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Introduction: History and 
Theory in the Cold War

1

This book provides a theoretically informed historical survey of the Cold War
and the nature and consequences of its end. It seeks to offer a distinct contri-
bution to the theorisation of the Cold War as a form of international (social)
conflict, as well as providing a comprehensive examination of the principal
historical developments within the Cold War. Further, the book seeks to trace
and explain the origins of contemporary resistance to US global power, partic-
ularly as manifested by the rise of Islamist movements and their violent/terrorist
offshoots, by highlighting the paradoxical character of the Cold War’s end. The
argument outlined in this book challenges the intellectual consensus on the
understanding of the Cold War within the disciplines of International Relations
(IR) and Diplomatic History in four ways:

● through offering an alternative periodisation of the Cold War understood as
the ‘short twentieth century’, 1917–91;

● by stressing how geopolitical conflict between the superpowers was prima-
rily a consequence of their contrasting domestic socio-economic properties;1

● by arguing that the Cold War was a form of global social conflict associated
with the revolutionary and communist consequences – in the form of polit-
ical movements and states – of a shifting, contradictory and uneven capitalist
development;

● by arguing that the Cold War did not have a singular ending focused on the
collapse of the Soviet communism in 1989–91, but rather had a series of
ends in time and space, associated with the differentiated containment and
defeat of historical communism as a political and socio-economic challenge
to capitalism.

The principal intellectual justification for the book is a dissatisfaction with pre-
vailing accounts of the history of the Cold War and the theoretical assumptions
that have tended to dominate such accounts.

The theoretical understanding of the Cold War and the explanation of its end
have been dominated by the debate between scholars drawing on a Realist
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER2

theoretical framework and ideational approaches. For Realists2 the Cold War is
understood as the bipolar (superpower) relationship based on strategic compe-
tition, which was a consequence of the geopolitical arrangements brought
about by the Second World War. In this understanding the Cold War is classi-
fied as a typical great power conflict based on the utility of military power and
distinguished by the strategic currency of nuclear weapons.3 From this
perspective ideological and socio-economic factors are seen as largely subor-
dinate to the material (military and economic) interests of each superpower;
having more explanatory significance for accounts of the domestic political
relations of each rather than their respective international relations.4

Consequently, the end of the Cold War occurred because the USSR was
forced to make strategic concessions (withdrawal from east-central Europe,
arms control concessions and ending political-military support for allies) to
preponderant US material power. Following this explanatory logic, the social
and political developments within the Soviet bloc that altered the domestic
socio-economic, ideological and political character of communist states are
seen as being of secondary import.

Ideational approaches5 share with Realist-informed scholars some key theo-
retical assumptions about the Cold War: that it was a post-war conflict derived
from the consequences of the Second World War, and that it was a conflict cen-
tred on the conflicting post-war objectives of the superpowers. Both, then,
understand the Cold War as the diplomatic history of the post-1945 Soviet–US
relationship. However, in contrast to Realists, ideational approaches emphasise
the importance of domestic political ideas, values and ideology on superpower
behaviour and, consequently, take much more seriously the ideological char-
acter of the Cold War conflict and the way in which domestic political factors
(and change) conditioned the bipolar relationship. In this respect, perception or
misperception played a key role in fomenting conflict as much as conflicting
objective material interests.

Further, domestic political change and the way in which ideas evolved within
each of the superpowers are seen as ultimately determining for the evolution of
the Cold War and its end, highlighted by role of Mikhail Gorbachev’s ‘new think-
ing’ on Soviet foreign policy changes in the late 1980s. It was a change in the
subjective view of the world of the Soviet leadership, ushered in by the genera-
tional and ideological changes of Gorbachev, that triggered the end of the Cold
War through the impact of domestic political change on Soviet foreign relations.
The Cold War system, then, is not a product of the post-war configuration of
geopolitical power, but rather a social-ideological construction founded on dis-
tinct perceptions of self-identity and the social construction of an enemy.6

However, this recognition of the importance of ideas and values in superpower
relations and the Cold War is rather limited in the sense that it tends to separate
the role of ideology on leadership decision-making rather than examining the
way in which ideological values were rooted in social and political structures
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within society and state, which structured and conditioned the determining
currency of ideology on decision-making and politics more generally.

Accordingly, the mainstream understanding of the Cold War – Realist or
ideational – rests on reducing the explanatory significance of the socio-economic
properties of the superpowers and the wider social systems (communism and
capitalism) that each was part of. Consequently, both approaches tend to sepa-
rate the bipolar political–military relationship from wider transnational politi-
cal, economic and ideological processes associated with the spread and/or
contraction of the rival social systems of capitalism and communism and the
international and geopolitical consequences of the expansion of each social
system. The argument of this book tries to unite these two conceptual areas –
the strategic/military with the socio-economic and ideological – thus providing
an historically richer and more sociologically informed account of the Cold
War through anchoring military power and geopolitical relations in the
contrasting socio-economic properties and ideological structures of states.

RADICAL THEORIES OF COLD WAR7

The neglect of the socio-economic dimensions of the Cold War in mainstream
theories has been tackled by a number of radical theories of Cold War
informed, to varying degrees, by a Marxist understanding of international
relations. There are two strands to these arguments.

