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In the many tributes paid to Fred Halliday following his death in 2010 two things 
stand out above all. The first is the enormous impact he clearly had on intellectual 
life both in Britain and across the world: the massive response from the popular 
press, his many colleagues and his even more numerous friends was on a scale 
associated with the passing of few other academics. The second is the degree to 
which most of these many tributes tended, with some notable exceptions,1 to 
focus on only one of his many intellectual contributions: that which he had made 
over 40 years to the expert study of one particular region, the Middle East. As 
Toby Dodge has observed elsewhere, the vast majority of those who wrote about 
Halliday so warmly gave less emphasis to his other interventions as a public intel-
lectual and talked almost exclusively about his role as a ‘learned and passionate 
Arabist’.2

This reading of Halliday was most definitely reflected in one of the more 
powerful obituaries, which appeared in the Guardian, the London-based newspaper 
with which Halliday had had such a long association. In this, one of his oldest 
friends, Sami Zubaida, seemed to be in little doubt as to why he would be remem-
bered. As Zubaida pointed out, over the years Halliday had not only become one of 
the West’s leading ‘experts’ on international politics in general; he had also carved 
out a very special niche for himself with his work on ‘the Middle East and its place’ 
in the world. This is where he had left a mark, starting extraordinarily early with 
the publication of his first ‘major book’ in 1974. Dealing as it did with the Arabian 
peninsula and Iran within the global context of western post-colonial strategy and 
the political economy of oil, it immediately marked out the youthful Halliday as 
being a very special writer indeed.3 Moreover, having ventured into print on the 
subject, he continued to write about this very troubled part of the world with 
passion, skill and verve. It was not by chance however that he had chosen to focus 

* This is one of a group of articles in this issue originating in a workshop held in November 2010 at the London 
School of Economics in honour of the life and work of the late Fred Halliday, and further developed through 
a study group held on 12 May 2011 at Chatham House.

1 See e.g. Adam Roberts, ‘Fred Halliday 1946–2010’, in ‘Proceedings of the British Academy. Biographical 
memoirs of Fellows’ (Oxford Univeristy Press, forthcoming). Original unpublished manuscript, 13 March 
2011.

2 Toby Dodge, ‘Fred Halliday: a social scientist in the Middle East’, unpublished paper presented to International 
Affairs study group, Chatham House, 12 May 2011.

3 Fred Halliday, Arabia without sultans (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974). 
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on this region. As Zubaida went on to suggest, not only were its regimes then 
being contested by ‘revolutionary forces fighting against them’—something very 
close to Halliday’s heart at the time; the Arab Middle East more generally was the 
one that, according to Halliday at least, had had ‘the longest history of contact 
with the west, yet was probably the one least understood’. Perfect territory, in 
both political and geographical terms, for the aspiring young author.4

The Telegraph made much the same point, although, unsurprisingly for a 
conservative newspaper, it was much less interested in what he had written as an 
early radical and more in what he had had to say in his more mature years. Still, 
the message was much the same. Halliday, it argued, had made a great contribu-
tion in unravelling the ‘complexities of the Middle East’ as well as that highly 
problematic construct frequently referred to as the ‘Muslim world’. In particular, 
he had performed heroic services in debunking the idea that there was such a thing 
as a ‘clash of civilizations’. This was not merely a dangerous construct, according 
to Halliday (the title of one his later books was Islam and the myth of confrontation);5 
it was also a misleading idea, based as it was on the entirely false proposition 
that Islam was ‘a monolithic block’ standing in opposition ‘to Western values’. 
Explaining the world after 9/11—like the Middle East more generally—was by 
any measure a most challenging task. But if one wished to understand this world, 
according to Halliday, one would be far better advised not to delve into culture 
or Islamic texts but to turn, rather, to politics; and in particular to investigate the 
many reasons for the ‘weakening, if not collapse, of the state in countries like 
Afghanistan and Yemen’. Here one would discover the real sources of the crisis 
after September 11—a crisis, he suggested, that ultimately was less likely to change 
the West than to change the regimes and states in the Middle East itself.6

The posthumous concentration on Halliday’s work on the Middle East was at 
one very obvious level perfectly understandable. He had, after all, begun to take 
an interest in the area in the late 1960s as a young student. He then went on to 
write some interesting early articles on the region;7 and he continued to visit the 
Middle East for many years thereafter. Furthermore, though the region attracted 
more than its fair share of serious scholars, there were very few who could reach 
out to so wide an audience as Halliday. Nor could his peers boast such a vast oeuvre: 
nearly a dozen books in all on the Middle East, several published in the space of a 
mere five years in the last decade of his life.8 With his easy fluency in the region’s 
languages, his appreciation of its literature and music, and above all his deeply 
held view that if the West had made many appalling mistakes when it came to the 

4 Sami Zubaida, ‘Fred Halliday: International Relations scholar and expert on the Middle East’, obituary, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk, 26 April 2010, accessed 10 May 2011.

5 Fred Halliday, Islam and the myth of confrontation (London: Tauris, 1996).
6 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/religion-obituaries/7779594/Fred-Halliday.html, accessed 10 

May 2011.
7 See e.g. Fred Halliday, ‘Saudi Arabia: bonanza and repression’, New Left Review, no. 80, July–Aug. 1973, pp. 

3–26. This was in fact a chapter of Arabia without sultans, published the following year.
8 Fred Halliday, Nation and religion in the Middle East (London: Saqi, 2000), Two hours that shook the world: September 

11 2001, causes and consequences (London: Saqi, 2001), The Middle East in international relations: power, politics, and 
ideology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 100 myths about the Middle East (London: Saqi, 2005).
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Middle East, many in the region had made (and were continuing to make) even 
more in their analysis of the West, it was hardly surprising that Fred Halliday was 
remembered as one of the great scholars of a particularly troubled region in which 
he had invested so much of his time, talents and emotional energy.9

It is this rather narrow, restricted construction of Fred Halliday’s life that I wish 
to challenge here: not because I want to take away from what he contributed to 
Middle East studies, but more specifically because this concentrated focus on his 
role as an academic area specialist misses at least three very obvious points—all 
connected.

