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The Conjuncture of the Seventies 
and After: A Reply to Ougaard

Morten Ougaard’s critique of The Making of the Second Cold War is most 
welcome: it establishes a common terrain for socialist discussion of 
contemporary world politics, one that delimits a shared and distinct 
area of political analysis. At the same time, within that common terrain, 
it becomes possible to identify the particular disagreements that we do 
have about the world situation, current and recent.

To begin with the shared ground. Ougaard recognizes and develops 
the theory of world politics as a contradictory unity. This unity has at 
least two conventional aspects: an extensive or geographical unity, 
according to which the politics and events of individual countries are 
seen within the overriding global context; and a temporal unity, a 
concept of the conjuncture, according to which periods of history are 
defined, and distinguished, by the predominance and interrelation 
within them of specific tendencies. At this level of generality neither of 
these is specific to historical materialism: conceptualizations of the 
extensive unity of world politics, be they ethical ones based on concepts 
of a shared humanity, ecological ones based on resources and pollution, 
or theorizations based upon conventional systems theory, abound. What 
is specific about the historical materialist conception of global unity is 
that it is based upon a materialist conception of the world as having 
been increasingly unified by the spread of a specific mode of production, 
namely capitalism, and challenged by its alternatives. This unity is not 
one of homogenization but of socio-economic, as well as political, 
contradiction based upon the resistance of pre-capitalist societies and 
forces and, subsequently, the existence of a post-capitalist sector of the 
world that is no longer subservient to capital and is, in some measure, 
in conflict with it. It is this distinctive conception of world politics, 
comprehensive and differentiated, that gives us both our view of the 
geographical unity of world politics in a materialist sense, and of the 
conjuncture, in terms of which any particular period can be analysed.

The classical Marxist tradition of comprehensive analysis of the world
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situation has not been adequately continued in recent decades: local or 
national focuses, and specific theoretical issues, have obscured the need 
for, and possibility of, such global conjunctural analyses. The two 
terms, contradictory unity, suggest their own indications as to what 
constitutes the direction of historical materialist analysis. The contradic-
tion is one of social forces and social systems. These include but 
relativize states. Within the overall clash, and its sub-divisions, states 
play an important role, as the institutionalized expression and instru-
ment of class rule. States are not, however, seen as the sole or ultimately 
determinant factors in this conflict, since they are themselves the objects 
upon which the determinant social forces act. Nor can they be ignored, 
as mere epiphenomena or obstacles to an underlying universal, irrel-
evant to the conflicts of world politics. Hence a conception of the 
contradictions within world politics has to maintain a balanced picture 
of how the fundamental conflicts within the world interlock with the 
conflicts of states. The currently relevant question, of the role of the 
USA or USSR within a broader skein of social conflicts, underlines the 
importance of this issue. The geographical and temporal unity of the 
world involves parallel precision: this unity is achieved through the 
spread of capitalism, through the growth of modern trade and com-
munications, and through the collaboration of social and political 
forces, both organized, through alliances and international bodies, and 
through the spontaneous imitation and encouragement which events in 
one country give to those in another.

This unity contains within it contradiction and diversity, the very stuff 
of historical change. Not only are there now two rival social systems in 
the world, but there are disaggregations and exceptions which qualify 
global unity and conjunctural trend. Assertion of the geographical and 
temporal unity of world politics is not an assertion of identity, but an 
attempt to grasp world events in their dominant trends, and in the 
constellations of different forces which, at particular moments, combine 
to produce major changes in world politics. The classic instance of 
historical materialist work in this area, the debate on imperialism in the 
first two decades of this century, still remains as the outstanding case 
within contemporary political thought of such an attempt to analyse the 
conjuncture of world politics and its dynamic and contradictions.