The Cold War and Intra-Systemic Conflict

The first emphasises socio-economic conflict within each of the superpower
blocs to varying degrees, claiming that it was primarily internal conflict that
shaped the evolution of the Cold War rather than the external superpower con-
flict. Thus, although there was antagonism between the superpowers and the
social systems that each led,8 there were also intense socio-economic contra-
dictions within the political relations of each bloc, which the intensification of
the external Cold War conflict helped resolve. This approach outlines a radi-
cally different perspective on the Cold War from mainstream arguments, play-
ing down external geopolitical and ideological conflict and emphasising
internal/intra-bloc conflict.9

With their focus on internal conflict such approaches obviously questioned
the socio-economic distinctiveness of the USSR and other types of revolution-
ary state with some Marxists going as far as describing the USSR as a form
‘state capitalism’, and in this respect the Cold War is seen as a form of inter-
imperialist conflict between different, antagonistic forms of capitalist state.10

In this sense these arguments can be seen as being about imperialism, and in
particular attempts to revise Lenin’s classic statement11 on imperialism and
inter-imperialist conflict. The prevailing assumption within such perspectives
is the organically, conflictual, violent and war-like tendencies or consequences
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER4

of capitalist development, and the way in which the existence of the post-war
liberal peace was in part contingent on the Soviet communist threat. What
flows from this is that without the functional role of the Soviet threat towards
the unity of the capitalist world under US leadership, the stabilisation of post-
war capitalism would have been much more problematic.

Ultimately, according to this ‘internalist’ perspective, the driving force for
international conflict was not between the two superpowers and the social sys-
tems that they led, but rather emerged from within each bloc. Thus, the Soviet
threat and the way in which the USSR consolidated its power over east-central
Europe after 1945 was a fundamental factor – a kind of deus ex machina – in
bringing together the advanced capitalist states under US leadership. Further,
the continuation of US hegemony over the advanced capitalist world – those
states that were and are the main economic rivals of the US – required the con-
tinuation of the Soviet threat as it was this that gave the US particular leader-
ship privileges over its economic rivals, and which helped ensure that
economic tensions did not escalate into political conflict because of the way in
which the advanced capitalist world – through institutions such as NATO – was
dependent on the military protection of the US. For the Soviet Union and the
ruling elements within it, and the socio-economic constituencies that were
allied with such elements, the domestic stability of authoritarian communist
rule required the continuation of an external context of threat and insecurity
that helped justify not only domestic power structures, but also the character of
its political presence with east-central Europe.

Through focusing on the priority of internal socio-economic and political
dynamics these approaches also suggest that the superpowers, to varying
degrees, were less concerned about the expansion of the social system that
each led and more concerned about their respective survival in a way that
ensured the political status quo within each bloc. In a word, both superpowers,
and especially the USSR, were conservative in their international orientation
and averse to pursuing policies that threatened to jeopardise the ‘systemic
status quo’ upon which their power and leadership rested. The upshot of this is
that the USSR is seen not only as a conservative power but in some respects a
counter-revolutionary power understood as pursuing policies that subverted and
undermined the prospects of realising socialist revolution by non- (pro- Soviet)
communist forces in other parts of the world, when such developments threatened
to jeopardise the ideological power of the Soviet leadership. This argument is
most strongly associated with the state-capitalist argument12 and derives from
the critique and hostility towards Stalinism based on the defeat of the left-
opposition within the USSR by the late 1920s and the construction of a
Stalinist – as opposed to socialist – Soviet state.

The argument that Stalin betrayed the Bolshevik Revolution, transforming
the USSR from a revolutionary to a counter-revolutionary state, is based on his
creation of a dictatorship defined by political terror and an economy organised
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upon the dominance of the party-state bureaucracy rather than democratic
workers’ power. This internal betrayal is seen as being mirrored by an interna-
tional betrayal of revolution evident – according to such approaches – by the
failure to mobilise workers effectively against the rise of Nazism in Germany,
the failure properly to aid, and the attempts to limit, the revolutionary socialist
character of the Spanish Revolution between 1936 and 1939, the Molotov–
Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, and the failures of the USSR to support socialist
revolution in the post-Stalin era.

Whether or not one agrees with the interpretation of the history of the
Bolshevik Revolution and the character of Stalinism, these arguments high-
light important aspects of the history of the Cold War largely neglected by the
mainstream debate. The internal socio-economic and class dynamics of each
social system are important for tracing the domestic sources and causes of the
foreign policies of the superpowers. Further, the argument that the Cold War
was a struggle, in the words of David Horowitz, between ‘imperialism and
revolution’, and not between the USSR and the US, highlights the significance
of revolutionary movements and change realised without Soviet assistance,
which highlights the ‘autonomous revolutionary’ sources of Cold War.13

However, these analytical and explanatory strengths are tempered by the
failure to connect the way in which the domestic socio-economic constitution
of each superpower (and the blocs that they led) determined their form of inter-
national relations, and also the failure to recognise fully the significance of the
Soviet role in support of international revolution. With respect to the first issue,
there were major, indeed fundamental, differences in the way that each super-
power related to the wider world and social system that each led, and the dif-
ferences derived from their contrasting domestic socio-economic properties.
This was significant not only in the role of force and coercion in the reproduc-
tion of the political power within their respective blocs – its centrality in the
reproduction of Soviet-communist power and its more limited role in the
reproduction of the (internal) social relations within the advanced capitalist
world – but also in the expansion of each social system.

