
The new world disorder

Most who looked at the advanced capitalist countries in the mid-
1960s believed that the system had shaken off the problems of the
inter-war years. It was no longer plagued by ever deeper slumps, end-
less economic uncertainty and political polarisation between revo-
lutionary left and fascist right. US sociologist Daniel Bell proclaimed
‘an end of ideology’. Since the means were now available for the
‘organisation of production, control of inflation and maintenance of
full employment’, he claimed, ‘politics today is not a reflection of any
internal class division’.294 Bell wrote for Encounter magazine, which
was financed by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). But
even those who hated the CIA could come to very similar conclu-
sions. So the German-American Marxist Herbert Marcuse wrote
that ‘an overriding interest in the preservation and improvement in
the institutional status quo united the former antagonists (bour-
geoisie and proletariat) in the most advanced areas of contempo-
rary society’.295

It seemed that history, or at least the history of class struggle, had
come to and end—except perhaps in the Third World. It was a notion
reformulated, without any acknowledgement to Bell or Marcuse,
three decades later by the US State Department official Francis
Fukuyama. 

Yet the period between the mid-1960s and early 1990s was marked
by a series of social upheavals, sudden economic crises, bitter strikes,
and the collapse of one of the world’s great military blocs. Far from
coming to an end, history speeded up.

There were three great turning points in the second half of the 20th
century—in 1968, in 1973-75 and in 1989. Together they demol-
ished the political, ideological and economic edifice of the Cold War
era.
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1968: the sound of freedom flashing

The year 1968 is usually referred to as ‘the year of student revolt’. It
was indeed a year which saw student protests, demonstrations and oc-
cupations across the world—in West Berlin, New York and Harvard,
Warsaw and Prague, London and Paris, Mexico City and Rome. But
there was much more to the year than this. It witnessed the high
point of revolt by black Americans, the biggest ever blow to US mil-
itary prestige (in Vietnam), resistance to Russian troops (in Czecho-
slovakia), the biggest general strike in world history (in France), the
beginning of a wave of workers’ struggles that were to shake Italian
society for seven years, and the start of what became known as the
‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. The student struggles were a symptom
of the collision of wider social forces, although they were to feed back
into and influence some of these.

The eruptions of 1968 were a shock because the societies in which
they occurred had seemed so stable. McCarthyism had destroyed the
left which had existed in the US in the 1930s, and the country’s trade
union leaders were notoriously bureaucratic and conservative. Czecho-
slovakia was the most prosperous of the Eastern European countries
and had been among the least affected by the upheavals of 1956.
France had been firmly under the dictatorial rule of de Gaulle for ten
years, the left was doing badly in elections, and the unions were weak.
Governments came and went in Italy, but they were always led by
Christian Democrats, who relied on the Catholic church to herd
people to the polls on their behalf. 

Much of the stability was due to the sustained economic growth
these countries had experienced. Yet this very growth created forces
that undermined the stability, and these forces split the political and
ideological structures wide open in 1968. 

In the US at the beginning of the long boom the majority of the
black population were where they had been at the end of slavery—they
were sharecroppers in the rural South, where the local state and white
racists used the gun, the bullwhip and the noose to compel them to
accept their inferior position. The boom speeded up the movement to
the cities to seek work in industry. By 1960 three quarters of blacks were
city dwellers. Sheer concentration of numbers began to create the
confidence to stand up to the racists and the state. In 1955 the refusal
of one woman, Rosa Parks, to sit in the segregated area at the back of
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a bus ignited a massive bus boycott that shook the old power structures
of Montgomery, Alabama. In 1965, 1966 and 1967 there were black
uprisings in the Northern cities like Los Angeles, Newark and De-
troit. In 1968 virtually every ghetto in the country went up in smoke
after the assassination of black leader Martin Luther King, and a large
proportion of young blacks began to identify with the Black Panther
Party, which called for armed self defence and preached revolution.

The ability of the existing order to stabilise itself in France and Italy
in the late 1940s—and to sustain itself in fascist Spain and Portugal—
had depended on the fact that a large proportion of the people of
these countries were still small farmers, who could be bribed or in-
timidated into supporting the status quo. The ideological expression
of this was the hold the highly conservative Catholic church exercised
in many regions. The long boom changed this. By 1968 very large
numbers of men and women from peasant backgrounds were con-
centrated in factories and other large workplaces across the coun-
tries of southern Europe. At first they tended to bring their rural
prejudices with them, opposing unions or supporting conservative
Catholic unions. But they faced the same conditions as older groups
of workers who remembered the struggles of the 1930s and the great
strikes at the end of the war—the relentless pressure to work harder,
the bullying of foremen and managers, and the pressure on wages
from rising prices. In 1968 and 1969 they were to fuse into a new
and powerful force to challenge the system.

The stability of Czechoslovakia in the mid-1950s was also the result
of a booming economy. Growth of around 7 percent a year had given
a feeling of self assurance to the ruling bureaucracy, while allowing sub-
stantial increases in real wages. The rate of growth slumped in the
early 1960s, leading to a build-up of frustrations at every level of so-
ciety and to splits in the ruling bureaucracy. Leading figures in the
party forced the president and party secretary Novotny to resign. In-
tellectuals and students seized the opportunity to express themselves
freely for the first time in 20 years. The whole apparatus of censorship
collapsed and the police suddenly appeared powerless to crush dis-
sent. The students formed a free students’ union, workers began to
vote out state-appointed union leaders, ministers were grilled on tele-
vision about their policies, and there was public discussion about the
horrors of the Stalin era. This was too much for Russia’s rulers. In
August 1968 they sent massive numbers of troops into the country
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and dragged key government figures off to Moscow under arrest. 
They expected to be able to crush the dissent overnight, but the im-

mediate effect was to deepen and widen it. There was limited physi-
cal resistance to the Russian tanks, but enormous passive opposition.
Russia was forced to allow the Czechoslovakian government to return
home with a promise to bring the dissent under control. It was nine
months, interspersed with demonstrations and strikes, before this
promise was fulfilled. Eventually Russia succeeded in imposing a puppet
government which silenced overt opposition by driving people from
their jobs and in some cases imprisoning them. Stalinist state capitalism
was to run Czechoslovakia for another 20 years. 

