for a promise 
of  immunity from prosecution. A complicating factor 
was that, for more than a decade, Yemen had been a 
centre of  al-Qaeda activity and the US was keen to en-
sure that, whoever held offi  ce, they joined in the war 
on terror. However undemocratic Saleh was, he had 
declared himself  an American ally in the war on terror 
since 2001 and, in September 2011, Washington had a 
key success against al-Qaeda in Yemen, when a drone 
attack killed the US-born jihadist, Anwar al Awlaki. 

 There was similar sustained violence in Syria, 
where unrest began in mid-March, initially focused on 
the southern city of  Deraa, close to the Jordanian bor-
der, where the local Ba’athist party headquarters was 
attacked. Nothing like this had been seen in the coun-
try since 1982, when then-President Hafez al-Assad 
ruthlessly put down a short-lived Sunni uprising in the 
city of  Hama, killing several thousands. By 2011, with 
the regime of  Bashir al-Assad having failed to fulfi l its 
promises of  reform, there was deep discontent. This 
was fuelled by political repression—with friends and 
relatives of  political prisoners forming one plank of  
the opposition—and economic circumstances, with 
almost a quarter of  young people being unemployed). 

There was also a religious element, with opposition 
among the Sunni majority to the secular Ba’athist 
state and the Assad family, who were members of  the 
Alawites, a Shia sect. In contrast to Egypt, however, 
the army proved loyal to the regime. As the demon-
strations persisted, on 19 April Assad ended the state 
of  emergency that had been introduced back in 1963. 
This, however, simply seemed to fuel the discontent 
and the last week of  April saw a violent crackdown 
by the army, which continued for months, with tanks 
being used against protestors, hundreds of  whom 
were imprisoned. 

 Assad persistently failed to fulfi l his promises of  
talks with the opposition, whose diverse elements 
united in a ‘National Council’ in November, even 
attracting units of  defectors from the Syrian army. 
Rising international concern was seen in Western 
calls for Assad to stand down and, in November, by 
an Arab League decision to suspend Syria from mem-
bership of  the organization. Assad fi nally allowed an 
Arab League observation mission into the country 
in December 2011, but this, if  anything, increased the 
extent of  the protests and the violence by the army. 
The mission was withdrawn in January 2012, as the 
image of  civil war intensifi ed—with the sustained 
bombardment of  the city of  Homs by the army. De-
spite Western criticism of  his regime, Assad contin-
ued to command the loyalty of  the army and much 
of  the population, bolstered by a referendum in Feb-
ruary, which the opposition boycotted;, and he was 
not without international sympathy. In February 2012, 
Russia (which had a naval base in Syria) and China 
vetoed a UN Resolution critical of  the regime. True, 
the UN was able to set up a peace mission under the 
former Secretary-General, Kofi  Annan, and in April 
began deploying its own peacekeeping force, but 
the violence worsened. In issuing their veto, Russia 
and China were infl uenced in part by Western suc-
cesses against another long-standing Arab dictator-
ship, in Libya.     

 Libya: the fall of Gaddafi    

 It was a very diff erent story in Libya. When violence 
fi rst fl ared in the north-eastern city of  Benghazi 
on 17 February, the 42-year old regime of  Colonel 
Muammar Gaddafi  chose to meet the protests with 
tough police action, supported by foreign mercenar-
ies. Dozens were killed in a crackdown on 18 February 
but, as in Egypt, state suppression only seemed to 
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 strengthen the opposition’s resolve and, in this case, 
the security forces began to fracture, with a few 
military units joining in the rebellion. Eastern Libya 
had long been less loyal to Gaddafi , partly for tribal 
reasons, and he had left it underdeveloped. Now the 
whole region turned against him and he was soon 
left holding on to areas around the capital, Tripoli 
and his home city, Sirte. Even government ministers 
defected. Abdul Fatah Younis, the former Minister 
of  the Interior, became the rebels’ military chief  (al-
though he was later killed, apparently because he was 
suspected of  continuing links to Gaddafi ). The wider 
world was at fi rst reluctant to become involved and 
Western nations initially focused on safely removing 
their own nationals from the oil-rich state. But on 
26 February the UN approved sanctions against the 
Gaddafi  regime and there was already discussion of  
enforcing a ‘no-fl y zone’ over the country, to prevent 
him using aerial bombardment against the rebels. 
An arms embargo was also introduced. The French 
government, much criticized at home for its links 
to oppression in the Arab world, now took the lead 
against Gaddafi , even taking the dramatic step of  rec-
ognizing the rebel regime in Benghazi as the govern-
ment of  Libya. But in early March, Gaddafi ’s forces 
began to strike back against the rebels. By the mid-
dle of  the month he seemed secure in the west and 
his forces were advancing eastwards against the re-
bels, who were poorly trained, ill-organized, and had 
few aircraft. Soon, the only rebel enclave in western 
Libya was the port of  Misrata, which became both a 
focus of  Gaddafi ’s attacks and a symbol of  resistance 
to him. 

 By the time the UN Security Council passed Reso-
lution 1973 authorizing action to protect civilians by 
‘all necessary means’ (short of  any occupation of  
Libyan territory), on 17 March, Gaddafi ’s forces were 
approaching Benghazi. There were serious doubts 
about the wisdom of  the resolution. Even the rebels 
believed it had come too late, with many citizens 
fl eeing Benghazi, while some governments feared a 
long war in which, as in Iraq, predominantly Western 
forces would become lodged in an unpopular war in 
an Arab state. As soon as the resolution was passed, 
Gaddafi  declared a ceasefi re, but it was soon clear that 
this was a mere ploy to allow his forces to strike into 
Benghazi, where it would be more diffi  cult for aircraft 
to attack. Within a few days, a coalition, initially led 
by the US, but also including France, Britain, Italy, 
and Canada, began military action, ostensibly to use 

a ‘no-fl y’ zone to protect civilians as provided for by 
the Security Council Resolution. While French air-
craft bombed Libyan units close to Benghazi, the US 
and Britain began cruise missile strikes to neutralise 
Gaddafi ’s air defences. His claims of  civilian casual-
ties led to criticism of  the NATO action from Russia 
and the Arab League, but the rebels in Benghazi, who 
had successfully held on to the city, were exuberant. 
With Gaddafi ’s air force unable to operate, the rebels 
began to advance one more. But he was not going to 
go easily. He still had the loyalty of  most people in 
Tripoli and he was able to portray the Western pow-
ers as ‘crusaders’. Although, after some days, Qatar 
sent some aircraft to help enforce Resolution 1973, the 
coalition was predominantly Western. There were 
also tensions within the allied coalition. Initially, it 
was led by the US, which bore the greatest military 
burden in the attacks on Gaddafi . But, after Iraq and 
Afghanistan, Washington was reluctant to play the 
primary role in yet another intervention in an Islamic 
state. So, as US combat aircraft withdrew other NATO 
members took charge of  the operation, but whereas 
some NATO members, such as Germany and Turkey, 
wanted to focus on protecting civilians with a ‘no-fl y’ 
zone, others, such as France and Britain, wanted to 
take a more active role in attacking Gaddafi ’s forces. 
It seemed clear that the badly organized Libyan rebels 
would be unable to oust the dictator without active 
coalition help. 

 Diff erences within the alliance were discussed at 
a conference in London on 29 March, when ideas 
were mooted for arming the rebels—this despite the 
UN’s arms embargo. In eff ect, Resolution 1973 was 
now interpreted in a way that, rather than saving 
lives, aimed at regime change. There were ways to 
achieve this other than relying on the eastern rebel-
lion. There were indications that continuing defec-
tions might lead Gaddafi ’s regime to collapse from 
within. On 31 March, Libyan Foreign Minister, Moussa 
Koussa, fl ew to London and announced that he no 
longer wished to serve the dictator. But during April, 
the situation on the ground settled into a stalemate, 
which persisted for three months. NATO air strikes 
gradually wore down Gaddafi ’s defences, but only in 
late July did Gaddafi ’s position begin to disintegrate, 
with a rapid rebel advance on Tripoli in August, which 
fell late in the month. The National Transitional 
Council, which had increasingly been recognized by 
other states as Libya’s legitimate government, then 
moved to the capital. Some of  Gaddafi ’s family fl ed 
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 abroad, but he sought refuge in his home city of  Sirte, 
fi nally being killed as he tried to escape on 20 October. 
NATO’s military operation ended on 31 October and 
Western banks, which had frozen the dictator’s as-
sets, now released them to the new government. The 
challenge now was to create a new, stable regime but 
with tribal diff erences, armed militias, damage to the 
country’s infrastructure, and the survival of  some 

Gaddafi  loyalists, this process would not be easy. Dur-
ing the fi rst half  of  2012, while the country awaited its 
fi rst free elections, there were sporadic armed clashes 
sparked by a number of  issues, from a frustration with 
the slow pace of  reform, to more worrying ethnic 
and regional divisions, including signs that the oil-rich 
East, which had spearheaded the war against Gaddafi , 
might seek independence.           

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   
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        25 
The Shifting Global 
Balance        

  A.    The Post-2007 Economic Crisis      

 Origins of the Crisis   

 Countries of  the developed world and, particularly 
those in Europe, had seemed to enjoy prosperity as 
consumerism blossomed in the late 1990s and early 
Noughties, notwithstanding the creation of  the euro 
in 1999, while in Asia economies were recovering from 
the 1997 crisis. In Latin America even Argentina, which 
had suff ered the worst from the debt problems of  the 
previous decades, achieved a trade surplus and a growth 
rate of  9 per cent that year. Three years later the prob-
lems fl owing from Europe and the US were so big, 
and were becoming so diffi  cult to resolve quickly, that 
the future of  capitalism itself  was being questioned. 
The starting point for the doubts was the self-evident 
assumption (at least for those able to face the impli-
cations) that the ‘credit crunch has destroyed faith in 
the free market ideology that has dominated Western 
economic thinking for a decade. But what can—and 
should—replace it?’ It was as if  the Cold War had been 

fought to produce a highly successful failure. The next 
day, the London  Financial Times  quoted a banker, la-
menting that he did not know what could replace it—
an indication that it might have to continue.   1    

 For a considerable time before the 2008 crisis, the 
US and most European states had been living on high 
levels of  debt both national and individual, public 
and private. The eff ects of  this had been exacerbated 
by the faith invested in ‘free’ market changes to the 
globalized fi nancial world since the 1980s, and the 
accompanying loss of  government power over an in-
creasingly deregulated economy. Widespread distrust 
of  the state, despite its provision of  benefi ts for many 
individuals, especially the poor and the disadvantaged, 
was increasingly evident as the consumption boom, 
funded more and more by debt, continued to expand. 
Manufacturing in the developed West, and its provi-
sion of  secure jobs for many workers, was undermined 
by the new economic environment of  globalization, 
as well as the growth of  cheaper manufacturing in 
China and the other BRIC countries. A new epoch 
of  fi nancial capitalism, which had emerged since the 
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 1980s, was in full swing by the start of  the Noughties. 
In the new millennium, it was particularly aided by 
new regulations that allowed commercial banks to 
operate as investment banks in a world which already 
allowed cross-border fl ows of  capital in a globalized 
international fi nancial system. 

 The maintenance of  high levels of  government ex-
penditure and personal consumption in much of  the 

developed world was sustained, not by revenue from 
manufacturing and production, but from service in-
dustries and borrowing achieved at ever-higher levels 
of  risk. In addition, increased oil prices were the re-
sult of  the 2003 Iraq war, when the US spent hundreds 
of  millions of  dollars importing oil, at a time when 
demand for energy from expanding economies like 
China and India was rising signifi cantly. Financially,   

   Financial Glossary    

  Bail-out  The fi nancial rescue of a struggling borrower. A bail-

out can be achieved in various ways:

     •    providing loans to a borrower that markets will no longer 

lend to;  

   •    guaranteeing a borrower’s debts;  

   •    guaranteeing the value of a borrower’s risky assets;  

   •    providing help to absorb potential losses, such as in a bank 

recapitalization.     

  Bond  A debt security, or more simply, an IOU. The bond states 

when a loan must be repaid and what interest the borrower 

(issuer) must pay to the holder. They can be issued by 

companies, banks, or governments to raise money. Banks and 

investors buy and trade bonds. 

  Collateralized debt obligations (CDOs)  A fi nancial 

structure combining individual loans, bonds, or other assets in a 

portfolio, which can then be traded. In theory, CDOs attract a 

stronger credit rating than individual assets, owing to the risk 

being more diversifi ed (securitization). But as the performance 

of many assets fell during the post-2007 fi nancial crisis, the 

trading value of many CDOs was also reduced. 

  Credit crunch  A situation where banks and other lenders all 

cut back their lending at the same time, because of widespread 

fears about the ability of borrowers to repay. If heavily indebted 

borrowers are cut off  from new lending, they may fi nd it 

impossible to repay existing debts. Reduced lending also slows 

down economic growth, which thus makes it harder for all 

businesses to repay their debts. 

  Credit Default Swap (CDS)  A fi nancial contract that 

provides insurance-like protection against the risk of a third-

party borrower defaulting on its debts. For example, a bank 

providing loans to Greece may choose to hedge the loan by 

buying CDS protection on Greece. The bank makes periodic 

payments to the CDS seller. If Greece defaults on its debts, the 

CDS seller must buy the loans from the bank at their full face 

value. CDSs are not just used for hedging—they are used by 

investors to speculate on whether a borrower such as Greece 

will default. 

  Derivative  A fi nancial contract which provides a way of investing 

in a particular product without having to purchase it. For example, 

a stock market futures contract allows investors to make bets on 

the value of a stock market index such as London’s ‘FTSE 100’ 

increasing by so many points or not. If the bet is successful, interest 

on the cost of the contract (i.e. the amount invested) is paid to 

the investor without the individual or bank having to buy or sell 

any shares. The value of a derivative can depend on anything from 

the price of coff ee to interest rates or the weather as well as 

stock market values. Derivatives allow investors and banks to 

hedge their risks, or to speculate on markets. Futures, forwards, 

swaps, and options are all types of derivatives. 

