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In the seventies writings on the crisis of imperialism proliferated in leftist 
social science.1 Their focus of attention was the revolutions in the Third 
World, the relations between North and South, the incipient economic crisis 
in the centre, and the sharpening of economic rivalry among the main capi-
talist nations. For some writers it was precisely the simultaneous sharpen-
ing of these contradictions in the capitalist system which constituted the 
essence of the crisis of imperialism. Today, roughly a decade later, these topics 
are still being studied, written about, and discussed. But for reasons that are 
both obvious and impeccable, a new subject seems to have come to centre-
stage: the East–West conflict and the Second Cold War.2 These two trends 
within Marxist analysis deal to some extent with the same subject, and the 
crucial inter-relationship between the crisis of imperialism and the Second Cold 
War has been examined by a number of writers. In this article I intend to take 
a critical look at how this question is tackled in one of the major new works on 
East–West relations: Fred Halliday’s The Making of the Second Cold War.3*

The Origins of the
Second Cold War
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Cold War as a Global Conjuncture

In one important way Halliday’s work resembles some of the writings 
on the crisis of imperialism. It, too, provides an analysis of a global 
conjuncture, and shows how the various contradictions in the world 
system in a certain period are condensed in a unique situation, 
characterized by a main contradiction. Whereas the main contradiction 
in the earlier conjuncture was termed the crisis of imperialism, it is now 
the Second Cold War. Indeed, one of the great merits of Halliday’s 
work is that he insists on viewing the world system as a whole—which 
must be a fundamental requirement for Marxist analysis of international 
politics. Another of Halliday’s merits is that in disentangling the 
constituent parts of this whole, he reinstates the East–West conflict to 
a much more central role than it had in the earlier analyses, where it 
was often largely ignored. Furthermore, in contrast to Immanuel 
Wallerstein4 he demonstrates that it is possible to take the world system 
as the unit of analysis without falling into the trap of seeing the whole 
world as capitalist. The world can be conceived as an integrated 
economic, political and ideological system, but a system with diverse 
coexisting structures that are pre-capitalist, capitalist and post-capitalist.

In the analysis of this complex whole it is important to examine how 
the various contradictions tend to reinforce or weaken one other. This 
is how we must put the question of the connection between imperial-
ism’s crisis and the new cold war. As already indicated, the crisis-of-
imperialism literature pointed to more than one contradiction in the 
international system, some of them mainly economic and some also 
political in nature. Therefore, put this way, the question is too complex 
to handle in one article. But a central theme in the crisis analyses was 
the sharpening of the contradictions between centre and periphery in 
the capitalist system. How does this more limited but extremely 
important aspect of the crisis of imperialism relate to the Second Cold 
War? What are the interconnections between evolutions in the Third 
World and the heightened tensions between East and West? This is 
one of the questions Halliday analyses in The Making of the Second Cold 
War.

* The author wishes to thank Thure Hastrup and Gorm Rye Olsen for helpful comments.
1 Among the important contributions were Elmar Altvater, Die Weltwährungskrise, Frankfurt 1969, 
postscript 1973; the essays by Samir Amin, Alexandre Faire and Gustave Massiah in Samir Amin et al., 
La crise de l’impérialisme, Paris 1975; André Farhi, ‘La règne du dollar. Hégémonie et déclin’, in Fitt, 
Yan et al., La crise de l’impérialisme et la troisième guerre mondiale, Paris 1976; Christian Leucate, ‘La 
contradiction inter-impérialiste aujourd’hui’, in Critiques de l’Économie Politique, no 13/14, Paris 1973;
the essay by Nicos Poulantzas on the internationalization of capital in Classes in Contemporary Capitalism,
NLB/Verso, London 1975.
2 I am of course referring to the theoretical debate triggered by Edward Thompson’s essay on 
Exterminism. A number of important contributions to this debate are collected in the volume edited 
by New Left Review, Exterminism and Cold War, Verso/NLB, London 1982. 
3 Fred Halliday, The Making of the Second Cold War, Verso/NLB, London 1983.
4 Wallerstein presents his view very firmly in ‘The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist 
System: Concepts for Comparative Analysis’, in Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 16, 1974. 
Later he seems to have modified his position somewhat, though not explicitly. In ‘Crisis as Transition’, 
in Samir Amin et al., Dynamics of Global Crisis, New York 1982, he maintains that there is one world
system that is capitalist, but he admits that this world is divided into ‘basic political ghettos’: the West, 
the Third World and the ‘socialist’ countries (p. 48).
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Revolution Encourages Counter-Revolution?