Yet the ideological damage to the Stalinist system was enormous.
Internationally the events revived the doubts people on the left had
felt in 1956. Most of the Communist parties of Western Europe con-
demned the Russian occupation, if only because doing so made it
easier to collaborate with social democratic and middle class political
forces at home. Among young people moving to the left it became
common to denounce ‘imperialism, East and West’. In Eastern Europe,
including Czechoslovakia, the membership of the ruling parties became
less and less bound by any real ideological commitment—joining the
party was a career move, no more and no less.

Even the problems which the US faced in Vietnam were to some
extent a product of the long boom. It was the Tet Offensive which
pushed the war to the centre of the world stage in 1968. But Tet was
not an outright defeat for US forces. The US boasted at the time
that it had retaken control of the cities—even if, as a general ad-
mitted in one case, ‘We had to destroy the city in order to save it.’ Tet
represented the turning point in the war because it persuaded key
sections of big business that the US simply could not afford the cost
of maintaining control of the country. The US was spending no more
on the war than it had in Korea. But the intervening boom had seen
the rise of Japanese and West German capitalism, and the US could
not afford to meet the challenge of their economic competition as well
as pay the cost of a land war in Vietnam. As it was, the war gutted Pres-
ident Johnson’s scheme for a ‘Great Society’ programme of welfare ex-
penditure which he hoped would make his reputation and provide
long term stability for US society. 

Finally, in all the advanced capitalist countries the long boom had
led to a massive increase in the number of students. Everywhere the
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state sponsored a huge expansion of higher education as it sought to
increase the competitiveness of its national capitalism. In Britain,
where there had been only 69,000 students at the outbreak of the
Second World War, there were almost 300,000 by 1964. The growth
also produced a qualitative change in the make-up of the student
population. Whereas in the past it had been drawn overwhelmingly
from the ruling class and its hangers-on, it came to be composed
mainly of children of the middle class and, to a lesser extent, of work-
ers. The colleges in which the mass of students studied were increas-
ingly large, patterned on uniform designs and concentrated the
students in much the same way as workers were concentrated in work-
places. Student protesters in Berkeley, California, complained of
‘knowledge factories’. 

Students came together in these places for only three or four years,
before moving on to very different class destinations in wider society.
But the conditions in which they found themselves could create a
community of feeling and interest, capable of driving them to col-
lective action. Something else could have the same effect—the ide-
ological tensions in wider society. These existed in a concentrated form
in a milieu in which thousands of young people—as students of so-
ciology, literature, history or economics— were expected to absorb and
articulate ideological themes.

It meant that issues raised in wider society could be explosive in
the colleges. So, for example, the student struggles in Berlin grew
out of the police killing a protester during a visit by the despotic
Shah of Iran; in the US grew out of horror at the war against Viet-
nam and in solidarity with black struggles; in Poland grew out of
protests against the imprisonment of dissidents; in Czechoslovakia as
part of the opposition to the Russian occupation. 

Struggles which began over student issues rapidly generalised to
tackle the whole character of society. This was shown most dramat-
ically in France. The authorities reacted to small-scale student
protests over conditions by shutting the whole of Paris University and
sending in the police. Growing numbers of students, horrified by
the police violence, joined in the protests until the police were tem-
porarily driven from the whole Left Bank of the city on the ‘night
of the barricades’ (10 May). The student movement came to sym-
bolise successful opposition to the whole order over which de Gaulle
reigned, with its authoritarianism and willingness to use armed police
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to break strikes and protests. Responding to pressure from below,
the leaders of the rival union federations called for a one day gen-
eral strike on 13 May—and were astonished by the response. The
next day, emboldened by the success of the general strike, young
workers initiated an occupation of the Sud Aviation plant in Nantes.
Other workers copied their example, and within two days the entire
country was undergoing a repetition of the occupations of 1936—but
on a much bigger scale. For a fortnight the government was paralysed,
and much of the discussion in those parts of the media which con-
tinued to appear was of the ‘revolution’ that was occurring. In des-
peration de Gaulle fled secretly to the generals commanding the
French armed forces in Germany, only to be told his job was to bring
the agitation to an end. That he was able eventually to do so was only
because promises of wage increases and a general election were
enough to persuade the unions and, above all, the Communist Party
to push for a return to work.

Even before the May events the spread of student struggles inter-
nationally was leading to a new popularity for the language of revo-
lution. But until May such talk still tended to be framed by the ideas
of people like Herbert Marcuse, with their dismissal of workers. The
characteristic slogans spoke of ‘student power’. May changed that.
From then on there was a growing tendency to make a connection be-
tween what was happening and the events of 1848, 1871, 1917 and
1936—and in some cases with what had happened in 1956. Marxist
ideas, marginalised in mainstream intellectual life in the West for
two decades or more, suddenly became fashionable. And 30 years
later ageing intellectuals right across the Western world were still
enthusing over or bemoaning the impact of ‘the sixties’.

It was not only culture in the narrow intellectual sense which
felt the influence of 1968. So did many elements of wider ‘mass’ and
‘youth’ culture. There was a challenging of the stereotypes with
which young people had been brought up. There were radical changes
to dress and hairstyles, with the wide-scale adoption of fashions pre-
viously associated only with ‘underground’ minorities. The use of
recreational drugs (mainly marijuana, amphetamines and LSD)
became widespread. More importantly, a growing number of Holly-
wood films challenged rather than propagated the American Dream,
and some pop music began to take up themes other than sexual
desire and romantic love.

582

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE WORLD



In the US the initial ‘movements’—the civil rights and black lib-
eration movement, the anti-war movement, and the student move-
ment—gave birth to others. They inspired Native Americans to take
up the struggle against their oppression, and gays in New York to
fight back against raids on their clubs—founding the Gay Liberation
Front. The experience of the movements also led thousands of women
to challenge the inferior role allotted to them in US society—and,
all too frequently, in the movements as well. They founded the
Women’s Liberation Movement, with demands questioning the op-
pression women had suffered since the birth of class society, and found
an echo among women who had no direct connection with the move-
ment. The fact that the majority of women were beginning to be part
of the employed workforce for life and relished the independence it
gave them was finding an expression.