  Dodd–Frank  Legislation enacted by the US in 2011 to regulate 

the banks and other fi nancial services. It included:

     •    restrictions on banks’ riskier activities (the Volcker rule, on 

which see below);  

   •    a new agency responsible for protecting consumers against 

predatory lending and other unfair practices;  

   •    regulation of the enormous derivatives market;  

   •    a leading role for the central bank, the Federal Reserve, in 

overseeing regulation;  

   •    higher bank capital requirements;  

   •    new powers for regulators to seize and wind up large banks 

that get into trouble.     

  EFSF  The European Financial Stability Facility, a temporary fund 

worth up to €440 billion, set up by the Eurozone countries in 

May 2010. Following a previous bailout of Greece, the EFSF was 

originally intended to help other struggling Eurozone 

governments, and has since provided rescue loans to the Irish 

Republic and Portugal. 

  Eurobond  A common, jointly-guaranteed bond issued by the 

Eurozone governments. It has been mooted as a solution to the 

Eurozone debt crisis, as it would prevent markets diff erentiating 

between the creditworthiness of diff erent government 
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borrowers in the Eurozone. The Germans, until June 2012, 

resisted the idea. 

  Fiscal policy  The government’s borrowing, spending, and 

taxation decisions. If a government fears it is borrowing too 

much, it can raise taxes and/or cut spending. Alternatively, if a 

government wants to avoid the economy going into recession it 

can engage in fi scal stimulus, which can include cutting taxes, 

increasing public spending, and/or borrowing more. 

  Freddie Mac, Fannie Mae  Nicknames for, respectively, the 

Federal Home Loans Mortgage Corporation and the Federal 

National Mortgage Association, in the US. They never provided 

mortgages directly to homebuyers, but obtained a large part of 

the money that is lent out as mortgages in the US from the 

international fi nancial markets. Both privately owned, they now 

operate as agents of the US federal government. As a result of 

the fi nancial crisis, the government put them into 

‘conservatorship’, guaranteeing to provide them with any new 

capital needed to ensure they would not go bust. 

  G8  The seven major industrialized economies of the US, UK, 

France, Germany, Italy, Canada, and Japan (the old G7), plus Russia. 

  G20  The G8 plus developing countries that play an important 

role in the global economy, such as China, India, Brazil, and Saudi 

Arabia. It gained in signifi cance after leaders agreed how to tackle 

the 2008–09 fi nancial crisis and the recession at G20 gatherings. 

  Glass–Steagall  A US inter-war law separating ordinary 

commercial banking from investment banking. The commercial 

high street banks, which lend to consumers and businesses, are 

deemed vital to the ‘real’ US economy. The law was designed to 

protect their depositors from the risky speculation of 

investment banks. The law was repealed in 1999, largely to 

enable the creation of the banking giant, Citigroup, a move that 

many commentators say was a contributing factor to the 2008 

fi nancial crisis. (See also, Volcker Rule.) 

  Hedge fund  A private investment fund that uses a range of 

sophisticated strategies to maximize returns including hedging, 

leveraging, and derivatives trading. 

  Hedging  Making an investment to reduce the risk of price 

fl uctuations in the value of an asset. For example, airlines often 

hedge against rising oil prices by agreeing in advance to buy their 

fuel at a set price. In this case, a rise in price would not harm 

them—but nor would they benefi t from any falls. 

  Investment bank  Investment banks provide fi nancial services 

for governments, companies, or extremely wealthy individuals. 

They diff er from commercial banks, where you have your 

savings. Traditionally, investment banks provided underwriting, 

and fi nancial advice on mergers and acquisitions, and how to 

raise money in the fi nancial markets. They and commercial 

banks now engage in the more risky activities, often referred to 

as ‘casino capitalism’ including trading directly in fi nancial markets 

for their own account. 

  Leverage  Leverage, or gearing, means using debt to 

supplement investment. The more you borrow on top of the 

funds (or equity) you already have, the more highly leveraged 

you are. Leverage can increase both gains and losses. 

‘Deleveraging’ means reducing the amount you are borrowing. 

  Liquidity crisis  A situation in which it suddenly becomes 

much more diffi  cult for banks to obtain cash, owing to a general 

loss of confi dence in the fi nancial system. Investors (and, in the 

case of a bank run, even ordinary depositors) may withdraw 

their cash from banks, while banks may stop lending to each 

other, if they fear that some banks could go bust. Because most 

of a bank’s money is tied up in loans, even a healthy bank can run 

out of cash and collapse in a liquidity crisis. Central banks usually 

respond to a liquidity crisis by acting as ‘lender of last resort’, 

providing emergency cash loans to the banks. 

  Loans-to-deposit ratio  For fi nancial institutions, the sum of 

their loans divided by the sum of their deposits. It measures a 

bank’s vulnerability to the loss of confi dence during a liquidity 

crisis. Deposits are usually guaranteed by the bank’s government 

and are therefore considered a safer source of funding for the 

bank. Before the 2008 fi nancial crisis, many banks became very 

reliant on other sources of funding—meaning that they had very 

high loan-to-deposit ratios. When these other sources of funding 

suddenly evaporated, the banks were left critically short of cash. 

  Mortgage-backed securities (MBS)  Banks repackage 

debts from a number of mortgages into MBS, which can be 

bought and traded by investors. By selling off  their mortgages in 

the form of MBS, it frees the banks up to lend to more 

homeowners. 

  Securities lending  When one broker or dealer lends a 

security (such as a bond or a share) to another for a fee. This is 

the process that allows short selling. 

  Securitization  Turning something into a security. For 

example, taking the debt from a number of mortgages and 

combining them to make a fi nancial product, which can then be 

traded (see mortgage-backed securities). Investors who buy 

these securities receive income when the original home-buyers 

make their mortgage payments. 

  Security  A contract that can be assigned a value and traded. It 

could be a share, a bond or a mortgage-backed security. 

 Separately, the term ‘security’ is also used to mean something 

that is pledged by a borrower when taking out a loan. For 
(continued)
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example, mortgages in the UK are usually secured on the 

borrower’s home. This means that if the borrower cannot repay, 

the lender can seize the security—the home—and sell it in 

order to help repay the outstanding debt. 

  Shadow banking  A global fi nancial system—including 

investment banks, securitization, SPVs, CDOs, and monoline 

insurers—that provides a similar borrowing and lending 

function to banks, but is not regulated like banks. Prior to the 

fi nancial crisis, the shadow banking system had grown to play as 

big a role as the banks in providing loans. However, much of 

shadow banking system collapsed during the credit crunch that 

began in 2007, and in the 2008 fi nancial crisis. 

  Short selling  A technique used by investors who think the 

price of an asset, such as shares or oil contracts, will fall. They 

borrow the asset from another investor and then sell it in the 

relevant market. The aim is to buy back the asset at a lower 

price and return it to its owner, pocketing the diff erence. Also 

known as ‘shorting’. 

  Spread  The diff erence in the yield (on which, see below) of 

two diff erent bonds of approximately the same maturity, usually 

in the same currency. The spread is used as a measure of the 

market’s perception of the diff erence in creditworthiness of two 

borrowers. 

  SPV  A Special Purpose Vehicle (also Special Purpose Entity or 

Company) is a company created by a bank or investment bank 

solely for the purpose of owning a particular set of loans or 

other investments, and distributing the risk to investors. Before 

the fi nancial crisis, SPVs were regularly used by banks to offl  oad 

loans that they owned, freeing the banks up to lend more. SPVs 

were a major part of the shadow banking system, and were 

used in securitization and CDOs. 

  Stability pact  A set of rules demanded by Germany, at the 

creation of the Eurozone in the 1990s, that were intended 

among other things to limit the borrowing of governments inside 

the euro to 3 per cent of their GDP, with fi nes to be imposed on 

miscreants. The original stability pact was abandoned after 

Germany itself broke the rules with impunity in 2002–5. 

  Sub-prime mortgages  These carry a higher risk to the 

lender (and therefore tend to be at higher interest rates) 

because they are off ered to people who have had fi nancial 

problems or who have low or unpredictable incomes. 

  Swap  A derivative that involves an exchange of cash fl ows 

between two parties. For example, a bank may swap out of a 

fi xed long-term interest rate into a variable short-term interest 

rate, or a company may swap a fl ow of income out of a foreign 

currency into their own currency. 

  TARP  The Troubled Asset Relief Program, a $700 billion 

rescue fund, set up by the US government in response to the 

2008 fi nancial crisis. Originally, the TARP was intended to buy up 

or guarantee toxic debts owned by the US banks, hence its 

name. However, shortly after its creation, the US Treasury took 

advantage of a loophole in the law to use it instead for a 

recapitalization of the entire US banking system. Most of the 

TARP money has now been repaid by the banks that received it. 

  Tobin tax  A tax on fi nancial transactions, originally proposed 

by economist James Tobin as a levy on currency conversions. 

The tax is intended to discourage market speculators by making 

their activities uneconomic, and in this way, to increase stability 

in fi nancial markets. The idea was originally pushed by former 

UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown, in response to the fi nancial 

crisis. More recently, it has been formally proposed by the 

European Commission, with some suggesting that the revenue 

could be used to tackle the fi nancial crisis. It was opposed by the 

post-2010 UK coalition government, which argued that, to be 

eff ective, the tax would need to be applied globally—not just in 

the EU—as most fi nancial activities could quite easily be 

relocated to another country in order to avoid the tax. 

  Toxic debts  Debts that are highly unlikely to be recovered 

from borrowers. Most lenders expect that some customers 

cannot repay, but toxic debt describes a whole package of loans 

that are unlikely to be repaid. During the fi nancial crisis, toxic 

debts were very hard to value or to sell, as the markets for them 

ceased to function. This greatly increased uncertainty about the 

fi nancial health of the banks that owned much of these debts. 

  Volcker Rule  A proposal by former US Federal Reserve 

chairman, Paul Volcker, that US commercial banks be banned or 

severely limited from engaging in risky activities, such as 

proprietary trading (taking speculative risks on the markets with 

their own, rather than clients’ money) or investing in hedge 

funds. The Volcker Rule follows similar logic to the Glass–Steagall 

Act (see above) and a modifi ed version of the rule was included 

in the Dodd–Frank fi nancial regulation law (see above), passed in 

the wake of the fi nancial crisis. 

  Yield  The return to an investor from buying a bond implied by 

the bond’s current market price. It also indicates the current 

cost of borrowing in the market for the bond issuer. As a bond’s 

market price falls, its yield goes up, and vice versa. Yields can 

increase for a number of reasons. Yields for all bonds in a 

particular currency will rise if markets think that the central 

bank in that currency will raise short-term interest rates owing 

to stronger growth or higher infl ation. Yields for a particular 

borrower’s bonds will rise if markets think there is a greater risk 

that the borrower will default.  

Financial Glossary (continued)
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 the iron law of  capitalism, which states that the 
greater the return on the use of  capital the greater 
the risk in such a use, could no longer be regulated by 
the realities of  repayment or governance. Hence, the 
increased role of  derivatives, hedge funds, collateral 
debt obligations (CDOs) (known, without any hint of  
irony as ‘securitization’ in much the same way as ‘se-
curitization’ was introduced into the military world of  
strategy), credit default swaps (CDSs), and short-term 
selling, in a high-risk world often referred to as ‘casino 
capitalism’. As paper fi nancial transactions became 
increasingly subject to the charging of  high fees, to 
boost the profi ts of  banks and the fi nancial service in-
dustry, new priorities and incentives were provided by 
more complex fi nancial schemes to make money from 
debt. The false premises of  this new fi nancial world 
were soon to be dramatically exposed. The catalyst of  
the crash producing the changes was the huge amount 
‘sub-prime’ mortgage debt in the US and its contribu-
tion to ‘securitization’. Just as the medieval alchemists 
attempted to transform base metal into gold, so the 
modern sorcerers aimed to ‘securitize’ high-risk loans 
which were unlikely to be paid back. In essence, this 
modern alchemy meant packaging debts with other 
debts, thereby transforming them into products with 
high credit ratings. Thus began the failure of  the reg-
ulators to counter the opportunities and incentives 
presented to the bankers, in order to encourage them 
to make greater profi ts from castles built on the sands 
of  debt.    

 For small businesses and householders in particular, 
the debt obligations were underwritten by dramatic 
increases in property prices. This was the bubble that 
burst in a US-dominated globalized economy where 
international movements of  capital were unregulated. 
In the UK, the property bubble was helped by the 
shortage of  new houses, which followed the failure 
of  governments to see that housing provision was a 
key part of  social policy. Consumerism and material 
gain were replacing values of  social responsibility, not 
just internationally but within nation states. The main 
aim of  the fi nancial sector was no longer to provide 
the monetary means for entrepreneurs to achieve 
profi ts out of  the ‘real economy’; it was to maximize 
the revenue from fi nancial transactions. As the prop-
erty bubble of  casino capitalism burst in many parts 
of  the developed world, individuals were also trapped 
with credit card debts in states whose own indebted-
ness from wars and social security payments was to 
increase dramatically. 

 Casino capitalism was the eff ect, rather than the 
cause, of  the crisis of  capitalism. It was signifi cantly 
aided, especially during the 1990s, by concerted eff orts 
of  governments to deregulate the fi nancial markets—
measures favoured widely by fi nanciers in the US, 
from the chairman of  the Federal Reserve down-
wards. ‘Big bang’ deregulatory reforms in the City of  
London had begun in 1986. Deregulation meant the 
removal of  controls which had forced the banks to 
follow strict capital reserve and liquidity ratios as part 
of  a set of  rules to limit risk taking. The provision of  
unsecured high-risk loans, particularly on sub-prime 
mortgages, was accompanied by a naive faith in the 
infallibility of  the market, and in the new technologi-
cal methods and smart accounting procedures having 
ironed out any problems with the money making 
capacity of  the banking system. The idea that ‘secu-
ritization’ virtually eliminated risk became the gospel, 
spread by Alan Greenspan, chairman of  the Federal 
Reserve Bank. As investors, particularly pension fund 
managers, demanded higher returns on lending, 
the tsunami of  2007–8 was created, which quickly 
threatened to sweep away important elements of  the 
banking system. 

