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Conclusions: Tracing the Paradoxical 
Ends of the Cold War and 

the Origins of Contemporary 
Conflict in World Politics1

INTRODUCTION

The collapse of Soviet communism and disintegration of the USSR ushered in
a systemic transformation in the structure and political character of the inter-
national system. The socio-economic and ideological challenge to capitalism
and the capitalist great powers that had originated in 1917, and the geopolitical
and strategic arrangements that had emerged after 1945, were replaced with the
termination of the USSR’s strategic and geopolitical challenge to the US, and
the extinguishing of the social and political forces that had fuelled the flames
of communist-inspired revolution. Whilst the US was no longer subject to a
geopolitical check on its projection of military force, the further (global)
entrenchment and spread of the social relations of capitalism – and those social
and political forces that most benefited from the spread of capitalism – no
longer faced a challenge in the form of the revolutionary guerrilla or communist
cadre. The consequences of this came to dominate international relations
during the 1990s: the US and its Western allies were able to use military power
free from the threat of igniting a major war,2 and these same states were able to
promote the expansion of capitalism in former communist states and elsewhere
through what became known as the ‘Washington Consensus’.

At first glance, then, the 1990s did appear promising for the realisation of a
‘New World Order,’ based on the promotion of the US-sponsored harmonious
triad of liberal democracy, economic liberalisation and human rights, into
which states outside of the ‘victorious’ liberal zone of peace and prosperity –
with the US at its centre – could be incorporated and integrated. The key
assumption that informed the hopes of a New World Order was that the end
of the Cold War had come about through the triumph of the combined forces
of liberal democracy and capitalism, and that the forces of ‘freedom’ over
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‘totalitarianism’ could provide the foundations for a new, more harmonious
international order.3

Such hopes were realised to some degree with the planting of the seeds of
liberal democracy and capitalist markets into east-central Europe culminating
in the accession of former communist states (and parts of the former Soviet
Union – the Baltic states) to the European Union in 2004. The ongoing
economic transformation of China along capitalist lines and its integration into
the world market, though still under the rule of the (nominally) communist
one-party state, suggest a further successful extension of the liberal zone of
peace. More broadly, US-sponsored neoliberal economic globalisation through
the structural adjustment policies of the IMF and World Bank4 and the creation
of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 1995 suggested that in the sphere
of the global economic relations the world was becoming increasingly inter-
connected and homogenised along liberal lines.5

However, even before the Islamist terrorist attacks on the US on
11 September 2001 and, before that, the (highly controversial) election of the
right-wing George W. Bush to the US presidency in November 2000, there
were already indications that the liberal hopes of 1989–91 were unlikely to
be realised at a global level. Thus, whilst some parts of the world were joining
the liberal zone of peace, other areas, notably in sub-Saharan Africa, the
Middle East and central Asia, continued to remain on the outside whilst yet
other areas, particularly parts of Latin America – based on their experience
of over a decade of neoliberal economic medicine – began to question their
acceptance of such policies.

The reasons for the failure of the New World Order lay in a number of
historical and more contemporary developments, whilst the emergence of the
conjuncture of the War on Terror was directly associated with the (uneven)
manner of the end of the Cold War. As was suggested in Chapters 5 and 6, the
Cold War had endings shifting in time and space and, most importantly, in form.
Consequently, rather than laying the foundations for the globalised spread of
liberalism under a benign US hegemony, it was more contradictory. The para-
doxical character of the Cold War’s ending is revealed in that whilst a number
of communist (militarised-authoritarian) states in east-central Europe were
overthrown by ‘popular revolution’ carried through by a re-emergent liberal
civil society which provided the seeds for the successful transplanting of liberal
democracy and capitalism, the manner of the Cold War’s ending in different
parts of the world was quite different. In these locales, centred in the Middle
East, central and (parts) of south-east Asia, the political challenge from com-
munist and revolutionary forces was defeated not by the triumph of liberal civil
society but rather the ascendancy of highly illiberal, reactionary social and
political forces which had participated in the US-sponsored bloody and violent
smashing of the revolutionary left. What this suggests is that the origins of
Islamist terrorism – the most visible expression of the failure of liberal hopes of
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a New World Order and the focus of the War on Terror – lie in the Cold War and
its endings in areas of the Islamic world and the roles played by the US and its
key regional allies in countering pro-Soviet and leftist forces in these areas.

The manner of the Cold War’s ending in some locales did not, then, provide the
social and political forces necessary for the construction of liberal democratic
societies that could be integrated into the liberal zone of peace. On the contrary,
with the smashing of the secular left, moderate and revolutionary alike, through
US Cold War strategies that promoted illiberal and reactionary forms of anti-com-
munism, the social and political fabric of many societies, especially in the Middle
East and wider Islamic world, became antithetical and openly hostile to liberal
modernisation and incorporation into the liberal zone of peace. The upshot was
that the defeat of the left in these locales rested on the strengthening of political
forces committed to transforming their societies in a direction at odds not only
with existing regimes, but also with the US and its commitment to promoting the
secular universalisms of human rights, liberal democracy and capitalist markets.

The ends of Cold War, then, bequeathed new forms of conflict and ‘resistance’
to the global projection of US power. The focus of this chapter, then, is the
temporal-political linkage between the shifting and uneven (in time, space and
form) ends of the Cold War, and the emergence of the conjuncture of the ‘War on
Terror’ – what many scholars and commentators see as the end of the post-Cold
War era or interregnum, and the beginning of a new era in world politics. Its
focus is not just the 1990s – the conventional temporal framework of the post-
Cold War era – but rather shifting historical moments (in the 1970–1980s) in
different parts of the world, where heteronymous forms of conflict and resistance
emerged, which became much more manifest with the collapse of communism
and Soviet power, literally exploding into world politics on 11 September 2001.

This chapter is organised as follows. First, I will offer a brief survey of
different theoretical explanations of the post-Cold War world to assess how
these characterise the post-Cold War era and how far the concepts associated
with each of these theories help us explain the rise of reactionary Islam.
Second, I will discuss the socio-economic, cultural, political and ideological
characteristics of what I regard as reactionary forms of resistance and anti-
imperialism that have emerged over the last two decades. Finally, the chapter
will examine the manner and consequences of the ending of the Cold War in
three geographical locales – the Middle East, central Asia and south-east Asia –
that have formed the main geographical sources of reactionary resistance to the
expansion of the liberal zone of peace.

CONTEMPORARY CONFLICT AND THE THEORISATION OF 
POST-COLD WAR WORLD POLITICS

With the 9/11 Islamist terrorist attacks on the US and the subsequent declara-
tion of the War on Terror, post-Cold War world politics appeared to enter a new
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phase highlighted by the security threat to Western societies by fanatical
Islamist terrorists, and the adoption by the Bush administration of a new
national security strategy that committed the US to a more unilateralist and
militarist posture than had been the case since the collapse of Soviet power.6

The origins of the 9/11 attacks and the political forces that the attacks reflected
and represented were a product of a very particular type of post-Cold War
politics defined by developments – social, economic, cultural, ideological and
political – within different parts of the world, and the Islamic world in partic-
ular out of which terrorist groups emerged and grew. What this suggests is that
if we are to trace the origins of contemporary conflict in world politics we need
to look at a number of issues associated with the rise of political Islam and its
terrorist offshoots:

● the manner in which the Cold War ended within these (Islamic) locales;
● the balance of social and political forces, and their ideological make-up,

resultant from the ending of these localised Cold Wars;
● the role of US policy, and the nature of US global power, both in the ending

of Cold War within these locales and in determining the character of post-
Cold War politics.

Through such an investigation we should be able to understand better the char-
acter of post-Cold War international relations7 and the relationship between the
ending of the Cold War, US unipolarity, economic globalisation and rise of
new forms of Islamist anti-western, anti-imperialist movements.

Before I go on to outline my response to the three issues it is necessary to
consider – albeit briefly – wider theoretical debates about the character of post-
Cold War international relations and the degree to which they have addressed
the issue of the consequences of the end of the Cold War and the emergence of
new sources of conflict in world politics. I will discuss the major theoretical
currents that emerged during the 1990s.

Liberalism and the New World Order

I have highlighted above some of the key themes associated with liberal expla-
nations of the end of the Cold War and the character of the post-Cold War
order. Liberals8 argue that the Cold War ended with the spread of liberal dem-
ocratic values and institutions and capitalist markets into former communist
states and the post-Cold War order witnessed their consolidation and spread.
The 1990s, then, was the decade of (neoliberal) globalisation. This position has
been criticised in two major ways. First, as a number of commentators have
argued,9 drawing on well-founded empirical studies, the global spread of liber-
alism has been much more limited spatially than liberals have recognised.
Consequently, the character of post-Cold War international relations has been
more heterogeneous, with many areas of the world still defined by the absence
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of liberal democratic values and institutions, and a very limited involvement in
the world market.

