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The collapse of the Soviet system, both in eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union
itself, was an unprecedented event. No grand imperial construction has ever dis-
solved so quickly without experiencing defeat in a great war. How and why did
such a rapid disintegration take place? This chapter presents a general perspective
on this question rather than a narrative examination. It suggests that historians
should reconceive of the Soviet–US antagonism that lasted from the late 1940s
until the end of the 1980s as a type of imperial rivalry and should then ask why
one form of empire prevailed over the other. In fact, the international history of
the twentieth century can be summarized as a ‘transit of empire’: from the ascen-
dancy of Britain (and, to a lesser degree, France) as colonial powers at the turn of
the century, to the unsuccessful challenges by Germany and Japan that were
intended to establish European and Asian hegemony (1914–45), to the dual domi-
nation of the United States and the Soviet Union after 1945, and the survival of
the United States as ‘the only remaining superpower’ after 1989. This is a most
general perspective of events. What historical insights can it actually offer?

The ‘Soviet Empire’ is a familiar concept. Although the term was often used as
a political slogan, it was not without a basis in reality. Soviet military strength
helped to bolster a supranational domination of other nations from 1945 to 1948.
Force was mobilized in 1953, 1956 and 1968 to maintain Soviet domination in
eastern Europe. Analysts suggested in the early 1990s that the end of the commu-
nist system amounted, in effect, to the final wave of decolonization. But that anal-
ogy is misleading. Decolonization meant the recovery of independence by
overseas territories. Such a divestiture sometimes involved a regime change in the
metropole, such as happened with the collapse of the Fourth French Republic in
1958 or the Portuguese Revolution of the Carnations in 1974. In any event, how-
ever, the home territories never disintegrated during decolonization; they remained
functioning states. In contrast, what happened at the end of the 1980s and early
1990s was a fragmentation of Soviet and Communist Party political space at home
as well as in the ‘near abroad’, a dissolution born of entirely different reasons than
those that provoked the earlier waves of overseas decolonization.

Similarly, the anti-Soviet coalition led by the United States has been conceived
of as a sort of US empire, although one organized on distinct principles, what
Geir Lundestad has famously described as an ‘empire by invitation’. In earlier
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essays I, too, sought to put forward a historical perspective through which to
understand the type of imperial construction coordinated by the United States.1 In
this chapter I wish to return to the idea of empire, but with the added advantage of
two further decades of hindsight. Whether because of the reunification of Germany
and post-communist politics in eastern Europe, or the episodes of endemic violence
in the Balkans, central Asia and Africa, or the preoccupation with political Islam,
or even the dramatic events of 11 September, enough post-Cold War history has
now taken place to provide us with a better sense of perspective when examining
the earlier era of stable antagonism.

In fact, I am less interested in the Cold War as a unique confrontation than I am
in the Cold War as a chapter in the establishment of ‘order’ in world politics.
I would not go so far as John Gaddis and describe it as a ‘long peace’,2 for in too
many instances it verged on disastrous world conflict – over Berlin in 1948, over
Korea during the winter of 1950–51 and over Cuba in 1962. If the Cold War
brought peace, it was peace by the skin of our teeth. Nonetheless, the era of the
Cold War did produce a type of world order. The idea of ‘order’ implies a sort of
equilibrium in international politics. This does not eliminate international armed
violence but keeps its scope below what organized war between the Great Powers
would have entailed. The Cold War was, thus, while not an era of peace, at least
one of controlled conflictuality. The underlying hypothesis is that, in recent his-
torical times, this kind of world order has been associated with various sorts of
imperial organization of the world, or of a significant part of it. And empires,
significantly, tend to localize warfare at their frontiers while they keep the peace
within.