 The actions of  some bankers were helped by a 
belief, which turned out to be correct, that the mis-
management of  risk and the misallocation of  funds 
would not produce disastrous losses for themselves. 
Either by the time any losses happened their particular 
profi ts would have been made, or else governments 
would not allow manufacturing companies that got 
into diffi  culties to collapse. Instead, the system would 
be bailed out with taxpayers’ money: the implications 
of  not helping extract bankers from the mess they had 
got into would be disastrous for all those involved in 
the real economy. Two important accompaniments to 
deregulation were the importance of  fees in providing 
incentives for more fi nancial transactions (without ad-
equate management of  the longer-term risks) and the 
need to drive up stock market prices by deceptive (or 
‘creative’) accounting. This was to produce the fi nal 
obfuscation of  who owned what debt. However much 
or little banks might know about their own debts, they 
were unable to accurately evaluate that of  others or 
to estimate the consequences of  a price fall. The re-
sult was that, as soon as the crisis broke, banks were 
unwilling to lend to other banks and all economic 
activity was under threat. 

 In April 2007, the New Century bank in the US 
became the fi rst to fi le for bankruptcy. In July, the 
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 New York investment bank Bear Stearns shut down 
its $42 million hedge funds, after massive losses on 
mortgage-backed securities, and announced that its 
CDSs were worthless. In Europe, it was the French 
bank BNP Paribas that announced liquidity prob-
lems in August. Then, in September, problems at the 
Northern Rock bank in Britain led to a request for help 
from the Bank of  England, the country’s central bank. 
As the government dithered, the request produced a 
‘run’ on deposits, with account holders withdrawing 
large amounts of  money, which put the government 
under pressure to step in and prop it up. If  the gov-
ernment did not act, then the consequences for eve-
ryone involved, including ordinary people who might 
be unable to access their money, in what were once 
purely commercial banks, would be very severe. The 
traditional role of  banks in making money from pro-
viding loans to businesses, many of  them in the local 
community, was fast disappearing. In February 2008, 
the cash assets of  Bear Stearns in the US had gone 
from $18 billion to $2 billion within days, and its shares 
which began the year at $173 were now only worth a 
few dollars. It became an early candidate for a bail-
out. In July 2008, Indy Mac became the third largest 
bank to fail in US history and this was followed, in 
September, by the disintegration of  Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac, the world’s largest mortgage lenders, 
whose $200 billion debts had to be taken over by the 
US government. The crisis was rapidly spreading.     

 Responses to the Crash   

 The global nature of  the crisis was emphasized when, 
the week after Bear Stearns’ demise, the collapse of  
Lehman Brothers produced the largest bankruptcy 
in US history, at $635 billion. After allowing Lehmans 
to go under without a rescue plan, the following 
day the US government bailed out AIG, the world’s 
largest insurance company. Wall Street investment 
banks, Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley were 
turned into holding companies to get some govern-
ment protection and, in Europe, several banks failed, 
while governments began to pour money into others 
facing collapse. In Britain, two major banks were al-
most completely nationalized, in that the government 
now owned over three-quarters of  their shares. The 
Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, shrank from the fi nal, 
if  logical, step of  nationalization and this was to be-
come a signifi cant moment for the way in which the 
problems were subsequently tackled. 

 In Washington, the incoming Obama administra-
tion was already deeply troubled by high spending 
on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, launched under 
President Bush, and the US entered recession from 
mid-2008 to late 2009, its worst performance since 
the 1930s depression. Despite grave doubts from 
Republicans, Congress passed a $700 million rescue 
package, in October 2008, which helped to stabi-
lize the banking sector. This amount, known as the 
Troubled Asset Relief  Program or TARP, was already 
looking grossly inadequate. Vast amounts went into 
propping up vehicle manufacturers, but the world’s 
largest, General Motors, still had to seek bankruptcy 
protection in June 2009. Led by Gordon Brown, world 
leaders, meeting at the G20 summit in London, in 
April 2009, did try to coordinate their actions. For 
the moment, Brown’s chairmanship prevented 1930s-
style protectionism (when states put up tariff  barriers 
against each other) taking hold and important ele-
ments of  international cooperation were maintained. 
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) stepped 
in with money for the Ukraine, and there was G20 
help for less developed countries. The US introduced 
some stricter banking regulation, while avoiding a 
major change in the operation of  fi nancial capital, 
and Obama increased federal spending, linked to tax 
cuts, at the beginning of  2009. Yet some states, like 
Germany, were critical of  the government investment 
strategy favoured by Obama and Brown. Despite the 
formal end of  the recession in the US, still the world’s 
largest economy, during 2009, that year saw the low-
est growth in the world economy since 1945. Further-
more, with debt emerging as a new threat to fi nancial 
confi dence, it was soon clear that there would be no 
rapid recovery from the 2008 downturn. 

 The fi nancial crash produced three signifi cant con-
sequences, essentially conservative in nature. First, 
although pension funds and small enterprises, along 
with corporate owners of  capital and the small per-
centage of  the population with enormous individual 
wealth, all faced problems left by the crisis, the main 
burden would be shouldered by individual taxpayers. 
The immediate reaction had been for governments to 
pursue policies which injected taxpayers’ money into 
the undercapitalized banks and prevented signifi cant 
losses to investors’ money. Thus shareholders and 
bondholders gained some protection, reversing the 
normal operation of  capitalism that penalizes unsuc-
cessful risk takers. Shareholders of  manufacturing 
companies, or corporations faced with liquidation, 
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 would normally expect to lose their money if  their de-
cisions misfi red and they would eff ectively be replaced 
by bondholders, if  the failed company or bank were to 
survive. But now they found themselves protected by 
governments and taxpayers. 

 Second, while the economic failure of  commu-
nism had eventually produced an attempt at top-down 
radical reforms in the 1980s by Mikhail Gorbachev, in 
order to rectify the failures, the failed neo-liberal system 
produced no such reactions. Western elites were in-
tent on preserving the essence of  neo-liberalism, with 
failed banks, like the Royal Bank of  Scotland, limiting 
the loss to shareholders with the provision of  govern-
ment money, but eager to preserve the bonus culture 
and the benefi ts it gave to bankers who had overseen 
the losses in the fi rst place. The third consequence 
was, therefore, that nothing of  major signifi cance 
was done to reform the system that had allowed the 
fi nancial crisis to happen. Perhaps the greatest irony, 
though, was that massive state intervention had been 
necessary to save many of  the self-same ideologues 
who had, for decades, decried state involvement in the 
economy. In eff ect, banks were ‘feather-bedded’ by 
states and protected from collapse, just as nationalized 
industries had been protected by government-funding 
before ‘privatization’ took hold. One might have ex-
pected a return of  adequate regulations—this seemed 
necessary, not just desirable—but it was done only in 
a half-hearted fashion and there was a new bout of  
evidence of  bankers breaking the rules in 2012, when 
crisis engulfed another major operator, Barclays in the 
UK. Thus, the system has been criticized as ‘corporate 
socialism’ or ‘socialism for the rich’. 

 World governments had long run up debts to 
pay for social security, wars, and expensive defence 
equipment, as well as health and education but, with 
an ageing population leading to higher pension pay-
ments and increased pressures on health services, even 
more money had to be found. With unemployment 
higher, thanks to the recession (which was now turn-
ing into another depression), expenditure was rising at 
a time when income from taxation was falling, both 
because of  decreasing numbers of  earners and signifi -
cant reductions in taxation in many countries. Even 
servicing debt—that is, paying the interest on what 
had been borrowed—was becoming a major liability 
for some states before the 2008 crisis required trillions 
of  dollars of  debt to be incurred through the bail-out 
of  banks. There were other problems, which soon 
added to the sense of  economic woe. After some falls 

in energy prices with the improved situation in Iraq in 
2009, there were renewed price rises in 2011 because 
of  the instability in Libya. Also, the mushrooming 
world population and severe climatic problems, such 
as those that led to a disastrous Russian harvest in 
2010, brought about a general increase in food prices. 
In Japan, problems were intensifi ed by the earthquake 
and tsunami that struck the north-east in March 2011, 
leading to a fall in manufacturing output and exports. 

 However, in general, concern on the money 
markets focused on levels of  state indebtedness and, 
specifi cally, worries about the ability of  governments 
in Europe to fi nance these loans, especially when re-
fi nancing them would be subject to abnormally high 
interest rates. This off ered large profi ts to bondhold-
ers willing to take the risk. The mostly right-of-centre 
European governments sought a reduction of  their, 
now, massive debts by austerity measures that would 
cut public services and benefi ts. Countries outside 
Europe and North America were not immune to the 
crisis. One of  the earliest confi rmations of  the glo-
balization of  capital movements and debt problems 
was in Dubai, in the Persian Gulf, in November 2009; 
but Dubai was rescued at that point by one of  its oil-
rich neighbours, Abu Dhabi. Attention continued to 
be focused over the following years on Europe, in the 
hitherto successful Eurozone, where the future of  the 
common currency (the euro) was called into question 
by those states with the highest levels of  debt relative 
to their GDP and the problems proved persistent over 
several years.     

 Problems in the Eurozone   

 High levels of  public expenditure and increased 
consumerism continued after the creation of  the 
Eurozone, which had been established when twenty 
member states of  the European Union launched their 
single currency in 1999. Ironically, the Eurozone was 
designed to bring further growth in Europe, stabiliz-
ing exchange rates and giving confi dence for trade, but 
its intrinsic fl aws were bound to produce a degree of  
economic instability. The political requirements of  the 
leading European states might be met by a single cur-
rency, but all their economic needs could not, unless 
fi scal policies were coordinated to off set the lack of  
competitiveness of  some European economies. The 
process would resemble the incorporation of  the eco-
nomic backwater of  East Germany into the reunifi ed 
German state after 1990, which brought considerable  
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   The European Union: from Nice to Lisbon    

 After some diffi  cult years in the late 1990s, the successful 

introduction of the single currency, the euro, in twelve of the 

member states in January 2002, led to a revival of confi dence in 

the European Union (EU). The euro became the most 

important trading currency after the dollar and, for several 

years, under the guidance of the European Central Bank, it 

seemed to guarantee members of the ‘Eurozone’ sustained 

growth and low infl ation. The major challenge of the early 

twenty-fi rst century was to expand the Union eastwards, to 

states that had formerly been part of the Soviet bloc. As with 

previous enlargements, it was felt necessary to strengthen the 

cohesion of the Union through bureaucratic reforms in order to 

compensate for any centrifugal forces that an expanded 

membership might bring. Already, in February 2001, a treaty 

had been signed in Nice which, among other steps, altered 

voting arrangements, reduced the number of European 

Commissioners appointed by each member and expanded the 

size of the European Parliament. But the process of reform did 

not prove easy. There were bitter arguments about the voting 

rights that should be apportioned to particular states and the 

complicated, compromise treaty was initially rejected by Irish 

voters in a referendum of June 2001. Some concessions 

(including an assurance about Ireland’s continuing neutrality, 

notwithstanding the EU’s move towards cooperation on 

security) helped reverse the vote in October 2002, paving the 

way to it entering into force the following year. But it was a 

warning of problems to come. 

 Meanwhile, in December 2001, a Convention was set up in 

Brussels under the chairmanship of former French President, 

Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, to draw up a Constitution for the 

EU. This was designed both to supersede all previous treaties 

and to push the process of integration further forward. It was 

also supposed to make the organization easier to understand 

and more genuinely democratic, with a number of principles 

set out to guide future integration, including the principle of 

‘subsidiarity’, by which decisions were to be taken at the 

lowest appropriate level. This was calculated to reassure 

those who feared the creation of some impersonal European 

super-state. The Convention produced a draft document in 

July 2003 and symbolically, after considerable wrangling 

between the member governments, the Constitution was 

signed in October 2004 in Rome—the same place where the 

original European Economic Community (EEC) treaty had 

been signed forty-nine years earlier. The EU also continued to 

expand, with an unprecedented number of countries joining 

in May 2004—the ten included eight East European states 

(Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, 

Latvia, and Lithuania) and two Mediterranean ones (Cyprus 

and Malta)—with two more East European states, Romania 

and Bulgaria, following in January 2007. By then, however, the 

sense of progress had been marred by the defeat of the 

Constitutional Treaty. In mid-2005 it had to be abandoned 

because voters in two key states, France and the Netherlands, 

both founder members of the European Community, had 

rejected it. The French vote, by a decisive 55 per cent on a 

high turn-out, was especially shocking, though it could be 

blamed on it having been turned into a vote on the 

performance of President Jacques Chirac, rather than as 

refl ecting a fundamental French turn away from the dream of 

European unity. 