A central theme in Halliday’s answer is that the latter half of the 1970s 
witnessed a new revolutionary wave in the Third World. In this view 
the years before 1974 were characterized by a ‘blocking’ of the anti-
imperialist revolutionary movement. By 1974 ‘the dam had burst. The 
third wave of Third World revolutions had commenced’ (p. 86). As 
evidence Halliday lists fourteen revolutionary victories that took place 
between 1974 and 1980. This ‘increased level of revolutionary activity’ 
is connected to the Second Cold War in a rather direct manner, as one 
of its driving forces: ‘it is social revolution itself and the response to it 
which has triggered the counter-revolutionary drive that is so central to 
the Second Cold War’ (p. 82). The argument is seductive: revolutionary 
victories in the Third World produce a strong counter-revolutionary 
response, which in turn produces Cold War mentalities and policies. 
However, the reader cannot help feeling a little uncomfortable. After 
all, the Vietnam War—and especially the Tet Offensive in 1968—does 
not quite fit into the picture of a relatively tranquil period between 1962
and 1974, in which the revolutionary movement was supposedly 
blocked (p. 85). It seems that this incongruence makes Halliday himself 
a little uneasy: he admits that the struggles in Indo-China were ‘a 
backdrop of insurgency throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s’ (p. 
89). But Halliday does not tell us how this backdrop relates to détente 
and Cold War.

Another reason to hesitate over Halliday’s argument is his list of 
fourteen revolutionary victories. Much depends here upon precisely 
where the dividing line is drawn between the two phases in recent 
world history. Thus, if it is moved from 1974 to 1976 only five 
revolutionary victories remain in the period of Cold War (Afghanistan, 
Iran, Grenada, Nicaragua and Zimbabwe). Furthermore, as Halliday 
concedes elsewhere, these revolutions represented struggles against a 
type of domination that is disappearing in the Third World (p. 93). The 
very least we must conclude is that the recent revolutionary wave in the 
Third World is far from being as strong as Halliday suggests. Before 
we go further into this question, let us just mention another aspect of 
the centre-periphery relation: the rise of capitalism and bourgeois 
economic nationalism in the Third World. Halliday considers these 
phenomena as constituent elements of world politics, and discusses their 
impact on the Cold War. The argument is not quite as straightforward 
here, but the essence seems to be that the rise of OPEC and newly 
industrialized competitors in the Third World, together with the scare 
over Western dependence on strategic raw materials in the Third 
World, helped to create a general feeling of vulnerability in the West 
and especially a sense of eroded global power in the USA. These 
sentiments in turn contributed to the Cold War mood. Although it is 
less rigidly posed, the second argument has a strong similarity to the 
first. In both cases Halliday’s point of view is that increased tension and 
strengthened opposition to the capitalist centre have marked recent 
developments in the Third World, and that this has contributed more 
or less directly to the onset of the Second Cold War.
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The Strong Challenge to Imperialism: 1968–75

It has already been indicated that this argument deserves a certain 
scepticism. I shall now present some arguments to support the opposite 
of Halliday’s view: that the late 1970s actually saw a weakening of 
anti-imperialist struggles in the Third World, and that this is what 
contributed to the Second Cold War. The core argument is that the 
Third World struggle against imperialism reached a high point in the 
late 1960s and early seventies. More precisely—although inevitably 
there is still a somewhat arbitrary element—we could say that in relation 
to the Third World the crisis of imperialism lasted from 1968 to 1975: 
that is, from the Tet Offensive to the signing of the Sinai agreement 
between Egypt and Israel.

To substantiate this claim, let us take a closer look at the various aspects 
of the anti-imperialist struggle. But first a brief definition is in order. 
The imperialist system is the complex of economic, political and 
ideological structures that express and maintain the dominance within 
the capitalist world of the bourgeoisies of the centre nations. There are 
contradictions within this system—but a basic common interest in the 
existing world order binds together the capitalist classes of the centre 
nations into quite a firm alliance.5 The most important political 
structures in this system are the centre-states themselves, but military 
alliances and international organizations, be they governmental or 
non-governmental, are important too. Peripheral states, especially in 
countries with weak national bourgeoisies, also have a role to play in 
the reproduction of the imperialist system. Within the capitalist world 
the main potential opponents to this system are the working class and 
other popular classes in centre and periphery, and the national bour-
geoisies of the periphery.6

Thus, in the Third World several classes have structurally determined 
interests that are in opposition to the persistence of this system: the 
working class, the peasants and other popular classes, and the national 
bourgeoisies. The contradictions between these classes and imperialism 
can combine in various ways to produce different political forces that 
challenge the existing order. The following is a survey of the main 
types of oppositional forces that were active during the crisis of 
imperialism. Concerning the armed struggles with an anti-capitalist 
perspective, one argument against Halliday’s perception has already 
been presented: after 1976 there were only five revolutionary victories. 
But this criticism must be expanded somewhat, because victories mark 
the end of struggles, and not necessarily times of great offensives and