Imperialist Alarm in the Late Seventies

My own Making of the Second Cold War is an attempt, of limited historical 
and conceptual range, to indicate such an analysis of the 1970s, taking 
world politics as an extensive unity and the decade as a conjuncture. 
Beyond asserting both terms of the contradictory unity of world 
politics, it suggests three specific historical arguments: (i) that the 1970s 
saw a sharp change in the politics, domestic and international, of the 
major capitalist state, the USA, which brought on the Second Cold War; 
(ii) that this change represented the response of the major capitalist 
power to a constellation of contradictions, within which the two most 
important were the change in the military balance vis-à-vis the USSR and 
the success of fourteen Third World revolutions; (iii) that, while on 
their own each contradiction would have constituted a problem for the 
USA, it was their condensation and combination which created the
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specific alarm of the late 1970s. This last point is worth repeating since 
it goes to the heart of the argument: the reason why the Soviet 
attainment of ‘rough parity’ in the nuclear field was so disturbing to the 
USA was not so much, or not uniquely, for the military significance of 
what it marked in terms of bilateral relations between the USA and the 
USSR, but rather for the fact that it reduced the ability of the USA to 
intervene in and manage the Third World, and to contain social 
revolution there. It was the political significance of the arms race that 
stimulated the US response. At the same time, the spread of successful 
revolution, from 1974 onwards, and the inability of the USA to check it 
threw light on the military balance itself. The incidence of revolution 
undermined what constitutes an essential part of any military posture 
and especially of a nuclear one, namely ‘credibility’ or ‘prestige’, the 
belief that the possessors of the weapons will use them. And this linkage 
of Third World revolution and military balance was made all the 
sharper because, however much these changes were in origin indepen-
dent of the USSR, something I argue is true for all of them including 
Afghanistan, they nevertheless brought benefits and opportunities to it: 
opportunities to use military power in support of allies (Angola, 
Ethiopia, Vietnam, Afghanistan) and to develop friendlier relations 
with states that were of strategic interest to the USA—Nicaragua most 
obviously. At the risk of being too neat, it is worth recalling the dates: 
the last time the USA ordered a mobilization of nuclear forces in what it 
argued was a Third World crisis was during the Arab–Israeli war of 
October 1973; the first successful challenge to a US-backed government 
in the Third World for fifteen years erupted in Ethiopia in February 
1974. One does not have to over-totalize to draw conclusions, evident 
enough to the likes of Kissinger, that these two issues compounded 
each other.1

The Need for Differentiation between Anti-Imperialist Challenges

This overview of our common position, and of the theses of my book, 
can help to introduce the other disagreements between Ougaard and 
myself, both theoretical and empirical. Our theoretical disagreements 
concern three issues. First, if the unity of the world systems is given by 
modes of production and their contradiction, then it is essential to 
distinguish between, and attribute differential importance to, those 
contradictions that are within one mode, capitalism, between different 
bourgeoisies, and those that are between capitalism and its foes. In my 
view, the dominant contradiction in world politics is not, as Ougaard 
writes, between the major capitalist countries and the rest of the world, 
the bourgeoisies of the south in the lead, but between the capitalist 
ruling classes as a whole, ‘north’ and ‘south’, and their opponents. That 
these opponents can benefit from the conflicts within capitalism, and 
form alliances with sectors of capital, as they did in World War II, does 
not alter the issue. In Chapter Seven of my book I discuss contradictions

1 To quote again the significant argument by Kissinger on this matter: ‘Until the early Seventies, in 
fact, the worst-case scenario analysis of the Soviets was bound to be a significant restraint on 
adventurism. Therefore, our loss of strategic superiority was a strategic revolution even if the Soviets 
did not achieve a superiority of their own. For that, to some extent, freed the Soviet capacity for
regional intervention.’ Years of Upheaval, London 1982, p. 1176.
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among advanced capitalist states and between more or less developed 
ones. While these played a contributory part in the onset of the Cold 
War, their role was subordinate to the deeper tensions between social 
systems and the forces and states embodying that tension. The challenge 
of OPEC was of a quite distinct, subaltern, character to that of the 
Vietnamese revolution.

Secondly, it is not the alternation of threats and contradictions, but 
their combination that so determines world conjuncture: this was true 
of the crisis of imperialist states in 1914, and of the challenge that so 
affected the USA and its allies in the late 1970s. Ougaard proffers a 
dialectic of alternatives: I would counter with one of constellation and 
reinforcement. On their own, each of the two major changes of the 
1970s would have been more manageable: taken together they required 
a drastic shift in policy and orientation. Indeed the period of détente, 
from 1969 to the mid-1970s, offers precisely an illustration of such an 
easier option. In this phase the USA sought to relieve pressure in the 
Third World, especially Vietnam, by a process of ‘linkage’, in which it 
offered arms control, embodied in SALT-1, in exchange for what it 
thought would be Soviet assistance in extricating itself from Vietnam. 
It was the failure of precisely this policy of easing up in one direction to 
solve a problem in another that led to the comprehensive offensive of 
Cold War II.

