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he twentieth century was an era of paradox.
When it began, Western civilization was a

patchwork of squabbling states that bestrode the
world like a colossus. As the century came to an end, the
West was prosperous and increasingly united, yet there
were signs that despite the recent financial crisis in Asia,
global economic and political hegemony were beginning
to shift to the East. The era of Western dominance had
come to an end. It had been an era marked by war and rev-
olution but also by rapid industrial growth and wide-
spread economic prosperity, a time of growing interde-
pendence but also of burgeoning ethnic and national
consciousness, a period that witnessed the rising power of
science but also fervent religiosity and growing doubts
about the impact of technology on the human experience.

Twentieth-Century World History attempts to chronicle the
key events in this revolutionary century while seeking to
throw light on some of the underlying issues that shaped
the times. Did the beginning of a new millennium mark
the end of the long period of Western dominance? If so,
will recent decades of European and American superiority
be followed by a “Pacific century” with economic and po-
litical power shifting to the nations of eastern Asia? Will
the end of the Cold War lead to a “new world order”
marked by global cooperation, or are we on the verge of
an unstable era of ethnic and national conflict? Why was
a time of unparalleled prosperity and technological ad-
vancement accompanied by deep pockets of poverty and
widespread doubts about the role of government and the
capabilities of human reason? Although this book does
not promise final answers to such questions, it can provide
a framework for analysis and a better understanding of
some of the salient issues of modern times.

A number of decisions must be made by any author
sufficiently foolhardy to seek to encompass in a single vol-
ume the history of a turbulent century. First in importance
is whether to present the topic as an integrated whole or to
focus on individual cultures and societies. The world that
we live in today is in many respects an interdependent one
in terms of economics as well as culture and communi-
cations, a reality that is often expressed by the familiar
phrase “global village.” At the same time, the process of
globalization is by no means complete, as ethnic, religious,
and regional differences continue to exist and to shape the
course of our times. The tenacity of these differences is
reflected not only in the rise of internecine conflicts in

such divergent areas as Africa, South Asia, and Eastern Eu-
rope but also in the emergence in recent years of such re-
gional organizations as the Organization of African Unity,
the Association for the Southeast Asian Nations, and the
European Economic Community. Political leaders in vari-
ous parts of the world speak routinely (if sometimes wist-
fully) of “Arab unity,” the “African road to socialism,”
and the “Confucian path to economic development.”

A second problem is a practical one. College students
today are all too often not well informed about the dis-
tinctive character of civilizations such as China, India, and
sub-Saharan Africa. Without sufficient exposure to the
historical evolution of such societies, students will assume
all too readily that the peoples in these countries have had
historical experiences similar to their own and respond to
various stimuli in a similar fashion to those living in West-
ern Europe or the United States. If it is a mistake to ignore
the forces that link us together, it is equally erroneous to
underestimate the factors that continue to divide us and to
differentiate us into a world of diverse peoples.

My response to this challenge has been to adopt an
overall global approach to the history of the twentieth
century while at the same time attempting to do justice to
the distinctive character and recent development of indi-
vidual civilizations and regions in the world. The opening
chapters focus on issues that have a global impact, such as
the Industrial Revolution, the era of imperialism, and the
two world wars. Later chapters center on individual re-
gions of the world, although one chapter is devoted to the
international implications of the Cold War and its after-
math. The book is divided into five parts. The first four
parts are each followed by a short section labeled “Reflec-
tions,” which attempts to link events in a broad compara-
tive and global framework. The chapter in the fifth and
final part examines some of the common problems of our
time—including environmental pollution, the population
explosion, and spiritual malaise—and takes a cautious
look into the future to explore how such issues will evolve
in the twenty-first century.

Another issue that requires attention is the balance of
the treatment of Western civilization and its counterparts
in Asia and Africa. The modern world is often viewed es-
sentially as the history of Europe and the Western Hemi-
sphere, with other regions treated as appendages of the
industrial countries. It is certainly true that much of the
twentieth century was dominated by events in Europe and

xiv
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North America, and in recognition of this fact, the open-
ing chapters focus primarily on issues related to the rise of
the West, including the Industrial Revolution and the age
of imperialism. In recent decades, however, other parts of
the world have assumed greater importance, thus restor-
ing a global balance that had existed prior to the scientific
and technological revolution that transformed the West in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Later chapters
examine this phenomenon, according to regions such as
Africa, Asia, and Latin America the importance that they
merit today.

This book seeks balance in another area as well. Many
textbooks tend to simplify the content of history courses
by emphasizing an intellectual or political perspective or,
most recently, a social perspective, often at the expense of
providing sufficient details in a chronological framework.
This approach is confusing to students whose high school
social studies programs have often neglected a systematic
study of world history. I have attempted to write a well-
balanced work in which political, economic, social, and
cultural history have been integrated into a chronologi-
cally ordered synthesis. A strong narrative, linking key is-
sues in a broad interpretive framework, is still the most ef-
fective way to present the story of the past to young minds.

To enliven the text, I have included a number of boxed
essays that explore key issues within each chapter, citing
important works in the field, and boxed primary source
documents in each chapter. Extensive maps and illustra-
tions, each positioned at the appropriate place in the
chapter, serve to deepen the reader’s understanding of 
the text. “Spot maps,” which provide details not visible 
in the larger maps, have been added to this edition. Re-
designed timelines appear at the ends of the chapters,
comparing chronological developments in parallel regions
of the world. An annotated bibliography at the end of the
book reviews the most recent literature on each period
while referring also to some of the older “classical” works
in the field.

The following supplements are available for instruc-
tors’ use:

• Instructor’s Resource CD-ROM with ExamView—
includes the Instructor’s Manual, ExamView computer-
ized testing, and PowerPoint ® slides with lecture out-
lines and images that can be used as offered or cus-
tomized by importing personal lecture slides or other
material. ExamView allows users to create, deliver, and
customize tests and study guides (both print and on-
line) in minutes.

• Transparency Acetates for World History—includes
over one hundred full-color maps from the text and
other sources.

• Book Companion Web Site (http://history.wadsworth.
com/duiker_20th03/)—provides chapter-by-chapter
resources for this textbook for both instructors and stu-
dents, as well as access to the Wadsworth History Re-
source Center. Text-specific content for students in-
cludes interactive maps, interactive timelines, tutorial
quizzes, glossary, hyperlinks, InfoTrac® exercises, and
Internet activities. Instructors also have access to the
Instructor’s Manual, lesson plans, and PowerPoint slides
(access code required). From the home page, instruc-
tors and students can access many selections, such as an
Internet Guide for History, a career center, simulations,
movie activities, the World History image bank, and
links to a wealth of primary-source documents.

I would like to express my appreciation to the review-
ers who have read individual chapters and provided me
with useful suggestions for improvement: George Esen-
wein, University of Florida; Richard Follett, Covenant
College; James Harrison, Siena College; George Kosar,
Bentley College/Tufts University; Arlene Lazarowitz,
California State University—Long Beach; Steven Leibo,
SUNY Albany; Constance McGovern, Frostburg State
University; Marco Rimanelli, St. Leo University; Mark
Rosenberg, Bentley College; Todd Shepard, Oklahoma
University; and Dmitry Shlapentokh, Indiana University,
South Bend. Jackson Spielvogel, who is coauthor of our
textbook World History (now in its fourth edition), has
been kind enough to permit me to use some of his sec-
tions in that book for the purposes of writing this one.
Several of my other colleagues at Penn State—including
Kumkum Chatterjee, On-cho Ng, and Arthur F. Gold-
schmidt—have provided me with valuable assistance in
understanding parts of the world that are beyond my own
area of concentration. To Clark Baxter, whose unfailing
good humor, patience, and sage advice have so often
eased the trauma of textbook publishing, I offer my heart-
felt thanks. I am also grateful to Sue Gleason and Kim
Adams of Wadsworth Publishing, and to Amy Guastello,
for their assistance in bringing this project to fruition, and
to John Orr of Orr Book Services for production. For this
edition, ImageQuest has been helpful in obtaining images
for this book.

Finally, I am eternally grateful to my wife, Yvonne V.
Duiker, Ph.D. Her research and her written contributions
on art, architecture, literature, and music have added
sparkle to this book. Her presence at my side has added
immeasurable sparkle to my life.

William J. Duiker
The Pennsylvania State University
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Chapter

1
THE RISE OF 

INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY
IN THE WEST

THE SPREAD OF
THE INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION

The Industrial Revolution began in England in the late
eighteenth century and gradually spread to the European
continent in the next several decades. Why England was
the site of this momentous event has been the subject of
debate among historians for many years. A number of fac-
tors certainly contributed to the transformation of British
society from a predominantly agricultural to an industrial
and commercial economy: improvements in agriculture,
which enabled society to provide more food for less labor;

abundant natural resources, including coal and iron,
needed in the manufacturing process; and an increase in
available capital, based on the growth of exports to for-
eign markets.

England also benefited from its growing empire, which
provided a source of cheap raw materials and opportu-
nities for investment not available in the British Isles.
Last but not least, technological inventions, such as the
flying shuttle, the spinning jenny, and the power loom,
led to significant increases in textile production, while
the steam engine became a tireless source of power that
depended solely on coal, a substance that at the time
seemed to be available in unlimited quantities. By the
mid-nineteenth century, Great Britain had become the

he Industrial Revolution was unquestionably one of the most impor-

tant factors in laying the foundation of the modern world. It not only

transformed the economic means of production and distribution, but also 

altered the political systems, the social institutions and values, and the intellectual

and cultural life of all the societies that it touched. The impact has been not only

massive but controversial as well. Where proponents have alluded to the enormous

material and technological benefits that industrialization has brought in its wake,

critics have pointed out the high costs involved, from growing economic inequality

to the dehumanization of everyday life. Already in the nineteenth century, German

philosopher Karl Marx charged that factory labor had reduced workers to a mere 

“appendage of the machine,” and the English writer Charles Dickens described in 

his novels an urban environment of factories, smoke, and ashes that seemed an 

apparition from Dante’s Hell.



world’s first and richest industrial nation, the “workshop,
banker, and trader of the world.”

By the turn of the nineteenth century, industrializa-
tion had begun to spread to the continent of Europe,
where it took a different path than had been followed in
Great Britain (see Map 1.1). Governments on the Con-
tinent were accustomed to playing a major role in eco-

nomic affairs and continued to do so as the Industrial
Revolution got under way, subsiding inventors, providing
incentives to factory owners, and improving the trans-
portation network. By 1850, a network of iron rails had
spread across much of western and central Europe, while
sea routes were improved by the deepening and widening
of rivers and canals.
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1850 had become industrialized in the ensuing decades?



Across the Atlantic Ocean, the United States expe-
rienced the first stages of its industrial revolution in the
first half of the nineteenth century. In 1800, America was
still a predominantly agrarian society, as six out of every
seven workers were farmers. Sixty years later, only half of
all workers were farmers, yet the total population had
grown from 5 to 30 million people, larger than Great Brit-
ain itself.

The initial application of machinery to production
was accomplished by borrowing from Great Britain. Soon,
however, Americans began to equal or surpass British
technical inventions. The Harpers Ferry arsenal, for ex-
ample, built muskets with interchangeable parts. Because
all the individual parts of a musket were identical (for 
example, all triggers were the same), the final product
could be put together quickly and easily; this innovation
enabled Americans to avoid the more costly system in
which skilled craftsmen fitted together individual parts
made separately. The so-called American system reduced
costs and revolutionized production by saving labor, an
important consideration in a society that had few skilled
artisans.

Unlike Britain, the United States was a large country.
The lack of a good system of internal transportation
seemed to limit American economic development by
making the transport of goods prohibitively expensive.
This difficulty was gradually remedied, however. Thou-
sands of miles of roads and canals were built linking east
and west. The steamboat facilitated transportation on 
the Great Lakes, Atlantic coastal waters, and rivers. Most
important of all in the development of an American
transportation system was the railroad. Beginning with
100 miles in 1830, more than 27,000 miles of railroad
track were laid in the next thirty years. This transporta-
tion revolution turned the United States into a single
massive market for the manufactured goods of the North-
east, the early center of American industrialization, and
by 1860, the United States was well on its way to being
an industrial nation.

THE SECOND
INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION

During the fifty years before the outbreak of World War I
in 1914, the Western world witnessed a dynamic age of
material prosperity. Thanks to new industries, new sources
of energy, and new technological achievements, a sec-
ond Industrial Revolution transformed the human envi-

ronment and led people to believe that their material
progress would improve world conditions and solve all
human problems.

New Products and New Patterns
The first major change in industrial development after
1870 was the substitution of steel for iron. New methods
for rolling and shaping steel made it useful in the con-
struction of lighter, smaller, and faster machines and en-
gines as well as for railways, shipbuilding, and armaments.
It also paved the way for the building of the first sky-
scrapers, a development that would eventually transform
the shape of the cities of the West. In 1860, Great Brit-
ain, France, Germany, and Belgium produced 125,000
tons of steel; by 1913, the total was 32 million tons.

Electricity was a major new form of energy that proved
to be of great value since it could be easily converted into
other forms of energy, such as heat, light, and motion, and
moved relatively effortlessly through space by means of
transmitting wires. The first commercially practical gen-
erators of electric current were not developed until the
1870s. By 1910, hydroelectric power stations and coal-
fired steam-generating plants enabled entire districts to
be tied into a single power distribution system that pro-
vided a common source of power for homes, shops, and
industrial enterprises.

Electricity spawned a whole series of new products.
The invention of the incandescent filament lamp opened
homes and cities to illumination by electric lights. A rev-
olution in communications ensued when Alexander Gra-
ham Bell invented the telephone in 1876 and Guglielmo
Marconi sent the first radio waves across the Atlantic 
in 1901. Although most electricity was initially used for
lighting, it was eventually put to use in transportation. By
the 1880s, streetcars and subways had appeared in major
European cities. Electricity also transformed the factory.
Conveyor belts, cranes, machines, and machine tools
could all be powered by electricity and located anywhere.

The development of the internal combustion engine
had a similar effect. The processing of liquid fuels — pe-
troleum and its distilled derivatives —made possible the
widespread use of the internal combustion engine as a
source of power in transportation. An oil-fired engine was
made in 1897, and by 1902, the Hamburg-Amerika Line
had switched from coal to oil on its new ocean liners. By
the beginning of the twentieth century, some naval fleets
had been converted to oil burners as well.

The internal combustion engine gave rise to the auto-
mobile and the airplane. In 1900, world production stood
at 9,000 cars; by 1906, Americans had overtaken the ini-
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tial lead of the French. It was an American, Henry Ford,
who revolutionized the automotive industry with the
mass production of the Model T. By 1916, Ford’s facto-
ries were producing 735,000 cars a year. In the meantime,
air transportation had emerged with the Zeppelin airship
in 1900. In 1903, at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the
Wright brothers made the first flight in a fixed-wing plane
powered by a gasoline engine. It took World War I, how-
ever, to stimulate the aircraft industry, and it was not 
until 1919 that the first regular passenger air service was
established.

The growth of industrial production depended on the
development of markets for the sale of manufactured
goods. Competition for foreign markets was keen, and by
1870, European countries were increasingly compelled to
focus on promoting domestic demand. Between 1850 and
1900, real wages had increased in Britain by two-thirds
and in Germany by one-third. A decline in the cost of
food combined with lower prices for manufactured goods
because of reduced production and  transportation costs
made it easier for Europeans to buy consumer products. In
the cities, new methods for retail distribution —in partic-
ular, the department store —were used to expand sales of
a whole new range of consumer goods made possible by
the development of the steel and electric industries. The
desire to own sewing machines, clocks, bicycles, electric
lights, and typewriters was rapidly generating a new con-
sumer ethic that has become a crucial part of the modern
economy.

Meanwhile, increased competition for foreign markets
and the growing importance of domestic demand led to 
a reaction against the free trade that had characterized
the European economy between 1820 and 1870. By the
1870s, Europeans were returning to the practice of tariff
protection in order to guarantee domestic markets for 
the products of their own industries. At the same time,
cartels were being formed to decrease competition in-
ternally. In a cartel, independent enterprises worked to-
gether to control prices and fix production quotas,
thereby restraining the kind of competition that led 
to reduced prices. Cartels were especially strong in Ger-
many, where banks moved to protect their investments
by eliminating the “anarchy of competition.” Founded in
1893, the Rhenish-Westphalian Coal Syndicate con-
trolled 98 percent of Germany’s coal production by 1904.

The formation of cartels was paralleled by a move to-
ward ever-larger manufacturing plants, especially in the
iron and steel, machinery, heavy electric equipment, and
chemical industries. This growth in the size of industrial
plants led to pressure for greater efficiency in factory pro-
duction at the same time that competition led to de-

mands for greater economy. The result was a desire to
streamline or rationalize production as much as possible.
The development of precision tools enabled manufactur-
ers to produce interchangeable parts, which in turn led to
the creation of the assembly line for production. In the
second half of the nineteenth century, it was primarily
used in manufacturing nonmilitary goods, such as sewing
machines, typewriters, bicycles, and finally, automobiles.
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� THE COLOSSUS OF PARIS. When it was completed for the
Paris World’s Fair in 1889, the Eiffel Tower became, at 1,056 feet,
the tallest man-made monument in the world. The colossus,
which seemed to be rising from the shadows of the city’s feudal
past like some new technological giant, symbolized the triumph of
the Industrial Revolution and machine-age capitalism, proclaim-
ing the dawn of a new era possessing endless possibilities and
power. Constructed of wrought iron and comprising more than
2.5 million rivet holes, the structure was completed in two years
and was paid for entirely by the builder himself, the engineer
Gustave Eiffel. From the outset, the monument was wildly popu-
lar. Nearly two million people lined up at the fair to visit this
gravity-defying marvel.
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By 1900, much of western and central Europe had en-
tered a new era, characterized by rising industrial produc-
tion and material prosperity. Another part of Europe,
however, the backward and little industrialized area to
the south and east, consisting of southern Italy, most of
Austria-Hungary, Spain, Portugal, the Balkan kingdoms,
and Russia, was still largely agricultural and relegated by
industrial countries to the function of providing food and
raw materials. The presence of Romanian oil, Greek olive
oil, and Serbian pigs and prunes in western Europe served
as reminders of an economic division of Europe that con-
tinued well into the twentieth century.

Toward a World Economy
The economic developments of the late nineteenth cen-
tury, combined with the transportation revolution that
saw the growth of marine transport and railroads, fostered
a true world economy. By 1900, Europeans were receiv-
ing beef and wool from Argentina and Australia, coffee
from Brazil, nitrates from Chile, iron ore from Algeria,
and sugar from Java. European capital was also invested
abroad to develop railways, mines, electric power plants,
and banks. High rates of return provided plenty of incen-
tive. Of course, foreign countries also provided markets
for the surplus manufactured goods of Europe. With its
capital, industries, and military might, Europe dominated
the world economy by the beginning of the nineteenth
century.

Trade among various regions of the world, of course,
had taken place for centuries. As early as the first millen-
nium c.e., China and the Roman Empire had exchanged
goods through intermediaries on both the maritime route
across the Indian Ocean and over the famous Silk Road
through the parched deserts of Central Asia. Trade across
the Eurasian supercontinent increased with the rise of the
Arab empire in the Middle East in the ninth century and
then reached a peak during the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, when the Mongol Empire stretched from the
shores of the Pacific to the borders of eastern Europe.
Trade routes also snaked across the Sahara to central and
western Africa and along the eastern coast from the Red
Sea to the island of Madagascar.

Not until the beginning of the sixteenth century, how-
ever, was a truly global economy created, a product of the
circumnavigation of the globe by the Portuguese adven-
turer Ferdinand Magellan and the voyages of exploration
that followed. With the establishment of contacts be-
tween the Old World and the societies in the Western
Hemisphere, trade now literally spanned the globe. New
crops from the Americas, such as corn, potatoes, and
manioc, entered the world market and changed eating

habits and social patterns as far away as China. Tobacco
from the New World and coffee and tea from the Orient
became the new craze in affluent circles in Europe and the
Middle East.

In the view of some contemporary historians, it was
this process that enabled a resurgent Europe to launch the
economic and technological advances that led to the In-
dustrial Revolution. According to historian Immanuel
Wallerstein, one of the leading proponents of this theory,
the age of exploration led to the creation of a new “world
system” characterized by the emergence of global trade
networks dominated by the rising force of European cap-
italism. This commercial revolution, in fact, operated
much to the advantage of the European countries. Profits
from the spice trade with eastern Asia, along with gold
and silver from the Americas, flowed into state treasuries
and the pockets of private traders in London, Paris, and
Amsterdam. The wealth and power of Europe increased
rapidly during this period, thus laying the groundwork for
the economic revolution of the nineteenth century.

THE STRUCTURE OF
MASS SOCIETY

The new world created by the Industrial Revolution led
to the emergence of a mass society by the end of the nine-
teenth century. A mass society meant new forms of ex-
pression for the lower classes as they benefited from the
extension of voting rights, an improved standard of liv-
ing, and compulsory elementary education. But there was
a price to pay. Urbanization led to overcrowding in the
burgeoning cities and increasing public health problems.
The development of expanded means of communica-
tion resulted in the emergence of new organizations that
sought to manipulate and control the population for their
own purposes. A mass press, for example, swayed popular
opinion by flamboyant journalistic practices.

As the number and size of cities continued to mush-
room, governments by the 1880s came to the reluctant
conclusion that private enterprise could not solve the
housing crisis. In 1890, a British housing law empowered
local town councils to construct cheap housing for the
working classes. London and Liverpool were the first
communities to take advantage of their new powers. Sim-
ilar activity had been set in motion in Germany by 1900.
Everywhere, however, these lukewarm measures failed 
to do much to meet the real housing needs of the work-
ing classes. Nevertheless, the need for planning had been
recognized, and in the 1920s, municipal governments
moved into housing construction on a large scale. In
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housing, as in so many other areas of life in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the liberal principle
that the government that governs least governs best (dis-
cussed later in this chapter) had proved untrue. More and
more, governments were stepping into areas of activity
that they would never have touched earlier.

The Social Structure of Mass Society
At the top of European society stood a wealthy elite, con-
stituting but 5 percent of the population but control-
ling between 30 and 40 percent of its wealth. This
nineteenth-century elite was an amalgamation of the tra-
ditional landed aristocracy that had dominated European
society for centuries and the emerging upper middle class.
In the course of the nineteenth century, aristocrats coa-
lesced with the most successful industrialists, bankers,
and merchants to form a new elite.

Increasingly, aristocrats and plutocrats fused as the
members of the wealthy upper middle class purchased
landed estates to join the aristocrats in the pleasures of
country living while the aristocrats bought lavish town
houses for part-time urban life. Common bonds were also
created when the sons of wealthy middle-class families
were admitted to the elite schools dominated by the chil-
dren of the aristocracy. This educated elite assumed lead-
ership roles in the government and the armed forces.
Marriage also served to unite the two groups. Daughters
of tycoons gained titles, and aristocratic heirs gained new
sources of cash. Wealthy American heiresses were in spe-
cial demand. When the American heiress Consuelo Van-
derbilt married the duke of Marlborough, the new
duchess brought £2 million (approximately $10 million)
to her husband.

Below the upper class was a middle level that included
such traditional groups as professionals in law, medicine,
and the civil service as well as moderately well-to-do in-
dustrialists and merchants. The industrial expansion of
the nineteenth century also added new groups to the
middle class. These newcomers included business man-
agers and new professionals, such as office workers, en-
gineers, architects, accountants, and chemists, who
formed professional associations as the symbols of their
newfound importance. At the lower end of the middle
class were the small shopkeepers, traders, manufactur-
ers, and prosperous peasants. Their chief preoccupation
was the provision of goods and services for the classes
above them.

The moderately prosperous and successful members of
the middle classes shared a certain style of life, one whose
values tended to dominate much of nineteenth-century
society. They were especially active in preaching their

worldview to their children and to the upper and lower
classes of their society. This was especially evident in Vic-
torian Britain, often considered a model of middle-class
society. It was the European middle classes who accepted
and promulgated the importance of progress and science.
They believed in hard work, which they viewed as the
primary human good, open to everyone and guaranteed
to have positive results. They also believed in the good
conduct associated with traditional Christian morality.

Such values were often scorned at the time by mem-
bers of the economic and intellectual elite, and in later
years, it became commonplace for observers to mock the
Victorian era — the years of the long reign of Queen Vic-
toria (r. 1837–1901) in Great Britain —for its vulgar ma-
terialism, its cultural philistinism, and its conformist val-
ues. As the historian Peter Gay has recently shown,
however, this harsh portrayal of the “bourgeois” character
of the age distorts the reality of an era of complexity and
contradiction, with diverse forces interacting to lay the
foundations of the modern world.

The working classes constituted almost 80 percent of
the population of Europe. In rural areas, many of these
people were landholding peasants, agricultural laborers,
and sharecroppers, especially in eastern Europe. Only
about 10 percent of the British population worked in agri-
culture, however; in Germany, the figure was 25 percent.

There was no homogeneous urban working class. At
the top were skilled artisans in such traditional handicraft
trades as cabinetmaking, printing, and jewelry making.
The second Industrial Revolution, however, also brought
new entrants into the group of highly skilled workers, in-
cluding machine-tool specialists, shipbuilders, and metal-
workers. Many skilled workers attempted to pattern them-
selves after the middle class by seeking good housing and
educating their children.

Semiskilled laborers, including such people as carpen-
ters, bricklayers, and many factory workers, earned wages
that were about two-thirds of those of highly skilled
workers (see the box on p. 8). At the bottom of the hier-
archy stood the largest group of workers, the unskilled la-
borers. They included day laborers, who worked irregu-
larly for very low wages, and large numbers of domestic
servants. One of every seven employed persons in Great
Britain in 1900 was a domestic servant.

Urban workers did experience a betterment in the 
material conditions of their lives after 1870. A rise in real
wages, accompanied by a decline in many consumer
costs, especially in the 1880s and 1890s, made it possible
for workers to buy more than just food and housing.
Workers’ budgets now included money for more clothes
and even leisure at the same time that strikes and la-
bor agitation were winning ten-hour days and Saturday
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afternoons off. The combination of more income and
more free time produced whole new patterns of mass
leisure.

Among the least attractive aspects of the era, however,
was the widespread practice of child labor. Working con-
ditions for underage workers were often abysmal. Ac-
cording to a report commissioned in 1832 to inquire into
the conditions for child factory workers in Great Britain,
children as young as six years of age began work before
dawn. Those who were drowsy or fell asleep were tapped

on the head, doused with cold water, strapped to a chair,
or flogged with a stick.

The position of women during the Industrial Revolu-
tion was also changing. During much of the nineteenth
century, many women adhered to the ideal of femininity
popularized by writers and poets. Tennyson’s poem The
Princess expressed it well:

Man for the field and woman for the hearth:
Man for the sword and for the needle she:
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DISCIPLINE IN THE NEW FACTORIES

orkers in the new factories of the Industrial Rev-
olution had been accustomed to a lifestyle free of

overseers. Unlike the cottage industry, where home-
based workers spun thread and wove cloth in their own rhythm
and time, the factories demanded a new, rigorous discipline
geared to the requirements and operating hours of the machines.
This selection is taken from a set of rules for a factory in Berlin in
1844. They were typical of company rules everywhere the factory
system had been established.

FACTORY RULES, FOUNDRY AND
ENGINEERING WORKS, ROYAL 
OVERSEAS TRADING COMPANY

In every large works, and in the coordination of any large
number of workmen, good order and harmony must be
looked upon as the fundamentals of success, and therefore
the following rules shall be strictly observed.

1. The normal working day begins at all seasons at
6 a.m. precisely and ends, after the usual break of
half an hour for breakfast, an hour for dinner, and
half an hour for tea, at 7 p.m., and it shall be strictly
observed. . . .

2. Workers arriving 2 minutes late shall lose half an
hour’s wages; whoever is more than 2 minutes late
may not start work until after the next break, or at
least shall lose his wages until then. Any disputes
about the correct time shall be settled by the clock
mounted above the gatekeeper’s lodge. . . .

3. No workman, whether employed by time or piece,
may leave before the end of the working day, without
having first received permission from the overseer
and having given his name to the gatekeeper. Omis-
sion of these two actions shall lead to a fine of ten
silver groschen payable to the sick fund.

4. Repeated irregular arrival at work shall lead to dis-
missal. This shall also apply to those who are found 

idling by an official or overseer, and refused to obey
their order to resume work. . . .

6. No worker may leave his place of work otherwise
than for reasons connected with his work.

7. All conversation with fellow-workers is prohibited;
if any worker requires information about his work,
he must turn to the overseer, or to the particular
fellow-worker designated for the purpose.

8. Smoking in the workshops or in the yard is prohib-
ited during working hours; anyone caught smoking
shall be fined five silver groschen for the sick fund
for every such offense. . . .

10. Natural functions must be performed at the appro-
priate places, and whoever is found soiling walls,
fences, squares, etc., and similarly, whoever is found
washing his face and hands in the workshop and
not in the places assigned for the purpose, shall be
fined five silver groschen for the sick fund. . . .

12. It goes without saying that all overseers and officials
of the firm shall be obeyed without question, and
shall be treated with due deference. Disobedience
will be punished by dismissal.

13. Immediate dismissal shall also be the fate of anyone
found drunk in any of the workshops. . . .

14. Every workman is obliged to report to his superiors
any acts of dishonesty or embezzlement on the part
of his fellow workmen. If he omits to do so, and it 
is shown after subsequent discovery of a misde-
meanor that he knew about it at the time, he shall
be liable to be taken to court as an accessory after
the fact and the wage due to him shall be retained
as punishment.

Source: Copyright © 1968 by S. Pollard and C. Holmes. From Documents of
European Economic History by Sidney Pollard and Colin Holmes. Reprinted
with permission of St. Martin’s Press, Incorporated.



Man with the head and woman with the heart:
Man to command and woman to obey;
All else confusion.

The reality was somewhat different. Under the impact
of the Second Industrial Revolution, which created a
wide variety of service and white-collar jobs, women be-
gan to accept employment as clerks, typists, secretaries,
and salesclerks. Compulsory education opened the door
to new opportunities in the medical and teaching profes-
sions. In some countries in western Europe, women’s legal
rights increased.

Still, most women remained confined to their tradi-
tional roles of homemaking and child rearing. The less
fortunate were still compelled to undertake marginal
work at home as domestic servants or as pieceworkers in
sweatshops.

Many of these improvements occurred as the result of
the rise of Europe’s first feminist movement. The move-
ment had its origins in the social upheaval of the French
Revolution, when some women advocated equality for
women based on the doctrine of natural rights. In the
1830s, a number of women in the United States and Eu-
rope sought improvements for women by focusing on
family and marriage law to strengthen the property rights
of wives and enhance their ability to secure a divorce.
Later in the century, attention shifted to the issue of
equal political rights. Many feminists believed that the
right to vote was the key to all other reforms to improve
the position of women.

The British women’s movement was the most vocal
and active in Europe, but it was divided over tactics.
Moderates believed that women must demonstrate that
they would use political power responsibly if they wanted
Parliament to grant them the right to vote. Another
group, however, favored a more radical approach. Emme-
line Pankhurst (1858–1928) and her daughters, Christa-
bel and Sylvia, in 1903 founded the Women’s Social and
Political Union, which enrolled mostly middle- and 
upper-class women. Pankhurst’s organization realized the
value of the media and used unusual publicity stunts to
call attention to its insistence on winning women the
right to vote and other demands. Its members pelted gov-
ernment officials with eggs, chained themselves to lamp-
posts, smashed the windows of department stores on fash-
ionable shopping streets, burned railroad cars, and went
on hunger strikes in jail.

Before World War I, demands for women’s rights were
being heard throughout Europe and the United States, al-
though only in Norway and some American states as well
as in Australia and New Zealand did women actually re-
ceive the right to vote before 1914. It would take the dra-

matic upheaval of World War I before male-dominated
governments capitulated on this basic issue.

REACTION AND
REVOLUTION:
THE DECLINE OF
THE OLD ORDER

While the Industrial Revolution shook the economic
and social foundations of European society, similar revo-
lutionary developments were reshaping the political map
of the Continent. These developments were the product
of a variety of factors, including not only the Industrial
Revolution itself but also the Renaissance, the Enlight-
enment, and the French Revolution at the end of the
eighteenth century. The influence of these new forces re-
sulted in a redefinition of political conditions in Europe.
The conservative order —based on the principle of he-
reditary monarchy and the existence of great multi-
national states such as Austria-Hungary, Russia, and the
Ottoman Empire —had emerged intact from the defeat 
of Napoleon Bonaparte at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815,
but by mid-century, it had come under attack along a
wide front. Arraigned against the conservative forces
were a set of new political ideas that began to come into
their own in the first half of the nineteenth century and
continue to affect the entire world today.

Liberalism and Nationalism
One of these new political ideas was liberalism. Liberal-
ism owed much to the Enlightenment of the eighteenth
century and the American and French Revolutions that
erupted at the end of that century. It became increasingly
important as the Industrial Revolution progressed be-
cause the emerging middle class largely adopted the idea
as its own. Opinions diverged among people classified as
liberals, but all began with a common denominator, a
conviction that in both economic and political terms,
people should be as free from restraint as possible. Eco-
nomic liberalism, also known as classical economics, was
based on the tenet of laissez-faire — the belief that the
state should not interfere in the free play of natural eco-
nomic forces, especially supply and demand. Political 
liberalism was based on the concept of a constitutional
monarchy or constitutional state, with limits on the 
powers of government and a written charter to protect
the basic civil rights of the people. Nineteenth-century
liberals, however, were not democrats in the modern
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sense. Although they held that people were entitled to
equal civil rights, the right to vote and to hold office
would be open only to men who met certain property
qualifications.

Nationalism was an even more powerful ideology for
change in the nineteenth century. The idea arose out of
an awareness of being part of a community that had com-
mon institutions, traditions, language, and customs. In
some cases, that sense of identity was based on shared
ethnic or linguistic characteristics. In others, it was a con-
sequence of a common commitment to a particular reli-
gion or culture. Such a community came to be called a
“nation,” and the primary political loyalty of individuals
would be to the nation rather than to a dynasty or a city-
state or some other political unit. Nationalism did not 
become a popular force for change until the French Rev-
olution, when the concept arose that governments
should coincide with nationalities. Thus a divided people
such as the Germans wanted national unity in a Ger-
man nation-state with one central government. Subject
peoples, such as the Hungarians, wanted national self-
determination, or the right to establish their own auton-
omy rather than be subject to a German minority in a
multinational empire.

Liberalism and nationalism began to exert a measura-
ble impact on the European political scene in the 1830s,
when a revolt led by progressive forces installed a consti-
tutional monarchy in France, and nationalist uprisings,
often given active support by liberal forces, took place in
Belgium (which was then attached to the Dutch Repub-
lic), in Italy, and in Poland (then part of the Russian Em-
pire). Only the Belgians were successful, as Russian forces
crushed the Poles’ attempt to liberate themselves from
foreign domination, while Austrian troops intervened in
Italy to uphold reactionary governments in a number of
Italian states.

In the spring of 1848, a new series of uprisings against
established authority broke out in several countries in
central and western Europe. The most effective was in
France, where an uprising centered in Paris overthrew the
so-called bourgeois monarchy of King Louis Philippe and
briefly brought to power a new republic composed of an
alliance of workers, intellectuals, and progressive repre-
sentatives of the urban middle class.

The Unification of Germany and Italy
Within a few months, however, it became clear that op-
timism about the imminence of a new order in Europe
had not been justified (see the box on p. 11). In France,
the shaky alliance between workers and the urban bour-
geoisie was ruptured when workers’ groups and their rep-

resentatives in the government began to demand ex-
tensive social reforms to provide guaranteed benefits to 
the poor. Moderates, frightened by rising political ten-
sions in Paris, resisted such demands. Facing the specter
of class war, the French nation drew back and welcomed
the rise to power of Louis Napoleon, a nephew of the
great Napoleon Bonaparte. Within three years, he de-
clared himself Emperor Napoleon III. Elsewhere in Eu-
rope —in Germany, in the Habsburg Empire, and in
Italy — popular uprisings failed to unseat autocratic mon-
archs and destroy the existing political order.

But the rising force of nationalism was not to be
quenched. Italy, long divided into separate kingdoms, was
finally united in the early 1860s. Germany followed a few
years later. Unfortunately, the rise of nation-states in cen-
tral Europe did not herald the onset of liberal principles
or greater stability. To the contrary, it inaugurated a pe-
riod of heightened tensions as an increasingly aggres-
sive Germany began to dominate the politics of Europe.
In 1870, German Prime Minister Otto von Bismarck
(1815–1898) provoked a war with France. After the lat-
ter’s defeat, a new German Empire was declared in the
Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of Versailles, just outside
Paris.

Many German liberals were initially delighted at the
unification of their country after centuries of division.
But they were soon to discover that the new German Em-
pire would not usher in a new era of peace and freedom.
Under Prussian leadership, the new state quickly pro-
claimed the superiority of authoritarian and militaristic
values and abandoned the principles of liberalism and
constitutional government. Nationalism had become a
two-edged sword, as advocates of a greater Germany be-
gan to exert an impact on domestic politics.

Liberal principles made similarly little headway else-
where in central and eastern Europe. After the transfor-
mation of the Habsburg Empire into the dual monarchy
of Austria-Hungary in 1867, the Austrian part received a
constitution that theoretically recognized the equality of
the nationalities and established a parliamentary system
with the principle of ministerial responsibility.

But the problem of reconciling the interests of the var-
ious nationalities remained a difficult one. The German
minority that governed Austria felt increasingly threat-
ened by the Czechs, Poles, and other Slavic groups within
the empire. The granting of universal male suffrage in
1907 served only to exacerbate the problem when na-
tionalities that had played no role in the government
now agitated in the parliament for autonomy. This led
prime ministers after 1900 to ignore the parliament and
rely increasingly on imperial emergency decrees to gov-
ern. On the eve of World War I, the Austro-Hungarian
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Empire was far from solving its minorities problem. (See
Map 1.2 on page 12.)

Roots of Revolution in Russia
To the east, in the vast Russian Empire, neither the In-
dustrial Revolution nor the European Enlightenment had
exerted much impact. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, Russia was overwhelmingly rural, agri-

cultural, and autocratic. The Russian tsar was still re-
garded as a divine-right monarch with unlimited power, 
although the physical extent of the empire made the
claim impracticable. For centuries, Russian farmers had
groaned under the yoke of an oppressive feudal system
that tied the peasant to poverty conditions and the legal
status of a serf under the authority of his manor lord. An
enlightened tsar, Alexander II (r. 1855–1881), had
emancipated the serfs in 1861, but under conditions that
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REVOLUTIONARY EXCITEMENT: CARL SCHURZ AND THE
REVOLUTION OF 1848 IN GERMANY

he excitement with which German liberals and na-
tionalists received the news of the 1848 revolution in

France and their own expectations for Germany are well
captured in this selection from the Reminiscences of Carl
Schurz. Schurz (1829–1906) made his way to the United States
after the failure of the German revolution and eventually became
a U.S. senator.

CARL SCHURZ, REMINISCENCES

One morning, toward the end of February, 1848, I sat quietly
in my attic-chamber, working hard at my tragedy of “Ulrich
von Hutten” [sixteenth-century German humanist and
knight], when suddenly a friend rushed breathlessly into the
room, exclaiming: “What, you sitting here! Do you not
know what has happened?”

“No; what?”
“The French have driven away Louis Philippe and pro-

claimed the republic.”
I threw down my pen —and that was the end of “Ulrich

von Hutten.” I never touched the manuscript again. We tore
down the stairs, into the street, to the market-square, the 
accustomed meeting-place for all the student societies after
their midday dinner. Although it was still forenoon, the
market was already crowded with young men talking excit-
edly. There was no shouting, no noise, only agitated conver-
sation. What did we want there? This probably no one knew.
But since the French had driven away Louis Philippe and
proclaimed the republic, something of course must happen
here, too. . . . We were dominated by a vague feeling as if a
great outbreak of elemental forces had begun, as if an earth-
quake was impending of which we had felt the first shock,
and we instinctively crowded together. . . .

The next morning there were the usual lectures to be at-
tended. But how profitless! The voice of the professor
sounded like a monotonous drone coming from far away.
What he had to say did not seem to concern us. The pen that

should have taken notes remained idle. At last we closed
with a sigh the notebook and went away, impelled by a feel-
ing that now we had something more important to do — to
devote ourselves to the affairs of the fatherland. And this we
did by seeking as quickly as possible again the company of
our friends, in order to discuss what had happened and what
was to come. In these conversations, excited as they were,
certain ideas and catchwords worked themselves to the sur-
face, which expressed more or less the feelings of the people.
Now had arrived in Germany the day for the establishment
of “German Unity,” and the founding of a great, powerful na-
tional German Empire. In the first line the convocation of a
national parliament. Then the demands for civil rights and
liberties, free speech, free press, the right of free assembly,
equality before the law, a freely elected representation of the
people with legislative power, responsibility of ministers,
self-government of the communes, the right of the people 
to carry arms, the formation of a civic guard with elective
officers, and so on —in short, that which was called a “con-
stitutional form of government on a broad democratic basis.”
Republican ideas were at first only sparingly expressed. But
the word democracy was soon on all tongues, and many, too,
thought it a matter of course that if the princes should try to
withhold from the people the rights and liberties demanded,
force would take the place of mere petition. Of course the re-
generation of the fatherland must, if possible, be accom-
plished by peaceable means. . . . Like many of my friends, 
I was dominated by the feeling that at last the great oppor-
tunity had arrived for giving to the German people the lib-
erty which was their birthright and to the German father-
land its unity and greatness, and that it was now the first
duty of every German to do and to sacrifice everything for
this sacred object.

Source: From The Reminiscences of Carl Schurz by Carl Schurz (New York:
The McClure Co., 1907), vol. 1, pp. 112–113.



left most Russian peasants still poor and with little hope
for social or economic betterment. In desperation, the
muzhik (the Russian term for peasant) periodically lashed
out at his oppressors in sporadic rebellions, but all such
uprisings were quelled with brutal efficiency by the tsarist
regime.

In western Europe, as we have seen, it was the urban
middle class that took the lead in the struggle for change.
In Russia, the middle class was still small in size and lack-
ing in self-confidence. A few, however, had traveled to

the West and were determined to import Western values
and institutions into the backward Russian environment.
At mid-century, a few progressive intellectuals went out
to the villages to arouse their rural brethren to the need
for change. Known as narodniks (from the Russian term
narod, for “people” or “nation”), they sought to energize
the peasantry as a force for the transformation of Russian
society. Although many saw the answer to Russian prob-
lems in the western European model, others insisted on
the uniqueness of the Russian experience and sought to
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bring about a revitalization of the country on the basis of
the communal traditions of the native village.

For the most part, such efforts achieved little. The
muzhik was resistant to change and suspicious of outsiders.
In desperation, some radical intellectuals turned to ter-
rorism in the hope that assassinations of public officials
would spark tsarist repression, thus demonstrating the
brutality of the system and galvanizing popular anger.
Chief among such groups was the Narodnaya Volya (“the
People’s Will”), a terrorist organization that carried out
the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881.

The assassination of Alexander II convinced his son
and successor, Alexander III (r. 1881–1894), that reform
had been a mistake, and he quickly returned to the re-
pressive measures of earlier tsars. When Alexander III
died, his weak son and successor, Nicholas II (r. 1894 –
1917), began his rule armed with his father’s conviction
that the absolute power of the tsars should be preserved.

But it was too late, for conditions were changing. Al-
though industrialization came late to Russia, it progressed
rapidly after 1890, especially with the assistance of for-
eign investment capital. By 1900, Russia had become the
fourth largest producer of steel, behind the United States,
Germany, and Great Britain. At the same time, Russia
was turning out half of the world’s production of oil. Con-
ditions for the working class, however, were abysmal, and
opposition to the tsarist regime from workers, peasants,
and intellectuals finally exploded into revolt in 1905.
Facing an exhaustive war with Japan in Asia (see Chap-
ter 3), Tsar Nicholas reluctantly granted civil liberties
and agreed to create a legislative assembly, the Duma,
elected directly by a broad franchise. But real constitu-
tional monarchy proved short-lived. By 1907, the tsar
had curtailed the power of the Duma and fell back on the
army and the bureaucracy to rule Russia.

The Ottoman Empire and
Nationalism in the Balkans
Like the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman Empire
was threatened by the rising nationalist aspirations of its
subject peoples. Beginning in the fourteenth century, 
the Ottoman Turks had expanded from their base in the
Anatolian peninsula and expanded into the Balkans,
southern Russia, and along the northern coast of Af-
rica. Soon they controlled the entire eastern half of the
Mediterranean Sea. But by the nineteenth century, cor-
ruption and inefficiency had gradually weakened the
once powerful empire so that only the interference of the
great European powers, who were fearful of each other’s
designs in the area, kept it alive.

But the emotional appeal of nationhood gradually be-
gan to make inroads among the various ethnic and lin-
guistic groups in southeastern Europe. In the course of 
the nineteenth century, the Balkan provinces of the Ot-
toman Empire began to gain their freedom, although the
intense rivalry in the region between Austria-Hungary
and Russia complicated the process. Serbia had already
received a large degree of autonomy in 1829, although it
remained a province of the Ottoman Empire until 1878.
Greece became an independent kingdom in 1830 after a
successful revolt. By the Treaty of Adrianople in 1829,
Russia received a protectorate over the principalities of
Moldavia and Wallachia, but was forced to give them up
after the Crimean War. In 1861, they were merged into
the state of Romania. Not until Russia’s defeat of the Ot-
toman Empire in 1878, however, was Romania recog-
nized as completely independent, along with Serbia at
the same time. Although freed from Turkish rule, Mon-
tenegro was placed under an Austrian protectorate, and
Bulgaria achieved autonomous status under Russian pro-
tection. The other Balkan territories of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina were placed under Austrian protection; Austria
could occupy but not annex them. Despite these gains,
the force of Balkan nationalism was by no means stilled.

Meanwhile, other parts of the empire began to break
away from central control. In Egypt, the ambitious gover-
nor Muhammed Ali declared the region’s autonomy from
Istanbul and initiated a series of reforms designed to pro-
mote economic growth and government efficiency. Dur-
ing the 1830s, he sought to improve agricultural produc-
tion and reform the educational system, and he imported
machinery and technicians from Europe to carry out the
first industrial revolution on African soil. In the end,
however, the effort failed, partly because Egypt’s manu-
factures could not compete with those of Europe and also
because much of the profit from the export of cash crops
went into the hands of conservative landlords.

Measures to promote industrialization elsewhere in
the empire had even less success. By mid-century, a small
industrial sector, built with equipment imported from Eu-
rope, took shape, and a modern system of transport and
communications began to make its appearance. By the
end of the century, however, the results were meager.

LIBERALISM
TRIUMPHANT

In western Europe and North America, liberal principles
experienced a better fate. By 1871, Great Britain had a
functioning two-party parliamentary system. For fifty
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years, the Liberals and Conservatives alternated in power
at regular intervals. Both were dominated by a ruling class
comprised of a coalition of aristocratic landowners fre-
quently involved in industrial and financial activities and
upper-middle-class businessmen. And each competed
with the other in supporting legislation that expanded
the right to vote. Reform acts in 1867 and 1884 greatly
expanded the number of adult males who could vote, and
by the end of World War I, all males over twenty-one and
women over thirty had that right.

The growth of trade unions and the emergence in
1900 of the Labour Party, which dedicated itself to work-
ers’ interests, put pressure on the Liberals, who perceived
that they would have to initiate a program of social wel-
fare or lose the support of the workers. Therefore, they
abandoned the classical principles of laissez-faire and en-
acted a series of social reforms. The National Insurance
Act of 1911 provided benefits for workers in case of sick-
ness or unemployment, to be paid for by compulsory con-
tributions from workers, employers, and the state. Addi-
tional legislation provided a small pension for those over
seventy and compensation for those injured in accidents
at work.

A similar process was under way in France, where the
overthrow of Napoleon III’s Second Empire in 1870 led
to the creation of a republican form of government.
France failed, however, to develop a strong parliamentary
system on the British two-party model because the exis-
tence of a dozen political parties forced the premier to de-
pend on a coalition of parties to stay in power. The Third
Republic was notorious for its changes of government.
Between 1875 and 1914, there were no fewer than fifty
cabinet changes; during the same period, the British 
had eleven. Nevertheless, the government’s moderation 
gradually encouraged more and more middle-class and 
peasant support, and by 1914, the Third Republic com-
manded the loyalty of most French people.

By 1870, Italy had emerged as a geographically united
state with pretensions to great-power status. Its inter-
nal weaknesses, however, gave that claim a particularly 
hollow ring. Sectional differences —a poverty-stricken
south and an industrializing north —weakened any sense
of community. Chronic turmoil between labor and indus-
try undermined the social fabric. The Italian government
was unable to deal effectively with these problems be-
cause of the extensive corruption among government
officials and the lack of stability created by ever-changing
government coalitions. Abroad, Italy’s pretensions to
great-power status proved equally hollow when Italy be-
came the first European power to lose a war to an African
state, Ethiopia, a humiliation that later led to the costly

(but successful) attempt to compensate by conquering
Libya in 1911 and 1912.

The United States and Canada
Between 1860 and World War I, the United States made
the shift from an agrarian to a mighty industrial nation.
American heavy industry stood unchallenged in 1900. In
that year, the Carnegie Steel Company alone produced
more steel than Great Britain’s entire steel industry. In-
dustrialization also led to urbanization. While established
cities, such as New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, grew
even larger, other moderate-size cities, such as Pittsburgh,
grew by leaps and bounds because of industrialization.
Whereas 20 percent of Americans lived in cities in 1860,
more than 40 percent did in 1900.

By 1900, the United States had become the world’s
richest nation and greatest industrial power. Yet serious
questions remained about the quality of American life. In
1890, the richest 9 percent of Americans owned an in-
credible 71 percent of all the wealth. Labor unrest over
unsafe working conditions, strict work discipline, and pe-
riodic cycles of devastating unemployment led workers to
organize. By the turn of the twentieth century, one na-
tional organization, the American Federation of Labor,
emerged as labor’s dominant voice. Its lack of real power,
however, is reflected in its membership figures: in 1900, it
constituted but 8.4 percent of the American industrial la-
bor force. And part of the U.S. labor force remained al-
most entirely disenfranchised. Although the victory of
the North in the Civil War led to the abolition of slavery,
political, economic, and social opportunities for the Afri-
can American population remained limited, and racist
attitudes were widespread.

During the so-called Progressive Era after 1900, the re-
form of many features of American life became a primary
issue. At the state level, reforming governors sought to
achieve clean government by introducing elements of di-
rect democracy, such as direct primaries for selecting
nominees for public office. State governments also en-
acted economic and social legislation, including laws that
governed hours, wages, and working conditions, espe-
cially for women and children. The realization that state
laws were ineffective in dealing with nationwide prob-
lems, however, led to a progressive movement at the na-
tional level.

National progressivism was evident in the administra-
tions of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Un-
der Roosevelt (1901–1909), the Meat Inspection Act
and Pure Food and Drug Act provided for a limited degree
of federal regulation of corrupt industrial practices. Roo-
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sevelt’s expressed principle, “We draw the line against
misconduct, not against wealth,” guaranteed that public
protection would have to be within limits tolerable to big
corporations. Wilson (1913–1921) was responsible for
the creation of a graduated federal income tax and the
Federal Reserve System, which gave the federal govern-
ment a role in important economic decisions formerly
made by bankers. Like many European nations, the
United States was moving into policies that extended the
functions of the state.

By the end of the nineteenth century, many Ameri-
cans believed that the United States was ready to expand
abroad. The Pacific islands were the scene of great power
competition and witnessed the entry of the United States
on the imperialist stage. Eastern Samoa became the first
important American colony; the Hawaiian Islands were
the next to fall. Soon after Americans had made Pearl
Harbor into a naval station in 1887, American settlers
gained control of the sugar industry on the islands. When
Hawaiian natives tried to reassert their authority, the
U.S. Marines were brought in to “protect” American
lives. Hawaii was annexed by the United States in 1898
during the era of American nationalistic fervor generated
by the Spanish-American War. The defeat of Spain en-
couraged Americans to extend their empire by acquiring
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippine Islands (see
Chapter 2).

Canada, too, faced problems of national unity between
1870 and 1914. At the beginning of 1870, the Dominion
of Canada had only four provinces: Quebec, Ontario,
Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick. With the addition of
two more provinces in 1871—Manitoba and British 
Columbia — the Dominion now extended from the At-
lantic Ocean to the Pacific. But real unity was difficult to
achieve because of the distrust between the English-
speaking and French-speaking peoples of Canada. Fortu-
nately for Canada, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, who became the
first French Canadian prime minister in 1896, was able to
reconcile Canada’s two major groups and resolve the issue
of separate schools for French Canadians. Sir Laurier’s ad-
ministration also witnessed increased industrialization
and successfully encouraged immigrants from central and
eastern Europe to help populate Canada’s vast territories.

Change and Tradition in Latin America
In the three centuries following the arrival of Christo-
pher Columbus in the Western Hemisphere in 1492,
Latin America fell increasingly into the European orbit.
Portugal dominated Brazil, and Spain formed a vast em-
pire that included most of the remainder of South Amer-

ica as well as Central America. Almost from the begin-
ning, it was a multicultural society composed of European
settlers, indigenous American Indians, immigrants from
Asia, and black slaves brought from Africa to work on the
sugar plantations and in other menial occupations. Inter-
marriage among the three groups resulted in the creation
of a diverse population with a less rigid view of race than
was the case in North America. Latin American culture,
as well, reflected a rich mixture of Iberian, Asian, Afri-
can, and Native American themes.

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, the
various Latin American societies were ruled by colonial
officials appointed by monarchical governments in Eu-
rope. An additional instrument of control was the Cath-
olic church, which undertook a major effort to Christian-
ize the indigenous peoples and transform them into
docile and loyal subjects of the Portuguese and Spanish
Empires. By 1800, however, local elites, mostly descen-
dants of Europeans who had become permanent inhabi-
tants of the Western Hemisphere, became increasingly af-
fected by the spirit of nationalism that had emerged after
the Napoleonic era in Europe. During the first quarter of
the nineteenth century, they launched a series of revolts
that led to the eviction of the monarchical regimes and
the formation of independent states from Argentina and
Chile in the south to Mexico in Central America.

One of the goals of the independence movement had
been to free the economies of Latin America from Euro-
pean control and to exploit the riches of the continent
for local benefit. In fact, however, political independence
did not lead to a new era of prosperity for the people of
Latin America. Most of the powerful elites in the region
earned their wealth from the land and had few incentives
to learn from the Industrial Revolution. As a result, the
previous trade pattern persisted, with Latin America ex-
porting raw materials and foodstuffs (wheat and sugar) as
well as tobacco and hides in exchange for manufactured
goods from Europe and the United States.

With economic growth came a boom in foreign in-
vestment. Between 1870 and 1913, British investments
—mostly in railroads, mining, and public utilities —grew
from £85 million to £757 million, which constituted two-
thirds of all foreign investment in Latin America. As
Latin Americans struggled to create more balanced econ-
omies after 1900, they concentrated on increasing indus-
trialization, especially by building textile, food-process-
ing, and construction materials factories.

Nevertheless, the growth of the Latin American econ-
omy came largely from the export of raw materials, and
economic modernization in Latin America simply added
to the growing dependence of the region on the capitalist
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nations of the West. Modernization was basically a sur-
face feature of Latin American society; past patterns still
largely prevailed. Rural elites dominated their estates and
their rural workers. Although slavery was abolished by
1888, former slaves and their descendants were still at the
bottom of society. The Native Americans remained pov-
erty-stricken, debt servitude was still a way of life, and the
region remained economically dependent on foreigners.
Despite its economic growth, Latin America was still
sorely underdeveloped.

The surface prosperity that resulted from the emer-
gence of an export economy had both social and politi-
cal repercussions. One result socially was the moderniza-
tion of the elites, who grew determined to pursue their
vision of modern progress. Large landowners increasingly
sought ways to rationalize their production methods to
make greater profits. As a result, cattle ranchers in Ar-
gentina and coffee barons in Brazil became more aggres-
sive entrepreneurs.

Another result of the new prosperity was the growth 
of a small but increasingly visible middle class —law-
yers, merchants, shopkeepers, businessmen, schoolteach-
ers, professors, bureaucrats, and military officers. Living
mainly in the cities, these people sought education and
decent incomes and increasingly considered the United
States as the model to emulate, especially in regard to in-
dustrialization and education.

As Latin American export economies boomed, the
working class expanded, which in turn led to the growth
of labor unions, especially after 1914. Radical unions of-
ten advocated the use of the general strike as an instru-
ment for change. By and large, however, the governing
elites succeeded in stifling the political influence of the
working class by restricting the right to vote. The need 
for industrial labor also led Latin American countries 
to encourage European immigrants. Between 1880 and
1914, three million Europeans, primarily Italians and
Spaniards, settled in Argentina. More than 100,000 Eu-
ropeans, mostly Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish, arrived
in Brazil each year between 1891 and 1900.

As in Europe and the United States, industrialization
led to urbanization, evident in both the emergence of
new cities and the rapid growth of old ones. Buenos Aires
(the “Paris of South America”) had 750,000 inhabitants
by 1900 and two million by 1914 — one-fourth of Ar-
gentina’s population. By that time, urban dwellers made
up 53 percent of Argentina’s population overall. Brazil
and Chile also witnessed a dramatic increase in the num-
ber of urban dwellers.

Latin America also experienced a political transforma-
tion after 1870. Large landowners began to take a more
direct interest in national politics, sometimes expressed

by a direct involvement in governing. In Argentina and
Chile, for example, landholding elites controlled the
governments, and although they produced constitutions
similar to those of the United States and European coun-
tries, they were careful to ensure their power by regulat-
ing voting rights.

In some countries, large landowners made use of dicta-
tors to maintain the interests of the ruling elite. Porfirio
Díaz, who ruled Mexico from 1876 to 1910, established 
a conservative, centralized government with the support
of the army, foreign capitalists, large landowners, and the
Catholic church, all of whom benefited from their al-
liance. But there were forces for change in Mexico that
sought to precipitate a true social revolution.

THE RISE OF THE
SOCIALIST MOVEMENT

One of the less desirable consequences of the Industrial
Revolution was the yawning disparity in the distribution
of wealth. If industrialization brought increasing afflu-
ence to an emerging middle class, to millions of others it
brought grinding hardship in the form of low-paying jobs
in mines or factories characterized by long working hours
under squalid conditions. The underlying cause was clear:
under the circumstances prevailing in most industrializ-
ing societies in Europe, factory owners remained largely
free to hire labor on their own terms, based on market
forces.