5 This definition is strongly inspired by the work of Poulantzas, whose contribution to the theory of 
imperialism, especially in the book already quoted, is much too often overlooked. Another important 
contribution that seems to be equally ignored is Charles Bettelheim’s ‘Theoretical Comments’ in
Arghiri Emmanuel, Unequal Exchange, NLB, London 1972. The definition may appear commonplace, 
but it should not in the light of some recent writings on the subject. For instance, Giovanni Arrighi 
writes: ‘In the present theoretical debate on imperialism, no one is quite sure any more what is being
discussed and why it is being discussed.’ The Geometry of Imperialism, NLB, London 1978, p. 33.
6 The question of the existence of national bourgeoisies in the Third World has aroused much 
controversy. My own position is that they do exist and are in some cases quite powerful. See Morten 
Ougaard, ‘Some Remarks Concerning Peripheral Capitalism and the Peripheral State’, Science and
Society, Vol. XLVI, no 4, Winter 1982–83.
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strong pressure on the opponent. Therefore, if we wish to ponder the 
amount of pressure on the imperialist system, we must look not only at 
the battles that led to victory, but also at guerrilla movements that were 
eventually defeated. If the 1968–75 period is examined with this in 
mind, a picture very different from Halliday’s will emerge.7

The Indochina War has already been alluded to, but it is worth 
emphasizing that this was by far the most important anti-imperialist 
struggle at least since the end of the Korean War. As is well known, the 
major escalation of the US effort began in the mid-sixties, the strains on 
American economy and society came to be felt in the late sixties, and 
the Tet Offensive had immense importance in breaking the American 
public’s belief that the war could be won. What in so many ways was 
the leading and most successful struggle against imperialism was at its 
height before 1974, not after. Nor was this the only significant struggle 
in the periphery during this period. In the tiny Portuguese colony of 
Guinea-Bissau armed struggle was initiated in 1963. By 1967 the colonial 
army there numbered 30,000 troops, and in 1971 two-thirds of the 
country were under PAIGC control. In 1972 UN observers declared that 
Portugal controlled only the three largest towns, and in September 1973
the independent Republic of Guinea-Bissau was established in the 
liberated areas. Soon the new government was recognized by many 
Non-Aligned nations. In Mozambique armed struggle was initiated in 
1964, and a second permanent front was opened in Tete Province in 
1968. In 1970 Frelimo effectively resisted the large-scale ‘operation 
Gordian Knot’, which was intended to wipe out the guerrilla move-
ment. This defeat weakened morale in the colonial army, thereby 
contributing to the collapse of the ‘ancien régime’ in Portugal. In 
Angola too the armed struggle intensified during this period, although 
in a less dramatic manner owing to divisions among the liberation 
movements. The only serious attempt to unite the three organizations 
active in the struggle took place in 1972, and this brought increased 
pressure to bear on the colonial system. When the Portuguese empire 
finally collapsed in 1974, these struggles in the late sixties and early 
seventies could take a large share of the credit.

In Latin America, too, the existing social order was under heavy attack 
from the left. Although peaceful and democratic in its means, Allende’s 
Popular Unity government in Chile, elected in 1970, posed a serious 
threat to US interests and to capitalism. And as we all remember 
painfully well, this threat was effectively dealt with by the Chilean 
military in 1973, supported by US corporations and the American 
government. Around 1970 various guerrilla movements were increas-
ingly active in Argentina. In 1973 the government declared war on the 
left, but in the following years the guerrillas grew in strength and 
popular support and came to represent a serious challenge to the 
existing order. After the military coup in 1976 the fight against the 
armed opposition became a top priority, and through a combination of 
repressive measures, military operations and right-wing terrorism the 
various guerrilla movements were defeated. In neighbouring Uruguay a 
similar chain of events occurred. The Tupamaros urban guerrillas

7 My main source for the following account has been Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1967–1982.
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gained strength in the early seventies. In 1972 a state of civil war was 
declared, and the military assumed government in 1973. By 1975 the 
Tupamaros were largely defeated.

At the peak of their strength the most important of the leftist 
organizations in the latter two countries joined with the Chilean MIR, 
by then a clandestine anti-fascist organization, in forming the Revol-
utionary Coordination Junta of the Southern Cone, which also cooper-
ated with the revolutionary left in Bolivia and Brazil. This process of 
coordination, together with the common tendency to identify the enemy 
as imperialism or US imperialism and its allies, emphasized the interna-
tional dimension of the anti-capitalist struggles. In the same period, 
there was also a resurgence of armed struggle, although on a smaller 
scale and with less popular support, in Brazil (1969–72), Venezuela 
(1970–73), Mexico (from 1971), the Dominican Republic (around 1973),
Guatemala (1966–70), and Colombia.