Most obviously it misses the rather self-evident point (at least, self-evident to 
this writer) that Halliday never looked at the Middle East in isolation or as some 
self-contained region set apart from what was going on in the international system 
at the time; and the most important thing ‘going on’ until 1989 at least, was, for 
him, the Cold War. To this degree he was never a pure area specialist. Indeed, the 
‘global’ not only defined his way of thinking about the Middle East as a region; it 
later came to shape his views about Islam as well.10

The second thing the ‘area studies’ preoccupation misses is motive, or more 
precisely why he became intellectually involved in thinking about the region in the 
first instance. Politics was, as ever, in command. Halliday was never au-dessus de la 
mêlée.11 A product of the radical 1960s and the emerging new left, his burgeoning 
interest in the Middle East was not that of an up-and-coming academic in search 
of a doctoral topic. Rather, it was that of an engaged revolutionary for whom 
research was always (or at least for a very long time) connected to a political 
project whose goal was nothing less than the overthrow of imperialism in the 
Third World.12 This might not begin in the Middle East. But according to 

9 Halliday also developed a special interest in Yemen. The main reason, typically, was that after 1962 it had 
become what he called ‘the fulcrum of the liberation movement in the Arabian peninsula’. See his ‘Counter-
revolution in the Yemen’, New Left Review, no. 63, Sept.–Oct. 1970, pp. 3–25; also his Arabs in exile: the Yemeni 
community in Britain (London: Tauris, 1992). 

10 In a 2002 essay Halliday noted that there had always been a very close ‘interconnection’ between ‘Islamic 
politics’ and the East–West confrontation. Islamic militancy, he argued, had first been deployed by the USSR 
as a means of trying to weaken the West after 1917. It then became a major ideological weapon in the armoury 
of the West as it combated secular and nationalist forces in the Middle East from the 1950s onwards. Finally, 
the strategy of exploiting Islamic militancy reached an ‘apogee’ when the United States cleverly and ruthlessly 
exploited those of a distinctly fundamentalist persuasion to help it win the last great battle of the Cold War 
in Afghanistan. See Fred Halliday, ‘Transnational paranoia and international relations: the case of the “West 
versus Islam”’, ch. 3 in Stephanie Lawson, ed., The new agenda for International Relations (Cambridge: Polity, 
2002). 

11 The title of a famous critique of the First World War written by Romain Rolland in 1916. Like Rolland, 
Halliday until the 1980s always saw a connection between capitalism and imperialism. Where he parted 
company with some of his more orthodox ‘comrades’ on the Marxist left (Andre Gunder Frank being one) 
was in insisting that capitalist imperialism did not always have to lead to underdevelopment. Here he was 
much influenced by Bill Warren, whose ‘Imperialism and capitalist industrialization’ (New Left Review 1: 81, 
Sept.–Oct. 1973) was published in the same journal whose editorial committee consisted of many well-known 
Marxists of the time, including Fred and his brother Jon Halliday. The editor of the NLR was of course the 
highly influential Perry Anderson. 

12 How engaged Halliday was can be seen in a couple of vintage essays he penned on revolutionary change—one 
written at the start of the 1970s, the other at the end. See his ‘The Ceylonese insurrection’, New Left Review, no. 
69, Sept.–Oct. 1971, pp. 55–90, and the even more controversial defence in ‘Revolution in Afghanistan’, New 
Left Review, no. 112, Nov.–Dec. 1978, pp. 3–44. In an introduction to the second essay (not written by Halliday) 
it was noted that socialists should welcome the current course of events in Afghanistan ‘as an inspiring further 
blow against imperialism in the seventies, in the wake of the defeats in Vietnam and Angola’ (p. 1). 
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Halliday back then, there was always hope that what had started in other parts of 
the world would conclude with the political destruction of the ‘sultans’ of Arabia 
and the Pahlavi regime in Iran.13 In his early days at least Halliday was very much 
of the view that the point of philosophy was not merely to reflect on the world 
but to change it.14

Finally, in their rush to judgement, most (though by no means all) analysts tended 
to play down or relegate something rather important: the fact that for the greater 
part of his adult life Halliday was in his own very iconoclastic way a committed 
Marxist. In some assessments this was more or less glossed over completely; in 
others, it was treated as some boyhood prank, almost an  embarrassing deviation, 
that he soon left behind once he had become a professor in International Relations 
at the London School of Economics! No doubt one might question whether or not 
his Marxism was of an especially scientific kind. Others have indeed argued that 
as time went by his commitment wavered and he gradually became increasingly 
disillusioned.15 But however much he may have changed, there is little doubting 
the importance that Marxism played in his way of thinking—even after he had 
become an academic at the LSE.16

In what follows, therefore, I aim to place Halliday’s Marxism back at the centre 
of his work, and to show how his own particular version of historical materialism 
led him to his own quite special theory of the Cold War. In the first section below 
I briefly discuss the importance of two central figures in his life who contributed 
enormously to his views on the East–West relationship in general and his under-
standing of the USSR in particular: Isaac Deutscher and E. H. Carr. In the next 
section I outline his own work on the Cold War, beginning with what he wrote 
during the period and what he wrote after it had ended. As I will show, there 
was a remarkable consistency in what he had to say over time. I then move on 
to assess his discussion of the end of the Cold War, something that took him by 
great surprise but about which he had many very interesting things to say. I will 
conclude with a critical assessment of his ideas. As I show, Halliday’s voice in the 
debate about the Cold War was then—and remains today—a most distinctive 
13 In his Iran: dictatorship and development (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978) Halliday predicted correctly that it was 

‘quite possible that before too long the Iranian people will chase the Pahlavi dictator and his associates from 
power’, but incorrectly that the same people would ‘surmount the obstacles’ in their way and go on to ‘build 
a prosperous and socialist Iran’ (p. 309).