This spatial criticism is accompanied by a more telling criticism of the
socio-economic and political consequences of neoliberal globalisation during
the 1990s. Thus, whilst liberals have tended to celebrate globalisation, seeing
it as a process whereby the spread and consolidation of liberal democracy is
complemented by the widening and deepening of capitalist markets, others
have pointed to the contradiction between strengthening the social power
wielded by market forces against the weakening of collective-public authority
vested in democratic institutions.10 Further, the spread of neoliberal economic
globalisation has resulted in the break-up of post-war patterns of social
solidarity institutionalised in progressive-redistributive taxation, the welfare
state and limits on market power. The result has been widening socio-eco-
nomic inequality, which – in light of the fragmentation and realignment of the
political left – has fed the rise of populist and far-right political movements
which have targeted the most visible features of the new economic and cul-
tural landscape – foreign companies operating in the domestic economy and
‘alien’ cultural influences especially in the form of ethnic minorities and
immigrants.

The significance of these criticisms is that they point to the failure of liberal
explanations of the end of the Cold War/post-Cold War era to recognise the dif-
ferentiated nature of the Cold War’s ending and the contradictions within the
project of neoliberal globalisation, particularly as they relate to helping to trig-
ger social and political conflict. Whilst one should be careful not to exaggerate
the consequences of neoliberal globalisation, particularly in parts of the
Islamic world, the evidence points to the way in which the policies associated
with liberal triumphalism have contributed to the rise of reactionary and
Islamist politics and terrorism. Thus, whilst liberals regard the rise of political
Islam as a consequence of the policies of corrupt and authoritarian states that
require heavy doses of cultural, political and economic modernisation, in
doing so they have tended to overlook the ways in which western policies, dur-
ing and after the Cold War, have contributed to a socio-economic and political
context, not least the smashing of the secular left and secular sources of soli-
darity, which have provided fertile openings for an Islamist revival. This is
something I will discuss in more depth in the following sections.

Realism and the Return of Great Power Conflict

Realist approaches have provided the primary theoretical foil to liberal expla-
nations of post-Cold War world politics. Whilst liberals have tended to offer a
rather optimistic and positive survey of post-Cold War developments, Realists
have been more circumspect, questioning the spatial, political and normative
consequences of globalisation. It should come as no surprise, then, that Realist
commentators have tended to focus on the state and state-to-state relations and,
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in particular, the persistence of hierarchy, competition and conflict between
states for power and influence.11

With their ‘top-down’ state-centric ontology Realists have difficulty in
accommodating the ‘external’ political consequences of transnational and
domestic socio-economic, cultural and political-ideological changes that have
characterised international relations during the 1990s, especially in the Islamic
world. Indeed, the whole idea that (Islamic) cultural and ideological factors
can condition the behaviour of political actors in the international sphere is
something that Realists are highly sceptical about, believing in the secular and
rational power motivations of states and political actions in general.
Consequently, Realist accounts of the end of the Cold War and the character of
post-Cold War international relations have tended to marginalise or even
ignore the significance of the political challenge of Islamist political currents,
as partly reflected in the criticisms of the Bush administration’s prosecution of
the war on terror by a number of leading Realist scholars within the US.

Obviously, political developments relating to the relations between the
major powers, notably the rise of China as a regional power, US relations with
its European allies and the uneven distribution of political and economic bene-
fits flowing from globalisation, are important features of post-Cold War inter-
national relations, but this focus on state-to-state relations has tended to rest on
a rather one-dimensional theory of the state and a failure to realise the trans-
formations unleashed by the end of the Cold War and globalisation, particu-
larly in the way that political agency, other than states and the great powers, in
the form of (Islamist) social and political movements played a significant role
in the end of the Cold War in parts of the world and in shaping the character of
post-Cold War politics in these regions and beyond. Thus, whilst the Realist
stress on hierarchy, conflict and the uneven distribution of benefits from the
existing international order is useful, their neglect of the international conse-
quences of transnational and domestic political developments and conflicts
means that they are unable to shed much light on the rise of reactionary
Islamist resistance to US power.

Huntington and Inter-Civilisational Conflict

Superficially, Samuel Huntington’s ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis, published in
the early 1990s and later expanded into a book,12 seems to have been borne out
with the 9/11 attacks and the US response, suggesting that his work would be
helpful in explaining the character of post-Cold War international relations.
Indeed, for Osama bin Laden and his ilk, as well as some elements within the
Bush administration, contemporary international relations are characterised by
a clash of civilisations between the West and Islam. For Huntington the major
fissures in world politics are not economic or political, but cultural, and are
particularly acute in the clash between Western societies and Islam.
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Huntington’s argument provoked a fierce response, in part based on his
crude generalisations as to what constitutes a civilisation, and also because of
the way in which it seemed to promote static descriptions and understandings
of different cultures. Huntington’s argument certainly tapped into xenophobic
and racist prejudices present within western societies, but its focus on the
increasing role played by cultural and ethnic identity in informing political
choices and as a key factor in accounting for political conflict after the collapse
of Soviet power cannot be easily dismissed. However, it is one thing to accept
that since the end of the Cold War conflict based on ‘identity’ has become more
significant and quite another to accept Huntington’s explanation of why this
has happened, and his policy prescriptions to address it.

Huntington provides a very superficial and static overview of Islamic soci-
eties which fails to recognise the differences within and between them which
highlight their distinct political character, their relations with the West, and the
degree to which Islamic cultural/ethnic identity informs politics amongst their
populations. Further, his overview fails properly to factor in the role of the
West, and US policy in particular, during and after the Cold War on political
developments within these societies, most obviously through the sponsoring of
particularly anti-democratic and anti-liberal social and political forces against
communist and radical nationalist movements and states. His discussion fails
to recognise the ideological similarities between the new social and political
forces that have emerged in the Islamic world, but also in parts of the West, that
draw on reactionary ideological discourse and seek to mobilise similarly mar-
ginalised social groups. Consequently, rather than recognising the link
between the rise of reactionary Islamist political movements and the Cold War
(and US policy), Huntington’s argument treats Islamic societies, and the polit-
ical forces within them, as fundamentally different and separate from develop-
ments within the West. This is a gross simplification, which informs his policy
prescriptions. For our purposes, whilst Huntington has identified – along with
many other commentators who do not share his conservative political views –
something important about the character of post-Cold War world politics, his
explanation is highly problematic.

Marxism and the Contradictions of Globalising Capitalism

The final part of this brief survey of how post-Cold War international relations
has been theorised looks at explanations drawing on a Marxist framework of
analysis. What has tended to characterise Marxist explanations of post-Cold
War international order are the focus upon contradictions present within ever-
expanding globalised capitalist social relations, the administrative and political
authority of states that regulate those relations, and the hierarchy within the
geopolitical order. Thus, whilst during the Cold War inter-capitalist conflict was
reduced through the acceptance by (weakened and more pacific) advanced cap-
italist states of US hegemony based on the presence of the Soviet-communist
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threat, the disappearance of that threat and the opening up of new markets have
provoked tensions and splits within the liberal zone of peace.13

More widely, and again following the pattern established during the Cold
War, US imperial power is seen as being characterised by the shifting relation-
ship between force and consent as instruments of US global power projection.
Marxists who emphasise the coercive properties of US global power spar with
others who highlight the structural imperative of the US to use more consen-
sual and collectivist instruments of global power projection that, to some
extent, extend the bourgeois interest beyond that of the US capitalist class.14 In
this account there is a pay-off between the legitimacy of US global political
leadership at the head of the advanced capitalist states and relative economic
decline of the US’s position of economic dominance within the advanced
capitalist world. The concern is less with north–south relations and more with
how the US manages its leadership over the other capitalist powers, and its
ability to maintain this whilst incorporating other (challenging) centres of capital
accumulation into the system.

If Marxist explanations of post-Cold War world politics emphasise hierarchy
and conflict – the key concerns are relations amongst the major capitalist
powers – as well as the importance of neoliberal globalisation on the capacities
of states and ruling classes to realise their objectives, how do they? Or do they
adequately explain the rise of Islamic resistance to the post-war projection
of the US-promoted universalisms of liberal democracy, human rights and
capitalist social-property relations within Islamic locales?