 The situation was salvaged by drafting yet another treaty, 

signed in Lisbon on 13 December 2007, after only six months’ 

work by an intergovernmental conference, which eff ectively 

included many proposals from the Constitution. The Lisbon 

Treaty simplifi ed the workings of the EU by ending the 

existence of three, separate ‘pillars’ (including one on justice 

and home aff airs, and one on foreign and security policy) that 

had fi gured in the Maastricht Treaty. It strengthened the 

powers of the European Parliament, further extended the use 

of weighted majority voting by the Council of Ministers and 

sought to raise the profi le of the organization as an 

international actor by creating the positions of a President of 

the European Council and a ‘High Representative’ for foreign 

aff airs. It included a Charter of Fundamental Rights for EU 

citizens, a document that had fi rst been published in 2000, but 

had hitherto lacked full legal force. It also declared the euro to 

be the EU currency, even though member states could 

continue to opt out from using it. Another ‘no’ vote in Ireland 

ensured delays in the ratifi cation progress, but the Treaty 

fi nally came into force in December 2009, when Belgium’s 

Herman van Rompuy became the fi rst President of the 

European Council and another little-known fi gure, Britain’s 

Catherine Ashton, became High Representative. By then, the 

organization was being buff eted by the global fi nancial crisis 

which, by leading to severe economic problems in Greece, 

Ireland and Portugal, called into question the stability of the 

euro. Far from being an entirely negative experience, the crisis 

led to calls from some members for deeper integration. Thus, 

at an EU summit in December 2011 all members except 

Britain agreed to establish an agreement on Eurozone 

budgetary controls, which would cap spending defi cits; while, 

in June 2012, continuing problems in the fi nancial sector led to 

plans for a banking union.  
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 costs. Otherwise, the single currency would prevent 
the less competitive southern European countries 
being able to off set this disadvantage through devalu-
ation of  their currencies. Just as the other element of  
Keynesianism, higher taxes in times of  boom, had 
been ruled out by consumer-driven liberal democracy, 
so the balance of  payments problem could no longer 
be resolved by devaluation once a single currency was 
created. Not all countries could emulate the economic 
successes of  German industry, nor could they always 
guarantee to run similar trade surpluses to Germany’s 
within Europe.    

 The initial crisis struck in Greece, where the Social-
ist government, elected in October 2009, announced 
a few months later that debt had reached more than 
110 per cent of  GDP (the true statistics having been 
hidden previously). This was well above the level that 
was supposed to be allowed by Eurozone rules and 
led to fears that Greece might have to leave the zone, 
and maybe even default on its debts. In February 2010, 
the introduction of  an austerity package sparked 
the fi rst of  many street protests in Athens; in May, 
the Eurozone and IMF, rather than see Greece col-
lapse, put together a rescue package of  €110 billion. 
Action in Greece, however, only focused attention 
on similar problems in another Eurozone member, 
Ireland, where government debt had been increased 
by the need to bail out one of  its largest banks, 
Anglo-Irish, back in January 2009. In November 2010, 
the Eurozone and IMF had to put together a rescue 
package for Ireland, too, this time totalling €85 billion 
linked, as in Greece, to a swingeing austerity pack-
age. Similar measures were required in Portugal in 
May 2011, when a €78 billion bail-out fund was cre-
ated. The Eurozone’s leaders eventually hoped that 
the creation of  a €500 billion ‘European Stability 
Mechanism’ would prevent any further problems on 
the money markets. But, instead, problems persisted. 
Greece was still saddled with enormous debts, its peo-
ple were demoralized and there seemed little chance 
of  a quick recovery. By mid-2011, there were renewed 
fears that it could default on its debts and yet another 
round of  austerity measures had to be introduced 
before a second rescue package, almost as large as 
the fi rst, was put in place. All of  this, however, added 
to the indebtedness of  the rest of  the Eurozone and 
there were now fears that the next crisis would occur 
in one of  the big economies, like Italy or Spain. Italy’s 
economy was larger than those of  Greece, Ireland, 
and Portugal combined. 

 In August 2011, the European Central Bank took 
steps to ease the debt burden on both Italy and Spain, 
but there were doubts about the long-term ability of  
the Eurozone to continue shoring up economies in 
this way. There were also doubts about the willing-
ness of  voters in Germany to continue paying most 
of  the costs. Germany had good reasons to sustain 
the Eurozone, where its largest export market lay 
and which had helped guarantee low infl ation over 
the past decade. The euro also provided a highly 
competitive currency so far as German exporters to 
non-Eurozone states were concerned: if  Germany 
had retained its own currency, this would have risen 
in value on the exchange markets, thanks to the coun-
try’s buoyant circumstances; this in turn would have 
made German exports more expensive and acted as 
a brake on its growth. But, despite such advantages, 
Berlin was not happy to throw money at the weaker 
economies. Germany had come through the 2008–9 
recession better than most, its manufacturing output 
remained strong and voters were frustrated by what 
they saw as the failure of  other members to keep their 
houses in order, while expecting the Germans to pay 
for their consumption and living standards acquired 
through borrowing rather than earnings. In other 
words, rather like the bankers, the weaker Eurozone 
members were expecting ordinary German people to 
pay the costs of  their misguided decisions. A funda-
mental diffi  culty became the German refusal to allow 
the European Central Bank and German money to 
guarantee debts of  the weaker Eurozone members, at 
least until a savage programme of  cuts in public ex-
penditure had been implemented. 

 In 2012, the Spanish banks had reached crisis 
point following the bursting of  the country’s prop-
erty bubble and rising mortgage debts. As there had 
only previously been attempts to put patches on the 
Eurozone’s problems, in the summer of  that year 
what many termed (not for the fi rst time) the ‘last 
chance’ for the Eurozone was being faced. As the 
latest crisis engulfed Spain, the German Chancellor, 
Angela Merkel, softened her hard-line stance on debt 
reduction and European bail-out money. Merkel, for 
the fi rst time, agreed to remove the requirement that 
preferred creditor status be given to governments 
over private creditors on the proposed €100 billion 
rescue package for Spanish banks. In other words, 
the latter would not play second fi ddle to govern-
ments if  the debt had to be rescheduled, thus making 
Eurozone taxpayers, including Germans, as much at 



610 The Age of Terror, 2001–12

 risk as private creditors. Another concession was to 
make the bail-out funds directly available to the banks 
for recapitalization, instead of  going through govern-
ments and thus adding to national debt levels. Finally, 
the most signifi cant development was the agreement 
to set up a supervisory system for European banks 
that, in reality, would form the fi rst step towards a 
full banking union, which would mark a signifi cant 
new step for European integration. Importantly, this 
last was made a precondition for allowing direct re-
capitalization, which would only happen when the 
supervisory system was in place. The existing bail-out 
funds would become, once all the details were fi nal-
ized, a new European Stability Mechanism. As a re-
sult, the interest rates earned by lenders and paid by 
the Spanish government on ten-year Spanish bonds, 
which had risen to an unsustainable 7 per cent, began 
to fall. But there will be many contentious points to 
be thrashed out on the details of  a banking union over 
the next few years as the Eurozone moves closer to fi s-
cal integration. Until then, the crisis in the Eurozone 
remained part of  the broader fi nancial crisis of  capital-
ism centred on the developed world.     

 The Post-Crisis Depression   

 As a direct result of  the state bail-outs of  private, 
Western fi nancial institutions, several advanced econ-
omies acquired what was regarded as unsustainable 
levels of  borrowing. Such high levels of  debt became 
a concern for the money markets, as the risks of  sus-
taining those levels (ironically, given the markets’ pre-
vious behaviour) now appeared to contain excessive 
risk. There was a political benefi t in trying to put the 
entire blame on the public borrowing of  past govern-
ments, an accusation that, despite events since 2007, 
also served to justify continuing faith in free-market 
capitalism. Nonetheless, the real issue now was how 
to revive economic growth in a climate no longer 
conducive to the easy borrowing of  money. It was, 
in part, a choice for governments between the devil, 
of  cutting expenditure and providing no loans to en-
courage smaller businesses, or the deep blue sea, of  
providing fi nance for businesses and more housing, or 
other infrastructure projects, which would increase 
public debt levels in the short term. Moreover, directly 
cutting government expenditure would not reduce 
the debt by the expected amount, because of  its defl a-
tionary consequences in producing unemployment, 
pushing up social security expenditure and reducing 

household spending: all these would serve to increase 
spending and reduce government income from taxa-
tion. Thus, economic growth and recovery would 
become more diffi  cult. 

 It was clear in 2012 in Britain (a non-Eurozone state), 
where external bail-outs did not require strict austerity, 
that simply relying only on cuts would restrict eco-
nomic growth and recovery. The Conservative-led 
government of  David Cameron had planned to 
achieve debt reduction predominantly through cuts in 
public expenditure, as opposed to increases in taxation. 
But this had simply led to a ‘double-dip’ recession, as 
growth rates again became negative. In the US, more 
thought was given in 2012, a presidential election year, 
to allowing for a mild economic stimulus to alleviate 
the problems of  unemployment and thus a ‘double-
dip’ recession was avoided, although the economy 
still faced a slow-down, not helped by the knock-on ef-
fects of  problems in the Eurozone. In both the US and 
Britain, the burden of  debt reduction, to a greater or 
lesser extent, continued to fall on ordinary taxpayers, 
rather than the high earners in the banks and fi nancial 
service industries who had been primarily responsible 
for the debt problem. Public sector workers, in partic-
ular, have paid a high price in redundancies and wage 
restrictions. 

 In the US, the debt from the bail-outs was used by 
some as a reason for reducing the scale of  Obama’s 
health-care reform. This was an example of  how 
Western societies have polarized, in a zero sum 
game, the diff erence between public and private good 
rather than, as was the case until the 1970s, believing 
that individual and social benefi ts should be recon-
ciled and balanced for the benefi t of  all. The Obama 
administration chose not to restructure the banks 
(meaning reorganizing their liabilities with losses 
for shareholders, perhaps with some new equity 
given for those losses). Instead, the federal govern-
ment continued to give bail-outs to the banks. The 
initial money in TARP was provided without con-
ditions and, in 2009, the administration announced 
a new programme, the Public–Private Investment 
Program, to buy toxic assets from banks, and so re-
move debt that was unlikely to be repaid from their 
balance sheets. Like all off -balance sheet transactions 
this did not mean that the debt disappeared, just that 
it was redistributed to someone else’s balance sheet, 
in this case the US taxpayer. By 2012, all the bail-outs 
and guarantees provided by the federal government 
(though not all of  the guarantees will necessarily 
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 have to be met) totalled nearly 80 per cent of  US 
GDP—a staggering $12 trillion.   2    

 One key question was how best to restore some 
degree of  regulation to prevent a reoccurrence of  a 
fi nancial crisis. The other more immediate task was 
how best to repair the damage done to the real econ-
omy by the 2008 fi nancial crash. In the UK, which 
returned to recession in 2012, greater liquidity from 
increased public expenditure was deemed undesir-
able and thus ‘quantitative easing’ (eff ectively print-
ing money and pumping it into the economy via the 
banks) was fi rst used to try and stimulate activity. 
Yet, unless the banks were to be nationalized, there 
was no way of  guaranteeing that they would chan-
nel the money into the ‘real’ economy. Bizarrely, on 
both sides of  the Atlantic, governments expected that 
giving money to the very institutions that had dem-
onstrated such incompetence in risk and credit assess-
ment in the past would now ensure that credit fl owed 
to those sectors of  the economy best able to use it to 
deliver growth. Unfortunately, there was nothing to 
prevent the banks using the extra money to improve 
their own balance sheets by reducing debt (‘delever-
aging’) as opposed to providing loans to businesses. 
This prevented many smaller businesses from getting 
access to the loans which they required to make a posi-
tive contribution to growth. After the ‘credit crunch’, 
therefore, the diffi  culties of  accessing loans remained 
and using banks to promote new enterprises was still 
problematic. Governments in North America and 
Europe generally failed to discipline the bankers and 
prevent them from acting in similar ways to the past. 
Instead, they cut public expenditure, which provides 
most benefi t to those less well off , in the name of  debt 
reduction, without creating the economic growth for 
a long-term solution to the debt. Most advanced econ-
omies therefore stagnated, with no clear indication of  
how, or when, a signifi cant recovery would occur. 

 Keynesian economists claim that a greater role 
for government is required in the disruption of  the 
market, by directing money into areas, such as infra-
structure, which provide jobs and social benefi ts for 
the majority. The Right, however, sees the solution 
in removing expensive social provisions, such as free 
health care and good pensions, in the continuing be-
lief  that the market can operate most eff ectively with-
out any form of  state control. When the market failed 
to operate perfectly in the advanced economies, the 
US government chose not to help those losing their 
homes, but to introduce a corporate welfare system. 

The consequence was the largest market intervention 
by governments in history.   3    The impact of  this con-
tributed much to creating the new age of  globalized 
uncertainty. The social consequences of  the economic 
changes and their eff ects on the international system, 
now less subject to the power of  nation states, remain 
to be determined. Surprisingly, the fi nancial crisis so 
far shows little eff ect on the faith of  Western govern-
ments in free-market capitalism. This may increase 
the speed of  the shift in production to China and other 
developing countries. On the other hand, the con-
tinuing crisis of  capitalism, in a globalized system still 
dominated by the US, may yet severely damage the de-
veloping states as well. Nonetheless, the free-market 
mantra that has dominated the world since the 1980s, 
has suff ered a near-mortal blow. Western capitalism 
is no longer a fi xed point around which the turbulent 
winds of  democracy can fl ow freely. Thus, while the 
end of  the Cold War may have removed the utopian 
illusions of  Soviet-led communism and its horrors, it 
may be said that the West clung to an opposing set of  
utopian fallacies, similarly detrimental to the weaker 
members of  society, which were exposed after 2007. 
The future of  the West in managing its fl awed domi-
nance remains problematic and unclear. It is now time 
to turn to the rise of  a major competitor, a survivor of  
the Cold War, Communist China.      

  B.    The Continuing Rise of China    

 After the death of  Mao Zedong in 1976, China had 
embarked on a gradual economic restructuring which 
took the Asian giant down a successful economic 
path, merging strong elements of  private enterprise 
with a much reduced degree of  state regulation. The 
resulting, positive impact on economic growth, ac-
companied by greater access to foreign capital, a 
more open interaction with the outside world and 
increased opportunities for individual gain, had far-
reaching consequences for many millions of  Chinese 
and a major impact on international relations. China 
remained a communist state in social and political 
terms, with the Chinese Communist Party continuing 
to exert enough political control to prevent Western 
ideological values of  democracy, freedom of  speech, 
and information being fully accepted by Chinese elites 
and absorbed into Chinese society. There was still a 
big gulf  between China, now an apparently success-
ful capitalist state experiencing high economic growth 
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 rates of  over 9 per cent, and the capitalist, democratic 
states of  North America, Europe, and Japan, who had 
enjoyed economic growth for much of  the post-war 
period based on state-infl uenced market economies 
and a liberal political ideology. 