In one other area the years from 1968 to 1975 witnessed a serious threat 
to Western interests in the Third World: the Middle East. The Palestinian 
struggle is a nationalist one and the major segments of the PLO are not 
anti-capitalist, at least not openly so. Yet, owing to the strategic 
importance of the region and Israel’s position as a major Western ally, 
the prospect of a powerful and potentially successful Palestinian 
movement is fraught with danger for the West. After the Arab defeat in 
the 1967 war against Israel, a radicalization of the PLO led to an 
intensification of sabotage and guerrilla operations inside and outside 
Israel. This tendency continued in the following years, in spite of the 
1970 setback in Jordan. At the same time, the Arab states did not give 
up their enmity towards Israel, and the ‘confrontationist’ among them 
continued to support the Palestinians in an increasingly militant way. 
Military clashes on Israel’s borders with Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and 
Egypt increased in the early 1970s, and events culminated in the 1973
October War. Despite Israel’s success in quickly driving back the 
invading Syrian and Egyptian armies, the war did demonstrate a 
weakening of Israel’s military superiority. Furthermore, it was in this 
connection that the oil weapon was first used, when the Arab Oil 
Exporting Countries reduced oil supplies to the West, and withheld 
them completely from the USA and the Netherlands because of these 
countries’ pro-Israel position. This was indeed a period when the 
imperialist system was under heavy attack in the Middle East.

The Rise of Radical Bourgeois Nationalism

In this discussion of the crisis of imperialism in the 1968–75 period we 
have so far dealt with anti-imperialist forces in South-East Asia, Africa, 
the Middle East and Latin America. These forces were either anti-
capitalist in their aspirations or were using the method of armed 
struggle, or, in most cases, both. But the wave of anti-imperialism in 
the periphery had other elements as well. In a number of countries new 
governments came to power that represented a more radical bourgeois 
nationalism, willing to seek confrontation with Western economic and 
foreign policy interests. Often such governments propagated some 
vague notions of socialism, and in a few cases the doctrine of
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Marxism-Leninism was officially adopted. It requires more analysis than 
is possible here to ascertain which of these societies became truly 
socialist according to any strict definition of the concept, but there 
seems to be little room for doubt that most of these new governments 
represented significant moves in the direction of anti-imperialism.

In Peru progressive colonels took over in 1968. In Iraq a moderate, 
pro-capitalist but anti-American government came to power through a 
coup the same year. Four years later communists were included in the 
cabinet, and the country moved closer to the USSR. Colonel Khadaffi 
took over the Libyan government in 1969, closed down British and 
American military bases and adopted a radical nationalist policy in 
economic matters. In the same year a new military government in Sudan 
adopted a non-aligned posture and a strongly anti-imperialistic rhetoric. 
Also in 1969 Soviet-educated Siad Barré became Somalia’s leader, 
nationalized foreign enterprises and drew closer to the Soviet Union. 
Congo-Brazzaville became a people’s republic in 1970 and adopted 
Marxism-Leninism as its official ideology. The Syrian coup in 1970 was 
moderate and pro-capitalist, but it was followed by a rapprochement 
with the USSR that led to a cooperation agreement in 1972. Towards the 
end of 1971 the long internal crisis in Pakistan, for decades an important 
ally for the USA in South Asia, was reaching its inevitable conclusion: 
the break-up of the nation and the creation of Bangla Desh. This in itself 
represented a setback for US security interests, but furthermore the new 
government adopted rather radical positions. In January 1972 the leader 
Mujibar Rahman declared the new nation to be socialist, democratic 
and non-aligned. Ghana had a progressive military coup in 1972, leading 
it among other things into confrontations with the IMF. In the same 
year Michael Manley’s People’s National Party gained power in Jamaica.
Following a military coup in 1969, Dahomey became the People’s 
Republic of Benin in 1974 and adopted Marxism-Leninism as its guiding 
principle.

To this list could be added other Third World developments that 
contributed to the general instability of imperialism, so characteristic of 
this period. The widespread demonstrations toppling the military 
government in Thailand in 1973 would be just one case in point. But by 
now it should be clear that the crisis years saw a significant strength-
ening of anti-imperialist forces in a large number of peripheral societies. 
Furthermore, a number of peripheral states had already before this 
period adopted nationalist economic policies, regulating foreign trade 
and investment and trying to develop indigenous industries in compe-
tition with companies from the centre-nations. In this group belong 
first and foremost India, but also Egypt, Brazil (at least from 1968), 
South Korea, Algeria and others. These countries continued the policy 
of national capitalist development, and in certain cases intensified their 
efforts. Just to take one telling indicator: in the years from 1900 to 1950
there were six nationalizations of American raw material firms in the 
Third World. Between 1951 and 1965 there were three, but in the years 
1965 to 1974 there were thirty-four such take-overs.8

8 See S. D. Krasner, Defending the National Interest, Princeton 1978, p. 218.
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The Organization of Third World States