14 Marx wrote in 1845: ‘Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is 
to change it’ (Theses on Feuerbach). Significantly, perhaps, Halliday translated a book first published in 1923 
by the German Marxist Karl Korsch. Korsch was an interesting figure in the history of Marxism who was 
extremely keen to combat what he called the ‘distortion of the revolutionary doctrine of Marxism’ by those 
self-proclaimed socialists who had tried to turn it ‘into a purely theoretical critique that no longer leads to 
practical revolutionary action’. See Karl Korsch: Marxism and philosophy, ed. and trans. Fred Halliday (New 
York: Monthly Reviews Press, 1970.)

15 For Halliday’s last attempt to come to terms with 1989, or what he called ‘one of the most striking and 
unanticipated conjunctures of modern history’, see his ‘Third World socialism: 1989 and after’, in George 
Lawson, Chris Armbruster and Michael Cox, eds, The global 1989: continuity and change in world politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 112–34. Socialism, he concluded sadly in his final year, 
‘achieved a remarkable amount but was, in the end, doomed to failure’ (p. 133).

16 As he put it in Revolution and world politics (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), ‘My writing in this and previous 
books has been strongly influenced by the Marxist interpretation of the modern world’ (p. xviii). One can 
also read his earlier study, Rethinking International Relations (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994), as an effort to make 
IR take a sophisticated Marxism without the dogma much more seriously than it had done hitherto.
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one. Inevitably however he did not always hit the right note; but whether one 
considers his errors to have been fatal to his whole project, or merely the mistakes 
that any interesting writer is bound to make, I will leave up to the reader to decide.

Deutscher, Carr and Halliday

To explain Halliday’s views on the Cold War, it is necessary first to do some 
 intellectual excavation. Here I want to suggest that how he came to think about 
the international system and the USSR’s place in it was shaped as much by ideas as 
it was by real-world events; and it was the ideas of two of the most important left-
wing writers of the time, Isaac Deutscher and E. H. Carr, that almost certainly 
influenced him most. As I have argued elsewhere, these two very different figures 
developed a very special intellectual relationship with each other between the late 
1940s, when they first met, and 1967, when Deutscher suddenly died.17 Halliday in 
turn developed what might reasonably be claimed to be a rather special relation-
ship with both of them. In this context it is certainly worth noting that his very 
first book in 1969 was a collection of Deutscher’s essays,18 while one of his later 
essays sympathetically examined Carr’s views on revolution.19 It would be too 
simple to suggest that together they provided Halliday with a ready-made theory 
of the Cold War. What they did provide, however, was an analysis of one of its 
main protagonists—the Soviet Union. This made at least three bold claims.

One was that, in spite of its many political flaws and ideological distortions, 
there was still something worth defending about the USSR; indeed, both viewed 
the USSR as having, in their time at least, made enormous steps forward in many 
fields including education in general, women’s equality and economic opportu-
nity. Politically, the USSR might have been deeply unattractive; Stalin was, after 
all, a mass murderer. However, in socio-economic terms at least it still had a great 
deal to recommend it. As Carr pointed out in an interview with the New Left 
Review in 1978, there was so much talk about what had gone wrong in the USSR 
that it was easy to overlook its ‘immense achievements’.20 Halliday definitely 
agreed. In fact, even ten years after the Cold War had concluded, he was still 
insisting that whatever in the end had gone wrong in the USSR (and ultimately 
everything did) it had until the early 1980s ‘achieved much’, especially in ‘terms 
of education and social policy’.21

This in turn connected to a second idea Carr and Deutscher shared: the 
notion (to use the title of one of Deutscher’s books) that the revolution remained 
‘unfinished’.22 In other words, it was still a work in progress. This, they argued, 

17 See Michael Cox, ‘E. H. Carr and Isaac Deutscher: a very special relationship’, in Michael Cox, ed., E. H. 
Carr: a critical appraisal (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), pp. 125–44.

18 See Fred Halliday, ed., Russia, China and the West 1953–1966: Isaac Deutscher (London: Oxford University Press, 
1969; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970).

19 See Fred Halliday, ‘Reason and revolution: the place of revolution in the works of E. H. Carr’, in Cox, ed., 
E. H. Carr, pp. 258–82.

20 See E. H. Carr, ‘The Russian Revolution and the West’, New Left Review, no. 111, Sept.–Oct. 1978, p. 25.
21 Halliday, Revolution and world politics, p. 43.
22 Isaac Deutscher, The unfinished revolution: Russia 1917–1967 (London: Oxford University Press, 1967). This work 
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was in part because the dynamics of earlier industrialization had created new social 
forces, and in part because of the important political changes that had taken place 
in the Soviet Union since the death of Stalin. Either way, there was still some 
possibility that the USSR might evolve in a progressive direction. In other words, 
there was still much to look forward to. The revolution was not over yet.23

Their third claim related to international relations and the causes of the Cold 
War more directly. Here they took the view that the primary reason for the Cold 
War was not the Manichaean one normally suggested in the United States, namely 
that the USSR was intent on world domination. Rather it occurred, as Carr had 
suggested back in 1946,24 and Deutscher well over a decade later in 1960,25 because 
there was an underlying difference between the two economic models. Indeed, in 
contrast to the standard western notion that the USSR constituted an aggressive 
threat to the capitalist world, they insisted that if it represented a ‘threat’ at all, 
it was not in terms of its tanks, weaponry or rockets—the Soviet Union, they 
agreed, was by far the weaker of the two ‘superpowers’—but rather because it was 
a planned economy standing outside the international capitalist system. This did 
not make its economy the most efficient in the world. But this, they felt, mattered 
less than the fact that it looked like a genuine alternative to what was on offer in 
the West. In fact, it was this more than anything else that was at the heart of what 
Deutscher tellingly called the ‘great contest’ between socialism in its Soviet form 
and capitalism.

These deeply revisionist notions—at least, revisionist in terms of the way 
the USSR was normally understood in the West during the Cold War—had a 
profound impact on Halliday’s original thinking and outlook. Most obviously, 
he could claim, and frequently did, that his own work on the Cold War was very 
much rooted in what he would have termed the classics. To this extent both Carr 
and Deutscher provided him with a certain sense of place within a longer tradi-
tion of which he felt very much a part. In their different ways they also provided 
different answers to crucial questions: first, how to explain the complex ‘dual’ 
role of a revolutionary state like the USSR; 26 and second, how to think and act 
politically in a complicated world where there were no easy choices for individuals 
on the left. 27 In this Deutscher acted as a role model of sorts. He was, after all, a 

began life as the G. M. Trevelyan Lectures at Cambridge University—the same series that a few years earlier 
had led to the publication of E. H. Carr’s What is History?.