 The transformation produced by Deng Xiaoping’s 
economic reforms, which attempted to combine a 
strong Chinese state with Western-style free enter-
prise elements, raised a series of  questions about 
China’s role in the world, which has been evolving as 
a direct consequence of  the reforms. Economic power 
is always likely to be accompanied by the acquisition 
of  greater military strength and international politi-
cal infl uence by states. With the acceptance of  some-
thing akin to the Western economic system and the 
delivery of  dramatic economic growth rates, the es-
tablishment of  capitalist norms and the increasing in-
volvement with international institutions—including, 
since late 2001, the World Trade Organization 
(WTO)—have to be reconciled with Chinese culture, 
society, and its values. If  it were simply to supersede 
Chinese culture, trampling over tradition and history, 
then the country’s positive participation in the inter-
national system will face more Chinese questioning. 
This threat to internal stability and to China’s external 
involvement with the international world, both politi-
cally and economically, will grow more acute should 
economic expansion falter. Indeed, there are argu-
ments that the growing inequality, and consequent 
resentment, that capitalism engenders when freed 
from economic state controls and social responsibili-
ties, has already produced signifi cant unrest in parts of  
China. Equally ominously, there are those who claim 
that China, as with former economically expanding 
powers, will demand greater international respect and 
infl uence. Thus, it should be assumed, according to 
these traditional ‘realist’ thinkers, that China will chal-
lenge the status quo which will require other powers, 
especially the US and Japan, to contain and balance it, 
before China is tempted to embark on more threaten-
ing policies. 

 Even though China’s military power was still, 
in 2012, much less than that of  the US, it could no 
longer be dismissed as insignifi cant, as it was in the 
1980s. Neither could its economic rise and consequent 
demands for more resources, in the form of  oil and 
minerals and fi nite natural resources, be ignored. This 
was part of  a broader challenge to the pre-eminence 
of  North American and European capitalism by the 
so-called BRIC powers (Brazil, Russia, India, China), 

to whom could be added other rising economies, 
like South Africa and Indonesia. The challenge be-
came more marked after 2007 when the international 
economic order, with its features of  high wages and 
social benefi ts for employees in the developed world, 
came to the brink of  fi nancial collapse—although, by 
2012, there were signs that the continuing economic 
problems in ‘the West’ were having a knock-on eff ect 
among the BRIC countries and that Chinese growth 
rates were suff ering. Increasingly after the 1980s, high 
levels of  wealth for employees in the West were fo-
cused on the fi nancial services sector, as opposed to 
the manufacturing one, which in essence only sur-
vived in low-volume luxury goods in much of  the 
developed world. As China supplied more and more 
manufactured goods as a percentage of  international 
trade, these momentous changes have been accompa-
nied by the virtual collapse of  the Western-dominated 
global fi nancial system, which was increasingly ‘lib-
erated’ from government-imposed controls after the 
1980s in the belief  that freer markets were the best 
way to deliver growth. The 2007–8 fi nancial crisis was 
bigger and longer-lasting than any since the 1930s De-
pression. As shown, in contrast to the post-1997 crisis, 
which was largely confi ned to Asia and a few other 
less-developed economies (notably Argentina), the 
post-2007 crisis centred on the US and Europe, where 
high levels of  debt, notably in the Eurozone, rendered 
the fi nancial system unsustainable on the basis of  indi-
vidual nations without massive state and international 
intervention. The concern at the resulting uncertainty 
for employment, pensions and average wage levels 
in the West is more palpable than the uncertain out-
comes of  Chinese attempts to contain domestic social 
unrest, created by the growing inequality produced by 
unconstrained market forces.    

 This prediction of  an uncertain and unstable inter-
national future has been accompanied by concerns 
arising from the experiences of  China’s unfortunate 
past, which brought division and subjugation at the 
hands of  the imperialist powers. The humiliation expe-
rienced by China at the hands of  the imperialist powers 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including 
the Japanese as well as the European powers and the 
US, provided the historical context in which China’s 
search for identity and development are located. 
The confl icts imperialism produced in the twentieth 
century continue to resonate strongly in China. The 
elements of  nationalism and territorial sovereignty 
have long been present at a number of  levels amongst  
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   Vladimir Putin’s Russia    

 Born in Leningrad (later renamed St Petersburg) in October 

1952, in the last months of Stalin’s rule, Putin studied law at the 

city’s university, joined the Communist Party and, in 1975, 

entered the Soviet intelligence service, the KGB. In 1990 he 

began to work for the Mayor of St Petersburg, Anatoli Sobchak, 

as a foreign policy adviser, but in 1996 he took up a post in the 

national government. He became head of the Federal Security 

Service (the main successor to the KGB in Russian domestic 

politics) two years later. The Russian President, Boris Yeltsin, 

made him prime minister in August 1999 and, although he was 

still little known abroad and had some better-known rivals for 

leadership at home, he was able to exploit the rising violence in 

Chechnya to make himself the natural successor to his ailing 

leader (see  Chapter  20  , B). 

 Despite his clear election win, with 53 per cent of the vote in 

March 2000, Putin’s slow, and outwardly cold, reaction to the 

sinking of the submarine  Kursk , in August of that year, when 

over a hundred sailors died, was much criticized. But his 

effi  ciency and toughness marked a major step away from 

Yeltsin’s volatile, even embarrassing leadership and, helped by 

growing oil revenues, he soon gave Russians more hopeful 

economic prospects. The food shortages of the 1990s ended, 

incomes rose, and poverty was reduced. To strengthen his hold 

on power, critics also accused him of establishing a semi-

authoritarian regime, marked by control of the media, 

manipulation of election results in favour of the United Russia 

party, and the intimidation of opposition fi gures. United Russia 

easily won elections in December 2003 and 2007: it was even 

claimed in 2007 that it had secured the vast majority of votes in 

Chechnya. Putin won his second four-year term as President in 

March 2004 by an overwhelming margin of 70 per cent. Critics 

also suspected the government of involvement in the death of 

key opponents of the regime, including Anna Politkovskaya, a 

journalist who was shot in Moscow, and Alexander Litvinenko, a 

former intelligence offi  cial who was poisoned in London, both in 

2006. Another prominent critic of the regime, the oil billionaire 

and liberal Mikhail Khodorovsky, was charged with tax evasion in 

2003 and faced years in prison. 

 Some opponents remained active but they were a disunited mix 

of liberals, nationalists, and former communists. The nationalists 

found some of their appeal stolen by a president who 

reasserted central power in the regions; communists found it 

diffi  cult to compete with a former KGB offi  cer; while the liberals 

who had been brought into power by Yeltsin, were now 

gradually pushed aside in favour of Putin loyalists. Rallies against 

him in 2007 were broken up by the police or banned. The 

Russian constitution would not allow Putin to serve a third 

consecutive term as President, but he was able to put a close 

ally, Dmitri Medvedev, up for the post instead. Medvedev, born 

in 1965, was a fellow native of St Petersburg, a lawyer who had 

met Putin after entering the city’s politics. He helped run Putin’s 

2000 election campaign and became a deputy Prime Minister 

fi ve years later. In May 2008, after winning the presidential 

elections, he made Putin his Prime Minister, but with the latter 

continuing to play the dominant role in Russian political life. 

Putin’s predominance was confi rmed when he decided to run 

for the presidency once more in 2012. His popularity was called 

into question by large-scale demonstrations against supposed 

irregularities in December 2011 parliamentary elections, which 

were again won by United Russia—but with its share of votes 

falling below 50 per cent. He easily won the March 2012 

presidential election, with almost two-thirds of the votes cast. 

Some irregularities were reported again, sparking further 

demonstrations against him, but his hold on power seemed 

secure enough. 

 Putin not only maintained the fi rm policy towards Chechnya 

that had helped secure his succession to Yeltsin, but was also 

prepared to be tough in relations with the states of the former 

Soviet Union. There was a brief dispute in 2003 with the 

Ukraine over control of the Kerch Strait between the Azov and 

Black Seas. In the Ukraine elections of 2004 Putin controversially 

supported Victor Yanukovich, but—following the so-called 

‘Orange Revolution’—he was eventually defeated by the 

independent Viktor Yushchenko. The most serious diff erences 

arose with Georgia, which steered a pro-Western policy, but 

was weakened by the continuation of separatist movements in 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In August 2008, after Georgian 

troops entered South Ossetia, Russian forces launched a week-

long invasion of Georgia, after which Moscow recognized the 

independence of both the rebel regions. 

 One element in Russian policy was the use of its privileged 

position in terms of energy reserves, as one of the world’s 

richest sources of oil and the largest potential supplier of natural 

gas. Putin’s government played an increasing, direct role in the 

energy industry. The state-owned oil company, Rosneft, was 

able to take over part of the operations of the imprisoned 

Khodorovsky and in 2005 the Kremlin took a majority stake in 

the gas company Gazprom, which then expanded its operations 

and struck major deals with foreign fi rms to develop gas fi elds 

and pipelines. Gas was supplied to much of Europe and to 

China. Control over huge gas reserves allowed Russia to fl ex its 

muscles against uncooperative neighbours, as in January 2006, 

when it cut supplies to the Ukraine during a dispute over prices, 

and in January 2007, when an argument about a transit tax led it 

to cut supplies through Belarus, a step which temporarily halted 

supplies to the rest of Europe. A similar, but more serious 

dispute blew up two years later, when renewed diff erences with 

(continued)
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 the Chinese population both during and after Mao’s 
dictatorship. In future, this nationalism might mani-
fest itself  in positive and peaceful forms, or in harm-
ful and threatening ways. Some issues, such as the 
British hold on Hong Kong, or the Portuguese enclave 
at Macao, were peacefully resolved in China’s favour, 
and they reverted to Chinese sovereignty in 1997 and 
1999 respectively. Neither, despite protests from some 
of  the indigenous population, does the Chinese hold 
on Tibet, which Mao’s forces invaded in 1950, seem 
in doubt. However, a key focus of  past nationalism 
and Chinese unity was, and remains, the position of  
Taiwan following the creation of  two Chinas after the 
Chinese Civil War (the People’s Republic of  China 
on the mainland and the Nationalist government on 
Taiwan). For Chinese elites in the early twenty-fi rst 
century, economic development and increasing ac-
cess to wealth form part of  a bargain with which to 
legitimize, and gain acceptance for, reforms and the 
changing political and economic roles of  the commu-
nist government. But, if  economic growth falters or 

produces major challenges to the social and political 
order, then one way of  dealing with this would be to 
‘play the nationalist card’ which is always hovering 
over Taiwan.     

 The Case for China’s ‘Peaceful Rise’   

 There are economic advantages and benefi ts from in-
creased trade and wealth for elites on both sides of  the 
Straits of  Taiwan in maintaining the two-China com-
promise and the existing status quo, however fragile 
or imperfect it might be. This provides support for the 
bigger more general argument made by those, espe-
cially in the People’s Republic of  China (PRC), who 
see benefi ts being provided for all, domestically and 
internationally, by Chinese economic growth. Its ori-
gins and development in the context of  Western capi-
talism have only increased the interconnectedness of  
China and the West, particularly the US and, so the 
argument goes, have created mutual interests rather 
than antagonism and rivalries. The large trade surplus 

the Ukraine cast uncertainty over gas supplies to parts of 

Europe for a month. 

 In foreign policy, Putin at fi rst seemed to maintain Boris 

Yeltsin’s policy of cooperation with the West and China. In July 

2001 he sought to re-establish close relations with China, 

signing a friendship treaty with its visiting President, Jiang 

Zemin. In May 2002 he agreed both on a new round of 

nuclear weapons reduction with the US and to set up a 

Council for cooperation with NATO. Russia also continued to 

integrate into the world economy, with the rouble becoming a 

convertible currency in 2006. But soon after that, as he sought 

to assert Russian power, Putin began to show that he was 

prepared to risk tension with the West. In 2007 he became 

highly critical of US President Bush’s attempt to create a new 

missile shield in east-central Europe, including Poland and the 

Czech Republic. Washington said the shield was to defend 

NATO against the possible development of an Iranian threat, 

but Putin accused the US of starting a missile race with Russia. 

The rhetoric on both sides was reminiscent of the Cold War. 

In November, Putin also suspended Russia’s participation in the 

1990 Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty, one of the major 

East–West agreements that had marked the end of the Cold 

war. Around the same time, relations with Britain worsened 

when Moscow refused to extradite the main suspect in the 

Litvinenko murder, while Canada was upset by Russia’s attempt 

to assert rights in the Arctic. The western powers were 

generally sympathetic to the Georgians, in the short-lived war 

with Russia in August 2008. 

 After that, Russian confi dence was knocked by the impact of 

economic recession. As elsewhere, share prices tumbled, 

industrial production suff ered and an expensive rescue package 

was needed to shore up the banking system. Tensions with 

Washington eased during 2009 when the new President, 

Barack Obama, ended his predecessor’s plans for missiles to be 

deployed in Poland and the Czech Republic, in favour of a 

scheme for missiles largely based on US navy vessels in the 

Black Sea (though with some based in Romania). In April 2010 

it was even possible for Medvedev and Obama to sign a new 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, reducing their strategic 

arsenals by almost a third. Even the arrest of ten Russian spies 

in the US soon afterwards, did not disrupt relations for long 

and when, in 2011, Putin criticized NATO action against Libya’s 

Gaddafi  regime, Medvedev—in a unique personal diff erence 

with his Prime Minister—publicly rebuked him. With Putin’s 

election to a third presidential term in 2012, however, the 

situation was rather diff erent and, along with China, he resisted 

Western pressure for strong UN action against Syria, as it 

slipped into civil war.  