Empire does not necessarily mean a multi-ethnic unit forged by conquest. It
could also signify a leading power’s coordination of diverse national elites who
are willing to limit their own people’s assertion of political independence in return
for security or prestige. In a successful empire, these local elites remain oriented
toward a hegemonic metropole whose leadership they accept and with whom they
cooperate in constructing an accompanying system of economic and cultural
exchange. If the term ‘empire’ is too harsh, perhaps ‘imperial system’ is a bit eas-
ier to live with. An empire can be an extensive unit created by conquest or it can
be, in effect, a coalition of allied states that defer to a primus inter pares and who
share international ambitions. Those ambitions can be ostensibly defensive;
nonetheless, they must be multi-dimensional, that is, they must be designed to
achieve economic as well as political goals.

The imperial agenda, it should be emphasized, does not require mass adhesion.
True, widespread discontent can undermine an empire, but the so-called masses
are not really instrumental in initiating an empire, even if the Soviet system
continually used the concept of the masses to legitimize its own creation of 
so-called popular democracies. Indeed, empires tend to widen the gap within their
domestic political communities between what might be termed a senatorial elite
(whether determined by wealth, education, prominence in the media and profes-
sions, or party affiliation) and a more passive citizenry that enters the public
domain largely as spectators. Political participation is reduced to plebiscitory
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consultations: public opinion is massaged and measured or given an expressive
outlet – the poll and the ‘talk show’. Short of mass defection in the streets, an
active, formative role on policy on the part of the general public is difficult to sus-
tain. Imperial politics tends to minimize the ‘voice’ option in Hirschman’s famous
typology of Exit, Voice and Loyalty. The result is a polarization between exit and
loyalty.

Imperial systems are rarely static. They usually exist in a state of territorial flux
and institutional tension. Empires are intrinsically hierarchical; they recruit com-
pliant local elites as public servants. And they are not, despite the terminology
adopted in ancient Rome or the contemporary United States, actually republican
in the classic sense, although their local politics are often formally democratic.
They can allow expressions of opinion and the ratification of decisions by majori-
ties. Empires are also necessarily preoccupied by frontiers: there is often disorder
on the frontier, both inside and outside, that must be suppressed. More precisely,
‘disorder’ and ‘chaos’ are the terms that the imperial elites employ to categorize
the endemic violence that the border helps create. The enemies of empire
consider the same phenomena to be resistance.

Empires thus claim to practice formal equality while they remain stratified con-
structions, both as international institutions and as socio-political systems at home,
although successful empires always know how to co-opt outsiders. Internationally,
they have a center and a periphery. Investment capital flows from the imperial
concentration of inequality at its center; surplus labor, usually unskilled, flows
from the periphery (whether the periphery inside Europe or outside Europe)
towards the center. By the end of the nineteenth century and the emergence of
general male suffrage at the center of Western imperial systems, this differential
distribution of wealth and capital faced a legitimation problem resulting from the
subsequent inequality. Marxian and neo-Marxian critics, above all, criticized
empires for their prolongation of inequality, for the exploitation they supposedly
facilitated, and for their potential for conflict and war. On the other hand, by the
end of World War II, when the Soviet Union and the major liberal capitalist power
joined forces to defeat the Axis, apologists for imperial systems found persuasive
counter-arguments that justified imperial inequality. When the United States
emerged as supreme, these inequalities were referred to as ‘development’ or
‘productivity’. But empires also manifest hierarchies within the metropole as
well. They elevate certain elements by according power, status and wealth. They
also accommodate the aspirations of diverse groups to achieve a livelihood,
a family, or just make a go of it in a complex society. Diversity is a saving grace.
The imperial metropolis was polyglot and composed of the races to be ruled –
represented in a token if not a real way. It was characterized by a special sort of
group tolerance, as Michael Walzer makes clear in his recent lectures on tolera-
tion: ‘Imperial autonomy. . . tolerates groups and their authority structures and
customary practices, not (except in a few cosmopolitan centers and capital cities)
free-floating men and women.’3