23 Deutscher put it thus: ‘Whatever may be the malaise, the heartache, the heartsearchings and the gropings of 
the post-Stalin era testify in their own way to the continuity of the revolutionary epoch’. See Isaac Deutscher, 
‘1917–1967: the unfinished revolution’, New Left Review, no. 43, May–June 1967, pp. 27–39. 

24 E. H. Carr, The Soviet impact on the western world (London: Macmillan, 1946).
25 Isaac Deutscher, Great contest: Russia and the West (London: Oxford University Press, 1960).
26 For a guide to Halliday’s work on the international role of the USSR, see his Soviet policy in the arc of crisis 

(Washington DC: Institute for Policy Studies, 1981; republ. as Threat from the east? Soviet policy from Afghanistan 
and Iran to the Horn of Africa, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982); The Ethiopian Revolution, with Maxine Molyneux 
(London: Verso, 1982); The making of the second Cold War (London: Verso, 1983); Revolution and foreign policy: the 
case of South Yemen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

27 Halliday’s debt to both Carr (who he admitted had helped him develop his own views on the ‘dual policy’ of 
revolutionary states) and Deutscher (whose ‘approach’ to the study of revolutions in general and the USSR in 
particular had ‘more than stood the test of time’) is made explicit in his Revolution and world politics, pp. 133–4, 
xvii–xviii.
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Marxist, and remained so until his sudden death in the second half of the 1960s. He 
was a wonderful writer. His learning was formidable. And, though he was deeply 
critical of the USSR, he had not allowed this to undermine his faith in the future. 
As Halliday once observed, until the very end Deutscher remained remarkably 
‘loyal to the ideals of his youth’. As a result he refused to join those much despised 
‘renegades’ on the anti-socialist Cold War right who had abandoned the ‘cause’ by 
going over to the other side.28 However, he had done so without becoming one of 
those ultra-left sectarians who talked volubly about how the USSR had betrayed 
the revolution, but never managed to explain why the USSR continued to present 
‘a challenge to the West’.29

Of course, there were obvious differences—both between Carr and Deutscher 
as influential writers on the left,30 and indeed between both of them and Halliday. 
For one thing, Carr was never a Marxist and Deutscher most obviously was. 
For another, Halliday took an enormous interest in the Third World, whereas 
they said very little on the subject. They also grew to political maturity at very 
different times: Carr and Deutscher through the searing experience of the 1930s, 
the Second World War, and then the early years of the Cold War; Halliday in 
the revolutionary days of the 1960s. Still, there is no denying their importance to 
him: as stalwart figures on the intellectual left who had refused to join the anti-
Soviet brigade (for which they paid a price of sorts); and, of course, as writers of 
note who between them had authored what Halliday regarded as some of the best 
history on the fate of the Russian Revolution after 1917.31

The Cold War as an intersystemic conflict

At first sight the issue of ‘inter-systemic’ conflict is almost wholly absent from the discus-
sion on the Cold War.32

The preceding paragraphs lead us logically to look at Halliday’s own very distinct 
views about the Cold War itself. As we have seen, he already had an intellectual 
reference point from which he could draw inspiration. But his outlook was also 
shaped by events, especially those unfolding in the Third World during the 1970s. 
Here, revolutions in one country after another (14 in all, according to Halliday) 
had convinced him of the importance of systemic differences in explaining 

28 The term ‘renegade’ here is used quite deliberately. It was deployed by Deutscher to characterize those former 
communists and socialists who had later drifted into the camp of anti-communism because their ideological 
‘God’ had failed. See Isaac Deutscher, Heretics and renegades (London: Jonathan Cape, 1969; first publ. 1955).

29 The reference here was to me. See Halliday’s lengthy footnote critique of my many deviations on this question 
in his Rethinking International Relations, p. 269 n. 2. 

30 On the differences between Deutscher and Carr, see E. H. Carr’s ‘Introduction’ to Heretics and renegades, esp. 
pp. 3–4.

31 The reference here is to Carr’s monumental history of early Soviet Russia and Deutscher’s biographies of 
Trotsky and Stalin. Halliday was especially complimentary about Deutscher’s 1949 biography of Stalin—and 
for good reason. In it Deutscher outlines his central thesis, namely that while Stalin may have killed the 
Bolsheviks and imposed great suffering on the Soviet people, the basic socio-economic foundations of the 
Revolution had not been destroyed: the ‘gains of October’ had been preserved. See Isaac Deutscher, Stalin: a 
political biography (London: Pelican, 1966; first publ. 1949).

32 Rethinking International Relations, p. 171.
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 international relations. As he pointed out on many occasions, the United States 
and the Soviet Union stood on different sides during this highly volatile decade; 
and the USSR stood, however imperfectly, on the side of the anti-imperialists. 
Perhaps the USSR was not as revolutionary as some people on the left might have 
wished. But at least it was doing something to further the cause, from Vietnam 
to Nicaragua, Ethiopia to southern Africa. Indeed, support for these movements, 
among other things, contributed to undermining efforts by the Soviet elite to 
build a more constructive relationship with the United States under the umbrella 
of ‘detente’; and Soviet backing for Third World socialism (culminating with its 
invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979) contributed to Ronald Reagan’s electoral 
victory in 1980 and the new President’s subsequent strategy of confronting the 
USSR more forcefully, following what Reagan himself called at the time a ‘decade 
of neglect’.33

The election of Reagan, coinciding as it did with a distinct tilt towards even 
deeper conflict between the two sides, seemed to confirm Halliday in the view that 
the underlying cause of the Cold War was systemic. But how to make sense of 
the turn towards superpower confrontation? It was at this particular conjuncture, 
when tensions were running high, that he decided to make what turned out to be 
his first decisive intervention in the debate about the deeper sources of the East–
West competition. It began with a 1982 study on the Soviet role in what he had 
earlier defined as the ‘arc of crisis’;34 it continued a year later with the publication 
of his controversial but highly successful study on what he called the ‘Second’ 
Cold War;35 and it concluded, in a manner of speaking, with a study on the Soviet 
Union’s active role in supporting revolutions in the Third World (though this 
appeared, somewhat problematically, just as the USSR was about to give up on 
this role!).36 Each of the three books looked in turn at rather different aspects of 
the international situation. But they all contained a very similar message: that 
there was nothing ephemeral about the Cold War; and that notwithstanding the 
partial thaw in the superpower relationship from 1985 onwards, the profound 
differences between the two states—in the last analysis a function of their having 
very different internal economic orders—made any long-term reconciliation 
impossible.