Beginning in the last decades of the eighteenth cen-
tury, radical groups began to seek the means to rectify the
problem. Some found the answer in intellectual schemes
that envisaged a classless society based on the elimina-
tion of private property. Others prepared for an armed re-
volt to overthrow the ruling order and create a new soci-
ety controlled by the working masses. Still others began
to form trade unions to fight for improved working con-
ditions and reasonable wages. Only one group sought to
combine all of these factors into a comprehensive pro-
gram to destroy the governing forces and create a new
egalitarian society based on the concept of “scientific so-
cialism.” The founder of that movement was Karl Marx,
a German Jew who had abandoned an academic career in
philosophy to take up radical political activities in Paris.

Marxism made its first appearance in 1847 with the
publication of a short treatise, The Communist Manifesto,
written by Karl Marx (1818–1883) and his close collab-
orator, Friedrich Engels (1820 –1895). In the Manifesto,
the two authors predicted the outbreak of a massive up-
rising that would overthrow the existing ruling class and
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bring to power a new revolutionary regime based on their
ideas (see the box above).

When revolutions broke out all over Europe in the
eventful year of 1848, Marx and Engels eagerly but mis-
takenly predicted that the uprisings would spread
throughout Europe and lead to a new revolutionary re-
gime led by workers, dispossessed bourgeois, and commu-
nists. When that did not occur, Marx belatedly con-
cluded that urban merchants and peasants were too
conservative to support the workers and would oppose
revolution once their own immediate economic demands
were satisfied. As for the worker movement itself, it was
clearly still too weak to seize power and could not expect
to achieve its own objectives until the workers had be-
come politically more sophisticated and better organized.

In effect, revolution would not take place in western Eu-
rope until capitalism had “ripened,” leading to a concen-
tration of capital in the hands of a wealthy minority and
an “epidemic of overproduction” because of inadequate
purchasing power by the impoverished lower classes.
Then a large and increasingly alienated proletariat could
drive the capitalists from power and bring about a class-
less utopia.

For the remainder of his life, Marx acted out the logic
of these conclusions. From his base in London, he under-
took a massive study of the dynamics of the capitalist sys-
tem, a project that resulted in the publication of the first
volume of his most famous work, Das Kapital (“Capital”),
in 1869. In the meantime, he attempted to prepare for
the future revolution by organizing the scattered radical
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A COMMUNIST MANIFESTO

spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Com-
munism.” With these portentous words, penned in

1847, Karl Marx began his most famous work, The
Communist Manifesto. With the assistance of his close collabo-
rator, Friedrich Engels, Marx wrote the pamphlet at the request
of a British labor union group seeking to publicize its activities
among factory workers in London.

In writing the pamphlet, Marx and Engels hoped to pro-
mote their own efforts not simply to improve working con-
ditions in Great Britain but also to arouse popular support
for a vast revolution that would sweep away the capitalist
system and create a new classless society. In their view, the
motive force in human history was class struggle. Marx be-
lieved that whoever owned the sources of economic wealth
in a given society —whether that wealth consisted of facto-
ries, raw materials, domesticated animals, or land —con-
trolled the state and defined the culture and beliefs of that
society. When the tensions between the oppressors and the
exploited masses in a given society had become too glaring,
the existing ruling class would be overthrown and a new
form of society would emerge. That new society would in
turn be dominated by a new ruling class based on new eco-
nomic relationships, leading to the growth of new tensions
that would result in its own eventual destruction. Only
when the oppression of one class by another came to an end
in the final stage of communism would the cycle be broken
and a utopian society take shape.

According to Marx and Engels, then, human society
passes through several stages en route to its final resting
place in the classless society of utopian communism. Euro-
pean society during the Middle Ages had given rise to the

landholding feudal class, but feudalism was now giving way
to capitalism under the Industrial Revolution, which led to
the introduction of new technology and the rise of the bour-
geoisie as the dominant class in society. Capitalism was itself
essentially oppressive, however, because it was based on the
ability of the ruling capitalist class to exploit the workers
(known in Marxist parlance as the proletariat). According to
Marx, the political system of emerging capitalism —which
he called bourgeois democracy—was a tool of the capitalist
class, for although it promised freedom and equality, it actu-
ally permitted a level of economic inequality and exploita-
tion equal to, if different in form from, that which had ex-
isted under feudalism.

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels set out
these ideas in simple terms accessible to understanding by
unsophisticated readers. “The proletariat,” it said, “will use
its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from
the bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments of production
in the hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organized as
the ruling class.” Once that had been achieved, a program
would be adopted to abolish private ownership of property
and bring to an end the exploitation of man by man. Once
that had been achieved, the State itself would begin to
wither away. “In place of the old bourgeois society, with its
classes and class antagonisms,” it concluded, “we shall have
an association, in which the free development of each is the
condition of the free development of all.”

Source: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, ed.
A. J. P. Taylor (New York: Viking Penguin, 1967).

“



parties throughout Europe into a cohesive revolutionary
movement, called the International Workingmen’s Asso-
ciation (usually known today as the First International),
that would be ready to rouse the workers to action when
the opportunity came.

Unity was short-lived. Although all members of the
First International shared a common distaste for the cap-
italist system, some preferred to reform it from within
(many of the labor groups from Great Britain), whereas
others were convinced that only violent insurrection
would suffice to destroy the existing ruling class (Karl
Marx and the anarchists around Russian revolutionary
Mikhail Bakunin). Even the radicals could not agree.
Marx believed that revolution could not succeed without
a core of committed communists to organize and lead the
masses; Bakunin contended that the general insurrection
should be a spontaneous uprising from below. In 1871,
the First International disintegrated.

While Marx was grappling with the problems of
preparing for the coming revolution, European society
was undergoing significant changes. The advanced capi-
talist states such as Great Britain, France, and the Low
Countries (Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands)
were gradually evolving into mature, politically stable so-
cieties in which Marx’s dire predictions were not being
borne out. His forecast of periodic economic crises was
correct enough, but his warnings of concentration of cap-
ital and the impoverishment of labor were somewhat wide
of the mark, as capitalist societies began to eliminate or at
least reduce some of the more flagrant inequities apparent
in the early stages of capitalist development. These re-
forms occurred because workers and their representatives
had begun to use the democratic political process to their
own advantage, organizing labor unions and political par-
ties to improve working conditions and enhance the role
of workers in the political system. Many of these political
parties were led by Marxists, who were learning that in
the absence of a social revolution to bring the masses to
power, the capitalist democratic system could be reformed
from within to improve the working and living conditions
of its constituents. In 1889, after Marx’s death, several
such parties (often labeled “social democratic” parties)
formed the Second International, dominated by reformist
elements committed to achieving socialism within the
bounds of the Western parliamentary system.

Marx had also underestimated the degree to which
workers in most European countries would be attracted to
the appeal of nationalism. Marx had viewed nation and
culture as false idols diverting the interests of the op-
pressed from their true concern, the struggle against the
ruling class. In his view, the proletariat would throw off its

chains and unite in the sacred cause of “internationalist”
world revolution. In reality, workers joined peasants and
urban merchants in defending the cause of the nation
against its foreign enemies. A generation later, French
workers would die in the trenches defending France from
workers across the German border.

A historian of the late nineteenth century might have
been forgiven for predicting that Marxism, as a revolu-
tionary ideology, was dead. To the east, however, in the
vast plains and steppes of central Russia, it was about to
be reborn.

TOWARD THE MODERN
CONSCIOUSNESS:
INTELLECTUAL
AND CULTURAL
DEVELOPMENTS

The physical changes that were taking place in societies
exposed to the Industrial Revolution were accompanied
by an equally significant transformation in the arena of
culture. Before 1914, most Westerners continued to be-
lieve in the values and ideals that had been generated by
the impact of the Scientific Revolution and the Enlight-
enment. The ability of human beings to improve them-
selves and achieve a better society seemed to be well
demonstrated by a rising standard of living, urban im-
provements, and mass education. Between 1870 and
1914, however, a dramatic transformation in the realm of
ideas and culture challenged many of these assumptions.
A new view of the physical universe, alternative views of
human nature, and radically innovative forms of literary
and artistic expression shattered old beliefs and opened
the way to a modern consciousness. Although the real
impact of many of these ideas was not felt until after
World War I, they served to provoke a sense of confusion
and anxiety before 1914 that would become even more
pronounced after the war.

Developments in the Sciences:
The Emergence of a New Physics
Science was one of the chief pillars underlying the op-
timistic and rationalistic view of the world that many
Westerners shared in the nineteenth century. Suppos-
edly based on hard facts and cold reason, science of-
fered a certainty of belief in the orderliness of nature that
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was comforting to many people for whom traditional 
religious beliefs no longer had much meaning. Many 
optimistically believed that the application of already
known scientific laws would give humanity a complete
understanding of the physical world and an accurate pic-
ture of reality. The new physics dramatically altered that
perspective.

Throughout much of the nineteenth century, West-
erners adhered to the mechanical conception of the uni-
verse postulated by the classical physics of Isaac Newton.
In this perspective, the universe was a giant machine in
which time, space, and matter were objective realities
that existed independently of the parties observing them.
Matter was thought to be composed of indivisible, solid
material bodies called atoms.

These views were first seriously questioned at the end
of the nineteenth century. Some scientists had discov-
ered that certain elements such as radium and polonium
spontaneously gave off rays or radiation that apparently
came from within the atom itself. Atoms were therefore
not hard material bodies but small worlds containing
such subatomic particles as electrons and protons that be-
haved in a seemingly random and inexplicable fashion.
Inquiry into the disintegrative process within atoms be-
came a central theme of the new physics.

Building on this work, in 1900, a Berlin physicist, Max
Planck (1858–1947), rejected the belief that a heated
body radiates energy in a steady stream but maintained
instead that it did so discontinuously, in irregular packets
of energy that he called “quanta.” The quantum theory
raised fundamental questions about the subatomic realm
of the atom. By 1900, the old view of atoms as the basic
building blocks of the material world was being seriously
questioned, and Newtonian physics was in trouble.

Albert Einstein (1879–1955), a German-born patent
officer working in Switzerland, pushed these new theories
of thermodynamics into new terrain. In 1905, Einstein
published a paper, “The Electrodynamics of Moving Bod-
ies,” setting forth his theory of relativity. According to
relativity theory, space and time are not absolute but rel-
ative to the observer, and both are interwoven into what
Einstein called a four-dimensional space-time contin-
uum. Neither space nor time has an existence indepen-
dent of human experience. Moreover, matter and en-
ergy reflect the relativity of time and space. Einstein
concluded that matter was nothing but another form of 
energy. His epochal formula E � mc 2—each particle 
of matter is equivalent to its mass times the square of 
the velocity of light —was the key theory explaining the 
vast energies contained within the atom. It led to the
atomic age.

Sigmund Freud and the Emergence
of Psychoanalysis
Although poets and mystics had revealed a world of un-
conscious and irrational behavior, many scientifically ori-
ented intellectuals under the impact of Enlightenment
thought continued to believe that human beings re-
sponded to conscious motives in a rational fashion. But at
the end of the nineteenth century, Viennese doctor Sig-
mund Freud (1856 –1939) put forth a series of theories
that undermined optimism about the rational nature of
the human mind. Freud’s thought, like the new physics,
added to the uncertainties of the age. His major ideas
were published in 1900 in The Interpretation of Dreams,
which laid the basic foundation for what came to be
known as psychoanalysis.
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� THE SCREAM. Although Norwegian artist Edvard Munch
probably never heard of Sigmund Freud, his painting The Scream
(1893) graphically illustrates the Viennese psychotherapist’s stud-
ies on human hysteria and neurosis. Fascinated by a withered Inca
mummy shown at the Great Exposition in Paris in 1889, Munch
was inspired in his painting to express the human condition as
though, in his words, “the colors were real blood.” Although the
primal scream portrayed in this canvas was produced at the end 
of the nineteenth century, it seems to be crying out in prophetic
horror at the coming era’s mass atrocities.
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According to Freud, human behavior is strongly deter-
mined by the unconscious —former experiences and in-
ner drives of which people are largely oblivious. To ex-
plore the contents of the unconscious, Freud relied not
only on hypnosis but also on dreams, which were dressed
in an elaborate code that needed to be deciphered if the
contents were to be properly understood.

Why do some experiences whose influence persists in
controlling an individual’s life remain unconscious? Ac-
cording to Freud, repression is a process by which unset-
tling experiences are blotted from conscious awareness
but still continue to influence behavior because they have
become part of the unconscious. To explain how repres-
sion works, Freud elaborated an intricate theory of the in-
ner life of human beings.

Although Freud’s theory has had numerous critics, his
insistence that a human being’s inner life is a battle-
ground of contending forces undermined the prevailing
belief in the power of reason and opened a new era of psy-
choanalysis, by which a psychotherapist seeks to assist a
patient in probing deeply into memory to retrace the
chain of repression back to its childhood origins, thus
bringing about a resolution of the inner psychic conflict.
Belief in the primacy of rational thought over the emo-
tions would never be the same.

Literature and the Arts:
The Culture of Modernity
The revolution in physics and psychology was paralleled
by similar changes in literature and the arts. Through-
out much of the late nineteenth century, literature was
dominated by Naturalism. Naturalists accepted the mate-
rial world as real and believed that literature should be 
realistic. By addressing social problems, writers could
contribute to an objective understanding of the world.
But Naturalists lacked the underlying note of liberal 
optimism about people and society that had still been
prevalent among their predecessors. The Naturalists were
pessimistic about Europe’s future. They doubted the exis-
tence of free will and portrayed characters caught in the
grip of forces beyond their control.

The novels of the French writer Émile Zola (1840 –
1902) provide a good example of Naturalism. Against a
backdrop of the urban slums and coalfields of northern
France, Zola showed how alcoholism and different envi-
ronments affected people’s lives. The materialistic sci-
ence of his age had an important influence on Zola. He
had read Darwin’s Origin of Species and had been im-
pressed by its emphasis on the struggle for survival and
the importance of environment and heredity.

At the turn of the century, a new group of writers,
known as the Symbolists, reacted against Naturalism. Pri-
marily interested in writing poetry, the Symbolists be-
lieved that an objective knowledge of the world was 
impossible. The external world was not real but only a
collection of symbols that reflected the true reality of the
individual human mind. Art, they believed, should func-
tion for its own sake instead of serving, criticizing, or
seeking to understand society. In the works of Symbolist
poets William Butler Yeats and Rainer Maria Rilke, po-
etry ceased to be part of popular culture because only
through a knowledge of the poet’s personal language
could one hope to understand what the poet was saying.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the belief
that the task of literature was to represent “reality” had
thus lost much of its meaning. By that time, the new psy-
chology and the new physics had made it evident that
many people were not sure what constituted reality any-
way. The same was true in the realm of art, where in the
late nineteenth century, painters were beginning to re-
spond to ongoing investigations into the nature of optics
and human perception by experimenting with radical
new techniques to represent the multiplicity of reality.
The changes that such cultural innovators produced have
since been called Modernism.

The first to embark on the challenge were the Impres-
sionists. Originating in France in the 1870s, they rejected
indoor painting and preferred to go out to the countryside
to paint nature directly. As Camille Pissarro (1830 –
1903), one of the movement’s founders, expressed it:
“Don’t proceed according to rules and principles, but
paint what you observe and feel. Paint generously and
unhesitatingly, for it is best not to lose the first impres-
sion.” The most influential of the Impressionists was
Claude Monet (1840 –1926), who painted several series
of canvases on the same object — such as haystacks, the
Rouen Cathedral, and water lilies in the garden of his
house on the Seine River —in the hope of breaking down
the essential lines, planes, colors, and shadows of what
the eye observed. His paintings that deal with the inter-
play of light and reflection on a water surface are regarded
among the wonders of modern painting.

The growth of photography gave artists another reason
to reject visual realism. Invented in the 1830s, photogra-
phy became popular and widespread after George East-
man created the first Kodak camera for the mass market
in 1888. What was the point of an artist’s doing what the
camera did better? Unlike the camera, which could only
mirror reality, artists could create reality. As in literature,
so also in modern art, individual consciousness became
the source of meaning. Between the beginning of the new
century and the outbreak of World War I in 1914, this
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search for individual expression produced a great variety
of painting schools —including Expressionism and Cu-
bism — that would have a significant impact on the world
of art for decades to come.

In Expressionism, the artist employed an exaggerated
use of colors and distorted shapes to achieve emotional
expression. Painters such as the Dutchman Vincent Van
Gogh (1853–1890) and the Norwegian Edvard Munch
(1863–1944) were interested not in capturing the optical
play of light on a landscape but in projecting their inner
selves onto the hostile universe around them. Who can-
not be affected by the intensity of Van Gogh’s dazzling
sunflowers or by the ominous swirling stars above a
church steeple in his Starry Night (1890)?

Another important artist obsessed with finding a new
way to portray reality was the French painter Paul
Cézanne (1839–1906). Scorning the photographic du-
plication of a landscape, he sought to isolate the pulsat-
ing structure beneath the surface. During the last years 
of his life, he produced several paintings of Mont Saint
Victoire, located near Aix-en-Provence in the south of
France. Although each canvas differed in perspective,
composition, and color, they all reflect the same tech-
nique of reducing the landscape to virtual geometric slabs
of color to represent the interconnection of trees, earth,
tiled roofs, mountain, and sky.

Following Cézanne was Pablo Picasso (1881–1973),
one of the giants of twentieth-century painting. Settling
in Paris in 1904, he and the French artist Georges Braque
(1882–1963) collaborated in founding Cubism, the first
truly radical approach in representing visual reality. To
the Cubist, any perception of an object was a composite
of simultaneous and different perspectives.

Modernism in the arts also revolutionized architecture
and architectural practices. A new principle known as
functionalism motivated this revolution by maintaining
that buildings, like the products of machines, should be
“functional” or useful, fulfilling the purpose for which
they were constructed. Art and engineering were to be
unified, and all unnecessary ornamentation was to be
stripped away.

The United States was a leader in these pioneering ar-
chitectural designs. Unprecedented urban growth and
the absence of restrictive architectural traditions allowed
for new building methods, especially in the relatively new
city of Chicago. The Chicago school of the 1890s, led by
Louis H. Sullivan (1856 –1924), used reinforced con-
crete, steel frames, electric elevators, and sheet glass to
build skyscrapers virtually free of external ornamenta-
tion. One of Sullivan’s most successful pupils was Frank
Lloyd Wright (1869–1959), who became known for in-
novative designs in domestic architecture. Wright’s pri-

vate houses, built chiefly for wealthy patrons, featured
geometric structures with long lines, overhanging roofs,
and severe planes of brick and stone. The interiors were
open spaces and included cathedral ceilings and built-in
furniture and lighting features. Wright pioneered the
modern American house.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, develop-
ments in music paralleled those in painting. Expression-
ism in music was a Russian creation, the product of com-
poser Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971) and the Ballet Russe,
the dance company of Sergei Diaghilev (1872–1929).
Together they revolutionized the world of music with
Stravinsky’s ballet The Rite of Spring. When it was per-
formed in Paris in 1913, the savage and primitive sounds
and beats of the music and dance caused a near riot
among an audience outraged at its audacity.

By the end of the nineteenth century, then, traditional
forms of literary, artistic, and musical expression were in a
state of rapid retreat. Freed from conventional tastes and
responding to the intellectual and social revolution that

THE RISE OF INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY IN THE WEST • CHAPTER 1 21

� LES DEMOISELLES D’AVIGNON. In this 1907 painting,
Pablo Picasso presents reality from several perspectives simultane-
ously, using geometric shapes to replace traditional forms, forcing
the viewer to re-create reality in his or her own mind. Picasso had
intended the painting to call attention to the problem of venereal
disease, as the five women represent prostitutes on display. Some
critics have pointed to the influence of African art, and in partic-
ular the African mask, in the painting, which Cubists saw as a
means of distorting reality and expressing the underlying role of
violence in human existence.
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was getting under way throughout the Western world,
painters, writers, composers, and architects launched a
variety of radical new ideas that would revolutionize
Western culture in coming decades.

CONCLUSION
During the course of the nineteenth century, Western so-
ciety underwent a number of dramatic changes. Coun-
tries that were predominantly agricultural in 1750 had by
1900 been transformed into essentially industrial and ur-
ban societies. The amount of material goods available to
consumers had increased manyfold, and machines were
rapidly replacing labor-intensive methods of production
and distribution. The social changes were equally strik-
ing. Human beings were becoming more mobile and en-
joyed more creature comforts than at any time since the
Roman Empire. A mass society, based on the principles of
universal education, limited government, and an ex-
panding franchise, was in the process of creation.

The Industrial Revolution had thus vastly expanded
the horizons and the potential of the human race. It had
also broken down many walls of aristocratic privilege and
opened the door to a new era based on merit. Yet the costs
had been high. The distribution of wealth was as unequal
as ever, and working and living conditions for millions of
Europeans had deteriorated. The psychological impact of
such rapid changes had also produced feelings of anger,
frustration, and alienation on the part of many who lived
through them. With the old certainties of religion and
science now increasingly under challenge, many faced
the future with doubt or foreboding.

Meanwhile, along the borders of Europe —in Russia,
in the Balkans, and in the vast Ottoman Empire — the
Industrial Revolution had not yet made an impact or was
just getting under way. Old autocracies found themselves
under increasing pressure from ethnic minorities and
other discontented subjects but continued to resist pres-
sure for reform. As the world prepared to enter a new cen-
tury, the stage was set for dramatic change.
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Chapter

2
THE HIGH TIDE OF IMPERIALISM:

AFRICA AND ASIA IN AN ERA OF

WESTERN DOMINANCE

23

n 1877, the young British empire builder Cecil Rhodes drew up his last

will and testament. He bequeathed his fortune, achieved as a diamond

magnate in South Africa, to two of his close friends and acquaintances. He

also instructed them to use the inheritance to form a secret society with the aim of

bringing about “the extension of British rule throughout the world, the perfecting of

a system of emigration from the United Kingdom . . . especially the occupation of the

whole continent of Africa, the Holy Land, the valley of the Euphrates, the Islands of

Cyprus and Candia [Crete], the whole of South America . . . the ultimate recovery of

the United States as an integral part of the British Empire . . . [and] finally the foun-

dation of so great a power to hereafter render wars impossible and promote the best

interests of humanity.”1

Preposterous as such ideas seem to us today, they serve as a graphic reminder of the

hubris that characterized the worldview of Rhodes and many of his contemporaries

during the age of imperialism, as well as the complex union of moral concern and

vaulting ambition that motivated their actions on the world stage. During the nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries, Western colonialism spread throughout much

of the non-Western world. Spurred by the demands of the Industrial Revolution, 

a few powerful Western states — notably Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, 

and the United States —competed avariciously for consumer markets and raw mate-

rials for their expanding economies. By the end of the nineteenth century, virtually

all of the traditional societies in Asia and Africa were under direct or indirect colo-

nial rule.



THE MYTH
OF EUROPEAN
SUPERIORITY

To many Western observers at the time, the ease of the
European conquest provided a clear affirmation of the in-
nate superiority of Western civilization to its counter-
parts elsewhere in the world. Historians in Europe and
the United States began to view world history essentially
as the story of the inexorable rise of the West, from the
glories of ancient Greece to the emergence of modern Eu-
rope after the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolu-
tion. The extension of Western influence to Africa and
Asia, a process that began with the arrival of European
fleets in the Indian Ocean in the early sixteenth century,
was thus a reflection of Western cultural superiority and
represented a necessary step in bringing civilization to
the peoples of that area.

The truth, however, was quite different, for Western
global hegemony was a relatively recent phenomenon.
Prior to the age of Christopher Columbus, Europe was
only an isolated appendage of a much larger world system
of states stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pa-
cific. The center of gravity in this trade network was not
in Europe or even in the Mediterranean Sea but much
farther to the east, in the Persian Gulf and in Cen-
tral Asia. The most sophisticated and technologically ad-
vanced region in the world was not Europe but China,
whose proud history could be traced back several thou-
sand years to the rise of the first Chinese state in the Yel-
low River valley. As for the transcontinental trade net-
work that linked Europe with the nations of the Middle
East, South Asia, and the Pacific basin, it had not been
created by Portuguese and Spanish navigators but, as we
have seen, had already developed under the Arab empire,
with its capital in Baghdad. Later the Mongols took con-
trol of the land trade routes during their conquest of
much of the Eurasian continent in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. During the long centuries of Arabic
and Mongolian hegemony, the caravan routes and sea
lanes stretching across the Eurasian continent and the
Indian Ocean between China, Africa, and Europe carried
not only commercial goods but also ideas and inventions
such as the compass, printing, Arabic numerals, and gun-
powder. Inventions such as these, many of them originat-
ing in China or India, would later play a major role in the
emergence of Europe as a major player on the world’s
stage. Only in the sixteenth century, with the onset of the
Age of Exploration, did Europe become important in the
process. For the next three centuries, the ships of several

European nations crossed the seas in quest of the spices,
silks, precious metals, and porcelains of the Orient.

In a few cases, Europeans engaged in military con-
quest as a means of seeking their objective. The islands of 
the Indonesian archipelago were gradually brought under
Dutch colonial rule, and the British inexorably extended
their political hegemony over the South Asian subconti-
nent. Spain, Portugal, and later other nations of western
Europe divided up the New World into separate colonial
territories. For the most part, however, European nations
were satisfied to trade with their Asian and African coun-
terparts from coastal enclaves that they had established
along the trade routes that threaded across the seas from
the ports along the Atlantic and the Mediterranean Sea
to their far-off destinations.

THE SPREAD OF
COLONIAL RULE

In the nineteenth century, a new phase of Western ex-
pansion into Asia and Africa began. Whereas Euro-
pean aims in the East before 1800 could be summed up in
the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama’s famous phrase
“Christians and spices,” in the early nineteenth century,
a new relationship took shape: European nations began to
view Asian and African societies as a source of industrial
raw materials and a market for Western manufactured
goods. No longer were Western gold and silver exchanged
for cloves, pepper, tea, silk, and porcelain. Now the prodi-
gious output of European factories was sent to Africa and
Asia in return for oil, tin, rubber, and the other resources
needed to fuel the Western industrial machine.

The reason for this change, of course, was the Industrial
Revolution. Now industrializing countries in the West
needed vital raw materials that were not available at home
as well as a reliable market for the goods produced in their
factories. The latter factor became increasingly crucial as
capitalist societies began to discover that their home mar-
kets could not always absorb domestic output. When con-
sumer demand lagged, economic depression threatened.

As Western economic expansion into Asia and Africa
gathered strength during the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century, it became fashionable to call the process
imperialism. Although the term imperialism has many
meanings, in this instance it referred to the efforts of cap-
italist states in the West to seize markets, cheap raw ma-
terials, and lucrative sources for the investment of capital
in the countries beyond Western civilization. In this in-
terpretation, the primary motives behind the Western 
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expansion were economic. The best-known promoter of
this view was the British political economist John A.
Hobson, who published a major analysis, Imperialism: A
Study, in 1902. In this influential book, Hobson main-
tained that modern imperialism was a direct consequence
of the modern industrial economy. In his view, the indus-
trialized states of the West often produced more goods
than could be absorbed by the domestic market and thus
had to export their manufactures to make a profit.

As in the earlier phase of Western expansion, how-
ever, the issue was not simply an economic one, since
economic concerns were inevitably tinged with political
ones and with questions of national grandeur and moral
purpose as well. In nineteenth-century Europe, economic
wealth, national status, and political power went hand 
in hand with the possession of a colonial empire, at least
in the minds of observers at the time. To nineteenth-
century global strategists, colonies brought tangible
benefits in the world of balance-of-power politics as well
as economic profits, and many nations became involved
in the pursuit of colonies as much to gain advantage over
their rivals as to acquire territory for its own sake.

The relationship between colonialism and national
survival was expressed directly in a speech by the French
politician Jules Ferry in 1885. A policy of “containment
or abstinence,” he warned, would set France on “the
broad road to decadence” and initiate its decline into a
“third- or fourth-rate power.” British imperialists agreed.
To Cecil Rhodes, the extraction of material wealth from
the colonies was only a secondary matter. “My ruling 
purpose,” he remarked, “is the extension of the British
Empire.”2 That British Empire, on which (as the say-
ing went) “the sun never set,” was the envy of its rivals
and was viewed as the primary source of British global
dominance during the latter half of the nineteenth 
century.

With the change in European motives for colonization
came a corresponding shift in tactics. Earlier, when their
economic interests were more limited, European states
had generally been satisfied to deal with existing inde-
pendent states rather than attempt to establish direct
control over vast territories. There had been exceptions
where state power at the local level was on the point of
collapse (as in India), where European economic inter-
ests were especially intense (as in Latin America and the
East Indies), or where there was no centralized authority
(as in North America and the Philippines). But for the
most part, the Western presence in Asia and Africa had
been limited to controlling the regional trade network
and establishing a few footholds where the foreigners
could carry on trade and missionary activity.

After 1800, the demands of industrialization in Europe
created a new set of dynamics. Maintaining access to in-
dustrial raw materials, such as oil and rubber, and setting
up reliable markets for European manufactured products
required more extensive control over colonial territories.
As competition for colonies increased, the colonial pow-
ers sought to solidify their hold over their territories to pro-
tect them from attack by their rivals. During the last two
decades of the nineteenth century, the quest for colonies
became a scramble as all the major European states, now
joined by the United States and Japan, engaged in a global
land grab. In many cases, economic interests were second-
ary to security concerns or national prestige. In Africa, for
example, the British engaged in a struggle with their rivals
to protect their interests in the Suez Canal and the Red
Sea. In Southeast Asia, the United States seized the Phil-
ippines from Spain at least partly to keep them out of
the hands of the Japanese, and the French took over Indo-
china for fear that it would otherwise be occupied by Ger-
many, Japan, or the United States.

By 1900, virtually all the societies of Africa and Asia
were either under full colonial rule or, as in the case of
China and the Ottoman Empire, on the point of virtual
collapse. Only a handful of states, such as Japan in East
Asia, Thailand in Southeast Asia, Afghanistan and Iran
in the Middle East, and mountainous Ethiopia in East Af-
rica, managed to escape internal disintegration or politi-
cal subjection to colonial rule. As the twentieth century
began, European hegemony over the ancient civilizations
of Asia and Africa seemed complete.

The British Conquest of India
The first of the major Asian civilizations to fall victim 
to European predatory activities was India. The first or-
ganized society had emerged in the Indus River valley 
in the fourth and third millennia b.c.e. After the influx 
of Aryan peoples into the Indian subcontinent around
1500 b.c.e., a new civilization, based on sedentary agri-
culture and a regional trade network, gradually emerged
in north central India. The unity of the subcontinent was
first established by the empire of the Mauryas in the third
century b.c.e. Although the Mauryan state eventually
collapsed, it had laid the foundation for the creation of a
technologically advanced and prosperous civilization,
and its concept of political unity was later reasserted by
the Guptas, who ruled the region for nearly two hundred
years until they too were overthrown in about 500 c.e.
Under the Guptas, Hinduism, a religious faith brought to
the subcontinent by the Aryan people, evolved into the
dominant religion of the Indian people.
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Beginning in the eleventh century, much of northern
India fell under the rule of Turkic-speaking people who
penetrated into the subcontinent from the northwest and
introduced the people in the area to the Islamic religion
and civilization. At the end of the fifteenth century, they
were succeeded by the Mughals, a powerful new force
from the mountains to the north. The Mughal rulers,
though foreigners and Muslims like many of their imme-
diate predecessors, nevertheless brought India to a level
of political power and cultural achievement that inspired
admiration and envy throughout the entire region.

In the eighteenth century, however, the dynasty began
to weaken as Hindu forces in southern India sought to
challenge the authority of the Mughal court in Delhi.
This process of fragmentation was probably hastened by
the growing presence of European traders, who began to
establish enclaves along the fringes of the subcontinent.
Eventually, the British and the French began to seize con-
trol of the regional trade routes and to meddle in India’s
internal politics. By the end of the century, nothing re-
mained of the empire but a shell. Into the vacuum left by
its final decay stepped the British, who used a combina-
tion of modern firepower and guile to consolidate their
power over the subcontinent.

The Colonial Takeover 
of Southeast Asia
Southeast Asia had been one of the first destinations for
European adventurers en route to the East. Lured by the
riches of the Spice Islands (at the eastern end of present-
day Indonesia), European adventurers sailed to the area
in the early sixteenth century in the hope of establishing
contacts with societies in the area and seizing control of
the spice trade from Arab and Indian merchants. A cen-
tury later, the trade was fast becoming a monopoly of the
Dutch, whose sturdy ships and ample supply of capital
gave them a significant advantage over their rivals.

In 1800, only two societies in Southeast Asia were un-
der effective colonial rule: the Spanish Philippines and
the Dutch East Indies. The British had been driven out of
the Spice Islands trade by the Dutch in the seventeenth
century and possessed only a small enclave on the south-
ern coast of the island of Sumatra and some territory on
the Malay peninsula. The French had actively engaged in
trade with states on the Asian mainland but were even-
tually reduced to a small missionary effort run by the So-
ciety for Foreign Missions. The only legacy of Portuguese
expansion in the region was the possession of half of the
small island of Timor.

During the second half of the nineteenth century,
however, European interest in Southeast Asia grew rap-
idly, and by 1900, virtually the entire area was under colo-
nial rule (see Map 2.1). The process began after the end
of the Napoleonic Wars, when the British, by agreement
with the Dutch, abandoned their claims to territorial pos-
sessions in the East Indies in return for a free hand in the
Malay peninsula. In 1819, the colonial administrator
Stamford Raffles founded a new British colony on a small
island at the tip of the peninsula. Called Singapore (“City
of the Lion”), it had previously been used by Malay pirates
to raid ships passing through the Strait of Malacca. When
the invention of steam power enabled merchant ships to
save time and distance by passing through the strait
rather than sailing with the westerlies across the southern
Indian Ocean, Singapore became a major stopping point
for traffic to and from China and other commercial cen-
ters in the region.

During the next few decades, the pace of European
penetration into Southeast Asia accelerated. At the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century, the British had sought
and received the right to trade with the kingdom of
Burma. A few decades later, the British took over the en-
tire country and placed it under the colonial administra-
tion in India.

The British advance into Burma was watched ner-
vously in Paris, where French geopoliticians were ever
anxious about British operations in Asia and Africa. The
French still maintained a clandestine missionary organi-
zation in Vietnam despite harsh persecution by the local
authorities, who viewed Christianity as a threat to inter-
nal stability. In 1857, the French government decided to
force the Vietnamese to accept French protection to pre-
vent the British from obtaining a monopoly of trade in
South China. A naval attack launched a year later was
not a total success, but the French eventually forced the
Vietnamese court to cede territories in the Mekong River
delta. A generation later, French rule was extended over
the remainder of the country. By the end of the century,
French seizure of neighboring Cambodia and Laos had
led to the creation of the French-ruled Indochinese
Union.

With the French conquest of Indochina, Thailand was
the only remaining independent state on the Southeast
Asian mainland. During the last quarter of the century,
British and French rivalry threatened to place the Thai,
too, under colonial rule. But under the astute leadership
of two remarkable rulers, King Mongkut (familiar to mil-
lions in the West as the king in The King and I) and his son
King Chulalongkorn, the Thai sought to introduce West-
ern learning and maintain relations with the major Euro-
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pean powers without undermining internal stability or
inviting an imperialist attack. In 1896, the British and the
French agreed to preserve Thailand as an independent
buffer zone between their possessions in Southeast Asia.

The final piece of the colonial edifice in Southeast
Asia was put in place in 1898, when U.S. naval forces un-
der Commodore George Dewey defeated the Spanish
fleet in Manila Bay. President William McKinley agonized
over the fate of the Philippines but ultimately decided
that the moral thing to do was to turn the islands into an
American colony to prevent them from falling into the
hands of the Japanese. In fact, the Americans (like the
Spanish before them) found the islands convenient as a
jumping-off point for the China trade (see Chapter 3).

Not all Filipinos were pleased to be placed under U.S.
tutelage. Led by Emilio Aguinaldo, guerrilla forces fought
bitterly against U.S. troops to establish their indepen-
dence from both Spain and the United States. But Amer-
ica’s first war against guerrillas in Asia was a success, and

the resistance collapsed in 1901. President McKinley had
his stepping-stone to the rich markets of China.

Empire Building in Africa
The last of the equatorial regions of the world to be placed
under European colonial rule was the continent of Africa.
European navigators had first established contacts with
Africans south of the Sahara during the late fifteenth cen-
tury, when Portuguese fleets sailed down the Atlantic
coast on their way to the Indian Ocean. During the next
three centuries, Europeans established port facilities
along the coasts of East and West Africa to facilitate their
trade with areas farther to the east and to engage in lim-
ited commercial relations with African societies. Eventu-
ally, the slave trade took on predominant importance, and
several million unfortunate Africans were loaded onto
slave ships destined for the New World. For a variety of
reasons, however, Europeans made little effort to pene-
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trate the vast continent and were generally content to
deal with African intermediaries along the coast to main-
tain their trading relationship. Deeply ingrained in the
Western psyche, there developed an image of “darkest Af-
rica”—a continent without a history, its people living out
their days bereft of any cultural contact with the outside
world.

As with most generalizations, there was a glimmer of
truth in the Western image of sub-Saharan Africa as a re-
gion outside the mainstream of civilization on the Eur-
asian landmass. Although Africa was the original seedbed
of humankind and the site of much of its early evolution-
ary experience, the desiccation of the Sahara during 
the fourth and third millennia b.c.e. had erected a major 
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obstacle to communications between the peoples south
of the desert and societies elsewhere in the world. The
barrier was never total, however. From ancient times, car-
avans crossed the Sahara from the Niger River basin to
the shores of the Mediterranean carrying gold and other
tropical products in exchange for salt, textile goods, and
other manufactured articles from the north. By the sev-
enth century c.e., several prosperous trading societies,
whose renown reached as far as medieval Europe and 
the Middle East, had begun to arise in the savanna belt 
in West Africa. In the baggage of merchants came not
only commercial goods but also the religion and culture
of Islam.

Farther to the east, the Sahara posed no obstacle to
communication beyond the seas. The long eastern coast
of the African continent had played a role in the trade
network of the Indian Ocean since the time of the
pharaohs along the Nile. Ships from India, the Persian
Gulf, and as far away as China made regular visits to the
East African ports of Kilwa, Malindi, and Sofala, bringing
textiles, metal goods, and luxury articles in return for
gold, ivory, and various tropical products from Africa.
With the settlement of Arab traders along the eastern
coast, the entire region developed a new synthetic cul-
ture (known as Swahili) combining elements of Arabic
and indigenous cultures. Although the Portuguese briefly
seized or destroyed most of the trading ports along the

eastern coast, by the eighteenth century the Europeans
had been driven out and local authority was restored.

THE GROWING EUROPEAN 
PRESENCE IN WEST AFRICA

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the slave
trade was in a state of decline. One reason was the grow-
ing sense of outrage among humanitarians in several 
European countries over the purchase, sale, and exploita-
tion of human beings. Traffic in slaves by Dutch mer-
chants effectively came to an end in 1795 and by Danes
in 1803. A few years later, the slave trade was declared il-
legal in both Great Britain and the United States. The
British began to apply pressure on other nations to follow
suit, and most did so after the end of the Napoleonic Wars
in 1815, leaving only Portugal and Spain as practitioners
of the trade south of the equator. Meanwhile, the demand
for slaves began to decline in the Western Hemisphere,
and by the 1880s, slavery had been abolished in all major
countries of the world.

The decline of the slave trade in the Atlantic during
the first half of the nineteenth century, however, did not
lead to an overall reduction in the European presence in
West Africa. To the contrary, European interest in what
was sometimes called “legitimate trade” in natural re-
sources increased. Exports of peanuts, timber, hides, and
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palm oil increased substantially during the first decades of
the century, and imports of textile goods and other man-
ufactured products also rose.

Stimulated by growing commercial interests in the
area, European governments began to push for a more
permanent presence along the coast. During the first
decades of the nineteenth century, the British established
settlements along the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana)
and in Sierra Leone, where they attempted to set up agri-
cultural plantations for freed slaves who had returned
from the Western Hemisphere or had been liberated by
British ships while en route to the Americas. A similar
haven for ex-slaves was developed with the assistance of
the United States in Liberia. The French occupied the
area around the Senegal River near Cape Verde, where
they attempted to develop peanut plantations.

The growing European presence in West Africa led to
tensions with African governments in the area. British 
efforts to increase trade with Ashanti, in the area of 
the present-day state of Ghana, led to conflict in the
1820s, but British influence in the area intensified in later
decades. Most African states, especially those with a
fairly high degree of political integration, were able to
maintain their independence from this creeping Euro-
pean encroachment, called “informal empire” by some
historians, but eventually, the British stepped in and an-
nexed the region as the first British colony of the Gold

Coast in 1874. At about the same time, the British ex-
tended an informal protectorate over warring tribal
groups in the Niger delta.

IMPERIALIST SHADOW OVER THE NILE

A similar process was under way in the Nile valley. Ever
since the voyages of the Portuguese explorers at the close
of the fifteenth century, European trade with the East had
been carried on almost exclusively by the route around
the Cape of Good Hope. But from the outset, there was
some interest in shortening the route by digging a canal
east of Cairo, where only a low, swampy isthmus sepa-
rated the Mediterranean from the Red Sea. The Ottoman
Turks, who controlled the area, had considered con-
structing a canal in the sixteenth century, but nothing
was accomplished until 1854, when the French entrepre-
neur Ferdinand de Lesseps signed a contract to begin con-
struction of the canal. The project brought little immedi-
ate benefit to Egypt, however, which under the vigorous
rule of the Ottoman official Muhammad Ali was attempt-
ing to adopt reforms on the European model. The costs of
construction imposed a major debt on the Egyptian gov-
ernment and forced a growing level of dependence on for-
eign financial support. When an army revolt against
growing foreign influence broke out in 1881, the British
stepped in to protect their investment (they had bought
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Egypt’s canal company shares in 1875) and set up an in-
formal protectorate that would last until World War I.

The weakening of Turkish rule in the Nile valley had
a parallel farther to the west, where autonomous regions
had begun to emerge under local viceroys in Tripoli, Tu-
nis, and Algiers. In 1830, the French, on the pretext of 
reducing the threat of piracy to European shipping in 
the Mediterranean, seized the area surrounding Algiers
and annexed it into the kingdom of France. By the mid-
1850s, more than 150,000 Europeans had settled in the
fertile region adjacent to the coast, while Berber resis-
tance continued in the desert to the south. In 1881, the
French imposed a protectorate on neighboring Tunisia.
Only Tripoli and Cyrenaica (Ottoman provinces that
make up modern-day Libya) remained under Turkish rule
until the Italians took them in 1911–1912.

THE SCRAMBLE FOR AFRICA

At the beginning of the 1880s, most of Africa was still in-
dependent. European rule was still limited to the fringes
of the continent, and a few areas, such as Egypt, lower 
Nigeria, Senegal, and Mozambique, were under various
forms of loose protectorate. But the trends were ominous,
as the pace of European penetration was accelerating and
the constraints that had limited European rapaciousness
were fast disappearing.

The scramble began in the mid-1880s, when several
European states engaged in what today would be called a
feeding frenzy to seize a piece of African territory before
the carcass had been picked clean. By 1900, virtually all
of the continent had been placed under one form or an-
other of European rule. The British had consolidated
their authority over the Nile valley and seized additional
territories in East Africa. The French retaliated by ad-
vancing eastward from Senegal into the central Sahara,
where they eventually came eyeball to eyeball with the
British at Fashoda on the Nile. They also occupied the is-
land of Madagascar and other coastal territories in West
and Central Africa. In between, the Germans claimed
the hinterland opposite Zanzibar, as well as coastal strips
in West and Southwest Africa north of the Cape, and
King Leopold II of Belgium claimed the Congo.

What had happened to spark the sudden imperialist
hysteria that brought an end to African independence?
Economic interests in the narrow sense were not at stake
as they had been in South and Southeast Asia: the level
of trade between Europe and Africa was simply not
sufficient to justify the risks and the expense of conquest.
Clearly, one factor was the growing rivalry among impe-

rialist powers. European leaders might be provoked into
an imperialist takeover not by economic considerations
but by the fear that another state might do so, leaving
them at a disadvantage.

Another consideration might be called the “mission-
ary factor,” as European missionary interests lobbied with
their governments for a colonial takeover to facilitate
their efforts to convert the African population to Chris-
tianity. In fact, considerable moral complacency was in-
herent in the process. The concept of the “white man’s
burden” persuaded many that it was in the interests of the
African people to be introduced more rapidly to the
benefits of Western civilization. Even the highly re-
spected Scottish missionary David Livingstone had be-
come convinced that missionary work and economic de-
velopment had to go hand in hand, pleading to his fellow
Europeans to introduce the “three Cs” (Christianity,
commerce, and civilization) to the continent. How much
easier such a task would be if African peoples were under
benevolent European rule!

There were more prosaic reasons as well. Advances in
Western technology and European superiority in firearms
made it easier than ever for a small European force to de-
feat superior numbers. Furthermore, life expectancy for
Europeans living in Africa had improved. With the dis-
covery that quinine (extracted from the bark of the cin-
chona tree) could provide partial immunity from the rav-
ages of malaria, the mortality rate for Europeans living in
Africa dropped dramatically in the 1840s. By the end of
the century, European residents in tropical Africa faced
only slightly higher risks of death by disease than indi-
viduals living in Europe.

As rivalry among competing powers heated up, a con-
ference was convened at Berlin in 1884 to avert war and
reduce tensions among European nations competing for
the spoils of Africa. It proved reasonably successful at
achieving the first objective but less so at the second.
During the next few years, African territories were an-
nexed without provoking a major confrontation between
Western powers, but in the late 1890s, Britain and France
reached the brink of conflict at Fashoda, a small town on
the Nile River in the Sudan. The French had been ad-
vancing eastward across the Sahara with the transparent
objective of controlling the regions around the upper
Nile. In 1898, British and Egyptian troops seized the Su-
dan and then marched southward to head off the French.
After a tense face-off between units of the two European
countries at Fashoda, the French government backed
down, and British authority over the area was secured.
Except for Djibouti, a tiny portion of the Somali coast,
the French were restricted to equatorial Africa.
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BANTUS, BOERS, 
AND BRITISH 
IN SOUTH AFRICA

Nowhere in Africa did the European
presence grow more rapidly than in
the south. During the eighteenth cen-
tury, Dutch settlers from the Cape
Colony began to migrate eastward into
territory inhabited by local Khoisan-
and Bantu-speaking peoples entering
the area from the north. Internecine
warfare among the Bantus had largely
depopulated the region, facilitating
occupation of the land by the Boers,
the Afrikaans-speaking farmers de-
scended from the original Dutch set-
tlers in the seventeenth century. But
in the early nineteenth century, a
Bantu people called the Zulus, under a
talented ruler named Shaka, counter-
attacked, setting off a series of wars be-
tween the Europeans and the Zulus.
Eventually, Shaka was overthrown,
and the Boers continued their advance
northeastward during the so-called Great Trek of the mid-
1830s. By 1865, the total European population of the area
had risen to nearly 200,000 people.

The Boers’ eastward migration was provoked in part by
the British seizure of the Cape from the Dutch during the
Napoleonic Wars. The British government was generally
more sympathetic to the rights of the local African pop-
ulation than were the Afrikaners, many of whom saw
white superiority as ordained by God and fled from Brit-
ish rule to control their own destiny. Eventually, the
Boers formed their own independent republics, the Or-
ange Free State and the South African Republic (usually
known as Transvaal). Much of the African population in
these areas was confined to reserves.

The discovery of gold and diamonds in the Transvaal
complicated the situation. Clashes between the Afrika-
ner population and foreign (mainly British) miners and
developers led to an attempt by Cecil Rhodes, prime min-
ister of the Cape Colony and a prominent entrepreneur
in the area, to subvert the Transvaal and bring it under
British rule. In 1899, the so-called Boer War broke out
between Britain and the Transvaal, which was backed by
the Orange Free State. Guerrilla resistance by the Boers
was fierce, but the vastly superior forces of the British
were able to prevail by 1902. To compensate the defeated
Afrikaner population for the loss of independence, the
British government agreed that only whites would vote in

the now essentially self-governing
colony. The Boers were placated, but
the brutalities committed during the
war (the British introduced an insti-
tution later to be known as the con-
centration camp) created bitterness
on both sides that continued to fester
for decades.

THE
COLONIAL
SYSTEM

Now that they had control of most of
the world, what did the colonial pow-
ers do with it? As we have seen, their
primary objective was to exploit the
natural resources of the subject areas
and to open up markets for manufac-
tured goods and capital investment
from the mother country. In some
cases, that goal could be realized in
cooperation with local political elites,

whose loyalty could be earned (or purchased) by eco-
nomic rewards or by confirming them in their positions of
authority and status in a new colonial setting. Some-
times, however, this policy, known as “indirect rule,” was
not feasible because local leaders refused to cooperate
with their colonial masters or even actively resisted the
foreign conquest. In such cases, the local elites were re-
moved from power and replaced with a new set of officials
recruited from the mother country.

The distinction between direct and indirect rule was
not merely academic and often had fateful consequences
for the peoples involved. Where colonial powers encoun-
tered resistance and were forced to overthrow local polit-
ical elites, they often adopted policies designed to eradi-
cate the source of resistance and destroy the traditional
culture. Such policies often had quite corrosive effects on
the indigenous societies and provoked resentment and re-
sistance that not only marked the colonial relationship
but even affected relations after the restoration of na-
tional independence. The bitter struggles after World
War II in Algeria, the Dutch East Indies, and Vietnam
can be ascribed in part to that phenomenon.

The Philosophy of Colonialism
To justify their conquests, the colonial powers appealed,
in part, to the time-honored maxim of “might makes
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right.” In a manner reminiscent of the Western attitude
toward the oil reserves in the Persian Gulf today, the Eu-
ropean powers viewed industrial resources as vital to na-
tional survival and security and felt that no moral justi-
fication was needed for any action to protect access to
them. By the end of the nineteenth century, that attitude
received pseudoscientific validity from the concept of so-
cial Darwinism, which maintained that only societies
that moved aggressively to adapt to changing circum-
stances would survive and prosper in a world governed by
the Darwinist law of “survival of the fittest.”

Some people, however, were uncomfortable with such
a brutal view of the law of nature and sought a moral
justification that appeared to benefit the victim. Here
again, the concept of social Darwinism pointed the way.
According to social Darwinists, human societies, like liv-
ing organisms, must adapt to survive. Hence the ad-
vanced nations of the West were obliged to assist the
backward nations of Asia and Africa so that they, too,

could adjust to the challenges of the modern world. Few
expressed this view as graphically as the English poet
Rudyard Kipling, who called on the Anglo-Saxon peo-
ples (in particular, the United States) to take up the
“white man’s burden” in Asia (see the box above).

Buttressed by such comforting theories, humane and
sympathetic souls in Western countries could ignore the
brutal aspects of the colonial process and persuade them-
selves that in the long run, the results would be beneficial
to both sides. Some, like their antecedents in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, saw the issue primarily
in religious terms. During the nineteenth century, Chris-
tian missionaries by the thousands went to Asia and Af-
rica to bring the gospel to the “heathen masses.” To oth-
ers, the objective was the more secular one of bringing
the benefits of Western democracy and capitalism to the
feudalistic and tradition-ridden societies of the Orient.
Either way, sensitive Western minds could console them-
selves with the belief that their governments were bring-
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WHITE MAN’S BURDEN, BLACK MAN’S SORROW

ne of the justifications for European colonialism was
the notion that the “more advanced” white peoples had

the moral responsibility to raise allegedly primitive soci-
eties in Africa and Asia to a higher level of civilization. Few cap-
tured this notion better than the British poet Rudyard Kipling
(1865–1936) in his famous poem “The White Man’s Burden.”
His appeal, addressed primarily to the United States, became one
of the most famous set of verses in the English-speaking world:

Take up the White Man’s burden—
Send forth the best ye breed—
Go bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives’ need;
To wait in heavy harness,
On fluttered folk and wild—
Your new-caught sullen peoples,
Half-devil and half-child.

Yet that sense of moral responsibility was often misplaced
or, even worse, laced with hypocrisy. Not only was it virtu-
ally self-evident that the underlying motive for colonial
conquest was the drive for national or personal wealth and
power, but it was also clear that the consequences of impe-
rial rule all too often were detrimental to those living under
colonial authority. Nowhere was this harsh reality more
clearly displayed than in Africa, which had already suffered
for centuries from the European slave trade.

Few observers described the destructive effects of West-
ern imperialism on native Africans as well as Edward Morel,

a British journalist who spent time in the Belgian Congo. In
his book The Black Man’s Burden, Morel pointed out that the
power of what he called “modern capitalistic exploitation,
assisted by modern engines of destruction,” might manage to
accomplish what even the slave trade and imperial conquest
had failed to do. Colonial rule, he charged,

kills not the body merely, but the soul. It breaks the spirit. It
attacks the African at every turn, from every point of van-
tage. It wrecks his polity, uproots him from his land, invades
his family life, destroys his natural pursuits and occupations,
claims his whole time, enslaves him in his own home.

The most harmful aspect of colonialism, in Morel’s view,
was the pervasive and corrosive character of capitalist ex-
ploitation, which relentlessly undermined the foundations
of traditional society and allowed no recourse for African
workers against long hours of “monotonous, uninterrupted
labour,” often involving a lengthy separation from home,
family, and community. Violent resistance, he lamented,
provided no answer because of the “killing power of modern
armament.”

Morel’s book, combined with other searing attacks on the
system, such as the British writer Joseph Conrad’s famous
novel Heart of Darkness, represented a terrible indictment of
the colonial system and the alleged benefits extolled by its
defenders.

Sources: Rudyard Kipling, Verse (New York: Doubleday, 1920); Louis L.
Snyder, ed., The Imperialism Reader (Princeton, N.J.: Van Nostrand, 1962).



ing civilization to the primitive peoples of the world. If
commercial profit and national prestige happened to be
by-products of that effort, so much the better. Few were as
effective at making the case as the French colonial official
Albert Sarraut. Admitting that colonialism was origi-
nally an “act of force” taken for material profit, he de-
clared that the end result would be a “better life on this
planet” for conqueror and conquered alike.

But what about the possibility that historically and
culturally, the societies of Asia and Africa were fun-
damentally different from those of the West and could
not, or would not, be persuaded to transform themselves
along Western lines? After all, even Kipling had re-
marked that “East is East and West is West, and ne’er the
twain shall meet.” Was the human condition universal, in
which case the Asian and African peoples could be trans-
formed, in the quaint American phrase for the subject
Filipinos, into “little brown Americans”? Or were human
beings so shaped by their history and geographical en-
vironment that their civilizations would inevitably re-
main distinctive from those of the West? In that case, a
policy of cultural transformation could not be expected to 
succeed.

In fact, colonial theory never decided this issue one
way or the other. The French, who were most inclined to
philosophize about the problem, adopted the terms assim-
ilation (which implied an effort to transform colonial so-
cieties in the Western image) and association (collaborat-
ing with local elites while leaving local traditions alone)
to describe the two alternatives and then proceeded to
vacillate between them. French policy in Indochina, for
example, began as one of association but switched to as-
similation under pressure from liberal elements who felt
that colonial powers owed a debt to their subject peoples.
But assimilation aroused resentment among the local
population, many of whom opposed the destruction of
their native traditions.

Most colonial powers were not as inclined to debate
the theory of colonialism as the French were. The United
States, in formulating a colonial policy for the Philip-
pines, adopted a strategy of assimilation in theory but was
not quick to put it into practice. The British refused to
entertain the possibility of assimilation and generally
treated their subject peoples as culturally and racially dis-
tinctive (as Queen Victoria declared in 1858, her gov-
ernment disclaimed “the right and desire to impose Our
conditions on Our subjects”). Although some observers
have ascribed this attitude to a sense of racial superiority,
not all agree. In his recent book Ornamentalism: How the
British Saw Their Empire, the historian David Cannadine
argues that in fact, the British often attempted to repli-
cate their own hierarchical system, based on the institu-

tions of monarchy and aristocracy, and force it on the
peoples of the empire.

Colonialism in Action
In practice, colonialism in India, Southeast Asia, and Af-
rica exhibited many similarities but also some differ-
ences. Some of these variations can be traced to politi-
cal or social differences among the colonial powers. The
French, for example, often tried to impose a centralized
administrative system on their colonies that mirrored the
system in use in France, while the British sometimes at-
tempted to transform local aristocrats into the equivalent
of the landed gentry at home in Britain. Other differences
stemmed from conditions in the colonies and the colo-
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� BLENDING EAST AND WEST. After establishing colonies
throughout the continents of Africa and Asia, the British began
to erect monumental buildings to demonstrate their power and
authority. Some of the buildings reflected a mixture of Western
and indigenous styles. Shown here is the ornate railway station in
Kuala Lumpur in Malaya.
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nizers’ aspirations for them. For instance, Western eco-
nomic interests were far more limited in Africa than else-
where, and African colonies were therefore treated some-
what differently than those in India or Southeast Asia.

INDIA UNDER THE BRITISH RAJ

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the once glo-
rious empire of the Mughals had been debased and hu-
miliated and was now reduced by British military power

to a shadow of its former greatness. During the next few
decades, the British sought to consolidate their control
over the subcontinent, expanding from their base areas
along the coast into the interior. Some territories were
taken over directly, first by the East India Company and
later by the British crown, while others were ruled in-
directly through their local maharajas and rajas (see
Map 2.3).

British governance over the subcontinent brought or-
der and stability to a society that had been rent by civil

THE HIGH TIDE OF IMPERIALISM: AFRICA AND ASIA IN AN ERA OF WESTERN DOMINANCE • CHAPTER 2 35

0              250           500 Miles

0       250     500     750 Kilometers

In
du

s R.

Ganges R.

T
is ta

R.

RAJPUTANA
UNITED>
      PROVINCES

BIHAR>
 AND>

 ORISSA

BENGAL

ASSAM

TIBET

CENTRAL>
PROVINCES

BURMA

HYDERABAD
BOMBAY

MYSORE

CEYLON>
(CROWN>
COLONY)

CHINA

AFGHANISTAN

RUSSIA

Arabian Sea

Bay of Bengal

Karachi

Delhi

CawnporeLucknow

Benares>
(Varanasi) Patna

Calcutta

Bombay

Goa

Madras
Pondicherry

Cochin

PUNJAB

KASHMIR>
 AND>

 JAMMU

AmritsarLahore

SIND

Agra

Territory under British rule�

Territories permanently administered�
by government of India (mostly tribal)�

States and territories under Indian�
administration�

Portuguese enclave

French enclave�

Hindu majority provinces�

Muslim majority provinces�

Area of large Sikh population

MAP 2.3 India under British Rule, 1805–1931. This map shows the
different forms of rule that the British applied in India under their control.
➢ Where are the major cities of the subcontinent located?



war before the Western intrusion. By the early nine-
teenth century, British control had been consolidated
and led to a relatively honest and efficient government
that in many respects operated to the benefit of the aver-
age Indian. For example, heightened attention was given
to education. Through the efforts of the British adminis-
trator and historian Lord Macaulay, a new school system
was established to train the children of Indian elites, and
the British civil service examination was introduced (see
the box above).