But even this does not complete the picture of imperialism’s crisis. 
Another very important dimension was the qualitative step forward in 
the international organization of Third World nations. With roots dating 
back to pre-independence cooperation between liberation movements 
in European colonies, the Third World coalition in international 
politics9 emerged gradually during the 1950s and 1960s. It had two 
main components. The Non-Aligned Movement criticized the bipolar 
world and called for peaceful coexistence. It stressed the right of nations 
to self-determination, condemned intervention and supported liberation 
movements in remaining colonies. Although without an organizational 
structure, by the time of the 47-nation summit in Cairo in 1964 it had 
acquired the stature of a permanent force. The Group of 77 grew out of 
the Afro-Asian voting bloc in the UN system, and concentrated on 
formulating economic demands to the rich nations. The first official 
statement of the G-77 was issued at the end of UNCTAD-I in Geneva in 
1964, containing a critique of the results of that conference. In 1967, at 
a ministerial meeting in Algiers, the group adopted the Algiers Charter, 
which became the basis of what later was known as the demands for a 
new international economic order.

The results of UNCTAD-II in 1968 were a great disappointment to the 
Third World. In the following years the diplomatic effort was intensi-
fied, and a pattern of cooperation developed between the two Third 
World fora. The Non-Aligned summit in 1970, whose fifty-three 
participants included Vietnam as an observer, emphasized economic 
demands and called for coordinated preparations for UNCTAD-III in 
1972. It also created an embryonic organization in the form of an 
‘Acting Presidency’ which was to maintain contacts between meetings. 
The even greater disappointment at UNCTAD-III triggered an unprece-
dented flurry of diplomatic activity and a wave of harsh declarations. 
At the Non-Aligned conference in Georgetown in 1972 there was 
strong criticism of the existing economic order, and the transnational 
corporations were singled out for especially vigorous condemnation. 
As an alternative, the idea of self-reliance was given considerable stress, 
and opposition to the West was underlined by the inclusion of the 
provisional governments of South Vietnam and Cambodia as full 
members of the movements.

The diplomatic mobilization of the Third World climaxed at the fourth 
Non-Aligned summit meeting in Algiers in 1973. Here an unusually 
large number of prominent leaders from the periphery gathered to 
condemn the West. ‘Tito, Gandhi, Sadat, Senghor, Sihanouk, Nyerere, 
Bourguiba, Makarios, Castro, Khadaffi, Kaunda, Gowon, Mobuto, 
Bandaranaike, Faisal, Assad, Haile Selassie, Houphoué́t-Boigny—vir-
tually every Third World figure of grand international reputation was 
present in Algiers, giving the Fourth Non-Aligned Conference a 
diplomatic significance of the order of the Bandung Conference 18 years

9 The following is based on Robert A. Mortimer’s valuable work The Third World Coalition in 
International Politics, New York 1980.
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earlier.’10 The harsh tone of the conference was epitomized by the 
following sentences from the final Political Declaration, quoted by 
Mortimer: ‘As long as colonial wars, apartheid, imperialist aggression, 
alien domination, foreign occupation, power politics, economic exploi-
tation and plunder prevail, peace will be limited in principle and 
scope.’11 Apart from strong language, the conference produced a 
permanent, albeit weak, organizational structure, and decided that the 
Non-Aligned Movement should act as catalyst in the struggle for a new 
world order. After the Algiers meeting, the stage was set for a major 
diplomatic confrontation between North and South. At this point, it 
should be remembered that 1973 was also the year in which OPEC rose 
to prominence: the oil weapon suddenly seemed to be the spearhead 
that could be used by a unified Third World to break the resistance of 
the North, not only to a new economic order, but also to national self-
determination in Palestine, Southern Africa and elsewhere.

The confrontation took place at the UN Special Session on development 
in 1974, convened at the demands of the Third World against the 
opposition of the USA. At this session two declarations on the Establish-
ment of a New International Economic Order encompassing the Third 
World’s demands were adopted, again against American opposition. 
This pattern was carried over to the ensuing regular session of the 
United Nations in the autumn of 1974. Here the Third World used its 
voting power to adopt the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of 
States, to reject the credentials of the South African delegation and 
prevent its participation in the proceedings, and to allow the PLO for the 
first time to present its case directly to the General Assembly.

Seen from today’s vantage point, this diplomatic offensive obviously 
did not produce much in terms of real benefits or structural changes in 
the world economy. Yet it did represent a substantial and highly visible 
component in the rising opposition to the imperialist system. It could 
by no means be ignored by the West, which had to respond with such 
counter-measures as the establishment of the International Energy 
Agency and the general coordination of Western positions in 
North–South diplomacy. And, to return to the main line of the 
argument, it was exactly in the years of crisis—1968–1975—that these 
developments took place.