The new impasse
The wave of radicalisation did not end with 1968. The biggest stu-
dent protests in the US came in 1970. Colleges throughout the
country were occupied in the week after National Guard troops
shot dead students at Kent State University in Ohio for protesting
against President Nixon’s extension of the Vietnam War into Cam-
bodia. In Greece the student movement erupted in 1973, with the
occupation of the polytechnic in the centre of Athens shaking the
military junta which had ruled the country for six years, and helped
to ensure its collapse seven months later. In West Germany the
universities continued to stand out for several years as ghettos of left
wing (mainly Maoist) agitation in the midst of a generally apoliti-
cal country.

However, there was an important shift in several countries after
1968. The students ceased being the centre of left wing opposition.
In Italy the workers’ movement became central after the ‘hot autumn’
of 1969, when metal workers occupied their factories over wage con-
tracts. In Spain, too, the workers’ movement played a central role
from late 1970 onwards, so weakening the regime in the last years
of Franco’s life that his heirs rushed through ‘democratic’ reforms
almost the moment he died in 1975. In Britain activity by trade
unionists, much of it in defiance of their union leaders, so damaged
the Conservative government of Edward Heath that he called an
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election on the question of ‘who runs the country?’ early in 1974—
and lost.

Students had sometimes been able ignite struggles which involved
workers, but how the struggles ended depended on the workers’ or-
ganisations. This was shown clearly in France in May 1968, when
the unions and the Communist Party succeeded in bringing the gen-
eral strike to an end against the objections of the best known student
leaders. It was shown again in Italy, Britain and Spain during 1975-
76. The Christian Democrats in Italy, the Tories in Britain and Franco
in Spain were unable to curtail the workers’ struggles by themselves.
Governments could only do so by signing agreements with the union
leaders and workers’ parties—called the ‘historic compromise’ in Italy,
the ‘Social Contract’ in Britain and the ‘Pact of Moncloa’ in Spain. 

The effect in each case was to curtail the action of workers just as
the long boom was coming to an end—lowering people’s guard just
as a knockout punch was about to be directed at them.

There was another area of the world where the student radicalism
of the late 1960s led to a wave of workers’ struggles in the 1970s—the
southern ‘cone’ of Latin America. The late 1960s saw a near uprising
in the Argentinian city of Cordoba,296 and a wave of land occupations
which challenged the Christian Democrat president of Chile. In both
cases the drive for change from below was channelled in constitu-
tional directions. 

In Argentina it became centred around the demand for the return
from exile of the post-war dictator, Peron. He had ruled at a time
when high world prices for Argentina’s agricultural exports had trans-
lated into relatively high wages and welfare provision for its workers.
People believed that his return would bring back the good times. It
was a message repeated by rival Peron supporters of the left and
right—and even by a powerful urban guerrilla organisation, the Mon-
toneros. In fact his eventual return resulted in no gains for workers,
but unleashed an onslaught by the right and by the military for which
the left was unprepared. After Peron’s death the military felt strong
enough to take power directly into its own hands. A whole genera-
tion of left wing activists, numbering tens of thousands, were murdered
or ‘disappeared’.

In Chile the parliamentary Socialist Party was the beneficiary of
the new militancy. One of its leaders, Salvador Allende, was elected
president in 1970, and the right wing majority in parliament agreed
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to him assuming office in return for a constitutional guarantee that
he would not disturb the military chain of command. Important US
business interests were not happy at this, and two years into Allende’s
term of office they were joined by major sections of the Chilean ruling
class. There was an attempt to drive him from office in the autumn
of 1972 through a ‘bosses’ strike’ spearheaded by lorry owners. It was
thwarted by workers seizing their factories and setting up cordones—
similar to the workers’ councils of 1917 and 1956—to link the fac-
tories. An attempted coup in June 1973 failed due to splits in the
armed forces and massive street protests. But the Communist Party
and main sectors of the Socialist Party told people to wind down the
cordones and trust in the ‘constitutional’ traditions of the army. Al-
lende brought generals, including Augusto Pinochet, into his gov-
ernment, believing this would placate the right and maintain order.
In September Pinochet staged a coup, bombarded Allende in the
presidential palace and murdered thousands of worker activists. While
the workers’ movement was being lulled to sleep in Europe by its
own leaders, it was drowned in blood in southern Latin America. 

The flame lit in 1968 was to flare up one more time in Europe. Por-
tugal had been a dictatorship with fascist characteristics since the
late 1920s. But by the mid-1970s it was losing the war to control its
African colonies. In April 1974 a coup overthrew the dictator Cae-
tano, replacing him with a conservative general, Spinola, who was
backed by the country’s major monopolies and committed to a ne-
gotiated settlement to the wars. 

The collapse of the dictatorship unleashed a wave of struggle. The
great shipyards of Lisnave and Setnave were occupied. Bakers, postal
workers and airport workers struck. Many of the army captains who
had taken the risk of organising the coup were much more radical than
Spinola and wanted an immediate end to the wars, while Spinola
wanted to drag them out until the liberation movements agreed peace
terms which would protect Portuguese business interests. The only
properly organised underground party was the Communist Party. Its
leaders made a deal with Spinola to end the strikes (earning the dis-
trust of some of the most powerful groups of workers in the Lisbon
area), joined the government and attempted to infiltrate middle class
supporters into positions of influence in the armed forces and the
media. Its aim was to lift itself up by balancing between the workers
and the generals until it could establish a regime along the lines of
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those in Eastern Europe after the war. 
It was a manoeuvre that could not possibly work. The Communist

Party could not stop the militancy of the Lisbon workers and disaf-
fection in the armed forces leading to the growth of forces to its left
any more than it could it calm the panic within Western capitalism
at the revolutionary events on its doorstep. 

Two unsuccessful attempts at right wing coups led to Spinola losing
office, and to a further radicalisation among workers and within the
ranks of the army. Backed by the CIA and the social democratic gov-
ernments of Western Europe, the right organised a series of near-risings
in rural northern Portugal. The army captains who exercised effective
military power swung from one political option to another. Then, in No-
vember 1975, a senior officer with social democrat backing succeeded
in provoking some of the left wing officers into a half-hearted attempt
to take power, and used it as an excuse to march several hundred dis-
ciplined troops on Lisbon to disarm the disaffected regiments. The
Communist Party, which had appeared so powerful only a few weeks
earlier—when an officer close to it held the premiership—made no
attempt to organise working class resistance. A revolution which had
deeply worried the leaders of capitalism in Europe and America in the
summer of 1975 accepted defeat in the autumn with barely a murmur.