British rule also brought an end to some of the more
inhumane aspects of Indian tradition. The practice of sati
(cremation of a widow on her husband’s funeral pyre) was
outlawed, and widows were legally permitted to remarry.
The British also attempted to put an end to the brig-
andage (known as thuggee, which gave rise to the English
word thug) that had plagued travelers in India since time
immemorial. Railroads, the telegraph, and the postal ser-
vice were introduced to India shortly after they appeared
in Great Britain. A new penal code based on the British
model was adopted, and health and sanitation conditions
were improved.

But the Indian people paid dearly for the peace and
stability brought by the British raj (from the Indian raja,
or prince). Perhaps the most flagrant cost was economic.
In rural areas, the British introduced the zamindar system,
according to which local landlords were authorized to
collect taxes from peasants and turn the taxes over to the
government in the misguided expectation that it would
not only facilitate the collection of agricultural taxes but
also create a new landed gentry that could, as in Britain
itself, become the conservative foundation of imperial
rule. But the local gentry took advantage of their new au-
thority to increase taxes and force the less fortunate peas-
ants to become tenants or lose their land entirely. When
rural unrest threatened, the government passed legisla-
tion protecting farmers against eviction and unreason-
able rent increases, but this measure had little effect out-
side the southern provinces, where it had originally been
enacted.

British colonialism was also remiss in bringing modern
science and technology to India. Some limited forms of
industrialization took place, notably in the manufactur-
ing of textiles and rope. The first textile mill opened in
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INDIAN IN BLOOD, ENGLISH IN TASTE AND INTELLECT

homas Babington Macaulay (1800 –1859) was
named a member of the Supreme Council of India in

the early 1830s. In that capacity, he was responsible for
drawing up a new educational policy for British subjects in the
area. In his Minute on Education, he considered the claims of
English and various local languages to become the vehicle for ed-
ucational training and decided in favor of the former. It is better,
he argued, to teach Indian elites about Western civilization so as
“ to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the mil-
lions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and
color, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intel-
lect.” Later Macaulay became a prominent historian.

THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY,
MINUTE ON EDUCATION

We have a fund to be employed as government shall direct
for the intellectual improvement of the people of this coun-
try. The simple question is, what is the most useful way of
employing it?

All parties seem to be agreed on one point, that the di-
alects commonly spoken among the natives of this part of
India contain neither literary or scientific information, and
are moreover so poor and rude that, until they are enriched
from some other quarter, it will not be easy to translate any
valuable work into them. . . .

What, then, shall the language [of education] be? One
half of the Committee maintain that it should be the En-
glish. The other half strongly recommend the Arabic and
Sanskrit. The whole question seems to me to be, what lan-
guage is the best worth knowing?

I have no knowledge of either Sanskrit or Arabic —I
have done what I could to form a correct estimate of their
value. I have read translations of the most celebrated Arabic
and Sanskrit works. I have conversed both here and at home
with men distinguished by their proficiency in the Eastern
tongues. I am quite ready to take the Oriental learning at the
valuation of the Orientalists themselves. I have never found
one among them who could deny that a single shelf of a good
European library was worth the whole native literature of
India and Arabia. . . .

It is, I believe, no exaggeration to say that all the histori-
cal information which has been collected from all the books
written in the Sanskrit language is less valuable than what
may be found in the most paltry abridgments used at
preparatory schools in England.

Source: Michael Edwards, A History of India: From the Earliest Times to the
Present Day (London: Thames & Hudson, 1961), pp. 261–265.



1856; seventy years later, there were eighty mills in the
city of Bombay alone. Nevertheless, the lack of local cap-
ital and the advantages given to British imports pre-
vented the emergence of other vital new commercial and
manufacturing operations, and the introduction of Brit-
ish textiles put thousands of Bengali women out of work
and severely damaged the village textile industry.

Foreign rule also had an effect on the psyche of the In-
dian people. Although many British colonial officials sin-
cerely tried to improve the lot of the people under their
charge, the government made few efforts to introduce
democratic institutions and values to the Indian people.
Moreover, British arrogance and contempt for native tra-
ditions cut deeply into the pride of many Indians, espe-
cially those of high caste who were accustomed to a posi-
tion of superior status in India. Educated Indians trained
in the Anglo-Indian school system for a career in the civil
service, as well as Eurasians born to mixed marriages,
rightfully wondered where their true cultural loyalties lay.
This cultural collision is poignantly described in the
novel A Passage to India by the British writer E. M. For-
ster, which relates the story of a visiting Englishwoman
who becomes interested in the Indian way of life, much
to the dismay of the local European community.

COLONIAL REGIMES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

In Southeast Asia, economic profit was the immediate
and primary aim of the colonial enterprise. For that pur-
pose, colonial powers tried wherever possible to work

with local elites to facilitate the exploitation of natural
resources. Indirect rule reduced the cost of training Euro-
pean administrators and had a less corrosive impact on
the local culture. In the Dutch East Indies, for example,
officials of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) en-
trusted local administration to the indigenous landed
aristocracy, known as the priyayi. The priyayi maintained
law and order and collected taxes in return for a payment
from the VOC (see the box on p. 38). The British fol-
lowed a similar practice in Malaya. While establishing di-
rect rule over areas of crucial importance, such as the
commercial centers of Singapore and Malacca and the is-
land of Penang, the British signed agreements with local
Muslim rulers to maintain princely power in the interior
of the peninsula.

In some instances, however, local resistance to the
colonial conquest made such a policy impossible. In
Burma, faced with staunch opposition from the monar-
chy and other traditionalist forces, the British abolished
the monarchy and administered the country directly
through their colonial government in India. In Indo-
china, the French used both direct and indirect means.
They imposed direct rule on the southern provinces in
the Mekong delta, which had been ceded to France as a
colony after the first war in 1858–1860. The northern
parts of the country, seized in the 1880s, were governed as
a protectorate, with the emperor retaining titular author-
ity from his palace in Hue. The French adopted a similar
policy in Cambodia and Laos, where local rulers were left
in charge with French advisers to counsel them. Even the
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Dutch were eventually forced into a more direct ap-
proach. When the development of plantation agriculture
and the extraction of oil in Sumatra made effective ex-
ploitation of local resources more complicated, they dis-
pensed with indirect rule and tightened their administra-
tive control over the archipelago.

Whatever method was used, colonial regimes in
Southeast Asia, as elsewhere, were slow to create demo-
cratic institutions. The first legislative councils and as-
semblies were composed almost exclusively of European
residents in the colonies. The first representatives from
the indigenous population were wealthy and conserva-
tive in their political views. When Southeast Asians be-
gan to complain, colonial officials gradually and reluc-
tantly began to broaden the franchise, but even such
liberal thinkers as Albert Sarraut advised patience in
awaiting the full benefits of colonial policy. “I will treat
you like my younger brothers,” he promised, “but do not

forget that I am the older brother. I will slowly give you
the dignity of humanity.”3

Colonial powers were equally reluctant to shoulder the
“white man’s burden” in the area of economic develop-
ment. As we have seen, their primary goals were to secure
a source of cheap raw materials and to maintain markets
for manufactured goods. So colonial policy concentrated
on the export of raw materials — teakwood from Burma;
rubber and tin from Malaya; spices, tea, coffee, and palm
oil from the East Indies; and sugar and copra from the
Philippines.

In some Southeast Asian colonial societies, a mea-
sure of industrial development did take place to meet 
the needs of the European population and local elites.
Major manufacturing cities, including Rangoon in lower
Burma, Batavia on the island of Java, and Saigon in
French Indochina, grew rapidly. Although the local
middle class benefited in various ways from the Western

38 PART I • NEW WORLD IN THE MAKING

THE EFFECTS OF DUTCH COLONIALISM IN JAVA

Douwes Dekker was a Dutch colonial official who
served in the East Indies for nearly twenty years. In
1860, he published a critique of the Dutch colonial sys-

tem that had an impact in the Netherlands similar to that of Har-
riet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the United States.
In the following excerpt from his book Max Havelaar, or Coffee
Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company, Dekker described
the system as it was applied on the island of Java, in the Indone-
sian archipelago.

E. DOUWES DEKKER, MAX HAVELAAR

The Javanese is by nature a husbandman; the ground
whereon he is born, which gives much for little labor, al-
lures him to it, and, above all things, he devotes his whole
heart and soul to the cultivating of his rice fields, in which
he is very clever. He grows up in the midst of his sawahs [rice
fields] . . . ; when still very young, he accompanies his father
to the field, where he helps him in his labor with plow and
spade, in construction dams and drains to irrigate his fields;
he counts his years by harvests; he estimates time by the
color of the blades in his field; he is at home amongst the
companions who cut paddy with him; he chooses his wife
amongst the girls of the dessah [village], who every evening
tread the rice with joyous songs. The possession of a few buf-
faloes for plowing is the ideal of his dreams. The cultivation
of rice is in Java what the vintage is in the Rhine provinces
and the south of France. But there came foreigners from the

West, who made themselves masters of the country. They
wished to profit by the fertility of the soil, and ordered the
native to devote a part of his time and labor to the cultiva-
tion of other things which should produce higher profits in
the markets of Europe. To persuade the lower orders to do so,
they had only to follow a very simple policy. The Javanese
obeys his chiefs; to win the chiefs, it was only necessary to
give them a part of the gain,—and success was complete.

To be convinced of the success of that policy we need
only consider the immense quantity of Javanese products
sold in Holland; and we shall also be convinced of its injus-
tice, for, if anybody should ask if the husbandman himself
gets a reward in proportion to that quantity, then I must give
a negative answer. The Government compels him to culti-
vate certain products on his ground; it punishes him if he
sells what he has produced to any purchaser but itself; and it
fixes the price actually paid. The expenses of transport to
Europe through a privileged trading company are high; the
money paid to the chiefs for encouragement increases the
prime cost; and because the entire trade must produce profit,
that profit cannot be got in any other way than by paying the
Javanese just enough to keep him from starving, which
would lessen the producing power of the nation.

Source: The World of Southeast Asia: Selected Hstorical Readings, Harry J.
Benda and John A. Larkin, eds. Copyright © 1967 by Harper & Row, Pub-
lishers. Used with permission of the author.



presence, most industrial and commercial establishments
were owned and managed by Europeans or, in some cases,
by Indian or Chinese merchants. In Saigon, for example,
even the manufacture of nuoc mam, the traditional Viet-
namese fish sauce, was under Chinese ownership. Most
urban residents were coolies (laborers), factory workers,
or rickshaw drivers or eked out a living in family shops as
they had during the traditional era.

Despite the growth of an urban economy, the vast ma-
jority of people in the colonial societies continued to
farm the land. Many continued to live by subsistence
agriculture, but the colonial policy of emphasizing cash
crops for export also led to the creation of a form of 
plantation agriculture in which peasants were recruited
to work as wage laborers on rubber and tea plantations
owned by Europeans. To maintain a competitive edge,
the plantation owners kept the wages of their workers at
the poverty level. Many plantation workers were “shang-
haied” (the English term originated from the practice of
recruiting laborers, often from the docks and streets of
Shanghai, by unscrupulous means such as the use of force,
alcohol, or drugs) to work on plantations, where condi-
tions were often so inhumane that thousands died. High
taxes, enacted by colonial governments to pay for admin-
istrative costs or improvements in the local infrastruc-
ture, were a heavy burden for poor peasants.

The situation was made even more difficult by the
steady growth of the population. Peasants in Asia had al-
ways had large families on the assumption that a high
proportion of their children would die in infancy. But im-
proved sanitation and medical treatment resulted in
lower rates of infant mortality and a staggering increase
in population. The population of the island of Java, for
example, increased from about a million in the precolo-
nial era to about forty million at the end of the nine-
teenth century. Under these conditions, the rural areas
could no longer support the growing populations, and
many young people fled to the cities to seek jobs in fac-
tories or shops. The migratory pattern gave rise to the
squatter settlements in the suburbs of the major cities.

As in India, colonial rule did bring some benefits to
Southeast Asia. It led to the beginnings of a modern eco-
nomic infrastructure and what is sometimes called a
“modernizing elite” dedicated to the creation of an ad-
vanced industrialized society. The development of an ex-
port market helped create an entrepreneurial class in ru-
ral areas. On the outer islands of the Dutch East Indies
(such as Borneo and Sumatra), for example, small grow-
ers of rubber, palm oil, coffee, tea, and spices began to
share in the profits of the colonial enterprise.

A balanced assessment of the colonial legacy in South-
east Asia must take into account that the early stages 

of industrialization are difficult in any society. Even in
western Europe, industrialization led to the creation of 
an impoverished and powerless proletariat, urban slums,
and displaced peasants driven from the land. In much 
of Europe and Japan, however, the bulk of the popula-
tion eventually enjoyed better material conditions as the
profits from manufacturing and plantation agriculture
were reinvested in the national economy and gave rise 
to increased consumer demand. In contrast, in Southeast
Asia, most of the profits were repatriated to the colonial
mother country, while displaced peasants fleeing to cities
such as Rangoon, Batavia, and Saigon found little oppor-
tunity for employment. Many were left with seasonal em-
ployment, with one foot on the farm and one in the fac-
tory. The old world was being destroyed, while the new
had yet to be born.

COLONIALISM IN AFRICA

Colonialism had similar consequences in Africa, al-
though with some changes in emphasis. As we have seen,
European economic interests were more limited in Africa
than elsewhere. Having seized the continent in what
could almost be described as a fit of hysteria, the Euro-
pean powers had to decide what to do with it. With eco-
nomic concerns relatively limited except for isolated 
areas, such as gold mines in the Transvaal and copper de-
posits in the Belgian Congo, interest in Africa declined,
and most European governments settled down to govern
their new territories with the least effort and expense pos-
sible. In many cases, this meant a form of indirect rule
reminiscent of the British approach to the princely states
in the Indian peninsula. The British, with their tradition
of decentralized government at home, were especially
prone to adopt this approach.

In the minds of British administrators, the stated goal
of indirect rule was to preserve African political tradi-
tions. The desire to limit cost and inconvenience was one
reason for this approach, but it may also have been based
on the conviction that Africans were inherently inferior
to the white race and thus incapable of adopting Euro-
pean customs and institutions. In any event, indirect rule
entailed relying to the greatest extent possible on existing
political elites and institutions. Initially, in some areas,
the British simply asked a local ruler to formally accept
British authority and to fly the Union Jack over official
buildings. Sometimes it was the Africans who did the ask-
ing, as in the case of the African leaders in Cameroons
who wrote to Queen Victoria:

We wish to have your laws in our towns. We want to have
every fashion altered, also we will do according to your Con-
sul’s word. Plenty wars here in our country. Plenty murder
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and plenty idol worshippers. Perhaps these lines of our writ-
ing will look to you as an idle tale.

We have spoken to the English consul plenty times about
having an English government here. We never have answer
from you, so we wish to write you ourselves.4

Nigeria offers a typical example of British indirect rule.
British officials operated at the central level, but local au-
thority was assigned to native chiefs, with British district
officers serving as intermediaries with the central admin-
istration. Where a local aristocracy did not exist, the Brit-
ish assigned administrative responsibility to clan heads
from communities in the vicinity. The local authorities
were expected to maintain law and order and to collect
taxes from the native population. As a general rule, in-
digenous customs were left undisturbed; a dual legal sys-
tem was instituted that applied African laws to Africans
and European laws to foreigners.

One advantage of such an administrative system was
that it did not severely disrupt local customs and institu-
tions. In fact, however, it had several undesirable con-
sequences. In the first place, it was essentially a fraud 
because all major decisions were made by the British ad-
ministrators while the native authorities served primarily
as the means of enforcing decisions. Moreover, indirect
rule served to perpetuate the autocratic system that often
existed prior to colonial takeover. It was official policy to
inculcate respect for authority in areas under British rule,
and there was a natural tendency to view the local aris-
tocracy as the African equivalent of the traditional Brit-
ish ruling class. Such a policy provided few opportunities
for ambitious and talented young Africans from outside
the traditional elite and thus sowed the seeds for class
tensions after the restoration of independence in the
twentieth century.

The situation was somewhat different in East Africa,
especially in Kenya, which had a relatively large Euro-
pean population attracted by the temperate climate in
the central highlands. The local government had en-
couraged Europeans to migrate to the area as a means of
promoting economic development and encouraging fi-
nancial self-sufficiency. To attract them, fertile farmlands
in the central highlands were reserved for European set-
tlement while, as in South Africa, specified reserve lands
were set aside for Africans. The presence of a substantial
European minority (although, in fact, they represented
only about 1 percent of the entire population) had an im-
pact on Kenya’s political development. The European
settlers actively sought self-government and dominion
status similar to that granted to such former British pos-
sessions as Canada and Australia. The British govern-
ment, however, was not willing to run the risk of provok-
ing racial tensions with the African majority and agreed

only to establish separate government organs for the Eu-
ropean and African populations.

The situation in South Africa, of course, was unique,
not only because of the high percentage of European set-
tlers but also because of the division between English-
speaking and Afrikaner elements within the European
population. In 1910, the British agreed to the creation of
the independent Union of South Africa, which com-
bined the old Cape Colony and Natal with the two Boer
republics. The new union adopted a representative gov-
ernment, but only for the European population, while the
African reserves of Basutoland (now Lesotho), Bechua-
naland (now Botswana), and Swaziland were subordi-
nated directly to the crown. The union was now free to
manage its own domestic affairs and possessed consid-
erable autonomy in foreign relations. Remaining areas
south of the Zambezi River, eventually divided into the
territories of Northern and Southern Rhodesia, were 
also placed under British rule. British immigration into
Southern Rhodesia was extensive, and in 1922, after a
popular referendum, it became a crown colony.

Most other European nations governed their African
possessions through a form of direct rule. The prototype
was the French system, which reflected the centralized
administrative system introduced in France by Napoleon.
As in the British colonies, at the top of the pyramid was
a French official, usually known as a governor-general,
who was appointed from Paris and governed with the aid
of a bureaucracy in the capital city. At the provincial
level, French commissioners were assigned to deal with
local administrators, but the latter were required to be
conversant in French and could be transferred to a new
position at the needs of the central government.

The French ideal was to assimilate their African sub-
jects into French culture rather than preserving their na-
tive traditions. Africans were eligible to run for office and
to serve in the French National Assembly, and a few were
appointed to high positions in the colonial administra-
tion. Such policies reflected the relative absence of racist
attitudes in French society, as well as the French convic-
tion of the superiority of Gallic culture and their revolu-
tionary belief in the universality of human nature.

After World War I, European colonial policy in Africa
entered a new and more formal phase. The colonial ad-
ministrative network extended into outlying areas, where
it was represented by a district official and defended by a
small native army under European command. Colonial
governments paid more attention to improving social ser-
vices, including education, medicine, sanitation, and
communications. The colonial system was now viewed
more formally as a moral and social responsibility, a 
“sacred trust” to be maintained by the civilized countries
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until the Africans became capable of self-government.
Governments placed more emphasis on economic devel-
opment and the exploitation of natural resources to 
provide the colonies with the means of achieving self-
sufficiency. More Africans were now serving in colonial
administrations, though relatively few were in positions
of responsibility. At the same time, race consciousness
probably increased during this period. Segregated clubs,
schools, and churches were established as more European
officials brought their wives and began to raise families in
the colonies.

At the same time, the establishment of European colo-
nial rule often had the effect of reducing the rights and
the status of women in Africa. African women had tradi-
tionally benefited from the prestige of matrilineal systems
and were empowered by their traditional role as the pri-
mary agricultural producer in their community. Under
colonialism, not only did European settlers take the best
land for themselves, but in introducing new agricultural
techniques, they tended to deal exclusively with males,
encouraging the latter to develop lucrative cash crops,
while women were restricted to traditional farming meth-
ods. While African men applied chemical fertilizer to the
fields, women used manure. While men began to use bi-
cycles and eventually trucks to transport goods, women
still carried goods on their heads, a practice that contin-
ues today.

CONCLUSION
By the early twentieth century, virtually all of Africa and
a good part of South and Southeast Asia were under some
form of colonial rule. With the advent of the age of im-
perialism, a global economy was finally established, and
the domination of Western civilization over those of Af-
rica and Asia appeared to be complete.

Defenders of colonialism argue that the system was a
necessary if sometimes painful stage in the evolution of
human societies. Although its immediate consequences
were admittedly sometimes unfortunate, Western imperi-
alism was ultimately beneficial to colonial powers and
subjects alike because it created the conditions for global
economic development and the universal application of
democratic institutions. Critics, however, charge that the
Western colonial powers were driven by an insatiable lust
for profits. They dismiss the Western civilizing mission as
a fig leaf to cover naked greed and reject the notion that
imperialism played a salutary role in hastening the ad-
justment of traditional societies to the demands of in-
dustrial civilization. Rather, it locked them in what many

social scientists today describe as a “dependency relation-
ship” with their colonial masters. “Why is Africa (or for
that matter Latin America and much of Asia) so poor?”
asked one recent Western critique of imperialism. “The
answer is very brief: we have made it poor.”5

Between these two irreconcilable views, where does
the truth lie? This chapter has suggested that neither ex-
treme position is justified. The sources of imperialism lay
not simply in the demands of industrial capitalism but
also in the search for security, national greatness, and
even such psychological factors as the spirit of discovery
and the drive to excel. Whereas some regard the concept
of the “white man’s burden” as a hypocritical gesture to
moral sensitivities, others see it as a meaningful reality
justifying a lifelong commitment to the colonialist enter-
prise. Although the “civilizing urge” of missionaries and
officials may have been tinged with self-interest, it was
nevertheless often sincerely motivated.

Similarly, the consequences of colonialism have been
more complex than either its defenders or its critics
would have us believe. Although the colonial peoples re-
ceived little immediate benefit from the imposition of
foreign rule, overall the imperialist era brought about a
vast expansion of the international trade network and
created at least the potential for societies throughout Af-
rica and Asia to play an active and rewarding role in the
new global economic arena. If, as the historian William
McNeill believes, the introduction of new technology
through cross-cultural encounters is the driving force of
change in world history, then Western imperialism, what-
ever its faults, served a useful purpose in opening the door
to such change, much as the rise of the Arab empire and
the Mongol invasions hastened the process of global eco-
nomic development in an earlier time.

Still, the critics have a point. Although colonialism
did introduce the peoples of Asia and Africa to new tech-
nology and the expanding economic marketplace, it was
unnecessarily brutal in its application and all too often
failed to realize the exalted claims and objectives of its
promoters. Existing economic networks — often poten-
tially valuable as a foundation for later economic devel-
opment —were ruthlessly swept aside in the interests of
providing markets for Western manufactured goods. Po-
tential sources of native industrialization were nipped in
the bud to avoid competition for factories in Amsterdam,
London, Pittsburgh, or Manchester. Training in Western
democratic ideals and practices was ignored out of fear
that the recipients might use them as weapons against the
ruling authorities.

The fundamental weakness of colonialism, then, was
that it was ultimately based on the self-interests of the
citizens of the colonial powers. Where those interests
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collided with the needs of the colonial peoples, the for-
mer always triumphed. Much the same might be said
about earlier periods in history, when Assyrians, Arabs,
Mongols, and Chinese turned their conquests to their
own profit. Where modern imperialism differed was in its
tendency to clothe naked self-interest in the cloak of
moral obligation. However sincerely the David Living-
stones, Albert Sarrauts, and William McKinleys of the
world were convinced of the rightness of their civilizing
mission, the ultimate result was to deprive the colonial

peoples of the right to make their own choices about their 
destiny.

In one area of Asia, the spreading tide of imperialism
did not result in the establishment of formal Western
colonial control. In East Asia, the traditional societies of
China and Japan were buffeted by the winds of Western
expansionism during the nineteenth century but success-
fully resisted foreign conquest. In the next chapter, we
will see how they managed this and how they fared in
their encounter with the West.
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n August 1793, a British ambassadorial mission led by Lord Macartney

arrived at the North Chinese port of Dagu and embarked on the road to

Beijing. His caravan, which included six hundred cases bearing presents for

the emperor, bore flags and banners provided by the Chinese that proclaimed in Chi-

nese characters “Ambassador bearing tribute from the country of England.” Upon his

arrival in the capital, Macartney refused his hosts’ demand that he perform the kow-

tow, a traditional symbol of submission to the emperor. Eventually, a compromise was

reached, according to which he agreed to bend on one knee, a courtesy that he dis-

played to his own sovereign, and the dispute over protocol was resolved.

In other respects, however, the mission was a failure, for China rejected the British

request for an increase in trade between the two countries, and Macartney left Bei-

jing in October with nothing to show for his efforts. It would not be until half a cen-

tury later that the Qing dynasty —at the point of a gun —agreed to the British

demand for an expansion of commercial ties.

Historians have often viewed the failure of the Macartney mission as a reflection

of the disdain of Chinese rulers toward their counterparts in other countries and

their serene confidence in the superiority of Chinese civilization in a world inhabited

by barbarians. But in retrospect, it is clear that the imperial concern over the aggres-

sive behavior of the European barbarians was justified, for in the decades immediately

following the abortive Macartney mission to Beijing, China faced a growing chal-

lenge from the escalating power and ambitions of the West. Backed by European

guns, European merchants and missionaries pressed insistently for the right to carry

out their activities in China and the neighboring islands of Japan. Despite their ini-

tial reluctance, the Chinese and Japanese governments were eventually forced to 



open their doors to the foreigners, whose pres-
ence and threat to the local way of life escalated
rapidly during the final years of the century. •

CHINA AT ITS APEX
In 1800, the Qing or Manchu dynasty (1644 –1911) ap-
peared to be at the height of its power. China had ex-
perienced a long period of peace and prosperity under 
the rule of two great emperors, Kangxi (1661–1722) and
Qianlong (1736 –1795). Its borders were secure, and its
culture and intellectual achievements were the envy of
the world. Its rulers, hidden behind the walls of the For-
bidden City in Beijing, had every reason to describe their
patrimony as the Central Kingdom, China’s historical
name for itself. But a little over a century later, humili-
ated and harassed by the black ships and big guns of the
Western powers, the Qing dynasty, the last in a series that
had endured for more than two thousand years, collapsed
in the dust (see Map 3.1).

Historians once assumed that the primary reason for
the rapid decline and fall of the Manchu dynasty was the
intense pressure applied to a proud but somewhat com-
placent traditional society by the modern West. There
is indeed some truth in that allegation. On the surface,
China had long appeared to be an unchanging society
patterned after the Confucian vision of a Golden Age in
the remote past. This, in fact, was the image presented by
China’s rulers, who referred constantly to tradition as a
model for imperial institutions and cultural values. That
tradition was based firmly on a set of principles that were
identified with the ancient philosopher Confucius (551–
479 b.c.e.) and emphasized such qualities as obedience,
hard work, rule by merit, and the subordination of the in-
dividual to the interests of the community. Such prin-
ciples, which had emerged out of the conditions of a con-
tinental society based on agriculture as the primary
source of national wealth, had formed the basis for Chi-
nese political and social institutions and values since the
early years of the great Han dynasty in the second cen-
tury b.c.e.

When European ships first began to arrive off the coast
of China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
they brought with them revolutionary new ideas and val-
ues that were strikingly at variance with those of imperial
China. China’s rulers soon came to recognize the nature
of the threat represented by European missionaries and
merchants and attempted to expel the former while re-
stricting the latter to a limited presence in the southern

coastal city of Canton. For the next two centuries, China
was, at least in intent, an essentially closed society.

It was the hope of influential figures at the imperial
court in Beijing that by expelling the barbarians, they
could protect the purity of Chinese civilization from the
virus of foreign ideas. Their effort to freeze time was fruit-
less, however, for in reality, Chinese society was already
beginning to change under their feet —and changing
rather rapidly. Although few observers may have been
aware of it at the time, by the beginning of the Manchu
era in the seventeenth century, Confucian precepts were
becoming increasingly irrelevant in a society that was be-
coming ever more complex.

Nowhere was change more evident than in the eco-
nomic sector. During the early modern period, China was
still a predominantly agricultural society, as it had been
throughout recorded history. Nearly 85 percent of the
people were farmers. In the south, the main crop was rice;
in the north, it was wheat or dry crops. But even though
China had few urban centers, the population was begin-
ning to increase rapidly. Thanks to a long era of peace and
stability, the introduction of new crops from the Ameri-
cas, and the cultivation of new, fast-ripening strains of
rice, the Chinese population doubled between the time of
the early Qing and the end of the eighteenth century.
And it continued to grow during the nineteenth century,
reaching the unprecedented level of 400 million by 1900.

Of course, this population increase meant much
greater pressure on the land, smaller farms, and an ever-
thinner margin of safety in case of climatic disaster. The
imperial court had attempted to deal with the problem by
a variety of means —most notably by preventing the con-
centration of land in the hands of wealthy landowners —
but by the end of the eighteenth century, almost all the
land that could be irrigated was already under cultiva-
tion, and the problems of rural hunger and landlessness
became increasingly serious. Not surprisingly, economic
hardship quickly translated into rural unrest.

Another change that took place during the early mod-
ern period in China was the steady growth of manufac-
turing and commerce. Trade and manufacturing had ex-
isted in China since early times, but they had been
limited by a number of factors, including social preju-
dice, official restrictions, and state monopolies on min-
ing and on the production of such commodities as alco-
hol and salt. Now, taking advantage of the long era of
peace and prosperity, merchants and manufacturers began
to expand their operations beyond their immediate prov-
inces. Trade in silk, metal and wood products, porcelain,
cotton goods, and cash crops such as cotton and tobacco
developed rapidly, and commercial networks began to op-
erate on a regional and sometimes even a national basis.
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With the expansion of trade came an extension of
commercial contacts and guild organizations nationwide.
Merchants began establishing guilds in cities and market
towns throughout the country to provide legal protec-
tion, an opportunity to do business, and food and lodging
for merchants from particular provinces. Foreign trade
also expanded, with Chinese merchants, mainly from 
the coastal provinces of the south, setting up extensive
contacts with countries in Southeast Asia. In many in-
stances, the contacts in Southeast Asia were themselves
Chinese who had settled in the area during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries.

Some historians have interpreted this rise in industrial
and commercial activity as a process that would have led
under other circumstances to an indigenous industrial
revolution and the emergence of a capitalist society such
as that already taking shape in Europe. By this reasoning,

the arrival of Western imperialism in the nineteenth cen-
tury not only failed to hasten economic change but may
actually have hindered it. If this is the case, the challenge
that the Manchu rulers faced was as much from within as
it was from abroad.

Still, the significance of these changes should not be
exaggerated. In fact, there were some key differences be-
tween China and western Europe that would have im-
peded the emergence of capitalism in China. In the first
place, although industrial production in China was on
the rise, it was still based almost entirely on traditional
methods of production. China had no uniform system of
weights and measures, and the banking system was still
primitive by European standards. The use of paper money,
invented by the Chinese centuries earlier, had essentially
been abandoned. There were few paved roads, and the
Grand Canal, long the most efficient means of carrying
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goods between the north and the south, was silting up. As
a result, merchants had to rely more and more on the
coastal route, where they faced increasing competition
from foreign shipping.

There were other, more deep-seated differences as
well. The bourgeois class in China was not as indepen-
dent as its European counterpart. Reflecting an ancient
preference for agriculture over manufacturing and trade,
the state levied heavy taxes on manufacturing and com-
merce while attempting to keep agricultural taxes low.
Such attitudes were still shared by key groups in the pop-
ulation. Although much money could be made in com-
merce, most merchants who accumulated wealth used 
it to buy their way into the ranks of the landed gentry.
The most that can really be said, then, is that during the
Qing dynasty, China was beginning to undergo major
economic and social changes that might have led, in due
time, to the emergence of an industrialized society. 

TRADITIONAL CHINA
IN DECLINE

When Western pressure on the Manchu Empire began to
increase during the early nineteenth century, it served to
exacerbate the existing strains in Chinese society. By
1800, the trade relationship that restricted Western mer-
chants to a small commercial outlet at Canton was no
longer acceptable to the British, who chafed at the grow-
ing trade imbalance resulting from a growing appetite for
Chinese tea. Their solution was opium. A product more
addictive than tea, opium was grown under company
sponsorship in northeastern India and then shipped di-
rectly to the Chinese market. Soon de-
mand for the product in South China
became insatiable, despite an official
prohibition on its use. Bullion now
flowed out of the Chinese imperial
treasury into the pockets of British
merchants and officials.

Opium and Rebellion
When the Chinese attempted to pro-
hibit the opium trade, the British 
declared war. The Opium War lasted
three years (1839–1842) and graphi-
cally demonstrated the superiority of
British firepower and military tactics to
those of the Chinese. China sued for

peace and, in the Treaty of Nanjing, agreed to open five
coastal ports to British trade, limit tariffs on imported
British goods, grant extraterritorial rights to British citi-
zens in China, and pay a substantial indemnity to cover
the British costs of the war. Beijing also agreed to cede
the island of Hong Kong (dismissed by a senior British
official as a “barren rock”) to Great Britain. Nothing was
said in the treaty about the opium trade.

Although the Opium War has traditionally been con-
sidered the beginning of modern Chinese history, it is un-
likely that many Chinese at the time would have seen it
that way. This was not the first time that a ruling dynasty
had been forced to make concessions to foreigners, and
the opening of five coastal ports to the British hardly con-
stituted a serious threat to the security of the empire. Al-
though a few concerned Chinese argued that the court
should learn more about European civilization to find the
secret of British success, others contended that China
had nothing to learn from the barbarians and that bor-
rowing foreign ways would undercut the purity of Confu-
cian civilization.

The Manchus attempted to deal with the problem in
the traditional way of playing the foreigners off against
each other. Concessions granted to the British were of-
fered to other Western nations, including the United
States, and soon thriving foreign concession areas were
operating in treaty ports along the southern Chinese
coast from Canton in the south to Shanghai, a bustling
new port on a tributary of the Yangtze, in the center.

In the meantime, the Qing court’s failure to deal 
with pressing internal economic problems led to a ma-
jor peasant revolt that shook the foundations of the em-
pire. On the surface, the so-called Taiping Rebellion
owed something to the Western incursion; the leader of

the uprising, Hong Xiuquan, a failed
examination candidate, was a Chris-
tian convert who viewed himself as a
younger brother of Jesus Christ and
hoped to establish what he referred to
as a “Heavenly Kingdom of Supreme
Peace” in China. Its ranks swelled by
impoverished peasants and other dis-
contented elements throughout the
southern provinces, the Taiping Rebel-
lion swept northward, seizing the Yang-
tze River port of Nanjing in March
1853. The revolt continued for ten
more years but gradually lost momen-
tum, and in 1864, the Qing, though
weakened, retook Nanjing and de-
stroyed the remnants of the rebel force.
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One reason for the dynasty’s failure to deal effectively
with internal unrest was its continuing difficulties with
the Western imperialists. In 1856, the British and the
French, still smarting from trade restrictions and limita-
tions on their missionary activities, launched a new series
of attacks against China and seized the capital of Bei-
jing in 1860. In the ensuing Treaty of Tianjin, the Qing
agreed to humiliating new concessions: legalization of the
opium trade, the opening of additional ports to foreign
trade, and cession of the peninsula of Kowloon (opposite
the island of Hong Kong) to the British.

The Climax of 
Imperialism in China
In their weakened state, the Qing rulers finally began to
listen to the appeals of reform-minded officials, who
called for a new policy of “self-strengthening,” under
which Western technology would be adopted while Con-
fucian principles and institutions were maintained intact.
This policy, popularly known by its slogan “East for es-
sence, West for practical use,” remained the guiding stan-
dard for Chinese foreign and domestic policy for decades.
Some people even called for reforms in education and in
China’s hallowed political institutions, but such radical
proposals were rejected.

During the last quarter of the century, the Manchus at-
tempted to modernize their military establishment and
build up an industrial base without touching the essential
elements of traditional Chinese civilization. Railroads,
weapons arsenals, and shipyards were built, but the value
system remained essentially unchanged.

In the end, the results spoke for themselves. During
the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the Euro-
pean penetration of China, both political and military,
intensified. At the outer edges of the Qing Empire, ra-
pacious imperialists began to bite off territory. The Gobi
Desert north of the Great Wall, Chinese Central Asia,
and Tibet, all inhabited by non-Chinese peoples and
never fully assimilated into the Chinese Empire, were
now gradually removed totally from Beijing’s control. In
the north and northwest, the main beneficiary was Rus-
sia, which took advantage of the dynasty’s weakness to
force the cession of territories north of the Amur River in
Siberia. In Tibet, competition between Russia and Great
Britain prevented either power from seizing the territory
outright but at the same time enabled Tibetan authorities
to revive local autonomy never recognized by the Chi-
nese. On the southern borders of the empire, British and
French advances in mainland Southeast Asia removed

Burma and Vietnam from their traditional vassal rela-
tionship to the Manchu court.

Even more ominous developments were taking place
in the Chinese heartland, where European economic
penetration led to the creation of so-called spheres of 
influence dominated by diverse foreign powers. Although
the imperial court retained theoretical sovereignty
throughout the country, in practice its political, eco-
nomic, and administrative influence beyond the region of
the capital was increasingly circumscribed.

The breakup of the Manchu dynasty accelerated dur-
ing the last five years of the nineteenth century. In 1894,
the Qing went to war with Japan over Japanese incursions
into the Korean peninsula, which threatened China’s
long-held suzerainty over the area (see the box on p. 48
and “Joining the Imperialist Club” later in this chapter).
To the surprise of many observers, the Chinese were
roundly defeated, confirming to some critics the devas-
tating failure of the policy of self-strengthening by half-
way measures.

More humiliation came in 1897, when Germany, a
new entrant in the race for spoils in East Asia, used the
pretext of the murder of two German missionaries by
Chinese rioters to demand the cession of territories in the
Shandong peninsula. The approval of this demand by the
imperial court set off a scramble for territory by other in-
terested powers. Russia now demanded the Liaodong
peninsula with its ice-free harbor at Port Arthur, and
Great Britain weighed in with a request for a coaling sta-
tion in northern China.

The latest scramble for territory had taken place at a
time of internal crisis in China. In the spring of 1898, an
outspoken advocate of reform, the progressive Confucian
scholar Kang Youwei, won the support of the young em-
peror Guangxu for a comprehensive reform program pat-
terned after recent changes initiated in Japan. Without
change, Kang argued, China would perish. During the
next several weeks, the emperor issued edicts calling for
major political, administrative, and educational reforms.
Not surprisingly, Kang’s ideas for reform were opposed by
many conservatives, who saw little advantage to copying
the West. Most important, the new program was opposed
by the emperor’s aunt, the Empress Dowager Cixi, the
real source of power at court. Cixi had begun her politi-
cal career as a concubine to an earlier emperor. After his
death, she became a dominant force at court and in 1878
placed her infant nephew, the future emperor Guangxu,
on the throne. For two decades, she ruled in his name as
regent. Cixi interpreted Guangxu’s action as a British-
supported effort to reduce her influence at court. With
the aid of conservatives in the army, she arrested and ex-
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ecuted several of the reformers and had the emperor in-
carcerated in the palace. Kang Youwei succeeded in flee-
ing abroad. With Cixi’s palace coup, the so-called One
Hundred Days of reform came to an end.

The Open Door
During the next two years, foreign pressure on the dy-
nasty intensified. With encouragement from the British,
who hoped to avert a total collapse of the Manchu Em-
pire, U.S. Secretary of State John Hay presented the
other imperialist powers with a proposal to ensure equal
economic access to the China market for all nations. Hay

also suggested that all powers join together to guarantee
the territorial and administrative integrity of the Chinese
Empire. When none of the other governments flatly op-
posed the idea, Hay issued a second note declaring that
all major nations with economic interests in China had
agreed to an “Open Door” policy in China.

Though probably motivated more by a U.S. desire for
open markets than by a benevolent wish to protect
China, the Open Door policy did have the practical effect
of reducing the imperialist hysteria over access to the
China market. That hysteria —a product of decades of
mythologizing among Western commercial interests
about the “400 million” Chinese customers —had accel-
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TWO VIEWS OF THE WORLD

uring the nineteenth century, China’s hierarchical
way of looking at the outside world came under se-

vere challenge, not only from European countries
avid for new territories in Asia, but also from the rising power of
Japan, which accepted the Western view that a colonial empire
was the key to national greatness. Japan’s first objective was Ko-
rea, long a dependency of China, and in 1894, the competition
between China and Japan in the peninsula led to war. The fol-
lowing declarations of war by the rulers of the two countries are
revealing. Note the Chinese use of the derogatory term Wojen
(“dwarf people”) in referring to Japan.

DECLARATION OF WAR BY JAPAN
AGAINST CHINA

Korea is an independent state. She was first introduced into
the family of nations by the advice and guidance of Japan. It
has, however, been China’s habit to designate Korea as her
dependency, and both openly and secretly to interfere with
her domestic affairs. At the time of the recent insurrection
in Korea, China dispatched troops thither, alleging that her
purpose was to afford a succor to her dependent state. We, in
virtue of the treaty concluded with Korea in 1882, and look-
ing to possible emergencies, caused a military force to be
sent to that country.

Wishing to procure for Korea freedom from the calamity
of perpetual disturbance, and thereby to maintain the peace
of the East in general, Japan invited China’s cooperation for
the accomplishment of the object. But China, advancing
various pretexts, declined Japan’s proposal. . . . Such conduct
on the part of China is not only a direct injury to the rights
and interests of this Empire, but also a menace to the per-
manent peace and tranquility of the Orient. . . . In this situ-
ation, . . . we find it impossible to avoid a formal declaration
of war against China.

DECLARATION OF WAR BY CHINA
AGAINST JAPAN

Korea has been our tributary for the past two hundred odd
years. She has given us tribute all this time, which is a mat-
ter known to the world. For the past dozen years or so Korea
has been troubled by repeated insurrections and we, in sym-
pathy with our small tributary, have as repeatedly sent suc-
cor to her aid. . . . This year another rebellion was begun in
Korea, and the King repeatedly asked again for aid from us
to put down the rebellion. We then ordered Li Hung-chang
to send troops to Korea; and they having barely reached
Yashan the rebels immediately scattered. But the Wojen,
without any cause whatever, suddenly sent their troops to
Korea, and entered Seoul, the capital of Korea, reinforcing
them constantly until they have exceeded ten thousand
men. In the meantime the Japanese forced the Korean king
to change his system of government, showing a disposition
every way of bullying the Koreans. . . .

As Japan has violated the treaties and not observed in-
ternational laws, and is now running rampant with her false
and treacherous actions commencing hostilities herself, and
laying herself open to condemnation by the various powers
at large, we therefore desire to make it known to the world
that we have always followed the paths of philanthropy and
perfect justice throughout the whole complications, while
the Wojen, on the other hand, have broken all the laws of
nations and treaties which it passes our patience to bear
with. Hence we commanded Li Hung-chang to give strict
orders to our various armies to hasten with all speed to root
the Wojen out of their lairs.

Source: Harley F. MacNair, Modern Chinese History (Shanghai, 1923),
pp. 530 –534.



erated at the end of the century as fear over China’s im-
minent collapse increased. The “gentlemen’s agreement”
about the Open Door (it was not a treaty but merely a 
pious and nonbinding expression of intent) served to
deflate fears in Britain, France, Germany, and Russia that
other powers would take advantage of China’s weakness
to dominate the China market.

In the long run, then, the Open Door was a positive
step that brought a measure of sanity to imperialist be-
havior in East Asia. Unfortunately, it came too late to
stop the domestic explosion known as the Boxer Rebel-
lion. The Boxers, so called because of the physical exer-
cises they performed, were members of a secret society op-
erating primarily in rural areas in North China. Provoked
by a damaging drought and high levels of unemployment
caused in part by foreign economic activity (the intro-

duction of railroads and steamships, for example, under-
cut the livelihood of boatworkers who traditionally car-
ried merchandise on the rivers and canals), the Boxers at-
tacked foreign residents and besieged the foreign legation
quarter in Beijing until the foreigners were rescued by an
international expeditionary force in the late summer of
1900. As punishment, the foreign troops destroyed a
number of temples in the capital suburbs, and the Chi-
nese government was compelled to pay a heavy indem-
nity to the foreign governments involved in suppressing
the uprising.

The Collapse of the Old Order
During the next few years, the old dynasty tried des-
perately to reform itself. The empress dowager, who had 
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long resisted change, now embraced a number of reforms 
in education, administration, and the legal system. The
venerable civil service examination system was replaced
by a new educational system based on the Western model.
In 1905, a commission was formed to study constitutional
changes, and over the next few years, legislative assem-
blies were established at the provincial level. Elections
for a national assembly were held in 1910.

Such moves helped shore up the dynasty temporarily,
but history shows that the most dangerous period for an
authoritarian system is when it begins to reform itself 
because change breeds instability and performance rarely
matches rising expectations. Such was the case in China.
The emerging new provincial elite, composed of mer-
chants, professionals, and reform-minded gentry, soon be-
came impatient with the slow pace of political change
and were disillusioned to find that the new assemblies
were intended to be primarily advisory rather than leg-

islative. The government also alienated influential ele-
ments by financing railway development projects through
lucrative contracts to foreign firms rather than by turning
to local investors. The reforms also had little meaning for
peasants, artisans, miners, and transportation workers,
whose living conditions were being eroded by rising taxes
and official venality. Rising rural unrest, as yet poorly or-
ganized and often centered on secret societies such as the
Boxers, was an ominous sign of deep-seated resentment to
which the dynasty would not, or could not, respond.

To China’s reformist elite, such signs of social unrest
were a threat to be avoided; to its tiny revolutionary
movement, they were a harbinger of promise. The first
physical manifestations of future revolution appeared
during the last decade of the nineteenth century with the
formation of the Revive China Society by the young rad-
ical Sun Yat-sen (1866 –1925). Born to a peasant family
in a village south of Canton, Sun was educated in Hawaii
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� EMPRESS DOWAGER CIXI. Cixi
was the most powerful figure in late-
nineteenth-century China. Originally 
a concubine at the imperial court, she
later placed a nephew on the throne
and dominated the political scene for a
quarter of a century until her death in
1908. Conservative in her views, she
staunchly resisted her advisers’ sugges-
tions for changes to help China face
the challenge posed by the West. Note
the long fingernails, a symbol of the
privileged class, in this photograph
taken in her final years.
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and returned to China to practice medicine. Soon he
turned his full attention to the ills of Chinese society,
leading bands of radicals in small-scale insurrections to
attract attention.

At first, Sun’s efforts yielded few positive results other
than creating a symbol of resistance and the new cen-
tury’s first revolutionary martyrs. But at a convention in
Tokyo in 1905, Sun managed to unite radical groups 
from across China in the so-called Revolutionary Al-
liance (Tongmenghui). The new organization’s program
was based on Sun’s Three People’s Principles: nationalism
(meaning primarily the destruction of Manchu rule over
China), democracy, and “people’s livelihood” (a program
to improve social and economic conditions; see the box
on page 52). Although the new organization was small
and relatively inexperienced, it benefited from rising pop-
ular discontent with the failure of Manchu reforms to im-
prove conditions in China.

In October 1911, followers of Sun Yat-sen launched an
uprising in the industrial center of Wuhan, in central
China. With Sun traveling in the United States, the in-
surrection lacked leadership, but the decrepit govern-
ment’s inability to react quickly encouraged political
forces at the provincial level to take measures into their
own hands. The dynasty was now in a state of virtual col-
lapse: the dowager empress had died in 1908, one day af-
ter her nephew Guangxu; the throne was now occupied
by the infant Puyi, the son of Guangxu’s younger brother.
Sun’s party, however, had neither the military strength
nor the political base necessary to seize the initiative and
was forced to turn to a representative of the old order,
General Yuan Shikai. A prominent figure in military
circles since the beginning of the century, Yuan had been
placed in charge of the imperial forces sent to suppress
the rebellion, but now he abandoned the Manchus and
acted on his own behalf. In negotiations with representa-
tives of Sun Yat-sen’s party (Sun himself had arrived in
China in January 1912), he agreed to serve as president of
a new Chinese republic. The old dynasty and the age-old
system it had attempted to preserve were no more.

Propagandists for Sun Yat-sen’s party have often por-
trayed the events of 1911 as a glorious revolution that
brought two thousand years of imperial tradition to an
end. But a true revolution does not just destroy an old or-
der; it also brings new political and social forces into
power and creates new institutions and values that pro-
vide a new framework for a changing society. In this
sense, the 1911 revolution did not live up to its name.
Sun and his followers were unable to consolidate their
gains. The Revolutionary Alliance found the bulk of its
support in an emerging urban middle class and set forth a
program based generally on Western liberal democratic
principles. That class and that program had provided the
foundation for the capitalist democratic revolutions in
western Europe and North America in the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, but the bourgeois class
in China was too small to form the basis for a new post-
Confucian political order. The vast majority of the Chi-
nese people still lived on the land. Sun had hoped to win
their support with a land reform program that relied on
fiscal incentives to persuade landlords to sell excess lands
to their tenants, but few peasants had participated in the
1911 revolution. In effect, then, the events of 1911 were
less a revolution than a collapse of the old order. Under-
mined by imperialism and its own internal weaknesses,
the old dynasty had come to an abrupt end before new po-
litical and social forces were ready to fill the vacuum.

What China had experienced was part of a histori-
cal process that was bringing down traditional empires
across the globe, both in regions threatened by Western
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� JUSTICE OR MERCY? UNCLE SAM DECIDES. In the sum-
mer of 1900, Chinese rebels called Boxers besieged Western 
embassies in the imperial capital of Beijing. Western nations, 
including the United States, dispatched troops to North China 
to rescue their compatriots. In the cartoon, which appeared in 
a contemporary American newsmagazine, China figuratively
seeks pardon from a stern Uncle Sam.
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imperialism and in Europe itself, where tsarist Russia, the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the Ottoman Empire all
came to an end within a few years of the collapse of the
Qing (see Chapter 4). The circumstances of their demise
were not all the same, but all four regimes shared the re-
sponsibility for their common fate because they had
failed to meet the challenges posed by the times. All had
responded to the forces of industrialization and popular
participation in the political process with hesitation and

reluctance, and their attempts at reform were too little
and too late. All paid the supreme price for their folly.

Chinese Society in Transition
The growing Western presence in China during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries provided the
imperial government with an opportunity to benefit
from the situation. The results, however, were meager.
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PROGRAM FOR A NEW CHINA

n 1905, Sun Yat-sen united a number of anti-
Manchu groups into a single patriotic organization

called the Revolutionary Alliance (Tongmenghui). The
new organization was eventually renamed the Guomindang, or
Nationalist Party. This excerpt is from the organization’s mani-
festo, published in 1905 in Tokyo. Note that Sun believed that the
Chinese people were not ready for democracy and required a pe-
riod of tutelage to prepare them for constitutional political gov-
ernment. This was a formula that would be adopted by many
other political leaders in Asia and Africa after World War II.

SUN YAT-SEN, MANIFESTO 
FOR THE TONGMENGHUI

By order of the Military Government, . . . the Commander-
in-Chief of the Chinese National Army proclaims the pur-
poses and platform of the Military Government to the
people of the nation:

Therefore we proclaim to the world in utmost sincerity
the outline of the present revolution and the fundamental
plan for the future administration of the nation.

1. Drive out the Tartars: The Manchus of today were
originally the eastern barbarians beyond the Great
Wall. They frequently caused border troubles during
the Ming dynasty; then when China was in a dis-
turbed state they came inside Shanhaikuan, con-
quered China, and enslaved our Chinese people. . . .
The extreme cruelties and tyrannies of the Manchu
government have now reached their limit. With the
righteous army poised against them, we will over-
throw that government, and restore our sovereign
rights.

2. Restore China: China is the China of the Chinese.
The government of China should be in the hands of
the Chinese. After driving out the Tartars we must
restore our national state. . . .

3. Establish the Republic: Now our revolution is based on
equality, in order to establish a republican govern-

ment. All our people are equal and all enjoy political
rights. . . .

4. Equalize land ownership: The good fortune of civi-
lization is to be shared equally by all the people of
the nation. We should improve our social and eco-
nomic organization, and assess the value of all the
land in the country. Its present price shall be re-
ceived by the owner, but all increases in value result-
ing from reform and social improvements after the
revolution shall belong to the state, to be shared by
all the people, in order to create a socialist state,
where each family within the empire can be well 
supported, each person satisfied, and no one fail to
secure employment. . . .

The above four points will be carried out in three steps in
due order. The first period is government by military law.
When the righteous army has arisen, various places will join
the cause. . . . Evils like the oppression of the government,
the greed and graft of officials, . . . the cruelty of tortures and
penalties, the tyranny of tax collections, shall all be exter-
minated together with the Manchu rule. Evils in social cus-
toms, such as the keeping of slaves, the cruelty of foot bind-
ing, the spread of the poison of opium, should also all be
prohibited. . . .

The second period is that of government by a provi-
sional constitution. When military law is lifted in each
hsien, the Military Government shall return the right of the
self-government to the local people. . . .

The third period will be government under the constitu-
tion. Six years after the provisional constitution has been
enforced, a constitution shall be made. The military and ad-
ministrative powers of the Military Government shall be an-
nulled; the people shall elect the president, and elect the
members of parliament to organize the parliament.

Source: Sources of Chinese Tradition by William Theodore de Bary. Copy-
right © 1960 by Columbia University Press, New York. Reprinted with per-
mission of the publisher.



Although foreign concession areas in the coastal cities
provided a conduit for the importation of Western tech-
nology and modern manufacturing methods, the Chinese
borrowed less than they might have. Foreign manufactur-
ing enterprises could not legally operate in China until
the last decade of the nineteenth century, and their meth-
ods had little influence beyond the concession areas. Chi-
nese efforts to imitate Western methods, notably in ship-
building and weapons manufacture, were dominated by
the government and often suffered from mismanagement.

Equally serious problems persisted in the countryside.
The rapid increase in population had led to smaller plots
and growing numbers of tenant farmers. Whether per
capita consumption of food was on the decline is not
clear from the available evidence, but apparently, rice as
a staple of the diet was increasingly being replaced by less
nutritious foods. Some farmers benefited from switching
to commercial agriculture to supply the markets of the
growing coastal cities. The shift entailed a sizable invest-
ment, however, and many farmers went so deeply into
debt that they eventually lost their land. At the same
time, the traditional patron-client relationship was frayed
as landlords moved to the cities to take advantage of the
glittering urban lifestyle.

Most important, perhaps, the Qing dynasty was still
locked into a traditional mind-set that discouraged com-
mercial activities and prized the time-honored virtues of
preindustrial agrarian society. China also lacked the Eu-
ropean tradition of a vigorous and self-confident mer-
chant class based in cities that were autonomous or even
independent of the feudal political leadership of the sur-
rounding areas.

In any event, the advent of the imperialist era in the
second half of the nineteenth century made such ques-
tions academic; imperialism created serious distortions in
the local economy that resulted in massive changes in
Chinese society during the twentieth century. Whether
the Western intrusion was beneficial or harmful is de-
bated to this day. The Western presence undoubtedly ac-
celerated the development of the Chinese economy in
some ways: the introduction of modern means of produc-
tion, transport, and communications; the appearance of
an export market; and the steady integration of the Chi-
nese market into the nineteenth-century global econ-
omy. To many Westerners at the time, it was self-evident
that such changes would ultimately benefit the Chinese
people. Critics retorted that Western imperialism actu-
ally hindered the process of structural change in prein-
dustrial societies because it thwarted the rise of a local in-
dustrial and commercial sector so as to maintain colonies
and semicolonies as a market for Western manufactured
goods and a source of cheap labor and materials. If the

West had not intervened, some argued, China would
have found its own road to becoming an advanced indus-
trial society.

Many historians today would say that the encounters
with the West did both harm and good. By shaking China
out of its traditional mind-set, Western imperialism ac-
celerated the process of change that had begun in the late
Ming and early Qing periods and forced the Chinese to
adopt new ways of thinking and acting. At the same time,
China paid a heavy price in the destruction of its local in-
dustry, while many of the profits flowed abroad. Although
industrial revolution is a painful process whenever and
wherever it occurs, the Chinese found the experience
doubly painful because it was foisted on China from the
outside.

TRADITIONAL JAPAN
AND THE END
OF ISOLATION

While Chinese rulers were coping with the dual prob-
lems of external threat and internal instability, similar de-
velopments were taking place in Japan. An agricultural
society like its powerful neighbor, Japan had borrowed ex-
tensively from Chinese civilization for more than a mil-
lennium; its political institutions, religious beliefs, and
cultural achievements all bore the clear imprint of the
Chinese model. Nevertheless, throughout the centuries,
the Japanese were able to retain not only their political
independence but also their cultural uniqueness and had
created a civilization quite distinct from those elsewhere
in the region.

One reason for the historical differences between
China and Japan is that China is a large continental
country and Japan a small island nation. Proud of their
own considerable cultural achievements and their domi-
nant position throughout the region, the Chinese have
traditionally been reluctant to dilute the purity of their
culture with foreign innovations. Often subject to inva-
sion by nomadic peoples from the north, the Chinese
viewed culture rather than race as a symbol of their sense
of identity. By contrast, the island character of Japan
probably had the effect of strengthening the Japanese
sense of ethnic and cultural distinctiveness. Although
the Japanese self-image of ethnic homogeneity may not
be entirely justified, it enabled them to import ideas from
abroad without the risk of destroying the uniqueness of
their own culture.

As a result, although the Japanese borrowed liberally
from China over the centuries, they turned Chinese ideas
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and institutions to their own uses. In contrast to China,
where a centralized and authoritarian political system was
viewed as crucial to protect the vast country from foreign
conquest or internal fractionalization, a decentralized po-
litical system reminiscent of the feudal system in me-
dieval Europe held sway in Japan under the hegemony of
a powerful military leader, or shogun, who ruled with
varying degrees of effectiveness in the name of the hered-
itary emperor. This system lasted until the early seven-
teenth century, when a strong shogunate called the To-
kugawa rose to power after a protracted civil war. The
Tokugawa shogunate managed to revitalize the tradi-
tional system in a somewhat more centralized form that
enabled it to survive for another 250 years.

One of the many factors involved in the rise of the
Tokugawa was the impending collapse of the old sys-
tem. Another was contact with the West, which had be-
gun with the arrival of Portuguese ships in Japanese ports
in the middle of the sixteenth century. Japan initially
opened its doors eagerly to European trade and mission-
ary activity, but later Japanese elites became concerned at
the corrosive effects of Western ideas and practices and
attempted to evict the foreigners. For the next two cen-
turies, the Tokugawa adopted a policy of “closed country”
(to use the contemporary Japanese phrase) to keep out
foreign ideas and protect native values and institutions.
In spite of such efforts, however, Japanese society was
changing from within and by the early nineteenth cen-
tury was quite different from what it had been two cen-

turies earlier. Traditional institutions and the feudal aris-
tocratic system were under increasing strain, not only
from the emergence of a new merchant class but also from
the centralizing tendencies of the powerful shogunate.