Vladimir Putin’s Russia (continued)
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 and currency reserves produced by the economic ex-
pansion serve to reinforce the mutual interests of  the 
Chinese creditors fi nancing the American debtors, 
through bond purchases and the need to gain good re-
turns from the reinvestment of  trade surpluses. Thus, 
the common economic interest produced by the op-
erations of  a stable, profi table trading and monetary 
system will prevent any rocking of  political boats. 
Moreover, China’s acceptance of  many of  the existing 
international economic and political norms refl ects 
and reinforces a strategy of  ‘peaceful rise’. Yet, this 
interpretation of  Chinese policy does beg the ques-
tion of  exactly how high China will rise in the world—
could it eventually achieve global hegemony?—and 
whether the policy is a means to an (as yet undefi ned) 
end or an end in itself. 

 The idea of  a ‘peaceful rise’ for China, or the idea 
that a policy of  ‘peaceful rise’ is being pursued by the 
PRC government in Beijing, has strong advocates in 
East Asia. Supporters of  the idea focus not only on the 
constructive and diplomatic way in which China has 
acted, particularly with regard to regional issues, but 
also on how China, in its actions and in its rise, has 
been perceived and treated by its Asian neighbours. 
In other words, because benefi ts and advantages for 
all powers in the region are seen as stemming from 
China’s rise, which has helped boost economic growth 
in the whole region, then that rise is welcomed and 
readily accommodated in East Asia. The signs of  op-
position and a perceived need to build alliances or 
take measures against China are simply not there, at 
least not yet. Moreover, this optimistic position re-
fl ects not only the economic growth that capitalism 
has provided, but also the peaceful quest for a new 
and modern Chinese identity through successful 
nation-building within China and the concomitant 
construction of  world power status built on better re-
lations with its regional partners rather than threats 
and bullying. 

 For some of  these East Asian states, particularly 
South Korea, for decades now a capitalist state closely 
allied to the US, whatever the increase in China’s 
military strength, concerns seem still to be focused 
more on a revival of  Japanese militarism. Korea, after 
all, was subjected to Japanese occupation between 
1895 and 1945, and the treatment of  its people still 
rankles. For other local powers, there is no desire to 
embrace the US even more closely, especially since 
there seems little fear of  increasing Chinese strength. 
Economic benefi ts from improved relations with 

China and increasing economic interdependence in 
the region off er more attractive ways forward. One 
example is the new cooperation between China, 
the Philippines and Vietnam over oil exploration in 
the contested Spratly Islands. Certainly, China’s re-
gional interests have so far predominated over global 
ones in the form of  defi ning maritime boundaries 
and developing regional economic interests. Yet, the 
question remains about the extent to which political 
relations will be infl uenced by favourable economic 
ones, whether or not the latter continue. There is 
also concern about whether the Chinese emphasis on 
forging its new identity peacefully and without terri-
torial ambition, despite the Taiwan issue, will become 
a long-term objective or give way to some less palat-
able alternative. The prospects hinge on balancing 
nationalist pressures with friendly external relations 
(some of  which may be beyond China’s control). The 
emphasis that China places on sovereignty through 
control over its own internal aff airs, free from external 
interference, may not ultimately be so easy to recon-
cile with the economics of  globalization and the free 
movement of  capital across national boundaries, as 
well as with the cross-border fl ow of  liberal political 
ideas. Unless the huge market for goods that China 
provides can continue to persuade others to cooperate 
willingly in its economic expansion, without arousing 
fears of  Chinese military power and political domina-
tion, problems are likely to arise. 

 The tendency of  events to produce an acceptance of  
China’s rise has so far been reinforced by the apparent 
willingness of  China to participate in existing interna-
tional institutions and their rules, which were originally 
put in place by the West. At the start of  the internal 
reform process under Deng in the 1980s, the Chinese 
emphasis on sovereignty and non-interference in in-
ternal aff airs was accompanied by a preference for 
bilateral rather than multilateral relationships. In the 
twenty-fi rst century, however, China, as well as joining 
the WTO after fi fteen years of  negotiation, has also 
cooperated closely with the Association of  South-East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). China’s strategy of  upholding 
regional security and stability as a necessary compo-
nent of  economic development appeared very much 
on track in 2012, an impression strengthened by its at-
tempts to promote a peaceful resolution of  the North 
Korean nuclear issue (see  Chapter  23  , B). But it is 
doubtful whether its overall commitment to stability 
and acceptance of  important Western values will lead 
China to move closer to, or ally with, the US. China 
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 could hardly accept the degree of  insubordination to 
Washington that this would entail. Then again, China 
could enlarge the areas of  common interest it has with 
America. Relations may always be based on a mix of  
cooperation and confrontation, with the common ac-
ceptance of  economic values preventing any escalation 
into serious threats or challenges to the stability pro-
vided by the existing international system.   4        

 Economic Change   

 China’s economic rise has been dramatic and substan-
tial. Since the move, begun in the 1980s under Deng 
Xaioping, away from a centrally planned system to an 
economy with an expanding private sector, China’s 
GDP has increased tenfold. Between 2003 and 2012, 
Chinese annual economic growth in GDP terms aver-
aged 9.7 per cent; by comparison, its neighbour Japan 
grew at an average rate of  only 1.2 per cent over the 
same period. In qualitative terms, the World Bank 
estimated that, between 1978 and 2005, 402 million 
Chinese people were lifted out of  poverty, meaning 
that they were now living on more than the equivalent 
of  a dollar per day. There are, however, real problems 
with measuring wealth given the diff erent currencies’ 
purchasing power, with the cost comparisons between 
states purchasing the same product only working for 
those products that are traded internationally. There is 
an equally tricky problem when translating economic 
statistics into economic ‘power’ even within a narrow 
framework of  purchasing power, which in turn raises 
the vexed question of  the contribution of  economic 
strength to a state’s ‘power’ more generally. Yet there 
is little doubt that China’s economy in the new millen-
nium overtook Japan’s in its share of  world consump-
tion, and would soon become the leading exporter in 
Asia. The result has been that, in February 2011, China 
overtook Japan as the world’s second largest econ-
omy. The vast size of  the Chinese population, which 
the 2010 census put at 1,340 million, is recognized as 
both an opportunity and a drawback, providing a 
huge workforce and market, but also many mouths to 
feed and individuals to rule over. Since 1979, the gov-
ernment has tried to enforce a ‘one-child policy’ on 
families. But, if  it ever achieved a per-capita GNP of  
just a quarter of  that of  the US, it would have a total 
GNP greater than the US.   5    

 Collectivized agriculture has been phased out in 
rural China and a more diversifi ed banking system has 
also been put in place. With the establishment of  stock 

markets and a dramatic rise in foreign investment, the 
march of  fi nancial capital has begun. China has al-
ready established itself  as the world’s largest manufac-
turer of  a signifi cant number of  goods. While these 
were initially in the areas of  cheaply produced cloth-
ing, toys, and footware, China is now manufacturing 
large numbers of  advanced electronic and computer 
goods. Its technological potential was emphasized by 
the launch of  its fi rst manned spacecraft in October 
2003. Most importantly, state enterprises have been 
given more autonomy in developing, producing, and 
marketing goods, while at the same time the govern-
ment has increased its fi nancial support for the more 
important state-owned enterprises. In other words, 
the economic changes have not simply incorporated 
‘free’ market reforms but, in contrast to the West, the 
Chinese have attempted to build more eff ective links 
between the still-vital public sector and the emerging 
private one, as Chinese foreign exchange reserves ex-
ceeded $2.3 trillion in 2010.     

 Political Change   

 At the political level, the pattern of  a government 
dominated by a single individual leader, exercising 
power through the communist party machine and 
the role of  the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), has 
been changing. The governmental structures and in-
volvement of  more elements of  the communist party 
have broadened the base of  decision-making, which 
in part refl ects eff orts to separate the state from the 
communist party. While Deng Xiaoping’s position 
as supreme leader in terms of  decision-making was 
achieved by complex political manoeuvring after 1976, 
he never held the top position of  General Secretary of  
the Chinese Communist Party. Between 1989, in the 
aftermath of  the Tiananmen Square unrest, and 2002, 
that post was held by Jiang Zemin, who had helped 
push the policies of  market economics and export-led 
growth, especially in coastal cities, while maintain-
ing the fi rm political control of  the Communist Party 
under a privileged elite. Hu Jintao, the party leader 
from November 2002 (and President after 2003), inher-
ited a more fl uid situation in which the assumptions 
of  a ‘Mandate from Heaven’, epitomized by Maoism, 
were increasingly fi ltered through the infl uence of  
important interest groups. These refl ected the more 
open and diverse roles that the Chinese state fulfi lled 
after Deng’s reforms and given the meteoric growth 
of  the Chinese economy. As an aspiring member of  
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 the international community, with growing contacts 
in the Western world, the eff ect has been to unleash 
new forces in Chinese society. For the moment, their 
political dimensions only rose beneath the surface and 
were still contained. One adverse consequence of  the 
growing economy has been the temptation of  senior 
offi  cials to use their political position for fi nancial ad-
vantage, otherwise known as ‘graft’, which has led to a 
number of  anti-corruption drives since 2000. 

 With no strong memories of  life before the Com-
munist Revolution (he was born in 1942), Hu Jintao 
formed a close alliance with his close contemporary, 
Wen Jiabao, who became Prime Minister in 2003. 
Cautious, thin on charisma, and lacking any radical, 
ideological drive, together they shifted China’s policy 
from a focus on growth in major coastal cities to one 
which benefi ted the rest of  the country, and they tried 
to protect the position of  Chinese agriculture. They 
thus sought a stable, broad-based economic develop-
ment that minimized the dangers of  social division 
and maintained the Communist Party’s fi rm hold on 
power. They were also responsible for China’s mod-
eration abroad, focusing their international eff orts on 
the development of  trade and investment, the success 
of  which served both to justify their policy choices 
and strengthen their hold on power. There were prob-
lems, including those already mentioned, of  grow-
ing inequalities and high-level corruption. But there 
was no serious political challenge to the communist 
system such as had occurred in 1989. There were in-
dividual dissidents, such as the artist Ai Weiwei, the 
blind lawyer, Chen Guangchen, and Chen Wei, who 
had helped organize the Tiananmen Square protests. 
There was also a wave of  protests in several cities in 
February 2011, apparently inspired by onset of  the 
‘Arab Spring’. But such threats were ruthlessly dealt 
with by the police. Ai Weiwei, who had helped design 
the main stadium for the 2008 Olympics—which was 
turned into a celebration of  China’s growing interna-
tional status—was accused by the authorities of  tax 
evasion in April 2011. Chen Guangchen was impris-
oned for several years, before being allowed to leave 
for the US in April 2012. Chen Wei was imprisoned on 
a number of  occasions. There were also outbursts of  
regional, ethnic-based discontent, including periodic 
unrest (in 1997, 2000, and 2009) in Xinjiang province, in 
north-west China, involving clashes between Uighurs 
and ethnic Chinese, as well as continuing opposition 
to Chinese rule by Tibetan Buddhists, with particular 
problems in March–April 2008. But these were kept 

easily under control with no serious threat to Com-
munist authority. The problem, rather, was the inter-
national embarrassment that dissidence and regional 
unrest could cause. The Tibetan violence of  2008, for 
example, came in the build-up to the Beijing elections 
and, in 2010, the dissident Liu Xiaobo won the Nobel 
Peace Prize. 

 The ousting of  Bo Xilai, in April 2012, from the 
Politburo and his communist party posts was a rare 
public sign of  diff erences among the party leader-
ship. Bo, a former provincial governor and Minister of  
Trade, had joined the Politburo fi ve years earlier and 
seemed to be a rising star. The son of  one of  Mao’s 
closest colleagues, he had been something of  a critic 
of  free enterprise measures, recently winning popu-
larity in the populous city of  Chongqing by cracking 
down on corruption and advocating egalitarianism 
over the increasing tendency to amass private wealth. 
At the same time, he achieved high growth rates in the 
city and was happy to attract Western investment. But 
his wife was implicated in the death of  a British busi-
nessman and he was himself  suspected of  spying on 
other leaders—including President Hu Jintao—who 
were increasingly suspicious of  his ambition, ruthless 
methods, and Maoist leanings which made him a threat 
to other leaders. Bo’s fall came only months before 
the President and other senior party fi gures, includ-
ing Premier Wen, were thought to be planning a mass 
retirement, to be replaced by a younger generation. 

 The future course of  events is diffi  cult to predict. On 
the positive side, the involvement of  more individuals 
in political life, even if  only through better provision of  
information, may sow the seeds for a less-centralized 
communist party. On the other hand, the rise of  vari-
ous coordinating groups which wield power over the 
party, state and military organs may increase confu-
sion. China still lacks a well-defi ned bureaucratic hi-
erarchy and the Politburo’s Standing Committee has 
to rely on a complicated array of  civil and military 
bureaucracies to implement policy, which is itself  fre-
quently shifting. The Foreign Aff airs Leading Small 
Group (FALSG), concerned with defi ning China’s role 
in international aff airs, and chaired by Hu Jintao, is 
an example of  a group that has grown in importance 
since the 1990s. Partly thanks to the growth of  rival 
bodies, the infl uence of  the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) over the party and government, particularly in 
external aff airs and defence policy, is no longer as abso-
lute as it once was, whatever continuity there has been 
in the strategic principles underlying Chinese security 
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 policy since Deng’s death. The reduction of  the PLA’s 
power and the strengthening position of  FALSG 
could be interpreted as an attempt to bring together 
the Party and the state government bureaucracies, 
including the Ministry of  Foreign Aff airs, involved in 
the formulation and implementation of  international 
policy. But the precise aim, if  there is one, is uncer-
tain. This is of  some concern because the PLA’s role is 
highly relevant to any analysis of  the long-term goals 
of  Chinese foreign policy. There also remains inherent 
tension between the role of  the Politburo’s Standing 
Committee and the informal, personal relationships 
that still characterizes the post-Mao leadership system 
and which make it enormously important who suc-
ceeds Hu and Wen. 