The Cold War and Inter-Systemic Conflict

The second strand of Marxist-informed theories of the Cold War locates the
dynamic of Cold War conflict less in the internal contradictions within each
bloc and more in the international antagonism and conflict between the two
social systems – hence the Cold War is seen as inter-systemic conflict. This
approach is associated with the work of Isaac Deutscher14 and Fred Halliday,15

and it is this theoretical framework that has most informed the conceptualisa-
tion of Cold War outlined in this book and elsewhere.16 Deutscher’s work is
distinct from that of those Marxists who focus on intra-systemic conflict,
because he argued that the USSR and its social system operated according to a
different socio-economic logic – though far from meeting the socialist idea of
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER6

democratic workers’ control of the means of production – from that of
capitalism. In this respect, world politics after 1917 was characterised by a
‘great contest’ between two rival social systems for global socio-economic
supremacy based on the relative and comparative economic performance of each.

Though far from uncritical of the Soviet regime, Deutscher’s understanding
of the Soviet system recognised its revolutionary and socialist character
reflected in the abolition of the private ownership of the means of production,
the organisation of production, consumption and exchange through the five-
year state plan, and the significant improvements in the material living stan-
dards of the Soviet people that this system had helped secure. Further,
Deutscher’s understanding of Soviet socialism was imbued with a significant
dose of idealism in two senses. First, through his hope and expectation that it
could be reformed from within and, second, that the authoritarian and coercive
aspects of the system – most associated with Stalin and his political and
economic legacy – could be removed or reduced.

These ‘idealistic’ hopes about the possibilities of extending socialism within
the USSR combined with the Marxist-Leninist assumption that an economic
system based on state planning would inevitably out perform a capitalist sys-
tem characterised by a history of crisis, slump, depression and war. The degree
to which these two elements of the great contest – the prospects for reforming
the Soviet system and the inherent contradictions and tendency towards crisis
with capitalism – were interrelated was not fully resolved by Deutscher, as he
did not live to see the economic stagnation that characterised the Soviet bloc’s
economic performance in its latter years, nor the transformation in the nature
of capitalist development, such that the economic crises that ended the long
boom in the early 1970s did not trigger major political conflict between the
advanced capitalist states or moves towards socialism within these states.

Whilst Deutscher recognised systemic differences between the two super-
powers and their respective blocs and a relationship based on competition he
saw this as separate from the military-strategic competition of Cold War. By
downplaying the Soviet role in support of international revolution and its
apparent focus on domestic economic-material development – the essence of
‘the great contest’ – Deutscher shared with the American Cold War Revisionists
the assumption that US responses to revolution were in large part exaggerated
and misplaced.

Fred Halliday’s work draws on Deutscher’s idea of the great contest and, by
integrating this with the post-1945 dynamic of the arms race and military com-
petition, provides a more substantial theory of Cold War as inter-systemic con-
flict involving global competition between the two social systems combined
with the other notable attributes of Cold War – ideological conflict and military
competition. Although he gives some ground to those Marxists that emphasise
the significance of intra-bloc conflict for the international relations of each
superpower during the Cold War, Halliday argues that both superpowers did, to
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varying degrees, attempt to expand their respective social systems and
consequently there was a genuine international conflict between capitalism and
communism not reducible to the internal political dynamics within each bloc.

In this respect, then, the Cold War was about the expansion and retraction in
each social system principally through the way in which the periodic convul-
sions of revolutionary transformation in the third world after 1945 – involving
communist and pro-Soviet radical nationalist forces – saw the creation of states
opposed to capitalism that institutionalised political and economic structures
that drew on the Soviet experience and supported – politically, economically
and military – by the USSR.17 Thus, whereas Deutscher tended to separate the
role of the arms race and military competition between the two superpowers
from the competition between capitalism and communism, Halliday links
them by recognising the Soviet role in support of revolutionary change in other
parts of the world, and the third world in particular after 1945, by arguing that
the superpowers tended to support rival political forces associated with specific
social constituencies – classes – in their political and military interventions in
the third world.18

However, whilst Halliday does connect the domestic socio-economic
properties of each superpower with the character of their international rela-
tions, particularly with respect to international revolution, he distinguishes
periods of Cold War from ‘other’ periods in post-war international history,19

and in this sense, like Deutscher, continues to separate the socio-economic and
ideological dimensions of inter-systemic conflict from that of military power.
In summary, those periods of reduced military tension – most evident in
détente during the early 1970s – are not periods of Cold War in spite of the con-
tinuation of the socio-economic and ideological aspects of antagonism because
of the removal of military competition and threat from such antagonisms.

Consequently, Halliday has to outline a military logic/dynamic of Cold War
separate from the socio-economic properties of each superpower, and in doing
so ends up disconnecting inter-(social)-systemic conflict from military compe-
tition based on the individual state interests of each superpower. Thus, whilst
he recognises the socio-economic antagonism between the USSR and the West
after 1917 this was not a Cold War because of the separation of the geopoliti-
cal and military character of world politics during the inter-war period. In
distinguishing different levels of conflict – social and military – Halliday
concedes too much to a Realist conceptualisation of the superpower relation-
ship by granting an explanatory primacy to the arms race and military power as,
in the last instance, constitutive of Cold War. This not only ends up separating
social conflict and the socio-economic constitution of each superpower from
geopolitical conflict, which is seen to operate autonomously from the former,
but also fails to recognise fully how military conflict and the arms race were the
manifestation of the most intense forms of social conflict in the Cold War.
Consequently, it was revolutionary socio-economic change that engendered

7INTRODUCTION

.
 