This concept of contradiction, as a combination or condensation, also 
pertains to the third major area of theoretical disagreement between 
Ougaard and myself, namely how and when a revolution is most 
challenging. Ougaard’s argument seems to be that a revolutionary 
movement is most menacing not so much when it triumphs as in the 
preceding period of revolutionary struggle itself. Thus, in his view, it 
would be the Tet Offensive of 1968 rather than the capture of Saigon in 
1975 that most damaged the USA and weakened it internationally. Now, 
it is certainly true that it was the war which threatened the USA and 
exposed its weakness. It was also the war which aroused major conflicts 
within US society itself, as the Portuguese wars did in Lisbon, as the 
Algerian war did in Paris, and as many other cases of comparable 
metropolitan response demonstrate. But all revolutions involve social 
changes, major conflicts and struggles before the triumph itself, as well 
as at the decisive moment at which power is taken from those who hold 
it, and grasped and maintained by the insurgents. Within any one 
country, it is evident that, important and bloody as the antecedent 
events may be, it is the actual seizure of power that is the decisive 
moment. The same argument can be demonstrated in international 
politics. 1917, not 1905, was the turning point. My argument is that 
there were major colonial struggles in the 1960s and early 1970s but 
that these were contained, or defeated, and that it was only in 1974 that 
the dam burst and the victories began to occur. A simple sporting 
metaphor may make the point best: however exciting and important the 
mid-field play of footballers may be, it is ultimately the goals that count, 
and in politics, the goals are decided by who has state power. In this 
sense, there were virtually no goals between 1962 and 1974, and there 
were fourteen from 1974 to 1980. Certainly these could not have 
happened without the struggles, the mid-field battling, of the previous
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years; but it was the collapse of the imperialist defences from 1974
onwards that gave the conjuncture its definition and overall result. The 
winning streak of 1974–1980 was a product of the preceding years, but 
stood in clear distinction to it. The slogan ‘Create Two, Three, Many 
Vietnams’ was raised in the mid-1960s, but implemented with success a 
decade later.2

The Balance Sheet of the Pre-’74 Period

These general, theoretical, differences between Ougaard and myself are 
compounded by our varying estimations of the empirical record. This 
is particularly true of the period up to 1974. Imperialism was under 
attack in Asia, Africa and Latin America in those years, but the fact is 
that it held the line, with rather more successes than Ougaard admits, as 
an examination of each of the three categories he mentions will show.

First, national liberation movements: the PLO, given an opening after 
the 1967 Arab–Israeli war, was in reality crushed by 1970. This was 
much more than a ‘setback’ inflicted by the forces of King Hussein. 
The later protracted involvement in Lebanon was of little strategic 
importance. The result in Chile was, after all, that of September 1973. 
The guerrillas in Argentina, Uruguay and Bolivia were all contained. 
The fate of these revolutionary forces hardly bears out Ougaard’s point 
of insurrectionary success in the third world. His balance-sheet of 
bourgeois nationalism is equally debatable, even leaving aside our 
theoretical disagreement on how to assess these forces. Let us take one 
glaring case, Libya. The Libyan regime that came to power in 1969
was, in its first years at least, an active ally of imperialism: its security 
forces were organized by the CIA, it assisted in the Sudanese counter-
revolution in July 1971, it collaborated with Saudi Arabia in the 
launching of the invasion of South Yemen from North Yemen in 1972, 
and it diffused the most vulgar Islamo-Maoist denunciations of the 
Soviet Union throughout the Arab world. Whether Khadaffi has played 
an objectively positive role since the mid-1970s is questionable: that he 
was a ferociously reactionary force up to then—a loose cannon of Arab 
counter-revolution—is not.3

When we come to the third category of Ougaard’s account, international 
organizations, the picture is little better. The Non-Aligned Movement 
was set up in 1961, but it was unable to hold a Summit throughout the 
latter part of the 1960s because of disagreements over the war in Indo-
China. Between the 1964 Cairo and 1970 Lusaka Summits it was 
virtually defunct, because it was simply not strong enough to denounce 
the US role in Vietnam. The campaign for reforming international 
economic relations, epitomized in UNCTAD of 1964 and the calls for a 
New International Economic Order of 1973, has made a lot of noise, 
but has not produced significant differences in relations between richer

2 There were exceptions, in both periods, but not to the extent that Ougaard imagines. Thus, the 
victory of the National Liberation Front in South Yemen in November 1967 was a significant ‘goal’, 
and the overthrow of the idiosyncratic radical regime of Ali Solih in the Comoro Islands, by French 
mercenaries, in May 1978 was a victory for imperialism. But these were atypical cases, which did not
contradict the main trends characteristic of each conjuncture.
3 On the CIA-early Khadaffi connection see John Cooley, Libyan Sandstorm, London 1982, pp. 83ff.