The Generalized Crisis and its Aftermath

We have now outlined three major forces that were pressing forward 
against the existing order in the capitalist world: first, the revolutionary 
and mostly socialist struggles, some of which were to be successful; 
second, bourgeois economic nationalism, represented by a number of 
radical or progressive new regimes and the continuation of nationalist 
economic policies in several others; and finally, the organization and 
radicalization of a large coalition of Third World states in the diplomatic 
arena. Each of these forces was important in itself. Occurring simulta-
neously, they of course exerted serious pressure upon the imperialist

10 Ibid., p. 39.
11 Ibid., pp. 39f.
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system. Indeed, what really turned the global conjuncture of those years 
into one of general crisis in the Third World, was the potential coalescence 
of these forces into a powerful, unified world-wide anti-imperialist 
front.

This potential for unification against the West was evident in several 
ways. An anti-imperialist rhetoric, theoretically rather vague but politi-
cally quite militant, was common to all these forces. The contradiction 
between capitalism and socialism seemed unimportant since a large 
number of political parties, leaders and governments in the Third 
World, also from basically capitalist countries, were advancing anti-
capitalist and socialist philosophies, and since capitalist and socialist 
nations were cooperating against the West in the Non-Aligned and G-
77 movements, often with radical nations such as Algeria, Cuba and 
Libya in leading roles. The merging of bourgeois nationalism with 
revolutionary struggles was evidenced by the inclusion of the pro-
visional governments of South Vietnam and Cambodia in the Non-
Aligned Movement, by the latter’s support for the PLO, and by the use 
of the oil weapon in favour of the Palestinian cause. A final, imponder-
able feature of this period should be mentioned: namely, the possibility 
that the various Third World struggles were reinforced by their 
simultaneous intensification. This was clearly the case with the instances 
of direct support that we mentioned above. But should we not also 
consider that the Vietnamese struggle, for example, had a positive 
influence on the Argentinian? Or that the rise of economic nationalism 
in some peripheral countries inspired others to follow suit? Or that the 
revolutionary or nationalist struggles which broke out in a number of 
peripheral countries, against a background of distinct and often unique 
internal conditions, were one of the driving forces behind the creation 
of the international diplomatic coalition? Besides, it seems reasonable 
to argue that the more or less simultaneous rise of anti-systemic 
struggles in most Western nations—anti-fascist movements in Southern 
Europe, the civil rights movement in the US, the workers’ and students’ 
revolt in Europe and elsewhere—entered into a kind of mutually 
reinforcing dialectic with the anti-imperialist solidarity movement, 
which also contributed to the crisis of imperialism.

Now let us compare this period with the next. Our argument is not 
intended to cover the most recent developments, and it may be that the 
American invasion of Grenada marks something new, or a more 
profound return to something old. Rather, our comparison is between 
the period of crisis of imperialism (ca. 1968 to 1975) and the onset of 
the Second Cold War (ca. 1976 to 1982). Of course it would be wrong 
to portray the Third World in the later period as a haven of stability. 
There were guerrilla wars, socialist movements and revolutionary 
victories in a number of countries as well as various kinds of social 
unrest. But the difference between the two periods does seem to be 
striking. None of the revolutionary victories—in Afghanistan, Iran, 
Grenada, Nicaragua or Zimbabwe—was won in direct battle against 
armies from centre nations, as opposed to the situation in Indo-China 
and the Portuguese colonies. This is not said to belittle the effort of the 
revolutionary movements in these countries, but only to indicate that 
their significance as defeats for imperialism may not have been as great

70



as in the earlier cases. Only in Iran did the USA have a serious 
commitment to the existing regime, but it did not try to save it by 
anything more than diplomatic support. In Nicaragua the USA discontin-
ued support for the Somoza regime before the Sandinist victory, and in 
Zimbabwe Anglo–American diplomacy assisted the transfer of power. 
The changes of regime in Grenada and Afghanistan were criticized by 
the West, but at the time there seems to have been very little, if any, 
Western involvement.

Furthermore, the Islamic Republic in Iran is not anti-capitalist in any 
profound way, and it is decidedly hostile to the USSR. There is no doubt 
that the Zimbabwean government is progressive and has popular 
support, but it can be argued that it is not basically opposed to 
capitalism. The same could be said of the New Jewel Movement in 
Grenada.

Elsewhere there was also increased resistance to existing regimes in the 
period of the Second Cold War. In Colombia and El Salvador, guerrilla 
movements were gaining strength, and in Brazil strikes and other types 
of militant working-class activity were intensifying. But, compared with 
the preceding period, these cases were limited in number and had more 
doubtful prospects of success, even though they faced only limited or 
indirect opposition from centre nations. Much more characteristic of 
this period was what we might call stalemated guerrilla movements— 
that is to say, ongoing armed struggles that were limited in geographical 
scope within each country and were making little significant progress. 
The clearest example occurred in Western Sahara, Guatemala, Peru, in 
the border areas of Thailand and Malaysia, in remote parts of the 
Philippines and in the urban areas of South Africa. The guerrilla 
movements in Eritrea and Namibia did not make much progress either. 
Furthermore, this period yielded at least two setbacks for the anti-
imperialist movement: the PFLOAG was finally defeated in Oman, and, 
much more significantly, the position of the PLO was dramatically 
weakened. The peace accords between Egypt and Israel effectively 
disarticulated the Palestinian cause from that of Arab nationalism, and 
events in Lebanon since then reduced step by step the PLO’s capacity for 
independent action. This picture of a general weakening of the anti-
imperialist forces is amplified by the fate of the victorious revolutions. 
In Indochina and the former Portuguese colonies the new socialist 
governments were facing serious trouble internally as well as externally.