$
 

 



THE COLD WAR AND AFTER8

geopolitical crises involving the superpowers. Further, military power was
central to the preservation and expansion of each social system: for the US as
the ultimate means to deter Soviet political expansion and as a way of disci-
plining and undermining Soviet power; for the USSR as a means to ensure
internal political order.

THE COLD WAR AS A GLOBAL SOCIAL-SYSTEMIC CONFLICT

In this final section of the Introduction I will outline the theoretical framework
that guides the historical discussion in the following chapters. This section
seeks to build on the critique outlined above – particularly of the mainstream
debate on the Cold War – and in doing so better integrate military power and
geopolitical conflict with the socio-economic dimensions of the Cold War.
I will do this by highlighting: first, how the socio-economic constitution of the
superpowers (and of other states that participated in the Cold War) was condi-
tioned by the role of coercive and militarised social relations, and how this was
the primary source of the military competition and geopolitical conflict that
dominated the Cold War; and second, how the international political dynamic
of the Cold War was located in the shifting and periodic eruptions of revolu-
tionary socio-economic change, and how the social and political character of
such change and the construction of revolutionary states – carried through by
particular constellations of social forces and political movements – provoked
geopolitical crises involving the superpowers.

The Socio-Economic Sources of Geopolitical Conflict

The mainstream debate on the Cold War locates the source of geopolitical
conflict in either the ideological preferences of each superpower leadership
and the Soviet leadership in particular or the working-out of the balance of
power highlighted in the competition for spheres of interest and the arms race.
Neither of these positions gives adequate attention to how the domestic socio-
economic properties of the superpowers and their allies contributed to geopo-
litical conflict. In what ways, then, was the domestic constitution of political
power within each superpower a source of geopolitical conflict?

The answer lies in the way in which the socio-economic constitution of each
superpower was associated with or founded upon institutions, structures and
relations conditioned by coercive and military power, and the degree to which
such forms of power determined the international relations of each super-
power, and the international expansion of the socio-economic system of which
each superpower was a part. The domestic role of militarised relations of
power, then, conditioned the form of each superpower’s respective interna-
tional relations and effectively determined whether or not the international
relations and international expansion of each superpower, and its social
system, would have geopolitical ramifications.
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As I have suggested, the domestic politics and socio-economic systems of
superpowers were not only different but mutually antagonistic in the sense that
the domestic and international reproduction of each was threatened by the other,
because the socio-economic properties of each were mutually antithetical.20

The international expansion of one system necessarily threatened the political
security and social existence of the other and the social constituencies that ben-
efited from each social system. On this level, then, as Mervyn Leffler has
recognised, the socio-economic properties of the USSR were seen as a threat
to the well-being of the American way of life based on liberal-democratic
capitalism,21 and a geopolitical threat when the Soviet social system threatened
to expand. Whilst the expansion of the Soviet system posed a political chal-
lenge to the US, so the expansion and challenge of liberal capitalism were seen
as a political threat to the USSR as any capitalist encroachment into the USSR
and/or the Soviet bloc threatened to undermine and challenge the political
arrangements based on the communist party’s monopoly of political and eco-
nomic power. The opening up of Soviet-type societies would not only chal-
lenge the organisational and political characteristics of these societies –
through the establishment and expansion of a social space autonomous of the
party-state authorities – but would also mobilise and benefit different social
constituencies, which is what happened with the fall of communist power
in 1989.

The coercive and militarised character of the USSR was a result of two
interrelated factors: first, the forceful and violent way in which the USSR
attempted to construct the material foundations of socialism from a position of
material and social backwardness, particularly under the doctrine of ‘Socialism in
One Country’; and second, the geopolitical hostility that confronted the USSR at
its birth and throughout most of its history, particularly highlighted by the devas-
tating human and material impact of the Second World War. In this sense military
power and coercive militarised relations were defining of the USSR through the
role of state-sanctioned command and coercion in the organisation and operation
of the Soviet economy,22 and also through the way in which the Soviet economy
was subordinated to the production of the matériel of military power.23

Such socio-economic arrangements were problematic for the maintenance
of a stable political order in two key respects. First, because economic activi-
ties were explicitly political as they involved the state and political authorities
directly (from the planning ministry in Moscow to the local factory manager
and trade union representative on the shopfloor) and economic questions and
problems were directly related to the state and communist party rule.
Consequently, economic conflict between workers and managers or producers
and consumers was always political and had the potential – particularly evident
in the periodic eruptions of crises within east-central Europe – to challenge
the continuation of communist party rule and the social reproduction of the
Soviet-style system.
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER10

Second, because of the highly militarised character of its international
relations and the hostile geopolitical environment within which the USSR
found itself throughout its history, to secure ‘geopolitical autonomy’ – national
security and the ability to project itself internationally – the USSR needed to
build up and maintain its military strength in line with those states hostile to it,
which obviously undermined the ability of its economy to meet the social and
economic needs of the people. In successfully achieving geopolitical autonomy
after 1945, the USSR ended up undermining its domestic political stability and
legitimacy in the long term by sacrificing the socio-economic needs of its
people to the requirements of the arms race and geopolitical competition.