It was at this point that Halliday’s view of a persistent Cold War began to 
encounter some serious ‘real world’ resistance. Indeed, while the escalation in 
tension during the first part of the 1980s appeared to confirm his theory, the rapid 
de-escalation that followed during the second half of the decade posed a series of 
major intellectual problems. When the new detente then metamorphosed into 

33 I deal with this period (though in a very different way from Halliday) in Michael Cox, ‘From détente to the 
new Cold War: the crisis of the Cold War system’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 13: 3, Dec. 1984, 
pp. 265–91.

34 Soviet policy in the arc of the crisis was first published in the United States in 1981 but appeared in a Pelican edition 
in the UK in 1982 under the name of Threat from the east? In 1981 he and Maxine Molyneaux also co-authored 
The Ethiopian revolution (London: New Left Books, 1981).

35 Halliday, The making of the second Cold War.
36 Halliday’s Cold War, Third World (London: Radius/Hutchinson, 1989) clearly predicted that the basic causes of 

the Cold War remained and thus the conflict would continue.
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what turned out to be the end of the Cold War itself, it now looked as if his whole 
intellectual edifice was collapsing around him. However, he was nothing if not 
persistent. In fact, if anything, the collapse of the old communist order seemed to 
make him more determined than ever to defend his original theoretical position. 
Significantly, though, when he did so now he cast his argument more widely by 
engaging not just with his old sparring partners on the left—though that partic-
ular debate went on—but with new-found rivals within mainstream International 
Relations (IR) itself. Indeed, it was perfectly clear that, having immersed himself 
in what to him was a quite new academic literature, he was relishing his discovery 
of a whole new set of reference points against which he could pit his not incon-
siderable intellectual powers. Old targets like Edward Thompson, Mary Kaldor 
and the current author were certainly not forgotten. But to this list of deviation-
ists he could now add most of the IR profession as well, including Hedley Bull 
and his various efforts to define world politics in terms of a ‘society of states’ (a 
notion of which Halliday strongly disapproved) through to more conventional 
Realist theory (which among other things, he felt, simply could not explain the 
end of communism).

In his efforts to rethink IR through the prism of what he still regarded as a 
largely Marxist framework, Halliday firmed up his own views on the Cold War. 
Consistent to the very end, he was prepared to concede little to his critics; and 
there was no changing his mind on basics. Still, the analysis he first outlined in his 
1994 study, Rethinking International Relations, and then later repeated in Revolution 
and world politics (though in a much broader framework) contained many inter-
esting refinements.

Halliday began his defence of his own intersystemic theory with an admis-
sion: that few other writers seemed to agree with it! There was what he rather 
characteristically called ‘theoretical resistance’ to the argument; so much so that 
it was ‘almost wholly absent from the discussion’ on the Cold War.37 This opposi-
tion came from several sources. One strand derived from what he obviously still 
saw as the baneful influence of alternative ‘internalist’ theories promulgated by 
various writers on the left;38 another from a generation of radical US writers who 
seemed intent on explaining the conflict in terms of something they defined as the 
American empire; and yet a third from a cohort, largely to be found on the right, 
who believed that the only reason for the Cold War was Soviet aggression. But 
the resistance went even deeper still; indeed, it was even to be found within IR 
itself. Here it was evident that Halliday was facing more than a bit of opposition; 
he was facing the weight of a great tradition that thought of the world in largely 
abstract political terms—states, the balance of power, and the like—without 
giving a thought to the heterogeneous socio-economic character of the different 
units that made up the international system as a whole. The notion that there 
might be opposed modes of production, or that ‘capitalism’ was a legitimate IR 

37 Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, p. 171.
38 Halliday put it thus: ‘The term “internalist” denotes those approaches that locate the dynamics of the Cold 

War within rather than between the contending blocs’: Rethinking International Relations, p. 173.
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category, was not something that had ever occurred to some of the major names 
in IR. Figures like Waltz, Bull and Wight, Halliday opined, might have made their 
own contribution to the field in other ways; but their complete failure to link the 
deep rivalries within the international system to the existence of differences in 
economic organization said much about the problems inherent in the discipline. 
IR’s silence on this central question, he implied, said much about how far it still 
had to go before it could fulfil its potential.

Having cleared the decks, so to speak, Halliday then went on to outline his 
intersystemic theory of the Cold War in some detail. He did accept that there 
were ‘cogent, historical, indeed commonsense, reason[s] for denying the validity’ 
of his approach.39 After all, long wars had been fought in the past between states 
with similar socio-economic systems; there had also been extended periods of 
‘collaboration’ between states of a quite different character. All this much was 
self-evident. However, this did not invalidate his theory. Indeed, the insights his 
theory afforded were immense, so much so that it might, he suggested, even have 
a broader application to other conflicts in earlier periods. For the time being, 
however, it would continue to provide the most cogent framework available for 
explaining why East and West had pursued very different foreign policies over 
many decades; why they had then created different alliance systems; why the 
USSR had supported revolutionary movements in the Third World; and why the 
United States and the USSR had been on opposite sides on nearly every major 
international issue since 1947.40