Some historians have noted strong parallels between
Tokugawa Japan and early modern Europe, which gave
birth to centralized empires and a strong merchant class
during the same period. Certainly, there were signs that
the shogunate system was becoming less effective. Fac-
tionalism and corruption plagued the central bureau-
cracy. Feudal lords in the countryside (known as daimyo,
or “great names”) reacted to increasing economic pres-
sures by intensifying their exactions from the peasants
who farmed their manor holdings and by engaging in
manufacturing and commercial pursuits, such as the sale
of textiles, forestry products, and sake ( Japanese rice
wine). As peasants were whipsawed by rising manorial
exactions and a series of poor harvests caused by bad
weather, rural unrest swept the countryside.

Japan, then, was ripe for change. Some historians
maintain that the country was poised to experience an
industrial revolution under the stimulus of internal con-
ditions. As in China, the resumption of contacts with the
West in the middle of the nineteenth century rendered
the question somewhat academic. To the Western pow-
ers, the continued isolation of Japanese society was an af-
front and a challenge. Driven by growing rivalry among
themselves and convinced by their own propaganda and
the ideology of world capitalism that the expansion of
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� SWIFT AS A SWIMMING
DRAGON. When Commodore Perry
arrived in Tokyo Bay with a small fleet
of U.S. warships in July 1853, the size,
speed, and armaments of the “black
ships” frightened Japanese onlookers
and undoubtedly contributed to the
willingness of the Tokugawa shogunate
to seek a compromise with the foreign-
ers. One Japanese artist, who had prob-
ably never before seen a modern steam-
ship, recorded his impression of the
visitors in this imaginative painting.
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trade on a global basis would benefit all nations, Western
nations began to approach Japan in the hope of opening
up the hermit kingdom to foreign economic interests.

The first to succeed was the United States. American
whalers and clipper ships following the northern route
across the Pacific needed a fueling station before com-
pleting their long journey to China and other ports in the
area. The first efforts to pry the Japanese out of their clois-
tered existence in the 1830s and 1840s failed, but the
Americans persisted. In the summer of 1853, an Ameri-
can fleet of four warships under Commodore Matthew C.
Perry arrived in Edo Bay (now Tokyo Bay) with a letter
from President Millard Fillmore addressed to the shogun
(see the box above). A few months later, Japan agreed to

the Treaty of Kanagawa, providing for the opening of two
ports and the establishment of a U.S. consulate on Japa-
nese soil. In 1858, U.S. Consul Townsend Harris signed a
more elaborate commercial treaty calling for the opening
of several ports to U.S. trade and residence, an exchange
of ministers, and extraterritorial privileges for U.S. resi-
dents in Japan. The Japanese soon signed similar treaties
with several European nations.

The decision to open relations with the Western bar-
barians was highly unpopular in some quarters, particu-
larly in regions distant from the shogunate headquarters
in Edo. Resistance was especially strong in two of the 
key outside daimyo territories in the south, Satsuma and
Choshu, both of which had strong military traditions. In
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A LETTER TO THE SHOGUN

hen U.S. Commodore Matthew Perry arrived
in Tokyo Bay on his first visit to Japan in July 1853,

he carried a letter from the president of the United
States, Millard Fillmore. The letter requested that trade relations
between the two countries be established. At first, the Japanese
were reluctant, but when Perry returned a few months later for
an answer, the big black guns of his ships proved decisive, and the
shogunate acceded to U.S. demands.

A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT 
OF THE UNITED STATES

Millard Fillmore
President of the United States of America,
To His Imperial Majesty,
The Emperor of Japan.
Great and Good Friend!

I send you this public letter by Commodore Matthew C.
Perry, an officer of the highest rank in the Navy of the
United States, and commander of the squadron now visiting
your Imperial Majesty’s dominions.

I have directed Commodore Perry to assure you Imperial
Majesty that I entertain the kindest feelings towards your
Majesty’s person and government; and that I have no other
object in sending him to Japan, but to propose to your impe-
rial Majesty that the United States and Japan should live in
friendship, and have commercial intercourse with each
other. The constitution and laws of the United States forbid
all interference with the religious or political concerns of
other nations. I have particularly charged Commodore Perry
to abstain from every act which could possibly disturb the
tranquillity of your Imperial Majesty’s dominions.

The United States of America reach from ocean to
ocean, and our territory of Oregon and state of California lie
directly opposite to the dominions of your Imperial Majesty.
Our steamships can go from California to Japan in eighteen
days. . . .

Japan is also a rich and fertile country, and produces many
very valuable articles. . . . I am desirous that our two coun-
tries should trade with each other, for the benefit both of Ja-
pan and the United States.

We know that the ancient laws of your Imperial Majesty’s
government do not allow of foreign trade except with the
Dutch. But as the state of the world changes, and new gov-
ernments are formed, it seems to be wise from time to time
to make new laws. . . . If your Imperial Majesty were so far to
change the ancient laws as to allow a free trade between the
two countries, it would be extremely beneficial to both. . . .

Many of our ships pass every year from California to
China; and great numbers of our people pursue the whale
fishery near the shores of Japan. It sometimes happens in
stormy weather that one of our ships is wrecked on your Im-
perial Majesty’s shores. In all such cases we ask and expect,
that our unfortunate people should be treated with kindness,
and that their property should be protected, till we can send
a vessel and bring them away. . . .

May the Almighty have your Imperial Majesty in his
great and holy keeping! . . .

Your Good Friend,
Millard Fillmore

Source: Commodore Perry in Japan, Robert L. Reynolds (New York: Harper
& Row, 1963), p. 68.



1863, the “Sat-Cho” alliance forced the hapless shogun
to promise to bring relations with the West to an end, but
the rebellious groups soon disclosed their own weakness.
When Choshu troops fired on Western ships in the Strait
of Shimonoseki, the Westerners fired back and destroyed
the Choshu fortifications. The incident convinced the
rebellious samurai (“retainers,” the traditional warrior
class) of the need to strengthen their own military and in-
tensified their unwillingness to give in to the West. Hav-
ing strengthened their influence at the imperial court in
Kyoto, they demanded the resignation of the shogun and
the restoration of the power of the emperor. In January
1868, rebel armies attacked the shogun’s palace in Kyoto
and proclaimed the restored authority of the emperor. Af-
ter a few weeks, resistance collapsed, and the venerable
shogunate system was brought to an end.

RICH COUNTRY,
STRONG ARMY

Although the victory of the Sat-Cho faction over the
shogunate appeared on the surface to be a struggle be-
tween advocates of tradition and proponents of concilia-
tion toward the West, in fact the new leadership soon em-
barked on a policy of comprehensive reform that would
lay the foundations of a modern industrial nation within
a generation. Although the Sat-Cho leaders genuinely
mistrusted the West, they soon realized that Japan must
change to survive.

The symbol of the new era was the young emperor him-
self, who had taken the reign name Meiji (“enlightened
rule”) on ascending the throne after the death of his father
in 1867. Although the post-Tokugawa period was termed
a “restoration,” the Meiji ruler was controlled by the new
leadership just as the shogun had controlled his predeces-
sors. In tacit recognition of the real source of political
power, the new capital was located at Edo, which was re-
named Tokyo (“Eastern Capital”), and the imperial court
was moved to the shogun’s palace in the center of the city.

The Transformation of Japanese Politics
Once in power, the new leaders launched a comprehen-
sive reform of Japanese political, social, economic, and
cultural institutions and values. They moved first to abol-
ish the remnants of the old order and strengthen execu-
tive power in their hands. To undercut the power of the
daimyo, hereditary privileges were abolished in 1871, and

the great lords lost title to their lands. As compensation,
they were named governors of the territories formerly un-
der their control. The samurai received a lump-sum pay-
ment to replace their traditional stipends but were for-
bidden to wear the sword, the symbol of their hereditary
status.

The abolition of the legal underpinnings of the Toku-
gawa system permitted the Meiji modernizers to embark
on the creation of a modern political system based on the
Western model. In the Charter Oath of 1868, the new
leaders promised to create a new deliberative assembly
within the framework of continued imperial rule. Al-
though senior positions in the new government were
given to the daimyo, the key posts were dominated by
modernizing samurai, known as the genro, from the Sat-
Cho clique.

During the next two decades, the Meiji government
undertook a systematic study of Western political sys-
tems. A constitutional commission under Prince Ito Hi-
robumi traveled to several Western countries, includ-
ing Great Britain, Germany, Russia, and the United
States, to study their political systems. As the process
evolved, a number of factions appeared, each represent-
ing different political ideas. The most prominent were
the Liberals, who favored political reform on the Western
liberal democratic model, and the Progressives, who
called for a distribution of power between the legislative
and executive branches, with a slight nod to the latter.
There was also an imperial party that advocated the re-
tention of supreme authority exclusively in the hands of
the emperor.

During the 1870s and 1880s, these factions competed
for preeminence. In the end, the Progressives emerged
victorious. The Meiji constitution, adopted in 1890, was
based on the Bismarckian model, with authority vested in
the executive branch, although the imperialist faction
was pacified by the statement that the constitution was
the gift of the emperor. Members of the cabinet were to
be handpicked by the Meiji oligarchs. The upper house of
parliament was to be appointed and have equal legislative
powers with the lower house, called the Diet, whose
members would be elected. The core ideology of the state
was called the kokutai (national polity), which embodied
(although in very imprecise form) the concept of the
uniqueness of the Japanese system based on the supreme
authority of the emperor.

The result was a system that was democratic in form
but despotic in practice, modern in external appearance
but still recognizably traditional in that power remained
in the hands of a ruling oligarchy. The system permitted
the traditional ruling class to retain its influence and eco-
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nomic power while acquiescing in the emergence of a
new set of institutions and values.

Meiji Economics
With the end of the daimyo domains, the government
needed to establish a new system of land ownership that
would transform the mass of the rural population from in-
dentured serfs into citizens. To do so, it enacted a land re-
form program that redefined the domain lands as the pri-
vate property of the tillers while compensating the
previous owner with government bonds. One reason for
the new policy was that the government needed operat-
ing revenues. At the time, public funds came mainly from
customs duties, which were limited by agreement with
the foreign powers to 5 percent of the value of the prod-
uct. To remedy the problem, the Meiji leaders added a
new agriculture tax, which was set at an annual rate of
3 percent of the estimated value of the land. The new 
tax proved to be a lucrative and dependable source of in-
come for the government, but it was quite onerous for the
farmers, who had previously paid a fixed percentage of
their harvest to the landowner. As a result, in bad years,
many taxpaying peasants were unable to pay their taxes
and were forced to sell their lands to wealthy neighbors.
Eventually, the government reduced the tax to 2.5 per-
cent of the land value. Still, by the end of the century,
about 40 percent of all farmers were tenants.

With its budget needs secured, the government turned
to the promotion of industry. A small but growing indus-
trial economy had already existed under the Tokugawa.
In its early stages, manufacturing in Japan had been the
exclusive responsibility of an artisan caste, who often
worked for the local daimyo. Eventually, these artisans
began to expand their activities, hiring workers and bor-
rowing capital from merchants. By the end of the seven-
teenth century, manufacturing centers had developed in
Japan’s growing cities, such as Edo, Kyoto, and Osaka. Ac-
cording to one historian, by 1700, Japan already had four
cities with a population over 100,000 and was one of the
most urbanized societies in the world.

Japan’s industrial revolution received a massive stim-
ulus from the Meiji Restoration. The government pro-
vided financial subsidies to needy industries, foreign ad-
visers, improved transport and communications, and a
universal system of education emphasizing applied sci-
ence. In contrast to China, Japan was able to achieve 
results with minimum reliance on foreign capital. Al-
though the first railroad —built in 1872—was under-
written by a loan from Great Britain, future projects were
all financed locally. Foreign-currency holdings came

largely from tea and silk, which were exported in signifi-
cant quantities during the latter half of the nineteenth
century.

During the late Meiji era, Japan’s industrial sector be-
gan to grow. Besides tea and silk, other key industries
were weaponry, shipbuilding, and sake. From the start,
the distinctive feature of the Meiji model was the inti-
mate relationship between government and private busi-
ness in terms of operations and regulations. Once an 
individual enterprise or industry was on its feet (or some-
times, when it had ceased to make a profit), it was turned
over entirely to private ownership, although the govern-
ment often continued to play some role even after its di-
rect involvement in management was terminated.

Also noteworthy is the effect that the Meiji reforms
had on rural areas. As we have seen, the new land tax pro-
vided the government with funds to subsidize the indus-
trial sector, but it imposed severe hardship on the rural
population, many of whom abandoned their farms and
fled to the cities in search of jobs. This influx of people in
turn benefited Japanese industry because it provided an
abundant source of cheap labor. As in early modern Eu-
rope, the Industrial Revolution was built on the strong
backs of the long-suffering peasantry.

Building a Modern Social Structure
The Meiji reformers also transformed several other feudal
institutions. A key focus of their attention was the army.
The Sat-Cho reformers had been struck by the weakness
of the Japanese armed forces in clashes with the Western
powers and embarked on a major program to create a
modern military force that could compete in a Darwinist
world governed by the survival of the fittest. The old 
feudal army based on the traditional warrior class was
abolished, and an imperial army based on universal con-
scription was formed in 1871. The army also played an
important role in Japanese society, becoming a route of
upward mobility for many rural males.

Education also underwent major changes. The Meiji
leaders recognized the need for universal education, in-
cluding instruction in modern technology. After a few
years of experimenting, they adopted the American
model of a three-tiered system culminating in a series of
universities and specialized institutes. In the meantime,
they sent bright students to study abroad and brought for-
eign specialists to Japan to teach in their new schools.
Much of the content of the new system was Western in
inspiration. Yet its ethical foundations had a distinctly
Confucian orientation, emphasizing such values as filial
piety and loyalty to the emperor.
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The Meiji reforms also had an impact on the role of
women in Japan. In the traditional era, women were con-
strained by the “three obediences” imposed on their sex:
child to father, wife to husband, and widow to son. Hus-
bands could easily obtain a divorce, but wives could not
(one regulation allegedly decreed that a husband could
divorce his spouse if she drank too much tea or talked too
much). Marriages were arranged, and the average age of
marriage for females was sixteen years. Females did not
share inheritance rights with males, and few received any
education outside the family.

By the end of the nineteenth century, women were be-
ginning to play a crucial role in their nation’s effort to
modernize. Urged by their parents to augment the family
income, as well as by the government to fulfill their patri-
otic duty, young girls were sent en masse to work in textile
mills. From 1894 to 1912, women represented 60 percent
of the Japanese labor force. Thanks to them, by 1914, Ja-
pan was the world’s leading exporter of silk and domi-
nated cotton manufacturing. If it had not been for the ex-
port revenues earned from textile exports, Japan might
not have been able to develop its heavy industry and mil-
itary prowess without an infusion of foreign capital.

Japanese women received few rewards, however, for
their contribution to the nation. In 1900, new regula-
tions prohibited women from joining political organiza-
tions or attending public meetings. Beginning in 1905, a
group of independent-minded women petitioned the Jap-
anese parliament to rescind this restriction, but it was not
repealed until 1922.

Joining the Imperialist Club

Japan’s rapid advance was viewed with proprietary pride
and admiration by sympathetic observers in the United
States. Unfortunately, the Japanese did not just imitate
the domestic policies of their Western mentors; they also
emulated the latter’s aggressive approach to foreign af-
fairs. That they adopted this course is perhaps not sur-
prising. In their own minds, the Japanese were particu-
larly vulnerable in the world economic arena. Their
territory was small, lacking in resources, and densely pop-
ulated, and they had no natural outlet for expansion. To
observant Japanese, the lessons of history were clear.
Western nations had amassed wealth and power not only
because of their democratic systems and high level of ed-
ucation but also because of their colonies, which pro-
vided them with sources of raw materials, cheap labor,
and markets for their manufactured products.

Traditionally, Japan had not been an expansionist
country. The Japanese had generally been satisfied to re-
main on their home islands and had even deliberately iso-
lated themselves from their neighbors during the Toku-
gawa era. Perhaps the most notable exception was a
short-lived attempt at the end of the sixteenth century to
extend Japanese control over the Korean peninsula.

The Japanese began their program of territorial expan-
sion (see Map 3.3) close to home. In 1874, they claimed
compensation from China for fifty-four sailors from the
Ryukyu Islands who had been killed by aborigines on the
island of Taiwan and sent a Japanese fleet to Taiwan to
punish the perpetrators. When the Qing dynasty evaded
responsibility for the incident while agreeing to pay an
indemnity to Japan to cover the cost of the expedition, it
weakened its claim to ownership of the island of Taiwan.
Japan was then able to claim suzerainty over the Ryukyu
Islands, long tributary to the Chinese Empire. Two years
later, Japanese naval pressure forced the opening of Ko-
rean ports to Japanese commerce.

During the 1880s, Sino-Japanese rivalry over Korea in-
tensified. In 1894, China and Japan intervened on oppo-
site sides of an internal rebellion in Korea. When hostil-
ities broke out between the two powers, Japanese ships
destroyed the Chinese fleet and seized the Manchu-
rian city of Port Arthur (see the box on p. 48). In the
Treaty of Shimonoseki, the Manchus were forced to rec-
ognize the independence of Korea and to cede Taiwan
and the Liaodong peninsula, with its strategic naval base
at Port Arthur, to Japan.

Shortly thereafter, under pressure from the European
powers, the Japanese returned the Liaodong peninsula to
China, but in the early twentieth century, they returned
to the offensive. Rivalry with Russia over influence in Ko-
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� THE GINZA IN DOWNTOWN TOKYO. This 1877 wood-
block print shows the Ginza, a major commercial thoroughfare in
downtown Tokyo, with modern brick buildings, rickshaws, and a
horse-drawn streetcar. The centerpiece and focus of public atten-
tion is a new electric streetlight.
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rea led to increasingly strained relations between the two
countries. In 1904, Japan launched a surprise attack on
the Russian naval base at Port Arthur, which Russia had
taken from China in 1898. The Japanese armed forces
were weaker, but Russia faced difficult logistical problems
along its new Trans-Siberian Railway and severe political
instability at home. In 1905, after Japanese warships sank
almost the entire Russian fleet off the coast of Korea, the
Russians agreed to a humiliating peace, ceding the strate-
gically located Liaodong peninsula back to Japan, along
with southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands. Russia
also agreed to abandon its political and economic influ-
ence in Korea and southern Manchuria, which now came
increasingly under Japanese control. The Japanese vic-
tory stunned the world, including the colonial peoples of
Southeast Asia, who now began to realize that Europeans
were not necessarily invincible.

During the next few years, the Japanese consolidated
their position in northeastern Asia, annexing Korea in
1908 as an integral part of Japan. When the Koreans
protested the seizure, Japanese reprisals resulted in thou-
sands of deaths. The United States was the first nation to
recognize the annexation in return for Tokyo’s declara-
tion of respect for U.S. authority in the Philippines. In
1908, the two countries reached an agreement in which
the United States recognized Japanese interests in the re-
gion in return for Japanese acceptance of the principles of
the Open Door. But mutual suspicion between the two
countries was growing, sparked in part by U.S. efforts to
restrict immigration from all Asian countries. President
Theodore Roosevelt, who mediated the Russo-Japanese
War, had aroused the anger of many Japanese by turning
down a Japanese demand for reparations from Russia. In
turn, some Americans began to fear the rise of a “yellow
peril” manifested by Japanese expansion in East Asia.

The Meiji Restoration: 
A Revolution from Above
The Meiji Restoration was one of the great success stories
of modern times. Not only did the Meiji leaders put Japan
firmly on the path to economic and political develop-
ment, they also managed to remove the unequal treaty
provisions that had been imposed at mid-century. Japa-
nese achievements are especially impressive when com-
pared with the difficulties experienced by China, which
was not only unable to effect significant changes in its tra-
ditional society but had not even reached a consensus on
the need for doing so. Japan’s achievements more closely
resemble those of Europe, but whereas the West needed a
century and a half to achieve a significant level of indus-
trial development, the Japanese achieved it in forty years.

The differences between the Japanese and Chi-
nese responses to the West have sparked consider-
able debate among students of comparative history.
Some have argued that Japan’s success was partly due
to good fortune; lacking abundant natural resources,
it was exposed to less pressure from the West than
many of its neighbors. That argument, however, is
not very persuasive, since it does not explain why
nations under considerably less pressure, such as
Laos and Nepal, did not advance even more quickly.

One possible explanation has already been suggested:
Japan’s unique geographical position in Asia. China, a
continental nation with a heterogeneous ethnic compo-
sition, was distinguished from its neighbors by its Confu-
cian culture. By contrast, Japan was an island nation, eth-
nically and linguistically homogeneous, which had never
been conquered. Unlike the Chinese, the Japanese had
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little to fear from cultural change in terms of its effect on
their national identity. If Confucian culture, with all its
accouterments, was what defined the Chinese gentleman,
his Japanese counterpart, in the familiar image, could dis-
card his sword and kimono and don a modern military
uniform or a Western business suit and still feel comfort-
able in both worlds.

Whatever the case, as the historian W. G. Beasley has
noted, the Meiji Restoration was possible because aristo-
cratic and capitalist elements managed to work together
in a common effort to achieve national wealth and power.

The nature of the Japanese value system, with its empha-
sis on practicality and military achievement, may also
have contributed. Finally, the Meiji benefited from the
fact that the pace of urbanization and commercial and in-
dustrial development had already begun to quicken un-
der the Tokugawa. Japan, it has been said, was ripe for
change, and nothing could have been more suitable as an
antidote for the collapsing old system than the Western
emphasis on wealth and power. It was a classic example of
challenge and response.
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Reflection
he late nineteenth century

witnessed two major developments: the Indus-
trial Revolution and European domination of the

world. Of these two factors, the first was clearly the more im-
portant, for it created the conditions for the latter. It was, of
course, the major industrial powers — Great Britain, France,
and later Germany, Japan, and the United States — that took
the lead in building large colonial empires. European nations
that did not achieve a high level of industrial advancement,
such as Spain and Portugal, declined in importance as colo-
nial powers.

Why some societies were able to master the challenge of
industrialization and others were not has been a matter of
considerable scholarly debate. Some observers have found
the answer in the cultural characteristics of individual soci-
eties, such as the Protestant work ethic in parts of Europe or
the tradition of social discipline and class hierarchy in Japan.
According to the historian David Landes, cultural differences
are the key reason the Industrial Revolution first took place
in Europe rather than elsewhere in the world. While admit-
ting that other factors, such as climate and the presence of
natural resources, played a role in the process, what is most
important, he maintains in his provocative book The Wealth
and Poverty of Nations, are “work, thrift, honesty, patience,
and tenacity,” all characteristics that are present to a greater
or lesser degree in European civilization. Other societies were
entangled in a “web of tradition” comprised of political au-
thoritarianism, religious prejudice, and a suspicion of mate-
rial wealth. Thus they failed to overcome obstacles to rapid
economic development. Only Japan, with its own tradition
of emphasis on hard work, self-sacrifice, and high achieve-
ment, succeeded in emulating the European experience.

Other scholars criticize Landes’s approach as Eurocentric
and marked by lamentable ignorance of the dynamic forces
at work in the non-Western world. In their view, other more
practical considerations may have played an equally impor-
tant role in determining society’s winners and losers, such as
the lack of an urban market for agricultural goods in China
(which reduced the landowners’ incentives to introduce
mechanized farming) or the relative absence of a foreign
threat in Japan (which provided increased opportunities 
for local investment). In the view of some theorists of the
“world systems” school, it was in fact as a result of the suc-
cesses achieved during the early stages of European expan-
sion during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that
major European powers amassed the capital, developed the
experience, and built the trade networks that would later

fuel the Industrial Revolution. In that in-
terpretation, vigorously argued by the sociologist Andre
Gunder Frank, the latter event is less important as the driv-
ing force of the modern age than the period —marked by
Western military conquest and the degradation of many
non-Western peoples — that immediately preceded it.

It is clear that neither side possesses a monopoly of truth
in this debate. Although culture clearly matters, other fac-
tors, such as climate, geography, the quality of political lead-
ership, and what has been called “social capital” (such as the
strength of the civil society), are also important. On the
other hand, the argument that imperialism is the main cul-
prit cannot explain why some previously colonial societies
have succeeded in mounting the ladder of economic success
so much more successfully than others. What is increasingly
clear is that there is no single answer, or solution, to the
question.

Whatever the ultimate causes, the advent of the Indus-
trial Age had a number of lasting consequences for the world
at large. On the one hand, the material wealth of those na-
tions that successfully passed through the process increased
significantly. In many cases, the creation of advanced indus-
trial societies strengthened democratic institutions and led
to a higher standard of living for the majority of the popula-
tion. The spread of technology and trade outside of Europe
created the basis for a new international economic order
based on the global exchange of goods.

On the other hand, as we have seen, not all the conse-
quences of the Industrial Revolution were beneficial. In the
industrializing societies themselves, rapid economic change
often led to resentment over the vast disparities in the dis-
tribution of wealth and a sense of rootlessness and alienation
among much of the population. Some societies were able to
manage these problems with some degree of success, but oth-
ers experienced a breakdown of social values and the rise of
widespread political instability. Industrialization also had
destabilizing consequences on the global scene. Rising eco-
nomic competition among the industrial powers was a major
contributor to heightened international competition in the
world.

Elsewhere in Europe, old empires found it increasingly
difficult to respond to new problems. The Ottoman Empire
appeared helpless to curb unrest in the Balkans. In imperial
Russia, internal tensions became too much for the tradi-
tional landholding elites to handle, leading to significant
political and social unrest in the first decade of the twenti-
eth century. In Austria-Hungary, deep-seated ethnic and
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class antogonisms remained under the surface but reached a
point where they might eventually threaten the survival of
that multinational state.

In the meantime, the Industrial Revolution was creating
the technological means by which the West would achieve
domination of much of the rest of the world by the end of
the nineteenth century. Europeans had begun to explore the
world in the fifteenth century, but even as late as 1870, they
had not yet completely penetrated North America, South
America, and Australia. In Asia and Africa, with a few no-
table exceptions, the Western presence was limited to trad-
ing posts. Between 1870 and 1914, Western civilization ex-
panded into the rest of the Americas and Australia, while
most of Africa and Asia was divided into European colonies
or spheres of influence. Two major factors explain this re-
markable expansion: the migration of many Europeans to
other parts of the world as a result of population growth and
the revival of imperialism made possible by the West’s tech-
nological advances.

The European population increased dramatically be-
tween 1850 and 1910, rising from 270 million to 460 million.
Although agricultural and industrial prosperity supported an
increase in the European population, it could not do so
indefinitely, especially in areas that had little industry and
severe rural overpopulation. Some of the excess labor from
underdeveloped areas migrated to the industrial regions of
Europe. By 1913, for example, more than 400,000 Poles were
working in the heavily industrialized Ruhr region of western
Germany. But the industrialized regions of Europe could not
absorb the entire surplus population of the agricultural re-
gions. A booming American economy after 1898 and cheap
shipping fares after 1900 led to mass emigration from south-
ern and eastern Europe to North America at the beginning
of the twentieth century. In 1880, on average, around half a
million people departed annually from Europe, but between
1906 and 1910, their numbers increased to 1.3 million, many
of them from southern and eastern Europe. Altogether, be-
tween 1846 and 1932, probably sixty million Europeans left
Europe, half of them bound for the United States and most
of the rest for Canada or Latin America.

Beginning in the 1880s, European states began an intense
scramble for overseas territory. This “new imperialism,” as

some have called it, led Europeans to carve up Asia and Af-
rica. Imperialism was not a really new phenomenon. Since
the Crusades of the Middle Ages and the overseas expansion
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Europeans
established colonies in North and South America and trad-
ing posts around Africa and the Indian Ocean, Europeans
had shown a marked proclivity for the domination of less
technologically oriented, non-European peoples. Neverthe-
less, the imperialism of the late nineteenth century was dif-
ferent from that of earlier periods. First, it occurred after a
period in which Europeans had reacted against imperial ex-
pansion. Between 1775 and 1875, European states actually
lost more colonial territory than they acquired as many Eu-
ropeans had come to regard colonies as expensive and use-
less. Second, the new imperialism was more rapid and re-
sulted in greater and deeper penetrations into non-European
societies. Finally, most of the new imperialism was directed
toward Africa and Asia, two regions that had been largely ig-
nored until then.

The new imperialism had a dramatic effect on Africa and
Asia as European powers competed for control of these two
continents. In contrast, Latin America was able to achieve
political independence from its colonial rulers in the course
of the nineteenth century and embark on the process of
building new nations. Like the Ottoman Empire, however,
Latin America remained subject to commercial penetration
by Western merchants.

Another part of the world that escaped total domination
by the West was East Asia, where China and Japan were able
to maintain at least the substance of national independence
during the height of the Western onslaught at the end of the
nineteenth century. For China, once the most advanced
country in the world, survival was very much in doubt for
many decades as the waves of Western political, military,
and economic influence lapped at the edges of the Chinese
Empire and appeared on the verge of dividing up the Chi-
nese heartland into separate spheres of influence. Only Ja-
pan responded with vigor and effectiveness, launching a
comprehensive reform program that by the end of the cen-
tury had transformed the island nation into an emerging
member of the imperialist club.
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WAR AND REVOLUTION: 

WORLD WAR I AND 

ITS AFTERMATH
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ccording to the First Futurist Manifesto:

We intend to sing the love of danger, the habit of energy and fearless-

ness. Courage, audacity and revolt will be essential ingredients of our

poetry. We affirm that the world’s magnificence has been enriched by a new

beauty; the beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood is adorned by great pipes,

like serpents of explosive breath —a roaring car that seems to run on shrap-

nel—is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace. We will glorify war —

the world’s only hygiene.1

From the tone of this manifesto, with its emphasis on speed, violence, and revolt, 

the contemporary reader might assume that it had been composed in the 1990s, the

product of a generation raised on MTV that craves excitement and danger as a diver-

sion from the humdrum reality of a boring existence. In fact, it was published in 1909

by a group of European writers, artists, and intellectuals, thrilled by the potential

power and force represented by the advent of the Industrial Age, who looked forward

to a future cut off completely from the past, in which modern technology would cre-

ate a new type of human being. Their reference to the glory of war was eerily

prophetic. Several leading members of the movement would soon lose their lives 

in the Great War, which erupted only five years later.



INTERNATIONAL
RIVALRY AND THE
COMING OF WAR

Between 1871 and 1914, Europeans experienced a long
period of peace as the great powers managed to achieve a
fragile balance of power in an effort to avert a re-creation
of the destructive forces unleashed during the Napo-
leonic era. But there were a series of crises that might eas-
ily have led to general war. Until 1890, Bismarck, the
chancellor of Germany, exerted a restraining influence on
Europeans. He realized that the emergence in 1871 of a
unified Germany as the most powerful state on the Con-
tinent had upset the balance of power established at Vi-
enna in 1815, making many Europeans uneasy. Fearful of
a possible anti-German alliance between France and Rus-
sia and possibly even Austria, Bismarck made a defen-
sive alliance with Austria in 1879. In 1882, this German-
Austrian alliance was enlarged with the entrance of Italy,
angry with the French over conflicting colonial ambi-
tions in North Africa. The Triple Alliance of 1882 com-
mitted the three powers to support the existing political
and social order while providing a defensive alliance
against France. At the same time, Bismarck maintained a
separate treaty with Russia and tried to remain on good
terms with Great Britain.

When Emperor William II cashiered Bismarck in
1890, he embarked on an activist foreign policy dedi-
cated to enhancing German power by finding, as he put
it, Germany’s rightful “place in the sun.” The treaty with
Russia was canceled as being at odds with Germany’s al-
liance with Austria. But the result was what Bismarck had
feared: it brought France and Russia together. Republi-
can France leapt at the chance to draw closer to tsarist
Russia, and in 1894, the two powers concluded a military
alliance. During the next ten years, German policies
abroad caused the British to draw closer to France. By
1907, a loose confederation of Great Britain, France, and
Russia —known as the Triple Entente — stood opposed
to the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and
Italy. Europe was divided into two opposing camps that
became more and more inflexible and unwilling to com-
promise. When the members of the two alliances became
involved in a new series of crises between 1908 and 1913
over the remnants of the Ottoman Empire in the Bal-
kans, the stage was set for World War I.

Crises in the Balkans, 1908–1913
In such an environment, where potentially hostile coun-
tries are locked in an awkward balance of power, it often

takes only a spark to set off a firestorm. Such was the case
in 1908, when a major European crisis began to emerge in
the Balkans, where the decline of Ottoman power had
turned the region into a tinderbox of ethnic and religious
tensions.

The Bosnian crisis of 1908–1909 began a chain of
events that eventually spun out of control. Since 1878,
Bosnia and Herzegovina had been under the protection of
Austria, but in 1908, Austria took the drastic step of an-
nexing the two Slavic-speaking territories. Serbia was out-
raged at this action because it dashed the Serbs’ hopes of
creating a large Serbian kingdom that would include most
of the southern Slavs. But this possibility was precisely why
the Austrians had annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina. The
creation of a large Serbia would be a threat to the unity of
their empire, with its large Slavic population. The Rus-
sians, desiring to increase their own authority in the Bal-
kans, supported the Serbs, who then prepared for war
against Austria. At this point, William II demanded that
the Russians accept Austria’s annexation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina or face war with Germany. Weakened from
their defeat in the Russo-Japanese War in 1904 –1905, the
Russians backed down but privately vowed revenge.

The crisis intensified in 1912 when Serbia, Bulgaria,
Montenegro, and Greece organized the Balkan League
and defeated the Turks in the First Balkan War. When
the victorious allies were unable to agree on how to di-
vide the conquered Turkish provinces of Macedonia and
Albania, a second conflict erupted in 1913. Greece, Ser-
bia, Romania, and the Ottoman Empire attacked and de-
feated Bulgaria, which was left with only a small part of
Macedonia. Most of the rest was divided between Serbia
and Greece. Yet Serbia’s aspirations remained unfulfilled.
The two Balkan wars left the inhabitants embittered and
created more tensions among the great powers.

By now Austria-Hungary was convinced that Serbia
was a mortal threat to its empire and must at some point
be crushed. Meanwhile, the French and Russian govern-
ments renewed their alliance and promised each other
that they would not back down at the next crisis. Britain
drew closer to France. By the beginning of 1914, two
armed camps viewed each other with suspicion. The Eu-
ropean “age of progress” was about to come to an inglori-
ous and bloody end (see Map 4.1 on page 66).

The Road to World War I
On June 28, 1914, the heir to the Austrian throne, Arch-
duke Francis Ferdinand, and his wife, Sophia, were assas-
sinated in the Bosnian city of Sarajevo. The assassination
was carried out by a Bosnian activist who worked for the
Black Hand, a Serbian terrorist organization dedicated to
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the creation of a pan-Slavic kingdom. Although the Aus-
trian government had no proof the Serbian government
had been directly involved in the archduke’s assassina-
tion, it saw an opportunity to “render Serbia innocuous
once and for all by a display of force,” as the Austrian for-
eign minister put it. Austrian leaders sought the backing
of their German allies, who gave their assurance that
Austria-Hungary could rely on Germany’s “full support,”
even if “matters went to the length of a war between
Austria-Hungary and Russia.”

On July 23, Austrian leaders issued an ultimatum to
Serbia in which they made such extreme demands that
Serbia felt it had little choice but to reject some of them

to preserve its sovereignty. Austria then declared war on
Serbia on July 28. Still smarting from its humiliation in
the Bosnian crisis of 1908, Russia was determined to sup-
port Serbia’s cause. On July 28, Tsar Nicholas II ordered
a partial mobilization of the Russian army against Austria
(see the box on p. 67). The Russian general staff informed
the tsar that their mobilization plans were based on a war
against both Germany and Austria simultaneously. They
could not execute a partial mobilization without creating
chaos in the army. Consequently, the Russian govern-
ment ordered a full mobilization on July 29, knowing that
the Germans would consider this an act of war against
them. Germany responded by demanding that the Rus-
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MAP 4.1 Europe in 1914. By 1914, two alliances dominated
Europe: the Triple Entente of Britain, France, and Russia and
the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy.

Russia sought to bolster fellow Slavs in Serbia, whereas Austria-Hungary
was intent on increasing its power in the Balkans and thwarting Serbia’s
ambitions. Thus the Balkans became the flash point for World War I. 
➢ Which nonaligned nations were positioned between the two alliances?
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“YOU HAVE TO BEAR THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR WAR OR PEACE”

fter Austria declared war on Serbia on July 28,
1914, Russian support of Serbia and German sup-

port of Austria threatened to escalate the conflict in
the Balkans into a wider war. As we can see in these last-minute
telegrams between the Russians and Germans, the rigidity of the
military war plans on both sides made it difficult to avoid a con-
frontation once the process got under way.

COMMUNICATIONS BETWEEN 
BERLIN AND SAINT PETERSBURG 
ON THE EVE OF WORLD WAR I

Emperor William II to Tsar Nicholas II,
July 28, 10:45 P.M.

I have heard with the greatest anxiety of the impression
which is caused by the action of Austria-Hungary against
Servia [Serbia]. The inscrupulous agitation which has been
going on for years in Servia has led to the revolting crime of
which Archduke Franz Ferdinand has become a victim. . . .
Doubtless You will agree with me that both of us, You as well
as I, and all other sovereigns, have a common interest to in-
sist that all those who are responsible for this horrible mur-
der shall suffer their deserved punishment. . . .

Your most sincere and devoted friend and cousin
(Signed) WILHELM

Tsar Nicholas II to Emperor William II,
July 29, 1 P.M.

I am glad that you are back in Germany. In this serious mo-
ment I ask You earnestly to help me. An ignominious war
has been declared against a weak country and in Russia the
indignation which I fully share is tremendous. I fear that
very soon I shall be unable to resist the pressure exercised
upon me and that I shall be forced to take measures which
will lead to war. To prevent a calamity as a European war
would be, I urge You in the name of our old friendship to do
all in Your power to restrain Your ally from going too far.

(Signed) NICOLAS

Emperor William II to Tsar Nicholas II,
July 29, 6:30 P.M.

I have received Your telegram and I share Your desire for the
conservation of peace. However: I cannot —as I told You in
my first telegram —consider the action of Austria-Hungary
as an “ignominious war.” Austria-Hungary knows from ex-

perience that the promises of Servia as long as they are
merely on paper are entirely unreliable. . . . I believe that a
direct understanding Is possible and desirable between Your
Government and Vienna, an understanding which —as I
have already telegraphed You —my Government endeavors
to aid with all possible effort. Naturally military measures by
Russia, which might be construed as a menace by Austria-
Hungary, would accelerate a calamity which both of us de-
sire to avoid and would undermine my position as mediator
which —upon Your appeal to my friendship and aid —I will-
ingly accepted.

(Signed) WILHELM

Emperor William II to Tsar Nicholas II,
July 30, 1 A.M.

My Ambassador has instructions to direct the attention of
Your Government to the dangers and serious consequences
of a mobilization. I have told You the same in my last
telegram. Austria-Hungary has mobilized only against Ser-
via, and only a part of her army. If Russia, as seems to be the
case, according to Your advice and that of Your Govern-
ment, mobilizes against Austria-Hungary, the part of the
mediator with which You have entrusted me in such friendly
manner and which I have accepted upon Your express desire,
is threatened if not made impossible. The entire weight of
decision now rests upon Your shoulders; You have to bear the
responsibility for war or peace.

(Signed) WILHELM

German Chancellor to German Ambassador
at Saint Petersburg, July 31, URGENT

In spite of negotiations still pending and although we have
up to this hour made no preparations for mobilization, Rus-
sia has mobilized her entire army and navy, hence also
against us. On account of these Russian measures, we have
been forced, for the safety of the country, to proclaim the
threatening state of war, which does not yet imply mobiliza-
tion. Mobilization, however, is bound to follow if Russia
does not stop every measure of war against us and against
Austria-Hungary within 12 hours, and notifies us definitely
to this effect. Please to communicate this at once to
M. Sazonoff and wire hour of communication.

Source: The Western World: From 1700, Vol. II, by W. E. Adams, R. B. 
Barlow, G. R. Kleinfeld, and R. D. Smith (Dodd, Mead, and Co., 1968),
pp. 421– 442.



sians halt their mobilization within twelve hours. When
the Russians ignored the ultimatum, Germany declared
war on Russia on August 1.

Under the guidance of General Alfred von Schlieffen,
chief of staff from 1891 to 1905, the German general staff
had devised a military plan based on the assumption of a
two-front war with France and Russia, which had formed
a military alliance in 1894. The Schlieffen Plan called 
for only a minimal troop deployment against Russia. Most
of the German army would execute a rapid invasion of
France before Russia could become effective in the east 
or the British could cross the English Channel to help
France. To achieve this rapid invasion, the Germans
would advance through neutral Belgium, with its level
coastal plain, where the army could move faster than on
the rougher terrain to the southeast. After the planned
quick defeat of the French, the German army would then
redeploy to the east against Russia. Under the Schlief-
fen Plan, Germany could not mobilize its troops solely
against Russia; therefore, on August 2, Germany issued
an ultimatum to Belgium demanding the right of German
troops to pass through Belgian territory and, on August 3,
declared war on France. On August 4, Great Britain de-
clared war on Germany, officially in response to this vio-
lation of Belgian neutrality but in fact because of Britain’s
desire to maintain its world power. As one British diplo-
mat argued, if Germany and Austria were to win the war,
“What would be the position of a friendless England?”
Thus by August 4, all the great powers of Europe were
at war.

THE WAR
Before 1914, many political leaders had become con-
vinced that war involved so many political and economic
risks that it was not worth fighting. Others believed that
“rational” diplomats could control any situation and pre-
vent the outbreak of war. At the beginning of August
1914, both of these prewar illusions were shattered, but
the new illusions that replaced them soon proved to be
equally foolish.

Illusions and Stalemate, 1914–1915
Europeans went to war in 1914 with remarkable enthusi-
asm. Government propaganda had been successful in stir-
ring up national antagonisms before the war. Now, in Au-
gust 1914, the urgent pleas of governments for defense
against aggressors fell on receptive ears in every belliger-
ent nation. Most people seemed genuinely convinced

that their nation’s cause was just. A new set of illusions
also fed the enthusiasm for war. In August 1914, almost
everyone believed that because of the risk of damage 
to the regional economy, the war would be over in a 
few weeks. People were reminded that all European wars
since 1815 had in fact ended in a matter of weeks. Both
the soldiers who exuberantly boarded the trains for the
war front in August 1914 and the jubilant citizens who
bombarded them with flowers as they departed believed
that the warriors would be home by Christmas.

German hopes for a quick end to the war rested on 
a military gamble. The Schlieffen Plan had called for 
the German army to make a vast encircling movement
through Belgium into northern France that would sweep
around Paris and encircle most of the French army. But
the high command had not heeded Schlieffen’s advice to
place sufficient numbers of troops on the western salient
to guarantee success, and the German advance was halted
only 20 miles from Paris at the First Battle of the Marne
(September 6 –10). The war quickly turned into a stale-
mate as neither the Germans nor the French could dis-
lodge the other from the trenches they had begun to 
dig for shelter. Two lines of trenches soon extended from
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the English Channel to the frontiers of Switzerland (see
Map 4.2). The Western Front had become bogged down
in a trench warfare that kept both sides immobilized in
virtually the same positions for four years.

In contrast to the west, the war in the east was marked
by much more mobility, although the cost in lives was
equally enormous. At the beginning of the war, the Rus-
sian army moved into eastern Germany but was deci-
sively defeated at the battles of Tannenberg on August 30
and the Masurian Lakes on September 15. The Russians
were no longer a threat to German territory.

The Austrians, Germany’s allies, fared less well ini-
tially. After they were defeated by the Russians in Galicia
and thrown out of Serbia as well, the Germans came to
their aid. A German-Austrian army defeated and routed
the Russian army in Galicia and pushed the Russians
back 300 miles into their own territory. Russian casualties
stood at 2.5 million killed, captured, or wounded; the
Russians had almost been knocked out of the war. Buoyed
by their success, the Germans and Austrians, joined by
the Bulgarians in September 1915, attacked and elimi-
nated Serbia from the war.
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The Great Slaughter, 1916–1917
The successes in the east enabled the Germans to move
back to the offensive in the west. The early trenches dug
in 1914 had by now become elaborate systems of defense.

Both lines of trenches were protected by barbed-wire
entanglements 3 to 5 feet high and 30 yards wide, con-
crete machine-gun nests, and mortar batteries, supported
farther back by heavy artillery. Troops lived in holes in
the ground, separated from the enemy by a no-man’s land.

The unexpected development of trench warfare baffled
military leaders who had been trained to fight wars of
movement and maneuver. Taking advantage of the re-
cent American invention of the Caterpillar tractor, the
British introduced tanks on the Western Front in 1915,
but their effectiveness in breaking through enemy de-
fenses was not demonstrated. The only plan generals
could devise was to attempt a breakthrough by throwing
masses of men against enemy lines that had first been bat-
tered by artillery barrages. Periodically, the high com-
mand on either side would order an offensive that would
begin with an artillery barrage to flatten the enemy’s
barbed wire and leave the enemy in a state of shock. Af-
ter “softening up” the enemy in this fashion, a mass of sol-
diers would climb out of their trenches with fixed bayo-
nets and hope to work their way toward the opposing
trenches. The attacks rarely worked, as the machine gun
put hordes of men advancing unprotected across open
fields at a severe disadvantage. In 1916 and 1917, millions
of young men were sacrificed in the search for the elusive
breakthrough. In ten months at Verdun, 700,000 men
lost their lives over a few miles of terrain.

Warfare in the trenches of the Western Front produced
unimaginable horrors. Battlefields were hellish landscapes
of barbed wire, shell holes, mud, and injured and dying
men. The introduction of poison gas in 1915 produced
new forms of injuries, but the first aerial battles were a
rare sideshow and gave no hint of the horrors to come
with air warfare in the future.

Soldiers in the trenches also lived with the persistent
presence of death. Since combat went on for months, sol-
diers had to carry on in the midst of countless bodies of
dead men or the remains of men dismembered by artillery
barrages. Many soldiers remembered the stench of de-
composing bodies and the swarms of rats that grew fat in
the trenches.

The Yanks Are Comin’
As another response to the stalemate on the Western
Front, both sides looked for new allies who might provide
a winning advantage. The Ottoman Empire, hoping to

drive the British from Egypt, had already come into the
war on Germany’s side in August 1914. Russia, Great
Britain, and France declared war on the Ottoman Empire
in November. Although the Allies attempted to open a
Balkan front by landing forces at Gallipoli, southwest of
Constantinople, in April 1915, the campaign was a disas-
ter. The Italians also entered the war on the Allied side
after France and Britain promised to further their acqui-
sition of Austrian territory.

By 1917, the war that had originated in Europe had
truly become a world conflict. In the Middle East, the
dashing but eccentric British adventurer T. E. Lawrence,
popularly known as Lawrence of Arabia (1888–1935),
incited Arab princes to revolt against their Ottoman
overlords in 1917. In 1918, British forces from Egypt de-
stroyed the rest of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle
East. For these campaigns, the British mobilized forces
from India, Australia, and New Zealand. The Allies also
took advantage of Germany’s preoccupations in Europe
and lack of naval strength to seize German colonies else-
where in the world. Japan seized a number of German-
held islands in the Pacific, and Australia took over Ger-
man New Guinea (see Chapter 5).

Most important to the Allied cause was the entry of
the United States into the war. At first, the United States
tried to remain neutral, but that became more difficult 
as the war dragged on. The immediate cause of U.S. in-
volvement grew out of the naval conflict between Ger-
many and Great Britain. Britain used its superior naval
power to maximum effect by imposing a naval blockade
on Germany. Germany retaliated with a counterblockade
enforced by the use of unrestricted submarine warfare.
Strong U.S. protests over the German sinking of passen-
ger liners —especially the British ship Lusitania on May 7,
1915, in which more than one hundred Americans lost
their lives —forced the German government to suspend
unrestricted submarine warfare in September 1915 to
avoid further antagonizing the Americans.

In January 1917, however, eager to break the deadlock
in the war, German naval officers convinced Emperor
William II that the renewed use of unrestricted subma-
rine warfare could starve the British into submission
within five months, certainly before the Americans could
act. To distract the Wilson administration in case it
should decide to enter the war on the side of the Allied
powers, German Foreign Minister Alfred von Zimmer-
man secretly encouraged the Mexican government to
launch a military attack to recover territories lost to the
United States in the American Southwest.

Berlin’s decision to return to unrestricted submarine
warfare, combined with outrage in Washington over the
Zimmerman telegram (which had been decoded by the
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British and provided to U.S. diplomats in London),
finally brought the United States into the war on April 6,
1917. Although American troops did not arrive in Eu-
rope in large numbers until 1918, U.S. entry into the war
gave the Allied Powers a badly needed psychological
boost. The year 1917 was not a good year for them. Allied
offensives on the Western Front were disastrously de-
feated. The Italian armies were smashed in October, and
in November 1917, the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia
(discussed later in this chapter) led to Russia’s withdrawal
from the war, leaving Germany free to concentrate en-
tirely on the Western Front.

The Home Front: 
The Impact of Total War
As the war dragged on, conditions on the home front be-
came a matter of concern for all the participants. The
prolongation of the war had transformed it into a total
conflict that affected the lives of all citizens, however re-
mote they might be from the battlefields. The need to or-
ganize masses of men and matériel for years of combat
(Germany alone had 5.5 million men in active units in
1916) led to increased centralization of government pow-
ers, economic regimentation, and manipulation of public
opinion to keep the war effort going.

Because the war was expected to be short, little
thought had been given to economic problems and 
long-term wartime needs. Governments had to respond
quickly, however, when the war machines failed to
achieve their knockout blows and made ever-greater de-
mands for men and matériel. The extension of govern-
ment power was a logical outgrowth of these needs. Most
European countries had already devised some system of
mass conscription or military draft. It was now carried to
unprecedented heights as countries mobilized tens of mil-
lions of young men for that elusive breakthrough to vic-
tory. Even countries that continued to rely on volunteers
(Great Britain had the largest volunteer army in modern
history — one million men —in 1914 and 1915) were
forced to resort to conscription, especially to ensure that
skilled laborers did not enlist but remained in factories
that were important to the production of munitions. In
the meantime, thousands of laborers were shipped in from
the colonies to work on farms and in factories as replace-
ments for Europeans mobilized to serve on the battlefield.

Throughout Europe, wartime governments expanded
their powers over their economies. Free market capital-
istic systems were temporarily shelved as governments 
experimented with price, wage, and rent controls; the 
rationing of food supplies and materials; the regula-

tion of imports and exports; and the nationalization of 
transportation systems and industries. Some governments
even moved toward compulsory employment. In effect, to
mobilize the entire resources of the nation for the war ef-
fort, European countries had moved toward planned
economies directed by government agencies. Under total
war mobilization, the distinction between soldiers at war
and civilians at home was narrowed. As U.S. President
Woodrow Wilson expressed it, the men and women “who
remain to till the soil and man the factories are no less a
part of the army than the men beneath the battle flags.”

As the Great War dragged on and both casualties and
privations worsened, internal dissatisfaction replaced the
patriotic enthusiasm that had marked the early stages of
the conflict. By 1916, there were numerous signs that
civilian morale was beginning to crack under the pressure
of total war. War governments, however, fought back
against the growing opposition to the war, as even parlia-
mentary regimes resorted to an expansion of police pow-
ers to stifle internal dissent. At the very beginning of the
war, the British Parliament passed the Defence of the
Realm Act (DORA), which allowed the public authori-
ties to arrest dissenters as traitors. The act was later ex-
tended to authorize public officials to censor newspapers
by deleting objectionable material and even to suspend
newspaper publication. In France, government authori-
ties had initially been lenient about public opposition to
the war, but by 1917, they began to fear that open oppo-
sition to the war might weaken the French will to fight.
When Georges Clemenceau (1841–1929) became pre-
mier near the end of 1917, the lenient French policies
came to an end, and basic civil liberties were suppressed
for the duration of the war. When a former premier pub-
licly advocated a negotiated peace, Clemenceau’s gov-
ernment had him sentenced to prison for two years for
treason.

Wartime governments made active use of propaganda
to arouse enthusiasm for the war. The British and French,
for example, exaggerated German atrocities in Belgium
and found that their citizens were only too willing to 
believe these accounts. But as the war dragged on and
morale sagged, governments were forced to devise new
techniques for stimulating declining enthusiasm. In one
British recruiting poster, for example, a small daughter
asked her father, “Daddy, what did YOU do in the Great
War?” while her younger brother played with toy soldiers
and a cannon.

Total war made a significant impact on European soci-
ety, most visibly by bringing an end to unemployment.
The withdrawal of millions of men from the labor market
to fight, combined with the heightened demand for
wartime products, led to jobs for everyone able to work.
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The war also created new roles for women. Because so
many men went off to fight at the front, women were
called on to take over jobs and responsibilities that had
not been available to them before. Overall, the number of
women employed in Britain who held new jobs or re-
placed men rose by 1,345,000. Women were also now em-
ployed in jobs that had been considered “beyond the ca-
pacity of women.” These included such occupations as
chimney sweeps, truck drivers, farm laborers, and factory
workers in heavy industry. By 1918, some 38 percent of
the workers in the Krupp armaments factories in Ger-
many were women.

While male workers expressed concern that the em-
ployment of females at lower wages would depress their
own wages, women began to demand equal pay legisla-
tion. A law passed by the French government in July
1915 established a minimum wage for women home-
workers in textiles, an industry that had grown dramati-
cally thanks to the demand for military uniforms. Later in
1917, the government decreed that men and women
should receive equal rates for piecework. Despite the no-
ticeable increase in women’s wages that resulted from
government regulations, women’s industrial wages still
were not equal to men’s wages by the end of the war.

Even worse, women’s place in the workforce was far
from secure. At the end of the war, governments moved
quickly to remove women from the jobs they had encour-
aged them to take earlier. By 1919, there were 650,000
unemployed women in Britain, and wages for women
who were still employed were lowered. The work benefits
for women from World War I seemed to be short-lived as
demobilized men returned to the job market.

Nevertheless, in some countries, the role played by
women in the wartime economy did have a positive im-
pact on the women’s movement for social and political
emancipation. The most obvious gain was the right to
vote, granted to women in Britain in January 1918 and in
Germany and Austria immediately after the war. Con-
temporary media, however, tended to focus on the more
noticeable, yet in some ways more superficial, social
emancipation of upper- and middle-class women. In ever-
larger numbers, these young women took jobs, had their
own apartments, and showed their new independence by
smoking in public and wearing shorter dresses, cosmetics,
and new hairstyles.

The Last Year of the War
For Germany, the withdrawal of the Russians from the
war in March 1918 offered renewed hope for a favorable
end to the war. The victory over Russia persuaded Erich
von Ludendorff (1865–1937), who guided German mili-

tary operations, and most German leaders to make one
final military gamble —a grand offensive in the west to
break the military stalemate. The German attack was
launched in March and lasted into July, but an Allied
counterattack, supported by the arrival of 140,000 fresh
American troops, defeated the Germans at the Second
Battle of the Marne on July 18. Ludendorff ’s gamble had
failed. With the arrival of two million more American
troops on the Continent, Allied forces began to advance
steadily toward Germany.

On September 29, 1918, General Ludendorff informed
German leaders that the war was lost and demanded that
the government sue for peace at once. When German of-
ficials discovered that the Allies were unwilling to make
peace with the autocratic imperial government, reforms
were instituted to create a liberal government. But these
constitutional reforms came too late for the exhausted
and angry German people. On November 3, naval units
in Kiel mutinied, and within days, councils of workers
and soldiers were forming throughout northern Germany
and taking over civilian and military administrations.
William II, capitulating to public pressure, abdicated on
November 9, and the Socialists under Friedrich Ebert
(1871–1925) announced the establishment of a republic.
Two days later, on November 11, 1918, the new German
government agreed to an armistice. The war was over.

The final tally of casualties from the war was appalling.
Nearly 10 million soldiers were dead, including 5 million
of the Allied side and 3.5 million from the Central Pow-
ers (as Germany and its allies were known). Civilian
deaths were nearly as high. France, which had borne
much of the burden of the war, suffered nearly 2 million
deaths, almost one-tenth of the entire male population of
the country.

The Peace Settlement
In January 1919, the delegations of twenty-seven victori-
ous Allied nations gathered in Paris to conclude a final
settlement of the Great War. Some delegates believed
that this conference would avoid the mistakes made at
Vienna in 1815 by aristocrats who rearranged the map of
Europe to meet the selfish desires of the great powers.
Harold Nicolson, one of the British delegates, expressed
what he believed this conference would achieve instead:
“We were journeying to Paris not merely to liquidate the
war, but to found a New Order in Europe. We were
preparing not Peace only, but Eternal Peace. There was
about us the halo of some divine mission. . . . For we were
bent on doing great, permanent and noble things.”2

National expectations, however, made Nicolson’s quest
for “eternal peace” a difficult one. Over the years, the rea-
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sons for fighting World War I had been transformed from
selfish national interests to idealistic principles. No one
expressed the latter better than Woodrow Wilson. The
American president outlined to the U.S. Congress “Four-
teen Points” that he believed justified the enormous mil-
itary struggle then being waged (see the box above).
Later, Wilson spelled out additional steps for a truly just
and lasting peace. As the spokesman for a new world or-
der based on democracy and international cooperation,
Wilson was enthusiastically cheered when he arrived in
Europe for the peace conference, being held in Paris.

Wilson soon found, however, that other states at the
conference were guided by considerably more pragmatic
motives. The secret treaties and agreements that had

been made before and during the war could not be totally
ignored, even if they did conflict with Wilson’s principle
of self-determination (see Chapter 5). National interests
also complicated the deliberations of the conference.
David Lloyd George (1863–1945), prime minister of
Great Britain, had won a decisive electoral victory in De-
cember 1918 on a platform of making the Germans pay
for this dreadful war.

France’s approach to peace was determined primarily
by considerations of national security. To Georges Cle-
menceau, the feisty French premier who had led his
country to victory, the French people had borne the
brunt of German aggression and deserved security against
any possible future attack. Clemenceau wanted a demili-
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A WORLD SAFE TO LIVE IN

or many Americans, World War I was an inevi-
table consequence of the sordid “balance of power”

politics long practiced in the Old World. President Wood-
row Wilson expressed this view when, in September 1918, he
proposed that the postwar era should be based on the principle of
the equality of nations. Among the fourteen points mentioned in
his speech, the most famous was the fourteenth point, which
called for self-determination and territorial integrity for all states
in the world. Although the idea won broad popular support, it was
opposed by leaders of the imperialist powers, who viewed it as a
threat to their colonial interests.

WOODROW WILSON’S FOURTEEN POINTS

. . . WE ENTERED this war because violations of right had
occurred which touched us to the quick and made the life of
our people impossible unless they were corrected and the
world secured once for all against their recurrence. What we
demand in this war, therefore, is nothing peculiar to our-
selves. It is that the world be made fit and safe to live in; 
and particularly that it be made safe for every peace-loving
nation which, like our own, wishes to live its own life, de-
termine its own institutions, be assured of justice and fair
dealing by the other peoples of the world as against force 
and selfish aggression. All the peoples of the world are in ef-
fect partners in this interest, and for our own part we see
very clearly that unless justice be done to others it will not
be done to us. The programme of the world’s peace, there-
fore, is our programme; and that programme, the only pos-
sible programme, as we see it, is this:

I. Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after
which there shall be no private international

understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall
proceed always frankly and in the public view.

II. Absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas,
outside territorial waters, alike in peace and in
war, except as the seas may be closed in whole or
in part by international action for the enforce-
ment of international covenants.

III. The removal, so far as possible, of all economic
barriers and the establishment of an equality of
trade conditions among all the nations consent-
ing to the peace and associating themselves for its
maintenance. . . .

V. A free, open-minded, and absolutely impartial ad-
justment of all colonial claims, based upon a strict
observance of the principle that in determining all
such questions of sovereignty the interests of the
populations concerned must have equal weight
with the equitable claims of the government
whose title is to be determined. . . .

XIV. A general association of nations must be formed
under specific covenants for the purpose of afford-
ing mutual guarantees of political independence
and territorial integrity to great and small states
alike.

In regard to these essential rectifications of wrong and as-
sertions of right we feel ourselves to be intimate partners of
all the governments and peoples associated together against
the Imperialists. We cannot be separated in interest or di-
vided in purpose. We stand together until the end. . . .

Source: Congressional Record, 65th Congress, 2nd Session, pp. 680 – 681.



tarized Germany, vast reparations to pay for the costs of
the war, and a separate Rhineland as a buffer state be-
tween France and Germany —demands that Wilson
viewed as vindictive and contrary to the principle of na-
tional self-determination.

Although twenty-seven nations were represented at
the Paris Peace Conference, the most important decisions
were made by Wilson, Clemenceau, and Lloyd George.
Italy was considered one of the so-called Big Four powers
but played a much less important role than the other
three countries. Germany was not invited to attend, and
Russia could not because it was embroiled in civil war.

In view of the many conflicting demands at Versailles,
it was inevitable that the Big Three would quarrel. Wilson
was determined to create a League of Nations to prevent
future wars. Clemenceau and Lloyd George were equally
determined to punish Germany. In the end, only compro-
mise made it possible to achieve a peace settlement. On
January 25, 1919, the conference adopted the principle of
the League of Nations (the details of its structure were left
for later sessions); Wilson willingly agreed to make com-
promises on territorial arrangements to guarantee the
League’s establishment, believing that a functioning
League could later rectify bad arrangements. Clemenceau
also compromised to obtain some guarantees for French
security. He renounced France’s desire for a separate
Rhineland and instead accepted a defensive alliance with
Great Britain and the United States, both of which
pledged to help France if it were attacked by Germany.

The final peace settlement at Paris consisted of five sep-
arate treaties with the defeated nations — Germany, Aus-
tria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey. The Treaty of Ver-
sailles with Germany, signed on June 28, 1919, was by far
the most important one. The Ger-
mans considered it a harsh peace
and were particularly unhappy with
Article 231, the so-called war guilt
clause, which declared Germany
(and Austria) responsible for start-
ing the war and ordered Germany to
pay reparations for all the damage to
which the Allied governments and
their people had been subjected as a
result of the war “imposed upon
them by the aggression of Germany
and her allies.”

The military and territorial provi-
sions of the treaty also rankled the
Germans, although they were by no
means as harsh as the Germans
claimed. Germany had to lower its
army to 100,000 men, reduce its

navy, and eliminate its air force. German territorial losses
included the return of Alsace and Lorraine to France and
sections of Prussia to the new Polish state. German land
west and as far as 30 miles east of the Rhine was estab-
lished as a demilitarized zone and stripped of all arma-
ments or fortifications to serve as a barrier to any future
German military moves westward against France. Out-
raged by the “dictated peace,” the new German govern-
ment complained but accepted the treaty.

The separate peace treaties made with the other Cen-
tral Powers extensively redrew the map of eastern Europe
(see Map 4.3). Many of these changes merely ratified
what the war had already accomplished. Both Germany
and Russia lost considerable territory in eastern Europe;
the Austro-Hungarian Empire disappeared altogether.
New nation-states emerged from the lands of these three
empires: Finland, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Hungary. Territorial re-
arrangements were also made in the Balkans. Romania
acquired additional lands from Russia, Hungary, and Bul-
garia. Serbia formed the nucleus of a new South Slav
state, called Yugoslavia, which combined Serbs, Croats,
and Slovenes. Although the Paris Peace Conference was
supposedly guided by the principle of self-determination,
the mixtures of peoples in eastern Europe made it im-
possible to draw boundaries along neat ethnic lines.
Compromises had to be made, sometimes to satisfy the
national interest of the victors. France, for example, had
lost Russia as its major ally on Germany’s eastern border
and wanted to strengthen and expand Poland, Czecho-
slovakia, Yugoslavia, and Romania as much as possible so
that those states could serve as barriers against Germany
and Communist Russia. As a result of compromises, vir-

tually every eastern European state
was left with a minorities problem
that could lead to future conflicts.
Germans in Poland; Hungarians,
Poles, and Germans in Czechoslo-
vakia; and the combination of Serbs,
Croats, Slovenes, Macedonians, and
Albanians in Yugoslavia all became
sources of later conflict. Moreover,
the new map of eastern Europe was
based on the temporary collapse of
power in both Germany and Russia.
As neither country accepted the
new eastern frontiers, it seemed only
a matter of time before a resurgent
Germany or Russia would seek to
make changes.

The Ottoman Empire was also a
casualty of the war. To gain Arab
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support against the Turks, the Western allies had prom-
ised to recognize the independence of Arab areas now un-
der Ottoman occupation. But imperialist habits died
hard. Although Saudi Arabia eventually received full in-
dependence, much of the remainder of the region was as-
signed to Great Britain (Iraq and Jordan) and France
(Syria and Lebanon) as mandates under the new League
of Nations. The peace settlement had established the
mandate system at the insistence of Woodrow Wilson,
who opposed outright annexation of colonial territories
by the allies.

Within twenty years after the signing of the peace
treaties, Europe was again engaged in deadly conflict.
Some historians have suggested that the cause was the

punitive nature of the peace terms imposed on the de-
feated powers, provoking anger that would lead to the rise
of revanchist sentiment in Germany and Austria. Others
maintain that the cause was less in the structure of the
Versailles Treaty than in its lack of enforcement. Suc-
cessful enforcement of the peace necessitated the active
involvement of its principal architects, especially in help-
ing the new German state develop a peaceful and demo-
cratic republic. By the end of 1919, however, the United
States was already retreating into isolationism. The fail-
ure of the U.S. Senate to ratify the Treaty of Versailles
meant that the United States never joined the League of
Nations. The Senate also rejected Wilson’s defensive al-
liance with Great Britain and France.
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American withdrawal from the defensive alliance with
Britain and France led Britain to withdraw as well. By re-
moving itself from European affairs, the United States
forced France to face its old enemy alone, leading the em-
bittered nation to take strong actions against Germany
that only intensified German resentment. By the end of
1919, it appeared that the peace was already beginning to
unravel.

THE RUSSIAN
REVOLUTION

The armistice of 1918 brought no peace in Russia. Dur-
ing the early years of the twentieth century, Russia en-
tered the Industrial Revolution. As elsewhere, it was a
wrenching experience, marked by rapid social change
and political unrest. Demonstrations during the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904 –1905 forced the tsar to agree to po-
litical reforms (including the creation of Russia’s first leg-
islative assembly, the Duma) that for the first time limited
his supreme authority. For a brief time, radicals harbored
hopes that revolution was imminent, but the monarchy
survived, though shaken, and the nation entered a brief
period of relative stability.

Marxism made its first appearance in the Russian en-
vironment in the 1880s. Early Marxists were aware of the
primitive conditions in their country and asked Karl
Marx himself for advice. The Russian proletariat was op-
pressed —indeed, brutalized —but small in numbers and
unsophisticated. Could agrarian Russia make the transi-
tion to socialism without an intervening stage of capital-
ism? Marx, who always showed more flexibility than the
rigid determinism of his system suggested, replied that it
was possible that Russia could avoid the capitalist stage
by building on the communal traditions of the Russian
village, known as the mir.

But as Russian Marxism evolved, its leaders turned
more toward Marxist orthodoxy. Founding member
George Plekhanov saw signs in the early stages of the In-
dustrial Revolution that Russia would follow the classic
pattern. He predicted, however, that the weak Russian
bourgeoisie would be unable to consolidate its power,
thus opening the door for a rapid advance from the capi-
talist to the socialist stage of the revolution. In 1898,
Plekhanov’s Russian Social Democratic Labor Party
(RSDLP) held its first congress.

During the last decade of the nineteenth century, a
new force entered the Russian Marxist movement in the
figure of Vladimir Ulyanov, later to be known as Lenin.
Initially radicalized by the execution of his older brother

for terrorism in 1886, he became a revolutionary and a
member of Plekhanov’s RSDLP. Like Plekhanov, Lenin
believed in the revolution, but he was a man in a hurry.
Whereas Plekhanov wanted to prepare patiently for rev-
olution by education and mass work, Lenin wanted to
build up the party rapidly as a vanguard instrument to gal-
vanize the masses and spur the workers to revolt. In a
pamphlet titled “What Is to Be Done?” he proposed the
transformation of the RSDLP into a compact and highly
disciplined group of professional revolutionaries that
would not merely ride the crest of the revolutionary wave
but would unleash the storm clouds of revolt.

At the Second National Congress of the RSDLP, held
in 1903 in Brussels and London, Lenin’s ideas were sup-
ported by a majority of the delegates (thus the historical
term Bolsheviks, or “majorityites,” for his followers). His
victory was short-lived, however, and for the next decade,
Lenin, living in exile, was a brooding figure on the fringe
of the Russian revolutionary movement, which was now
dominated by the Mensheviks (“minorityites”), who op-
posed Lenin’s single-minded pursuit of violent revolution.

World War I broke the trajectory of Russia’s economic
growth and laid the foundation for the collapse of the 
old order. There is a supreme irony in this fact, for Tsar
Nicholas II appeared almost to welcome war with Ger-
many as a means of uniting the people behind their sov-
ereign. In fact, war often erodes the underpinnings of a
declining political system and hastens its demise. This
was certainly the case with Russia.

After stirring victories in the early stages of the war,
news from the battlefield turned increasingly grim as
poorly armed Russian soldiers were slaughtered by the
modern armies of the kaiser. The conscription of peasants
from the countryside caused food prices to rise and led, by
late 1916, to periodic bread shortages in the major cities.
Workers grew increasingly restive at the wartime sched-
ule of long hours with low pay and joined army deserters
in angry marches through the capital of Saint Petersburg
(now renamed Petrograd).

It was a classic scenario for revolution —discontent in
the big cities fueled by mutinous troops streaming home
from the battlefield and a rising level of lawlessness in ru-
ral areas as angry peasants seized land and burned the
manor houses of the wealthy. Even the urban middle
class, always a bellwether on the political scene, grew im-
patient with the economic crisis and the bad news from
the front and began to question the competence of the
tsar and his advisers. In late February 1917, government
troops fired at demonstrators in the streets of the capital
and killed several. An angry mob marched to the Duma,
where restive delegates demanded the resignation of the
tsar’s cabinet.
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Nicholas II had never wanted to share the supreme
power he had inherited with the throne. After a brief pe-
riod of hesitation, he abdicated, leaving a vacuum that
was quickly seized by leading elements in the Duma, who
formed a provisional government to steer Russia through
the crisis. On the left, reformist and radical political par-
ties —including the Social Revolutionaries (the legal
successors of the outlawed terrorist organization Narod-
naya Volya) and the two wings of the RSDLP, the Men-
sheviks and the Bolsheviks —cooperated in creating a
shadow government called the Saint Petersburg Soviet.
This shadow government supported the provisional gov-
ernment in pursuing the war but attempted to compel it
to grant economic and social reforms that would benefit
the masses.

The so-called February Revolution of 1917 had forced
the collapse of the monarchy, but it showed little promise
of solving the deeper problems that had led Russia to 
the brink of civil war. Finally convinced that a real social
revolution was at hand, Lenin returned from exile in
Switzerland in April and, on his arrival in Petrograd, laid
out a program for his followers: all power to the soviets
(locally elected government councils), an end to the war,
and the distribution of land to poor peasants. But Lenin’s
April Theses were too radical even for his fellow Bolshe-
viks, and his demands were ignored by other leaders, who
continued to cooperate with the provisional government
while attempting to push it to the left.

The Bolshevik Revolution

During the summer, the crisis worsened, and in July, riots
by workers and soldiers in the capital led the provisional
government to outlaw the Bolsheviks and call for Lenin’s
arrest. The “July Days,” raising the threat of disorder and
class war, aroused the fears of conservatives and split the
fragile political consensus within the provisional govern-
ment. In September, General Lavr Kornilov, commander
in chief of Russian imperial forces, launched a coup 
d’état to seize power from Alexander Kerensky, now the
dominant figure in the provisional government. The re-
volt was put down with the help of so-called Red Guard
units, formed by the Bolsheviks within army regiments 
in the capital area (these troops would later be regarded
as the first units of the Red Army), but Lenin now sensed
the weakness of the provisional government and per-
suaded his colleagues to prepare for revolt. On the night
of October 25 (according to the old-style Gregorian cal-
endar still in use in Russia), forces under the command of
Lenin’s lieutenant, Leon Trotsky, seized key installations
in the capital area. Kerensky fled from Russia in disguise.
The following morning, at a national congress of dele-
gates from soviet organizations throughout the country,
the Bolsheviks declared a new socialist order. Moderate
elements from the Menshevik faction and the Social
Revolutionary Party protested the illegality of the Bol-
shevik action and left the conference hall in anger. They
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were derided by Trotsky, who proclaimed that they were
relegated “to the dustbin of history.”

With the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917,
Lenin was now in command. His power was tenuous and
extended only from the capital to a few of the larger
cities, such as Moscow and Kiev, that had waged their
own insurrections. There were, in fact, few Bolsheviks in
rural areas, where most peasants supported the moderate
leftist Social Revolutionaries. On the fringes of the Rus-
sian Empire, restive minorities prepared to take advan-
tage of the anarchy to seize their own independence,
while “White Russian” supporters of the monarchy began
raising armies to destroy the “Red menace” in Petrograd.
Lenin was in power, but for how long?

The Russian Revolution of 1917 has been the subject
of vigorous debate by scholars and students of world af-
fairs. Could it have been avoided if the provisional gov-
ernment had provided more effective leadership, or was it
inevitable? Did Lenin stifle Russia’s halting progress
toward a Western-style capitalist democracy, or was the
Bolshevik victory preordained by the autocratic con-
ditions and lack of democratic traditions in imperial
Russia? Such questions have no simple answers, but some
hypotheses are possible. The weakness of the moder-
ate government created by the February Revolution was
probably predictable, given the political inexperience of
the urban middle class and the deep divisions within the
ruling coalition over issues of peace and war. On the other
hand, it seems highly unlikely that the Bolsheviks would
have possessed the self-confidence to act without the
presence of their leader, Vladimir Lenin, who employed
his strength of will to urge his colleagues almost single-
handedly to make their bid for power. Without Lenin,
then, there would have been no political force with the
sense of purpose to fill the vacuum in Petrograd. In that
case, as in so many cases elsewhere during the turbulent
twentieth century, it would probably have been left to the
army to intervene in an effort to maintain law and order.

In any event, the October Revolution was a momen-
tous development for Russia and for the entire world. Not
only did it present Western capitalist societies with a
brazen new challenge to their global supremacy, but it
also demonstrated that Lenin’s concept of revolution, car-
ried through at the will of a determined minority of revo-
lutionary activists “in the interests of the masses,” could
succeed in a society going through the difficult early
stages of the Industrial Revolution. It was a repudiation of
orthodox “late Marxism” and a return to Marx’s pre-1848
vision of a multiclass revolt leading rapidly from a capi-
talist to a proletarian takeover (see Chapter 1). It was, in
short, a lesson that would not be ignored by radical intel-
lectuals throughout the world.

The Civil War

The Bolshevik seizure of power in Petrograd (soon to be
renamed Leningrad after Lenin’s death in 1924) was only
the first, and not necessarily the most difficult, stage in
the Russian Revolution. Although the Bolshevik slogan
of “Peace, Land, and Bread” had earned considerable ap-
peal among workers, petty merchants, and soldiers in the
vicinity of the capital and other major cities, the party —
only fifty thousand strong in October —had little repre-
sentation in the rural areas, where the moderate leftist
Social Revolutionary Party received majority support
from the peasants. On the fringes of the Russian Empire,
ethnic minority groups took advantage of the confusion
in Petrograd to launch movements to restore their own
independence or achieve a position of autonomy within
the Russian state. In the meantime, supporters of the de-
posed Romanov dynasty and other political opponents of
the Bolsheviks attempted to mobilize support to drive the
Bolsheviks out of the capital and reverse the verdict of
“Red October.” And beyond all that, the war with Ger-
many continued.

Lenin was aware of these problems and hoped that a
wave of socialist revolutions in the economically ad-
vanced countries of central and western Europe would
bring the world war to an end and usher in a new age of
peace, socialism, and growing economic prosperity. In the
meantime, his first priority was to consolidate the rule of
the working class and its party vanguard (now to be re-
named the Communist Party) in Russia. The first step was
to set up a new order in Petrograd to replace the provi-
sional government that itself had been created after the
February Revolution. For lack of a better alternative, out-
lying areas were simply informed of the change in gov-
ernment —a “revolution by telegraph,” as Leon Trotsky
termed it. Then Lenin moved to create new organs of
proletarian power, setting up the Council of People’s
Commissars to serve as a provisional government. Lenin
was unwilling to share power with moderate leftists who
had resisted the Bolshevik coup in October, and he cre-
ated security forces (popularly called the Cheka, or “ex-
traordinary commission”), which imprisoned and some-
times executed opponents of the new regime. In January
1918, the Constituent Assembly, which had been elected
on the basis of plans established by the previous govern-
ment, convened in Petrograd. Composed primarily of del-
egates from the Social Revolutionary Party and other par-
ties opposed to the Bolsheviks, it showed itself critical of
the new regime and was immediately abolished.

In foreign affairs, Lenin’s first major decision was to
seek peace with Germany in order to permit the new gov-
ernment to focus its efforts on the growing threat posed
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by White Russian forces within the country. In March
1918, a peace settlement with Germany was reached at
Brest-Litovsk, although at enormous cost. Soviet Russia
lost nearly one-fourth of the territory and one-third the
population of the prewar Russian Empire. In retrospect,
however, Lenin’s controversial decision to accept a puni-
tive peace may have been a stroke of genius, for it gained
time for the regime to build up its internal strength and
defeat its many adversaries in the Russian Civil War
(1918–1920). The White Russian forces were larger than
those of the Red Army; they were supported by armed
contingents sent by Great Britain, France, and the United
States to assist in the extinction of the “Red menace”; but
they were also rent by factionalism and hindered by the
tendency of White Russian leaders to return conquered
land to the original landowners, thus driving many peas-
ants to support the Soviet regime. By 1920, the civil war
was over, and Soviet power was secure.

THE SEARCH FOR
STABILITY IN EUROPE

In the years following the end of the war, many people
hoped that Europe and the world were about to enter a
new era of international peace, economic growth, and
political democracy. In all of these areas, the optimistic
hopes of the 1920s failed to be realized.

An Uncertain Peace: 
The Search for Security
The peace settlement at the end of World War I had tried
to fulfill the nineteenth-century dream of nationalism by
creating new boundaries and new states. From the outset,
however, the settlement had left nations unhappy. Con-
flicts over disputed border regions between Germany and
Poland, Poland and Lithuania, Poland and Czechoslova-
kia, Austria and Hungary, and Italy and Yugoslavia poi-
soned mutual relations in eastern Europe for years. Many
Germans viewed the peace of Versailles as a dictated
peace and vowed to seek its revision.

To its supporters, the League of Nations was the place
to resolve such problems. The League, however, proved
ineffectual in maintaining the peace. The failure of the
United States to join the League (partially a consequence
of public disillusionment with disputes at the Versailles
conference) undermined the effectiveness of the League
right from the start. Moreover, the League could use only
economic sanctions to halt aggression. The French at-
tempt to strengthen the League’s effectiveness as an in-
strument of collective security by creating a peacekeeping

force was rejected by nations that feared giving up any of
their sovereignty to a larger international body.

The weakness of the League of Nations and the failure
of both the United States and Great Britain to honor
their defensive military alliances with France led the lat-
ter to insist on a strict enforcement of the Treaty of Ver-
sailles. This tough policy toward Germany began with the
issue of reparations — the payments that the Germans
were supposed to make to compensate for the “damage
done to the civilian population of the Allied and Asso-
ciated Powers and to their property,” as the treaty as-
serted. In April 1921, the Allied Reparations Commis-
sion settled on a sum of 132 billion marks ($33 billion)
for German reparations, payable in annual installments
of 2.5 billion (gold) marks. Allied threats to occupy the
Ruhr valley, Germany’s chief industrial and mining cen-
ter, induced the new German republic to accept the repa-
rations settlement and to make its first payment in 1921.
By the following year, however, facing rising inflation,
domestic turmoil, and lack of revenues because of low 
tax rates, the German government announced that it was
unable to pay more. Outraged by what they considered to
be Germany’s violation of one aspect of the peace settle-
ment, the French government sent troops to occupy the
Ruhr valley. If the Germans would not pay reparations,
the French would collect reparations in kind by operating
and using the Ruhr mines and factories.

French occupation of the Ruhr seriously undermined
the fragile German economy. The German government
adopted a policy of passive resistance to French occupa-
tion that was largely financed by printing more paper
money, thus intensifying the inflationary pressures that
had already begun at the end of the war. The German
mark became worthless. Economic disaster fueled politi-
cal upheavals as Communists staged uprisings in Octo-
ber and Adolf Hitler’s band of Nazis attempted to seize
power in Munich in 1923. The following year, a new con-
ference of experts was convened to reassess the repara-
tions problem.

The formation of liberal-socialist governments in both
Great Britain and France opened the door to conciliatory
approaches to Germany and the reparations problem. At
the same time, a new German government led by Gustav
Stresemann (1878–1929) ended the policy of passive re-
sistance and committed Germany to carry out the provi-
sions of the Versailles Treaty while seeking a new settle-
ment of the reparations question.

In August 1924, an international commission pro-
duced a new plan for reparations. Named the Dawes Plan
after the American banker who chaired the commission,
it reduced reparations and stabilized Germany’s payments
on the basis of its ability to pay. The Dawes Plan also
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granted an initial $200 million loan for German recovery,
which opened the door to heavy American investments
in Europe that helped create a new era of European pros-
perity between 1924 and 1929.

A new approach to European diplomacy accompanied
the new economic stability. A spirit of international 
cooperation was fostered by the foreign ministers of 
Germany and France, Gustav Stresemann and Aristide
Briand (1862–1932), who concluded the Treaty of Lo-
carno in 1925. This treaty guaranteed Germany’s new
western borders with France and Belgium. Although Ger-
many’s new eastern borders with Poland were conspicu-
ously absent from the agreement, the Locarno pact was
viewed by many as the beginning of a new era of Euro-
pean peace. On the day after the pact was concluded, the
headline in the New York Times read “France and Ger-
many Ban War Forever,” and the London Times declared
“Peace at Last.” 3

Germany’s entry into the League of Nations in March
1926 soon reinforced the spirit of conciliation engen-
dered at Locarno. Two years later, similar optimistic atti-
tudes prevailed in the Kellogg-Briand Pact, drafted by
U.S. Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg and French For-
eign Minister Briand. Sixty-three nations signed this ac-
cord, in which they pledged “to renounce war as an in-
strument of national policy.” Nothing was said, however,
about what would be done if anyone violated the treaty.

The spirit of Locarno was based on little real sub-
stance. Germany lacked the military power to alter its
western borders even if it wanted to. Pious promises to re-
nounce war without mechanisms to enforce them were
virtually worthless. And the issue of disarmament soon
proved that even the spirit of Locarno could not bring 
nations to cut back on their weapons. The League of Na-
tions Covenant had recommended the “reduction of 
national armaments to the lowest point consistent with
national safety.” Numerous disarmament conferences,
however, failed to achieve anything substantial as states
proved unwilling to trust their security to anyone but
their own military forces. By the time the World Disar-
mament Conference finally met in Geneva in 1932, the
issue was already dead.

No Return to Normalcy
According to Woodrow Wilson, World War I had been
fought “to make the world safe for democracy.” In 1919,
there seemed to be some justification for his claim. Four
major European states and a host of minor ones had func-
tioning political democracies. In a number of states, uni-
versal male suffrage had even been replaced by universal

suffrage as male politicians rewarded women for their
contributions to World War I by granting them the right
to vote (except in Italy, Switzerland, France, and Spain,
where women had to wait until the end of World War II).
In the 1920s, Europe seemed to be returning to the polit-
ical trends of the prewar era — the broadening of parlia-
mentary regimes and the fostering of individual liber-
ties. But it was not an easy process; four years of total war
and four years of postwar turmoil made the desire for a
“return to normalcy,” in Wilson’s words, both difficult and
troublesome.

After World War I, Great Britain went through a pe-
riod of painful readjustment and serious economic diffi-
culties. During the war, Britain had lost many of the mar-
kets for its industrial products, especially to the United
States and Japan. The postwar decline of such staple in-
dustries as coal, steel, and textiles led to a rise in unem-
ployment, which reached the two million mark in 1921.
Britain experienced renewed prosperity between 1925
and 1929, but it proved relatively superficial. British ex-
ports in the 1920s never compensated for the overseas in-
vestments lost during the war, and even in these purport-
edly prosperous years, unemployment remained at a
startling 10 percent. Coal miners were especially affected
by the decline of the antiquated and inefficient British
coal mines, which also suffered from a world glut of coal.

After the defeat of Germany and the demobilization of
the German army, France became the strongest power on
the European continent. Its biggest problem involved the
reconstruction of the devastated areas of northern and
eastern France. But neither the conservative National
Bloc government nor a government coalition of leftist
parties (the Cartel of the Left) seemed capable of solving
France’s financial problems between 1921 and 1926. The
failure of the Cartel of the Left led to the return of the
conservative Raymond Poincaré (1860 –1934), whose
government from 1926 to 1929 stabilized the French
economy by means of a substantial increase in taxes dur-
ing a period of relative prosperity.

When the imperial Germany of William II came to an
end with Germany’s defeat in World War I, a German
democratic state known as the Weimar Republic was es-
tablished. From its beginnings, the Weimar Republic was
plagued by a series of problems. It had no truly outstand-
ing political leaders, and those who were relatively
able —including Friedrich Ebert, who served as presi-
dent, and Gustav Stresemann, the foreign minister and
chancellor —died in the 1920s. When Ebert died in
1925, Paul von Hindenburg (1847–1934), a World War I
military hero, was elected president. Hindenburg was a
traditional military man, monarchist in sentiment, who
at heart was not in favor of the republic. The young re-
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public also suffered politically from attempted uprisings
and attacks from both the left and right.

The Weimar Republic also faced serious economic
difficulties. Germany experienced runaway inflation in
1922 and 1923, with grave social effects. Widows, or-
phans, the retired elderly, army officers, teachers, civil ser-
vants, and others who lived on fixed incomes all watched
their monthly stipends become worthless or their lifetime
savings disappear. Their economic losses increasingly
pushed the middle class to the young German Commu-
nist Party or to rightist parties that were equally hostile to
the republic.

The Great Depression
After World War I, most European states hoped to return
to the liberal ideal of a market economy largely free of
state intervention. But the war had vastly strengthened
business cartels and labor unions, making some govern-
ment regulation of these powerful organizations neces-
sary. At the same time, reparations and war debts had 
severely distorted the postwar international economy,
making the prosperity that did occur between 1924 and
1929 at best a fragile one and the dream of returning to 
a self-regulating market economy merely an illusion.
What destroyed the concept altogether was the Great
Depression.

Two factors played a major role in the coming of the
Great Depression: a downturn in European economies
and an international financial crisis created by the col-
lapse of the American stock market in 1929. Already in
the mid-1920s, prices for agricultural goods were begin-
ning to decline rapidly as a result of the overproduction of
basic commodities, such as wheat. In 1925, states in cen-
tral and eastern Europe began to impose tariffs to close
their markets to other countries’ goods. And an increase
in the use of oil and hydroelectricity led to a slump in the
coal industry.

Much of the European prosperity in the mid-1920s was
built on American bank loans to Germany, but in 1928
and 1929, American investors began to pull money out of
Germany to invest in the booming New York stock mar-
ket. When that market crashed in October 1929, panicky
American investors withdrew even more of their funds
from Germany and other European markets. The with-
drawal of funds seriously weakened the banks of Germany
and other central European states. The Credit-Anstalt,
Vienna’s most prestigious bank, collapsed on May 31,
1931. By that time, trade was slowing down, industrialists
were cutting back production, and unemployment was
increasing as the ripple effects of international bank fail-
ures had a devastating impact on domestic economies.

Economic downturns were by no means a new phe-
nomenon in European history, but the Great Depression
was exceptionally severe and had immediate political
repercussions. In Great Britain, the Labour Party, now the
largest in the country, failed to resolve the crisis (at one
point in the early 1930s, one British worker in four was
unemployed) and fell from power in 1931. A new gov-
ernment dominated by the Conservatives took office and
soon claimed credit for lifting the country out of the
worst stages of the depression, primarily by using the tra-
ditional policies of balanced budgets and protective tar-
iffs. British politicians largely ignored the new ideas of 
a Cambridge economist, John Maynard Keynes (1883–
1946), whose 1936 General Theory of Employment, Inter-
est, and Money took issue with the traditional view that
depressions should be left to work themselves out through
the self-regulatory mechanisms of a free economy. Keynes
argued that unemployment stemmed not from overpro-
duction but from a decline in consumer demand, which
could be increased by public works, financed if neces-
sary through deficit spending to stimulate production.
Such policies, however, could be accomplished only by
government intervention in the economy, a measure that
British political leaders were unwilling to undertake.

France did not suffer from the effects of the Great De-
pression as soon as other countries because its economy
was almost evenly divided between urban and agricul-
tural pursuits, and a slight majority of French industrial
plants were small enterprises. Consequently, France did
not begin to face the crisis until 1932, but then it quickly
led to political repercussions. During a nineteen-month
period from 1932 to 1933, six different cabinets were
formed as France faced political chaos.

The European nation that suffered the most damage
from the depression was probably Germany. Unemploy-
ment increased to over four million by the end of 1930.
For many Germans, who had already suffered through
difficult times in the early 1920s, the democratic experi-
ment represented by the Weimar Republic had become a
nightmare. Some reacted by turning to Marxism because
Karl Marx had long predicted that capitalism would de-
stroy itself through overpopulation. As in several other
European countries, communism took on a new popular-
ity, especially with workers and intellectuals. But in Ger-
many, the real beneficiary of the Great Depression was
Adolf Hitler, whose Nazi party came to power in 1933.

After Germany, no Western nation was more affected
by the Great Depression than the United States. The full
force of the depression had struck the United States by
1932. In that year, industrial production fell to 50 percent
of what it had been in 1929. By 1933, there were fifteen
million unemployed. Under these circumstances, Demo-
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crat Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882–1945) was able to
win a landslide victory in the presidential election of
1932. Following the example of the American experience
during World War I, his administration pursued a Keynes-
ian policy of active government intervention in the
economy that came to be known as the New Deal.

Initially, the New Deal attempted to restore prosperity
by creating the National Recovery Administration
(NRA), which required government, labor, and indus-
trial leaders to work out regulations for each industry. De-
clared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1935,
the NRA was soon superseded by other efforts collec-
tively known as the Second New Deal. Its programs 
included the Works Progress Administration (WPA), es-
tablished in 1935, which employed between two and
three million people building bridges, roads, post offices,
airports, and other public works. The Roosevelt adminis-
tration was also responsible for new social legislation that
launched the American welfare state. In 1935, the Social
Security Act created a system of old-age pensions and un-
employment insurance. At the same time, the National
Labor Relations Act of 1935 encouraged the rapid growth
of labor unions.

The New Deal undoubtedly provided some social re-
form measures and may even have averted social revolu-
tion in the United States; it did not, however, solve the
unemployment problems of the Great Depression. In
May 1937, during what was considered a period of full re-
covery, American unemployment still stood at seven mil-
lion; a recession the following year increased that number
to eleven million. Only World War II and the subsequent
growth of armaments industries brought American work-
ers back to full employment.

Socialism in One Country
With their victory over the White Russians in 1920, So-
viet leaders now could turn for the first time to the chal-
lenging task of building the first socialist society in a
world dominated by their capitalist enemies. In his writ-
ings, Karl Marx had said little about the nature of the
final communist utopia or how to get there. He had spo-
ken briefly of a transitional phase, variously known as
“raw communism” or “socialism,” that would precede the
final stage of communism. During this phase, the Com-
munist Party would establish a “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat” to rid society of the capitalist oppressors, set up the
institutions of the new order, and indoctrinate the popu-
lation in the communist ethic. In recognition of the fact
that traces of “bourgeois thinking” would remain among
the population, profit incentives would be used to en-

courage productivity (in the slogan of Marxism, payment
would be on the basis of “work” rather than solely on
“need”), but major industries would be nationalized and
private landholdings eliminated. After seizing power,
however, the Bolsheviks were too preoccupied with sur-
vival to give much attention to the future nature of So-
viet society. “War communism”—involving the govern-
ment seizure of major industries, utilities, and sources of
raw materials and the requisition of grain from private
farmers —was, by Lenin’s own admission, just a makeshift
policy to permit the regime to mobilize resources for the
civil war.

In 1920, it was time to adopt a more coherent ap-
proach. The realities were sobering. Soviet Russia was
not an advanced capitalist society in the Marxist image,
blessed with modern technology and an impoverished
and politically aware underclass imbued with the desire to
advance to socialism. It was poor and primarily agrarian,
and its small but growing industrial sector had been rav-
aged by years of war. Under the circumstances, Lenin
called for caution. He won his party’s approval for a mod-
erate program of social and economic development
known as the New Economic Policy, or NEP. The program
was based on a combination of capitalist and socialist
techniques designed to increase production through the
use of profit incentives while at the same time promoting
the concept of socialist ownership and maintaining firm
party control over the political system and the overall di-
rection of the economy. The “commanding heights” of
the Soviet economy (heavy industry, banking, utilities,
and foreign trade) remained in the hands of the state,
while private industry and commerce were allowed to op-
erate at the lower levels. The forced requisition of grain,
which had caused serious unrest among the peasantry, was
replaced by a tax, and land remained firmly in private
hands. The theoretical justification for the program was
that Soviet Russia now needed to go through its own
“capitalist stage” (albeit under the control of the party)
before beginning the difficult transition to socialism.

As an economic strategy, the NEP succeeded bril-
liantly. During the early and mid-1920s, the Soviet econ-
omy recovered rapidly from the doldrums of war and civil
war. A more lax hand over the affairs of state allowed a
modest degree of free expression of opinion within the
ranks of the party and in Soviet society at large. Under
the surface, however, trouble loomed. Lenin had been in-
creasingly disabled by a bullet lodged in his neck from an
attempted assassination, and he began to lose his grip
over a fractious party. Even before his death in 1924, po-
tential successors had begun to scuffle for precedence in
the struggle to assume his position as party leader, the
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most influential position in the state. The main candi-
dates were Leon Trotsky and a rising young figure from
the state of Georgia, Joseph Djugashvili, better known by
his revolutionary name, Stalin. Lenin had misgivings
about all the candidates hoping to succeed him and sug-
gested that a collective leadership best represented the
interests of the party and the revolution. After his death
in 1924, factional struggle among the leading figures in
the party intensified. Although in some respects it was a
pure power struggle, it did have policy ramifications as
party factions debated about the NEP and its impact on
the future of the Russian Revolution.

At first, the various factions were relatively evenly bal-
anced, but Stalin proved adept at using his position as
general secretary of the party to outmaneuver his rivals.
By portraying himself as a centrist opposed to the extreme
positions of his “leftist” (too radical in pursuit of revolu-
tionary goals) or “rightist” (too prone to adopt moderate
positions contrary to Marxist principles) rivals, he gradu-
ally concentrated power in his own hands.

In the meantime, the relatively moderate policies 
of the NEP continued to operate as the party and the
state vocally encouraged the Soviet people, in a very un-
Marxist manner, to enrich themselves. Capital invest-
ment and technological assistance from Western capital-
ist countries were actively welcomed. An observer at the
time might reasonably have concluded that the Marxist
vision of a world characterized by class struggle had be-
come a dead letter.

THE SEARCH FOR
A NEW REALITY
IN THE ARTS

The mass destruction brought on by World War I precip-
itated a general disillusionment with Western civilization
on the part of artists and writers throughout Europe.
Avant-garde art, which had sought to discover alterna-
tive techniques to portray reality, now gained broader ac-
ceptance as Europeans began to abandon classical tradi-
tions in an attempt to come to grips with the anxieties of
the new age.

Although there were many different schools of artistic
expression during the postwar era, a common denomina-
tor for all modernist art was its unrelenting crusade for ab-
solute freedom of expression. Some artists opted for open
revolt against the past, while others wished to liberate the
darker impulses of the spirit from rational constraints 
to reveal the whole individual underneath. Others still, 
renouncing the apparent chaos of Western civilization,
sought refuge in a new world of abstract painting. Some
abandoned painting and sculpture altogether, preferring
to focus on ameliorating social conditions through uto-
pian architecture and interior designs for everyday living.

A number of the artistic styles that gained popularity
during the 1920s originated during the war in neutral
Switzerland, where alienated intellectuals congregated at
cafés to decry the insanity of the age and to exchange
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WHAT IS ART?

e they proponents of Dadism, Surrealism, or Ab-
stract art, many visual artists were depressed by

World War I and its aftermath and became obsessed
with redefining the meaning of art in order, as one put it, to “save
mankind from the furious madness of these times.” Did art have
a social or religious responsibility, as traditionalists maintained,
or did it exist independent of any external justification, simply as
art for art’s sake? How could art represent the psyche or uncon-
scious dimensions of the human experience? Just what constituted
a valid work of art now that past techniques and standards had
been discarded? Who was to judge what was “good” or “bad” art?

A flagrant example of Dada’s revolutionary approach 
to art was the decision by French artist Marcel Duchamp
(1887–1968) to enter a porcelain urinal in a 1917 art ex-
hibit held in New York City. By signing it and giving it a
title, Duchamp proclaimed that he had transformed the uri-
nal into a work of art. Duchamp’s Ready-Mades (as such art

would henceforth be labeled) declared that whatever the
artists proclaimed to be art was art.

Such an intentionally irreverent act was meant to be a
slap in the face of the established art world and to demystify
the nearly sacred reverence that was traditionally attached
to works of art. Essentially, Duchamp held the view that any-
thing under the sun could be chosen as a work of art because
the mental choice itself equaled the act of artistic creation.
Therefore, art need not be a manual construct, only a men-
tal conceptualization. Most important, Duchamp’s liberating
concept served to open the floodgates of the art world, oblig-
ing the entire twentieth century to swim in this free-flowing,
exuberant, exploratory, and often frightening torrent.

Source: Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (New York: Alfred Knopf,
1996), Chapter 2.



ideas on how to create a new and better world. One such
group was the Dadaists, who sought to destroy the past
with a vengeance, proclaiming their right to complete
freedom of expression in art (see the box on p. 83).

While Dadaism flourished in Germany during the
Weimar era, a school of Surrealism was established in
Paris to liberate the total human experience from the re-
straints of the rational world. By using the subconscious,
Surrealists hoped to resurrect the whole personality and
reveal a submerged and illusive reality. Normally unre-
lated objects and people were juxtaposed in dreamlike and
frequently violent paintings that were intended to shock
the viewer into approaching reality from a totally fresh
perspective. Most famous of the Surrealists was the Span-
iard Salvadore Dalí (1904 –1989), who subverted the
sense of reality in his painting by using near photographic
detail in presenting a fantastic and irrational world.

Yet another modernist movement born on the eve of
World War I was Abstract, or Nonobjective, painting. As
one of its founders, Swiss artist Paul Klee (1879–1940),
observed, “the more fearful this world becomes, . . . the
more art becomes abstract.”4 Two of the movement’s
principal founders, Wassily Kandinsky (1866 –1944) and
Piet Mondrian (1872–1944), were followers of Theoso-
phy, a religion that promised the triumph of the spirit in

a new millennium. Since they viewed matter as an obsta-
cle to salvation, the art of the new age would totally
abandon all reference to the material world. Only ab-
straction, in the form of colorful forms and geometric
shapes floating in space, could express the bliss and spiri-
tual beauty of this terrestrial paradise.

Just as artists began to experiment with revolutionary
ways to represent reality in painting, musicians searched
for new revolutionary sounds. Austrian composer Arnold
Schoenberg (1874 –1951) rejected the traditional tonal
system based on the harmonic triad that had dominated
Western music since the Renaissance. To free the West-
ern ear from traditional harmonic progression, Schoen-
berg substituted a radically new “atonal” system in which
each piece established its own individual set of relation-
ships and structure. In 1923, he devised a twelve-tone sys-
tem in which he placed the twelve pitches of the chro-
matic scale found on the piano in a set sequence for a
musical composition. The ordering of these twelve tones
was to be repeated throughout the piece, for all instru-
mental parts, constituting its melody and harmony. Even
today, such atonal music seems inaccessible and incom-
prehensible to the uninitiated. Yet Schoenberg, perhaps
more than any other modern composer, influenced the
development of twentieth-century music.
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� NONOBJECTIVE ART. One artist who sought
to break completely with the tradition of repre-
sentative art was the Russian Kazimir Malevich
(1878–1935), who painted geometric shapes that
he felt expressed the dynamic rhythms of human
experience. For Malevich, the square was the ideal
geometric pattern because it is never found in na-
ture, only in the mind, thus symbolizing his belief
in the supremacy of pure thought. In this 1915
painting, Red Square, the color red seems to be
thrusting outward as if seething with the political
turmoil of Russia on the eve of the 1917 revolu-
tion. The square subsequently became a common
motif in twentieth-century art.
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Other fields of artistic creativity, including sculpture,
ballet, and architecture, also reflected these new direc-
tions. In Germany, a group of imaginative architects
called the Bauhaus School created what is widely known
as the international school, which soon became the dom-
inant school of modern architecture. Led by the famous
German architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1881–
1969), the internationalists promoted a new functional
and unadorned style (Mies was widely known for observ-
ing that “less is more”) characterized by high-rise towers
of steel and glass that were reproduced endlessly through-
out the second half of the century all around the world.

For many postwar architects, the past was the enemy of
the future. In 1925, the famous French architect Le Cor-
busier (1877–1965) advocated razing much of the old
city of Paris, to be replaced by modern towers of glass. In
his plan, which called for neat apartment complexes sep-
arated by immaculate areas of grass, there was no room for
people, pets, or nature. Fortunately, it was rejected by
municipal authorities.

During the postwar era, writers followed artists and 
architects in rejecting traditional forms in order to ex-
plore the subconscious. In his novel Ulysses, published in
1922, Irish author James Joyce (1882–1941) invented the
“stream of consciousness” technique to portray the lives
of ordinary people through the use of inner monologue.
Joyce’s technique exerted a powerful influence on litera-
ture for the remainder of the century. Other writers, such
as Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961), Theodore Dreiser
(1871–1945), and Sinclair Lewis (1885–1951), reflected
the rising influence of mass journalism in a new style de-
signed to “tell it like it is.” Such writers sought to report
the “whole truth” in an effort to attain the authenticity of
modern photography.

For much of the Western world, however, the best way
to find (or escape) reality was in the field of mass enter-
tainment. The 1930s represented the heyday of the
Hollywood studio system, which in the single year of
1937 turned out nearly six hundred feature films. Supple-
menting the movies were cheap paperbacks and radio,
which brought sports, soap operas, and popular music to
the mass of the population. The radio was a great social
leveler, speaking to all classes with the same voice. Such
new technological wonders offered diversion even to the
poor while helping to define the twentieth century as the
era of the common people.

CONCLUSION
World War I shattered the image of a liberal, rational so-
ciety in early-twentieth-century Europe. The incredible

destruction and the deaths of millions of people under-
mined the whole idea of progress. New propaganda tech-
niques had manipulated entire populations into sustain-
ing their involvement in a meaningless slaughter.

Who was responsible for the carnage? To the victori-
ous Allied leaders, it was their defeated former adver-
saries, on whom they imposed harsh terms at the Ver-
sailles Peace Conference at the end of the war. In later
years, however, some historians placed the blame on Rus-
sia for its decision to order full military mobilization in 
response to events taking place in the Balkans. More re-
cently, the historian Niall Ferguson has pointed an accus-
ing finger at the British government for its failure to send
clear signals as to its own intentions and to what he re-
gards as its overestimation of the consequences of a Ger-
man victory on the European continent.
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Perhaps, however, the real culprit was the system it-
self. In the first half of the nineteenth century, liberals had
maintained that the organization of European states
along national lines would lead to a peaceful Europe based
on a sense of international fraternity. They had been very
wrong. The system of nation-states that emerged in Eu-
rope in the second half of the nineteenth century led not
to cooperation but to competition. Governments that ex-
ercised restraint to avoid war wound up being publicly hu-
miliated; those that went to the brink of war to maintain
their national interests were often praised for having pre-
served national honor. As the British historian John Kee-
gan has noted, for European statesmen in the early twen-
tieth century, “the fear of not meeting a challenge was
greater than the fear of war.” In either case, by 1914, the
major European states had come to believe that their al-
lies were important and that their security depended on
supporting those allies, even when they took foolish risks.

The growth of nationalism in the nineteenth cen-
tury had yet another serious consequence. Not all eth-
nic groups had achieved the goal of nationhood. Slavic
minorities in the Balkans and the polyglot Austro-
Hungarian Empire, for example, still dreamed of creating
their own national states. So did the Irish in the British
Empire and the Poles in the Russian Empire, not to speak
of the subject peoples living in colonial areas elsewhere
around the globe. To a close observer of the global scene,
the future must have looked ominous.

A mounting sense of insecurity led to increased mili-
tary expenditures. European military machines had dou-
bled in size between 1890 and 1914. With its 1.3 million
men, the Russian army had grown to be the largest, but

the French and Germans were not far behind with
900,000 each. The British, Italian, and Austrian armies
numbered between 250,000 and 500,000 soldiers.

To make matters worse, the very industrial and tech-
nological innovations that brought the prospect of in-
creased material prosperity for millions also led to the
manufacture of new weapons of mass destruction such as
long-range artillery, the tank, poison gas, and the airplane
that would make war a more terrible prospect for those in-
volved, whether military or civilian. If war did come, it
would be highly destructive.

Victorious world leaders gathering at Versailles hoped
to forge a peace settlement that would say good-bye to all
that. But as it turned out, the turmoil wrought by World
War I seemed to open the door to even greater insecurity.
Revolutions in Russia and the Middle East dismembered
old empires and created new states that gave rise to un-
expected problems. Expectations that Europe and the
world would return to normalcy were soon dashed by the
failure to achieve a lasting peace, economic collapse, and
the rise of authoritarian governments that not only re-
stricted individual freedoms but sought even greater con-
trol over the lives of their subjects, manipulating and
guiding their people to achieve the goals of their totali-
tarian regimes.

Finally, World War I brought an end to the age of 
European hegemony over world affairs. By virtually de-
molishing their own civilization on the battlegrounds of
Europe in World War I, Europeans inadvertently encour-
aged the subject peoples of their vast colonial empires to
initiate movements for national independence. In the
next chapter, we examine some of those movements.
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n the spring of 1913, Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin wrote an article

in the party newspaper Pravda on the awakening of Asia. “Was it so long

ago,” he asked his readers, “that China was considered typical of the lands

that had been standing still for centuries? Today China is a land of seething political

activity, the scene of a virile social movement and of a democratic upsurge.”1 Similar

conditions, he added, were spreading the democratic revolution to other parts of

Asia — to Turkey, Persia, and China. Ferment was even on the rise in British India.

Four years later, riots in the streets of Petrograd (Saint Petersburg) marked the on-

set of the Russian Revolution. After the Bolsheviks came to power in Moscow, Lenin

and his colleagues were preoccupied with consolidating their control over the vast

territories of the old tsarist Russian Empire. But he had not forgotten his earlier pre-

diction that the colonial world was on the verge of revolt. Now, with the infant So-

viet state virtually surrounded by capitalist enemies, Lenin argued that the oppressed

masses of Asia and Africa were potential allies in the bitter struggle against the brutal

yoke of world imperialism. For the next two decades, the leaders in Moscow periodi-

cally turned their eyes to China and other parts of Asia in an effort to ride what they

hoped would be a mounting wave of revolt against foreign domination.

THE RISE OF
NATIONALISM

Lenin’s optimism that the colonial world was on the
verge of revolt possessed a kernel of truth. Although the
West had emerged from World War I relatively intact, its
political and social foundations and its self-confidence

had been severely undermined by the experience. Within
Europe, doubts about the future viability of Western civ-
ilization were widespread, especially among the intellec-
tual elite. These doubts were quick to reach the atten-
tion of perceptive observers in Asia and Africa and
contributed to a rising tide of unrest against Western po-
litical domination throughout the colonial and semicolo-
nial world. That unrest took a variety of forms but was



most notably displayed in increasing worker activism, ru-
ral protest, and a rising sense of national fervor among
anticolonialist intellectuals. Where independent states
had successfully resisted the Western onslaught, the dis-
content fostered by the war and later by the Great De-
pression led to a loss of confidence in democratic institu-
tions and the rise of political dictatorships.

As we have seen (see Chapter 1), nationalism refers to
a state of mind rising out of an awareness of being part 
of a community that possesses common institutions, tra-
ditions, language, and customs. Unfortunately, few na-
tions in the world today meet such criteria. Most modern
states contain a variety of ethnic, religious, and linguistic
communities, each with its own sense of cultural and na-
tional identity. How does nationalism differ from tribal,
religious, linguistic, or other forms of affiliation? Should
every group that resists assimilation into a larger cultural
unity be called nationalist?

Such questions complicate the study of nationalism
even in Europe and North America and make agreement
on a definition elusive. They create even greater dilem-
mas in discussing Asia and Africa, where most socie-
ties are deeply divided by ethnic, linguistic, and religious 
differences and the very concept of nationalism is a for-
eign phenomenon imported from the West. Prior to the
colonial era, most traditional societies in Africa and Asia
were unified on the basis of religious beliefs, tribal loyal-
ties, or devotion to hereditary monarchies. Individuals in
some countries may have identified themselves as mem-
bers of a particular national group, while others viewed
themselves as subjects of a king, members of a tribe, or ad-
herents of a particular religion.

The advent of European colonialism brought the con-
sciousness of modern nationhood to many of the societies
of Asia and Africa. The creation of European colonies
with defined borders and a powerful central government
weakened tribal and village ties and reoriented indi-
viduals’ sense of political identity. The introduction of
Western ideas of citizenship and representative govern-
ment engendered a new sense of participation in the af-
fairs of government. At the same time, the appearance 
of a new elite class based not on hereditary privilege or 
religious sanction but on alleged racial or cultural superi-
ority aroused a shared sense of resentment among the sub-
ject peoples who felt a common commitment to the cre-
ation of an independent society. By the first quarter of the
twentieth century, political movements dedicated to the
overthrow of colonial rule had arisen throughout much of
the non-Western world.

Modern nationalism, then, was a product of colonial-
ism and, in a sense, a reaction to it. But a sense of na-
tionhood does not emerge full-blown in a society. It be-

gins among a few members of the educated elite (most
commonly among articulate professionals such as lawyers,
teachers, journalists, and doctors) and spreads gradually
to the mass of the population. Even after national in-
dependence has been realized, as we shall see, it is often
questionable whether a true sense of nationhood has
been created.

Traditional Resistance: 
A Precursor to Nationalism
If we view the concept of nationalism as a process by
which people in a given society gradually become aware
of themselves as members of a particular nation, with its
own culture and aspirations, then it is reasonable to seek
the beginnings of modern nationalism in the initial re-
sistance by the indigenous peoples to the colonial con-
quest itself. Although essentially motivated by the desire
to defend traditional institutions, such movements re-
flected a primitive concept of nationhood in that they
sought to protect the homeland from the invader. Thus
traditional resistance to colonial conquest may logically
be viewed as the first stage in the development of modern
nationalism.

Such resistance took various forms. For the most part,
it was led by the existing ruling class. In the Ashanti
kingdom in West Africa and in Burma and Vietnam in
Southeast Asia, the resistance to Western domination
was initially directed by the imperial courts. In some
cases, however, traditionalist elements continued to op-
pose foreign conquest even after resistance had collapsed
at the center. In Japan, conservative elements opposed
the decision of the Tokugawa shogunate in Tokyo to ac-
commodate the Western presence and launched an abor-
tive movement to defeat the foreigners and restore Japan
to its previous policy of isolation (see Chapter 3). In In-
dia, Tipu Sultan resisted the British in the Deccan after
the collapse of the Mughal dynasty. Similarly, after the
decrepit monarchy in Vietnam had bowed to French
pressure and agreed to the concession of territory in the
south and the establishment of a protectorate over the
remainder of the country, a number of civilian and mili-
tary officials set up an organization called Can Vuong (lit-
erally, “Save the King”) and continued their resistance
without imperial sanction.

Sometimes traditional resistance had a religious basis,
as in the Sudan, where a revolt against the growing Brit-
ish presence had strong Islamic overtones, although it
was initially provoked by Turkish misrule in Egypt. More
significant was the famous Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 in India.
The sepoys (derived from the Turkish word for “horse-
man” or “soldier”) were native troops hired by the East
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India Company to protect British interests in the region.
Unrest within Indian units of the colonial army had been
common since early in the century, when it had been
sparked by economic issues, religious sensitivities, or nas-
cent anticolonial sentiment. Such attitudes intensified in
the mid-1850s when the British instituted a new policy of
shipping Indian troops abroad —a practice that exposed
Hindus to pollution by foreign cultures. In 1857, tension
erupted when the British adopted the new Enfield rifle for
use by sepoy infantrymen. The new weapon was a muzzle-
loader that used paper cartridges covered with animal fat
and lard; because the cartridge had to be bitten off, doing
so violated strictures against high-caste Hindus’ eating
animal products and Muslim prohibitions against eating
pork. Protests among sepoy units in northern India turned
into a full-scale mutiny, supported by uprisings in rural
districts in various parts of the country. But the revolt
lacked clear goals, and rivalries between Hindus and
Muslims and discord among leaders within each commu-
nity prevented coordination of operations. Although In-
dian troops often fought bravely and outnumbered the
British by 240,000 to 40,000, they were poorly organized,
and the British forces (supplemented in many cases by se-
poy troops) suppressed the rebellion.

Still, the revolt frightened the British and led to a
number of major reforms. The proportion of native troops
relative to those from Great Britain was reduced, and
precedence was given to ethnic groups likely to be loyal
to the British, such as the Sikhs of Punjab and the Gur-
khas, an upland people from Nepal in the Himalaya
Mountains. To avoid religious conflicts, ethnic groups
were spread throughout the service rather than assigned
to special units. The British also decided to suppress the
final remnants of the hapless Mughal dynasty, which had
supported the mutiny.

As noted earlier, such forms of resistance cannot prop-
erly be called nationalist because they were essentially at-
tempts to protect or restore traditional society and its in-
stitutions and were not motivated by the desire to create
a nation in the modern sense of the word. In any event,
such movements rarely met with success. Peasants armed
with pikes and spears were no match for Western armies
possessing the most terrifying weapons then known to hu-
man society, including the Gatling gun, the first rapid-fire
weapon and the precursor of the modern machine gun.

Modern Nationalism
The first stage of resistance to the West in Asia and Af-
rica must have confirmed many Westerners’ conviction
that colonial peoples lacked both the strength and the

know-how to create modern states and govern their own
destinies.

In fact, however, the process was just beginning. The
next phase began to take shape at the beginning of the
twentieth century and was the product of the conver-
gence of several factors. The primary sources of anticolo-
nialist sentiment were found in a new class of Western-
ized intellectuals in the urban centers created by colonial
rule. In many cases, this new urban middle class, com-
posed of merchants, petty functionaries, clerks, students,
and professionals, had been educated in Western-style
schools. A few had spent time in the West. In either case,
they were the first generation of Asians and Africans to
possess more than a rudimentary understanding of the in-
stitutions and values of the modern West.

The results were paradoxical. On the one hand, this
new class admired Western culture and sometimes har-
bored a deep sense of contempt for traditional ways. On
the other hand, many strongly resented the gap between
ideal and reality, theory and practice, in colonial policy.
Although Western political thought exalted democracy,
equality, and individual freedom, these values were gen-
erally not applied in the colonies. Democratic institu-
tions were primitive or nonexistent, and colonial subjects
usually had access to only the most menial positions in
the colonial bureaucracy.

Equally important, the economic prosperity of the
West was only imperfectly reflected in the colonies. Nor-
mally, middle-class Asians did not suffer in the same man-
ner as impoverished peasants or menial workers on sugar
or rubber plantations, but they, too, had complaints.
They usually qualified only for menial jobs in the gov-
ernment or business. Even when employed, their sal-
aries were normally lower than those of Europeans in sim-
ilar occupations. The superiority of the Europeans over
the natives was expressed in a variety of ways, includ-
ing “whites only” clubs and the forms of language used to
address colonial subjects. For example, Europeans would
characteristically use the familiar form of direct address
(normally used by adults to children) when talking to
members of the local population in their own language.

Out of this mixture of hopes and resentments emerged
the first stirrings of modern nationalism in Asia and Af-
rica. During the first quarter of the century, in colonial
and semicolonial societies across the entire arc of Asia
from the Suez Canal to the shores of the Pacific Ocean,
educated native peoples began to organize political par-
ties and movements seeking reforms or the end of foreign
rule and the restoration of independence.

At first, many of the leaders of these movements did
not focus clearly on the idea of nationhood but tried to
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defend the economic interests or religious beliefs of the
native population. In Burma, for example, the first ex-
pression of modern nationalism came from students at
the University of Rangoon, who formed an organization
to protest against official persecution of the Buddhist re-
ligion and British lack of respect for local religious tradi-
tions. Calling themselves Thakin (a polite term in the
Burmese language meaning “lord” or “master,” thus em-
phasizing their demand for the right to rule themselves),
they protested against British arrogance and failure to ob-
serve local customs in Buddhist temples (visitors are ex-
pected to remove their footwear in a temple, a custom
that was widely ignored by Europeans in colonial Burma).
Eventually, however, they began to focus specifically on
the issue of national independence.

A similar movement arose in the Dutch East Indies,
where the first quasi-political organization dedicated to
the creation of a modern Indonesia, the Sarekat Islam (Is-
lamic Association), began as a self-help society among
Muslim merchants to fight against domination of the lo-
cal economy by Chinese interests. Eventually, activist el-
ements began to realize that the source of the problem was
not the Chinese merchants but the colonial presence, and
in the 1920s, Sarekat Islam was transformed into a new or-
ganization — the Nationalist Party of Indonesia (PNI)—
that focused on the issue of national independence. Like
the Thakins in Burma, this party would eventually lead
the country to independence after World War II.