Before World War I there were two sorts of empires. The first were land-based
states that had expanded over the course of centuries: Russia, Austria-Hungary,
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the Ottoman domain and China. Despite the era’s industrial development these
empires remained significantly agrarian and semi-authoritarian. The second
group of empires included maritime, overseas empires: British, Dutch, French,
the remnants of the Spanish and Portuguese realms, and the new Japanese,
German, Italian and United States acquisitions. The land-based empires were in
crisis – witness the Russian revolution of 1905, the Chinese revolution of 1911
and the Austro-Hungarian ethnic contentions – in part because of national and
ethnic aspirations among their populations, in part because of their laggardness in
modernizing their armed forces and, most clearly in Europe, because of the pro-
found changes that had transformed the European countryside and agrarian rela-
tions over the course of the previous century. The landed empires were based on
patrimonial landed relations. These were undermined by land and labor markets
that had intruded into the countryside.

The crises that overcame the old empires were also connected with the rivalries
among the outer ring of new overseas empires, for the world’s alliance system
interlocked newer overseas empires with at least one traditional land-based
empire that was experiencing internal tensions. It was the interaction between, on
the one hand, the decomposition of the landed empires and, on the other hand,
the rivalries between overseas empires that led to World War I. The result was the
discredit and the ultimate collapse of the old empires, even as the war allowed the
Allies to aggrandize their new overseas empires. The war increased the popular-
ity of anti-imperial notions of national self-determination that were based on
the ideas of 1789 and the rhetoric of Woodrow Wilson. In Wilson’s view, world
stability would be reconstructed on the basis of national self-determination and
collective action to keep the peace. But for all the praise, autonomous nation-
states could not turn the League of Nations into a well-functioning institution, and
international settlements were repeatedly violated by force in the 1930s. And so,
nation-states failed to function as guarantors of international order precisely in
that period when they were assigned that role, that is, between the two world wars.
It also became clear that the overseas imperial powers were going to be chal-
lenged, in part by the ideologies they championed at home, in part by the conflicts
among the peoples they sought to rule. Independence movements and colonial
labor movements were not yet strong enough to prevail, but after 1919 they
emerged as a permanent challenge to imperial rule.

No stable imperial structure re-emerged until the US quasi-empire of the post-
World War II era. The German and Japanese challenges were sufficient to help
bring an end to the British and French empires, but not strong enough to maintain
themselves against the rising Soviet and US empires. Between 1948 and 1989 two
major imperial systems coexisted – the Soviet and the US – achieving and impos-
ing international stability in part as a function of their very rivalry. However, they
worked on very different constituent principles.

During the first half of this four-decade period, the US empire functioned by pay-
ing for a combination of political and economic regulatory principles and by policing
the frontiers with its military. Washington supported political pluralism among its
alliance partners, although it tolerated authoritarian regimes as expedients if they
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were friendly. Through the Marshall Plan and other aid programs, it sought to
encourage open economies that allowed private investment and entrepreneurship. It
sought to convince both its domestic labor unions and those among its aid recipi-
ents abroad that wage increases must be limited by the growth of productivity, and
it made yearly increments in economic output (growth) the major criterion for judg-
ing economic policy success.4 But the United States also had to revert to the tradi-
tional military buttresses of empire. It organized a major alliance system and kept
troops on the German frontier to confront the rival empire (a rivalry that also helped
sustain ideological discipline). It kept troops (and still keeps them) on the major
military frontier in Asia, the 38th parallel. And from time to time, and with less
success, it intervened in the so-called Third World, which was also the periphery
(Vietnam, Cuba and Latin America) of imperial control.