Marxist-informed analysis of the inequities of neoliberal globalisation and
the way in which it has broken post-war values, bonds and institutions of
social solidarity has shed important explanatory light on the rise of right-wing
and reactionary-xenophobic political movements throughout the western
world (and beyond) during the 1990s and their mobilisation of marginalised
social constituencies – the petit-bourgeoisie, the unskilled and non-unionised
and the young unemployed – based on a rhetoric and ideology that draw on
symbols and discourse that are hierarchical, atavistic and exclusivist.15 In
short, the ideology of the far right in the West is as hostile to liberal univer-
salism as the ideology of reactionary Islamist movements. The other com-
monality with the rise of reactionary Islam is that, like the far right in much of
the western world, extreme right-wing political movements have prospered in
the absence of an organised radical left-wing alternative – the legacy of the
end of Cold Wars combined with intensified neoliberal globalisation in the
1980–1990s. Whilst in no way able to address fundamentally the socio-
economic needs of the people they seek to mobilise, the far right in the West
and the Islamic world have provided a potent and in some cases effective
counter-narrative of solidarity based on nation, faith, ethnicity and shared
cultural values to the weightless, ungrounded values they associate with
liberal universalism and rationalism.
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However, whilst Marxist (and other left-leaning) analysis has rightly traced
the socio-economic roots and properties of the new forms of politics, it has not
fully integrated this analysis with a discussion of the uneven and paradoxical
character of Cold War endings. This is particularly the case with the ends of
Cold War in the Islamic world. Further, in some cases elements on the left have
adopted a warped anti-imperialism by giving legitimacy to the reactionary and
terrorist resistance to the projection of US power in the Middle East and Iraq in
particular.16 The preoccupation with US imperialism has led to a neglect of the
significance of the politics of reactionary Islam. Instead, there has been a
tendency to reduce reactionary Islam – especially in the form of its terrorist
offshoots led by al-Qaeda – as a largely western creation which has come back
to haunt the US and its allies and/or a functional instrument that has allowed
the US to reassert the imperial character of its global power through the
launching of the War on Terror. Consequently, whilst the deus ex machina of
the Soviet-communist threat facilitated US ‘empire-building’ after 1945, so,
thanks to al-Qaeda, the US has embarked on another imperial project based on
‘scaring the hell’ out of its civilian population to ensure that they support the
more coercive and militaristic projection of US power.

The significance of the 9/11 attacks, like Soviet actions in east-central
Europe – manipulated and exaggerated though they have been – is that without
such a casus belli it is difficult to see how the US could bring its population
with it in projecting its power overseas in a coercive manner. The requirement
of a casus belli – unless one accepts the conspiracy theory that the neocons
planned the attacks – means that the liberal and mediated nature of the US
empire needs to be recognised perhaps more than some on the left have
accepted. This also relates to arguments over the creation of ‘reactionary blow-
back’, which was a more complex phenomenon than those who emphasise US
imperial structures in a north–south direction suggest.

THE SOCIAL AND IDEOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF 
REACTIONARY RESISTANCE

As I have stressed in this and the previous chapter, the end of the Cold War
amounted to more than just a reconfiguration of geopolitical order and the
balance of strategic-military power. Further, the manner and timing of the ends
of Cold War differed. Although the Cold War was most visible in the nuclear
arsenals of the superpowers and the way in which they supported rival political
movements and states, at its essence the Cold War was a conflict over how
societies should be organised (particularly the relationship between political
authority and socio-economic reproduction) and the distribution of socio-
economic benefits from such organisation. The Cold War or, more accurately,
the states and social and political movements that contested it, were based on
distinct forms of social organisation and the mobilisation of particular social
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groups in support of rival ideological visions. Consequently, the end(s) of Cold
War resulted in socio-economic transformation as the social and political
forces that benefited from and were associated with communist and radical
nationalist forms of state and political movement were broken-up and
defeated.

The debris of the end of the Cold War, then, included not the just state offi-
cials, party leaders and military staff of the Soviet bloc and other revolutionary
states, but also, and ultimately more importantly, those individuals and groups
who had once formed the membership of social movements, political parties
and revolutionary guerrilla armies mobilised by an ideological commitment to
transform their societies in an anti-capitalist direction and motivated by a range
of socialist-inspired ideas. Whilst post-communist social and political move-
ment have emerged – not least the global anti-capitalist movement as well as a
number of left-wing nationalist governments – the social forces behind such
movements have not carried anywhere near the political weight that historical
communism, in the form of the USSR and its allied states and the wider inter-
national communist movement, carried for most of the twentieth century and,
subsequently, have failed to secure major political victories at a global level.

The relationship between the collapse of movements committed to building
a socialist-inspired future and the entrenchment and spread of neoliberal glob-
alisation is not coincidental, as the social forces behind the neoliberal project
have not had to contend with organised, mass-based political movements
armed with a clear and coherent ideological alternative. Instead, the political
and ideological opposition to both US (imperial) global power and neoliberalism
after the Cold War has been both fragmented and disoriented, reflecting the
new configuration of social power. Whilst in the advanced capitalist states and
parts of the south (particularly in the Americas), movements have emerged that
espouse a politics associated with the secular universalisms of democracy,
human rights, internationalism and social justice – most evident in the global
anti-capitalist movement – other movements, also found within parts of the
advanced capitalist world (Europe) and especially in the Islamic world, have
emerged espousing a very different political-ideological vision based on
intense hostility towards secular universalisms, and instead a defence of cultural
and national/ethnic exclusivity, and social and political practices and institu-
tions that preserve hierarchy, and are anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian. The
significance of this reactionary form of ‘anti-imperialism’ is not only that it has
become the dominant political force of opposition and resistance in much of
the Islamic world; it is out of such political and ideological currents that the
terrorist attacks on the US came, which triggered the War on Terror.

The rise of the reactionary right, then, is a product of the defeat and frag-
mentation of the left brought about by the ends of Cold War17 and the crisis of
cultural identity, political representation and socio-economic welfare triggered
by neoliberal globalisation. Social constituencies have been mobilised, based
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on similar ideological appeals that emphasise the corrupt and decadent nature
of governments, pursuing ‘foreign’-inspired programmes of political and eco-
nomic reform, whether IMF/World Bank structural adjustment policies and the
promotion of universal human rights in the Middle East and other parts of
the Islamic world, or the intrusion and dilution of cultural and national identity
through immigration, the break-up of traditional patterns of male employment,
and moves towards political integration within Europe.

On such an ideological platform the reactionary right has sought to mobilise
particular social groups. Within the Islamic world reactionary political move-
ments have succeeded in mobilising two main sources of support that share
similarities with the social constituencies that have been drawn to the far right
in Europe. On the one hand they have attracted the socially marginalised –
usually young, male and poorly educated – unemployed or those at the margins
of the labour market, whilst the leadership cadres have tended to be drawn
from more petit-bourgeois elements, well-educated (scientists, engineers,
teachers and civil servants) middle-class strata that traditionally provided the
bedrock of the capitalist social order and, in the past, the main beneficiaries
in the Middle East18 and elsewhere of revolutionary-statist modernisation
programmes.

The mobilisation of these social groups highlights a number of issues relat-
ing to contemporary reactionary political movements and Islamist ones in
particular. First, that their religious appearance and rhetoric obscure their more
modern features in providing a political identity and worldview for individuals
confronting social and psychological crises of a very modern persuasion.
Second, whilst they have succeeded in securing some support from people who
formerly identified with the political left,19 far right political movements have
also taken advantage of the weakness of the left to capture the ideological
terrain of social (or, more accurately, ethnic/faith) solidarity as a way of mar-
ginalising class differences and antagonism. This (vulgar) notion of solidarity
has in parts of the Europe and the Islamic world replaced the formerly dominant
idea of solidarity and collectivity associated with communist and revolutionary
movements, and has managed to provide a powerful and populist mobilising
pull in contradistinction to the ideological discourses of liberal universalism
which talks of free and equal individuals removed from any obligations and
responsibilities to any (ethnic, religious or national) collective. In this sense,
there does seem to be a correlation between the deepening and spreading of
neoliberalism and a particular type of political response associated with the
rise of far right political movements.

The ends of the Cold War have been central to the rise of reactionary political
forces through the defeat and splintering of the left and how the end of
the Soviet-communist challenge has helped propel neoliberalism. However,
the rise of reactionary politics in the post-Cold War era, especially within the
Islamic world, also concerns the pervasive, organic presence of reservoirs of
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ideological support for reactionary political visions foundered on faith,
highlighted in the continuing strength of religiously inspired values, practices
and institutions in public and private life – something very different from the
influence of religion and faith in the western world – as well as the strengthening
of such ideological reservoirs against secular-universalist political currents in
the closing phases of Cold War within the Islamic world in the Middle East,
south-east Asia and central Asia in particular. Consequently, the crucial differ-
ence between the rise of the reactionary right in the Islamic world as opposed
to elsewhere, particularly in Europe, has been the longer-term historical legacy
of these societies and the residual strength of Islamic culture, ideas and social
practices within them, combined with their strengthening in a violent and reac-
tionary direction during the 1970s and 1980s by the US and its regional allies,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia in particular, as part of its anti-communist strategy.