Halliday’s post-1989 effort to construct a more nuanced theory of the Cold 
War took a final step forwards in one of his last major studies on world politics.41 
In this, he said nothing especially new about the Cold War as an intersystemic 
conflict (though insisting that the notion was still valid). Where he did make an 
additional contribution was in seeking to explain the policies of revolutionary 
states in general and of the Soviet Union as one very special kind of revolu-
tionary state in particular. It was easy enough, he suggested, for certain writers 
to argue that the USSR had been socialized into what the English School liked 
to call  ‘international society’; it was perhaps easier still for left-wing opponents 
to suggest that it had simply abandoned the cause of revolution in the name of 
a ‘higher realism’. However, as he repeated, so long as there was a ‘significant 
divergence between the domestic constitution of states’ then what he termed ‘an 
element of confrontation’ was bound to continue. This did not preclude some 
degree of accommodation between the revolutionary state and its opponents; nor 
did it mean that the revolutionary state would be able to pursue a revolutionary 
foreign policy at all times. What it did mean was that so long as there was a differ-
ence between the domestic forms underpinning states (in this case between the 
USSR and the capitalist West) then competition at the international level was 
bound to follow.42

39 Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, p. 180. 
40 Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, pp. 180–90.
41 Halliday, Revolution and world politics. 
42 Halliday, Revolution and world politics, esp. pp. 133–5.
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Naturally enough, Halliday’s post-Cold War efforts to provide a more thorough-
going analysis of something that had already been consigned to that proverbial 
dustbin of history were likely to have considerably less impact than ideas promul-
gated when the competition had been in full swing—most obviously during the 
revolutionary 1970s or the early Reagan years, when his work reached a large 
public audience. This was almost inevitable. The people he was now reaching 
out to were academics and students rather than an engaged political public. More 
important still, his own attachment to some form of Marxism inevitably made 
his voice a somewhat isolated one, especially in a world where everybody was 
now being told that Marx had been rendered irrelevant by what had happened in 
1989, and that we were now all living in a new world order where there was really 
no alternative to the market. Nor did his views find much support with the new 
IR, where preoccupations that had once been very important—namely, thinking 
long and hard about the deeper meaning of the Cold War—now looked to be 
distinctly passé. Indeed, the kind of approach that Halliday remained attached 
to now looked quite out of place in the new intellectual universe, where a new 
generation of theorists were devoting as much time to thinking about episte-
mology and whether or not one could ever know the world as to working out 
the material reasons for a conflict that was over. Marxism may have been very 
fashionable once. But it wasn’t any more.

The end of the Cold War 

Any International Relations theory worth its salt can, presumably, come up with an expla-
nation of why the Cold War ended.43

If the collapse of the USSR posed very real challenges to the kind of theoretical 
approach still being promulgated by Halliday, he remained as determined as ever to 
ensure that even if the object of his enduring interest had passed from the world’s 
stage, he would still have the last word in defining what the Cold War had really 
been about. Indeed, in his efforts to convince others that the Cold War had been 
a very special kind of relationship which should not be regarded as ‘imaginary’ 
(a view championed by Mary Kaldor), the by-product of an ‘exterminist nuclear 
logic’ (the position adopted by historian and peace activist E. P. Thompson), or 
the result of misperception (a line once advanced by Robert Jervis), he inevitably 
made more than his fair share of political enemies. Never one for hiding his views 
or refusing a fight, he remained a controversialist to the end.

But if Halliday had become something of a theoretical fish out of water in the 
1990s, writing about something that fewer and fewer people now found inter-
esting, he remained utterly convinced that the Cold War remained important—
partly because it was interesting and theoretically challenging in its own right, but 
also because of the legacy it left behind. The rivalry of which he had written at 
length might have passed. However, it had left an enormous amount of political 
detritus behind in the shape of failed states like Afghanistan and a raft of irrational 
43 Quote from Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, p. 122.
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ideologies (often built on the debris of anti-imperialism and Marxism) that would 
one day come back to haunt the world—as indeed they did during those ‘two 
hours’ that were to shake the world so violently on 11 September 2001.

Meanwhile, he had one final duty to perform: namely, to explain why the Cold 
War had come to an end when he had clearly assumed that it never would. Indeed, 
at no point before 1989 did he even begin to think that one of the two contes-
tants would finally throw in the towel. On the contrary, what had begun in 1947 
was so deeply rooted in the economic systems of the two sides that it was almost 
inconceivable that it could end.44 Of course, as a student of the USSR (he had first 
visited the country in 1983) he was not unaware of its many problems. Still, like 
the vast majority of analysts at the time, he never for one moment thought that 
the old world order would collapse. Indeed, as late as 1989 he was still insisting 
that there was very little possibility of the Cold War coming to a conclusion any 
time soon. There might be moments of diplomatic accommodation; perhaps even 
another detente like that of 1970s. But the competition would go on, for the very 
simple reason that the different players (the United States as well as the USSR) still 
had a good deal of life left in them. As he later observed, ‘as long as two systems 
existed’ then the Cold War ‘was bound to continue’.45

Explaining the apparently impossible preoccupied Halliday for many years after 
1989. Initially refusing to accept the view that the communist system was either 
bound to collapse (though much later he seemed close to accepting this line46) or 
compelled to surrender (because Reagan had pushed a tougher line after 1980), 
Halliday, like many other writers on the subject, tended to veer between different 
kinds of explanation. In the end, however, he returned time and again to one 
fundamental factor leading to communist collapse: the superiority of the western 
capitalist economic system and the late exposure of the USSR to its own compara-
tive frailties when it was compelled to open up to the West during the 1970s and 
1980s. There were, of course, many internal difficulties which became more acute 
as time passed by. And Gorbachev’s reforms (for which he seemed to have very little 
sympathy) almost certainly made things worse economically. But in the end the 
primary cause of the end of the Cold War was not the many weaknesses contained 
within the Soviet system itself—though these were becoming all too obvious by 
the 1980s—but the more dynamic, indeed more revolutionary character of the 
USSR’s capitalist rival. It was unfavourable economic comparison with the more 
productive West, not the arms race or defeat in Afghanistan, that in the end sealed 
the fate of the Soviet experiment. As he later noted: ‘It was comparable long-term 
external pressures which, in the end, eroded the communist system’, not ‘military 
assault’ or even the costs involved in waging the Cold War.47

44 On the failure in general of the experts to get the end of the Cold War right, see Michael Cox, ‘Why did we 
get the end of the Cold War wrong?’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations 11: 2, 2009, pp. 161–76.