80



and poorer capitalist states. What it has done is to mask the degree to 
which, by a process of increasing differentiation, the richer states of the 
Third World are now, after some bumpy transitions, integrated into the 
advanced capitalist economies and are exploiting other, less fortunate, 
Third World states. The cascades of rhetoric about the ‘South’ and its 
common problems mask this growth of exploitative relations between 
Third World capitalist countries. The organizational development of 
the NAM, suggested by Ougaard, is also greatly exaggerated: obstruction 
by the majority of NAM members has ensured that no permanent 
organizational structure is set up, and the secretariat functions are faute 
de mieux performed by the Foreign Ministry of whichever country is the 
current chairman.

If one is looking at the fate of organizations that have aimed to unite 
Third World countries in their struggle with imperialism, it is worth 
remembering the fate of the one which did seek to unite revolutionary 
states and movements. OSPAAAL, the Organization of Solidarity of the 
Peoples of Asia, Africa and Latin America, established in Havana in 
1966, during Ougaard’s period of Third World upsurge, has never held 
a single further conference, and rapidly became little more than an 
information office reliant upon the host government, Cuba. Many of 
the movements it represented were divided, crushed and disorganized. 
Those which formed its core were, sooner or later, forced to find 
accommodations with the state from which they had hoped to maintain 
independence, the USSR. What Ougaard sees as the potential for a 
‘unified world-wide anti-imperialist front’ in the 1960s was never 
realized: this was, and is, a rhetorical fancy. The one serious attempt to 
implement this, in the tricontinentalism of OSPAAAL, foundered after its 
intitial conference: the other umbrellas—NAM, Group-77, OPEC and the 
rest—were diplomatic coalitions that promoted or masked the interests 
of strong Third World capitalist states.

Bourgeois Strength within the Metropolis

Ougaard may be drawn to arguing that his case can be strengthened by 
a further, fourth, dimension, namely the situation in the advanced 
capitalist countries in the 1960s. Through solidarity movements, he 
argues, the 1960s also became a period of enhanced conflict in Europe, 
the USA and Japan. Historical perspective suggests a more sober 
evaluation of this period; it can be appreciative and without the 
retrospective anti-60s sneering that has lately attended its discussion, 
but must also refuse the myths of the time, which may, for fond enough 
reasons, still retain a hold on many of those who participated in these 
events. The movement of solidarity with Vietnam did have two major 
effects: it weakened US determination to continue the war in Vietnam, 
and it helped to radicalize large numbers of university students in the 
advanced capitalist states. 1968 saw major upheavals in many states, 
especially France. But these should not be overstated. The defeat of the 
USA in Vietnam was primarily the work of the Vietnamese revolution-
aries themselves, assisted by the USSR and China, who provided military 
aid and deterred the USA from a direct invasion of the north. The 
weakening of US resolve was greatly helped by the financial burdens 
which the war imposed on the US economy under Johnson and Nixon.
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The street protests played, at most, a contributory, tertiary part in this 
process. The other major feature of 1968, the radicalization of youth, 
was in perspective a partial event: May 1968, the upsurge of youth and 
unions in France, led to no enduring worker-intellectual alliance. It was 
followed briskly by June 1968, in which the Gaullists won a clear 
electoral majority. The general youth radicalization of the late 1960s 
was followed by the recession of the 1970s in which the working classes 
and youth of the advanced capitalist countries spectacularly failed to 
respond to or embrace the alternative in the face of capitalist crisis. To 
say this is not to deny that substantial political change occurred in the 
late 1960s: many thousands of young people were drawn to Marxism in 
each advanced capitalist state. But the balance sheet is that in no 
advanced capitalist country was the bourgeoisie ever seriously 
threatened. Not only were no goals scored, but the revolutionaries 
never got anywhere near scoring one.