INDEPENDENCE OR 
MODERNIZATION? 
THE NATIONALIST
QUANDARY

Building a new nation, however, re-
quires more than a shared sense of
grievances against the foreign in-
vader. By what means was indepen-
dence to be achieved? Was indepen-
dence or modernization the more
important objective? What kind of
political and economic system should
be adopted once colonial rule had
been overthrown? What national or
cultural concept should be adopted as
the symbol of the new nation, and
which institutions and values should
be preserved from the past?

Questions such as these triggered
lively and sometimes acrimonious 
debates among patriotic elements

throughout the colonial world. If national independence
was the desired end, how could it be achieved? Could the
Westerners be persuaded to leave by nonviolent mea-
sures, or would force be required? If the Western presence
could be beneficial in terms of introducing much-needed
reforms in traditional societies, then a gradualist ap-
proach made sense. On the other hand, if the colonial re-
gime was primarily an impediment to social and political
change, then the first priority was to bring it to an end.

Another problem was how to adopt modern Western
ideas and institutions while preserving the essential val-
ues that defined the indigenous culture. The vast major-
ity of patriotic intellectuals were convinced that to sur-
vive, their societies must move with the times and adopt
much of the Western way of life. Yet many were equally
determined that the local culture could not, and should
not, simply become a carbon copy of the West. What was
the national identity, after all, if it did not incorporate
some elements inherited from the traditional way of life?

One of the reasons for using traditional values was to
provide ideological symbols that the common people
could understand. If the desired end was national inde-
pendence, then the new political parties needed to enlist
the mass of the population in the common struggle. But
how could peasants, plantation workers, fishermen, and
shepherds be made to understand complicated and un-
familiar concepts like democracy, industrialization, and
nationhood? The problem was often one of communica-
tion, for most urban intellectuals had little in common
with the teeming population in the countryside. As the

Indonesian intellectual Sutan Sjahrir
lamented, many Westernized intellec-
tuals had more in common with their
colonial rulers than with the native
population in the rural villages.

GANDHI AND THE INDIAN 
NATIONAL CONGRESS

Nowhere in the colonial world were
these issues debated more vigorously
than in India. Before the Sepoy Mu-
tiny, Indian consciousness had fo-
cused primarily on the question of re-
ligious identity. But in the latter half
of the nineteenth century, a stronger
sense of national consciousness began
to arise, provoked by the conservative
policies and racial arrogance of the
British colonial authorities.
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The first Indian nationalists were almost invariably
upper-class and educated. Many of them were from urban
areas such as Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta. Some were
trained in law and were members of the civil service. At
first, many tended to prefer reform to revolution and ac-
cepted the idea that India needed modernization before it
could handle the problems of independence. An expo-
nent of this view was Gopal Gokhale (1866 –1915), a
moderate nationalist who hoped that he could convince
the British to bring about needed reforms in Indian soci-
ety. Gokhale and other like-minded reformists did have
some effect. In the 1880s, the government launched a se-
ries of reforms introducing a measure of self-government
for the first time. All too often, however, such efforts were
sabotaged by local British officials.

The slow pace of reform convinced many Indian na-
tionalists that relying on British benevolence was futile.
In 1885, a small group of Indians met in Bombay to form
the Indian National Congress (INC). They hoped to
speak for all India, but most were high-caste English-
trained Hindus. Like their reformist predecessors, mem-
bers of the INC did not demand immediate indepen-
dence and accepted the need for reforms to end
traditional abuses like child marriage and sati. At the
same time, they called for an Indian share in the govern-
ing process and more spending on economic develop-
ment and less on military campaigns along the frontier.

The British responded with a few concessions, such as
accepting the principle of elective Indian participation
on government councils, but in general, change was
glacially slow. As impatient members of the INC became
disillusioned, radical leaders such as Balwantrao Tilak
(1856 –1920) openly criticized the British while defend-
ing traditional customs like child marriage to solicit sup-
port from conservative elements within the local popula-
tion. Tilak’s activities split the INC between moderates
and radicals, and he and his followers formed the New
Party, which called for the use of terrorism and violence
to achieve national independence. Tilak was eventually
convicted of sedition.

The INC also had difficulty reconciling religious dif-
ferences within its ranks. The stated goal of the INC was
to seek self-determination for all Indians regardless of
class or religious affiliation, but many of its leaders were
Hindu and inevitably reflected Hindu concerns. By the
first decade of the twentieth century, Muslims began to
call for the creation of a separate Muslim League to rep-
resent the interests of the millions of Muslims in Indian
society.

In 1915, the return of a young Hindu lawyer from
South Africa transformed the movement and galvanized
India’s struggle for independence and identity. Mohandas

Gandhi was born in 1869 in Gujarat, in western India,
the son of a government minister. In the late nineteenth
century, he studied in London and became a lawyer. In
1893, he went to South Africa to work in a law firm serv-
ing Indian émigrés working as laborers there. He soon be-
came aware of the racial prejudice and exploitation expe-
rienced by Indians living in the territory and tried to
organize them to protect their living conditions.

On his return to India, Gandhi immediately became
active in the independence movement. Using his experi-
ence in South Africa, he set up a movement based on
nonviolent resistance (the Indian term was satyagraha,
“hold fast to the truth”) to try to force the British to im-
prove the lot of the poor and grant independence to In-
dia. Gandhi was particularly concerned about the plight
of the millions of “untouchables,” whom he called hari-
jans, or “children of God.” When the British attempted 
to suppress dissent, he called on his followers to refuse to
obey British regulations. He began to manufacture his
own clothes (dressing in a simple dhoti made of coarse
homespun cotton) and adopted the spinning wheel as a
symbol of Indian resistance to imports of British textiles.

Gandhi, now increasingly known as India’s “Great
Soul” (Mahatma), organized mass protests to achieve his
aims, but in 1919, they got out of hand and led to British
reprisals. British troops killed hundreds of unarmed pro-
testers in the enclosed square in the city of Amritsar in
northwestern India. When the protests spread, Gandhi
was horrified at the violence and briefly retreated from ac-
tive politics. Nevertheless, he was arrested for his role in
the protests and spent several years in prison.

Gandhi combined his anticolonial activities with an
appeal to the spiritual instincts of all Indians. Though
born and raised a Hindu, he possessed a universalist ap-
proach to the idea of God that transcended individual re-
ligion, although it was shaped by the historical themes of
Hindu religious belief. At a speech given in London in
September 1931, he expressed his view of the nature of
God as “an indefinable mysterious power that pervades
everything . . . , an unseen power which makes itself felt
and yet defies all proof.”

In 1921, the British passed the Government of India
Act to expand the role of Indians in the governing pro-
cess and transform the heretofore advisory Legislative
Council into a bicameral parliament, two-thirds of whose
members would be elected. Similar bodies were created at
the provincial level. In a stroke, five million Indians were
enfranchised. But such reforms were no longer enough for
many members of the INC, which under its new leader,
Motilal Nehru, wanted to push aggressively for full inde-
pendence. The British exacerbated the situation by in-
creasing the salt tax and prohibiting the Indian people
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from manufacturing or harvesting their own salt. On re-
lease from prison, Gandhi resumed his policy of civil dis-
obedience by openly joining several dozen supporters in a
200-mile walk to the sea, where he picked up a lump of
salt and urged Indians to ignore the law. Gandhi and
many other members of the INC were arrested.

In the 1930s, a new figure entered the movement in
the person of Jawaharlal Nehru, son of the INC leader
Motilal Nehru. Educated in the law in Great Britain and
a brahmin (member of the highest social caste) by birth,
Nehru personified the new Anglo-Indian politician: sec-
ular, rational, upper-class, and intellectual. In fact, he 
appeared to be everything that Gandhi was not. With his
emergence, the independence movement embarked on
dual paths: religious and secular, native and Western, tra-
ditional and modern. The dichotomous character of the
INC leadership may well have strengthened the move-
ment by bringing together the two primary impulses be-
hind the desire for independence: elite nationalism and
the primal force of Indian traditionalism. But it por-
tended trouble for the nation’s new leadership in defin-
ing India’s future path in the contemporary world. In the
meantime, Muslim discontent with Hindu dominance
over the INC was increasing. In 1940, the Muslim League
called for the creation of a separate Muslim state, to be
known as Pakistan (“Land of the Pure”), in the north-
west. As communal strife between Hindus and Muslims
increased, many Indians came to realize with sorrow (and
some British colonialists with satisfaction) that British
rule was all that stood between peace and civil war.

The Nationalist Revolt 
in the Middle East
In the Middle East, as in Europe, World War I hastened
the collapse of old empires. The Ottoman Empire, which
had been growing steadily weaker since the end of the
eighteenth century, would not long survive the end of
the war.

MUSTAPHA KEMAL AND THE
MODERNIZATION OF TURKEY

Reformist elements in Istanbul, to be sure, had tried to re-
sist the decline. The first efforts had taken place in the
eighteenth century, when Westernizing forces, concerned
at the shrinkage of the empire, had tried to modernize the
army. One energetic sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807),
tried to establish a “new order” that would streamline
both the civilian and military bureaucracies, but janissary
forces (the emperor’s private guard originally recruited
from among Christian subjects in the Balkans), alarmed

at the potential loss of their power, revolted and brought
the experiment to an end. Further efforts during the first
half of the nineteenth century were somewhat more suc-
cessful and resulted in the removal of the janissaries from
power and the institution of a series of bureaucratic, mil-
itary, and educational reforms. New roads were built, the
power of local landlords was reduced, and an Imperial 
Rescript issued in 1856 granted equal rights to all subjects
of the empire, whatever their religious preference. In the
1870s, a new generation of reformers seized power in Is-
tanbul and pushed through a constitution aimed at form-
ing a legislative assembly that would represent all the
peoples in the state. But the sultan they placed on the
throne, Abdulhamid (r. 1876 –1909), suspended the new
charter and attempted to rule by traditional authoritar-
ian means.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the defunct
1876 constitution had become a symbol of change for re-
formist elements, now grouped together under the com-
mon name Young Turks. In 1908, Young Turk elements
forced the sultan to restore the constitution, and he was
removed from power the following year.

But the Young Turks had appeared at a moment of ex-
treme fragility for the empire. Internal rebellions, com-
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� NEHRU AND GANDHI. Mahatma Gandhi (on the right),
India’s “Great Soul,” became the emotional leader of India’s
struggle for independence from British colonial rule. Unlike many
other nationalist leaders, Gandhi rejected the materialistic cul-
ture of the West and urged his followers to return to the native
traditions of the Indian village. To illustrate his point, Gandhi
dressed in the simple Indian dhoti rather than in the Western
fashion favored by many of his colleagues. Along with Gandhi,
Jawaharlal Nehru was a leading figure in the Indian struggle for
independence. Unlike Gandhi, however, his goal was to trans-
form India into a modern industrial society. After independence,
he became the nation’s prime minister until his death in 1964.
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bined with Austrian annexations of Ottoman territories
in the Balkans, undermined support for the new govern-
ment and provoked the army to step in. With most mi-
norities from the old empire now removed from Istanbul’s
authority, many ethnic Turks began to embrace a new
concept of a Turkish state based on all residents of Turk-
ish nationality.

The final blow to the old empire came in World War I,
when the Ottoman government chose the wrong side dur-
ing the war and lost much of its territory in the peace set-
tlement (see Chapter 4). As the tottering empire began to
fall apart, the Greeks won Allied approval to seize the
western parts of the Anatolian peninsula for their dream
of re-creating the substance of the old Byzantine Empire.
The impending collapse energized key elements in Turkey
under the leadership of war hero Colonel Mustapha Ke-
mal (1881–1938), who had commanded Turkish forces in
their heroic defense of the Dardanelles against a British
invasion during World War I. Now he resigned from the
army and convoked a national congress that called for the
creation of an elected government and the preservation of
the remaining territories of the old empire in the new re-
public of Turkey. Establishing his new capital at Ankara,
Kemal’s forces drove the Greeks from the Anatolian pen-
insula and persuaded the British to agree to a new treaty.
In 1923, the last of the Ottoman sultans fled the country,
which was now declared a Turkish republic. The Otto-
man Empire had finally come to an end.

During the next few years, President Mustapha Kemal
(now popularly known as Atatürk, or “Father Turk”) at-
tempted to transform Turkey into a modern secular re-
public. The trappings of a democratic system were put in
place, centered on the elected Grand National Assembly,
but the president was relatively intolerant of opposition
and harshly suppressed critics of his rule. Turkish nation-
alism was emphasized, and the
Turkish language, now written
in the Roman alphabet, was
shorn of many of its Arabic ele-
ments. Popular education was
emphasized, old aristocratic ti-
tles like pasha and bey were abol-
ished, and all Turkish citizens
were given family names in the
European style.

Atatürk also took steps to
modernize the economy, over-
seeing the establishment of a
light industrial sector produc-
ing textiles, glass, paper, and
cement and instituting a five-

year plan on the Soviet model to provide for state di-
rection over the economy. Atatürk was no admirer of
Soviet communism, however, and the Turkish econ-
omy can be better described as a form of state capitalism.
He also encouraged the modernization of the agricul-
tural sector through the establishment of training insti-
tutions and model farms, but such reforms had relatively
little effect on the nation’s predominantly conservative
peasantry.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of Atatürk’s reform
program was his attempt to limit the power of the Islamic
religion and transform Turkey into a secular state. The
caliphate (according to which the Ottoman sultan was
recognized as the temporal leader of the global Islamic
community) was formally abolished in 1924, and the
Shari’a (Islamic law) was replaced by a revised version of
the Swiss law code. The fez (the brimless cap worn by
Turkish Muslims) was abolished as a form of headdress,
and women were discouraged from wearing the veil in the
traditional Islamic custom. Women received the right to
vote in 1934 and were legally guaranteed equal rights
with men in all aspects of marriage and inheritance. Edu-
cation and the professions were now open to citizens of
both sexes, and some women even began to take part in
politics. All citizens were given the right to convert to
another religion at will.

The legacy of Mustapha Kemal Atatürk was enormous.
Although not all of his reforms were widely accepted 
in practice, especially by devout Muslims, most of the
changes that he introduced were retained after his death
in 1938. In virtually every respect, the Turkish republic
was the product of his determined efforts to create a mod-
ern nation, a Turkish version of the “revolution from
above” in Meiji Japan.

MODERNIZATION 
IN IRAN

In the meantime, a similar pro-
cess was under way in Per-
sia. Under the Qajar dynasty
(1794 –1925), the country had
not been very successful in re-
sisting Russian advances in the
Caucasus or resolving its domes-
tic problems. To secure them-
selves from foreign influence,
the shahs moved the capital
from Tabriz to Tehran, in a
mountainous area just south of
the Caspian Sea. During the
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mid-nineteenth century, one modern-
izing shah attempted to introduce po-
litical and economic reforms but was
impeded by resistance from tribal 
and religious — predominantly Shi’ite
—forces. To buttress its rule, the dy-
nasty turned increasingly to Russia and
Great Britain to protect itself from its
own people.

Eventually, the growing foreign pres-
ence led to the rise of an indigenous na-
tionalist movement. Its efforts were
largely directed against Russian ad-
vances in the northwest and growing
European influence in the small mod-
ern industrial sector, the profits from
which left the country or disappeared into the hands of
the dynasty’s ruling elite. Supported actively by Shi’ite re-
ligious leaders, opposition to the regime rose steadily
among both peasants and merchants in the cities, and in
1906, popular pressures forced the reigning shah to grant
a constitution on the Western model.

As in the Ottoman Empire and Qing China, however,
the modernizers had moved before their power base was
secure. With the support of the Russians and the British,
the shah was able to retain control, and the two foreign
powers began to divide the country into separate spheres
of influence. One reason for the growing foreign presence
in Persia was the discovery of oil reserves in the southern
part of the country in 1908. Within a few years, oil ex-
ports increased rapidly, with the bulk of the profits going
into the pockets of British investors.

In 1921, a Persian army officer by the name of Reza
Khan (1878–1944) led a mutiny that seized power in
Tehran. The new ruler’s original intention had been 
to establish a republic, but resistance from traditional
forces impeded his efforts, and in 1925, the new Pahlavi
dynasty, with Reza Khan as shah, replaced the now de-
funct Qajar dynasty. During the next few years, Reza
Khan attempted to follow the example of Mustapha Ke-
mal Atatürk in Turkey, introducing a number of reforms
to strengthen the central government, modernize the
civilian and military bureaucracy, and establish a modern
economic infrastructure.

Unlike Atatürk, Reza Khan did not attempt to destroy
the power of Islamic beliefs, but he did encourage the es-
tablishment of a Western-style educational system and
forbade women to wear the veil in public. To strengthen
the sense of nationalism and reduce the power of Islam,
he restored the country’s ancient name, Iran, and at-
tempted to popularize the symbols and beliefs of pre-

Islamic times. Like his Qajar predeces-
sors, however, Reza Khan was hindered
by strong foreign influence. When the
Soviet Union and Great Britain de-
cided to send troops into the country
during World War II, he resigned in
protest and died three years later.

THE RISE OF ARAB
NATIONALISM AND THE
PROBLEM OF PALESTINE

As we have seen, the Arab uprising
during World War I helped bring about
the demise of the Ottoman Empire. Ac-
tually, unrest against Ottoman rule had

existed in the Arabian peninsula since the eighteenth
century, when the Wahhabi revolt attempted to purge the
outside influences and cleanse Islam of corrupt practices
that had developed in past centuries. The revolt was even-
tually suppressed, but the influence of the Wahhabi move-
ment persisted, revitalized in part by resistance to the cen-
tralizing and modernizing efforts of reformist elements in
the nineteenth century.

World War I offered an opportunity for the Arabs to
throw off the shackles of Ottoman rule —but what would
replace them? The Arabs were not a nation but an idea, a
loose collection of peoples who often do not see eye to
eye on what constitutes their community. Disagreement
over what it means to be an Arab has plagued generations
of political leaders who have sought unsuccessfully to
knit together the disparate peoples of the region into a
single Arab nation.

When the Arab leaders in Mecca declared their inde-
pendence from Ottoman rule in 1916, they had hoped for
British support, but they were sorely disappointed when
much of the area was placed under British or French au-
thority as mandates of the League of Nations. To add salt
to the wound, the new state of Lebanon had been created
to place the Christian peoples there under a Christian
administration.

The land of Palestine — once the home of the Jews but
now inhabited primarily by Muslim Arabs —became a
separate mandate. According to the Balfour Declaration,
issued by the British foreign secretary Lord Balfour in No-
vember 1917, Palestine was to be a national home for the
Jews. The declaration was ambiguous on the legal status
of the territory and promised that the decision would not
undermine the rights of the non-Jewish peoples currently
living in the area. But Arab nationalists were incensed.
How could a national home for the Jewish people be es-
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tablished in a territory where 90 percent of the popula-
tion was Muslim?

In the early 1920s, a leader of the Wahhabi movement,
Ibn Saud (1880 –1953), united Arab tribes in the north-
ern part of the Arabian peninsula and drove out the rem-
nants of Ottoman rule. Ibn Saud was a descendant of the
family that had led the Wahhabi revolt in the eighteenth
century. Devout and gifted, he won broad support among
Arab tribal peoples and established the kingdom of Saudi
Arabia throughout much of the peninsula in 1932.

At first, his new kingdom, consisting essentially of the
vast wastes of central Arabia, was desperately poor. Its
financial resources were limited to the income from Mus-
lim pilgrims visiting the holy sites in Mecca and Medina.
But during the 1930s, American companies began to ex-
plore for oil, and in 1938, Standard Oil made a successful
strike at Dahran, on the Persian Gulf. Soon an Arabian-
American oil conglomerate, popularly called Aramco,
was established, and the isolated kingdom was suddenly
inundated by Western oilmen and untold wealth.

In the meantime, Jewish settlers began to arrive in
Palestine in response to the promises made in the Balfour
Declaration. As tensions between the new arrivals and
existing Muslim residents began to escalate, the British
tried to restrict Jewish immigration into the territory and
rejected the concept of a separate state. They also created
the separate emirate of Trans-Jordan out of the eastern
portion of Palestine. After World War II, it would become
the independent kingdom of Jordan. The stage was set for
the conflicts that would take place in the region after
World War II.

Nationalism and Revolution 
in Asia and Africa
Before the Russian Revolution, to most observers in Asia
and Africa, Westernization meant the capitalist demo-
cratic civilization of western Europe and the United
States, not the doctrine of social revolution developed by
Karl Marx. Until 1917, Marxism was regarded as a uto-
pian idea rather than a concrete system of government.
Moreover, Marxism appeared to have little relevance to
conditions in Asia and Africa. Marxist doctrine, after all,
declared that a communist society could arise only from
the ashes of an advanced capitalism that had already
passed through the stage of industrial revolution. From
the perspective of Marxist historical analysis, most soci-
eties in Asia and Africa were still at the feudal stage of 
development; they lacked the economic conditions and
political awareness to achieve a socialist revolution that
would bring the working class to power. Finally, the
Marxist view of nationalism and religion had little appeal

to many patriotic intellectuals in the non-Western world.
Marx believed that nationhood and religion were essen-
tially false ideas that diverted the attention of the op-
pressed masses from the critical issues of class struggle
and, in his phrase, the exploitation of one person by an-
other. Instead, Marx stressed the importance of an “inter-
nationalist” outlook based on class consciousness and the
eventual creation of a classless society with no artificial
divisions based on culture, nation, or religion.

The situation began to change after the Russian Rev-
olution in 1917. The rise to power of Lenin’s Bolsheviks
demonstrated that a revolutionary party espousing Marx-
ist principles could overturn a corrupt, outdated system
and launch a new experiment dedicated to ending human
inequality and achieving a paradise on earth. In 1920,
Lenin proposed a new revolutionary strategy designed 
to relate Marxist doctrine and practice to non-Western
societies. His reasons were not entirely altruistic. So-
viet Russia, surrounded by capitalist powers, desperately
needed allies in its struggle to survive in a hostile world.
To Lenin, the anticolonial movements emerging in
North Africa, Asia, and the Middle East after World War I
were natural allies of the beleaguered new regime in
Moscow. Lenin was convinced that only the ability of the
imperialist powers to find markets, raw materials, and
sources of capital investment in the non-Western world
kept capitalism alive. If the tentacles of capitalist influ-
ence in Asia and Africa could be severed, imperialism it-
self would ultimately weaken and collapse.

Establishing such an alliance was not easy, however.
Most nationalist leaders in colonial countries belonged to
the urban middle class, and many abhorred the idea of a
comprehensive revolution to create a totally egalitarian
society. In addition, many still adhered to traditional re-
ligious beliefs and were opposed to the atheistic prin-
ciples of classical Marxism.

Since it was unrealistic to expect bourgeois support for
social revolution, Lenin sought a compromise by which
Communist parties could be organized among the work-
ing classes in the preindustrial societies of Asia and Af-
rica. These parties would then forge informal alliances
with existing middle-class nationalist parties to struggle
against the remnants of the traditional ruling class and
Western imperialism. Such an alliance, of course, could
not be permanent because many bourgeois nationalists in
Asia and Africa would reject an egalitarian, classless so-
ciety. Once the imperialists had been overthrown, there-
fore, the Communist parties would turn against their erst-
while nationalist partners to seize power on their own and
carry out the socialist revolution. Lenin thus proposed a
two-stage revolution: an initial “national democratic”
stage followed by a “proletarian socialist” stage.
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Lenin’s strategy became a major element in Soviet 
foreign policy in the 1920s. Soviet agents fanned out
across the world to carry Marxism beyond the boundaries
of industrial Europe. The primary instrument of this ef-
fort was the Communist International, or Comintern 
for short. Formed in 1919 at Lenin’s prodding, the Com-
intern was a worldwide organization of Communist par-
ties dedicated to the advancement of world revolution.
At its headquarters in Moscow, agents from around the
world were trained in the precepts of world commu-
nism and then sent back to their own countries to form
Marxist parties and promote the cause of social revolu-
tion. By the end of the 1920s, almost every colonial or
semicolonial society in Asia had a party based on Marx-
ist principles. The Soviets had less success in the Middle
East, where Marxist ideology appealed mainly to minori-
ties such as Jews and Armenians in the cities, or in sub-

Saharan Africa, where Soviet strategists in any case did
not feel conditions were sufficiently advanced for the cre-
ation of Communist organizations.

According to Marxist doctrine, the rank and file of
Communist parties should be urban workers alienated
from capitalist society by inhumane working conditions.
In practice, many of the leading elements even in Euro-
pean Communist parties tended to be intellectuals or
members of the lower middle class (in Marxist parlance,
the “petty bourgeoisie”). That phenomenon was even
more apparent in the non-Western world, where most
early Marxists were rootless intellectuals. Some were
probably drawn into the movement for patriotic rea-
sons and saw Marxist doctrine as a new and more effec-
tive means of modernizing their societies and removing
the power of exploitative colonialism (see the box
above). Others were attracted by the utopian dream of a
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THE PATH OF LIBERATION

n 1919, Vietnamese revolutionary Ho Chi Minh
(1890 –1969) was living in exile in France, where he

first became acquainted with the new revolutionary exper-
iment in Bolshevik Russia. He became a leader of the Vietnamese
Communist movement. In the following passage, written in 1960,
he reminisces about his reasons for becoming a Communist.

HO CHI MINH, “THE PATH 
WHICH LED ME TO LENINISM”

After World War I, I made my living in Paris, now as a re-
toucher at a photographer’s, now as a painter of “Chinese
antiquities” (made in France!). I would distribute leaflets de-
nouncing the crimes committed by the French colonialists
in Vietnam.

At that time, I supported the October Revolution only
instinctively, not yet grasping all its historic importance. I
loved and admired Lenin because he was a great patriot who
liberated his compatriots; until then, I had read none of his
books.

The reason for my joining the French Socialist Party was
that these “ladies and gentlemen”—as I called my comrades
at that moment —had shown their sympathy toward me, to-
ward the struggle of the oppressed peoples. But I understood
neither what a party or a trade union was nor what Social-
ism or Communism was.

Heated discussions were then taking place in the
branches of the Socialist Party . . . : should the Socialist
Party remain in the Second International, should a Second-
and-a-Half International be founded, or should the Socialist

Party join Lenin’s Third International? I attended the meet-
ings regularly, twice or three times a week, and attentively
listened to the discussion. First, I could not understand thor-
oughly. Why were the discussions so heated? Either with the
Second, Second-and-a-Half, or Third International, the
revolution could be waged. What was the use of arguing
then? As for the First International, what had become of it?

What I wanted most to know —and this precisely was
not debated in the meetings —was: Which International
sides with the peoples of colonial countries?

I raised this question — the most important in my opin-
ion —in a meeting. Some comrades answered: It is the
Third, not the Second International. And a comrade gave
me Lenin’s “Thesis on the National and Colonial Ques-
tions,” published by l’Humanité, to read.

There were political terms difficult to understand in this
thesis. But by dint of reading it again and again, finally I
could grasp the main part of it. What emotion, enthusiasm,
clear-sightedness, and confidence it instilled in me! I was
overjoyed to tears. Though sitting alone in my room, I
shouted aloud as if addressing large crowds: “Dear martyrs,
compatriots! This is what we need, this is the path to our
liberation!”

After that, I had entire confidence in Lenin, in the Third
International.

Source: Vietnam: History, Documents, and Opinions on a Major World Crisis,
ed. Marvin Gentleman (New York: Fawcett, 1965), pp. 30 –32.



classless society. For those who had lost their faith in tra-
ditional religion, it often served as a new secular ideology,
dealing not with the hereafter but with the here and now.
All who joined found it a stirring message of release from
oppression and a practical strategy for the liberation of
their society from colonial rule.

Of course, the new doctrine’s appeal was not the same
in all non-Western societies. In Confucian societies such
as China and Vietnam, where traditional belief systems
had been badly discredited by their failure to counter the
Western challenge, communism had an immediate im-
pact and rapidly became a major factor in the anticolo-
nial movement. In Buddhist and Muslim societies, where
traditional religion remained strong and actually became
a cohesive factor within the resistance movement, com-
munism had less success and was forced to adapt to local
conditions to survive.

Sometimes, as in Malaya (where the sense of nation-
hood was weak) or Thailand (which, alone in Southeast
Asia, had not fallen under colonial rule), support for the
local Communist Party came from minority groups such
as the overseas Chinese community. To maximize their
appeal and minimize potential conflict with traditional
ideas, Communist parties frequently attempted to adjust
Marxist doctrine to indigenous values and institutions. 
In the Middle East, for example, the Ba’ath Party in Syria
adopted a hybrid socialism combining Marxism with
Arab nationalism. In Africa, radical intellectuals talked
vaguely of a uniquely “African road to socialism.”

The degree to which these parties were successful in
establishing alliances with existing nationalist parties
also varied from place to place. In some instances, the lo-
cal Communists were briefly able to establish a coopera-
tive relationship with bourgeois parties in the struggle
against Western imperialism. The most famous example
was the alliance between the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) and Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist Party (discussed in
the next section). In the Dutch East Indies, the Indone-
sian Communist Party (known as the PKI) allied with 
the middle-class nationalist group Sarekat Islam but later
broke loose in an effort to organize its own mass move-
ment among the poor peasants. Similar problems were
encountered in French Indochina, where Vietnamese
Communists organized by the Moscow-trained revolu-
tionary Ho Chi Minh sought to cooperate with bourgeois
nationalist parties against the colonial regime. In 1928,
all such efforts were abandoned when the Comintern, re-
acting to Chiang Kai-shek’s betrayal of the alliance with
the Chinese Communist Party, declared that Communist
parties should restrict their recruiting efforts to the most
revolutionary elements in society — notably, the urban
intellectuals and the working class. Harassed by colonial

authorities and saddled with strategic directions from
Moscow that often had little relevance to local condi-
tions, Communist parties in most colonial societies had
little success in the 1930s and failed to build a secure base
of support among the mass of the population.

REVOLUTION IN CHINA
Overall, revolutionary Marxism had its greatest impact
in China, where a group of young radicals, including 
several faculty and staff members from prestigious Bei-
jing University, founded the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) in 1921. The rise of the CCP was a consequence
of the failed revolution of 1911. When political forces are
too weak or divided to consolidate their power during 
a period of instability, the military usually steps in to fill
the vacuum. In China, Sun Yat-sen and his colleagues
had accepted General Yuan Shikai as president of the
new Chinese republic in 1911 because they lacked the
military force to compete with his control over the army.
Moreover, many feared, perhaps rightly, that if the revolt
lapsed into chaos, the Western powers would intervene
and the last shreds of Chinese sovereignty would be lost.
But some had misgivings about Yuan’s intentions. As one
remarked in a letter to a friend, “We don’t know whether
he will be a George Washington or a Napoleon.”

In fact, he was neither. Understanding little of the new
ideas sweeping into China from the West, Yuan ruled in
a traditional manner, reviving Confucian rituals and in-
stitutions and eventually trying to found a new imperial
dynasty. Yuan’s dictatorial inclinations led to clashes with
Sun’s party, now renamed the Guomindang (Kuomintang),
or Nationalist Party. When Yuan dissolved the new par-
liament, the Nationalists launched a rebellion. When it
failed, Sun Yat-sen fled to Japan.

Yuan was strong enough to brush off the challenge
from the revolutionary forces but not to turn back the
clock of history. He died in 1916 (apparently of natural
causes) and was succeeded by one of his military subordi-
nates. For the next several years, China slipped into anar-
chy as the power of the central government disintegrated
and military warlords seized power in the provinces.

Mr. Science and Mr. Democracy: 
The New Culture Movement
Although the failure of the 1911 revolution was a clear
sign that China was not yet ready for radical change, 
discontent with existing conditions continued to rise in
various sectors of Chinese society. The most vocal pro-
tests came from radical intellectuals who opposed Yuan
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Shikai’s conservative rule but were now convinced that
political change could not take place until the Chinese
people were more familiar with trends in the outside
world. Braving the displeasure of Yuan Shikai and his suc-
cessors, progressive intellectuals at Beijing University
launched the New Culture Movement, aimed at abolish-
ing the remnants of the old system and introducing West-
ern values and institutions into China. Using the class-
rooms of China’s most prestigious university as well as the
pages of newly established progressive magazines and
newspapers, they presented the Chinese people with a 
bewildering mix of new ideas, from the philosophy of
Friedrich Nietzsche and Bertrand Russell to the educa-
tional views of the American John Dewey and the femi-
nist plays of Henrik Ibsen. As such ideas flooded into
China, they stirred up a new generation of educated Chi-
nese youth, who chanted “Down with Confucius and
sons” and talked of a new era dominated by “Mr. Sai”
(Mr. Science) and “Mr. De” (Mr. Democracy). No one
was a greater defender of free thought and speech than
the chancellor of Beijing University, Cai Yuanpei:

So far as theoretical ideas are concerned, I follow the prin-
ciples of “freedom of thought” and an attitude of broad tol-
erance in accordance with the practice of universities the
world over. . . . Regardless of what school of thought a per-
son may adhere to, so long as that person’s ideas are justified
and conform to reason and have not been passed by through
the process of natural selection, although there may be con-
troversy, such ideas have a right to be presented.2

The problem was that appeals for American-style de-
mocracy and women’s liberation had little relevance to
Chinese peasants, most of whom were still illiterate and
concerned above all with survival. Consequently, the
New Culture Movement did not win widespread support
outside the urban areas. It certainly earned the distrust of
conservative military officers, one of whom threatened to
lob artillery shells into Beijing University to destroy the
poisonous new ideas and their advocates.

Discontent among intellectuals, however, was soon
joined by the rising chorus of public protest against Japan’s
efforts to expand its influence on the mainland. During
the first decade of the twentieth century, Japan had taken
advantage of the Qing’s decline to extend its domination
over Manchuria and Korea (see Chapter 3). In 1915, the
Japanese government insisted that Yuan Shikai accept a
series of twenty-one demands that would have given Japan
a virtual protectorate over the Chinese government and
economy. Yuan was able to fend off the most far-reaching
Japanese demands by arousing popular outrage in China,
but at the Paris Peace Conference four years later, Japan
received Germany’s sphere of influence in Shandong

Province as a reward for its support of the Allied cause in
World War I. On hearing the news that the Chinese gov-
ernment had accepted the decision, on May 4, 1919, pa-
triotic students, supported by other sectors of the urban
population, demonstrated in Beijing and other major
cities of the country. Although this May Fourth Move-
ment did not result in a reversal of the decision to award
Shandong to Japan, it did alert a substantial part of the po-
litically literate population to the threat to national sur-
vival and the incompetence of the warlord government.

By 1920, central authority had almost ceased to exist
in China. Two political forces now began to emerge as
competitors for the right to bring order to the chaos of the
early republican era. One was Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist
Party. Driven from the political arena seven years earlier
by Yuan Shikai, the party now reestablished itself on the
mainland by making an alliance with the warlord ruler of
Guangdong Province in South China. From Canton, Sun
sought international assistance to carry out his national
revolution. The other was the Chinese Communist Party.
Following Lenin’s strategy, the CCP sought to link up
with the more experienced Nationalists. Sun Yat-sen
needed the expertise and the diplomatic support that the
Soviet Union could provide because his anti-imperialist
rhetoric had alienated many Western powers. In 1923,
the two parties formed an alliance to oppose the warlords
and drive the imperialist powers out of China.

For three years, with the assistance of a Comintern
mission in Canton, the two parties submerged their mu-
tual suspicions and mobilized and trained a revolutionary
army to march north and seize control over China. The
so-called Northern Expedition began in the summer of
1926 (see Map 5.1). By the following spring, revolution-
ary forces were in control of all Chinese territory south of
the Yangtze River, including the major river ports of
Wuhan and Shanghai. But tensions between the two par-
ties now surfaced. Sun Yat-sen had died of cancer in 1925
and was succeeded as head of the Nationalist Party by his
military subordinate, Chiang Kai-shek. Chiang feigned
support for the alliance with the Communists but actu-
ally planned to destroy them. In April 1927, he struck
against the Communists and their supporters in Shang-
hai, killing thousands. The CCP responded by encourag-
ing revolts in central China and Canton, but the upris-
ings were defeated and their leaders were killed or forced
into hiding.

The Nanjing Republic
In 1928, Chiang Kai-shek founded a new Republic of
China at Nanjing, and over the next three years, he man-
aged to reunify China by a combination of military oper-
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ations and inducements (known as “silver bullets”) to var-
ious northern warlords to join his movement. One of his
key targets was warlord Zhang Zuolin, who controlled
Manchuria under the tutelage of Japan. When Zhang
allegedly agreed to throw in his lot with the Nationalists,
the Japanese had him assassinated by placing a bomb
under his train as he was returning to Manchuria. The
Japanese hoped that Zhang Zuolin’s son and successor,
Zhang Xueliang, would be more cooperative, but they had
miscalculated. Promised a major role in Chiang Kai-shek’s
government, Zhang began instead to integrate Manchuria
politically and economically into the Nanjing republic.

Chiang Kai-shek saw the Japanese as a serious threat to
Chinese national aspirations but considered them less
dangerous than the Communists. (He once remarked to
an American reporter that “the Japanese are a disease of

the skin, but the Communists are a disease of the heart.”)
After the Shanghai massacre of April 1927, most of the
Communist leaders went into hiding in the city, where
they attempted to revive the movement in its traditional
base among the urban working class. Shanghai was a rich
recruiting ground for the party. A city of millionaires,
paupers, prostitutes, gamblers, and adventurers, it had 
led one pious Christian missionary to comment, “If God
lets Shanghai endure, He owes an apology to Sodom and 
Gomorrah.”3 Some party members, however, led by the
young Communist organizer Mao Zedong, fled to the
hilly areas south of the Yangtze River.

Unlike most other CCP leaders, Mao was convinced
that the Chinese revolution must be based on the impov-
erished peasants in the countryside. The son of a prosper-
ous peasant, Mao had helped organize a peasant move-
ment in South China during the early 1920s and then
served as an agitator in rural villages in his native prov-
ince of Hunan during the Northern Expedition in the fall
of 1926. At that time, he wrote a famous report to the
party leadership suggesting that the CCP support peasant
demands for a land revolution. But his superiors refused,
fearing that adopting excessively radical policies would
destroy the alliance with the Nationalists.

After the spring of 1927, the CCP-Nationalist alliance
ceased to exist. Chiang Kai-shek attempted to root the
Communists out of their urban base in Shanghai. He suc-
ceeded in 1931, when most party leaders were forced to
flee Shanghai for Mao’s rural redoubt in the rugged hills
of Jiangxi Province. Three years later, using their superior
military strength, Chiang’s troops surrounded the Com-
munist base, inducing Mao’s young People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) to abandon its guerrilla lair and embark on
the famous Long March, an arduous journey of thousands
of miles on foot through mountains, marshes, and deserts
to the small provincial town of Yan’an 200 miles north of
the modern-day city of Xian in the dusty hills of North
China. Of the ninety thousand who embarked on the
journey in October 1934, only ten thousand arrived in
Yan’an a year later. Contemporary observers must have
thought that the Communist threat to the Nanjing re-
gime had been averted forever.

Meanwhile, Chiang Kai-shek was trying to build a 
new nation. When the Nanjing republic was established
in 1928, Chiang publicly declared his commitment to
Sun Yat-sen’s Three People’s Principles. In a program 
announced in 1918, Sun had written about the all-
important second stage of “political tutelage”:

As a schoolboy must have good teachers and helpful friends,
so the Chinese people, being for the first time under repub-
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lican rule, must have a farsighted revolutionary govern-
ment for their training. This calls for the period of politi-
cal tutelage, which is a necessary transitional stage from
monarchy to republicanism. Without this, disorder will be
unavoidable.4

In keeping with Sun’s program, Chiang announced a pe-
riod of political indoctrination to prepare the Chinese
people for a final stage of constitutional government. In
the meantime, the Nationalists would use their dictato-
rial power to carry out a land reform program and mod-
ernize the urban industrial sector.

But it would take more than paper plans to create a
new China. Years of neglect and civil war had severely
frayed the political, economic, and social fabric of the na-
tion. There were faint signs of an impending industrial
revolution in the major urban centers, but most of the
people in the countryside, drained by warlord exactions
and civil strife, were still grindingly poor and overwhelm-
ingly illiterate. A Westernized middle class had begun to
emerge in the cities and formed much of the natural con-
stituency of the Nanjing government. But this new West-
ernized elite, preoccupied with bourgeois values of indi-
vidual advancement and material accumulation, had few
links with the peasants in the countryside or the rickshaw
drivers “running in this world of suffering,” in the poi-
gnant words of a Chinese poet. In an expressive phrase,
some critics dismissed Chiang Kai-shek and his chief fol-
lowers as “banana Chinese”—yellow on the outside,
white on the inside.

Chiang was aware of the difficulty of introducing ex-
otic foreign ideas into a society still culturally conserva-
tive. While building a modern industrial sector, in the
officially promoted New Life Movement, sponsored by his
Wellesley-educated wife, Mei-ling Soong, Chiang sought
to propagate traditional Confucian values of hard work,
obedience, and moral integrity while rejecting what he
considered the excessive individualism and material
greed of Western capitalism.

Unfortunately for Chiang, Confucian ideas —at least
in their institutional form —had been widely discredited
by the failure of the traditional system to solve China’s
growing problems. Critics noted, as well, that Chiang’s
government did not practice what it preached. Much of
the national wealth was in the hands of the so-called four
families, composed of senior officials and close subordi-
nates of the ruling elite. Lacking the political sensitiv-
ity of Sun Yat-sen and fearing Communist influence, 
Chiang repressed all opposition and censored free expres-
sion, thereby alienating many intellectuals and political
moderates.

With only a tenuous hold over the vast countryside
(the Nanjing republic had total control over a handful of
provinces in the Yangtze valley), Chiang Kai-shek’s gov-
ernment had little more success in promoting economic
development. Although mechanization was gradually be-
ginning to replace manual labor in a number of traditional
industries (notably in the manufacture of textile goods),
about 75 percent of all industrial production was still
craft-produced in the mid-1930s. Then again, traditional
Chinese exports, such as silk and tea, were hard-hit by the
Great Depression. With military expenses consuming
about half the national budget, distressingly little was de-
voted to economic development. During the decade of
precarious peace following the Northern Expedition, in-
dustrial growth averaged only about 1 percent annually.

One of Sun Yat-sen’s most prominent proposals was to
redistribute land to poor peasants in the countryside.
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Whether overall per capita consumption declined dur-
ing the early decades of the century is unclear, but there
is no doubt that Chinese farmers were often victimized by
high taxes imposed by local warlords and the endemic po-
litical and social conflict that marked the period. A land
reform program was enacted in 1930, but it had little ef-
fect. Since the urban middle class and the landed gentry
were Chiang Kai-shek’s natural political constituency, he
shunned programs that would lead to a radical redistribu-
tion of wealth.

Social Change in Republican China

The transformation of the old order that had commenced
at the end of the Qing era continued into the period of
the early Chinese republic. By 1915, the assault on the
old system and values by educated youth was intense. The
main focus of the attack was the Confucian concept of
the family —in particular, filial piety and the subordi-
nation of women. Young people demanded the right to
choose their own mates and their own careers. Women
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demanded rights and opportunities equal to those en-
joyed by men.

More broadly, progressives called for an end to the con-
cept of duty to the community and praised the Western
individualist ethos. The prime spokesman for such views
was the popular writer Lu Xun, whose short stories criti-
cized the Confucian concept of family as a “man-eating”
system that degraded humanity. In a famous short story
titled “Diary of a Madman,” the protagonist remarks:

I remember when I was four or five years old, sitting in the
cool of the hall, my brother told me that if a man’s parents
were ill, he should cut off a piece of his flesh and boil it for
them if he wanted to be considered a good son. I have only
just realized that I have been living all these years in a place
where for four thousand years they have been eating human
flesh.5

Such criticisms did have some beneficial results. Dur-
ing the early republic, the tyranny of the old family sys-
tem began to decline, at least in urban areas, under the
impact of economic changes and the urgings of the New
Culture intellectuals. Women, long consigned to an in-
ferior place in the Confucian world order, began to es-
cape their cloistered existence and seek education and
employment alongside their male contemporaries. Free
choice in marriage and a more relaxed attitude toward 
sex became commonplace among affluent families in the
cities, where the teenage children of Westernized elites
aped the clothing, social habits, and musical tastes of
their contemporaries in Europe and the United States.

But as a rule, the new consciousness of individualism
and women’s rights that marked the early republican era
in the major cities did not penetrate to the villages, where
traditional attitudes and customs held sway. Arranged
marriages continued to be the rule rather than the ex-
ception, and concubinage remained common. According 
to a survey taken in the 1930s, well over two-thirds of the
marriages, even among urban couples, had been arranged
by their parents (see the box on p. 102); in one rural area,
only 3 of 170 villagers interviewed had heard of the idea
of “modern marriage.” Even the tradition of binding the
feet of female children continued despite efforts by the
Nationalist government to eradicate the practice.

Nowhere was the struggle between traditional and
modern more visible than in the field of culture. Begin-
ning with the New Culture era during the early years of
the first Chinese republic, radical reformists criticized tra-
ditional culture as the symbol and instrument of feudal
oppression that must be entirely eradicated to create a
new China that could stand on its feet with dignity in the
modern world.

For many reformers, that new culture must be based on
that of the modern West. During the 1920s and 1930s,
Western literature and art became popular in China, es-
pecially among the urban middle class. Traditional cul-
ture continued to prevail among more conservative ele-
ments of the population, and some intellectuals argued
for the creation of a new art that would synthesize the best
of Chinese and foreign culture. But the most creative
artists were interested in imitating foreign trends, whereas
traditionalists were more concerned with preservation.

Literature in particular was influenced by foreign ideas
as Western genres like the novel and the short story at-
tracted a growing audience. Although most Chinese nov-
els written after World War I dealt with Chinese subjects,
they reflected the Western tendency toward social realism
and often dealt with the new Westernized middle class
(Mao Dun’s Midnight, for example, describes the chang-
ing mores of Shanghai’s urban elites) or the disintegration
of the traditional Confucian family. Most of China’s
modern authors displayed a clear contempt for the past.

JAPAN BETWEEN
THE WARS

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Japan had
made steady progress toward the creation of an advanced
society on the Western model. Economic and social re-
forms launched during the Meiji era led to increasing
prosperity and the development of a modern industrial
and commercial sector. Although the political system
still retained many authoritarian characteristics, opti-
mists had reason to hope that Japan was on the road to
becoming a full-fledged democracy.

Experiment in Democracy
During the first quarter of the twentieth century, the Jap-
anese political system appeared to evolve significantly 
toward the Western democratic model. Political parties
expanded their popular following and became increas-
ingly competitive, while individual pressure groups such
as labor unions began to appear in Japanese society, along
with an independent press and a bill of rights. The
influence of the old ruling oligarchy, the genro, had not
yet been significantly challenged, however, nor had that
of its ideological foundation, the kokutai.

The fragile flower of democratic institutions was able
to survive throughout the 1920s. During that period, the
military budget was reduced, and a suffrage bill enacted 
in 1925 granted the vote to all Japanese adult males.
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Women remained disenfranchised, but women’s associa-
tions gained increased visibility during the 1920s, and
women became active in the labor movement and in
campaigns for various social reforms.

But the era was also marked by growing social turmoil,
and two opposing forces within the system were gearing
up to challenge the prevailing wisdom. On the left, a
Marxist labor movement, which reflected the tensions
within the working class and the increasing radicalism
among the rural poor, began to take shape in the early
1920s in response to growing economic difficulties. At-
tempts to suppress labor disturbances led to further radi-
calization. On the right, ultranationalist groups called for
a rejection of Western models of development and a more
militant approach to realizing national objectives. In
1919, radical nationalist Kita Ikki called for a military
takeover and the establishment of a new system bearing a
strong resemblance to what would later be called fascism
in Europe (see Chapter 6).

This cultural conflict between old and new, native and
foreign, was reflected in the world of literature. Japanese
self-confidence had been somewhat restored after victo-
ries over China and Russia, and this resurgence sparked a
great age of creativity in the early twentieth century. Jap-
anese writers blended Western psychology with Japanese
sensibility in exquisite novels reeking with nostalgia for
the old Japan. A well-known example is Junichiro Tani-
zaki’s Some Prefer Nettles, published in 1928, which deli-
cately juxtaposes the positive aspects of both traditional
and modern Japan. By the 1930s, however, military cen-
sorship increasingly inhibited free literary expression.
Many authors continued to write privately, producing
works that reflected the gloom of the era. This attitude is
perhaps best exemplified by Shiga Naoya’s novel A Dark
Night’s Journey, written during the early 1930s and cap-
turing a sense of the approaching global catastrophe. It is
regarded as the masterpiece of modern Japanese literature.

A Zaibatsu Economy
Japan also continued to make impressive progress in eco-
nomic development. Spurred by rising domestic demand
as well as a continued high rate of government invest-
ment in the economy, the production of raw materials
tripled between 1900 and 1930, and industrial produc-
tion increased more than twelvefold. Much of the in-
crease went into the export market, and Western manu-
facturers began to complain about the rising competition
for markets from the Japanese.

As often happens, rapid industrialization was accom-
panied by some hardship and rising social tensions. A
characteristic of the Meiji model was the concentration

of various manufacturing processes within a single enter-
prise, the so-called zaibatsu, or financial clique. Some of
these firms were existing merchant companies that had
the capital and the foresight to move into new areas of
opportunity. Others were formed by enterprising samurai,
who used their status and experience in management to
good account in a new environment. Whatever their ori-
gins, these firms gradually developed, often with official
encouragement, into large conglomerates that controlled
a major segment of the Japanese industrial sector. Ac-
cording to one source, by 1937, the four largest zaibatsu
(Mitsui, Mitsubishi, Sumitomo, and Yasuda) controlled
21 percent of the banking industry, 26 percent of mining,
35 percent of shipbuilding, 38 percent of commercial
shipping, and more than 60 percent of paper manufactur-
ing and insurance.

This concentration of power and wealth in the hands
of a few major industrial combines resulted in the emer-
gence of a form of dual economy: on the one hand, a mod-
ern industry characterized by up-to-date methods and
massive government subsidies and, on the other, a tradi-
tional manufacturing sector characterized by conserva-
tive methods and small-scale production techniques.

Concentration of wealth also led to growing economic
inequalities. As we have seen, economic growth had been
achieved at the expense of the peasants, many of whom
fled to the cities to escape rural poverty. That labor sur-
plus benefited the industrial sector, but the urban prole-
tariat was still poorly paid and ill-housed. Rampant
inflation in the price of rice led to food riots shortly after
World War I. A rapid increase in population (the total
population of the Japanese islands increased from an esti-
mated 43 million in 1900 to 73 million in 1940) led to
food shortages and the threat of rising unemployment. In-
tense competition and the global recession in the early
1920s led to a greater concentration of industry and a 
perceptible rise in urban radicalism, marked by the ap-
pearance of a Marxist labor movement. In the meantime,
those left on the farm continued to suffer. As late as the
beginning of World War II, an estimated half of all Japa-
nese farmers were tenants.

Shidehara Diplomacy
A final problem for Japanese leaders in the post-Meiji era
was the familiar capitalist dilemma of finding sources 
of raw materials and foreign markets for the nation’s man-
ufactured goods. Until World War I, Japan had dealt with
the problem by seizing territories such as Taiwan, Korea,
and southern Manchuria and transforming them into
colonies or protectorates of the growing Japanese Em-
pire. That policy had succeeded brilliantly, but it had 

104 PART II • CULTURES IN COLLISION



also begun to arouse the concern and, in some cases, the
hostility of the Western nations. China was also becom-
ing apprehensive; as we have seen, Japanese demands for
Shandong Province at the Paris Peace Conference in
1919 aroused massive protests in major Chinese cities.

The United States was especially concerned about Jap-
anese aggressiveness. Although the United States had
been less active than some European states in pursuing
colonies in the Pacific, it had a strong interest in keeping
the area open for U.S. commercial activities. American
anxiety about Tokyo’s twenty-one demands on China in
1915 led to a new agreement in 1917, which essentially
repeated the compromise provisions of the agreement
reached nine years earlier.

In 1922, in Washington, D.C., the United States con-
vened a major conference of nations with interests in 
the Pacific to discuss problems of regional security. The
Washington Conference led to agreements on several is-
sues, but the major accomplishment was the conclusion
of a nine-power treaty recognizing the territorial integrity
of China and the Open Door. The other participants in-
duced Japan to accept these provisions by accepting its
special position in Manchuria.

During the remainder of the 1920s, Japanese govern-
ments attempted to play by the rules laid down at the
Washington Conference. Known as Shidehara diplo-
macy, after the foreign minister (and later prime minis-
ter) who attempted to carry it out, this policy sought to
use diplomatic and economic means to realize Japanese
interests in Asia. But this approach came under severe
pressure as Japanese industrialists began to move into new
areas of opportunity, such as heavy industry, chemicals,
mining, and the manufacturing of appliances and auto-
mobiles. Because such industries desperately needed re-
sources not found in abundance locally, the Japanese gov-
ernment came under increasing pressure to find new
sources abroad.

The fragile flower of democratic institutions was able
to survive growing social turmoil throughout the 1920s,
while Japan sought to operate within a cooperative frame-
work with other nations. In the early 1930s, however, with
the onset of the Great Depression and growing tensions
in the international arena, nationalist forces rose to dom-
inance in the government. The changes taking place in
the 1930s were not in the constitution or the institu-
tional structure, which remained essentially intact, but in
the composition and attitudes of the ruling group. Party
leaders during the 1920s had attempted to realize Japa-
nese aspirations within the existing global political and
economic framework. The dominant elements in the
government in the 1930s, a mixture of military officers
and ultranationalist politicians, were convinced that the

diplomacy of the 1920s had failed and advocated a more
aggressive approach to protecting national interests in a
brutal and competitive world.

Historians argue over whether Japanese democracy
was merely a fragile period of comparative liberalization
within a framework dominated by the Meiji vision of em-
pire and kokutai or whether the militant nationalism of
the 1930s was an aberration brought on by the depres-
sion, which caused the emerging Japanese democracy to
wilt. Perhaps both contentions contain a little truth. A
process of democratization was taking place in Japan dur-
ing the first decades of the twentieth century, but without
shaking the essential core of the Meiji concept of the
state. When the “liberal” approach of the 1920s failed to
solve the problems of the day, the shift toward a more ag-
gressive approach was inevitable.

NATIONALISM AND
DICTATORSHIP IN
LATIN AMERICA

Although the nations of Latin America played little role
in World War I, that conflict nevertheless exerted an im-
pact on the region, especially on its economy. By the end
of the following decade, the region was also strongly
influenced by another event of global proportions — the
Great Depression.

The Economy and the United States
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the economy
of Latin America was based largely on the export of food-
stuffs and raw materials. Some countries were compelled
to rely on the export earnings of only one or two products.
Argentina, for example, relied on the sale of beef and
wheat; Chile exported nitrates and copper; Brazil and 
the Caribbean nations sold sugar; and the Central Amer-
ican states relied on the export of bananas. Such exports
brought large profits to a few, but for the majority of the
population, the returns were meager.

During World War I, the export of some products, such
as Chilean nitrates (used to produce explosives), in-
creased dramatically. In general, however, the war led to
a decline in European investment in Latin America and a
rise in the U.S. role in the local economies. That process
was accelerated in the early years of the twentieth century
when the United States intervened in Latin American
politics to undertake construction of the Panama Canal,
which dramatically reduced the time and distance needed
for ships to pass between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.
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By the late 1920s, the United States had replaced
Great Britain as the foremost source of investment in
Latin America. Unlike the British, however, U.S. in-
vestors placed funds directly into production enterprises,
causing large segments of the area’s export industry to fall
into American hands. A number of Central American
states, for example, were popularly labeled “banana re-
publics” because of the power and influence of the U.S.–
owned United Fruit Company. American firms also dom-
inated the copper mining industry in Chile and Peru and
the oil industry in Mexico, Peru, and Bolivia.

Increasing economic power served to reinforce the tra-
ditionally high level of U.S. political influence in Latin
America, especially in Central America, a region that
many Americans considered vital to U.S. national secu-
rity. American troops occupied parts of both Nicaragua
and Honduras to pacify unrest or protect U.S. interests
there. The growing U.S. presence in the region pro-
voked hostility among Latin Americans, who resented
their dependent relationship on the United States, which
they viewed as an aggressive imperialist power. Some

charged that Washington used its influence to keep ruth-
less dictators, such as Juan Vicente Gómez of Venezuela
and Fulgencio Batista of Cuba, in power to preserve U.S.
economic influence, sometimes through U.S. military in-
tervention. In a bid to improve relations with Latin
American countries, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
in 1936 promulgated the Good Neighbor Policy, which
rejected the use of U.S. military force in the region 
(see the box above). To underscore his sincerity, Roo-
sevelt ordered the withdrawal of U.S. marines from the 
island nation of Haiti in 1936. For the first time in thirty
years, there were no U.S. occupation troops in Latin
America.

Because so many Latin American nations depended
for their livelihood on the export of raw materials and
food products, the Great Depression of the 1930s was a
disaster for the region. The total value of Latin American
exports in 1930 was almost 50 percent below the figure
for the previous five years. Spurred by the decline in for-
eign revenues, Latin American governments began to en-
courage the development of new industries to reduce de-
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THE GOOD NEIGHBOR POLICY

uring the first three decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, the United States intervened periodically in

the affairs of various countries of Latin America to
protect the lives of U.S. citizens and growing U.S. economic in-
terests. By the late 1920s, that policy had aroused considerable
resentment on the part of governments throughout the region. In
August 1936, U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt attempted
to allay such concerns by announcing the new Good Neighbor
Policy toward other nations in the hemisphere. Excerpts of his
speech are presented here.

Long before I returned to Washington as President of the
United States, I had made up my mind that . . . the United
States could best serve the cause of peaceful humanity by
setting an example. That was why on the 4th of March,
1933, I made the following declaration:

In the field of world policy I would dedicate this nation to
the policy of the good neighbor — the neighbor who res-
olutely respects himself and because he does so, respects the
rights of others — the neighbor who respects his obligations
and respects the sanctity of his agreements in and with a
world of neighbors.

In the whole of the Western Hemisphere our good neigh-
bor policy had produced results that are especially hearten-
ing. . . . The American republics to the south of us have been

ready always to cooperate with the United States on a basis
of equality and mutual respect, but before we inaugurated
the good neighbor policy there was among them resentment
and fear, because certain administrations in Washington had
slighted their national pride and their sovereign rights.

In pursuance of the good neighbor policy, and because in
my younger days I had learned many lessons in the hard
school of experience, I stated that the United States was op-
posed definitely to armed intervention.

We have negotiated a Pan-American convention em-
bodying the principles of nonintervention. We have aban-
doned the Platt amendment which gave us the right to in-
tervene in the internal affairs of the Republic of Cuba. We
have withdrawn American marines from Haiti. We have
signed a new treaty which places our relations with Panama
on a mutually satisfactory basis. We have undertaken a series
of trade agreements with other American countries to our
mutual commercial profit. . . .