In two respects, then, the nature and social reproduction of the Soviet political
order were founded on coercive and military power: the organisation and
functioning of the economy which continued throughout the history of the
USSR in spite of the episodes of de-Stalinisation; and second, in the systemic
requirement for the use of the oppressive and militarised apparatus of the state
to ensure the maintenance of party rule, without which communist rule,
especially within east-central Europe, would in all likelihood have been
overthrown before 1989.

However, in spite of this mutual political antagonism, what was defining of
the geopolitical conflict of the Cold War was the fact that the expansion of the
Soviet social system – either directly as occurred during the Second World War
into east-central Europe or ‘autonomously’ through the successful revolutionary
transformations carried out by a number of revolutionary and communist move-
ments after 1945 – required the physical destruction of the socio-economic and
political structures of those societies through coercive-military force.24 The
preservation and expansion of the US capitalist social system did not.25

The differences in the socio-economic properties of the superpowers and the
consequences thereof for their respective international relations and geopoliti-
cal conflict were most evident in the ways in which each superpower realised
its respective project of national security after the Second World War in
Europe. Whilst US power and security concerns were realised by allowing and
promoting significant levels of domestic political autonomy26 within Western
Europe and establishing deep socio-economic and cultural forms of political
influence over West European states through the multiple forms of political
agency27 located in (an international) civil society, Soviet security was realised
and power institutionalised by imposing a top-down revolutionary transforma-
tion of societies and states in east-central Europe. Whereas the US allowed a
significant degree of political autonomy28 and realised its influence and politi-
cal objectives through a range of mechanisms and agents, most of which were
not directly associated with the US state and its coercive apparatus, that
reflected the socio-economic properties of US politics, the USSR realised its
objectives in a manner that reflected the constitution of Soviet domestic
politics. Simply put, there were no autonomous sources of political and
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economic influence, only the political, administrative and coercive mecha-
nisms of the Soviet state backed by the Red Army. Consequently, as much as
US influence and power in Western Europe revealed the distinct socio-economic
characteristics of US international relations and the social constituencies –
primarily capital – that benefited from such relations, so did Soviet influence
and power in east-central Europe.

It was the combination of the coercive and militarised nature of the Soviet
form of politics and the manner of its international expansion into east-central
Europe, then, which was a significant factor in accounting for the Western
European ‘invitation’ for a permanent US military presence in Europe and the
geopolitical containment of the USSR, as West European states were unable
and unwilling to distinguish the internal use of Soviet military power to uphold
communist rule within the Soviet bloc from the possible international use of
that power either to intimidate and threaten other European states or expand
Soviet power, as had occurred after 1945. Whilst Soviet security concerns were
legitimate after the devastation wrought by the German invasion, the political
means by which those security concerns were realised – through imposing
communist power in east-central Europe backed by the Red Army – would
inevitably provoke a militarised response to counter the expansion of that power.

Because of the way in which Soviet power was constituted, necessarily, a
militarised response was always likely and this would remain the case until the
coercive and militarised foundations of that power were fundamentally trans-
formed as Gorbachev attempted to do in the late 1980s. Geopolitical conflict,
then, was not primarily a product of the ideological predisposition of the Soviet
leadership, nor was it a product of the Soviet political leadership pursuing its
national interest, nor the working-out of the balance of power. Instead, it was a
product of the international consequences of the socio-economic constitution of
Soviet power and the way in which it related to the world and expanded.

Consequently, the reasons for Soviet hesitancy and inconsistency – contra
those scholars associated with an intra-systemic argument – in support of
international revolution throughout the history of the USSR after 191729 – not
just during Stalin’s rise to power – were not a product of domestic political
concerns associated with struggles between different factions and personalities
over questions of domestic power, but the result of the geopolitical risks asso-
ciated with supporting international revolution. This explains why Soviet sup-
port for international revolution was primarily concerned with subordinating
other revolutionary states and movements into Soviet political and geopolitical
discipline rather than opposed to revolutionary change as such. Further, the
USSR did provide support to international revolution, and the success of revo-
lutionary movements and the survival of revolutionary states in a context of US
military hostility was to a significant degree because of the USSR not in spite
of Moscow. Soviet support may have come at the cost of local political
and economic autonomy, but to imply – as some Marxist critics of the USSR
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER12

did – that Vietnam could have withstood US military power without Soviet (and
Chinese) support, or that Cuba could have withstood US and regional hostility –
political, economic and military – without Soviet assistance is fanciful at best.

Diplomacy, leadership change and ideological flexibility could and did have
an impact on the way in which other states responded to the USSR, however,
as long as Soviet power was institutionalised and reproduced through a politi-
cal order based on coercive and militarised relations, then the geopolitical con-
tainment of Soviet power would always take precedence over all other
international relations. In large part then the Cold War was a product of how
the capitalist great powers sought to deal with the problem of a (revolutionary)
state organised in a very different way.

Uneven Capitalist Development, Social Revolution and Cold War

Whilst the superpower relationship was a defining element of the Cold War and
source of geopolitical conflict, the socio-economic sources of this conflict
were also present more widely in world politics (before and after 1945) and
consequently were also major sources of Cold War in themselves, and in the
way that socio-economic change that led to the establishment of Soviet-like
communist and revolutionary states conditioned the superpower relationship,
provoking the most important and dangerous geopolitical crises of the Cold
War. The Vietnam War and Cuban Missile Crisis were the two main examples
of how autonomous socio-economic sources of Cold War – revolutionary
social transformations carried through by revolutionary nationalist and
communist movements – triggered geopolitical crises involving the superpowers.