A hard rain
The long boom came to an abrupt end in the autumn of 1973, as
Western economies went into recession simultaneously for the first
time since the 1930s and unemployment doubled. This was enough
to produce panic in government and business circles everywhere.
Mainstream economists had never been able to explain how the
slump of the 1930s had happened, and none of them could be sure they
were not facing a similar situation.

In the 1950s and 1960s they had convinced themselves that slumps
were no longer possible because they could apply the prescriptions of
John Maynard Keynes. Business cycles were a thing of the past, the
author of the world’s best-selling economic textbook, Nobel prize-
winner Paul Samuelson, had assured them in 1970. But when they tried
to apply Keynesian remedies to the recession they did not work. The
only effect was to increase inflation while leaving unemployment un-
touched. By 1976 they had abandoned such methods amid panic about
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the danger of escalating inflation. Economists and political journalists
switched overnight to a belief in the completely ‘free’ market, un-
constrained by state intervention—a theory previously preached only
by a few isolated prophets such as Friedrich Hayek and Milton Fried-
man. Such a mass conversion of intellectuals had not been seen since
the days when theologians changed their ‘beliefs’ on the say-so of
princes. 

The popularity of the prophets of the free market could not, how-
ever, restore unemployment levels to those of the long boom. Nor
could it prevent another recession at the beginning of the 1980s,
doubling unemployment again and affecting even wider areas of the
world than that of 1974-76.

One popular explanation for the crises of 1974-76 and 1980-82
blamed the sudden increases in the price of oil after the Arab-Israeli
war of October 1973 and the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war of 1980.
But a fresh crisis broke at the beginning of the 1990s, at a time of
falling oil prices. Another explanation claimed that the crisis of 1974-
76 resulted from the impact of rising wages on profits. But this could
not explain the later crises, since wages in the world’s single most
important economy, the US, fell steadily after the mid-1970s.297

Something more fundamental in the system had changed, turning
the ‘golden age’ into a ‘leaden age’. The US had been able to afford
massive arms spending at the time of the Korean War, absorbing per-
haps 20 percent of its total output and equal to half the surplus avail-
able for investment. This had provided markets for its own industries
and for exports from states such as Japan, which spent very little on
arms. But by the time of the Vietnam War competition from such
countries meant the US could not afford its old level of military
output. It still produced massive quantities of weaponry, but the pro-
portion of output this absorbed was probably about a third of that at
the time of the Korean War. This was simply not enough to ward off
recurrent and deepening world recessions, even if they were not yet
on the scale of the 1930s slump.298

This did not bring all economic growth to an end in the advanced
countries. But growth was much slower and more uneven than previ-
ously, and the cycle of boom and slump had returned with a vengeance.
Average output per head in the 1980s grew at less than half the rate
of the early 1960s. Unemployment reached levels virtually unimag-
inable in the long boom, commonly staying above 10 percent for years
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at a time, and rising close to 20 percent in places such as Ireland and
Spain. Lower rates in the US in the late 1980s and late 1990s were
driven by welfare cuts which forced people to take jobs at poverty
wages—the poorest 10 percent earning 25 percent less than the equiv-
alent group in Britain.299

Generalised job insecurity became a feature everywhere. By the
1990s mainstream politicians were deriding the idea that people could
have ‘jobs for life’. Yet that phrase had summed up what most people
took for granted through the long boom. Of course, people changed
jobs as some industries grew and others contracted. But except in a
few ‘declining industries’, workers usually did so voluntarily, re-
sponding to the pull of better prospects, not the push of redundancy.
Now the push became the norm, and opinion polls suggested fear of
it weighed on the minds of about half the working population. 

Capitalism is a more dynamic form of class society than any before
in history. Its dynamism, its ever-changing character, is as typical of a
slump as of a boom. Some firms go out of business while others pros-
per at their expense. Some industries contract while others expand.
Even in the worst slump there would be growth sectors—such as pawn-
brokers buying up the goods of the most desperate and security services
protecting the wealth of the rich. 

The dynamism remained in the ‘leaden age’, but instead of offer-
ing the mass of people improved lives, as in the long boom, it threat-
ened to snatch what they had achieved in the past. Whole industries
disappeared, and towns were reduced to wastelands. Welfare benefits
were cut to the levels of 50 years earlier—or even abolished in some
US states. Meanwhile, a new brand of hard right politicians known as
‘Thatcherites’ or ‘neo-liberals’ toasted the unleashing of ‘enterprise’,
and found an echo among a layer of social democratic politicians who
treated a return to the orthodoxies of 19th century politics as evi-
dence of ‘modernity’.

The shift to the right had its impact on sections of the radical left,
demoralised by the defeats of the mid-1970s—and in some cases by
learning the truth about China and the bloody regime established
by the pro-Chinese Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. Some drew the con-
clusion that the whole revolutionary enterprise had been miscon-
ceived. Some believed they had been too severe in their criticism of
parliamentary reformism. Some simply concluded that the class strug-
gle was a thing of the past.
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In fact there were some very big and sometimes violent class con-
frontations in the 1980s, as workers tried to prevent the decimation
of jobs in old established industries—the struggles by steel workers in
France and Belgium, the year long strike of over 150,000 miners in
Britain and a strike of similar length by 5,000 British print workers,
a five day general strike in Denmark, public sector strikes in Holland
and British Columbia, and a one day general strike in Spain.

But, by and large, these struggles were defeated, and one legacy of
defeat was a growing belief that ‘old fashioned’ methods of class strug-
gle could not win. This led a layer of working class activists to place
their hopes once more in the promises of parliamentary politicians.
It also encouraged left wing intellectuals to question further the very
notions of class and class struggle. They embraced an intellectual
fashion called ‘postmodernism’, which claimed any interpretation of
reality was as valid as any other, that there was no objective basis for
notions such as class, and that any attempt to change the way soci-
ety operates would be ‘totalitarian’, since it involved trying to impose
a total conception of the world on others. Postmodernists rejected no-
tions of struggling to change society just as the dangerous instability
of society became ever more pronounced.