Throughout the Americas the spirit of the good neighbor
is a practical and living fact. The twenty-one American re-
publics are not only living together in friendship and in
peace; they are united in the determination so to remain. . . .

Source: Ruhl J. Bartlett, ed., The Record of American Diplomacy (New York:
Knopf, 1952), pp. 551–552.



pendence on imports. In some cases — the steel industry
in Chile and Brazil, the oil industry in Argentina and
Mexico —government investment made up for the ab-
sence of local sources of capital.

The Move to Authoritarianism
During the late nineteenth century, most governments in
Latin America had been dominated by landed or military
elites, who governed by the blatant use of military force.
This trend toward authoritarianism increased during the
1930s as domestic instability caused by the effects of the
Great Depression led to the creation of military dictator-
ships throughout the region. This trend was especially 
evident in Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico — three coun-
tries that together possessed more than half of the land
and wealth of Latin America (see Map 5.2 on the next
page).

Autocratic rule by an elite minority often had disas-
trous effects. The government of Argentina, controlled
by landowners who had benefited from the export of 
beef and wheat, was slow to recognize the need to estab-
lish a local industrial base. In 1916, Hipólito Irigoyen
(1852–1933), head of the Radical Party, was elected 
president on a program to improve conditions for the
middle and lower classes. Little was achieved, however, as
the party became increasingly corrupt and drew closer to
the large landowners. In 1930, the army overthrew Iri-
goyen’s government and reestablished the power of the
landed class. But their effort to return to the past and 
suppress the growing influence of labor unions failed, 
and in 1946, General Juan Perón —claiming the support
of the descamisados (“shirtless ones”)— seized sole power
(see Chapter 11).

Brazil followed a similar path. In 1889, the army over-
threw the Brazilian monarchy, installed by Portugal
decades before, and established a republic. But it was
dominated by landed elites, many of whom had grown
wealthy through their ownership of coffee plantations. By
1900, three-quarters of the world’s coffee was grown in
Brazil. As in Argentina, the ruling oligarchy ignored the
importance of establishing an urban industrial base.
When the Great Depression ravaged profits from coffee
exports, a wealthy rancher, Getúlio Vargas (1883–1954),
seized power and served as president from 1930 to 1945.
At first, Vargas sought to appease workers by declaring an
eight-hour day and a minimum wage, but influenced by
the apparent success of fascist regimes in Europe, he ruled
by increasingly autocratic means and relied on a police
force that used torture to silence his opponents. His in-
dustrial policy was successful, however, and by the end of

World War II, Brazil had become Latin America’s major
industrial power. In 1945, the army, concerned that Var-
gas was turning increasingly to leftist elements for sup-
port, forced him to resign.

Mexico, in the early years of the twentieth century,
was in a state of turbulence. Under the rule of dictator
Porfirio Díaz (see Chapter 1), the real wages of the work-
ing class had declined. Moreover, 95 percent of the rural
population owned no land, and about a thousand families
ruled almost all of Mexico. When a liberal landowner,
Francisco Madero, forced Díaz from power in 1910, he
opened the door to a wider revolution. Madero’s ineffec-
tiveness triggered a demand for agrarian reform led by
Emiliano Zapata (1879–1919), who aroused the masses
of landless peasants in southern Mexico and began to
seize the haciendas of wealthy landholders.

For the next several years, Zapata and rebel leader
Pancho Villa (1878–1923), who operated in the north-
ern state of Chihuahua, became an important political
force in the country by publicly advocating efforts to re-
dress the economic grievances of the poor. But neither
had a broad grasp of the challenges facing the country,
and power eventually gravitated to a more moderate
group of reformists around the Constitutionalist Party.
The latter were intent on breaking the power of the great
landed families and U.S. corporations, but without en-
gaging in radical land reform or the nationalization of
property. After a bloody conflict that cost the lives of
thousands, the moderates consolidated power, and in
1917, they promulgated a new constitution that estab-
lished a strong presidency, initiated land reform policies,
established limits on foreign investment, and set an
agenda for social welfare programs.

In 1920, Constitutionalist leader Alvaro Obregón as-
sumed the presidency and began to carry out his reform
program. But real change did not take place until the
presidency of General Lazaro Cárdenas (1895–1970) in
1934. Cárdenas won wide popularity with the peasants 
by ordering the redistribution of 44 million acres of 
land controlled by landed elites. He also seized control of
the oil industry, which had hitherto been dominated by
major U.S. oil companies. Alluding to the Good Neigh-
bor Policy, President Roosevelt refused to intervene, and
eventually Mexico agreed to compensate U.S. oil com-
panies for their lost property. It then set up PEMEX, a
governmental organization, to run the oil industry. By
now, the revolution was democratic in name only, as the
official political party, known as the Institutional Revo-
lutionary Party (PRI), controlled the levers of power
throughout society. Every six years, for more than half a
century, PRI presidential candidates automatically suc-
ceeded each other in office.
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Latin American Culture

The first half of the twentieth century witnessed a dra-
matic increase in literary activity in Latin America, a re-
sult in part of its ambivalent relationship with Europe and
the United States. Many authors, while experimenting

with imported modernist styles, felt compelled to proclaim
Latin America’s unique identity through the adoption of
native themes and social issues. In The Underdogs (1915),
for example, Mariano Azuela (1873–1952) presented a
sympathetic but not uncritical portrait of the Mexican rev-
olution as his country entered an era of unsettling change.
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In their determination to commend Latin America’s
distinctive characteristics, some writers extolled the
promise of the region’s vast virgin lands and the diversity
of its peoples. In Don Segundo Sombra, published in 1926,
Ricardo Guiraldes (1886 –1927) celebrated the life of 
the ideal gaucho (cowboy), defining Argentina’s hope and
strength through the enlightened management of its fer-
tile earth. Likewise, in Dona Barbara, Rómulo Gallegos
(1884 –1969) wrote in a similar vein about his native
Venezuela. Other authors pursued the theme of solitude
and detachment, a product of the region’s physical sepa-
ration from the rest of the world.

Latin American artists followed their literary counter-
parts in joining the modernist movement in Europe, yet
they too were eager to promote the emergence of a new
regional and national essence. In Mexico, where the gov-
ernment provided financial support for painting murals
on public buildings, the artist Diego Rivera (1886 –1957)
began to produce a monumental style of mural art that
served two purposes: to illustrate the national past by por-
traying Aztec legends and folk customs and to popularize
a political message in favor of realizing the social goals of
the Mexican revolution. His wife, Frida Kahlo (1907–
1954), incorporated Surrealist whimsy in her own paint-

ings, many of which were portraits of herself and her
family.

CONCLUSION
World War I had a dramatic effect on nations and peo-
ples throughout the world. In Europe, it led to the col-
lapse of venerable empires and the emergence of several
new nations based on the ambiguous principles of na-
tionalism. In Asia, it spurred the rise of nationalist move-
ments dedicated to freeing their societies from the rav-
ages of Western colonialism. In Russia, it produced a
cataclysmic revolution based on a new ideological para-
digm that presented a mortal threat to the core principles
of the Enlightenment. European rulers who had opted for
war in 1914 to pursue their own dreams of national
grandeur had reaped a whirlwind that would soon bring
an end to a century of European domination over world
affairs.

Optimists had hoped that the bitter experience of a
bloody conflict would usher in a new world “safe for de-
mocracy.” The reality was otherwise. The Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s undermined worldwide confidence in
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� STRUGGLE FOR THE BANNER. Like Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896 –1974) painted on pub-
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the capacity of the capitalist system to sustain modern
progress even as it sowed the seeds of a second global

conflict far more destructive than the first. It is to that
devastating conflict that we must now turn.
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n September 1931, acting on the pretext that Chinese troops had 

attacked a Japanese railway near the northern Chinese city of Mukden,

Japanese military units stationed in the area seized control throughout

Manchuria. Although Japanese military authorities in Manchuria announced that

China had provoked the action, the “Mukden incident,” as it was called, had actually

been carried out by Japanese saboteurs. Eventually, worldwide protests against the

Japanese action led the League of Nations to send an investigative commission to

Manchuria. When the commission issued a report condemning the seizure, Japan

withdrew from the League. Over the next several years, the Japanese consolidated

their hold on Manchuria, renaming it Manchukuo and placing it under the titular

authority of former Chinese emperor and now Japanese puppet, Pu Yi.

Although no one knew it at the time, the Manchurian incident would later be

singled out by some observers as the opening shot of World War II. The failure of 

the League of Nations to take decisive action sent a strong signal to Japan and other

potentially aggressive states that they might seek their objectives without the risk of

united opposition by the major world powers. Despite its agonizing efforts to build a

system of peace and stability that would prevent future wars, the League had failed

dismally, and the world was once again about to slide inexorably into a new global

conflict.

Chapter

6
THE CRISIS DEEPENS: 

THE OUTBREAK 
OF WORLD WAR II

111



RETREAT FROM
DEMOCRACY: 
THE RISE OF
DICTATORIAL REGIMES

In Europe, the first clear step to war took place two years
later. On February 3, 1933, only four days after he had
been appointed chancellor of Germany, Adolf Hitler met
secretly with Germany’s leading generals. He revealed to
them his desire to remove the “cancer of democracy,” cre-
ate a new authoritarian leadership, and forge a new do-
mestic unity. His foreign policy objectives were equally
striking. Since Germany’s living space was too small for
its people, Hitler said, Germany must rearm and prepare
for “the conquest of new living space in the east and its
ruthless Germanization.” From the outset, Adolf Hitler
had a clear vision of his goals, and their implementation
meant another war.

There was thus a close relationship between the rise of
dictatorial regimes in the 1930s and the coming of World
War II. The apparent triumph of liberal democracy in
1919 proved extremely short-lived. By 1939, only two ma-
jor states in Europe, France and Great Britain, remained
democratic. Italy and Germany had installed fascist re-
gimes, and the Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin was a 
repressive totalitarian state. A host of other European
states, and Latin American countries as well, adopted au-
thoritarian systems, while a militarist regime in Japan
moved that country down the path to war.

Dictatorship was by no means a new phenomenon, but
the modern totalitarian state was. The totalitarian regime
extended the functions and powers of the central state far
beyond what they had been in the past. If the immediate
origins of totalitarianism can be found in the total warfare
of World War I, when governments exercised controls
over economic, political, and personal freedom to achieve
victory, a more long-tem cause stemmed from the growth
of the state as the primary focus of human action at a time
when traditional sources of identity, such as religion and
the local community, were in a state of decline. Under
such conditions, as the philosopher Hannah Arendt
noted in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), alienated
intellectuals found fertile ground for their radical ideas
among rootless peoples deprived of their communal in-
stincts by the corrosive effects of the Industrial Age.

The modern totalitarian state transcended the ideal 
of passive obedience expected in a traditional dictator-
ship or authoritarian monarchy. It expected the active
loyalty and commitment of its citizens to the regime 

and its goals and used modern mass propaganda tech-
niques and high-speed communications to conquer citi-
zens’ minds and hearts. That control had a purpose: the
active involvement of the masses in the achievement of
the regime’s goals, whether they be war, a classless utopia,
or a thousand-year Reich.

The modern totalitarian state was to be led by a sin-
gle leader and single party. It ruthlessly rejected the 
liberal ideal of limited government power and constitu-
tional guarantees of individual freedoms. Indeed, individ-
ual freedom was to be subordinated to the collective will
of the masses, organized and determined for them by a
leader or leaders. Modern technology also gave totalitar-
ian states the ability to use unprecedented police powers
to impose their wishes on their subjects.

Totalitarianism is an abstract concept that tran-
scended traditional political labels. Fascism in Italy and
Nazism in Germany grew out of extreme rightist preoc-
cupations with nationalism and, in the case of Germany,
racism. Communism in the Soviet Union emerged out of
Marxism and the concept of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat. Thus totalitarianism could and did exist in what
were perceived as extreme right-wing and extreme left-
wing regimes. This fact helped bring about a new concept
of the political spectrum in which the extremes were no
longer seen as opposites on a linear scale but came to be
viewed as similar to each other in key respects.

The Birth of Fascism
In the early 1920s, in the wake of economic turmoil, po-
litical disorder, and the general insecurity and fear stem-
ming from World War I, Mussolini (1883–1945) burst
upon the Italian scene with the first Fascist movement in
Europe. Mussolini began his political career as a socialist
but was expelled from the Socialist Party after supporting
Italy’s entry into World War I, a position contrary to the
socialist principle of ardent neutrality in imperialist wars.
In 1919, Mussolini established a new political group, the
Fascio di Combattimento, or League of Combat. It received
little attention in the parliamentary elections of 1919,
but Italy’s three major political parties were unable to
form an effective governmental coalition. When social-
ists began to speak of the need for revolution, provoking
worker strikes and a general climate of class violence,
alarmed conservatives turned to the Fascists, who formed
armed squads to attack socialist offices and newspapers.
By 1922, Mussolini’s nationalist rhetoric and ability to
play to middle-class fears of radicalism, revolution, and
disorder were attracting ever more adherents. On Octo-
ber 29, 1922, after Mussolini and the Fascists threatened
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to march on Rome if they were not given power, King
Victor Emmanuel III (1900 –1946) capitulated and made
Mussolini prime minister of Italy.

By 1926, Mussolini had established the institutional
framework for his Fascist dictatorship. Press laws gave the
government the right to suspend any publication that fos-
tered disrespect for the Catholic church, the monarchy,
or the state. The prime minister was made “head of gov-
ernment” with the power to legislate by decree. A police
law empowered the police to arrest and confine anybody
for both nonpolitical and political crimes without due
process of law. In 1926, all anti-Fascist parties were out-
lawed. By the end of 1926, Mussolini ruled Italy as Il
Duce, the leader.

Mussolini left no doubt of his intentions. Fascism, he
said, “is totalitarian, and the Fascist State, the synthesis
and unity of all values, interprets, develops and gives
strength to the whole life of the people.”1 His regime 
attempted to mold Italians into a single-minded com-
munity by developing Fascist organizations. By 1939,
about two-thirds of the population between eight and
eighteen had been enrolled in some kind of Fascist youth
group. Activities for these groups included Saturday af-
ternoon marching drills and calisthenics, seaside and
mountain summer camps, and youth contests. Beginning
in the 1930s, all young men were given some kind of pre-
military exercises to develop discipline and provide train-
ing for war.

Mussolini hoped to create a new Italian: hardworking,
physically fit, disciplined, intellectually sharp, and mar-
tially inclined. In practice, the Fascists largely reinforced
traditional social attitudes, as is evident in their policies
toward women. The Fascists portrayed the family as the
pillar of the state and women as the foundation of the
family. “Woman into the home” became the Fascist slo-
gan. Women were to be homemakers and baby producers,
“their natural and fundamental mission in life,” accord-
ing to Mussolini, who viewed population growth as an in-
dicator of national strength. A practical consideration
also underlay the Fascist attitude toward women: working
women would compete with males for jobs in the depres-
sion economy of the 1930s. Eliminating women from the
market reduced male unemployment.

Hitler and Nazi Germany
As Mussolini began to lay the foundations of his fascist
state in Italy, a young admirer was harboring similar
dreams in Germany. Born on April 20, 1889, Adolf Hitler
was the son of an Austrian customs official. He had done
poorly in secondary school and eventually made his way

to Vienna to become an artist. Through careful observa-
tion of the political scene, Hitler became an avid German
nationalist who learned from his experience in mass pol-
itics in Austria how political parties could use propa-
ganda and terror effectively. But it was only after World
War I, during which he had served as a soldier on the
Western Front, that Hitler became actively involved in
politics. By then, he had become convinced that the
cause of German defeat had been the Jews, for whom he
now developed a fervent hatred.

Anti-Semitism, of course, was not new to European
civilization. Since the Middle Ages, Jews had been por-
trayed as the murderers of Christ and were often sub-
jected to mob violence and official persecution. Their
rights were restricted, and they were physically separated
from Christians in residential quarters known as ghettos.
By the nineteenth century, as a result of the ideals of the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, Jews were in-
creasingly granted legal equality in many European coun-
tries. Nevertheless, Jews were not completely accepted,
and this ambivalence was apparent throughout Europe.

Nowhere in Europe were Jews more visible than in
Germany and the German-speaking areas of Austria-
Hungary. During the nineteenth century, many Jews in
both countries had left the ghetto and become assimi-
lated into the surrounding Christian population. Some
entered what had previously been the closed world of pol-
itics and the professions. Many Jews became successful as
bankers, lawyers, scientists, scholars, journalists, and
stage performers. In 1880, for example, Jews made up 10
percent of the population of Vienna but accounted for 39
percent of its medical students and 23 percent of its law
students.

All too often, such achievements provoked envy and
distrust. During the last two decades of the century, con-
servatives in Germany and Austria founded right-wing
parties that used dislike of Jews to win the votes of tradi-
tional lower-middle-class groups who felt threatened by
changing times. Such parties also played on the rising
sentiment of racism in German society. Spurred by social
Darwinist ideas that nations, like the human species,
were engaged in a brutal struggle for survival, rabid Ger-
man nationalists promoted the concept of the Volk (na-
tion, people, or race) as an underlying idea in German
history since the medieval era. Portraying the German
people as the successors of the pure “Aryan” race, the 
true and original creators of Western culture, nationalist
groups called for Germany to take the lead in a desperate
struggle to fight for European civilization and save it from
the destructive assaults of such allegedly lower races as
Jews, blacks, and Asians.
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HITLER’S RISE TO POWER, 1919–1933

At the end of World War I, Hitler joined the obscure Ger-
man Workers’ Party, one of a number of right-wing na-
tionalist parties in Munich. By the summer of 1921, he
had assumed total control over the party, which he re-
named the National Socialist German Workers’ Party
(NSDAP), or Nazi for short. Hitler worked assiduously to
develop the party into a mass political movement with
flags, party badges, uniforms, its own newspaper, and its
own police force or party militia known as the SA— the
Sturmabteilung, or Storm Troops. The SA added an ele-
ment of force and terror to the growing Nazi movement.
Hitler’s own oratorical skills were largely responsible for
attracting an increasing number of followers.

In November 1923, Hitler staged an armed uprising
against the government in Munich, but the so-called
Beer Hall Putsch was quickly crushed, and Hitler was sen-
tenced to prison. During his brief stay in jail, he wrote
Mein Kampf (My Struggle), an autobiographical account
of his movement and its underlying ideology. Virulent
German nationalism, anti-Semitism, and anticommu-
nism were linked together by a social Darwinian theory of
struggle that stressed the right of superior nations to
Lebensraum (“living space”) through expansion and the
right of superior individuals to secure authoritarian lead-
ership over the masses.

After his release from prison, Hitler worked assidu-
ously to reorganize the Nazi Party on a regional basis and
expand it to all parts of Germany, growing in size from
27,000 members in 1925 to 178,000 by the end of 1929.
Especially noticeable was the youthfulness of the re-
gional, district, and branch leaders of the Nazi organiza-
tion. Many young Germans were fiercely committed to
Hitler because he gave them the promise of a new life.

By 1932, the Nazi Party had 800,000 members and had
become the largest party in the Reichstag. No doubt,
Germany’s economic difficulties were a crucial factor in
the Nazi rise to power. Unemployment rose dramatically,
from 4.35 million in 1931 to 6 million by the winter of
1932. The economic and psychological impact of the
Great Depression made extremist parties more attractive.
But Hitler claimed to stand above politics and promised
to create a new Germany free of class differences and
party infighting. His appeal to national pride, national
honor, and traditional militarism struck chords of emo-
tion in his listeners.

Increasingly, the right-wing elites of Germany — the
industrial magnates, landed aristocrats, military estab-
lishment, and higher bureaucrats —came to see Hitler 
as the man who had the mass support to establish a 
right-wing, authoritarian regime that would save Ger-

many from a Communist takeover. Under pressure, Pres-
ident Paul von Hindenburg agreed to allow Hitler to be-
come chancellor on January 30, 1933, and form a new
government.

Within two months, Hitler had laid the foundations
for the Nazis’ complete control over Germany. On Febru-
ary 27, he convinced Hindenburg to issue a decree sus-
pending all basic rights for the full duration of the emer-
gency, thus enabling the Nazis to arrest and imprison
anyone without redress. The crowning step in Hitler’s 
“legal” seizure of power came on March 23, when the
Reichstag passed the Enabling Act by a two-thirds vote.
This legislation, which empowered the government to
dispense with constitutional forms for four years while it
issued laws that dealt with the country’s problems, pro-
vided the legal basis for Hitler’s subsequent acts. In effect,
Hitler became a dictator appointed by the parliamentary
body itself.

With their new source of power, the Nazis acted
quickly to consolidate their control. The civil service was
purged of Jews and democratic elements, concentration
camps were established for opponents of the new regime,
trade unions were dissolved, and all political parties ex-
cept the Nazis were abolished. When Hindenburg died
on August 2, 1934, the office of Reich president was abol-
ished, and Hitler became sole ruler of Germany. Public
officials and soldiers were all required to take a personal
oath of loyalty to Hitler as the “Führer (leader) of the
German Reich and people.”

THE NAZI STATE, 1933–1939

Having smashed the Weimar Republic, Hitler now
turned to his larger objective, the creation of an Aryan
racial state that would dominate Europe and possibly the
world for generations to come. The Nazis pursued the vi-
sion of this totalitarian state in a variety of ways. Most
dramatic were the mass demonstrations and spectacles
employed to integrate the German nation into a collec-
tive fellowship and to mobilize it as an instrument for
Hitler’s policies. In the economic sphere, the Nazis pur-
sued the use of public works projects and “pump-priming”
grants to private construction firms to foster employ-
ment and end the depression. But there is little doubt
that rearmament contributed far more to solving the un-
employment problem. Unemployment, which had stood
at 6 million in 1932, dropped to 2.6 million in 1934 and
less than 500,000 in 1937. The regime claimed full credit
for solving Germany’s economic woes, although much of
the success must be ascribed to decisions made at the ini-
tiative of local officials. Hitler himself had little interest
in either economics or administration, and his prestige
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undoubtedly benefited enormously from spontaneous ef-
forts undertaken throughout the country by his followers.

For its enemies, the Nazi totalitarian state had its in-
struments of terror and repression. Especially important
was the SS (Schutzstaffel, or “protection echelon”). Orig-
inally created as Hitler’s personal bodyguard, the SS, un-
der the direction of Heinrich Himmler (1900 –1945),
came to control all of the regular and secret police forces.
Himmler and the SS functioned on the basis of two prin-
ciples, ideology and terror, and would eventually play a
major role in the execution squads and death camps for
the extermination of the Jews.

Other institutions, including the Catholic and Prot-
estant churches, primary and secondary schools, and 
universities, were also brought under the control of the
state. Nazi professional organizations and leagues were
formed for civil servants, teachers, women, farmers, doc-
tors, and lawyers, and youth organizations — the Hitler
Jugend (Hitler Youth) and its female counterpart, the
Bund Deutscher Mädel (League of German Maidens)—
were given special attention.

The Nazi attitude toward women was largely deter-
mined by ideological considerations. Women played a
crucial role in the Aryan racial state as bearers of the chil-
dren who would ensure the triumph of the Aryan race. To
the Nazis, the differences between men and women were
quite natural. Men were warriors and political leaders,
while women were destined to be wives and mothers.
Certain professions, including university teaching, medi-
cine, and law, were considered inappropriate for women,
especially married women. Instead, the Nazis encouraged
women to pursue professional occupations that had direct
practical application, such as social work and nursing. In
addition to restrictive legislation against females, the
Nazi regime pushed its campaign against working women
with such poster slogans as “Get hold of pots and pans
and broom and you’ll sooner find a groom!”

From the beginning, the Nazi Party reflected the
strong anti-Semitic beliefs of Adolf Hitler. Many of the
early attacks on Jews, however, were essentially sponta-
neous in character. The regime quickly took note, and 
in September 1935, the Nazis announced new racial laws
at the annual party rally in Nuremberg. These Nuremberg
laws excluded German Jews from German citizenship and
forbade marriages and extramarital relations between
Jews and German citizens. But a more violent phase of
anti-Jewish activity was initiated on November 9–10,
1938, the infamous Kristallnacht, or night of shattered
glass. The assassination of a German diplomat in Paris 
became the excuse for a Nazi-led destructive rampage
against the Jews, in which synagogues were burned, seven
thousand Jewish businesses were destroyed, and at least

one hundred Jews were killed. Moreover, twenty thou-
sand Jewish males were rounded up and sent to con-
centration camps. Jews were now barred from all public
buildings and prohibited from owning, managing, or
working in any retail store. Finally, under the direction 
of the SS, Jews were encouraged to “emigrate from Ger-
many.” After the outbreak of World War II, the policy of
emigration was replaced by a more gruesome one.

Authoritarian States in Europe
Nowhere had the map of Europe been more drastically al-
tered by World War I than in eastern Europe. The new
states of Austria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia
adopted parliamentary systems, and the preexisting king-
doms of Romania and Bulgaria gained new parliamentary
constitutions in 1920. Greece became a republic in 1924.
Hungary’s government was parliamentary in form but
controlled by its landed aristocrats. Thus at the beginning
of the 1920s, political democracy seemed well established.
Yet almost everywhere in eastern Europe, parliamentary
governments soon gave way to authoritarian regimes.

Several problems helped create this situation. Eastern
European states had little tradition of liberalism or par-
liamentary politics and no substantial middle class to sup-
port them. Then, too, these states were largely rural and
agrarian. Many of the peasants were largely illiterate, and
much of the land was still dominated by large landowners
who feared the growth of agrarian peasant parties with
their schemes for land redistribution. Ethnic conflicts
also threatened to tear these countries apart. Fearful of
land reform, Communist agrarian upheaval, and ethnic
conflict, powerful landowners, the churches, and even
some members of the small middle class looked to au-
thoritarian governments to maintain the old system.
Only Czechoslovakia, with its substantial middle class,
liberal tradition, and strong industrial base, maintained
its political democracy.

In Spain, democracy also failed to survive. Fearful of
the rising influence of left-wing elements in the govern-
ment, Spanish military forces led by General Francisco
Franco (1892–1995) launched a brutal and bloody civil
war that lasted three years. Foreign intervention compli-
cated the situation. Franco’s forces were aided by arms,
money, and men from Italy and Germany, while the gov-
ernment was assisted by forty thousand foreign volunteers
and trucks, planes, tanks, and military advisers from the
Soviet Union. After Franco’s forces captured Madrid on
March 28, 1939, the Spanish Civil War finally came to an
end. General Franco soon established a dictatorship that
favored large landowners, businessmen, and the Catholic
clergy.
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The Soviet Union

During the mid-1920s, Soviet society gradually recovered
from the enormous damage caused by the Great War. As
he consolidated his power at the expense of rivals within
the party, Joseph Stalin followed a centrist policy that
avoided confrontation with his capitalist enemies abroad
while encouraging capitalist forces at home under the
careful guidance of the state. But Stalin —fearful that the
rising influence of the small Russian bourgeoisie could
undermine the foundations of party rule —had no inten-
tion of permitting the New Economic Policy to continue
indefinitely. In the late 1920s, he used the issue to bring
the power struggle to a head.

Stalin had previously joined with the moderate Bu-
kharin and other members of the party to defend the NEP
against Leon Trotsky, whose “left opposition” wanted 
a more rapid advance toward socialism. Then, in 1928,
Stalin reversed course: he now claimed that the NEP had
achieved its purpose and called for a rapid advance to so-
cialist forms of ownership. Beginning in 1929, a series of
new programs changed the face of Soviet society. Private
capitalism in manufacturing and trade was virtually abol-
ished, and party and state control over the economy was
extended. The first of a series of five-year plans was

launched to promote rapid “socialist industrialization,”
and in a massive effort to strengthen the state’s hold over
the agricultural economy, all private farmers were herded
onto collective farms.

The bitter campaign to collectivize the countryside
aroused the antagonism of many peasants and led to a de-
cline in food production and in some areas to mass star-
vation. It also further divided the Communist Party and
led to a massive purge of party members at all levels who
opposed Stalin’s effort to achieve rapid economic growth
and the socialization of Russian society. A series of brutal
purge trials eliminated thousands of “Old Bolsheviks”
(people who had joined the party before the 1917 Revo-
lution) and resulted in the conviction and death of many
of Stalin’s chief rivals. Trotsky, driven into exile, was dis-
patched by Stalin’s assassin in 1940. Of the delegates who
had attended the National Congress of the CPSU (Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union) in 1934, fully 70 per-
cent had been executed by the time of the National Con-
gress in 1939.

By the late 1930s, as the last of the great purge trials
came to an end, the Russian Revolution had been in ex-
istence for more than two decades. It had achieved some
successes. Stalin’s policy of forced industrialization had
led to rapid growth in the industrial sector, surpassing in
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� PICASSO’S GUERNICA (1937). In 1937, Picasso painted Guernica, his diatribe against the violence
of war, inspired by the bombing of a Basque town during the Spanish Civil War. It screams with pain and
suffering and stands as one of the most expressive paintings in Western art. Guernica was to be the last
great painting portraying the horrors of war, soon to be followed by war photography. How could painting
compete any longer with those black-and-white frozen images of Auschwitz, with the quiet mountains of
discarded eyeglasses, false teeth, and shoes?
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many respects what had been achieved in the capitalist
years prior to World War I. Between 1918 and 1937, steel
production increased from 4 to 18 million tons per year,
and hard coal output went from 36 to 128 million tons.
New industrial cities sprang up overnight in the Urals
and Siberia. The Russian people in general were probably
better clothed, better fed, and better educated than they
had ever been before. The cost had been enormous, how-
ever. Millions had died by bullet or starvation. Thou-
sands, perhaps millions, languished in Stalin’s concentra-
tion camps. The remainder of the population lived in a
society now officially described as socialist, under the
watchful eye of a man who had risen almost to the rank
of a deity, the great leader of the Soviet Union, Joseph
Stalin.

The impact of Joseph Stalin on Soviet society in one
decade had been enormous. If Lenin had brought the
party to power and nursed it through the difficult years of
the civil war, it was Stalin, above all, who had mapped
out the path to economic modernization and socialist
transformation. To many foreign critics of the regime, the
Stalinist terror and autocracy were an inevitable conse-
quence of the concept of the vanguard party and the cen-
tralized state built by Lenin. Others traced Stalinism back
to Marx. It was he, after all, who had formulated the idea
of the dictatorship of the proletariat, which now provided
ideological justification for the Stalinist autocracy. Still
others found the ultimate cause in the Russian political
culture, which had been characterized by autocracy since
the emergence of Russian society from Mongol control in
the fifteenth century.

Was Stalinism an inevitable outcome of Marxist-
Leninist doctrine and practice? Or as Mikhail Gorbachev
later claimed, were Stalin’s crimes “alien to the nature of
socialism” and a departure from the course charted by
Lenin before his death? Certainly, Lenin had not envis-
aged a party dominated by a figure who became even
larger than the organization itself and who, in the 1930s,
almost destroyed the party. On the other hand, recent ev-
idence shows that Lenin was capable of the brutal sup-
pression of perceived enemies of the revolution in a way
that is reminiscent in manner, if not in scope, of that of
his successor, Stalin.

It is clear from the decade of the 1920s that there were
other models for development in Soviet society than that
adopted by Stalin; the NEP program, so ardently sup-
ported by Bukharin, is testimony to that fact. But it is also
true that the state created by Lenin provided the condi-
tions for a single-minded leader like Stalin to rise to 
absolute power. The great danger that neither Marx nor
Lenin had foreseen had come to pass: the party itself, the

vanguard organization leading the way into the utopian
future, had become corrupted.

The Rise of Militarism in Japan
The rise of militant forces in Japan resulted not from a sei-
zure of power by a new political party but from the grow-
ing influence of such elements at the top of the political
hierarchy. During the 1920s, a multiparty system based on
democratic practices appeared to be emerging. Two rela-
tively moderate political parties, the Minseito and the
Seiyukai, dominated the Diet and took turns providing
executive leadership in the cabinet. Radical elements ex-
isted at each end of the political spectrum, but neither
militant nationalists nor violent revolutionaries appeared
to present a threat to the stability of the system.

In fact, the political system was probably weaker than
it seemed at the time. Both of the major parties were
deeply dependent on campaign contributions from pow-
erful corporations (the zaibatsu), and conservative forces
connected to the military or the old landed aristocracy
were still highly influential behind the scenes. As in the
Weimar Republic in Germany during the same period,
the actual power base of moderate political forces was
weak, and politicians unwittingly undermined the frag-
ility of the system by engaging in bitter attacks on each
other.

The road to war in Asia began in 1928 when Zhang
Xueliang, son and successor of the Japanese puppet Mar-
shall Zhang Zuolin (see Chapter 5) decided to integrate
Manchuria into the Nanjing republic. Appeals from
Tokyo to Washington for a U.S. effort to restrain Chiang
Kai-shek were rebuffed.

Already suffering from the decline of its business in-
terests on the mainland, after 1929 Japan began to feel
the impact of the Great Depression when the United
States and major European nations raised their tariff rates
against Japanese imports in a desperate effort to protect
local businesses and jobs. The value of Japanese exports
dropped by 50 percent from 1929 to 1931, and wages
dropped nearly as much. Hardest hit were the farmers as
the price of rice and other staple food crops plummeted.
At the same time, militant nationalists, outraged at Ja-
pan’s loss of influence in Manchuria, began to argue that
the Shidehara policy of peaceful cooperation with other
nations in maintaining the existing international eco-
nomic order had been a failure. It was undoubtedly that
vision that had motivated the military coup d’état
launched in Mukden in the early fall of 1931.

During the early 1930s, civilian cabinets managed 
to cope with the economic challenges presented by the
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Great Depression. By abandoning the gold standard,
Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi was able to lower the
price of Japanese goods on the world market, and exports
climbed back to earlier levels. But the political parties
were no longer able to stem the growing influence of mil-
itant nationalist elements. Despite its doubts about the
wisdom of the Mukden incident, the cabinet was too di-
vided to disavow it, and military officers in Manchuria in-
creasingly acted on their own initiative.

In May 1932, Inukai Tsuyoshi was assassinated by
right-wing extremists. He was succeeded by a moderate,
Admiral Saito Makoto, but ultranationalist patriotic so-
cieties began to terrorize opponents, assassinating busi-
nessmen and public figures identified with the policy of
conciliation toward the outside world. Some, like the
publicist Kita Ikki, were convinced that the parliamen-
tary system had been corrupted by materialism and West-
ern values and should be replaced by a system that would
return to traditional Japanese values and imperial author-
ity. His message, “Asia for the Asians,” had not won wide-
spread support during the relatively prosperous 1920s but
increased in popularity after the Great Depression, which
convinced many Japanese that capitalism was unsuitable
for Japan.

During the mid-1930s, the influence of the military
and extreme nationalists over the government steadily
increased. Minorities and left-wing elements were perse-
cuted, and moderates were intimidated into silence. Ter-
rorists tried for their part in assassination attempts por-
trayed themselves as selfless patriots and received light
sentences. Japan continued to hold national elections,
and moderate candidates continued to receive substantial
popular support, but the cabinets were dominated by the
military or advocates of Japanese expansionism. In Febru-
ary 1936, junior officers in the army led a coup in the cap-
ital city of Tokyo, briefly occupying the Diet building and
other key government installations and assassinating sev-
eral members of the cabinet. The ringleaders were quickly
tried and convicted of treason, but under conditions that
strengthened even further the influence of the military in
the halls of power.

THE PATH TO WAR
Only twenty years after the war to end war, the world
plunged back into a new era of heightened international
tension. The efforts at collective security in the 1920s —
the League of Nations, the attempts at disarmament, the
pacts and treaties —all proved ineffective in coping with
the growth of Nazi Germany and the rise of Japan.

The Path to War in Europe
When Hitler became chancellor on January 30, 1933,
Germany’s situation in Europe seemed weak. The Ver-
sailles Treaty had created a demilitarized zone on Ger-
many’s western border that would allow the French to
move into the heavily industrialized parts of Germany in
the event of war. To Germany’s east, the smaller states,
such as Poland and Czechoslovakia, had defensive
treaties with France. The Versailles Treaty had also lim-
ited Germany’s army to 100,000 troops with no air force
and only a small navy.

Posing as a man of peace in his public speeches, Hitler
emphasized that Germany wished only to revise the un-
fair provisions of Versailles by peaceful means and occupy
Germany’s rightful place among the European states. On
March 9, 1935, he announced the creation of a new air
force and, one week later, the introduction of a military
draft that would expand Germany’s army from 100,000 to
550,000 troops. France, Great Britain, and Italy con-
demned Germany’s unilateral repudiation of the Ver-
sailles Treaty but took no concrete action.

On March 7, 1936, buoyed by his conviction that the
Western democracies had no intention of using force to
maintain the Treaty of Versailles, Hitler sent German
troops into the demilitarized Rhineland. According to
the Versailles Treaty, the French had the right to use force
against any violation of the demilitarized Rhineland. But
France would not act without British support, and the
British viewed the occupation of German territory by
German troops as reasonable action by a dissatisfied
power. The London Times noted that the Germans were
only “going into their own back garden.”

Meanwhile, Hitler gained new allies. In October 1935,
Benito Mussolini committed Fascist Italy to imperial ex-
pansion by invading Ethiopia. Angered by French and
British opposition to his invasion, Mussolini welcomed
Hitler’s support and began to draw closer to the German
dictator he had once called a buffoon. The joint in-
tervention of Germany and Italy on behalf of General
Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War in 1936 also
drew the two nations closer together. In October 1936,
Mussolini and Hitler concluded an agreement that recog-
nized their common political and economic interests.
One month later, Germany and Japan concluded the
Anti-Comintern Pact and agreed to maintain a common
front against communism.

STALIN SEEKS A UNITED FRONT

From behind the walls of the Kremlin in Moscow, Joseph
Stalin undoubtedly observed the effects of the Great De-
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pression with a measure of satisfaction. During the early
1920s, once it became clear that the capitalist states in
Europe had managed to survive without socialist revolu-
tions, Stalin decided to improve relations with the out-
side world as a means of obtaining capital and technolog-
ical assistance in promoting economic growth in the
Soviet Union. But Lenin had predicted that after a brief
period of stability in Europe, a new crisis brought on by
overproduction and intense competition was likely to oc-
cur in the capitalist world. That, he added, would mark
the beginning of the next wave of revolution. In the
meantime, he declared, “We will give the capitalists the
shovels with which to bury themselves.”

To Stalin, the onset of the Great Depression was a sig-
nal that the next era of turbulence in the capitalist world
was at hand, and during the early 1930s, Soviet foreign
policy returned to the themes of class struggle and social
revolution. When the influence of the Nazi Party reached
significant proportions in the early 1930s, Stalin viewed
it as a pathological form of capitalism and ordered the
Communist Party in Germany not to support the fragile
Weimar Republic. Hitler would quickly fall, he reasoned,
leading to a Communist takeover.

By 1935, Stalin became uneasily aware that Hitler 
was not only securely in power in Berlin but also repre-
sented a serious threat to the Soviet Union. That sum-
mer, at a major meeting of the Communist International
held in Moscow, Soviet officials announced a shift in pol-
icy. The Soviet Union would now seek to form a united
front with capitalist democratic nations throughout the
world against the common danger of Naziism and fascism.
Communist parties in capitalist countries and in colonial
areas were instructed to cooperate with “peace-loving
democratic forces” in forming coalition governments
called Popular Fronts.

In most capitalist countries, Stalin’s move was greeted
with suspicion, but in France, a coalition of leftist par-
ties — Communists, Socialists, and Radicals —fearful
that rightists intended to seize power, formed a Popular
Front government in June 1936. The new government
succeeded in launching a program for workers that some
called the French New Deal. It included the right of 
collective bargaining, a forty-hour workweek, two-week
paid vacations, and minimum wages. But such policies
failed to solve the problems of the depression, and al-
though it survived until 1938, the Front was for all in-
tents and purposes dead before then. Moscow signed 
a defensive treaty with France and reached an agree-
ment with three noncommunist states in eastern Europe
(Czechoslovakia, Romania, and Yugoslavia), but talks
with Great Britain achieved little result. The Soviet
Union, rebuffed by London and disappointed by Paris,

feared that it might be forced to face the might of Hitler’s
Wehrmacht alone.

DECISION AT MUNICH

By the end of 1936, the Treaty of Versailles had been vir-
tually scrapped, and Germany had erased much of the
stigma of defeat. Hitler, whose foreign policy successes
had earned him much public acclaim, was convinced that
neither the French nor the British would provide much
opposition to his plans and decided in 1938 to move 
on Austria. By threatening Austria with invasion, Hitler 
coerced the Austrian chancellor into putting Austrian
Nazis in charge of the government. The new government
promptly invited German troops to enter Austria and 
assist in maintaining law and order. One day later, on
March 13, 1938, Hitler formally annexed Austria to
Germany.

The annexation of Austria, which had not raised ob-
jections in other European capitals, put Germany in po-
sition for Hitler’s next objective — the destruction of
Czechoslovakia. Although the latter was quite prepared
to defend itself and was well supported by pacts with
France and the Soviet Union, Hitler believed that its 
allies would not use force to defend it against a German
attack.

He was right again. On September 15, 1938, Hitler de-
manded the cession to Germany of the Sudetenland (an
area in western Czechoslovakia that was inhabited largely
by ethnic Germans) and expressed his willingness to risk
“world war” to achieve his objective. Instead of objecting,
the British, French, Germans, and Italians —at a hastily
arranged conference at Munich — reached an agreement
that essentially met all of Hitler’s demands. German
troops were allowed to occupy the Sudetenland as the
Czechs, abandoned by their Western allies, as well as by
the Soviet Union, stood by helplessly. The Munich Con-
ference was the high point of Western appeasement of
Hitler. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain re-
turned to England from Munich boasting that the agree-
ment meant “peace in our time.” Hitler had promised
Chamberlain that he had made his last demand (see the
box on p. 120).

In fact, Munich confirmed Hitler’s perception that the
Western democracies were weak and would not fight. In-
creasingly, he was convinced of his own infallibility and
had by no means been satisfied at Munich. In March
1939, Hitler occupied the Czech lands (Bohemia and
Moravia), and the Slovaks, with his encouragement, de-
clared their independence of the Czechs and set up the
German puppet state of Slovakia. On the evening of
March 15, 1939, Hitler triumphantly declared in Prague
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that he would be known as the greatest German of
them all.

At last, the Western states reacted vigorously to the
Nazi threat. Hitler’s naked aggression had made it clear
that his promises were utterly worthless. When he began
to demand the return to Germany of Danzig (which had
been made a free city by the Treaty of Versailles to serve
as a seaport for Poland), Britain recognized the danger
and offered to protect Poland in the event of war. Both
France and Britain realized that they needed Soviet help
to contain Nazi aggression and began political and mili-
tary negotiations with Stalin. Their distrust of Soviet
communism, however, made an alliance unlikely.

Meanwhile, Hitler pressed on in the belief that Britain
and France would not go to war over Poland. To preclude

an alliance between the western European states and 
the Soviet Union, which would create the danger of a
two-front war, Hitler, ever the opportunist, approached
Stalin, who had given up hope of any alliance with Brit-
ain and France. The announcement on August 23, 1939,
of the Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Pact shocked the
world. The treaty with the Soviet Union gave Hitler the
freedom he sought, and on September 1, German forces
invaded Poland. Two days later, Britain and France de-
clared war on Germany. Europe was again at war.

The Path to War in Asia
In the years immediately following the Japanese seizure of
Manchuria in the fall of 1931, Japanese military forces
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THE MUNICH CONFERENCE

t the Munich Conference, the leaders of France
and Great Britain capitulated to Hitler’s demands on

Czechoslovakia. When the British Prime Minister,
Neville Chamberlain, defended his actions at Munich as neces-
sary for peace, another British statesman, Winston Churchill,
characterized the settlement at Munich as “a disaster of the first
magnitude.” After World War II, political figures in Western Eu-
rope and the United States would cite the example of appease-
ment at Munich to encourage vigorous resistance to expansion-
ism in the Soviet Union.

WINSTON CHURCHILL, SPEECH TO THE
HOUSE OF COMMONS (OCTOBER 5, 1938)

I will begin by saying what everybody would like to ignore 
or forget but which must nevertheless be stated, namely, 
that we have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat, and
that France has suffered even more than we have. . . . The
utmost my right honorable Friend the Prime Minister . . . has
been able to gain for Czechoslovakia and in the matters
which were in dispute has been that the German dictator,
instead of snatching his victuals from the table, has been
content to have them served to him course by course. . . .
And I will say this, that I believe the Czechs, left to them-
selves and told they were going to get no help from the
Western Powers, would have been able to make better terms
than they have got. . . .

We are in the presence of a disaster of the first magnitude
which has befallen Great Britain and France. Do not let us
blind ourselves to that. . . .

And do not suppose that this is the end. This is only the
beginning of the reckoning. This is only the first sip, the first

foretaste of a bitter cup which will be proffered to us year by
year unless by a supreme recovery of moral health and mar-
tial vigor, we arise again and take our stand for freedom as in
the olden time.

NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN, SPEECH TO THE
HOUSE OF COMMONS (OCTOBER 6, 1938)

That is my answer to those who say that we should have told
Germany weeks ago that, if her army crossed the border of
Czechoslovakia, we should be at war with her. We had no
treaty obligations and no legal obligations to Czechoslova-
kia. . . . When we were convinced, as we became convinced,
that nothing any longer would keep the Sudetenland within
the Czechoslovakian State, we urged the Czech Govern-
ment as strongly as we could to agree to the cession of terri-
tory, and to agree promptly. . . . It was a hard decision for
anyone who loved his country to take, but to accuse us of
having by that advice betrayed the Czechoslovakian State is
simply preposterous. What we did was save her from anni-
hilation and give her a chance of new life as a new State,
which involves the loss of territory and fortifications, but
may perhaps enable her to enjoy in the future and develop a
national existence under a neutrality and security compara-
ble to that which we see in Switzerland today. Therefore, 
I think the Government deserves the approval of this House
for their conduct of affairs in this recent crisis, which has
saved Czechoslovakia from destruction and Europe from
Armageddon.

Sources: Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons (London: His Majesty’s
Stationery Office, 1938), vol. 339, pp. 361–369; Neville Chamberlain, In
Search of Peace (New York: Putnam, 1939), pp. 215, 217.



began to expand gradually into North China. Using the
tactics of military intimidation and diplomatic bullying
rather than all-out attack, Japanese military authorities
began to carve out a new “sphere of influence” south of
the Great Wall.

Not all politicians in Tokyo agreed with this aggres-
sive policy — the young Emperor Hirohito, who had suc-
ceeded to the throne in 1926, was himself nervous about
possible international repercussions —but right-wing ter-
rorists assassinated some of its key critics and intimidated
others into silence. The United States refused to recog-
nize the Japanese takeover of Manchuria, which Secre-
tary of State Henry L. Stimson declared an act of “inter-

national outlawry,” but was unwilling to threaten the 
use of force. Instead, the Americans attempted to appease
Japan in the hope of encouraging moderate forces in 
Japanese society. As one senior U.S. diplomat with long 
experience in Asia warned in a memorandum to the
president:

Utter defeat of Japan would be no blessing to the Far East 
or to the world. It would merely create a new set of stresses,
and substitute for Japan the USSR—as the successor to Im-
perial Russia —as a contestant (and at least an equally un-
scrupulous and dangerous one) for the mastery of the East.
Nobody except perhaps Russia would gain from our victory
in such a war.2
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JAPAN’S JUSTIFICATION FOR EXPANSION

dvocates of Japanese expansion in the 1920s and
1930s justified their proposals by claiming both eco-

nomic necessity and moral imperatives. Note the fa-
miliar combination of motives, so often cited by advocates of co-
lonial expansion, in the passage written by an extremist military
leader in the late 1930s.

HASHIMOTO KINGORO, “THE NEED FOR
EMIGRATION AND EXPANSION”

We have already said that there are only three ways left to
Japan to escape from pressure of surplus population. We are
like a great crowd of people packed into a small and narrow
room, and there are only three doors through which we
might escape, namely emigration, advance into world mar-
kets, and expansion of territory. The first door, emigration,
has been barred to us by the anti-Japanese immigration poli-
cies of other countries. The second door, advance into world
markets, is being pushed shut by tariff barriers and the abro-
gation of commercial treaties. What should Japan do when
two of the three doors have been closed against her?

It is quite natural that Japan should rush upon the last
remaining door.

It may sound dangerous when we speak of territorial ex-
pansion, but the territorial expansion of which we speak
does not in any sense of the word involve the occupation of
the possessions of other countries, the planting of the Japa-
nese flag thereon, and the declaration of the annexation to
Japan. It is just that since the Powers have suppressed the cir-
culation of Japanese materials and merchandise abroad, we
are looking for some place overseas where Japanese capital,
Japanese skills and Japanese labor can have free play, free
from the oppression of the white race.

We would be satisfied with just this much. What moral
right do the world powers who have themselves closed to us

the two doors of emigration and advance into world markets
have to criticize Japan’s attempt to rush out of the third and
last door?

If they do not approve of this, they should open the door
which they have closed against us and permit the free move-
ment overseas of Japanese emigrants and merchandise. . . .

At the time of the Manchurian incident, the entire world
joined in criticism of Japan. They said that Japan was an un-
trustworthy nation. The said that she had recklessly brought
cannon and machine guns into Manchuria, which was the
territory of another country, flown airplanes over it, and
finally occupied it. But the military action taken by Japan
was not in the least a selfish one. Moreover, we do not recall
ever having taken so much as an inch of territory belonging
to another nation. The result of this incident was the estab-
lishment of the splendid new nation of Manchuria. The
Powers are still discussing whether or not to recognize this
new nation, but regardless of whether or not other nations
recognize her, the Manchurian empire has already been es-
tablished, and now, seven years after its creation, the empire
is further consolidating its foundations with the aid of its
friend, Japan.

And if it is still protested that our actions in Manchuria
were excessively violent, we may wish to ask the white race
just which country it was that sent warships and troops to
India, South Africa, and Australia and slaughtered innocent
natives, bound their hands and feet with iron chains, lashed
their backs with iron whips, proclaimed these territories as
their own, and still continues to hold them to this very day.

Source: Sources of Japanese Tradition by William Theodore de Bary. Copy-
right © 1958 by Columbia University Press, New York. Reprinted with per-
mission of the publisher.



For the moment, the prime victim of Japanese aggres-
sion was China. Chiang Kai-shek attempted to avoid a
confrontation with Japan so that he could deal with what
he considered the greater threat from the Communists.
When clashes between Chinese and Japanese troops
broke out, he sought to appease the Japanese by granting
them the authority to administer areas in North China.
But as Japan moved steadily southward, popular protests
in Chinese cities against Japanese aggression intensified.
In December 1936, Chiang was briefly kidnapped by 
military forces commanded by General Zhang Xueliang,
who compelled him to end his military efforts against the
Communists in Yan’an and form a new united front
against the Japanese. After Chinese and Japanese forces
clashed at Marco Polo Bridge, south of Beijing, in July
1937, China refused to apologize, and hostilities spread.

Japan had not planned to declare war on China, but
neither side would compromise, and the 1937 incident
eventually turned into a major conflict. The Japanese ad-
vanced up the Yangtze valley and seized the Chinese cap-
ital of Nanjing, raping and killing thousands of innocent
civilians in the process. But Chiang Kai-shek refused to
capitulate and moved his government upriver to Han-
kou. When the Japanese seized that city, he moved on to
Chongqing, in remote Sichuan Province. Japanese strate-
gists had hoped to force Chiang to join a Japanese-
dominated New Order in East Asia, comprising Japan,
Manchuria, and China. Now they established a puppet
regime in Nanjing that would cooperate with Japan in
driving western influence out of East Asia. Tokyo hoped
eventually to seize Soviet Siberia, rich in resources, and
create a new “Monroe Doctrine for Asia” under which 
Japan would guide its Asian neighbors on the path to 
development and prosperity (see the box on p. 121). Af-
ter all, who better to instruct Asian societies on modern-
ization than the one Asian country that had already
achieved it?

During the late 1930s, Japan began to cooperate with
Nazi Germany on a plan to launch a joint attack on the
Soviet Union and divide up its resources between them.
But when Germany surprised Tokyo by signing a nonag-
gression pact with the Soviets in August 1939, Japanese
strategists were compelled to reevaluate their long-term
objectives. Japan was not strong enough to defeat the So-
viet Union alone, as a small but bitter border war along
the Siberian frontier near Manchukuo had amply demon-
strated. So the Japanese began to shift their gaze south-
ward to the vast resources of Southeast Asia — the oil of
the Dutch East Indies, the rubber and tin of Malaya, and
the rice of Burma and Indochina.

A move southward, of course, would risk war with the
European colonial powers and the United States. Japan’s

attack on China in the summer of 1937 had already
aroused strong criticism abroad, particularly from the
United States, where President Franklin D. Roosevelt
threatened to “quarantine” the aggressors after Japanese
military units bombed an American naval ship operating
in China. Public fear of involvement forced the president
to draw back, but when Japan suddenly demanded the
right to occupy airfields and exploit economic resources
in French Indochina in the summer of 1940, the United
States warned the Japanese that it would impose eco-
nomic sanctions unless Japan withdrew from the area and
returned to its borders of 1931.

Tokyo viewed the U.S. threat of retaliation as an ob-
stacle to its long-term objectives. Japan badly needed liq-
uid fuel and scrap iron from the United States. Should
they be cut off, Japan would have to find them elsewhere.
The Japanese were thus caught in a vise. To obtain guar-
anteed access to the natural resources that were necessary
to fuel the Japanese military machine, Japan must risk be-
ing cut off from its current source of the raw materials that
would be needed in case of a conflict. After much debate,
the Japanese decided to launch a surprise attack on U.S.
and European colonies in Southeast Asia in the hope of 
a quick victory that would evict the United States from
the region.

THE COURSE OF
WORLD WAR II

Using Blitzkrieg, or “lightning war,” Hitler stunned Eu-
rope with the speed and efficiency of the German attack.
Panzer divisions (a panzer division was a strike force of
about three hundred tanks and accompanying forces and
supplies), supported by airplanes, broke quickly through
Polish lines and encircled the bewildered Polish troops,
whose courageous cavalry units were no match for the
mechanized forces of their adversary. Conventional in-
fantry units then moved in to hold the newly conquered
territory. Within four weeks, Poland had surrendered. On
September 28, 1939, Germany and the Soviet Union
officially divided Poland between them.

Europe at War
Although Hitler was apparently surprised when France
and Britain declared war on September 3, he was con-
fident of ultimate victory. After a winter of waiting
(called the “phony war”), on April 9, 1940, Germany
launched a Blitzkrieg against Denmark and Norway. One
month later, the Germans attacked the Netherlands, 
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Belgium, and France. German panzer divisions broke
through the weak French defensive positions in the Ar-
dennes forest and raced across northern France, splitting
the Allied armies and trapping French troops and the en-
tire British army on the beaches of Dunkirk. Only by
heroic efforts did the British succeed in a gigantic evacu-
ation of 330,000 Allied (mostly British) troops. The
French capitulated on June 22. German armies occupied
about three-fifths of France while the French hero of
World War I, Marshal Philippe Pétain (1856 –1951), es-
tablished a puppet regime (known as Vichy France) over
the remainder. Germany was now in control of west-
ern and central Europe (see Map 6.1). Britain had still
not been defeated, but it was reeling, and the wartime
cabinet under Prime Minister Winston Churchill de-
bated whether to seek a negotiated peace settlement.

As Hitler realized, an amphibious invasion of Britain
could succeed only if Germany gained control of the air.
In early August 1940, the Luftwaffe (German air force)

launched a major offensive against British air and naval
bases, harbors, communication centers, and war indus-
tries. The British fought back doggedly, supported by an
effective radar system that gave them early warning of
German attacks. Nevertheless, the British air force suf-
fered critical losses and was probably saved by Hitler’s
change in strategy. In September, in retaliation for a Brit-
ish attack on Berlin, Hitler ordered a shift from military
targets to massive bombing of cities to break British mo-
rale. The British rebuilt their air strength quickly and
were soon inflicting major losses on Luftwaffe bombers.
By the end of September, Germany had lost the Battle of
Britain, and the invasion of the British Isles had to be
abandoned.

At this point, Hitler pursued a new strategy, which
would involve the use of Italian troops to capture Egypt
and the Suez Canal, thus closing the Mediterranean to
British ships and thereby shutting off Britain’s supply of
oil. This strategy failed when the British routed the Ital-
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� DAY OF HUMILIATION. On June 23, 1940, France was forced to surrender after a brief six-week war
with Nazi Germany. German Chancellor Adolf Hitler, shown in the middle of this photograph, attended
the armistice ceremony, which took place in a railway car in the Compiègne Forest in northern France.
Immediately to Hitler’s left is Field Marshal Hermann Goering, chief of the German air force.
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ian army. Although Hitler then sent German troops to
the North African theater of war, his primary concern lay
elsewhere; he had already reached the decision to fulfill
his long-time obsession with the acquisition of territory
in the east. In Mein Kampf, Hitler had declared that fu-
ture German expansion must lie in the east, in the vast
plains of southern Russia.

Hitler was now convinced that Britain was remaining
in the war only because it expected Soviet support. If the
Soviet Union were smashed, Britain’s last hope would be
eliminated. Moreover, the German general staff was con-
vinced that the Soviet Union, whose military leadership
had been decimated by Stalin’s purge trials, could be de-
feated quickly and decisively. The invasion of the Soviet
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MAP 6.1 World War II in Europe and North Africa. With its fast and effective military, Germany
quickly overwhelmed much of western Europe. However, Hitler overestimated his country’s capabilities
and underestimated those of his foes. By late 1942, his invasion of the Soviet Union was failing, and the
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Union was scheduled for spring 1941 but was delayed be-
cause of problems in the Balkans. Mussolini’s disastrous
invasion of Greece in October 1940 exposed Italian
forces to attack from British air bases in that country. To
secure their Balkan flank, German troops seized both Yu-
goslavia and Greece in April 1941. Hitler had already ob-
tained the political cooperation of Hungary, Bulgaria,
and Romania. Now reassured, Hitler ordered an invasion
of the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, in the belief that
the Soviets could still be decisively defeated before win-
ter set in. It was a fateful miscalculation.

The massive attack stretched out along an 1,800-mile
front. German troops, supported by powerful panzer
units, advanced rapidly, capturing two million Russian
soldiers. By November, one German army group had
swept through Ukraine and a second was besieging Len-
ingrad; a third approached within 25 miles of Moscow,
the Russian capital. An early winter and unexpected So-
viet resistance, however, brought a halt to the German
advance. For the first time in the war, German armies had
been stopped. A counterattack in December 1941 by So-
viet army units newly supplied with U.S. weapons came
as an ominous ending to the year for the Germans.