Such revolutionary changes witnessed the overthrow of pro-western (devel-
oping) capitalist societies and states integrated, to varying degrees, into the
US-led international capitalist order, and the construction of states whose
socio-economic properties were antagonistic to US capitalism in a way similar
to the socio-economic properties of the Soviet bloc. Further, these states were
defined by a heavy dose of coercive military power, particularly Vietnam. Such
developments in themselves were enough to generate geopolitical concerns for
the US, but their political and military connections with the USSR, thus
contributing to the international expansion of Soviet influence, were the key
element which ensured geopolitical conflict and, in the case of Cuba, a situa-
tion developing between the superpowers that brought the world to as close
that is has ever come to a nuclear exchange.

The significance of revolutionary change as a factor in the Cold War high-
lights a number of issues that the mainstream debate on the Cold War – and
some Marxists – have neglected. First, it highlights the shifting and uneven –
in time and space – geopolitical consequences of revolutionary change. In this
sense we can identify a connection between the Bolshevik Revolution and the
emergence of the USSR in 1917 with subsequent bouts of revolutionary
change. The link between 1917 Russia and post-war Vietnam and Cuba,
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amongst others, is located in the fact that although there were significant differ-
ences between these episodes of revolution, they emerged out of contradictions
and conflicts associated with their capitalist socio-economic development.

These revolutions emerged from conflicts involving the mobilisation of differ-
ent social classes whereby subaltern social classes – the poorer peasantry, the
proletariat, elements of the petit bourgeoisie and radical intelligentsia united by
a communist and/or radical nationalist ideology – confronted traditional ruling
classes – landlords and the bourgeoisie (local and metropolitan), aided by the
capitalist great powers. All of these states had been integrated into the structures
and operations of the capitalist world economy through forms of imperial expe-
rience, and it was the consequences and contradictions of this experience from
which revolutionary conjunctures and struggles emerged.

Each revolution was a product of the very local and particular forms of
historical capitalist development whereby pre-capitalist social structures and
relations co-existed in an uneasy relationship with capitalist socio-economic
structures, some of which were directly tied to external metropolitan markets
and involved significant external political interference in the domestic affairs
of these states.30 Consequently, the revolutionary movements that emerged
were, above all else, committed to a project of national independence and
sovereignty based on the expulsion of the foreign and imperial political
and economic presence within their states. Hence, political independence
could only come through degrees of social revolution as the imperial presence
within these societies was located in the social relations of production and
exchange, i.e. how large numbers of ordinary people lived, as much as it was
through the formal political and military connections between the local state
and metropolitan capitalist powers.

The new revolutionary states that emerged, though less defined by the
experience of war than the USSR, constructed socio-economic structures –
based on the mobilisation and support of particular social forces – and state
institutions very similar to those which emerged within the USSR after 1917
and this was even more apparent when these states formed political, ideologi-
cal and economic relations with the USSR. In this respect, the politics and his-
torical experience of the USSR was symptomatic, though defining, of a wider
social systemic phenomenon not confined to the USSR. Soviet-like states (and
communist movements) emerged elsewhere after 1917 and 1945, thus perpet-
uating (globalised) social systemic conflict. Whilst these revolutions did not
occur in the advanced capitalist world – though they threatened to in parts
of Western Europe in the early years after the First World War and 1945 and
in Portugal in the early 1970s – their occurrence in the third world permitted
the Soviet social system and Soviet political influence to expand, thus
challenging the geopolitical strength of the US and punching holes in the inter-
national capitalist order by establishing state-society structures antithetical to
US capitalism.
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THE COLD WAR AND AFTER14

However, it is also important to recognise the differences in the character
and international consequences of the shifting episodes of revolutionary
change that occurred in the third world after 1945, as there was a good deal of
variety in the ‘Soviet-like’ revolutionary states that contributed to the Cold War
notably between ‘communist’ and ‘revolutionary nationalist’ movements and
states. Whilst all of them were founded on some use of coercive force to push
through socio-economic and political change and erected political barriers to
western and capitalist penetration of their respective societies – denoting their
hostility towards the social interests of metropolitan capital – the Soviet and
communist influence within these societies varied.

Thus, whilst a number of states, such as Vietnam and Cuba, institutionalised
communist power structures modelled on the USSR and were committed to the
construction of socialism cemented by external military links, others, such as
Egypt and Syria, constructed state-society structures that either marginalised
or limited the influence of communist parties and implemented relatively less
far-reaching socio-economic and political transformations.31 In effect, these
states became embroiled in the Cold War less because of the revolutionary
character of the domestic changes they implemented, and more because of the
ideological character – anti-imperialism and Arab nationalism – of their for-
eign policy. Further, in the case of some revolutionary states (such as China
and Egypt), after periods of domestic revolutionary change and external con-
frontation with US imperialism, these states moved out of the Soviet ideologi-
cal and geopolitical orbit and shifted their internal social development away
from a statist-socialist direction towards an opening up to the world market.

What all these qualifications suggest is that whilst the Soviet experience and
form of state could be considered as symptomatic of the revolutionary chal-
lenge, we also need to recognise the differences amongst revolutionary states
and the degree to which they could be seen as part of a wider Soviet bloc. The
inner core of the revolutionary challenge to Western capitalism consisted of the
USSR and Soviet occupied east-central Europe followed by other communist-
ruled states, such as China, until the early 1970s, North Korea, Vietnam, Laos,
Cuba and Afghanistan, with the outer core of states that came to power through
revolutionary change in the decades after 1945 (Angola, Mozambique,
Ethiopia, Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Libya, Nicaragua and South Yemen) more charac-
terised by a revolutionary nationalism and, consequently, more distantly asso-
ciated with the Soviet bloc. In the chapters that follow these distinctions and
their impact on the evolution of the Cold War will be made clearer.