 Of  course, for many Western observers, the prob-
lem remains China’s lack of  real progress towards 
basic freedoms, liberal democracy, and human rights. 
As long as people in China remain at risk of  imprison-
ment for their political views, the possibility of  a wors-
ening of  relations with the West will be there. Both 
sides may have to restrain their rhetoric on such sensi-
tive issues to preserve better relations. The dilemma 
for China is that, by allowing greater political free-
dom, including such simple steps as greater access to 
the internet, it may weaken the degree of  government 
control necessary to avoid the more negative repercus-
sions of  the dramatic economic change.     

 Military Change   

 The increase in China’s military strength, alongside 
its remarkable economic growth, has increased the 
intensity of  the debate about whether China’s power 
can be reconciled with the existing international order, 
or whether signifi cant revisions of  the latter will be re-
quired. In the late twentieth century it was possible to 
downplay the hard power issues, including the impor-
tance of  military strength, by arguing that China was 
insignifi cant in these terms. In the new millennium this 
is no longer possible. One military element that has 
been relatively constant since before the Communists 
even took power, has been the importance of  the PLA, 
which includes all the branches of  Chinese armed 
forces. In 2005, China had 2.3 million members in the 
armed services: 1.7 million in the army, 220,000 in the 
navy, and 420,000 in the air force. But since the end 
of  the Mao era in the 1970s, the PLA has been subject 
to greater civilian infl uence. Technology has also be-
come an ever more important component of  military 

strength, and the Chinese have begun to make up the 
considerable technological gap with the West and the 
US in particular. Alongside increases in the produc-
tion of  consumer goods, has also come the greater 
production of  arms for export. Although China has 
yet to match the West and Russia in this fi eld, it has 
found particular markets in some less-developed states 
including Sudan and Zimbabwe, which has drawn crit-
icism because of  the authoritarian nature of  the coun-
tries involved. China has also helped arm Pakistan and 
Iran. Some of  its weapons have found their way to 
Iraq and Afghanistan, giving the impression of  some 
anti-Western design, but the weapons may pass via the 
black market and the Chinese government introduced 
tighter controls on such exports. 

 Progress in the development of  the air force has 
been signifi cant, even if  China has had only limited 
success in producing cutting-edge supersonic aircraft 
and has thus relied on Russian technology. Of  particu-
lar importance is the Russian Sukhoi SU-27, which is 
their major fi ghter aircraft. China initially received 
50 planes in the 1990s and planned to assemble 150 
more. Before that it had an air force of  antiquated 
aircraft including 450 MiG-19 and even some Korean 
War-era fi ghters. Chinese strike aircraft carried un-
guided bombs or missiles, which could be operated 
only within visual range. It was thus unable to carry out 
eff ective air to ground attacks, as it lacked the modern 
weapons necessary. The primacy given to holding air 
superiority over China and defending attacks on the 
country made the PLA Air Force an essentially defen-
sive force. It had no long-range strategic bombers and 
its bomber force was small. Since 2000, not only has 
more advanced equipment arrived, but also Chinese 
armed forces have become more ‘professional’ with a 
drop in numbers accompanied by improved training. 
The number of  advanced ‘fourth generation’ aircraft, 
similar to those operated by the US, has quadrupled. 
These include China’s own advanced fi ghter jet, the 
Jian-10, deployed since 2002 and comparable in perfor-
mance to the US F-16. The Chinese have now tested 
their own air-to-air missile, the PiLi-12, and in 2007 
they even test fi red a missile into space, successfully 
hitting a redundant satellite. In part, all this may sim-
ply be a natural ‘modernization’ of  equipment, but 
advances in the air force also provide greater off ensive 
capabilities. A greater proportion of  fi ghters are now 
capable of  attacking ground forces. 

 Any increase in off ensive capabilities obviously 
has signifi cance for an attack on Taiwan. Yet a key 
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 element in any invasion would be airlift capability, 
to carry troops to the island, and there has been no 
signifi cant development of  such a capacity, even if  
the 2008 National Defence Review talked of  improv-
ing its ‘strategic force delivery’. Meanwhile, the lack 
of  a mid-air refuelling capability limits China’s abil-
ity to project air power on a global scale. The obvi-
ous conclusion is that China remains a long way 
from challenging the US in terms of  air power, but its 
military strength from projecting that air power on a 
 regional  basis can no longer be dismissed. For example, 
China has 2,600 combat aircraft, compared to Japan’s 
350, and the technological gap continues to close. In 
December 2010, the fi rst pictures appeared of  an ad-
vanced Stealth fi ghter, which the Chinese govern-
ment later confi rmed had undergone test fl ights and 
which could propel China into the front rank of  the 
world’s air forces. 

 Turning to naval strength, in July 2011 China ac-
knowledged it had an aircraft carrier programme to 
enhance its capabilities. The fi rst carrier was actu-
ally built from a former Soviet vessel, acquired from 
the Ukraine, and had its fi rst sea trials in August 2011. 
With only one carrier, the projection of  Chinese naval 
power is clearly subject to considerable constraints 
and it eff ectively relies on US naval power to protect its 
shipping lanes. Cooperation with the US is so vital that 
Chinese ships docked in the US Navy base at Guam 
in 2003, a month after US ships docked in the port of  
Zhanjian, in Guangdong province. But China has also 
begun construction of  its fi rst fully domestically-built 
carrier, in Shanghai. When it is completed, around 
2017, it will bolster the regional signifi cance of  Chinese 
military power. China already has 149 surface combat 
ships compared to Indonesia’s 51, giving it regional 
naval dominance within South East Asia. Again, as 
with the air force, questions have to be asked as to 
the purpose of  these developments, not least by the 
Taiwanese. In a future limited confl ict with Taiwan 
the Chinese navy might be able to blockade the island 
long enough for its ground forces to overwhelm the 
island’s defences. China also has 67 submarines, a 
number of  which are nuclear-powered vessels armed 
with ballistic missiles, even if  the boats are unreliable 
and rarely venture out to sea. Once again, since 2000, 
a number of  these have been bought from Russia. But 
in 2004 China launched a new, Shang class of  nuclear 
submarine and in 2005 it successfully tested the Jilang 
2 intercontinental nuclear missile with a range of  
nearly 10,000 kilometres.      

  C.    International Reactions 
to China’s Rise      

 East Asia   

 China’s recent increase in defence expenditure, which 
had already doubled between 1985 and 2002, has not 
yet produced counter-measures by other East and 
South-East Asian nations. South Korea and Vietnam, 
despite past hostilities with China, have both reduced 
defence expenditure in the new millennium. Even 
the Japanese have not matched China’s increases in 
defence expenditure and in 2005 Japan reduced its de-
fence budget. This is despite the fact that, since the 
1990s, Japan has tried to become less reliant on the US 
to deter aggressors and has shown some willingness 
to send forces overseas. While China was named as a 
potential threat in the 2004 National Defense Program 
Outline, the document emphasizes economic interde-
pendence, rules out the idea of  becoming a major mil-
itary power and shows no desire for a leadership role 
in East Asia. What has changed is the economic role 
of  Japan in the region since the 1997 fi nancial crisis. By 
2001, Japan’s share of  Asian trade had dropped from 
45 per cent in 1992 to 30 per cent with a relatively stag-
nating economy. By contrast, China’s share  over the 
same period  grew from 6 per cent to 15 per cent, and 
this with considerable foreign direct investment (FDI) 
from Japan. Japan’s economy has shown a turn to 
Asia, reinforcing the increasingly Sino-Centric Asian 
economic order. Sino-Japanese relations have been 
marred by some heated rhetoric, including diplomatic 
exchanges in 2005 over the content of  Japanese histori-
cal textbooks on the Second World War. Yet relations 
recovered by the time Wen Jiabao made the fi rst visit 
of  a Chinese premier to Japan in April 2007. Economic 
relations have grown closer and Japan may even have 
accepted that China will eventually dominate the re-
gion. In 2004 Japan became China’s largest trading 
partner and commerce between the two has contin-
ued to grow throughout the decade—faster than US 
trade with China. Thus, as with the South East Asian 
states, the rising economic infl uence of  China off ers 
prospects of  encouraging new opportunities. 

 China’s trading potential is evidently seen by other 
East and South-East Asian states as more of  an oppor-
tunity than a threat. This is particularly the case with 
South Korea. Apart from Japan, it has the most rea-
sons to be concerned about its giant neighbour, with 
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 which it was at war in 1950–3. True, Beijing’s close re-
lations with North Korea have continued to encour-
age South Korea’s military alliance with the US. The 
military umbrella provided by America and the impor-
tance South Korea attaches to the future reunifi cation 
of  the peninsula may be seen as challenges to China. 
Yet economic trends are aligning South Korea more 
with China. In 2003, China surpassed the US as the 
largest export market for South Korean goods (a posi-
tion America had held since 1965). Over 25,000 South 
Korean enterprises now have production facilities in 
China and, since 2004, all major South Korean banks 
have branches there. South Korean opinion seems to 
support these closer ties as polls indicate that China, 
not the US, is the most important country with which 
South Korea should have good relations.   6    

 China’s apparent acceptance of  the status quo in 
East Asia has been interpreted by some as a tactical 
ploy, to be pursued until its rise has incorporated 
greater economic and military hard power, at which 
point it will become more forceful and less coop-
erative. Already, it is pointed out, the Chinese can be 
tough in protecting their own position: they have, for 
example, resisted pressure to allow their currency, 
the yuan, to rise on world markets as a way to ease 
the world’s post-2008 problems (although some up-
ward movement came in April 2012). There are some 
Americans who advocate a stronger US eff ort to bal-
ance Chinese power in the region. But the case for 
continued Chinese acceptance of  the status quo, and a 
reluctance to become a revisionist power, is strength-
ened by its approach to territorial disputes. On some 
contentious issues, China has made surprising con-
cessions in order to reach agreement, notably with 
Burma, where Beijing accepted only 18 per cent of  the 
disputed territory. While a border dispute with India 
(which provoked their 1962 war) remains, alongside the 
unresolved Senkaku Islands question with Japan, bor-
der settlements have been reached with Afghanistan, 
Mongolia, Pakistan, and Russia. The simmering dis-
pute with Vietnam, the Philippines, and Malaysia 
over the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea, was 
reduced, thanks to a 2002 agreement by the parties to 
seek a peaceful settlement and the Chinese renuncia-
tion of  force in 2005. There was also an oil-gas explo-
ration agreement with Vietnam and the Philippines, 
covering an area of  140,000 square kilometres, another 
indication of  the importance attached to economic de-
velopment in the region. Then again, the dispute over 
the scattered Spratly Islands remains unresolved and 

there were harsh words between Vietnam and China 
in mid-2010, with Vietnam—ironically—looking to 
Washington for support. On this issue, at least, China 
showed a preference for bilateral talks, presumably be-
cause it could exert pressure more easily on this basis. 
In May 2012, there was a stand-off  between Chinese and 
Philippine naval vessels off  Scarborough Shoal, north 
of  the Spratly Islands.     

 International Organizations   

 Those commentators who believe China will con-
tinue to rise peacefully point to its commitment to 
work with international bodies like the WTO, which it 
joined in 2001, and ASEAN, with which it began formal 
contacts in 1991 and which, since 2005, has included 
ten members. Both China and states in the devel-
oped Western world stand to benefi t from a common 
acceptance of  international institutions and the values 
they embody. Given the course of  policy over the last 
few decades, a rejection by China of  the opportuni-
ties provided by the international capitalist system is 
unlikely to occur in the immediate future. The most 
important argument in favour of  China’s peaceful rise 
stems from the economic benefi ts the country off ers 
to trading partners, as the world’s largest market for 
some goods, including cement, mobile phones, and 
steel. China’s positive approach to international or-
ganizations was infl uenced, of  course, by self-interest, 
including a desire to infl uence development of  their 
rules and, ultimately, the Western norms which domi-
nate them. Nor has Beijing restricted its policy of  co-
operation to the West and south-east Asia. It helped 
establish the ‘Shanghai Five’ group with Russia and 
the central Asian republics of  Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Tajikstan 1996, which was extended to Uzbekistan 
and renamed the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
in 2001. The organization began with a security focus, 
designed to reduce cross-border tensions, but it later 
developed cultural and economic projects. 

 On the basis of  the recent evidence, despite some 
problems such as respect for copyright law, China 
generally complies with international norms and has 
adapted to the requirements of  institutions based on 
Western values. It has also clearly moved from favour-
ing bilateral relations to accepting multilateral ones. Its 
formal links with ASEAN have included Chinese adher-
ence to the Association’s Treaty of  Amity and Coopera-
tion in 2003, agreement on an Investment Cooperation 
Fund in 2009, and the launch, in January 2010, of  a free 
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 trade area, all of  which indicate a deepening commit-
ment to regional cooperation. In some organizations, 
China’s respect for the rules has led to real advantages. 
For example, China has been a member of  the IMF 
and the World Bank since 1980, after taking over the 
seat from Nationalist China (whose regime had been 
a founder member of  both organizations in 1945). In 
2008, a Chinese academic, Yifu Lin, became the Chief  
Economist at the World Bank and, in 2010, China was 
given an increase in its weighted vote, making it the 
third most signifi cant member after the US and Japan. 
In 2001 it was given an increase in its quota shares in 
the IMF and a further increase in 2011 made it the third 
largest member of  that organization.     