The crisis of state capitalism
More governments fell from power in 1989-90 than at any time in
Europe since 1917-18 and, before that, 1848. The Eastern bloc was
suddenly no more, and by 1991 the pillar which had supported it,
the USSR, had crumbled as well. Despite postmodernist and ‘post-
Marxist’ claims that such things were no longer possible, they had been
pulled down by a combination of economic crisis and class struggle.
If some on the left did not see this, it was because of their own illu-
sions, not material realities. For the entire period since 1968 had
been marked by deepening crises and repeated upsurges of struggle in
the Eastern bloc. 

The Russian occupation had succeeded in ‘normalising’ the situ-
ation in Czechoslovakia in 1968-69. But events in neighbouring
Poland soon showed how widespread and deep the malaise had
become. The regime had managed to crush the student movement of
1968, and attempted to use the police in a similar way against thou-
sands of workers who occupied the giant shipyards in Gdansk (Danzig
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before the war) and Szczecin (Stettin) in 1970-71 in protest at price
rises. The police killed a large number of workers. But solidarity strikes
elsewhere forced out the regime’s head, Gomulka, and his successor,
Gierek, withdrew the price increases. He borrowed from Western
banks, the economy boomed, and Western journalists wrote of a
‘Polish miracle’. But increasing integration with Western markets
meant that Poland was hit by the crisis in those markets in the mid-
1970s. The government again tried to raise prices and launched police
attacks on protestors.

The regime was not able to bury the memory of the workers’ actions
this time, as it had after 1956-57 and 1970-71. Amid a sense of deep-
ening crisis a group of intellectuals defied harassment and established
a Workers’ Defence Committee and an underground paper, Robotnik
(Worker), with some 20,000 readers. The once-totalitarian regime re-
mained in power, but it could no longer impose totalitarianism. 

Its weakness eventually showed in the summer of 1980. A renewed
attempt to impose price increases led to further strikes and the oc-
cupation of the Gdansk shipyards. A movement grew out of the oc-
cupation that recalled the Hungarian workers’ councils of 1956. But
it had a life of 16 months, not three or four weeks. 

The movement proclaimed itself an independent trade union, Sol-
idarnosc (Solidarity). But in the year and a quarter of its legal exis-
tence it was something more than a trade union. Established by a
conference of delegates from 3,500 factories and soon claiming ten
million members, it represented an alternative power to that of the
government. It became the focus for the aspirations of everyone sick
of the old society, its very existence a challenge to the regime. Yet its
leaders committed themselves deliberately to avoid overthrowing the
government. They accepted the view of sympathetic intellectuals
that they should aim at a ‘self limiting revolution’. They made an as-
sumption very similar to that of the Allende government in Chile:
if the workers’ movement promised it would not threaten the state,
the state would tolerate the workers’ movement. As a consequence,
Solidarnosc suffered a fate similar to the Chilean movement. In mid-
December 1981 the military leader Jaruzelski declared martial law,
jammed the country’s telecommunications systems, arrested the entire
Solidarnosc leadership and used troops against workers who resisted.
Confused and demoralised, the workers’ organisations were broken.300

However, the breaking of the Polish workers’ movement could
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not remove the underlying forces which had given rise to it. Rates of
economic growth in the Eastern bloc were now no higher than in the
bigger Western economies. What is more, the Reagan government in
the US was embarking on a new arms build-up (with the stationing
of cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe) which the Russian gov-
ernment wanted to match. But the resources simply did not exist to
meet the demands this put on the economy. The state capitalist
regimes had to reform or risk class confrontation and internal collapse.

Russia’s ruler in the early 1980s, Andropov, had first-hand knowl-
edge of the challenge a workers’ movement could pose. He had been
Russian ambassador in Hungary in 1956 and head of the KGB during
the rise of Solidarnosc in 1980-81. He wanted to prevent the possi-
bility of a similar challenge arising in the USSR itself and began pro-
moting people he thought would reform Russia. Foremost among
these was Mikhail Gorbachev.

When Gorbachev took over as head of the USSR in 1985 he
seemed all-powerful—and, when he spoke in 1987 and 1988 about
the need for openness (glasnost) and reform, he seemed popular, too.
But when he lost power in 1991 he had a popularity rating close to
zero. His call for reform had created confusion in the police appara-
tus of the USSR and raised people’s hopes so that they began to chal-
lenge the exploitation and oppression of the previous 60 years. But
his commitment to do no more than restructure the state capitalist
organisation of production prevented him finding the resources nec-
essary to satisfy those hopes. By the end of the decade the economic
stagnation of the early 1980s had become economic contraction. 

The spring of 1988 saw the first mass protests since the 1920s
which were not immediately crushed by the police—first in Armenia
and then in the Baltic states, movements of minority nationalities de-
manding greater rights. Gorbachev did not have the strength to re-
press them as his predecessors would have done. But he did not have
the means to buy them off either. Vicious but incomplete repression
gave way to half-hearted concessions. It was the classic formula by
which regimes have often helped ignite revolt.

Gorbachev made moves to stabilise his position by reliance on con-
servative forces in the summer of 1989 and the spring of l991. On each
occasion he was stopped in his tracks by huge miners’ strikes which came
close to shutting off the country’s energy supplies. In particular, the
strike of summer 1989 showed more than a passing resemblance to the

591

THE NEW WORLD DISORDER



first great workers’ protests in Poland. Gorbachev had to make con-
cessions to the various opposition movements if the whole regime was
not to risk being engulfed from below, and as he did so his own power
to control events evaporated.

The impact was devastating for the regimes installed in Eastern
Europe 45 years earlier. The various rulers had lost their ultimate fall-
back position in the face of revolt—the threat of Russian interven-
tion. Already, a year earlier, the hard man of Poland, Jaruzelski, had
settled a series of miners’ strikes by agreeing to negotiate with the lead-
ers of Solidarnosc—although the underground organisation was a
shadow of what it had been in 1980-81. In the summer of 1989 Kadar’s
successors in Hungary agreed on similar ‘round table’ negotiations
with the country’s considerably weaker dissident groups. 