Aspects of the New Conjuncture

One final dimension should be added to this portrayal of internal 
developments in the Third World in this period: namely, the rise of 
democratic but non-socialist opposition movements. In Argentina the 
demands for democracy were finally met in 1983, obviously without 
implying any threat to capitalism. In Brazil the results were much more 
limited but did still involve a curbing of repression, and in Uruguay a
non-socialist democratic opposition made itself more strongly felt. The 
urban opposition to the Marcos regime in the Philippines grew 
significantly in these years, but it was completely dominated by the 
advocates of bourgeois democracy, and isolated from the more radical
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armed movements in the outlying areas. In Chile the forces for 
democracy were on the rise, but socialists only made up one component 
of the anti-fascist coalition and not the leading one. Of course 
democracy, or more limited aperturas, would mean a significant step 
forward, also for socialists, in any country with a dictatorial regime, 
and there is no reason at all to disclaim such changes because they are 
steps in the direction of bourgeois and not socialist democracy. But it 
is important to appreciate that progressive changes did occur or seemed 
to be underway in major peripheral nations, without threatening the 
basic structures of the capitalist world system. It can even be argued 
that these changes indicate a much firmer establishment of bourgeois 
rule, and hence a much greater stability in the global system. This 
development is also evidenced by another feature of recent years: the 
diminished tendency of Third World governments, old and new alike, 
to describe themselves as socialist and to adopt anti-capitalist rhetoric. 
As to the rise of the newly industrializing countries, which Halliday 
himself discusses, this did strengthen the by no means unimportant 
contradiction between national capitalism in the Third World and 
centre capitalism—a contradiction which was, and still is, among the 
constituent elements of the present global system. Nevertheless, the 
entrenchment of capitalism and the stabilization of bourgeois rule in 
almost every major nation in the Third World signified that capitalism 
as a whole was much more secure than in the preceding period. In class 
terms, these developments involved a consolidation of the national 
bourgeoisies in several peripheral countries, with the double effect of 
stabilizing capitalism globally and strengthening one of the forces 
opposed to the imperialist system.

The cause of economic nationalism was not at all abandoned by the 
Third World, and the continued industrialization of a number of less 
developed countries entailed an overall increase in the productive 
resources of the South. But the economic crisis left individual countries 
with very little room for manoeuvre against centre capital, and the 
results were correspondingly limited. The collective diplomatic struggle 
for a new economic world order was largely stalemated through the 
recalcitrance of the North and the frustration of all major attempts at 
negotiation. It became even more difficult for the South to maintain 
unity, in part because the North developed countermeasures, skillfully 
utilized divisions between radical and moderate nations, and played on 
the diversity of interests in the Third World. This is vividly illustrated 
by the fate of OPEC, once the apparent vanguard of economic national-
ism. The creation of the International Energy Agency and the ensuing 
general changes in oil policy in the North, the development of new 
energy sources outside the realm of OPEC countries, the different 
financial and developmental needs of the Third World oil producers—
all these were factors in rendering OPEC a divided body without any 
significant ability to influence world events.

The Non-Aligned Movement, once the coordinating catalyst in the 
Third World coalition, became divided in this period, particularly after 
the socialist members strove to line the movement up behind the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan.
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To sum up, the period of the Second Cold War showed a general 
weakening of each of the struggles that had made up the offensive in 
the crisis years, as well as a marked dissolution of the unity between 
these struggles. Only in Central America was there a repetition of what 
characterized the preceding period: revolutionary and socialist struggles, 
some of them triumphant, allied with economic nationalism and 
supported by the rest of the Third World, whether capitalist or socialist. 
During the crisis of imperialism, however, this pattern was occurring, 
often in a much more extensive manner, in South-East Asia, the Middle 
East, Africa and Latin America. So, to conclude the comparison 
between the two periods, there seems to be no doubt that the years 
after 1975 were characterized by greatly diminished pressure on the 
imperialist system in the Third World.

Let us now return to Halliday’s analysis of the causal interrelations 
between the Crisis of Imperialism and the Second Cold War. In the 
light of the comparison between the periods given above, we must 
clearly reject his argument that one of the reasons for the Second Cold 
War was a new period of Third World revolutions in the late 1970s. 
Indeed, the opposite hypothesis seems much more likely: crisis and 
revolutionary pressure in the Third World contributed to the policies 
of détente, whereas the relative stabilization of the periphery in some 
manner was supportive of the new cold war.