The New Lines of Combat

I would reinforce this argument on the pre-1974 period by distinguish-
ing it from my second, 1974–1980 period, and then from the period 
which has succeeded both and is still in train. Ougaard is mistaken in 
thinking that because the specifically anti-colonial revolutions were 
bunched in the period around 1975, the late 1970s were not a period of 
significant upheaval: the Iranian and Nicaraguan overturns were of 
major importance. Indeed if, as I have argued, the fundamental dividing 
line is not between metropolitan and Third World bourgeoisies but 
between capitalist ruling classes, as a whole, and the opponents of both, 
wherever they are, then these late 1970s revolts against indigenous 
ruling classes are, if anything, more important than the anti-colonial 
ones. Precisely because they are directed against indigenous ruling 
classes, they presage the revolutions of the future and they serve, more 
than the anti-colonial victories, to reinforce the challenge to imperialism: 
for the response to colonial defeat is to negotiate independence, whereas 
the response to the defeat of local ruling classes, assigned an enhanced 
role in the Nixon Doctrine, is a return to direct imperialist intervention. 
The former permits of recuperation, the latter does not. And the period 
since 1980, since, that is, the full maturing of Cold War II, has been one 
in which the dynamic of such Third World revolutionary movements 
has continued, most obviously in Central America.

The contrast between the current post-1980 and the 1974–1980 con-
junctures is most evident in the shift, once again, in the policy of 
imperialism on a world scale. First, the USA has shown that it is prepared 
to use force in counter-revolutionary situations in a way not seen 
before: the invasion of Grenada was the first successful US military 
venture in the Third World since the invasion of the Dominican 
Republic in 1965. The reversion to a pre-Nixon Doctrine policy is 
demonstrated here. Secondly, the USA is building up its forces for Third 
World deployment on an immense scale, with prepositioned equipment 
and bases at key points around the world, and the preparing of forces 
in the USA itself for such interventions. Thirdly, it is assisting its Third 
World allies to take military initiatives where it is itself still under some 
restraint: South Africa’s role in attacking Mozambique and Angola and
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that of the Israelis in invading Lebanon are cases in point. Fourthly, it 
has learnt as never before how to exploit the internal weaknesses of the 
revolutionary states and movements—by economic pressure, contradic-
tory and rapidly oscillating diplomatic manoeuvres, and military menace 
all combined.4

The period of the late 1970s was one in which imperialism was relatively 
and atypically restrained in its dealing with the Third World. That this 
restraint was in part a product of the earlier failures of Vietnam is 
certainly true: but it was in the 1974–1980 period that the advantages 
were most available to opposition forces. Now, with the defeat of the 
policy of delegation of counter-revolutionary responsibility to local 
regimes and ruling classes, epitomized in Vietnam and Iran, the United 
States is being forced to play for, and envisage the alternative of, direct 
involvement itself.

The two-sided character of the current US buildup in military power, 
against the USSR and for Third World deployment, illustrates both the 
distinct and novel character of the Second Cold War period, and the 
unity, in challenge and response, of the forces confronting the advanced 
capitalist countries in the contemporary world. Both the history of 
recent social conflicts on a world scale, and the multifaceted current 
response of the advanced capitalist world to them, demonstrate that it 
was the combination of contradictions by the end of the 1970s that led 
to the Second Cold War.

4 This is the greatest lesson of the tragic events in Grenada in October 1983. It is not necessary to 
believe that there was any direct CIA role in the divisions that rent the New Jewel Movement—none 
has been proven, although the possibility certainly exists—to see how a combination of protracted US

economic and political pressure on Grenada, from 1981 onwards, and internal political divisions within 
the NJM, produced the crisis of 1983. The USA exerted itself to create a situation, a split in the NJM

brought on by economic difficulties, of which it then took advantage. It need hardly be added that 
primary responsibility lies with the Coard faction within the NJM who instigated this and whose self-
proclaimed adherence to ‘Leninism’ permitted of such a catastrophic and short-sighted underestimation 
of imperialism. The lessons of such a pilot scheme in destabilization have not, however, been lost on 
the Reagan administration: the fact that both the ruling FSLN in Nicaragua and the FMLN in El Salvador 
are genuine fronts, with a variety of trends represented within them, constitutes one of the lines of 
attack that they are seeking to exploit as they did in Grenada and, a decade before, in Chile. The 
pluralism of both the Nicaraguan and El Salvador movements is, therefore, both an advantage for 
them, in terms of popular representativity, and a potential source of undermining by US policy shifts.
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