The US empire was a continuation and, in fact, an enhancement of the older
British imperial principles of economic ascendancy. Economic prowess provided
the material public good that made US preponderance seem beneficial to its
clients and allies. In effect, the United States established an empire of Fordist pro-
duction from 1941 to 1973, beginning with the industrial supplies sent by the
United States to Russia and Britain during the war, and continuing with aid for
post-war reconstruction (that excluded the Soviet Union after 1947).5 The United
States excelled in systems of mass production of (mechanized) agriculture, heavy
and basic industrial goods (steel and steel products), and consumer goods.
The damage that the continental European economies had sustained in the war
made the United States’ relative lead in these spheres all the more preponderant.
These resources, however, had lost their earlier efficacy by the end of the 1960s.
The consensual rules of neo-Keynesianism at home, the US unwillingness to
sustain discipline in its balance on current accounts, the end of cheap energy
prices after the oil crisis of early 1974, and Europe’s own success in catching up
to US production techniques – all meant that Washington’s resources became less
of a guarantee of ascendancy. And yet, the United States enjoyed a renewed
economic ascendancy in the 1980s. The unexpected success of pre-Keynesian
monetarism, the United States’ mastery of a new post-industrial technology –
computers and media – and the importance of ‘cultural’ exports (whether jeans,
rock and roll, Coca-Cola or MTV) and the growth of English as a world language
revived a flagging vital principle.

At the same time, the principles upon which the Soviet empire was built
became increasingly obsolescent. One can analyze this obsolescence on several
levels. On one hand, the Soviets’ relative backwardness was a failure of economic
growth. Although the Soviets remained roughly equivalent in terms of the large-
scale or mass-produced physical output characteristic of the industrial age
through the 1950s – whether measured by subways, large aircraft or rockets –
they lagged in the computer technology and its applications in the post-Fordist
decades. Moreover, they had to claim a share of national income far larger than
the West’s approximately 5 per cent in order to sustain a rough military parity.
More generally, the Soviets fell behind in the panoply of consumer goods that the
East Germans called ‘the thousand little things’, and they had to make do with
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a satisfaction of housing needs far below the level of the West. But there were more
general problems as well. The complexity of what we might call post-industrial
aspirations seemed to outrun the supply of goods that might satisfy them, whether
we are referring to the apparel of late capitalism, travel or the proliferation of rock
music and the boutique-mode of delivering it (walkmans, videos, etc.). The sup-
ply of these goods was examined with intense scrutiny in eastern Europe and, 
no matter how communism as a system might try to emulate the dynamism of
post-industrial consumer culture, they were always behind.

The failure was partially economic, stemming from the lack of Western cur-
rencies, the budgetary claims of the military, and the failure to have modernized
and so reduce dependency on a high percentage of workers in agriculture. But it
was also the product of an ideological system that had defined for decades its
population as workers, peasants or intellectuals, that is, as large class categories
that hardly allowed for the claims of intensely individualist or post-industrial
notions of identity. Late adolescence, after all, with its sumptuary demands, its
enthusiasms for jeans or rock, was hardly a factor that Marxism had identified as
a concern for central planners.6 But there is another way of explaining the inade-
quacy of late communist performance: Moscow had wagered heavily on drawing
upon the geopolitical resources of the territory it controlled. Territorial control –
the monopoly of power within the geographic borders of the communist bloc –
remained crucial to its own measure of success. This situation was not foreordained
by Marxist ideology, which looked to winning the hearts and minds of the prole-
tariat everywhere. But it did issue from the experience of World War II and from
Stalinist aspirations more generally. Despite the universal claims of communist
ideology, what counted for the Soviets, from Stalin and Molotov through
Brezhnev, was control of non-Russian space. Moscow aspired towards control of
a territorial empire, an ambition it realized at the end of the Second World War.
This entailed, in turn, a preoccupation with frontier regions and military superi-
ority. But for reasons I have sought to explain elsewhere, control of territory and
space was becoming less and less relevant to political domination.7 As the
renewed ascendancy of the United States in the 1980s and 1990s demonstrated, a
version of imperial predominance could be built upon non-territorial elements, on
precisely the global appeals of consumerism and consumer culture, on the growth
of services in the economy, on the technology of the computer and the software
of the internet – all of which Moscow only sought to develop belatedly. The com-
munist states were clearly second rate in satisfying consumer desires and cultural
aspirations – including those of popular and youth culture – and in establishing
mastery of computer technology in an era when both were becoming crucial
resources for international hegemony.