The upshot is that whilst the end of the Cold War was perceived as a victory
for the forces of (neo)liberal capitalism in east-central Europe, in many parts of
the Islamic world the defeat of Soviet communism was seen as a victory for
(armed and militant) Islamist political forces, thus laying the foundations for
such political movements to become the primary sources of opposition to rul-
ing regimes in the region and also US/western influence and interference. In
short, whilst secular political doctrines of nationalism, socialism and commu-
nism mobilised people against corrupt and authoritarian regimes and their
western patrons in the 1950s through to the 1970s, they no longer do so.
Instead, the social and political movements that can mobilise large numbers of
people and that have persuasive, though deeply flawed, ideological visions are
religious/Islamic-inspired.20 It is no longer the colour red that dominates
banners on popular demonstrations but the green of Islam.

In this sense although we can describe these movements as reactionary in
their political-ideological outlook, we also need to recognise that they are
modern movements, not only in the way that they function in their organisation
and use of (information) technology, but also in their political tactics, notably
through terrorism and the propaganda gained from the ‘spectacle of violence’.
Furthermore, their political objectives, dressed up in religious rhetoric though
they may be, can be seen as typical of ‘third worldist’ national liberation move-
ments in the removal of western influence from the Islamic world. Thus, whilst
radical nationalists and communists identified the western presence in prima-
rily political and economic terms seeing its expulsion as the first step in build-
ing independent national, democratic and socialist republics, Islamists
emphasise the cultural as much as the political and economic dimensions of
western influence.21

The character of western – and in particular US – influence in the post-Cold
War Middle East provides an important context for the rise of a very violent
form of reactionary politics. Thus, although the region has been influenced by
neoliberal economic globalisation in the form of IMF-directed structural
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adjustment policies and the perception of its relative economic stagnation in
comparison to the economic growth of other parts of the south (and east Asia
in particular), the economies of the Middle East have not been integrated into
the world market and societies transformed in the way that other parts of the
world have. In this sense the impact of neoliberal economic globalisation on
the rise of reactionary political movements is more ambivalent than is the case
with the rise of the far right elsewhere, as in Europe. Yet whilst the impact of
western, neoliberal economic forces has been more muted, the spectre and
actuality of US imperialism has been much more pronounced through its sup-
port for a number of key Arab states (notably Egypt and Saudi Arabia) and its
continued acquiescence to Israeli policies, alongside its (ongoing) military
interventions in Iraq since 1991. In this region, then, the political-ideological
outcomes of the end of Cold War have been exaggerated by a combination of
the economic dislocation caused by IMF/World Bank-inspired policies along-
side the continuing spectre of great power interference in the area, with the
latter being a key ingredient in fostering a politics of violence.

The proclivity to use violence for political ends based on religious justifica-
tion is certainly not confined to Islamist groups. However, the social and polit-
ical context out of which reactionary Islam has emerged has made violence a
more obvious means of securing political ends than in other social contexts.
This is something that I will focus on in the next section. To summarise what
will follow: the historical context has been crucial in those parts of the world –
the Middle-East, central Asia and parts of south-east Asia – where violence and
reactionary politics have become most interconnected, primarily in Islamic-
inspired reactionary political movements. Islamist terrorist movements
emerged out of a political context of patronage from both local and external
states during the Cold War, where violence was not only tolerated in the
achievement of political objectives, but was actively encouraged.22 On top of
this, civil society within many of these states has been deeply fractured and
fragmented by the consequences of neoliberal globalisation, thus exacerbating
existing social and cultural tensions within these already fragile states, and
providing a new foundation on which reactionary political movements can
base their ideological and political appeals.

THE PARADOXICAL ENDS OF COLD WAR, REACTIONARY 
POLITICS AND US STRATEGY

The understanding of the end of the Cold War and hence discussion of the
prospects for post-Cold War international relations within the discipline of IR
have given scant if any consideration to the role of extreme right-wing anti-
communist social and political forces in the political defeat of the forces of
radical nationalism and communism. It has only been more recently – since
the 9/11 attacks – that these political forces have come under the analytical and
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political spotlight, particularly the degree to which these movements should be
regarded as ‘US creations’ as part of the ‘new’ Cold War strategy of rollback
and counter-revolution associated with the Reagan administration during the
1980s, and, consequently, the degree to which the contemporary Islamic ter-
rorist menace can be considered a form of violent political blowback for the
short-sightedness and morally bankrupt nature of US foreign policy.23

The focus of this section is to examine the relationship between US 
anti-communist strategy, particularly during the latter phases of the Cold War,
and its cultivation and support for right-wing anti-communist political
movements24 in those locales – the Middle East, central Asia and south-east 
Asia – that have become the geographical focus of the War on Terror. Through
examining the manner and timing of the ends of Cold War within the three
locales, I aim to highlight the relationship between the character of US global
power – during and after the Cold War, the rise of reactionary political forces
in the temporally and geographically shifting ends of Cold War, and the origins
of Islamist terrorism.

The Local Origins of Reactionary Islam in the Middle East 
and the ‘Saudi–Egyptian Axis’

The conditioning power of the Cold War, in the form of superpower support for
particular states and the role of communist and radical nationalist movements,
to shape political developments in the Middle East was tempered by the
Arab–Israeli conflict and, after 1979, the Iranian Revolution. The significance
of this is that both developments within the Arab–Israeli conflict – particularly
the Six-Day War of June 1967 and the Yom Kippur War of October 1973 – and
the Iranian Revolution played a very important role in determining the outcome
of the Cold War struggle in the region and in shaping the nature of post-Cold
War politics.

Until the early 1970s secular and radical left-wing forces to varying degrees
allied with Moscow committed to statist models of economic development and
the expulsion of any remaining western-imperial presence were politically
ascendant, most evidently in Nasser’s Egypt. The nationalist and communist
lefts were opposed by pro-US regimes, particularly the oil-rich monarchies in
the Gulf led by Saudi Arabia, and in this sense an intra-Arab Cold War existed.
Under the military protection of the US and organised and supported by the
same social forces that had been overthrown in Egypt and elsewhere,25 these
regimes staked their political legitimacy upon upholding traditional patterns of
social reproduction anchored in the Islamic faith and buttressed, in the case of
Saudi Arabia, by its role as custodian of the two Islamic holy sites, Mecca and
Medina.26

The significance of the intra-Arab Cold War was not only that a common
political and military front against Israel was difficult to establish amongst the
Arab states, but also that the social and ideological basis of the Saudi regime
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and its allies rested on propagating a highly illiberal and reactionary ideological
discourse. Whilst during the Cold War this suited US political purposes in con-
taining and attacking leftist political forces allied to varying degrees with the
USSR, it also meant that the nature of the ideological conflict of the Cold War
in the Middle East was of a very different character from that elsewhere.

The Cold War in the Middle East, at least between the leading ‘revolutionary’
state, Egypt, and the leading conservative state, Saudi Arabia, was not a conflict
over capitalism versus communism or ‘freedom versus totalitarianism’, but
rather one between secular modernisation in a statist-socialist direction and tra-
ditionalist and reactionary anti-secularism centred on the puritanical Wahhabi
version of Islam. Thus, whilst Nasser’s Egypt sought leadership of the Arab
world and sponsored radical anti-conservative forces in the region, most notably
through its (unsuccessful) intervention in the civil war in Yemen between royal-
ist and republican forces during the mid-1960s, the Saudis, with US endorse-
ment, supported anti-Nasserite forces throughout the region, including Yemen.27

In effect, then, under the geopolitical protection of the US, throughout the Cold
War, and particularly with the financial bounty provided by the oil price hikes in
the 1970s and the political opportunities presented by the Soviet intervention in
Afghanistan in 1979, Saudi Arabia became a key player, in terms of funding,
organisation and ideology, in cultivating distinctly illiberal and anti-universalist
forms of anti-communism28 which would provide the foundations for contempo-
rary reactionary Islamist movements29 and their terrorist offshoots.

Although the political and ideological pull of Saudi-sponsored reactionary
Islam was a significant force in the region, it was wider developments in the
Middle East, particularly with respect to the Arab-Israeli conflict and how this
influenced political developments within Egypt, that would ultimately deter-
mine the political outcome of the Cold War in the region in the 1970s. In this
respect the turning point for the fate of radical nationalist forces in the Middle
East – which was to open the door to a revival of political Islam throughout the
region – came with the military humiliation inflicted on the Arab nationalist
armies by Israel in the Six Day War. The defeat exposed not only the failings
of Nasser’s strategy to defeat Israel – the key factor in regional politics – but
also the ineffectiveness of Egypt’s alliance with the USSR.