In September and October a wave of demonstrations swept East
Germany, and its government conceded negotiations and began to
demolish the Berlin Wall which cut it off from West Germany as a
token of its sincerity. Later in November it was the turn of Husak in
Czechoslovakia to fall, amid enormous street demonstrations and a
one hour general strike. Bulgaria followed suit. An attempt by Ro-
mania’s dictator to resist the wave of change by shooting down demon-
strators led to a spontaneous uprising in the capital, Bucharest, and
his execution by a firing squad under the command of his own gen-
erals. In six months the political map of half of Europe had been re-
drawn. The only Stalinist regime left in Eastern Europe was Albania,
and this collapsed early in 1991 after a general strike.

No imperial power could avoid being scathed by such an upheaval
in its empire. The national movements inside the USSR felt increasingly
confident, and the divisions within the ruling group grew ever wider and
its control over society ever more precarious. Gorbachev made a last at-
tempt to take a hard line against the opposition currents, only to be
thwarted in the spring of 1991 by a second great miners’ strike and a huge
demonstration in Moscow. That summer, conservative forces in his gov-
ernment attempted to take a hard line without him. They used troops
in Moscow to stage a coup, and held Gorbachev under house arrest.
Other military units refused to back them and, after a stand off, power
fell into the hands of a group of reformers around Boris Yeltsin, presi-
dent of the Russian republic and former party boss in the industrial city
of Sverdlovsk. Yeltsin agreed on the formal dissolution of the links be-
tween the national republics, and the USSR was no more.
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The upheavals of 1989-91 were on a much greater scale than those
which shook Eastern Europe in 1953, 1956, 1968 and 1980-81. Yet
there was a sense in which the changes which occurred were not as
fundamental as those that began to occur on the previous occasions,
especially in 1956 and 1980-81—for the leadership of the move-
ments of 1989-91 went to people determined to avoid any glimmer
of workers’ power. People who had risen through the old ruling bu-
reaucracies moved, at decisive moments, to align themselves with
groups of dissident intellectuals around a programme of limited
reform—and so pre-empt the possibility of real revolution. They fol-
lowed a strategy of what the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci had
called ‘passive revolution’—pushing through change from above in
order to prevent it happening from below. 

In each case it involved agreeing with the dissidents on programmes
which combined various elements—a greater opening to the world
market, abandonment of the old command economy, a move to rel-
atively free parliamentary elections, and a new stress on national-
ism. As sections of the old official media and former dissidents repeated
the same message, the mass of workers were persuaded that the market
and democracy were natural twins and could satisfy their aspirations.
In the atmosphere of 1989-91 it was difficult for anyone who argued
otherwise to gain a hearing, for the pre-emptive moves from above
kept class movements by workers to a minimum. 

The great political changes which occurred were a result of class
struggle, but it was deflected class struggle that did not find expression
in the throwing up of mass democratic organisations of the exploited
classes on the lines of workers’ councils. They were political revolu-
tions, more akin to what happened in France in 1830 than to the
great social revolutions of the past, a fact demonstrated by the way
the same people ran the major industries and banks after the changes
as before.

Shock waves from the collapse
The crisis in the Eastern bloc was part of a much wider crisis affecting
all sorts of countries which had adopted the state capitalist model.
Nowhere did it seem capable of providing the high growth rates of ear-
lier periods. At the same time it cut off national industries from the new
industrial innovations—especially those connected with microchip
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technology and computer software—being pioneered, on the basis of
enormous investment, by the industrial giants of the US and Japan. 

Across Asia, Africa and Latin America, bureaucrats and politicians
who had made their careers sponsoring versions of state capitalism
switched over to praise ‘free’ markets and make deals with Western
multinationals. Congress governments in India, the former Maoist
movement which won a civil war in Ethiopia, the Algerian regime and
the successors to Nasser in Egypt all followed this path to a greater or
lesser degree. In the vanguard of the new approach was Deng Xiaoping’s
China, where adoration of the market and profit-making went hand
in hand with formal adherence to the cult of Mao. 

Most Third World governments showed their commitment to the
new approach by signing up to the ‘structural adjustment programmes’
of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). There
is little evidence that these could overcome the problems of low growth
rates and poverty. Some 76 countries implemented adjustment pro-
grammes designed by the World Bank on ‘free market’ criteria in the
1980s. Only a handful recorded better growth or inflation rates than
in previous decades. Of 19 countries which carried through ‘intense
adjustment’, only four ‘consistently improved their performance in
the 1980s’.301 In 1990 some 44 percent of Latin America’s population
was living below the poverty line according to the United Nations eco-
nomic commission for the region, which concluded there had been ‘a
tremendous step backwards in the material standard of living of the
Latin American and Caribbean population in the 1980s’.302 In Africa
more than 55 percent of the rural population was considered to be
living in absolute poverty by 1987.303

What happened in Eastern Europe and the former USSR in the
1990s was just as devastating. The ‘economic miracles’ promised by
the reformers did not take place. In 1999 only two countries, Poland
and Slovenia, had a higher output than in 1989. The Czech Repub-
lic and Hungary were both slightly poorer than ten years before. The
economies of Bulgaria, Lithuania and Russia had shrunk by 40 per-
cent or more.303a

The cold statistics translated into the destruction of the hopes of
millions. Most people in the major Russian cities like Moscow and St
Petersburg became dependent on what they could grow on small al-
lotments and preserve to supplement meagre supplies of bread and
potatoes. Whole communities in arctic regions lived in fear of the
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power failing each winter. Miners and steel workers were not paid
for months at a time, health services fell apart, diseases like tubercu-
losis became common and life expectancy fell. 

Circumstances were a little better in the northern belt of Eastern
Europe. But even in the Czech Republic and Hungary living standards
were lower than in the late 1980s: there were more goods in the
shops, but few people with the money to buy them. East Germany, in-
corporated into the German Federal Republic, continued to have
unemployment rates of 20 percent and higher. In south east Europe,
in Bulgaria, Romania and Albania, conditions were as bad as in
Russia. In the southern belt of the former USSR they were much
worse. No wonder the optimism among many intellectuals in 1989
had turned to despair by the late 1990s. The famed Czech poet
Miroslav Holub went so far as to say, ‘If we knew that this was the price
we would have to pay, then we would gladly have put up with not
having our work printed and not selling our paintings’.304 The East-
ern European country which suffered most was that which had main-
tained its independence from the USSR all through the Cold
War—Yugoslavia. The Western powers no longer considered it worth-
while to provide loans on favourable terms as a counterbalance to
Russian influence in the region. The IMF imposed a debt repayment
programme which halved living standards in two years and produced
astronomical levels of unemployment in the poorer parts of the coun-
try, and a series of bloody civil wars resulted as different political fig-
ures tried to maintain their own positions by setting national groups
against one another while Western powers intervened to bolster those
most friendly to them.