 Taiwan and the Case against 
China’s ‘Peaceful Rise’   

 Chinese national identity may fi nd expression in more 
assertive ways over Taiwan, which remains the main 
issue likely to spark a war in the region. Since the 1980s, 
relations across the Taiwan Strait have been volatile. 
Visits between the island and the mainland began in 
1986 and, during the early 1990s, the two governments 
were able to communicate using two supposedly non-
government bodies as cover, thus avoiding the vexed 
question of  offi  cial recognition. But the same decade 
saw Taiwanese leaders increasingly think in terms of  
independence, abandoning their previous belief  that 
China and Taiwan could be reunited under Nationalist 
control. Relations worsened signifi cantly when a pro-
independence politician, Chen Shui-Bian, was elected 
President in 2000. In mid-2001, both sides seemed to 
be preparing for a possible war. Chen’s re-election 
in 2004 made the situation even worse, with Beijing 
again showing signs of  contemplating an invasion. 
Yet, even in these diffi  cult years, the attractions of  eco-
nomic cooperation could outmatch the political sus-
picions: in 2001, Chen allowed Taiwanese businesses 
to trade directly with the mainland, and 2005 saw the 
fi rst commercial airline fl ights across the strait. The 
Nationalist Party’s return to power in 2008 led to an 
improved atmosphere and the revival of  talks via sup-
posedly non-government bodies (which, everyone 
knows, are actually offi  cial talks in disguise). Tensions 
persist, even though Taiwan has no great strategic 
signifi cance and constitutes a question of  identity 
and status, rather than power, for both sides. China 
regards Taiwan’s status as an internal matter, although 
actually the question is whether Taiwan is, or is not, a 

nation state: if  it is not, the implication is that it is part 
of  China. For the moment both protagonists accept 
the practicalities arising from Taiwan  not  being for-
mally recognized as an independent state, but in prac-
tice it behaves like one. The main deterrent to Taiwan 
actually declaring independence is that this is seen as 
the action most likely to trigger a Chinese invasion. 

 The majority of  Taiwanese, especially from the 
business community, accept the present uneasy com-
promise and the increased economic contacts with 
mainland China which have been established. In 
May 2009, Taiwan began to allow Chinese investment 
on the island and, June 2010, the two sides made an 
Economic Cooperation Framework agreement to 
reduce trade barriers further. By then, their bilateral 
trade already topped the $100 billion fi gure annually. 
Yet, while China has rejected force as a means of  
settling territorial disputes in the case of  the Spratly 
Islands, it has refused to do so over Taiwan and it is 
openly increasing its military capability to invade, 
should it declare independence. The military balance 
is defi nitely shifting towards China and the issue re-
mains, as it has done since 1949, whether the US would 
commit forces to protect Taiwan. The development 
of  Chinese nationalism is the key internal factor which 
may impact on the present government policy of  try-
ing to preserve both past rhetoric and mutually benefi -
cial economic relations. It is diffi  cult to see how the US 
could construct a ‘coalition of  the willing’ to defend 
Taiwan. In 2005, Japan issued a statement calling on 
the two parties to resolve the problem in a peaceful 
manner and Asian states generally tend to favour the 
Chinese line of  Taiwan being an internal issue. But, 
even alone, the US is a major military player in East 
Asia and, in January 2010, despite Chinese outrage, 
the Obama administration agreed on arms supplies to 
Taiwan worth over $6 billion. 

 Aside from Taiwan, the other main potential dif-
fi culty in implementing China’s peaceful integration 
into the international community stems from the in-
ternal problems that threaten to produce runaway in-
equalities, damaging social and political cohesion. As 
the pace of  growth increases living standards, Chinese 
people may no longer accept their lack of  political 
freedom. The massive exploitation of  resources by 
Chinese industry has produced severe environmental 
degradation, while the limited availability of  Chinese 
skilled labour is becoming more signifi cant as the 
economy expands and diversifi es. Economically, there 
are still some major challenges inherent in China’s 
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 population size. Such large numbers of  people, many 
of  them rural dwellers (only in 2012 did statistics sug-
gest that these had become a minority), meant that 
China’s per capita income in the second half  of  the 
fi rst decade of  the twenty-fi rst century was $5,000 
compared with that of  Japan’s $28,000. If  economic 
growth should stall, China might also face an outburst 
of  xenophobic nationalism. But the greatest danger 
may lie in growing inequalities of  wealth. Unless this 
can be tackled eff ectively, the consequences may be 
more serious than the failure to extend political free-
dom. Signifi cant problems already lie in the growth 
of  corruption and the lack of  a social security system 
that properly protects the sick and those unable to 
benefi t from economic growth. In short, the issue is 
whether gradually rising living standards for the many 
can compensate for the gulf  between them and the 
more successful, privileged few. 

 Externally, the way in which the US reacts to 
increasing Chinese power and infl uence is also a 
concern. At present, US policy is ambiguous, some 
welcoming the opportunities provided by Chinese 
economic success, others suspicious and resentful. Re-
lations have sometimes been very volatile. April 2001 
saw a major diplomatic crisis after a collision between 
US and Chinese aircraft, yet in February 2002, George 
Bush Jnr made a successful visit to Beijing—the fi rst 
by a US President since Nixon. The scale of  further 
Chinese military acquisitions could be crucial in deter-
mining US policy, as could the way it builds coopera-
tion with potential allies, like Russia (with which joint 
military exercises were held in 2005). Whether such 
actions fl ow from a Chinese desire for greater recogni-
tion or from an intention to use force to back more 
threatening diplomacy, is less important than the per-
ception in Washington of  their ultimate aim. It may be 
that a unipolar world, based on American hegemony, 
will ultimately be incompatible with China’s peaceful 
rise. Thus, China’s eagerness to play a role in inter-
national organizations may count for little. China’s 
policy towards Taiwan and North Korea may also be 
crucial determinants of  US and international reac-
tions. There are other pitfalls, arising from the rela-
tive scarcity of  crucial resources in China, notably oil, 
gas, and water. China has only a quarter of  the world’s 
average water resources by country; a 2006 drought 
aff ected around 20 million people; and its percentage 
per capita average oil and gas resources is only just 
into double fi gures. The shortage of  resources in the 
country is compounded by the government’s focus on 

exports and urbanization, leading to a relative neglect 
of  the domestic market and agricultural production. 
So far, the Chinese have followed policies which in-
volved the peaceful acquisition of  such resources from 
as far afi eld as Africa and Australia. China has recently 
become a key donor of  development aid, making 
$110 billion in loans in 2009–10, in Asia, Latin America, 
and Africa. There has been a particular drive to build 
up relations with Africa since 2006–7. But these eff orts 
seemed to be linked to gaining natural resources in 
return, including oil deals with Brazil and Venezuela, 
and purchases of  agricultural land in Africa. The con-
cern is whether operating cooperatively within the ex-
isting capitalist system will remain the only acceptable 
way for China in future.    

 There is no doubt that as China has integrated into 
the capitalist world it has made great eff orts to create 
a positive image of  international responsibility. But 
the future could point in very diff erent directions. As 
China’s hard, military power develops, it may breed 
opposition from the US and other states, who could 
try to deny it the status in the world that its economic 
strength now appears to justify. Or the opportunities 
for peaceful change and economic prosperity will con-
tinue and China’s integration into the international 
community will be strengthened. The rise of  China 
is, therefore, a key component of  the age of  uncer-
tainty which the new millennium has produced. Pro-
ponents of  the ‘peaceful rise’ scenario can point to the 
way in which realist theories have become outmoded 
in the face of  the evident benefi ts of  cooperation. In 
the decade before 2005, US imports from East Asia 
increased by $263 billion, of  which China contributed 
$200 billion. As a result, by 2012 East Asian countries 
were fi nancing almost $2 trillion dollars of  US debt. It 
is easy to portray the signifi cance of  such interdepend-
ence as removing any potential problems that might 
arise from foreign policy diff erences. The Pentagon 
may be suspicious of  China’s military strength, but 
potential rivalry can be mitigated, not least through 
the military hot lines and naval cooperation that al-
ready exist. Indeed, further ‘engagement’ by the 
West with China in military terms may be an integral 
part of  a successful peaceful rise for China. In other 
words, more might be needed than economic inter-
dependence and self-interest to accommodate China’s 
rise. Another requirement may be the acceptance of  
diff erent cultural values and approaches to such key 
political concepts as human rights. But it should also 
be borne in mind that some of  the challenges for the 
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 future are shared ones. The question of  how to main-
tain an appropriate balance between the individual 
benefi ts provided by capitalism and state-infl uenced 

social obligations necessary for political stability must 
be successfully answered both in the liberal demo-
cratic West and communist China.           

   Hugo Chavez and Venezuela    

 Chavez, who became President of oil-rich Venezuela in February 

1999, was a persistent thorn in the side of the US, but a 

charismatic leader of the underprivileged in Latin America and 

the representative—like China and Russia—of an alternative way 

forward to Western liberalism. Born in 1954, the son of two 

schoolteachers from a poor, rural area, he initially pursued a 

military career but, alienated by the corrupt political system and 

widespread poverty, turned to revolutionary politics and formed 

a secret group within the army, the Revolutionary Bolivarian 

Movement—named after the nineteenth-century hero of South 

American independence, Simon Bolivar. Chavez was imprisoned 

after trying to launch a military coup against the government of 

President Carlos Perez in early 1992, but was released in 1994 

after Perez lost power. Chavez now turned to legitimate politics, 

proved a master of the media and secured a clear victory in 

presidential elections of December 1998, at the head of a 

coalition of small parties. He won a referendum on constitutional 

reform, including the creation of a one-house Parliament, the 

following year. Re-elected in 2000, he survived an attempted 

coup in April 2002, several weeks of general strike between 

December 2002 and February 2003, and a referendum on his 

rule in August 2004. He won the last with 58 per cent of the 

vote, largely thanks to his continuing popularity among the poor, 

and he was re-elected President in 2006. His policies included 

nationalization of certain industries and the establishment of 

workers cooperatives, as well as literacy, health, and social welfare 

programmes. Creating a Venezuelan Socialist Party in 2007, he 

was guided by the concept of ‘socialism for the twenty-fi rst 

century’, a mix of Marxist economics, a gradualist approach to 

reform, and a belief in using referenda to decide key issues. 

Opponents accused him of undermining democracy, the 

independence of the judiciary and the freedom of the press. In 

contrast, supporters saw him as tackling poverty and offi  cial 

corruption far more successfully than previous leaders. 

 Initially, where foreign policy was concerned, he seemed 

moderate enough, going to the US soon after he took offi  ce to 

meet President Clinton. But he soon became a controversial 

critic of American foreign policy, criticizing the US interventions 

in Afghanistan and Iraq. His decades-old friendship with Fidel 

Castro, led to an exchange deal in 2004, in which Venezuela 

provided Cuba with oil in return for Cuban teachers and 

doctors being sent to work in Venezuela. He became friendly 

with such anti-Western fi gures as Colonel Gaddafi  (to whom he 

was rumoured to off er asylum in the face of the 2011 

discontent in Libya), President Ahmadinejad of Iran (with whom 

he exchanged several visits), and Bashir al-Assad of Syria (who he 

supported despite the latter’s ruthless attacks on the opposition 

in 2011–12), all of which undermined his hopes of a 

rapprochement with the US after Barack Obama took power. 

But Chavez did not simply court controversy; he also tried to 

build alternatives to US and capitalist dominance of the 

Americas. In 2004, he was active in launching the proposal for a 

‘South American Community’ (based on the European Union), 

which became the ‘Union of South American Nations’ three 

years later. Partly to undermine the US-backed ‘Free Trade Area 

of the Americas’ (which had been launched in 1994), Chavez 

also pushed for a ‘Bolivarian Alliance for the People of Our 

America’ which, by 2008, had hopes of creating a single 

currency. He increasingly won allies in the region, including Evo 

Morales, who became President of Bolivia in 2006, Rafael 

Correa, who became President of Ecuador in 2007, and Daniel 

Ortega, leader of the Sandinistas, who regained the presidency 

of Nicaragua in 2007. All of them shared Chavez’s socialist 

outlook and joined the Bolivarian Alliance. In 2009, to escape 

reliance on the IMF and World Bank, Chavez also joined most 

other South American countries in creating a ‘Bank of the 

South’, to aid regional development. Chavez remains a fervent 

opponent of neo-liberalism even if his nationalizations have not 

proved an unqualifi ed success. Although he has not fully defi ned 

his twenty-fi rst-century brand of socialism, he claims it is 

distinguishable from old-style ‘state socialism’ in its emphasis on 

‘participatory democracy’. In June 2011 Chavez had surgery in 

Cuba, to remove a cancerous tumour and, despite claims of a 

complete recovery, he returned later for further treatment. 

With presidential elections scheduled for October 2012 

Chavez, preparing for a third term and substantially ahead in the 

polls, was readmitted to a Cuban hospital in April for radiation 

treatment on an undisclosed cancer.  

  Visit the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this book for lots of interesting additional material. 

 http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/   

http://www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/young_kent2e/
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     1.    In March 2009  The Financial Times  ran a series of articles on ‘The Future of Capitalism’. The quotes are from 9 March 

2009 and reproduced in   David McNally ,  Global Slump The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance  (PM Press, 

Oakland, CA, 2011).    

     2.      Joseph Stiglitz ,  Freefall Free Markets and the Shrinking of the Global Economy  (W. W. Norton & Co., New York, 2009), 

110.  See also chapter  5  .    

     3.       Ibid.  , 145.    

     4.    As put forward by   Ze Zicheng ,  Inside China’s Grand Strategy the Perspective from the People’s Republic  (University 

Press of Kentucky, KY, 2011), 3-–5.    

     5.      David C. Kang ,  China Rising  (Columbia University Press, New York and Chichester, 2007), 12-–15.    

     6.       Ibid.  , 115–18.                
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