Of course, there is another and more radical solution to the problem: 
namely, to claim that there is no direct or significant relationship at all 
between the two sets of phenomena. Given the complexity of world 
politics, which contrasts strongly with the relative plainness of the two 
opposing hypotheses, such a solution can seem quite tempting. But it is 
not satisfactory. It is axiomatic for Marxist theories that the global 
social formation is an interconnected whole in which changes in some 
parts or structures have effects on other parts or structures. This 
premise is inherent in Marxism’s view of society as a totality—one 
shared, incidentally, by all systems theories of world politics. The 
East–West and North–South contradictions are major conflicts in the 
international system by any standard, so if the totality perspective makes 
sense at all, we must assume that there is some mutual influence between 
them.

The Constituents of World Politics

This still leaves us with the possibility that the relationship is much 
more complex than is indicated by the above two hypotheses. This 
almost certainly is the case. For one thing, the hypotheses deal only 
with one side of the relationship—the effects of the North–South 
conflict on East–West relations—and not with the reverse. To do 
Halliday justice, it should be mentioned here that he also does the latter. 
Still, it is legitimate and even necessary to isolate one aspect of the 
problem for closer scrutiny, as we are doing here. The remaining 
problem is whether this more limited question is too simplistic to merit 
scientific inquiry. At this point it is useful to remember that analysis of 
an entity as complex as the global system requires a relatively high level 
of abstraction. This implies of necessity a focus on the main relationships
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between the most significant structures and contradictions, or, in 
Halliday’s terminology, an isolation of the constituent elements of 
world politics. Inevitably, many things will be ignored: the task for 
social science is not to include everything, but to identify the essentials 
and ignore the rest. This is not meant to imply that analyses at lower 
levels of abstraction are irrelevant or unnecessary. Of course they are 
not. A solid substantiation of a hypothesis posed at a very abstract 
level—like the ones we are dealing with here—requires a concrete 
analysis of the actual processes through which the causal link operates 
between the major contradictions. It is exactly for this reason that the 
present essay can only argue tentatively for the hypothesis that is offered 
as an alternative to Halliday’s. What is implied is merely that it is a 
legitimate and fruitful endeavour to pose and answer questions, albeit 
tentatively, at the highest level of abstraction, without going into the 
arduous task of detailed historical analysis. Indeed, one of the major 
benefits to be gained from such discussions is that the conclusions may 
serve as useful guidelines for the indispensable analysis of concrete 
processes.

Now, what are the arguments in favour of our alternative to Halliday’s 
hypothesis? First, it seems to fit the historical record much better, as 
the bulk of this essay has attempted to demonstrate. Secondly, it implies 
a theoretically plausible conception of the causal relationship. If we see 
the imperialist system as a set of structures which express and maintain 
the power of certain social classes—the centre-bourgeoisies—we can 
see the power of these classes being challenged on two main fronts 
internationally: by the opposing social system, and by anti-imperialist 
forces in the Third World. The dialectic between these two fronts is 
simply that when the pressure on one grows too strong, it becomes 
necessary to reduce tensions on the other. In order to deal with the 
mounting challenge of the Third World during the crisis of imperialism, 
the Western system had to seek détente, play the China card etc.—in 
other words, temporarily to moderate its ongoing struggle against the 
non-capitalist world. Other factors were, of course, contributory in 
bringing about détente: the sharpening of international contradictions 
in the imperialist system, for instance, probably played an important 
role. But since we are not trying to develop a full analysis of the 
conjunctures of the East–West conflict, these questions have been left 
aside in this article.

When imperialism had cut its losses in the Third World, divided its 
remaining enemies and developed strategies to deal with them separ-
ately—in other words, when it had stabilized its position in the 
periphery—one of the conditions was established for a renewed 
offensive against the opposing social system. This is how developments 
in the Third World contributed to the Second Cold War. According to 
this view, imperialism is a very powerful system, but still one whose 
resources are too limited to wage offensive battles against a number of 
powerful opposing forces at the same time. This is doubtless a strongly 
simplified picture of a very complex social system, but in the necessarily 
simplistic world of abstract global models it seems to be both self-
evident and satisfactory.
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Our rejection of Halliday’s account of the interrelations between the 
East–West and North–South conflicts does not imply that we would 
discard the rest of his analysis. On the contrary. As mentioned at the 
outset, one of the merits of his work is that he provides us with an 
account of recent world politics that is well documented and theoreti-
cally consistent on most points. He manages convincingly to disentangle 
the constituent parts of world politics and to trace their interrelations. 
In doing this, he maintains a view of the world as an integrated whole, 
thus implying a conception of imperialism that is compatible with the 
view presented here. This article has merely suggested a correction to 
one of his conclusions—a correction that seems to fit well with the rest 
of his book.

75