There was one area of the world in which the enthusiasts for the
market placed particular pride—east Asia. In its World Development
Report of 1991 the World Bank spoke of ‘the remarkable achieve-
ments of the east Asian economies’, and noted ‘various degrees of
reform’ in China, India, Indonesia and Korea being ‘followed by im-
provements in economic performance’.305 Samuel Brittan of the Fi-
nancial Times in Britain reassured his readers, ‘Someone who wants to
cheer up should look, not backwards to the Great Depression, but to
the developing countries of eastern Asia which have contracted out
of the world slowdown’.306

The hollowness of such optimism hit home in 1997, when an eco-
nomic crisis which began in Thailand swept through the entire region—
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pushing Indonesia into a slump on the scale of the 1930s and forcing
South Korea, Malaysia and Hong Kong into deep recession. In the
course of 1998 this ignited a sudden crisis in Russia and destabilised the
biggest economy in Latin America, Brazil. Programmes drawn up by the
IMF to deal with the crisis were bitterly criticised as likely to make
things worse by its own former luminaries such as Jeffrey Sachs.

The Chinese economy did experience rapid growth through most
of the 1980s and 1990s as a result of reform of the agricultural price
system in the late 1970s which involved a massive one-off transfer of
resources from the state to the peasantry. There was a rapid growth
in food output for a number of years, which in turn provided the base
for a range of light industries to develop, catering for both the domestic
and world markets. According to the official figures, total industrial
output trebled.

But the growth was incredibly uneven. Some coastal regions un-
derwent massive industrialisation and urbanisation while vast inland
regions stagnated or even regressed. There were tens of millions of new
jobs in industry, but 200 million people flooded from the country-
side to the towns in the hope of filling them. Rationalisation of the
old heavy industries involved slashing their workforces and scrap-
ping minimal forms of welfare provision. Wild fluctuations in growth
rates saw sharp booms with rapidly rising prices giving way to periods
of stagnation. Attempts to break out of these cyclical downturns by
selling more on the world market threatened a classic crisis of over-
production every time the world economy slowed down or slumped.

This combination threatened to produce massive social convul-
sions, as was shown vividly in 1989. Only a few months before the po-
litical collapse in Eastern Europe the Chinese state itself came close
to breaking down. Student demands for greater democracy became the
focus for the grievances of wide sections of people, culminating in the
famous demonstration in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, but also in
dozens of other cities and industrial centres. For several days the
regime was paralysed, seeming to have difficulty finding soldiers pre-
pared to bring the demonstrations to an end, before it used tanks to
crush the protests. 

Tiananmen Square was not the first occasion a regime that combined
state capitalist characteristics with a market orientation had faced a
social explosion. Egypt had experienced a wave of strikes, demonstra-
tions and revolts in its 13 main cities early in 1977—the biggest wave
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of social unrest since the nationalist revolt against Britain in 1919. In
Algeria in 1988 a wave of strikes turned into a near-insurrection as
young people fought the police for control of the streets, and forced the
regime to concede freedom of the press and permission for political
opponents to return from exile. In South Korea in 1987 huge militant
demonstrations by students and sections of the middle class shook the
military regime, forcing it concede a degree of liberalisation—to be
followed in 1988 by a series of major strikes which were settled by
double digit wage increases.

All of these social explosions showed certain similarities with the
events of 1989-90 in Eastern Europe. They demonstrated that neither
state capitalism nor the transition from state capitalism to some sort of
market system could prevent the workforces created by industrial growth
rebelling—and drawing behind them many other layers of society.

Islam, reform and revolution
It became a journalistic cliché for a time in the 1990s to say that the
clash between ‘Communism and capitalism’ had been replaced by that
between ‘Islam and the West’. Certainly, two of the great uprisings of
recent years had taken place under the banner of Islam—the Iranian
Revolution of 1979 and the Afghan resistance to Russian occupation
through the 1980s—and these had inspired opposition movements in
Egypt, Algeria, occupied Palestine and elsewhere. But what the cliché
ignored was that Islam, as so often before in its history, could give ex-
pression to very different social interests which could end in bloody con-
flict with each other. 

The Iranian Revolution was an explosion of bitterness against a
despotic ruler, the Shah, and the US government which backed him.
His rule had antagonised traditionalist clerics, nationalist intellectuals,
sections of capitalism linked to the bazaars, the new working class of
expanding industry, the students, the impoverished petty bourgeoisie,
the unemployed and semi-employed of the urban slums, the national
minorities and sections of the peasantry. Islamic diatribes against ‘op-
pression’ could unite people from all these groups against a common
enemy. But once the Shah had been overthrown in a classic uprising—
with mass strikes, an armed insurrection and mutinies within the
army—each group read the Islamic texts in a different way and drew
very different practical conclusions. The first years after the rising

597

THE NEW WORLD DISORDER



not only saw clashes between certain Islamic and secular groups, but
bloody civil wars between different Islamic factions. Eventually the
faction around Ayatollah Khomeini proved victorious and justified a
reign of terror against its defeated opponents in religious terms. This
led many liberals to claim its barbarous methods were uniquely ‘Is-
lamic’, a product of a mentality supposedly lacking the humanity of
the ‘Judaeo-Christian tradition’. In fact Khomeini’s repression was
not qualitatively different from that endorsed by French Roman
Catholicism at the time of the crushing of the Commune, to that
backed by Prussian Lutheranism in 1919-20, or, for that matter, to that
supported by US Christian fundamentalists and Jewish rabbis as the
Israeli army oversaw the wholesale slaughter of Palestinians by
Falangists in Lebanon in the early 1980s. The bloodbath was that of
a counter-revolution, not the product of a religion.