Although the Egyptian/Arab defeat was primarily a regional political issue
it soon had an impact on the Cold War as, with Nasser’s death in 1970 and his
replacement by Anwar Sadat, Egypt began to move away from its diplomatic
and military alliance with Moscow, and its support for radical nationalist social
and political forces throughout the region. The consequences of these shifts
were not to be fully revealed until after the Yom Kippur War, which ironically –
considering Sadat’s cynical manipulation of Soviet support and his diplomatic
objective of moving towards the US – provoked a superpower crisis which saw
US nuclear forces put on worldwide alert and the brief spectre of Soviet military
intervention in support of its Egyptian ally.
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Under Sadat Egypt moved to cooperate with Saudi Arabia in its planning for
the Yom Kippur War, which was to act as a means to force Israel into negotia-
tions with Egypt primarily over Egyptian land occupied by Israel in June 1967.
The diplomatic success of the war for Sadat – all the more evident in that the
superpower crisis provoked by the war made the US much less tolerant of
Israeli objections to negotiations – meant that Sadat could terminate the
alliance with Moscow, which he did30 in 1974. These external developments
were complemented by domestic political change within Egypt. Whereas
Nasserism had been based on an international relations of anti-imperialism
alongside a commitment to the destruction of Israel, which was supported by a
domestic policy that attacked the traditional landholding classes and promoted
statist economic development that benefited the petit bourgeoisie and subaltern
social layers, ensuring the support of the political left, Sadat’s domestic poli-
cies focused on reconstituting the social and political basis of the regime
centred on breaking the power of leftist forces.31

Sadat began his domestic programme soon after coming to power with an
internal coup against the socialist-leaning Al Sabri section of the ruling party –
the Arab Socialist Union. At the same time that he attacked the left the new
regime also began to cultivate the Islamic clerical establishment located in
al-Azhar University through providing state support for mosque construction
and permitting the establishment of Islamic student association (and harassing
leftist student groups).32 The result was that Islamists rose to prominence in
Egypt through the 1970s as the state clamped down on the organised political left
and ‘used’ Islamic militants as its foot soldiers, particularly in the universities.33

Overall, throughout the 1970s Sadat encouraged a much greater public pro-
file and legitimacy for Islam, even associating it with the ‘success’ of the Yom
Kippur War. The irony was that Sadat’s policies of moving into the diplomatic
embrace of the US and subsequently making peace with Israel at Camp David
in 1979, alongside his attempts at dismantling the statist economic framework,34

established under Nasser, put him increasingly at odds with the Islamic militants,
which was to culminate in his assassination in 1981.

The consequences of the changes initiated by Sadat after 1970 indicate that
by the early 1970s the Cold War had effectively ended in the Middle East.
Egypt, the key Arab state, which had once formed the core source of anti-
imperialism within the region and the USSR’s principal ally, had shifted its
foreign policy towards accommodation with the West and opposition to the
USSR. The weakening of Soviet influence in the region and of Egypt’s support
for leftist political struggle combined with the transformation in the balance of
social and political forces within Egypt and, correspondingly, the wider
region.35 With the encouragement of the Egyptian state, reactionary Islamist
forces emerged and grew in organisational and political strength. Further, as
John Cooley and others36 have documented, with the beginning of the Afghan
jihad these forces were to grow even stronger as the Egyptian state became a
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‘transmission belt’ (with US endorsement) for sending Islamic militants, many
of whom (including bin Laden’s aide-de-camp, Ayman al-Zawahiri) had been
convicted of offences in Egypt, to the Pakistan/Afghan border to be trained in
guerrilla warfare and terrorism for use in Afghanistan.

With the political failure of the pro-Soviet radical Arab nationalist project
both internally – in terms of the construction of a stable basis of socio-economic
support for the regime – and externally – with respect to the failure to ‘deal’
effectively with the problem of Israel – the Middle Eastern regional front of the
social-systemic conflict of Cold War fizzled out to be replaced by new forms
of resistance initially cultivated locally as an alternative social and political
basis for Sadat’s Egypt. The upshot was that the defining political conflict with
the region had become (by the mid-1970s) heteronomous of the Cold War; it
was a conflict no longer waged between the forces of western capital and its
local allies against radical nationalist/communist forms of modernity, but a
new one, which to a significant degree continues to define the region, between
pro-western authoritarian states committed to capitalist development and inte-
gration into the ‘civilised’ West against reactionary Islamist forces committed
to a regressive politics based on expelling western social and cultural as much
as political and economic influence.

What is important about these developments was that they were largely
locally driven. Whilst the US supported Sadat and other sources of anti-
communism in the region, particularly Saudi Arabia, the Islamic (and reactionary)
character rather than the liberal or bourgeois character of opposition and resist-
ance to Soviet/leftist influence was of local origin and locally promoted.37

Consequently, it was not liberal universalism that won the Cold War in the
Middle East in contrast to how the Cold War ended in Western Europe in the
late 1940s and east-central Europe in the late 1980s, but illiberal and reac-
tionary anti-(communist) universalism. Further, the US’s Cold War strategy
and the nature of its imperial power was mediated by local political and ideo-
logical structures which Washington promoted in Cairo, Riyadh and elsewhere
in the region. By encouraging Saudi autonomy and supporting Sadat’s reforms
the US promoted political spaces that it did not dominate or control, in spite of
its geopolitical dominance in the region, effectively allowing Saudi Arabia (or
elements within it) to cultivate an ideological agenda and political network that
would come to challenge western interests after the defeat of communist-
socialist universalism, whilst in Egypt the US did nothing to prevent the
strengthening of social and political forces as antagonistic to its ideological
vision as that of the USSR. It was out of such social and political forces that the
contemporary menace of Islamist terrorism emerged.

Pakistan and the Afghan Anti-Communist Jihad

Whilst the Middle East had become a front of Cold War conflict soon after the
end of the Second World War,38 the central Asian region – and Pakistan and
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Afghanistan in particular – had to wait until the 1970s before becoming
hotbeds of social systemic conflict that came to draw in the superpowers.
Again, as in the Middle East and elsewhere in the history of the Cold War it
was local socio-economic and political dynamics that sparked the emergence
of a Cold War crisis in the region which would provide a defining theatre of
conflict for the rise of a reactionary Islamist politics of violent resistance. In
this respect, although the US took advantage and contributed to the strength-
ening of reactionary Islamist militias in ‘revolt against a modernising secular
state’,39 it did not create them. I have discussed this in Chapters 5 and 6 with
regard to the origins of the Afghan War, but it is important to emphasise that social
and political developments in Pakistan were crucial not only to political develop-
ments within Afghanistan from the early 1970s onwards, but also with respect to
Pakistan’s role in cultivating the political forces of reactionary Islam, primarily
through its key logistical, organisational, co-ordinating and political role in the
Afghan jihad against the PDPA government and its Soviet ally.40

In Pakistan the financial clout of Saudi Arabia was also important as, with
the humiliation of the loss of East Pakistan in 1971, the secular-nationalist-
leaning government of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto turned to Saudi Arabia for eco-
nomic assistance, which came at the cost of branding government policies as a
form of ‘Islamic socialism’.41 The creeping Islamisation of Pakistan, which
went beyond economic policies to include a greater role in Pakistani law and
the education system – the beginnings of what has become the infamous net-
works of madrassas – was also revealed in Bhutto’s support for Islamist guerrilla
movements in neighbouring Afghanistan.42

It was to be through a combination of developments, within Pakistan and
Afghanistan, that the simmering political tensions and conflicts between Pakistan
and Afghanistan were to open up a key front in the latter stages of the Cold War.
Further, it was to be this Cold War front that would provide the most important
avenue for the emergence of an international network of Islamist militants, many
of whom ended up providing the key ideological, political and armed personnel of
the reactionary Islamist terrorist groups that rose to prominence in the Middle
East, the Caucases, south-east and central Asia in the 1990s. The two develop-
ments were the US-backed coup d’état in Pakistan which overthrew Bhutto and
brought General Zia ul-Haq to power in July 1977 and the communist-led April
(1978) Revolution in Afghanistan. With a revolutionary government installed in
Kabul, confronting a growing Islamist-inspired insurgency that secured signifi-
cant support from Pakistan, the new Pakistani government became increasingly
involved in the Afghan civil war. With Soviet intervention in December 1979, not
only did the stakes rise for Pakistan’s support for an Islamist-dominated resist-
ance, so the US and other states – and Saudi Arabia and Egypt in particular –
become increasingly involved in the Pakistani-initiated and led operation.43

Zia’s involvement in Afghanistan, especially Pakistani support for an
Islamist rather than a secular/nationalist-based resistance to the PDPA regime,
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was directly linked to the basis of social and political support for the military
dictatorship in Pakistan. Accordingly, Zia accelerated, intensified and
expanded Islamist currents within Pakistan as a way of securing support for his
regime and of reducing ethnic and secessionist tendencies within the country.
The Islamisation of Pakistan under Zia was reflected in the growth of Saudi-
financed madrassas,44 many of which promoted the most reactionary
(Wahabbite and Deobandi) tendencies within Islam, alongside the promotion
of Islamist tendencies within key institutions of the Pakistani state notably the
army and the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) directorate, which was cemented
through support from and cultivation of the Jamaat-e-Islami (Islamic Party)
and the Afghan Hezb-e-Isalmi (Islamic Party) led by the notorious Gulbuddin
Heymatyar as the main conduit for arming the Afghan mujahadeen.45

Local and regional dynamics, then, were crucial to the development of Cold
War in central Asia and in this respect, as in the Middle East, the US was less
a direct instigator but certainly a beneficiary of the rise of reactionary Islam.
With the openings provided by Pakistan’s support for the mujahideen and the
Soviet intervention, Afghanistan became a key theatre of operations for the
Reagan Doctrine as the US funnelled US$4–5 billion in aid between 1980 and
1992, funds that were equalled by support from Saudi Arabia,46 amounting to
a massive level of international support and promotion for reactionary Islam.
Indeed, it was the provision of international support that was crucial in deter-
mining the conduct of the war. US intervention and its alliance with Pakistan
limited Soviet military options, particularly any thoughts about attacking the
mujahideen camps dotted along the Pakistani side of the border, whilst the
CIA’s provision of Stinger anti-aircraft missiles in the later stages of the conflict
helped neutralise Soviet air power.