45 Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, p. 175.
46 In 1999 he was beginning to talk of socialist central planning as being a ‘visionary rationalist myth’; indeed, 

of the ‘very goals of communism’ being ‘arrested and archaic’, even ‘utopian’. He also referred to the ‘import’ 
of an ‘unrealism’ into the USSR in 1917, whose corrosive implications were only to be fully realized several 
decades later. See Halliday, Revolution and world politics, p. 44. 

47 Halliday, Revolution and world politics, p. 263.
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In his search for what in effect was an ‘international’ or ‘exogenous’ explana-
tion of the end of the Cold War, Halliday made some fairly remarkable observa-
tions, even some rather odd friends by his own exacting political standards.48 One 
of them was George F. Kennan, the original author of the doctrine of contain-
ment. According to Halliday, he had not just understood the systemic character 
of the Cold War (like Halliday himself ); he had also predicted the Soviet system’s 
ultimate demise. As he had argued in his famous ‘X’ article of 1947 (a document 
that Halliday studied with very great care much later), if the West could stay 
united, provide some level of prosperity for its people and avoid doing anything 
too damaging to itself, then there was every chance that it might emerge trium-
phant—which in 1989, according to Halliday, it did.49

The other rather interesting student of world affairs who had understood the 
possibility of the USSR going under economically was Leon Trotsky. Not a figure 
for whom Halliday had ever expressed a great deal of sympathy in the past, he 
emerges in later work as possibly the most prescient writer of all. Halliday was 
quite unambiguous about this. Trotsky, he noted, had argued in the 1930s that 
while the most immediate threat facing the USSR was Nazi Germany, the deeper 
challenge facing the Soviet system over the longer term lay in the superior produc-
tivity of capitalism. Trotsky may have been wrong when it came to predicting 
world revolution; however, he had real insight when it came to thinking through 
the problematic future of the USSR faced with the technological superiority of 
the West over many decades. Furthermore, he even foretold that when the end 
did come it would be because of pressure not from below but from above, as the 
Soviet bureaucracy moved forward to convert itself into an ownership class; and 
this, according to Halliday, is precisely what happened in the 1990s following the 
disintegration of the USSR. No longer encumbered by an outmoded ideology in 
which they had stopped believing, the Soviet elite finally turned back the clock of 
revolution and took the old (soon to be the new) Russia back (or more precisely 
forward) towards the very capitalist world it had been opposing with some success 
since 1917. The Cold War was now well and truly over.50

Conclusion: reflections, criticisms, questions

As I have tried to demonstrate in this brief article, Halliday’s voice in the debate 
about the Cold War was a powerful, in many ways a unique one. Here I have 
merely tried to show how unique by looking first at how he arrived at the positions 
he adopted; then at the impact which both ideas and events had on his thinking 
over time, and the reasons why he developed the now very unfashionable conclu-
sions he managed to reach about the USSR; and finally how, after the Cold War 
had come to an end, he then tried to theorize what he later came to characterize 

48 Halliday, Rethinking International Relations, esp. ch. 9; Revolution and world politics, esp. pp. 43–5, 51–5, 152–5, 
263–70.

49 For Halliday on Kennan, see Rethinking International Relations, pp. 175–7; Revolution and world politics, pp. 154–5.
50 For Halliday on Trotsky’s ‘uncanny intuition’ in anticipating the collapse of communism, see Revolution and 

world politics, p. 270.
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as this most ‘singular collapse’. As I have also shown, Halliday was no shrinking 
violet when it came to debating with others. Indeed, having the very well- 
developed views which he did—views which clearly derived from strongly held 
beliefs about the world more generally—he inevitably made foes on the left as 
well as the right. Today some might regard his robust approach as a little too 
muscular. But this criticism would be unfair (Halliday could sometimes be more 
generous to his opponents than his style suggested) as well as misplaced. Halliday 
was tough-minded, but he never simply dismissed the work of others. As the 
current author can attest from personal experience, he was an assiduous reader of 
other people’s work, and when he criticized it (which in my case he frequently 
did) he always did so on the basis of having carefully studied it first. Halliday may 
have been something of an intellectual prizefighter; but he was one of the best 
read in IR.51

How, then, are we to evaluate his work? Let us begin by suggesting what it is 
that he most definitely got right. First, he was right to stress what others did not: 
that to explain something as enduring and as bitter as the East–West competition 
one had to move beyond ‘normal’ IR and standard radical accounts to look at the 
underlying systemic differences between the West and the USSR. Second, he was 
right to lay the stress he did on the central part the Third World played in the Cold 
War (though without ever becoming enamoured of the nationalist myths peddled 
by Third World revolutionaries). And finally, he was right to believe that when 
the Cold War came to an end, it clearly represented a major defeat for one view 
of history and a major boost for another. In fact, it is remarkable now to see the 
degree to which he appeared to concur with the controversial views of Francis 
Fukuyama when the then new guru of liberalism argued in 1989 that what 1989 
represented was not just an end to the Cold War, but an end to ‘history’ as well.52

Ultimately, though, there were many obvious things he (like all of us at the 
time) got wrong: and ironically what he perhaps got most wrong, in my view, 
stemmed from his own particular theory of the Cold War. That there were 
systemic differences between the USSR and the West is self-evident; and it was 
to Halliday’s credit that he pointed these out when others were making light of 
them. However, a lot of other equally important things mattered too, including 
the often deeply ‘realist’ calculations made by the USSR as a state. Systemic 
differences might have made complete rapprochement impossible. But they did not 
prevent the Soviet Union from engaging in arms control, brokering deals with the 
capitalist world, recognizing the status quo in a divided Europe for over 40 years, 
working with the British and other Europeans in 1989 to try to prevent German 
unification, or indeed allowing its own ‘socialist’ comrades in Eastern Europe to 
engage in forms of intercourse with the ‘other’ system that were bound, through 
51 On a purely personal note, Halliday and I conducted many an intellectual argument about the Cold War. But 

one thing was obvious: he always read what I wrote including, among other things, my sympathetic study on 
Kennan. See Michael Cox, ‘Requiem for a Cold War critic: the rise and fall of George F. Kennan’, Irish Slavonic 
Studies 11, 1991, pp. 1–34; ‘Radical theory and the new Cold War’, in Mike Bowker and Robin Brown, eds, 
From Cold War to collapse: theory and world politics in the 1980s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); 
‘Rethinking the end of the Cold War’, Review of International Studies 20: 2, April 1994, pp. 187–200. 