The Russian-sponsored regime in Afghanistan likewise provoked re-
sistance from disparate social groups as it attempted to impose a Stalinist
programme of rapid ‘modernisation’. When Russian troops occupied
the country, killing one pro-Russian ruler to replace him with another,
Islam seemed to again provide a rallying cry for resistance. But groups
with contradictory interests were to end up fighting each other as well
as the Russians. A civil war between Islamic groups followed the Russ-
ian withdrawal until the Taliban, backed by Saudi Arabia and bitterly
hostile to the Islamic regime in neighbouring Iran, conquered most of
the country. Meanwhile, many of the Islamists from across the Middle
East, who the American CIA had arranged to go and fight in Afghanistan
against the Russians, now directed their fire against their pro-US local
rulers—and were denounced as ‘terrorists’ by the US.

Far from Islam being a single force opposed to the West, the biggest
and bloodiest war of the 1980s raged between the Islamic leaders of
Iraq and the ‘Islamic Republic’ of Iran. It was a war in which both con-
servative Saudi Arabia and the Islamist regime of Hassan al-Turabi
in Sudan backed Iraq—as did the US at decisive moments. 

The growth of Islamic political movements was a product of the
alienation from the world order of tens of millions of people—especially
the young and educated, who had little hope of secure employment in
societies trapped by their position within the global system. The Koran’s
vague injunctions against oppression and proclamation of a just soci-
ety offered a terminology that seemed to provide an outlet for intense
feelings of frustration. But the closer the Islamists came to holding
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power the more their radical edge was blunted. Islamic governments
proved happy to work with Islamic capitalists, who in turn continually
made alliances with other parts of the world system, including ‘the
great Satan’, the US. In every clash between national states in the
Middle East, Islamic governments were to be found on opposing sides.

The new imperialism
The old imperialism of direct colonial rule finally died in the last
quarter of the 20th century. Portugal’s ruling class was forced to aban-
don its colonies, the white settler regime in Rhodesia gave way to Zim-
babwe, the racist regime in South Africa conceded majority rule, and
Britain handed Hong Kong back to China. Even what used to be
called ‘semi-colonies’—weak governments dependent on Western
backing for survival—often achieved a certain independence. The
puppet became a client and the client sometimes turned on its former
master—as Saddam Hussein of Iraq showed when he marched into
Kuwait in 1990. But this did not mean the end of imperialism—the
attempt of major capitalist states to impose their will on lesser states.

In the mid-1990s many journalists, academics and politicians
claimed that states were unimportant in the ‘new global economy’.
But it did not seem like that to the heads of the multinational cor-
porations or the governments which worked with them. Studies
showed that the owners and directors of such corporations remained
very much rooted in particular national states, using them as bases
from which to advance and protect their interests elsewhere. As one
study concluded: 

The rivalry between states and the rivalry between firms for a secure
place in the world economy has become much fiercer, much more in-
tense. As a result, firms have become more involved with governments
and governments have come to recognise their increased dependence
on the scarce resources controlled by firms.307

The huge multinationals centred in the US depended on the US
state to help impose their policies on the rest of the world. The two
major schemes for dealing with Third World debt were, appropri-
ately, named after members of the US government—the Baker Plan
and the Brady Plan.308 Behind the IMF and World Bank talk of ‘new
paradigms for development’ lay the reality of ensuring the banks were
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paid off handsomely. Similarly, world trade negotiations were about
US attempts to impose its own ‘free trade’ hegemony on other gov-
ernments, equally eager to protect the sometime divergent interests
of their own capitalists.

But financial diplomatic pressures were not always enough to ensure
the ruling classes of the most powerful countries got their way. There
were points when governments felt military force alone could main-
tain their global dominance. 

The two Gulf wars were important examples of what could
happen. Iraq waged a long and bloody war against Iran throughout
the 1980s, aiming both to attract the support of the US and the
wealthy Gulf states, and to cement its relations with important multi-
nationals. When it did not gain as much financially as it had hoped
from its backers in the war, it invaded one of them, Kuwait, in 1990—
miscalculating the response of the Great Powers, especially the US.
America, Britain and other states reacted with a massive military
build-up, a devastating bombing campaign, a land invasion and the
massacre of 100,000 Iraqis as they streamed back along the road
from Kuwait to Basra. They followed this with a decade of economic
sanctions which are estimated by the United Nations to have killed
50,000 Iraqis a year.

The aim of the operation was not simply to discipline Iraq, or even
to act as a warning to other nationalist governments and movements
in the Middle East who might challenge the US oil companies. It
was also intended to show the world’s other powers that they had to
accept the global goals of the US, since only the US was powerful
enough to be the world policeman.

Already in the 1980s, Republican administrations had set out to
overcome the hangover from defeat in Vietnam, the ‘Vietnam syn-
drome’, by demonstrating the continued ability of the US to domi-
nate the Western hemisphere. This was the thinking behind its
invasions of Grenada and of Panama, and of its sponsorship of the right
wing Contra guerillas who wreaked havoc in Nicaragua. The Bush ad-
ministration subsequently showed that the US could carry out similar
policing operations on a much bigger scale in the Middle East. Under
his Democrat successor, Bill Clinton, one military operation followed
another with increasing regularity through the 1990s—the landing of
marines in Somalia, the repeated bombing of Iraq, the bombing of Ser-
bian forces during the Bosnian civil war, the bombing of an alleged
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guerilla camp in Afghanistan and of a pharmaceutical factory in Sudan,
and the launching of an all-out air war against Serbia. 

It was not only the US which practised the new imperialism. Russia
attempted to maintain its overall dominance within wide sections of
the former USSR, using its military strength to influence the outcome
of civil wars in Georgia and Tajikistan. France maintained a major
sphere of influence in Africa, jostling with the US for dominance in
regions such as Rwanda-Burundi. Britain attempted to have an impact
on events in Sierra Leone and Nigeria, while Nigeria intervened in
other west African states in turn under the guise of ‘peacekeeping’.
Greece and Turkey periodically threatened to go to war as they clashed
over their influence in the north east Mediterranean and parts of the
Balkans. 

The world of the 1990s was a complex hierarchy of states and con-
nected business interests jostling for positions of influence. But they
were not of equal importance, and each knew that its position in the
hierarchy depended, in the end, on the armed force it could deploy.
At the top, ever anxious to preserve its position, was the United
States. The last year of the decade saw exactly what this entailed as
the US-led NATO alliance set out systematically to degrade the in-
frastructure of Serbia because its leader, Milosevic, had not gained per-
mission before emulating the viciousness of a score of US clients
around the world and attacking the country’s Albanian minority.

601

THE NEW WORLD DISORDER