The periodic eruptions of revolutionary change highlight the autonomous
sources of political agency – revolutionary movements, communist parties and
armed guerrillas supported by particular social classes – in the Cold War that
condition and qualify the impact of the superpowers and the USSR in particu-
lar on the evolution of the Cold War and the sources of geopolitical conflict.
The dynamic of the Cold War – the social and political struggles associated
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with revolutionary change and the establishment of communist and revolutionary
states – was due to the actions of collectivities of ordinary men and women
mobilised and organised into revolutionary movements committed to specific
socio-economic and political objectives which put them at odds with the social
constituencies associated with the American-led international capitalist order.
As long as ordinary people were organised in such movements and committed
to programmes of revolutionary socio-economic and political transformation
that were at odds with the social constituencies that benefited from the rule of
capital, the Cold War would continue. It was only when such movements had
been fragmented, weakened and crushed that the Cold War ended, as the
dynamic of social systemic conflict that had propelled it since 1917 gave way
to new sources of resistance and antagonism to American imperialism.
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1 INTRODUCTION: HISTORY AND THEORY 
IN THE COLD WAR

1. Socio-economic properties refer to the way in which societies are organised to realise their
material production; specifically, the evolving relationship between formal structures of
political-coercive authority – the state – and the realm of economic production and the way in
which this domestic relationship regulates relations between different social classes and
determines the form of a state’s international relations.

2. The leading realist thinkers on the Cold War are Gaddis (1987, 1992, 1997); Kennan (1947,
1982, 1984); Kissinger (1994); Waltz (1979); and on the end of the Cold War specifically,
Brooks and Wohlforth (2000); Mearsheimer (1990, 2001); Wohlforth (1994).

3. With their emphasis on the (bipolar) structural character of post-war international politics,
Realists also (over)emphasise the geopolitical stability of the Cold War system captured in
Gaddis’s (1987) idea of the ‘long peace’, which not only reduces the Cold War to the structure
of the international system (i.e. the number of great powers), but also means that Realism
remains trapped within a theoretical framework that is insensitive to sub-macro international
changes.

4. Although a number of ‘Realist historians’, led by George Kennan, Henry Kissinger and John
Lewis Gaddis, have provided accounts of the historical evolution of the Cold War – including
events beyond the theoretical lens of Realist theory – in theoretical terms these historical
accounts remain trapped in the realist cage that state behaviour is best conceptualised as a strug-
gle for security and power under conditions of anarchy and that this is how the superpowers
behaved and the Cold War should be understood. Plus ça change; for all of the historical and
empirical detail the theoretical payback is that much remains the same as it ever was.

5. Key Ideational thinkers are Checkel (1997); Crockatt (1995); Forsberg (2000); Koslowski and
Kratochwil (1994); Lebow (1994); Risse-Kappen (1994).

6. See Campbell (1998).
7. This section draws from Saull (2001: 15–24; 111–19).
8. The fact that large areas of the world under communist control were effectively removed from

participating in, and being subject to, capitalist exploitation and combined with the promotion
of an alternative socio-economic system was obviously of concern to the leading capitalist
powers meaning that the advanced capitalist states were never reconciled to the existence of
Soviet-communist states.

9. The best statement that emphasises the internal dimensions of conflict downplaying the exter-
nal aspects is Cox (1986). See also Gowan (2002, 2005) for an argument that the Cold War
system served the material interests of the US.

10. The state capitalist argument – a variant of Trotskyism derived from Trotsky’s critique of
Stalinism as an exploitative bureaucratic form of state – was developed by Cliff (1988) and
also informs the argument of Callinicos (1991); and Harman (1988). For critiques of the state
capitalist argument see Anderson (1983); Blackburn (1980).

11. Lenin (1934).
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12. This understanding of the USSR as an inherently conservative power is also found in the argu-
ments of the American Cold War Revisionists who, from the mid-1960s, began to contest the
Orthodox historical interpretation for the origins of the Cold War. The Revisionists argued that
after the war and throughout the post-war period the USSR was much more concerned with
domestic issues focused on economic reconstruction, and was very hesitant about supporting
the forces of international revolution. Consequently, rather than blaming Stalin and the USSR
for causing the Cold War, the Revisionists tend to lay the blame for the Cold War at the door
of the US and its expansive need to find more markets. Further, and following those Marxists
that emphasise intra-bloc conflict, the Revisionists have highlighted antagonisms and con-
flicts within each bloc, particularly the US concern to dismantle the British empire. See
Horowitz (1967, 1969); Kolko (1969a, 1969b); Kolko and Kolko (1972); LaFeber (1993); and
Paterson (1979).

13. The focus of Horowitz and others on American counter-revolution policies in the western
hemisphere before the Second World War also highlights an important continuity in US for-
eign policy, suggesting that the ideological and political predisposition of antagonism towards
revolutionary change – a defining characteristic of US foreign policy and presidential national
security doctrines after 1945 – was well-established before the conventional understanding of
the Cold War’s origins.