The significance of the Afghan conflict and external – not just US – involvement
in it obviously went far beyond Afghanistan. The creation of an international
Islamic army involving upwards of 35,000 combatants from 43 countries47 incul-
cated with a particularly virulent, puritanical and reactionary interpretation of
Islam and committed to realising their political aims though violence have
come to dominate political conflicts in many parts of the Islamic world during
the 1990s. In all of these cases it has been veterans of the Afghan jihad who
have been the key personalities. The nature and ending of Cold War in central
Asia, then, has been of global significance for the character of post-Cold War
politics and the paradoxical nature of the US victory.

The End of the Suharto Dictatorship and the Emergence 
of Reactionary Islam in Indonesia

The final element of our political-geography of the roots of reactionary
Islamist violence takes us to south-east Asia and the archipelago of Indonesia
in particular. In contrast to the cases already surveyed, the relationship between
the ends of Cold War in Indonesia and the rise of reactionary Islam are less
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pronounced. Although the social-systemic conflict of Cold War ended
violently with the coup d’état of 1965 that overthrew the radical nationalist
regime of Achmad Sukarno and the subsequent mass murder of tens of thou-
sands of cadres – and suspected members – of the Indonesian communist party
(the PKI, a major pillar of the Sukarno regime)48 there was less Islamist
involvement in these events in contrast to the two other cases and certainly less
obvious benefit or strengthening of Islamist forces, at least in the short and
medium term. The coup and destruction of the social and political constituen-
cies of radical nationalism and communism provided the domestic basis for the
shift in Indonesian foreign policy away from anti-imperialism and alliance
with China towards the diplomatic sphere of the US.

The main beneficiaries of the coup were right-wing elements within the
military and those social forces opposed to the left-leaning and statist orienta-
tion of the Sukarno regime, as well as those (racist) elements within Indonesia
opposed to ethnic Chinese influence on the regime. Although Islamic forces
and groups did not benefit directly from the coup, traditional Muslim leaders,
especially the Dewan Dakwah Islamiyah Indonesia (Indonesian Council for
Islamic Prediction),49 did play an important role in the anti-leftist pogrom in
helping to identify and round-up suspected PKI militants. Instead of becoming
a central pillar of the regime (as in Pakistan) or being cultivated by the state as
an alternative source of popular mobilisation (as in Egypt), the Suharto regime
was committed to maintaining an apolitical Islam in Indonesia loyal to the
regime’s ethnic-nationalist ideology of Pancasila.50 Indeed, this was helped by
the indigenous character of Islam within the archipelago infused as it was with
pre-Islamic mystic traditions anathema to the purist forms of Islam specifically
associated with Wahabbite doctrine.

In contrast to the other two cases, reactionary Islam emerged in a post-Cold
War rather than Cold War context, in particular, the socio-economic and polit-
ical contradictions and conflicts that emerged in the mid-late 1990s that came
to undermine the stability of the Suharto dictatorship, which came to a head
through the devastating socio-economic impact of the Asian financial crisis of
1997–98.51 Consequently, the key explanatory context for the rise of reac-
tionary Islam was not the social-systemic conflict of the Cold War but rather
the twin consequences of neoliberal economic globalisation and the post-Cold
War promotion of liberal universalism in the form of human rights and the
institutions of liberal democracy.

However, the legacy of the ending of the Cold War in Indonesia in the late
1960s and the smashing of the secular left inevitably promoted those indige-
nous and permitted social institutions – mosques and madrassas and Islamic
publications – as the primary institutions that incubated and ultimately pro-
vided the political infrastructure of the anti-Suharto movement when it
emerged in the 1990s rather than secular and leftist movements as during the
Cold War era.52 The context for the rise of reactionary53 Islam, then, emerged
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from a socio-economic crisis triggered in the long term by Indonesia’s opening
up to the capitalist world economy which fundamentally undermined a right-
wing authoritarian state already under pressure to democratise and improve its
human rights record.

Challenged from below by mass-based movements, many of which were led
by moderate Islamic leaders, and under pressure from without by western
states to implement radical (neoliberal) economic reform and end political
restrictions, Suharto, like Sadat in Egypt and a number of post-Soviet leaders
in central Asia, turned to Islam as an alternative social and ideological basis for
the regime. In this sense whilst the anti-Suharto democracy movement was
dominated by Muslim intellectuals and Muslim popular movements54 commit-
ted to a moderate form of Islamic-inspired government, Suharto was effec-
tively forced to cultivate extremist, violent and reactionary Islamist tendencies
through such organisations as the KISDI (Indonesian Committee for Solidarity
with the World of Islam) and the DDII (Indonesian Council for Islamic
Prediction), both of which claimed that democracy was an alien conspiracy. In
this sense elements within the Suharto state played a key role in creating
reactionary Islamist groups in Indonesia.55

The Suharto regime, then, helped create a deeply reactionary and, in the
main, largely non-organic Islamist current within Indonesia that drew on
Wahabbi-influenced doctrines of Islam56 rather than mainstream and tradi-
tional Islamic practices within Indonesia. Both the KISDI and DDII promoted
anti-Semitic, anti-Christian, anti-Chinese and anti-western political positions
and with support of elements within the military, especially Suharto’s son-in-
law, Prabowo Subianto, these movements led violent attacks on Christian and
Chinese minorities, allowing the regime to talk up a state of crisis and emer-
gency caused by ‘outside elements’ and thus allowing the state to take extraor-
dinary measures – in the form of a violent clampdown – to restore order.57

As in the other cases examined here, the groups cultivated by the Suharto
regime had their own agenda and after Suharto’s ousting in 1998 and the begin-
nings of democratisation continued to spread their poisonous propaganda and
support terrorist groups such as Laskar Jihad and Jeemah Islamiyah58 which
have been responsible for a number of terrorist attacks in recent years. Whilst
US influence on these developments was indirect – primarily in the way that its
policies contributed to the socio-economic crisis – the shadow of the Afghan
jihad also cast its shadow over Indonesia as many of the key figures in the
Islamist terrorist movements in the region were veterans of the Afghan war.59

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has sought to highlight the connections between the shifting ends
of Cold War and the rise of reactionary forms of politics and violence, particu-
larly within those parts of the world that have formed the political geography of
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the War on Terror. The survey has shown that the collapse of Soviet-communist
power was not only a more gradual and variable phenomenon than most studies
of the Cold War suggest, but also that this victory was carried through by a
range of social forces and political actors. The endings of other Cold Wars
suggest, then, a heteronomy in the socio-economic, ideological and political
character of conflicts within world politics from the 1970s. Such differences are
identifiable with respect to the social forces and political movements that were
contesting the existing political order – at a local and international level – how
they were challenging it, and the objectives they sought.

The US obviously played a considerable part in these developments,
particularly in the way that it supported and cultivated anti-leftist political
movements. However, the cultivation from without and through other state
apparatuses – especially Pakistan and Saudi Arabia – highlights US dependence
on local actors in securing US political objectives and also the mediated way in
which US power is realised, and the impact of local political struggles and
agendas on the projection of US global power. This external dimension to the
character and impact of US global power projection is paralleled – particularly
in the context of the post-Vietnam Cold War – by a domestic politics that limited
the scope and form of US power projection. The consequences of this – how
US material power is constituted – have tended to reduce the ability of the US
to direct and determine political outcomes across the world, partly because
such power has promoted political spaces for local actors and issues to make
the outcomes of US policy more contingent and politically subjective. The
three cases viewed in this chapter have shown this.

The importance accorded to local rather than global or US conditioning on
the ends of Cold War and rise of reactionary political movements is also cen-
tral to an understanding of the relationship between the Cold War and globali-
sation. Economic globalisation was a major process within the history of the
Cold War after 1945 with respect to political and economic developments
within the West – through the development of multilateral forms of political
cooperation and, from the early 1970s, the rise of neoliberalism – and the way
in which such developments contributed to the social-systemic conflict of Cold
War by allowing the US to marshal economic resources beyond its national
economy, and in the way that it undermined the more autarchic forms of eco-
nomic development associated with the Soviet bloc and similarly constituted
states across the world.