The failure of the Soviet empire can thus be described as a failure to adapt to the
new post-territorial principles of control. Wedded to the fusion of heavy industrial
prowess and hierarchic control of space, the Soviet Union lagged in developing the
new means of post-territorial competition for influence, those which the Western
powers (and Japan) quickly adapted to. This lag had ramifications for the Soviet
inability to adjust to the new cultural and personal expectations that accompanied
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such a profound transformation. The Soviet Union might have been only a
decade or two behind the West in developing a post-industrial culture and economy,
but a decade’s lag was crucial given the subjective compression of time that also
characterized the era of media exposure.

The success of the US imperial system lay in the fact that it rested as much on
economic prowess as on decisive military superiority. That economic superiority
developed in two phases: the surge of Fordist production techniques from about
1911 through the late 1960s, and the ‘second wind’ of post-industrial economic
achievement that took off from about 1980. A decade of faltering marked by
stagflation and emerging Western discontent – a generalized crisis of Western
capitalism during the 1970s – separated these two phases.8 Providing for mass
consumption, albeit of different goods, was a common element of success in both
stages. The first stage was distinguished by the United States’ recovery from the
great depression of the 1930s and its industrial mobilization during World War II,
together with the provision of subsidies and a successful economic model for
other European societies in the era of the Marshall Plan and post-war reconstruc-
tion. Integrated steel production, the disciplining and incorporation of mass labor
movements, the provision of housing, vacations and the family automobile,
television as a common cultural good, basic welfare, expanded access to post-
secondary education – all marked the success of this model until it encountered
difficulties in the late 1960s, as expressed in labor disaffection, student ideologi-
cal activism and the United States’ own contradictory pursuit of victory in a dis-
tant military war on the periphery, together with economic seigneurage in Europe.
What was remarkable was the recovery of United States energies and coherence
by the end of the 1970s, in part as a result of domestic electoral reorientations
around old-style market ideologies and the continued failure of the communists
to offer an attractive alternative. The United States mastered two cycles of eco-
nomic transformation: it led in the Fordist era of mass production and it surged
ahead again in the post-Fordist era from the 1980s on, a period in which consumer
roles have replaced producer consciousness, the imagery of the network has
displaced that of hierarchical coordination, and the role of the television media
has become ever more significant to political outcomes.

Since 9/11 (to choose a symbolic but important date, equivalent to that of
Sarajevo in 1914) we have entered a new confrontation that dominates world pol-
itics. The control of political outcomes by means of territorial resources has
become increasingly difficult or irrelevant. This is the process that we call glob-
alization. In so far as a notion of empire characterizes US ascendancy, the
resources of this US empire are post-territorial. The most severe challenges to the
United States’ post-territorial ascendancy likewise emerge from non-territorially
based claims to loyalty and power, namely, pre-territorial transnational values of
religion and faith. (Paradoxically, when those representing such values achieve
political power, they effectively seek to recapitulate and achieve for their own
adherents the traditional goals of controlling territory and enforcing bordered
sovereignty over space. So-called fundamentalists aspire to a control of territorial
states, threatened by globalization and all the aspirations of secular consumer
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capitalism, by means of enforced values that derive from an epoch prior to the age
of industrialized nation-states.) It is always difficult to achieve an adequate
historical perspective on transformations currently in progress. Nonetheless, cur-
rent developments at least suggest the meaning of epochs that have come to a
close. In this light, might we propose that the Cold War represented, in effect, the
highest stage of Fordism, or rival Fordisms: a conflict in which economics and
politics were clearly still linked to concepts of controlling coherent territories.
Rival ideologies and rival economic systems (though based on comparable
Fordist technologies) had the mission of protecting territorial space: ‘Western’, or
‘Atlantic’, or ‘free world’, versus communist. The Berlin Wall was a symbol of
that territorial conflict, but it came down over 12 years ago. What has succeeded
it is only slowly becoming discernible. In Rome, the arcana imperii were kept
secret. In the contemporary world they surround us, diffuse and difficult to
penetrate. But we can at least begin to discern their outlines.
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