52 For Halliday on Fukuyama, see Revolution and world politics, pp. 153, 332–3, 338.
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time, to increase the region’s dependency on the West while decreasing its depen-
dency on the Soviet Union. Indeed, once the drift, or shift, began, it then became 
a good deal easier for Moscow to decamp from its own sphere of influence in 
1989, thus bringing the Cold War to a much smoother end than might otherwise 
have transpired.

One must also wonder, second, how his theory of intersystemic rivalry can 
account for some of the more startling moments in the Cold War—most obviously 
the quite extraordinary change in East–West relations that took place in the 1970s 
when two of the most important capitalist states in the international system—the 
United States and West Germany—made peace with their two most hated rivals: 
China and East Germany, respectively. Admittedly, it was to take other develop-
ments much later (including the collapse of the East German state) to bring the 
rivalry to a complete end. Still, one is left wondering how it is that, if socio-
economic differences were, as Halliday insisted, ‘fundamental’ in defining relations 
between states, Kissinger and Nixon could venture to what was then called ‘Red’ 
China and begin the process of normalizing relations with Beijing, while Brandt 
could travel eastwards to open up a new phase in the history of his own divided 
country and do so with the least reconstructed, most thoroughgoing ‘communist’ 
state in the whole of the Eastern bloc.

Third, though Halliday was undoubtedly correct in pointing out to others on 
the left that the foreign policy of the USSR presented far more of a challenge to 
the West than their own theories implied, at times he did seem to make the USSR 
appear far more of a revolutionary state than in fact it was. No doubt this derived 
in part from what he studied, which was by and large the Third World and the role 
played by the USSR in underwriting the Third World’s revolutionary ambitions. 
But there was another very important story to be told—one that Halliday tended 
to ignore more or less completely: namely, the various ways in which the Soviet 
Union helped bolster and reinforce the West rather than challenge it. Certainly, 
after the Second World War, when Europe was in turmoil, it did little to challenge 
western capitalism. Nor thereafter did it do very much to seek western capital-
ism’s overthrow in its core areas. If anything, it came to what was in effect an 
unspoken arrangement with the West: that it would not act in a revolutionary 
way in the main backyards of the capitalist world if the West did not act in a 
counter- revolutionary way in its own. And by and large that ‘deal’ held, until 
other forces—well analysed by Halliday, to be sure—rendered this arrangement 
meaningless in 1989.

This brings us to another much larger problem: Halliday’s very strong resis-
tance to the idea that the Cold War had very much, if anything, to do with what 
he termed ‘internal’ factors. Here I think he made one very good point and one 
very bad one. The good point was to insist that far too much had been made 
of what went on inside the different blocs in terms of explaining what was, in 
the last analysis, an intersystemic conflict. The bad point was to push this line 
of argument too far. Too much stress was no doubt placed by some on what 
Halliday liked to call ‘intra-bloc’ explanations of the Cold War. But even if such 
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factors do not help explain the Cold War, they certainly help us understand why 
it remained alive as long as it did—especially in the United States, where the 
competition with the Soviet Union clearly did strike a very powerful chord in a 
society where there was a powerful reservoir of deep domestic hostility towards 
something as ‘un-American’ as communism, and where policy-makers were not 
above exaggerating the threat for their own foreign policy purposes, one of which 
was to maintain some level of control over their country’s own allies.

Finally, we come to the end of the Cold War itself. Here we might lay the 
obvious, if unoriginal, charge at Halliday’s door that he failed to see it coming, 
and did so in large part (one must infer) because there were probably just as many 
flaws in his own understanding of the Cold War as there were in those of his 
various intellectual rivals. This observation, though, is perhaps is of less interest 
than the way in which he explained what actually happened. He was clearly right 
in suggesting that comparison with, and to some degree exposure to, the econom-
ically superior capitalist world played a very big role in undermining communism. 
But in his rush to ‘internationalize’ the end of the Cold War Halliday does not say 
nearly enough in the main body of his work about many other equally important 
factors: most obviously those flowing from the politically repressive yet econom-
ically very burdensome relationship the USSR had nearly always had with its 
East European satellites. On this particularly problematic relationship Halliday 
is not exactly silent; but his various observations clearly do not go far enough 
in explaining something of which he was almost certainly very well aware: that 
the relationship had been imposed by force and was in the end only maintained 
by force. Indeed, for those of us who spent more time than we should have done 
studying the Soviet bloc, one thing always seemed clear: that it was only going 
to be a matter of time before the whole illegitimate edifice—one that had been 
openly challenged on no fewer than four occasions and was only held in place at 
its core by a massive wall—came tumbling down. In this very important sense it 
was not any comparison that people made in the 1980s with what existed in the 
West that brought the Cold War to an end; rather, it was the deep and insoluble 
contradictions that had existed within the Soviet bloc itself from the beginning. 
Suppressed for over 40 years, these finally found their full expression in 1989 when 
Gorbachev dared to do what no previous Soviet leader had been willing to do: 
refuse to employ hard military power to maintain the communist order. Why he 
acted thus and whether or not he ever intended to oversee the collapse of the whole 
communist system in Eastern Europe still remains a matter of deep conjecture. But 
having done what he did, it then followed that the regimes there were bound to 
implode from within. In this very precise sense it was not western T-shirts and 
western technological superiority that destroyed communism in eastern Europe, 
thus bringing the Cold War to an end: it was the illegitimate character of the 
systems themselves. Indeed, the great surprise is not that the Cold War came to 
an end in 1989, but rather that it did not do so much earlier.
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