The paradox in the relationship between globalisation and the projection of
US power especially so during the 1990s, however, is that whilst during the
Cold War political and economic developments were always defined in
national security terms, in the post-Cold War era (prior to 9/11) the degree to
which the US was concerned with involving itself in the domestic affairs of far
and distant countries was transformed. Consequently, the political spaces
available to local political actors and issues to determine and/or promote
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contrary policy outcomes due to the refining of US power projection and
reordering of national security priorities expanded.

During the 1990s, then, there was a reduction in the scope and form of US
influence in a number of states that – because of the Cold War – had previously
been seen as US national security priorities. In a global sense, then, and against
some conventional wisdom, the 1990s witnessed a reduction in the projection
of US power and influence in determining political developments in all parts of
the world. This perspective was fundamentally different from the Cold War era
when developments across the world tended to be viewed through the prism of
the global systemic struggle against the USSR and international communism.
In contrast to this the era of globalisation after the Cold War saw a more pris-
tine economic dynamic govern US power projection, which has resulted in
practice in a reduction of a US global political presence, mainly because
significant parts of the world are not part of this process. The 9/11 attacks
brought an end to this ‘moment’, transforming US global (security) priorities
such that US global concerns now involved the US busying itself in the
domestic affairs of countries outside of the zones of globalisation (the Middle
East and central Asia being second only to sub-Saharan Africa in this respect).

With the declaration of the War on Terror not only have US post-Cold War
priorities changed – bringing about a return of Cold War concerns about
national security and the need to reconstruct the international order to meet the
‘terrorist challenge’ – it has also seen the US confronting an enemy which it
played a significant role in cultivating. Whilst the US did not create these
movements and their terrorist offshoots, its historical mission, during the Cold
War, to crush the social and political forces of the radical left and its ongoing
hostility to those forces has provided a key international stimulus to the rise of
the banner of reactionary Islam. Further, the social and political fragility of
many states in the Islamic world consequent upon the endings of Cold War
have been compounded by neoliberal globalisation, producing a crisis of polit-
ical identity which the reactionary right has, in part, successfully filled. It is not
then that reactionary politics was an inevitable outcome of the ends of Cold
War, but rather how the ascendancy of reactionary social, ideological and polit-
ical forces brought about by the ends of Cold War in parts of the world have
become more pronounced due to the changes associated with neoliberal
globalisation during the 1990s.
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agreements and negotiating from a ‘position of strength’ so that the Reagan administration
was much more favourable to negotiating agreements than in the early 1980s.

98. Indeed, some members of the Reagan and Bush administrations (from January 1989) continued
to be suspicious of Soviet intentions, and hence were cautious about making agreements with
the USSR if those agreements helped bolster communist rule. It was only after the effective
collapse of communist power in east-central Europe during 1989 that the US became much
more enthused about reaching an agreement. See Crockatt (1995: 363).

99. See Callinicos (1991); Blackburn (1991); Halliday (1999a); Saull (2002) for discussions of
the international consequences of the defeat of communist revolution.

100. On this, see Hough (1985); Valkenier (1983).
101. See Callinicos (1991).
102. Thus, whilst Stalin was notorious for subordinating foreign policy and the international com-

munist movement to the domestic interests of the regime, Khrushchev was willing to take
risks in support of international revolution, whilst Brezhnev took advantage of the geopolit-
ical context of the 1970s to advance Soviet influence beyond Eurasia in an unprecedented
fashion.

103. Gorbachev laid much more stress on universal human interests than interests associated with
class and recognised that in a world of nuclear weapons there ‘had to be an objective limit to
“class confrontation in the international arena.” ’ See Gorbachev (1988: 137; 146–7).

104. The first case concerned the Hungarian Soviet Republic between March and August 1919.
Other cases where revolutionary states were overthrown, in part because of the lack of Soviet
support in the face of externally assisted counter-revolution were Spain between 1936 and
1939; Guatemala in 1954, Congo in 1960, Chile in 1973, and Grenada in 1983.

105. The most significant being the defeat of any prospects of communist advance in Western
Europe between 1945 and 1948 (and later in southern Europe with the transformation of the
right-wing authoritarian dictatorships to liberal democracy during the late 1970s); the
destruction of the PKI in Indonesia between 1965 and 1968; the overthrow of the Allende
government in Chile in 1973, among others in Asia, Africa and the Americas.

7 CONCLUSIONS: TRACING THE PARADOXICAL ENDS 
OF THE COLD WAR AND THE ORIGINS OF CONTEMPORARY 

CONFLICT IN WORLD POLITICS1

1. Parts of this chapter draw heavily from Saull (2005b).
2. The US used military power against the following states: the Noriega regime in Panama (1989),

the Ba’athist regime in Iraq (1991 and after), Somalia (1992), Haiti (1994), and against Yugoslavian
(Serbian) forces in Bosnia (1995) and Kosovo (1999). In most of these cases the use of force was
justified in terms of upholding human rights, yet they were also highly controversial – in part
because of such normative considerations undermined the non-intervention norm – and in light
of the absence of unambiguous legal sanction from the UN Security Council. The main point,
however, was that the US and its allies were able to use force in a highly contested way, because
there was no state powerful enough to prevent the US from doing so.

3. Primarily associated with Fukuyama’s (1993) ‘end of history’ thesis. See also Friedman
(2000).

4. Structural adjustment policies emerged in the context of the third world debt crisis in the
1980s based upon countries agreeing to implement major macro-economic reform in return
for IMF credits and support in response to the debt crisis. The (dogmatic) neoliberal formula
that the IMF and World Bank proscribed rested on the key assumption that the long-term eco-
nomic health of countries in such economic difficulties required them to reduce state involvement
in the economy thus promoting private-capitalist economic activity and also opening up
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formerly sheltered economies to the world market. The key policies prescribed to achieve
these ends were: raising interest rates (to curb inflation and attract (foreign) capital inflows);
privatising public assets (to secure foreign investment and reducing the public sector in the
economy); reducing trade barriers; and cutting public spending. These policies formed
the ‘Washington Consensus’ and became the template for macro-economic policy across the
world during the 1990s, not just in the south. For a critical survey of neoliberal economic
doctrine, see Saad-Filho and Johnston (2005).

5. These constituents of the New World Order were supplemented by the ending of regional con-
flicts in the early 1990s in the improved international climate caused by the end of the Cold
War. Thus, the political situation in a number of countries has improved through the 1990s, in
part caused by the localised impacts of the end of the superpower conflict, as in Cambodia,
northern Ireland, southern Africa and central America. For a discussion of the impact of the
end of the Cold War on conflicts in the South see Ayoob (1995).

6. See Whitehouse (2002).
7. Whilst the Cold War could be considered a global conflict after 1945 within which other polit-

ical developments and conflicts were filtered, post-Cold War international relations – ironically,
when the idea of globalisation suggests uniformity and homogeneity – have been charac-
terised by much greater unevenness, variation and fragmentation. Consequently, the rise of
Islamist terrorism is not a global phenomenon in the way in which the Cold War was. Rather,
it is largely a regional trend associated with Islamic societies and those other societies that have
significant Muslim minorities and/or immigrant populations. The rise of Islamist terrorism is
but one major factor that defines post-Cold War international relations that also includes
China’s integration into the capitalist world economy, European integration, and expansion
and the expansion of international human rights norms. The significance of political Islam as
a form of political resistance and terrorism, however, is that it’s social, political and ideologi-
cal character is comparable to political-ideological developments in other parts of the world
also associated with the end of the Cold War and the impact of neoliberal globalisation, which
I will discuss in a moment.

8. See note 3 for references. See also Bobbitt (2002).
9. In particular see Hirst and Thompson (1999).

10. See Saad-Filho and Johnston (2005); Harvey (2005a) on this.
11. The key Realist commentators on the post-Cold War international order are Mearsheimer

(2001); Walt, (2002; 2005). See also Bacevich (2002).
12. Huntington (1996).
13. The best representative of this view is Gowan (1999; 2002; 2005). See also Arrighi (2005);

Callinicos (2003); Harvey (2005b).
14. See Bromley (2005); Panitch and Gindin (2003); Colás and Saull (2005).
15. An excellent survey is provided by Leys and Panitch (2002). See also Rupert (2000).
16. See the editorial ‘Vichy of the Tigris’, New Left Review, II, no. 28 (July–August 2004) and the

positions of the Respect party leader, George Galloway.
17. And, with the end of the binary ideological division the promotion of ideological fragmenta-

tion and the emergence of new individual and group political identities.
18. In Egypt after 1962 all university graduates were guaranteed a job in the public service upon

graduation. See Yapp (1991: 215). The end of this provision is not coincidental with the rise of
militant Islam.

19. Most evident in those former supporters of the PCF in France who have voted for the Front
National during the 1990s. See Simmons (1996).