14. See Deutscher (1960, 1966a, 1967, 1970).
15. See Halliday (1982, 1986, 1994).
16. Saull (2001, 2005a).
17. See Westad (2005) for the most comprehensive account (in a single volume) of the role of the

USSR and its ideological model in the third world.
18. See Halliday (1986: 24–5, 1994: 170–80).
19. Thus Halliday refers to the ‘first’ Cold War as characterising world politics and superpower

relations between 1946 and 1953, whilst the period 1953–69 is one of ‘oscillatory antagonism’
rather than Cold War, and the period 1969–70 one of détente, with the period 1979–85 as the
‘second’ Cold War. See Halliday (1986: 3).

20. Thus the Soviet system was based on the suppression and destruction of the socio-economic
foundations – private property as the organisational form of production, the market as the
means of distributing goods and services, and the separation of the political and economic
spheres of social life under the rule of law – integral to the US capitalist system. Likewise, the
international expansion of the Soviet system required the destruction of these socio-economic
institutions and relations.

21. Leffler (1994a). The consequence was the same for the US as a liberal-republican form of cap-
italist state with regard to Soviet expansion: the elimination of potential and actual markets
for the US economy and the requirement that the US respond to such developments in kind,
which – taken to its logical end – would have involved a serious undermining of the American
liberal-republican way of life. On the liberal and republican character of American capitalism
see Agnew (2005).

22. Labour camps and forced labour played an important role in the construction of the Soviet
economy under Stalin. See Conquest (1992); Davies et al. (1994); Lewin (2005: 113–26).

23. According to Nove (1992: 274) armaments production accounted for 52 per cent of Soviet
national income in 1942, the highest reached anywhere by any state. Further, most scholars
agree that the USSR spent twice as much on all aspects of military defence as the US after
1945 where major areas of the ‘civilian economy’ – machine tools, metallurgy and chemicals –
were devoted to military production. See Dibb (1986: 80–9).

24. Whilst all states have a coercive and military component – this is what partly defines them as
states – this component was particularly pronounced and distinct in Soviet-communist types
of states compared to advanced capitalist states because of the revolutionary and violent ori-
gins of these states combined with the radical social, economic and political transformations
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pursued by these states – and the requirement of force in such transformations – and the external
hostility such developments triggered.

25. In recognising this distinction, however, we also need to recognise that US external power
projection has not just been realised through persuasion or consent but also significant amounts
of coercion and violence, and – in the case of the western hemisphere – much of which
pre-dated the post-war conjuncture. Yet the use of military power by the US associated with a
prolonged commitment to the deployment of large amounts of troops and matériel overseas –
has usually required some kind of casus belli to enable the US political leadership to convince
the public that a threat exists that would warrant such a commitment. The announcement of the
Truman Doctrine in 1947 and the National Security Strategy of the Bush administration
announced in the wake of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 suggest as much.

26. As long as West European states did not challenge US military leadership and that these societies
remained capitalist and committed to open participation in a US-led international capitalist
economy. However, the ‘price’ of such an ‘empire by invitation’ was that there was always the
possibility that democratic social forces within Western Europe could withdraw the invitation by
embarking on radical socio-economic change in a socialist direction. When such developments
occurred in other parts of the world, the US was more often than not willing to deploy coercive
and military force to prevent such threats to the capitalist social order, highlighting the iron fist
that most of the time remains hidden within the velvet glove of bourgeois democracy.

27. See Colás and Saull (2005: 12–17).
28. As Gindin and Panitch (2005: 24–43) insist, US global power is ‘[c]haracterised by the pene-

tration of borders, not their dissolution’, with a preference for global domination through
rather than over states and peoples (emphasis added).

29. The March 1918 Treaty of Brest-Litovsk that saw the young Bolshevik regime forced to make
concessions to the superior military power of imperial Germany out of revolutionary political
expediency to ensure the regime’s political survival was one such episode. Whereas the geopo-
litical circumstances of early 1918 induced caution, by 1920 – under conditions of interna-
tionally supported civil war and political chaos and instability in much of east-central Europe –
the Bolsheviks attempted to expand Soviet power westwards with the 1920 war with Poland,
and later successfully used force to expand the writ of Soviet power in the other hinterlands of
the old Russian Empire, bringing Georgia and Mongolia under communist Soviet-communist
rule by the mid-1920s.

30. Such as Vietnam, Cuba and Iran.
31. We also need to recognise the very distinct local/regional political and ideological character-

istics and objectives of these revolutionary states. Thus, in the Middle East revolutionary states
were much more defined by a commitment to radical nationalism than association with the
international communist movement, highlighted by the role of the Arab-Israeli conflict in their
respective domestic and international politics. In Latin America, the longer historical legacy
of US imperialism in this region ensured that revolutionary struggles were informed by pre
and non-communist ideological currents and political movements as well as pro-Soviet forces.
Consequently, the character of revolutionary change and the states that emerged here – in
Cuba, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala – reflected this. The survival of revolutionary
Cuba after the Soviet collapse is testament to the very particular anti-imperialism and revolu-
tionary character of Cuba.

2 THE INTERNATIONAL IMPACT OF THE BOLSHEVIK REVOLUTION 
AND THE EARLY COLD WAR, 1917–45

1. Nazi Germany’s ideological and geopolitical hostility towards Bolshevism and the USSR,
evidenced in the domestic policies of the Third Reich and its policy of lebensraum through eastward
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