20. Most recently highlighted by the electoral successes of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and
Hamas in Palestine.

21. In this regard the claim by advocates of the War on Terror and the interventions in Afghanistan
and Iraq are justified because Islamist terrorists want to destroy ‘our’ civilisation seems highly
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dubious. It seems clear, based on the pronouncements of al-Qaeda and the targets attacked,
that the primary objective of Islamists political movements and their terrorist offshoots is not
the destruction of ‘western civilisation’ but the expulsion of the dominant western presence,
made all the more problematic by these two interventions and continued support for Israel.

22. See Mamdani (2004: 63–177).
23. Mamdani (2004: 63–118), highlights the impact of the US defeat in south-east Asia mani-

fested in the fusing of terrorist and criminal elements organised by sections of the US national
security state apparatus who co-ordinated covert and illegal anti-leftist activities outside of
congressional and democratic oversight.

24. See Halliday (1989); Klare and Kornbluh (1989).
25. The other notable examples of radical and revolutionary change in the region in the post-war

period that overthrew the power of traditional social and political forces were: Iraq (1958);
Algeria (1954–62); Syria (1954 and 1966); Yemen (1962); Libya (1968); and Iran (1979).
Many other countries within the region went through periods of political instability involving
radical social and political forces such as Lebanon and Jordan in 1958.

26. See Hiro (2002: 144).
27. There were a number of Saudi initiatives throughout the 1960s to counter the pervasive influ-

ence of Nasser’s pan-Arab socialism. In 1969 a Saudi initiative established the first official
pan-Islamic organisation of inter-governmental co-operation amongst Muslim states, the
Organisation of Islamic Conference. See Hiro (1988: 145); Esposito (2002: 106–7).

28. The importance of Saudi Arabia as a regional ally of the US went beyond its virulent anti-
communism as Saudi Arabia was also hostile to Shia Iran. Indeed, after 1979 Iranian Revolution
Saudi Arabia saw its support for anti-Shi’ite forces in Afghanistan, as a way of undermining Iran’s
claim to leadership of the Islamic world. See Talhami (2003: 119). The Saudi’s also provided a
great deal of financial support to Iraq, a secular state, in its war with Iran between 1981 and 1988.

29. Saudi funding for such bodies as the World Islamic League based in Mecca has also seen the
spread of Wahhabite doctrine and practice to mosques in Europe and the US. See Ruthven
(2002: 176–7).

30. Prior to the Yom Kippur War Sadat had expelled Soviet military advisers in 1972, upon
which Egypt’s military planning and defence had been heavily dependent. One reason
suggested to explain this was that Sadat’s decision was meant as a signal to the US of
Egypt’s openness to US influence. When the US did not respond by pressuring Israel to the
negotiating table, Sadat, cynically turned to Moscow again for arms, and then finally ended
the ‘alliance’ in 1974 after securing his diplomatic objectives. See Al-Sayyid Marsot
(1985: 133–4).

31. See Esposito (2002: 83–4).
32. Hiro (1988).
33. See Heikal (1983: 140–7, 220).
34. This was known as intifah or opening. It rested on encouraging foreign investment and ending

the state’s dominance over the economy through tax-breaks and other instruments to promote
domestic private capital accumulation.

35. In this respect the international impact of the Iranian Revolution was also significant, as Iran
contributed to a move away from radical nationalism in the region to that of a pro-Iranian
Islamist anti-imperialism.

36. Cooley (2002); Mamdani (2004); Talhami (2003); Heikal (1983).
37. Again highlighted by the role of the Iranian Revolution in ending the Cold War in the Middle

East. Thus, whilst the US was able to marshal, fund, train, arm and provide diplomatic and
ideological cover for Islamist forces as ‘freedom fighters’ through its local allies against the
USSR during the 1980s, it also had to contend with Iranian-inspired Islamists committed to
challenging US influence in the region.

38. Indeed one of the earliest post-war crisis that put Washington and Moscow at loggerheads
involved Iran in 1945–46. See chapter 3.

THE COLD WAR AND AFTER

Saull, Richard. Cold War and After : Capitalism, Revolution and Superpower Politics, Pluto Press, 2007. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3386253.
Created from nottingham on 2019-02-04 03:51:23.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 P

lu
to

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



39. For Halliday (2002: 37) it was the actions of specific factions within the Afghan PDPA that
were largely to blame for provoking this resistance.

40. In this respect whilst Saudi Arabia, arguably, could be seen as holding primary responsibility
for promoting reactionary Islam in the Middle East, Pakistan carries a great deal of responsi-
bility for the rise of reactionary Islamist forces in south Asia – notably with regard to the
Islamist dimension of anti-Indian Kashmiri ‘nationalist’ forces – and central Asia.

41. See Esposito (2002: 109).
42. Most commentators stress that Bhutto and Pakistan’s support for Islamist rather than nation-

alist guerrillas in the early 1970s, and later after the Soviet intervention was largely down to
concerns about stability and the need to contain any secessionist tendencies from the Pashtuns
who not only lived in large numbers in the North-West Frontier Province that bordered
Afghanistan, but were also the largest ethnic group within Afghanistan and from which there
were political tendencies that did not recognise the Pakistani border. See Griffin (2001:
17–32); Talhami (2002: 120–1).

43. The reactionary orientation of the politics that emerged within this social milieu was not only
a product of the reactionary Wahhabi and Deobandi interpretations of Islam that gained wide-
spread appeal through the madrassas, but was also due to the pervasive influence of personal
identities based upon tribal loyalties. The issue of tribal loyalty was key in the fragmentation
of the Islamic resistance to the Red Army and the subsequent civil war and provided an impor-
tant ingredient in the reactionary political cocktail that characterised most of the groups within
the Afghan mujahadeen during and after the war against the Soviets.

44. By the time of Zia’s death in 1988 the number of madrassas had increased to approximately
8,000 with over 25,000 unregistered ones educating tens of thousands of students. See Rashid
(2000: 89).

45. See Ali (2002: 189–95) Rashid (2000: 82–94); Weinbaum (1994: 29–52); Burke (2004).
46. See Rashid (2001: 18).
47. Rashid (2001: 130); Griffin (2001: 128–40).
48. The consequences of the Suharto coup led to the most tragic case in the history of the interna-

tional communist movement after the Second World War as the right-wing military junta
launched a vicious and brutal campaign of torture and mass murder leading to the deaths of
approximately 300,000 Indonesian leftists, many of whom were ethnic Chinese. A similar
pogrom was launched in Chile and Argentina during the 1970s as part of Washington-backed
‘Dirty War’ against the left and resulted in the torture and murder of tens of thousands of left-
ists. Documentary evidence indicates that both the British and US governments were not only
aware of the coup plot against Sukarno, but also assisted right-wing forces in their murderous
campaign against the left. See Easter (2005); The National Security Archive, (2001).

49. Hefner (2000: 107–9).
50. Vatikiatis (1993: 128).
51. Between August 1997 and February 1998 the Indonesian currency lost 70 per cent of its value

vis-à-vis the dollar provoking a debt crisis, which caused factories to close and the shedding
of jobs all of which contributed to the ballooning of the levels of poverty from 14 per cent to
over 40 per cent of the population. See Hefner (2000: 198).

52. Hefner (1999: 43).
53. It is important to note that the influence of Islamic-inspired political movements in Indonesia

in the 1990s went beyond the reactionary and violent strands of Islam to include a number of
mass-based movements, notably the United Development Party which sought to promote a
distinctly Indonesian brand of Islam far removed from Wahhabite interpretations and officially
committed to some form of parliamentary democracy. Furthermore, the mobilisation of
moderate Muslims played a key role in the toppling of Suharto in 1998. See Hefner (2000).

54. Including Amien Rais of the Muhammadiyah (Followers of Muhammad) and Abdullah Wahid
of the Nahalatul Ulama, as well as the many thousands of Muslims who supported Megawati’s
Indonesian Democratic Party.

235NOTES

Saull, Richard. Cold War and After : Capitalism, Revolution and Superpower Politics, Pluto Press, 2007. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3386253.
Created from nottingham on 2019-02-04 03:51:23.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 P

lu
to

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



236

55. Such tendencies not only played a role in trying to split the anti-Suharto democracy move-
ment, they were also important as the ‘foot soldiers’ in the pogroms against non-Muslims in
the Moluccas islands of the archipelago and in the anti-Christian militias in East Timor. See
Abuza (2003).

56. Both were also sponsored and funded by Saudi-based charities and groups. See Davis (2002).
57. See Hefner (1999, 2000); Davis (2002). The blaming of outside forces of course focused on

an internal element as well, and conformed to a classic ‘Hitlerite’ conspiracy formula of blam-
ing local communists and left-wing forces in alliance with international Jewry and finance
capital aimed at the destruction of Indonesia’s Muslim way of life.

58. See Davis (2002); Abuza (2003).
59. See Abuza (2003).
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