Asia at War
On December 7, 1941, Japanese carrier-based aircraft at-
tacked the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor in the Hawai-
ian Islands. The same day, other units launched assaults
on the Philippines and began advancing toward the Brit-
ish colony of Malaya. Shortly thereafter, Japanese forces
invaded the Dutch East Indies and occupied a number of
islands in the Pacific Ocean. In some cases, as on the Ba-
taan peninsula and the island of Corregidor in the Phil-
ippines, resistance was fierce, but by the spring of 1942,
almost all of Southeast Asia and much of the western
Pacific had fallen into Japanese hands. Japan formed the
entire region into the Great East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere and announced its intention to liberate South-
east Asia from Western rule. For the moment, however,
Japan needed the resources of the region for its war ma-
chine and placed its conquests under its rule on a wartime
footing.

Japanese leaders had hoped that their strike at Ameri-
can bases would destroy the U.S. Pacific Fleet and per-
suade the Roosevelt administration to accept Japanese
domination of the Pacific. The American people, in the
eyes of Japanese leaders, had been made soft by material
indulgence. But the Japanese had miscalculated. The at-
tack on Pearl Harbor galvanized American opinion and
won broad support for Roosevelt’s war policy. The United
States now joined with European nations and National-

ist China in a combined effort to defeat Japan’s plan to
achieve hegemony in the Pacific. Believing that U.S. in-
volvement in the Pacific would render its forces ineffec-
tive in the European theater, Hitler declared war on the
United States four days after Pearl Harbor.

The Turning Point of the War, 
1942–1943
The entry of the United States into the war created a
coalition, called the Grand Alliance, that ultimately de-
feated the Axis Powers (Germany, Italy, and Japan). Nev-
ertheless, the three major Allies —Britain, the United
States, and the Soviet Union —had to overcome mutual
suspicions before they could operate as an effective al-
liance. In a bid to allay Stalin’s suspicion of U.S. inten-
tions, President Roosevelt declared that the defeat of
Germany should be the first priority of the alliance. The
United States, under its Lend-Lease program, also sent
large amounts of military aid, including $50 billion worth
of trucks, planes, and other arms, to the Soviet Union. In
1943, the Allies agreed to fight until the Axis Powers 
surrendered unconditionally. This had the effect of mak-
ing it nearly impossible for Hitler to divide his foes. On
the other hand, it likely discouraged dissident Germans
and Japanese from overthrowing their governments to ar-
range a negotiated peace.

Victory, however, was only a vision for the distant fu-
ture in the minds of Allied leaders at the beginning of
1942. As Japanese forces advanced into Southeast Asia
and the Pacific after crippling the American naval fleet at
Pearl Harbor, Axis forces continued the war in Europe
against Britain and the Soviet Union. Reinforcements in
North Africa enabled the Afrika Korps under General Er-
win Rommel to break through the British defenses in
Egypt and advance toward Alexandria. In the spring of
1942, a renewed German offensive in the Soviet Union
led to the capture of the entire Crimea, causing Hitler to
boast that in two years, German divisions would be on 
the Indian border. By that fall, however, the war had be-
gun to turn against the Germans. In North Africa, Brit-
ish forces stopped Rommel’s troops at El Alamein in the
summer of 1942 and then forced them back across the
desert. In November, U.S. forces landed in French North
Africa and forced the German and Italian troops to sur-
render in May 1943. On the Eastern Front, the turning
point of the war occurred at Stalingrad. After capturing
the Crimea, Hitler’s generals wanted him to concentrate
on the Caucasus and its oil fields, but Hitler decided that
Stalingrad, a major industrial center on the Volga, should
be taken first. After three months of bitter fighting, Ger-
man troops were stopped, then encircled, and finally
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forced to surrender on February 2, 1943. The entire Ger-
man Sixth Army of 300,000 men was lost, but Soviet ca-
sualties were estimated at nearly one million, more than
the United States lost in the entire war. By spring, long
before Allied troops returned to the European continent,
even Hitler knew that the Germans would not defeat the
Soviet Union.

The tide of battle in the Pacific also turned dramati-
cally in 1942 (see Map 6.2). In the Battle of the Coral Sea

in early May, U.S. naval forces stopped the Japanese ad-
vance and temporarily relieved Australia of the threat of
invasion. On June 4, near Midway Island, American car-
rier planes destroyed all four of the attacking Japanese 
aircraft carriers and established U.S. naval superiority in
the Pacific, even though almost all the American planes
were shot down in the encounter. By the fall of 1942, Al-
lied forces were beginning to gather for offensive opera-
tions into South China from Burma, through the In-
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donesian islands by a process of “island hopping” by
troops commanded by U.S. General Douglas MacArthur,
and across the Pacific with a combination of army, ma-
rine, and navy attacks on Japanese-held islands. After a
series of bitter engagements in the waters off the Solomon
Islands from August to November 1942, Japanese for-
tunes began to fade.

The Last Years of the War
By the beginning of 1943, the tide of battle had begun to
turn against the Axis. On July 10, the Allies crossed the
Mediterranean and carried the war to Italy. After taking
Sicily, Allied troops began the invasion of mainland Italy
in September. Following the ouster and arrest of Benito
Mussolini, a new Italian government offered to surrender
to Allied forces. But the Germans, in a daring raid, liber-
ated Mussolini and set him up as the head of a puppet
German state in northern Italy while German troops oc-
cupied much of Italy. The new defensive lines established
by the Germans in the hills south of Rome were so effec-
tive that the Allied advance up the Italian peninsula was
slow and marked by heavy casualties. Rome finally fell on
June 4, 1944. By that time, the Italian war had assumed a
secondary role as the Allies opened their long-awaited
second front in western Europe.

Since the autumn of 1943, under considerable pressure
from Stalin, the Allies had been planning a cross-channel
invasion of France from Britain. Under the direction of
U.S. General Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890 –1969), five
assault divisions landed on the Normandy beaches on
June 6, 1944, in history’s greatest naval invasion. An 
initially indecisive German response enabled the Allied
forces to establish a beachhead. Within three months,
they had landed two million men and a half-million ve-
hicles that pushed inland and broke through the German
defensive lines.

After the breakout, Allied troops moved south and
east, liberating Paris by the end of August. By March
1945, they had crossed the Rhine and advanced farther
into Germany. In late April, they finally linked up with
Soviet units at the Elbe River. The Soviets had come a
long way since the Battle of Stalingrad in 1943. In the
summer of 1943, Hitler gambled on taking the offensive
by making use of newly developed “Tiger” tanks. At the
Battle of Kursk ( July 5–12), the greatest tank battle of
World War II, the Soviets soundly defeated the German
forces. Soviet forces now supplied with their own “T-34”
heavy tanks, began a relentless advance westward. The
Soviets reoccupied the Ukraine by the end of 1943, lifted
the siege of Leningrad, and moved into the Baltic states
by the beginning of 1944. Advancing along a northern

front, Soviet troops occupied Warsaw in January 1945
and entered Berlin in April. Meanwhile, Soviet troops
along a southern front swept through Hungary, Romania,
and Bulgaria.

In January 1945, Hitler moved into a bunker 55 feet
under Berlin to direct the final stages of the war. He com-
mitted suicide on April 30, two days after Mussolini was
shot by partisan Italian forces. On May 7, German com-
manders surrendered. The war in Europe was over.

The war in Asia continued, although with a significant
change in approach. Allied war planners had initially
hoped to focus their main effort on an advance through
China with the aid of Chinese Nationalist forces trained
and equipped by the United States. But Roosevelt be-
came disappointed with Chiang Kai-shek’s failure to take
the offensive against Japanese forces in China and even-
tually approved a new strategy to strike toward the Japa-
nese home islands directly across the Pacific. This island-
hopping approach took an increasing toll on enemy
resources, especially at sea and in the air.

As Allied forces drew inexorably closer to the main
Japanese islands in the summer of 1945, President Harry
Truman, who had succeeded to the presidency on the
death of Franklin Roosevelt in April, had an excruciat-
ingly difficult decision to make. Should he use atomic
weapons (at the time, only two bombs were available, and
their effectiveness had not been demonstrated) to bring
the war to an end without the necessity of an Allied in-
vasion of the Japanese homeland? The invasion of the 
island of Okinawa in April had resulted in thousands of
casualties on both sides, with many Japanese troops com-
mitting suicide rather than surrendering to enemy forces.

After an intensive debate, Truman approved use of
America’s new superweapon. The first bomb was dropped
on the city of Hiroshima on August 6. Truman then
called on Japan to surrender or expect a “rain of ruin from
the air.” When the Japanese did not respond, a second
bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. Japan surrendered un-
conditionally on August 14. World War II, in which sev-
enteen million combatants died in battle and perhaps
eighteen million civilians perished as well (some estimate
total losses at fifty million), was finally over.

THE NEW ORDER
What did the Germans and Japanese do with the oppor-
tunity to create a new order in Europe and Asia? Al-
though both countries presented positive images of the
new order for publicity purposes, in practice both fol-
lowed policies of ruthless domination of their subject
peoples.
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The New Order in Europe

After the German victories in Europe, Nazi propagandists
created glowing images of a new European order based on
the equality of all nations in an integrated economic
community. The reality was rather different. Hitler saw
the Europe he had conquered simply as subject to Ger-
man domination. Only the Germans, he once said, “can
really organize Europe.”

The Nazi empire, which at its greatest extent stretched
across continental Europe from the English Channel in
the west to the outskirts of Moscow in the east, was or-
ganized in two different ways. Some areas, such as west-
ern Poland, were annexed and transformed into German
provinces. Most of occupied Europe, however, was ad-
ministered indirectly by German officials with the assis-
tance of collaborationist regimes.

Racial considerations played an important role in how
conquered peoples were treated. German civil adminis-
trations were established in Norway, Denmark, and the
Netherlands because the Nazis considered their peoples
to be Aryan, or racially akin to the Germans, and hence
worthy of more lenient treatment. Latin peoples, such as
the occupied French, were given military administra-
tions. All the occupied territories were ruthlessly ex-
ploited for material goods and manpower for Germany’s
labor needs.

Because the conquered lands in the east contained the
living space for German expansion and were populated in
Nazi eyes by racially inferior Slavic peoples, Nazi admin-
istration there was considerably more ruthless. Heinrich
Himmler, the leader of the SS, was put in charge of Ger-
man resettlement plans in the region. His task was to re-
place the indigenous population with Germans, a policy
first applied to the new German provinces created in
western Poland. One million Poles were uprooted and
dumped in southern Poland. Hundreds of thousands of
ethnic Germans (descendants of Germans who had mi-
grated years earlier from Germany to different parts of
southern and eastern Europe) were encouraged to colo-
nize designated areas in Poland. By 1942, two million
ethnic Germans had been settled in Poland.

The invasion of the Soviet Union inflated Nazi visions
of German colonization in the east. Hitler spoke to his in-
timate circle of a colossal project of social engineering af-
ter the war, in which Poles, Ukrainians, and Russians
would become slave labor while German peasants settled
on the abandoned lands and Germanized them. Nazis in-
volved in this kind of planning were well aware of the hu-
man costs. Himmler told a gathering of SS officers that
the destruction of thirty million Slavs was a prerequisite
for German plans in the east. “Whether nations live in

prosperity or starve to death interests me only insofar as
we need them as slaves for our culture. Otherwise it is of
no interest.”3

Labor shortages in Germany led to a policy of ruthless
mobilization of foreign labor. After the invasion of the
Soviet Union, the four million Russian prisoners of war
captured by the Germans, along with more than two mil-
lion workers conscripted in France, became a major
source of heavy labor. In 1942, a special office was created
to recruit labor for German farms and industries. By the
summer of 1944, seven million foreign workers were la-
boring in Germany, constituting 20 percent of Germany’s
labor force. At the same time, another seven million
workers were supplying forced labor in their own coun-
tries on farms, in industries, and even in military camps.
The brutal character of Germany’s recruitment policies
often led more and more people to resist the Nazi occu-
pation forces.

The Holocaust
No aspect of the Nazi new order was more tragic than the
deliberate attempt to exterminate the Jewish people of
Europe. By the beginning of 1939, Nazi policy focused on
promoting the “emigration” of German Jews from Ger-
many. Once the war began in September 1939, the so-
called Jewish problem took on new dimensions. For a
while, there was discussion of the Madagascar Plan —a
mass shipment of Jews to the African island of Madagas-
car. When war contingencies made this plan impractica-
ble, an even more drastic policy was conceived.

The SS was given responsibility for what the Nazis
called the Final Solution to the Jewish problem — the an-
nihilation of the Jewish people. Reinhard Heydrich
(1904 –1942), head of the SS’s Security Service, was
given administrative responsibility for the Final Solution.
After the defeat of Poland, Heydrich ordered his special
strike forces (Einsatzgruppen) to round up all Polish Jews
and concentrate them in ghettos established in a number
of Polish cities.

In June 1941, the Einsatzgruppen were given new re-
sponsibilities as mobile killing units. These death squads
followed the regular army’s advance into the Soviet
Union. Their job was to round up Jews in the villages and
execute and bury them in mass graves, often giant pits dug
by the victims themselves before they were shot. Such
constant killing produced morale problems among the SS
executioners. During a visit to Minsk in the Soviet Union,
Himmler tried to build morale by pointing out that

he would not like it if Germans did such a thing gladly. But
their conscience was in no way impaired, for they were sol-
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diers who had to carry out every order unconditionally. He
alone had responsibility before God and Hitler for every-
thing that was happening, . . . and he was acting from a deep
understanding of the necessity for this operation.4

Although it has been estimated that as many as one
million Jews were killed by the Einsatzgruppen, this ap-
proach to solving the Jewish problem was soon perceived
as inadequate. Instead, the Nazis opted for the systematic
annihilation of the European Jewish population in spe-
cially built death camps. Jews from occupied countries
would be rounded up, packed like cattle into freight
trains, and shipped to Poland, where six extermination
centers were built for this purpose. The largest and most
famous was Auschwitz-Birkenau. Zyklon B (the commer-
cial name for hydrogen cyanide) was selected as the most
effective gas for quickly killing large numbers of people in
gas chambers designed to look like shower rooms to facil-
itate the cooperation of the victims.

By the spring of 1942, the death camps were in opera-
tion. Although initial priority was given to the elimina-
tion of the ghettos in Poland, Jews were soon also being
shipped from France, Belgium, and the Netherlands and
eventually from Greece and Hungary. Despite desperate
military needs, the Final Solution had priority in using
railroad cars to transport Jews to the death camps.

About 30 percent of the arrivals at Auschwitz were
sent to a labor camp, and the remainder went to the gas
chambers. After they had been gassed, the bodies were
burned in crematoria. The victims’ goods and even their
bodies were used for economic gain. Women’s hair was cut
off, collected, and turned into mattresses or cloth. Some
inmates were also subjected to cruel and painful “medi-
cal” experiments. The Germans killed between five and
six million Jews, more than three million of them in the
death camps. Virtually 90 percent of the Jewish popula-
tions of Poland, the Baltic countries, and Germany were
exterminated. Overall, the Holocaust was responsible for
the death of nearly two of every three European Jews.

The Nazis were also responsible for the death by shoot-
ing, starvation, or overwork of at least another nine to
ten million people. Because the Nazis considered the
Gypsies (like the Jews) an alien race, they were systemat-
ically rounded up for extermination. About 40 percent of
Europe’s one million Gypsies were killed in the death
camps. The leading elements of the Slavic peoples — the
clergy, intelligentsia, civil leaders, judges, and lawyers —
were also arrested and executed. Probably an additional
four million Poles, Ukrainians, and Belorussians lost their
lives as slave laborers for Nazi Germany, and at least three
to four million Soviet prisoners of war were killed in cap-
tivity. The Nazis also singled out homosexuals for perse-

cution, and thousands lost their lives in concentration
camps.

The New Order in Asia
Once the Japanese takeover was completed, Japanese pol-
icy in the occupied areas of Asia became essentially de-
fensive as Japan hoped to use its new possessions to meet
its burgeoning needs for raw materials, such as tin, oil,
and rubber, as well as an outlet for Japanese manufactured
goods. To provide an organizational structure for the new
Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, a Ministry for
Great East Asia, staffed by civilians, was established in
Tokyo in October 1942 to handle relations between Ja-
pan and the conquered territories.

The Japanese conquest of Southeast Asia had been ac-
complished under the slogan “Asia for the Asiatics,” and
many Japanese sincerely believed that their government
was bringing about the liberation of the Southeast Asian
peoples from European colonial rule. Japanese officials in
the occupied territories made contact with nationalist el-
ements and promised that independent governments
would be established under Japanese tutelage. Such gov-
ernments were eventually set up in Burma, the Dutch
East Indies, Vietnam, and the Philippines.

In fact, however, real power rested with the Japanese
military authorities in each territory, and the local Japa-
nese military command was directly subordinated to the
Army General Staff in Tokyo. The economic resources of
the colonies were exploited for the benefit of the Japanese
war machine, while natives were recruited to serve in lo-
cal military units or conscripted to work on public works
projects. In some cases, the people living in the occupied
areas were subjected to severe hardships. In Indochina,
for example, forced requisitions of rice by the local Japa-
nese authorities for shipment abroad created a food short-
age that caused the starvation of more than a million
Vietnamese in 1944 and 1945.

The Japanese planned to implant a new moral and so-
cial order as well as a new political and economic order 
in the occupied areas. Occupation policy stressed tradi-
tional values such as obedience, community spirit, filial
piety, and discipline that reflected the prevailing politi-
cal and cultural bias in Japan, while supposedly Western
values such as materialism, liberalism, and individualism
were strongly discouraged. To promote the creation of
this new order, occupation authorities gave particular
support to local religious organizations but discouraged
the formation of formal political parties.

At first, many Southeast Asian nationalists took Japa-
nese promises at face value and agreed to cooperate with
their new masters. In Burma, an independent govern-
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ment was established in 1943 and subsequently declared
war on the Allies. But as the exploitative nature of Japa-
nese occupation policies became increasingly clear, sen-
timent turned against the new order. Japanese officials
sometimes unwittingly provoked resentment by their ar-
rogance and contempt for local customs. In the Dutch
East Indies, for example, Indonesians were required to
bow in the direction of Tokyo and recognize the divinity
of the Japanese emperor, practices that were repugnant to
Muslims. In Burma, Buddhist pagodas were sometimes
used as military latrines.

Like German soldiers in occupied Europe, Japanese
military forces often had little respect for the lives of their
subject peoples. In their conquest of Nanjing, China, in
1937, Japanese soldiers had spent several days in killing,
raping, and looting. Almost 800,000 Koreans were sent
overseas, most of them as forced laborers, to Japan. Tens
of thousands of Korean women were forced to be “com-
fort women” (prostitutes) for Japanese troops. In con-
struction projects to help their war effort, the Japanese
also made extensive use of labor forces composed of both
prisoners of war and local peoples. In building the Burma-
Thailand railway in 1943, for example, the Japanese used
61,000 Australian, British, and Dutch prisoners of war
and almost 300,000 workers from Burma, Malaya, Thai-
land, and the Dutch East Indies. An inadequate diet and
appalling work conditions in an unhealthy climate led to
the death of 12,000 Allied prisoners of war and 90,000
native workers by the time the railway was completed.

Such Japanese behavior created a dilemma for many
nationalists, who had no desire to see the return of the
colonial powers. Some turned against the Japanese, and
others lapsed into inactivity. Indonesian patriots tried 
to have it both ways, feigning support for Japan while 
attempting to sabotage the Japanese administration. In
Indochina, Ho Chi Minh’s Indochinese Communist
Party established contacts with American military units
in South China and agreed to provide information on
Japanese troop movements and rescue downed American
fliers in the area. In Malaya, where Japanese treatment of
ethnic Chinese residents was especially harsh, many
joined a guerrilla movement against the occupying forces.
By the end of the war, little support remained in the re-
gion for the erstwhile “liberators.”

THE HOME FRONT:
THREE EXAMPLES

World War II was even more of a global war than World
War I. Fighting was much more widespread, economic
mobilization was more extensive, and so was the mobi-

lization of women. And the number of civilians killed was
far higher: almost twenty million were killed by bombing
raids, mass extermination policies, and attacks by invad-
ing armies.

The home fronts of the major belligerents varied with
the local circumstances. World War II had an enormous
impact on the Soviet Union. Two of every five persons
killed in World War II were Soviet citizens. Leningrad ex-
perienced nine hundred days of siege, during which its
inhabitants became so desperate for food that they ate
dogs, cats, and mice. As the German army made its rapid
advance into Soviet territory, the factories in the western
part of the Soviet Union were dismantled and shipped to
the interior — to the Urals, western Siberia, and the
Volga region.

Soviet women played a major role in the war effort.
Women and girls worked in industries, mines, and rail-
roads. Overall, the number of women working in industry
increased by almost 60 percent. Soviet women were also
expected to dig antitank ditches and work as air-raid war-
dens. Finally, the Soviet Union was the only country to
use women as combatants in World War II. Soviet women
functioned as snipers and also as air crews in bomber
squadrons. The female pilots who helped defeat the Ger-
mans at Stalingrad were known as the “Night Witches.”

The home front in the United States was quite differ-
ent from those of its chief wartime allies, largely because
the United States faced no threat of war on its own terri-
tory. Although the economy and labor force were slow to
mobilize, the United States eventually became the arse-
nal of the Allied Powers, producing the military equip-
ment they needed. At the height of war production in
1943, the nation was constructing six ships a day and
$6 billion worth of war-related goods a month. Much of
this industrial labor was done by American women, who,
despite some public opposition, willingly took jobs in fac-
tories to replace husbands and brothers who had gone off
to war.

The mobilization of the U.S. economy caused social
problems. The construction of new factories created
boomtowns where thousands came to work but then faced
shortages of housing, health facilities, and schools. More
than one million African Americans migrated from the
rural South to the industrial cities of the North and West,
looking for jobs in industry. The presence of African
Americans in areas where they had not been present be-
fore led to racial tensions and sometimes even race riots.

Japanese Americans were treated especially shabbily.
On the West Coast, 110,000 Japanese Americans, 65 per-
cent of them born in the United States, were removed to
camps encircled by barbed wire and made to take loyalty
oaths. Although public officials claimed that this policy

130 PART II • CULTURES IN COLLISION



was necessary for security reasons, no similar treatment of
German Americans or Italian Americans ever took place.
Eventually, President Roosevelt agreed to alleviate the
situation for Japanese Americans, and by 1943, one-third
of those interned had been released from the camps to
work in factories or enter military service.

In Japan, society had been put on a wartime footing
even before the attack on Pearl Harbor. A conscription
law was passed in 1938, and economic resources were
placed under strict government control. Two years later,
all political parties were merged into the so-called Im-
perial Rule Assistance Association. Labor unions were
dissolved, and education and culture were purged of all
“corrupt” Western ideas in favor of traditional values em-
phasizing the divinity of the emperor and the higher spir-
ituality of Japanese civilization. During the war, individ-
ual rights were severely curtailed as the entire population
was harnessed to the needs of the war effort.

Japan was reluctant, however, to mobilize women on
behalf of the war effort. General Hideki Tojo, prime min-
ister from 1941 to 1944, opposed female employment, ar-
guing that “the weakening of the family system would be
the weakening of the nation. . . . We are able to do our du-
ties only because we have wives and mothers at home.” 5

Female employment increased during the war, but only in
areas, such as the textile industry and farming, where
women traditionally worked. Instead of using women to
meet labor shortages, the Japanese government brought
in Korean and Chinese laborers.

AFTERMATH
OF THE WAR

In November 1943, Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill, the
leaders of the Grand Alliance, met at Tehran (the capital
of Iran) to decide the future course of the war. Their ma-
jor strategic decision involved approval for an American-
British invasion of the Continent through France, which
they scheduled for the spring of 1944. The acceptance of
this plan had important consequences. It meant that So-
viet and British-American forces would meet in defeated
Germany along a north-south dividing line and that east-
ern Europe would most likely be liberated by Soviet
forces. The Allies also agreed to a partition of postwar
Germany until denazification could take place. Roosevelt
privately assured Stalin that Soviet borders in Europe
would be moved westward to compensate for the loss of
territories belonging to the old Russian Empire after
World War I. Poland would receive lands in eastern Ger-
many to make up for territory lost in the east to the So-
viet Union.

In February 1945, the three Allied leaders met once
more at Yalta, on the Crimean peninsula of the Soviet
Union. Since the defeat of Germany was a foregone con-
clusion, much of the attention focused on the war in 
the Pacific. Roosevelt sought Soviet military help against 
Japan. Development of the atomic bomb was not yet 
assured, and U.S. military planners feared the possibil-
ity of heavy casualties in amphibious assaults on the Jap-
anese home islands. Roosevelt therefore agreed to Stalin’s
price for military assistance against Japan: possession of
Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands, as well as two warm-
water ports and railroad rights in Manchuria.

The creation of the United Nations was a major U.S.
concern at Yalta. Roosevelt hoped to ensure the partici-
pation of the Big Three Powers in a postwar international
organization before difficult issues divided them into hos-
tile camps. After a number of compromises, both Chur-
chill and Stalin accepted Roosevelt’s plans for the United
Nations organization and set the first meeting for San
Francisco in April 1945.

The issues of Germany and eastern Europe were
treated less decisively. The Big Three reaffirmed that 
Germany must surrender unconditionally and created
four occupation zones. German reparations were set at
$20 billion. A compromise was also worked out in regard
to Poland. Stalin agreed to free elections in the future to
determine a new government. But the issue of free elec-
tions in eastern Europe would ultimately cause a serious
rift between the Soviets and the Americans. The Allied
leaders agreed on an ambiguous statement that eastern
European governments would be freely elected but were
also supposed to be friendly to the Soviet Union. This 
attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable was doomed to
failure.

Even before the next conference at Potsdam, Ger-
many, took place in July 1945, Western relations with the
Soviets had begun to deteriorate rapidly. The Grand Al-
liance had been one of necessity in which ideological in-
compatibility had been subordinated to the pragmatic
concerns of the war. The Allied Powers’ only common
aim was the defeat of Nazism. Once this aim had been all
but accomplished, the many differences that antagonized
East-West relations came to the surface.

The Potsdam conference of July 1945, the last Allied
conference of World War II, consequently began under a
cloud of mistrust. Roosevelt had died on April 12 and had
been succeeded as president by Harry Truman. During
the conference, Truman received word that the atomic
bomb had been successfully tested. Some historians have
argued that this knowledge stiffened Truman’s resolve
against the Soviets. Whatever the reasons, there was a
new coldness in the relations between the Soviets and
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the Americans. At Potsdam, Truman demanded free
elections throughout eastern Europe. Stalin responded:
“A freely elected government in any of these East Euro-
pean countries would be anti-Soviet, and that we cannot
allow.”6 After a bitterly fought and devastating war,
Stalin sought absolute military security, which in his view
could be ensured only by the presence of Communist
states in eastern Europe. Free elections might result in
governments hostile to the Soviet Union. By the middle
of 1945, only an invasion by Western forces could undo
developments in eastern Europe, and in the immediate
aftermath of the world’s most destructive conflict, few
people favored such a policy. But the stage was set for a
new confrontation, this time between the two major vic-
tors of World War II.

CONCLUSION
World War II was the most devastating total war in hu-
man history. Germany, Italy, and Japan had been utterly
defeated. Perhaps as many as forty million people — sol-
diers and civilians —had been killed in only six years. In
Asia and Europe, cities had been reduced to rubble, and

millions of people faced starvation as once fertile lands
stood neglected or wasted. Untold millions of people had
become refugees.

What were the underlying causes of the war? One di-
rect cause was the effort by two rising capitalist powers,
Germany and Japan, to make up for their relatively late
arrival on the scene to carve out their own global em-
pires. Key elements in both countries had resented the
agreements reached after the end of World War I that di-
vided the world in a manner favorable to their rivals and
hoped to overturn them at the earliest opportunity. Nei-
ther Germany nor Japan possessed a strong tradition of
political pluralism; to the contrary, in both countries, the
legacy of a feudal past marked by a strong military tradi-
tion still wielded strong influence over the political sys-
tem and the mind-set of the entire population. It is no
surprise that under the impact of the Great Depression,
the effects of which were severe in both countries, fragile
democratic institutions were soon overwhelmed by mili-
tant forces determined to enhance national wealth and
power.

Unlike World War I, which has often been blamed on
the entire system of balance of power politics, the con-
sensus is that responsibility for World War II falls squarely
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� THE VICTORIOUS ALLIED 
LEADERS AT YALTA. Even before
World War II ended, the leaders of the
Big Three of the Grand Alliance —
Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin
(shown seated from left to right)—met
in wartime conferences to plan the
final assault on Germany and negotiate
the outlines of the postwar settlement.
At the Yalta meeting (February 5–11,
1945), the three leaders concentrated
on postwar issues. The American presi-
dent, visibly weary at Yalta, died two
months later.
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on the shoulders of leaders in Berlin and Tokyo who were
willfully determined to reverse the verdict of Versailles
and divide the world between them. The bitterest con-
troversy to come out of World War II was thus less how it
began than how it ended. Truman’s decision to approve
the use of nuclear weapons to compel Japan to surrender
has often been criticized, not only for causing thousands
of civilian casualties but also for introducing a frightening
new weapon that could threaten the future survival of the
human race. Some analysts have even charged that Tru-
man’s real purpose in ordering the nuclear strikes was to
intimidate the Soviet Union. Defenders of his decision
argue that the human costs of invading the Japanese
home islands would have been infinitely higher had the
bombs not been dropped, and the Soviet Union would
have had ample time to consolidate its control over
Manchuria. More than half a century later, that debate
has not yet come to an end.

Whatever the causes of World War II and its contro-
versial conclusion, the consequences were soon to be ev-
ident. European hegemony over the world was at an end,
and two new superpowers on the fringes of Western civi-
lization had emerged to take its place. Even before the
last battles had been fought, the United States and the
Soviet Union had arrived at different visions of the post-
war world. No sooner had the war ended than their dif-
ferences gave rise to a new and potentially even more
devastating conflict: the Cold War. Though Europeans
seemed merely pawns in the struggle between the two
superpowers, they managed to stage a remarkable recov-
ery of their own civilization. In Asia, defeated Japan
made a miraculous economic recovery, and the era of Eu-
ropean domination finally came to an end.
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y 1945, the era of Euro-
pean hegemony over world affairs was se-

verely shaken. As World War I was followed
by revolutions, the Great Depression, the mass murder ma-
chines of totalitarian regimes, and the destructiveness of
World War II, it appeared that Western civilization had be-
come a nightmare. Europeans, accustomed to dominating
the world at the beginning of the twentieth century, now
watched helplessly at mid-century as two new superpowers
— the United States and the Soviet Union — took control
of their destinies. Moreover, the imperialist European states
no longer had the energy or the wealth to maintain their
colonial empires after the war. With the decline of the Old
World, a new era of global relationships was about to begin.

What were the underlying causes of the astounding spec-
tacle of self-destruction that engaged the European powers
in two bloody internecine conflicts within a period of less
than a quarter of a century? One factor was the rise of the
spirit of nationalism. In the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, nationalism in Europe was closely identified with liber-
als, who maintained that unified, independent nation-states
could best preserve individual rights.

After the unification of Italy and Germany in 1871, how-
ever, nationalism became loud and chauvinistic. As one ex-
ponent expressed it, “A true nationalist places his country
above everything”; he believes in the “exclusive pursuit of
national policies” and “the steady increase in national power
—for a nation declines when it loses military might.” It was
sentiments such as these that resulted in bitter disputes and
civil strife in a number of countries and contributed to the
competition among nations that eventually erupted into
world war.

Another factor that contributed to the violence of the
early twentieth century was the Industrial Revolution. Tech-
nology transformed the nature of war itself. New weapons of
mass destruction created the potential for a new kind of war-
fare that reached beyond the battlefield into the very heart-
land of the enemy’s territory, while the concept of national-
ism transformed war from the sport of kings to a matter of
national honor and commitment. Since the French Revolu-
tion, when the government in Paris had mobilized the entire
country to fight against the forces that opposed the revo-
lution, governments had relied on mass conscription to de-
fend the national cause while their engines of destruction
reached far into enemy territory to destroy the industrial
base and undermine the will to fight. This trend was amply
demonstrated in the two world wars of the twentieth cen-
tury. Each was a product of antagonisms that had been 

unleashed by economic competition and
growing national consciousness. Each resulted in a level of
destruction that severely damaged the material foundations
and eroded the popular spirit of the participants, the victors
as well as the vanquished.

In the end, then, industrial power and the driving force
of nationalism, the very factors that had created the condi-
tions for European global dominance, contained the seeds
for the decline of that dominance. These seeds germinated
during the 1930s, when the Great Depression sharpened in-
ternational competition and mutual antagonisms, and then
sprouted in the ensuing conflict, which embraced the entire
globe. By the time World War II came to an end, the once-
powerful countries of Europe were exhausted, leaving the
door ajar not only for the emergence of the United States
and the Soviet Union to global dominance but also to the
collapse of the European colonial empires.

If in Europe the dominant challenge of the era had been
to come to terms with the impact of the Industrial Revolu-
tion, in the rest of the world it was undoubtedly the sheer
fact of Western imperialism. By the end of the nineteenth
century, European powers, or their rivals in Japan and the
United States, had achieved political mastery over virtually
the entire remainder of the world. While the overall effect
of imperialism on the subject peoples is still open to debate,
it seems clear that for most of the population in colonial ar-
eas, Western domination was rarely beneficial and was often
destructive. Although a limited number of merchants, large
landowners, and traditional hereditary elites undoubtedly
prospered under the umbrella of the expanding imperial-
ist economic order, the majority of people, urban and rural
alike, suffered considerable hardship as a result of the poli-
cies adopted by their foreign rulers. The effects of the Indus-
trial Revolution on the poor had been felt in Europe, too,
but there the pain was eased somewhat by the fact that the
industrial era had laid the foundations for future technolog-
ical advances and material abundance. In the colonial terri-
tories, the importation of modern technology was limited,
while most of the profits from manufacturing and commerce
fled abroad. For too many, the “white man’s burden” was
shifted to the shoulders of the colonial peoples.

In their response, the latter turned to another Western
import, the spirit of nationalism. The concept of national-
ism served a useful role in many countries in Asia and Af-
rica, where it provided colonial peoples with a sense of com-
mon purpose that later proved vital in knitting together
diverse elements in their societies to oppose colonial re-
gimes and create the conditions for future independent
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states. At first, such movements achieved relatively little
success, but they began to gather momentum in the second
quarter of the twentieth century, when full-fledged nation-
alist movements began to appear throughout the colonial
world to lead their people in the struggle for independence.

Another idea that gained currency in colonial areas was
that of democracy. As a rule, colonial regimes did not make
a serious attempt to introduce democratic institutions to
their subject populations out of concern that such institu-
tions would inevitably undermine colonial authority. Never-
theless, Western notions of representative government and
individual freedom had their advocates in colonial areas
well before the end of the nineteenth century. Later, count-
less Asians and Africans were exposed to such ideas in
schools set up by the colonial regime or in the course of
travel to Europe or the United States. Most of the national-
ist parties founded in colonial territories espoused demo-
cratic principles and attempted to apply them when they
took power after the restoration of independence.

As we shall see later, in most instances, such programs
were premature. For the most part, the experiment with de-
mocracy in postwar African and Asian societies was brief.
But the popularity of democratic ideals among educated
elites in colonial societies was a clear indication of democ-
racy’s universal appeal and a sign that it would become a
meaningful part of the political culture after the dismantling
of the colonial regimes. The idea of the nation, composed of
free, educated, and politically active citizens, was now widely
accepted throughout much of the non-Western world.

Chapter 2 attempted to draw up a final balance sheet on
the era of Western imperialism. To its defenders, it was a
necessary stage in the evolution of the human race, a flawed
but essentially humanitarian effort to provide the backward
peoples of Africa and Asia with a boost up the ladder of 
social evolution. To its critics, it was a tragedy of major 

proportions. In this debate, the critics surely have the best 
of the argument. Although the ruling colonial powers did
make a halfhearted gesture toward introducing the technol-
ogy and ideas that had accompanied the rise of modern Eu-
rope, all in all, the colonial experience was a brutal one
whose benefits accrued almost entirely to citizens of the rul-
ing power. The argument that the Western societies had an
obligation to civilize the world was all too often a hypocrit-
ical gesture to salve the guilty feelings of those who recog-
nized imperialism for what it was — savage exploitation.

If there are any lasting benefits for the colonial peoples
related to the era of imperialism, they have to be seen in
terms of their potential rather than their immediate effects.
The spread of European power throughout the world took
place at a time of spectacular achievements in the realm 
of science and technology as well as that of economics. 
Advances in health and sanitation, engineering, transporta-
tion, communications, and the food sciences began to en-
rich the human experience in ways that never before seemed
possible. And although most of the immediate benefits from
these developments accrued to the imperialist countries
themselves, they carried the promise of an ultimate trans-
formation of traditional societies throughout the globe in
ways that are even today as yet unforeseen. For countless
millions of peoples who suffered through the colonial era, of
course, that may be poor consolation indeed.

The final judgment on the age of European dominance,
then, is mixed. It was a time of unfulfilled expectations, of
altruism and greed, of bright promise and tragic failure. The
fact is that human beings had learned how to master some of
the forces of nature before they had learned how to order re-
lations among themselves or temper their own natures for
the common good. The consequences were painful, for Eu-
ropean and non-European peoples alike.
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Chapter

7
IN THE GRIP OF THE 

COLD WAR: 

THE BREAKDOWN 
OF THE YALTA SYSTEM
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ur meeting here in the Crimea has reaffirmed our common determination 
to maintain and strengthen in the peace to come that unity of purpose and 

of action which has made victory possible and certain for the United Nations 
in this war. We believe that this is a sacred obligation which our Governments owe to 
our peoples and to all the peoples of the world.1

With these ringing words, drafted at the Yalta Conference in February 1945, Presi-

dent Franklin D. Roosevelt, Generalissimo Joseph Stalin, and Prime Minister Winston

Churchill affirmed their common hope that the Grand Alliance, which had brought

their countries to victory in World War II, could be sustained in the postwar era.

Only through the continuing and growing cooperation and understanding among the

three victorious allies, the statement asserted, could a secure and lasting peace be re-

alized that, in the words of the Atlantic Charter, would “afford assurance that all the

men in all the lands may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want.”

Roosevelt hoped that the decisions reached at Yalta would provide the basis for 

a stable peace in the postwar era. Allied occupation forces —American, British, 

and French in the west and Soviet in the east —were to bring about the end of Axis

administration and the holding of free elections to form democratic governments

throughout Europe. To foster an attitude of mutual trust and an end to the suspicions

that had marked relations between the capitalist world and the Soviet Union prior to

World War II, Roosevelt tried to reassure Stalin that Moscow’s legitimate territorial

aspirations and genuine security needs would be adequately met in a durable peace

settlement.

It was not to be. Within months after the German surrender, the attitude of mu-

tual trust among the victorious allies —if it had ever existed — rapidly disintegrated, 



and the dream of a stable peace was replaced 
by the specter of a nuclear holocaust. As the
Cold War conflict between Moscow and Wash-
ington intensified, Europe was divided into two
armed camps, and the two superpowers, glaring 
at each other across a deep ideological divide,
held the survival of the entire world in their
hands. •

THE COLLAPSE OF
THE GRAND ALLIANCE

The problem started in Europe. At the end of the war,
Soviet military forces occupied all of Eastern Europe 
and the Balkans (except for Greece, Albania, and Yugo-
slavia), while U.S. and other allied forces completed their
occupation of the western part of the continent. Roo-
sevelt had assumed that free elections administered by
“democratic and peace-loving forces” would lead to the
creation of democratic governments responsive to the as-
pirations of the local population. But it soon became
clear that Moscow and Washington differed in their in-
terpretations of the Yalta agreement. When Soviet occu-
pation authorities turned their attention to forming a
new Polish government in Warsaw, Stalin refused to ac-
cept the legitimacy of the Polish government in exile
—headquartered in London during the war, it was com-
posed primarily of representatives of the landed aristoc-
racy who harbored a deep distrust of the Soviets —and
instead installed a government composed of Communists
who had spent the war in Moscow. Roosevelt complained
to Stalin but was preoccupied with other problems and
eventually agreed to a compromise solution whereby two
members of the exile government in London were in-
cluded in a new regime dominated by the Communists. A
week later, Roosevelt was dead of a cerebral hemorrhage.

Similar developments took place elsewhere in Eastern
Europe as all of the states occupied by Soviet troops be-
came part of Moscow’s sphere of influence. Coalitions 
of all political parties (except Fascist or right-wing par-
ties) were formed to run the government, but within a
year or two, the Communist parties in these coalitions
had assumed the lion’s share of power. The next step was 
the creation of one-party Communist governments. The
timetables for these takeovers varied from country to
country, but between 1945 and 1947, Communist gov-

ernments became firmly entrenched in East Germany,
Bulgaria, Romania, Poland, and Hungary. In Czechoslo-
vakia, with its strong tradition of democratic institutions,
the Communists did not achieve their goals until 1948.
In the elections of 1946, the Communist Party became
the largest party but was forced to share control of the
government with non-Communist rivals. When it ap-
peared that the latter might win new elections early in
1948, the Communists seized control of the government
on February 25. All other parties were dissolved, and
Communist leader Klement Gottwald became the new
president of Czechoslovakia.

Yugoslavia was a notable exception to the pattern of
growing Soviet dominance in Eastern Europe. The Com-
munist Party there had led resistance to the Nazis during
the war and easily took over power when the war ended.
Josip Broz, known as Tito (1892–1980), the leader of the
Communist resistance movement, appeared to be a loyal
Stalinist. After the war, however, he moved toward the
establishment of an independent Communist state in Yu-
goslavia. Stalin hoped to take control of Yugoslavia, just
as he had done in other Eastern European countries. But
Tito refused to capitulate to Stalin’s demands and gained
the support of the people (and some sympathy in the
West) by portraying the struggle as one of Yugoslav na-
tional freedom. In 1958, the Yugoslav party congress as-
serted that Yugoslav Communists did not see themselves
as deviating from communism, only from Stalinism. They
considered their more decentralized economic and polit-
ical system, in which workers could manage themselves
and local communes could exercise some political power,
closer to the Marxist-Leninist ideal.

To Stalin (who had once boasted, “I will shake my
little finger, and there will be no more Tito”), the crea-
tion of pliant pro-Soviet regimes throughout Eastern Eu-
rope may simply have represented his interpretation of
the Yalta peace agreement and a reward for sacrifices suf-
fered during the war while satisfying Moscow’s aspirations
for a buffer zone against the capitalist West. Recent evi-
dence suggests that Stalin did not decide to tighten com-
munist control over the new Eastern European govern-
ments until U.S. actions — notably the promulgation of
the Marshall Plan (see below)— threatened to under-
mine Soviet authority in the region. If the Soviet leader
had any intention of promoting future Communist revo-
lutions in Western Europe —and there is some indication
that he did —in his mind such developments would have
to await the appearance of a new capitalist crisis a decade
or more into the future. As Stalin undoubtedly recalled,
Lenin had always maintained that revolutions come in
waves.
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The Truman Doctrine and the
Beginnings of Containment

In the United States, the Soviet takeover of Eastern Eu-
rope represented an ominous development that threat-
ened Roosevelt’s vision of a durable peace. Public suspi-
cion of Soviet intentions grew rapidly, especially among
the millions of Americans who still had relatives living in
Eastern Europe. Winston Churchill was quick to put such
fears into words. In a highly publicized speech given to an
American audience at Westminster College in Fulton,
Missouri, in March 1946, the former British prime minis-
ter declared that an “Iron Curtain” had “descended across
the continent,” dividing Germany and Europe itself into
two hostile camps. Stalin responded by branding Chur-
chill’s speech a “call to war with the Soviet Union.” But
he need not have worried. Although public opinion in
the United States placed increasing pressure on Wash-
ington to devise an effective strategy to counter Soviet
advances abroad, the American people were in no mood
for another war.

A civil war in Greece created another potential arena
for confrontation between the superpowers and an op-

portunity for the Truman administration to take a stand.
Communist guerrilla forces supported by Tito’s Yugosla-
via had taken up arms against the pro-Western govern-
ment in Athens. Great Britain had initially assumed pri-
mary responsibility for promoting postwar reconstruction
in the eastern Mediterranean, but in 1947, continued
postwar economic problems caused the British to with-
draw from the active role they had been playing in both
Greece and Turkey. U.S. President Harry S Truman
(1884 –1972), alarmed by British weakness and the possi-
bility of Soviet expansion into the eastern Mediterra-
nean, responded with the Truman Doctrine (see the box
above), which said in essence that the United States
would provide money to countries that claimed they were
threatened by Communist expansion. If the Soviets were
not stopped in Greece, the Truman argument ran, then
the United States would have to face the spread of com-
munism throughout the free world. As Dean Acheson,
the American secretary of state, explained, “Like apples
in a barrel infected by disease, the corruption of Greece
would infect Iran and all the East . . . likewise Africa . . .
Italy . . . France. . . . Not since Rome and Carthage has
there been such a polarization of power on this earth.”2
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THE TRUMAN DOCTRINE

y 1947, the battle lines had been clearly drawn in
the Cold War. This excerpt is taken from a speech

by President Harry Truman to the U.S. Congress in
which he justified his request for aid to Greece and Turkey. Tru-
man expressed the urgent need to contain the expansion of com-
munism. Truman presented the emerging dispute with Moscow in
a melodramatic manner on the advice of subordinates, who ar-
gued that only by so doing would the American people turn their
full attention to the problem. Future presidents would frequently
rely on this tactic to promote their foreign policy initiatives.

TRUMAN’S SPEECH TO CONGRESS,
MARCH 12, 1947

The peoples of a number of countries of the world have re-
cently had totalitarian regimes forced upon them against
their will. The Government of the United States has made
frequent protests against coercion and intimidation, in vio-
lation of the Yalta agreement, in Poland, Romania, and Bul-
garia. I must also state that in a number of other countries
there have been similar developments.

At the present moment in world history nearly every 
nation must choose between alternative ways of life. The
choice is too often not a free one.

One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, 
and is distinguished by free institutions, representative gov-
ernment, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty,
freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political
oppression.

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minor-
ity forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror
and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections,
and the suppression of personal freedoms.

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States
to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjuga-
tion by armed minorities or by outside pressures.

I believe that we must assist free people to work out their
own destinies in their own way.

I believe that our help should be primarily through eco-
nomic and financial aid, which is essential to economic sta-
bility and orderly political processes. . . . I therefore ask the
Congress for assistance to Greece and Turkey in the amount
of $400,000,000.

Source: U.S. Congress, Congressional Record, 80th Congress, 1st Session
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1947), vol. 93,
p. 1981.



The U.S. suspicion that Moscow was actively support-
ing the insurgent movement in Greece was inaccurate.
Stalin was apparently unhappy with Tito’s promoting 
of the conflict, not only because it suggested that the lat-
ter was attempting to create his own sphere of influence
in the Balkans but also because it risked provoking a di-
rect confrontation between the Soviet Union and the
United States. The proclamation of the Truman Doctrine
was soon followed in June 1947 by the European Recov-
ery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan. In-
tended to rebuild prosperity and stability, this program in-
cluded $13 billion for the economic recovery of war-
torn Europe. Underlying the program was the belief that
Communist aggression fed off economic turmoil. General
George C. Marshall noted in a speech at Harvard, “Our
policy is not directed against any country or doctrine but
against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos.” 3

From the Soviet perspective, the Marshall Plan was
nothing less than capitalist imperialism, a thinly veiled
attempt to buy the support of the smaller European coun-
tries, which in return would be expected to submit to 
economic exploitation by the United States. The White
House indicated that the Marshall Plan was open to the
Soviet Union and its Eastern European satellite states,
but they refused to participate. The Soviets, however,
were in no position to compete financially with the
United States and could do little to counter the Marshall
Plan except to tighten their control in Eastern Europe.

Europe Divided
By 1947, the split in Europe between East and West had
become a fact of life. At the end of World War II, the
United States had favored a quick end to its commit-
ments in Europe. But U.S. fears of Soviet aims caused the
United States to play an increasingly important role in
European affairs. In an article in Foreign Affairs in July
1947, George Kennan, a well-known U.S. diplomat with
much knowledge of Soviet affairs, advocated a policy of
containment against further aggressive Soviet moves.
Kennan favored the “adroit and vigilant application of
counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographi-
cal and political points, corresponding to the shifts and
maneuvers of Soviet policy.” After the Soviet blockade of
Berlin in 1948, containment of the Soviet Union became
formal U.S. policy.

The fate of Germany had become a source of heated
contention between East and West. Besides denazifica-
tion and the partitioning of Germany (and Berlin) into
four occupied zones, the Allied Powers had agreed on
little with regard to the conquered nation. Even de-
nazification proceeded differently in the various zones of

occupation. The Americans and British proceeded me-
thodically — the British had tried two million cases by
1948—while the Soviets went after major criminals and
allowed lesser officials to go free. The Soviet Union, hard-
est hit by the war, took reparations from Germany in the
form of booty. The technology-starved Soviets disman-
tled and removed to Russia 380 factories from the west-
ern zones of Berlin before transferring their control to the
Western powers. By the summer of 1946, two hundred
chemical, paper, and textile factories in the East German
zone had likewise been shipped to the Soviet Union. At
the same time, the German Communist Party was re-
established under the control of Walter Ulbricht (1893–
1973) and was soon in charge of the political reconstruc-
tion of the Soviet zone in eastern Germany.

Although the foreign ministers of the four occupying
powers (the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Brit-
ain, and France) kept meeting in an attempt to arrive at
a final peace treaty with Germany, they grew further and
further apart. At the same time, the British, French, and
Americans gradually began to merge their zones econom-
ically and by February 1948 were making plans for unifi-
cation of these sectors and the formation of a national
government. The Soviet Union responded with a block-
ade of West Berlin that prevented all traffic from entering
the city’s three western zones through Soviet-controlled
territory in East Germany. The Soviets hoped to force the
Western powers to stop the creation of a separate West
German state, which threatened Stalin’s plan to create a
reunified Germany that could eventually be placed under
Soviet domination.

The Western powers faced a dilemma. Direct military
confrontation seemed dangerous, and no one wished 
to risk World War III. Therefore, an attempt to break
through the blockade with tanks and trucks was ruled
out. The solution was the Berlin Airlift: supplies for the
city’s inhabitants were brought in by plane. At its peak,
the airlift flew 13,000 tons of supplies daily into Berlin.
The Soviets, also not wanting war, did not interfere and
finally lifted the blockade in May 1949. The blockade 
of Berlin had severely increased tensions between the
United States and the Soviet Union and confirmed the
separation of Germany into two states. The Federal Re-
public of Germany (FRG) was formally created from the
three Western zones in September 1949, and a month
later, the separate German Democratic Republic (GDR)
was established in East Germany. Berlin remained a di-
vided city and the source of much contention between
East and West.

The search for security in the new world of the Cold
War also led to the formation of military alliances. The
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed
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in April 1949 when Belgium, Luxembourg, the Nether-
lands, France, Britain, Italy, Denmark, Norway, Portugal,
and Iceland signed a treaty with the United States and
Canada (see Map 7.1). All the powers agreed to provide
mutual assistance if any one of them was attacked. A few
years later, West Germany and Turkey joined NATO.

The Eastern European states soon followed suit. In
1949, they formed the Council for Mutual Economic As-
sistance (COMECON) for economic cooperation. Then,
in 1955, Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Ger-
many, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union

organized a formal military alliance, the Warsaw Pact.
Once again, Europe was tragically divided into hostile al-
liance systems.

By the end of the 1950s, then, the dream of a stable
peace in Europe had been obliterated. There has been
considerable historical debate over who bears the most
responsibility for starting what would henceforth be
called the Cold War. In the 1950s, most scholars in the
West assumed that the bulk of the blame must fall on 
the shoulders of Joseph Stalin, whose determination to
impose Soviet rule on the countries of Eastern Europe
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� A CITY DIVIDED. In 1948, U.S. planes airlifted supplies into Berlin to break the blockade that So-
viet troops had imposed to isolate the city. Shown here is “Checkpoint Charlie,” located at the boundary
between the U.S. and Soviet zones of Berlin, just as Soviet roadblocks are about to be removed. The ban-
ner at the entry to the Soviet sector reads: “The sector of freedom greets the fighters for freedom and
right of the Western sector.”

©
 H

ul
to

n 
Ar

ch
iv

e/
Ge

tty
 Im

ag
es



snuffed out hopes for freedom and self-determination
there and aroused justifiable fears of Communist expan-
sion in the Western democracies. During the next de-
cade, however, a new school of revisionist historians —
influenced in part by aggressive U.S. policies to prevent a
Communist victory in Southeast Asia —began to argue
that the fault lay primarily in Washington, where Presi-
dent Truman and his anti-Communist advisers aban-

doned the precepts of Yalta and sought to encircle the So-
viet Union with a tier of pliant U.S. client states.

Both the United States and the Soviet Union took
steps at the end of World War II that were unwise or might
have been avoided. Both nations, however, were working
within a framework conditioned by the past. Ultimately,
the rivalry between the two superpowers stemmed from
their different historical perspectives and their irreconcil-

IN THE GRIP OF THE COLD WAR: THE BREAKDOWN OF THE YALTA SYSTEM • CHAPTER 7 143

Balearic Isla
nds

R.�

Corsica�

Sardinia�

Crete�
Cyprus�

Ebro
R.

Euphrates

Tigris

R.�

V
ol

ga

R.

Danube

CZECHOSLOVAKIA

GER.E
DEM.E
REP.E

 TURKEYE

YUGOSLAVIA

SOVIET UNIONE

R.�

Rhine

R.

SWITZ.E

BULGARIAE

ROMANIAEFRANCEE

NORWAYE

SWEDENE

SPAINE

PORTUGALE

ITALYE

ALBANIAE

HUNGARYE

BELG.E

NETH.E

DENMARKE

IRELANDE

FINLANDE

GREECEE

GREATE
BRITAINE

AUSTRIAE

POLANDEFED.E
 REP.E
    OFE

            GER.E

North �
Sea�

Atlantic�
Ocean�

Black Sea�

C
aspian

Sea

Baltic

Se
a

Arctic  Ocean�

0                     300                   600 MilesE

0            300         600         900 KilometersE

NATO member�

Non-NATO ally�

NATO member until 1969�

Warsaw Pact member�

Unrest or revolt in �
Eastern Europe�

Missile bases: NATO�

Troops: U.S.�

Nuclear bombers: U.S.�

Naval port: U.S.�

Fleet: U.S.�

Nuclear missile submarine: U.S.�

United States and NATO�

Missile bases: Warsaw Pact�

Troops: Soviet�

Nuclear bombers: Soviet�

Naval port: Soviet�

Fleet: Soviet�

Nuclear missile submarine: Soviet�

Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact�

Sicily�

MAP 7.1 The New European Alliance Systems During the Cold War. This map shows postwar
Europe as it was divided during the Cold War into two contending power blocs, the NATO alliance and
the Warsaw Pact. Major military and naval bases are indicated by symbols on the map. ➢ Where on the
map was the so-called “Iron Curtain”?



able political ambitions. Intense competition for political
and military supremacy had long been a regular feature of
Western civilization. The United States and the Soviet
Union were the heirs of that European tradition of power
politics, and it should not come as a surprise that two such
different systems would seek to extend their way of life to
the rest of the world. Because of its need to feel secure on
its western border, the Soviet Union was not prepared to
give up the advantages it had gained in Eastern Europe
from Germany’s defeat. But neither were Western leaders
prepared to accept without protest the establishment of a
system of Soviet satellites that not only threatened the se-
curity of Western Europe but also deeply offended West-
ern sensibilities because of its blatant disregard of the
Western concept of human rights.

This does not necessarily mean that both sides bear
equal responsibility for starting the Cold War. Some re-
visionist historians have claimed that the U.S. doctrine 
of containment was a provocative action that aroused
Stalin’s suspicions and drove Moscow into a position of
hostility to the West. This charge lacks credibility. As in-
formation from the Soviet archives and other sources has
become available, it is increasingly clear that Stalin’s sus-
picions of the West were rooted in his Marxist-Leninist
worldview and long predated Washington’s enunciation
of the doctrine of containment. As his foreign minister,
Vyacheslav Molotov, once remarked, Soviet policy was
inherently aggressive and would be triggered whenever
the opportunity offered. Although Stalin apparently had
no master plan to advance Soviet power into Western Eu-
rope, he was probably prepared to make every effort to do
so once the next revolutionary wave appeared on the
horizon. Western leaders were fully justified in reacting 
to this possibility by strengthening their own lines of 
defense. On the other hand, it has been argued —by no
less than George Kennan himself — that in deciding to
respond to the Soviet challenge in a primarily military
manner, Western leaders overreacted to the situation and
virtually guaranteed that the Cold War would be trans-
formed into an arms race that could quite conceivably re-
sult in a new and uniquely destructive war.

COLD WAR IN ASIA
The Cold War was somewhat slower to make its appear-
ance in Asia. At Yalta, Stalin formally agreed to enter the
Pacific war against Japan three months after the close of
the conflict with Germany. As a reward for Soviet partic-
ipation in the struggle against Japan, Roosevelt promised
that Moscow would be granted “preeminent interests” 
in Manchuria (interests reminiscent of those possessed 

by imperial Russia prior to its defeat by Japan in 1904 –
1905) and the establishment of a Soviet naval base at
Port Arthur. In return, Stalin promised to sign a treaty of
alliance with the Republic of China, thus implicitly com-
mitting the Soviet Union not to provide the Chinese
Communists with support in a possible future civil war.
Although many observers would later question Stalin’s
sincerity in making such a commitment to the vocally
anti-Communist Chiang Kai-shek, in Moscow the deci-
sion probably had a logic of its own. Stalin had no partic-
ular liking for the independent-minded Mao Zedong and
did not anticipate a victory by the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) in the eventuality of a civil war in China.
Only an agreement with Chiang Kai-shek could provide
the Soviet Union with a strategically vital economic and
political presence in North China.

Despite these commitments, Allied agreements soon
broke down, and the region was sucked into the vortex of
the Cold War by the end of the decade. The root of the
problem lay in the underlying weakness of the Chiang
Kai-shek regime, which threatened to create a political
vacuum in East Asia that both Moscow and Washington
would be tempted to fill.

The Chinese Civil War
As World War II came to an end in the Pacific, relations
between the government of Chiang Kai-shek in China
and its powerful U.S. ally had become frayed. Although
Roosevelt had hoped that republican China would be the
keystone of his plan for peace and stability in Asia after
the war, U.S. officials eventually became disillusioned
with the corruption of Chiang’s government and his un-
willingness to risk his forces against the Japanese (he
hoped to save them for use against the Communists after
the war in the Pacific ended), and China became a back-
water as the war came to a close. Nevertheless, U.S. mil-
itary and economic aid to China had been substantial,
and at war’s end, the Truman administration still hoped
that it could rely on Chiang to support U.S. postwar goals
in the region.

While Chiang Kai-shek wrestled with Japanese aggres-
sion and problems of postwar reconstruction, the Com-
munists were building up their liberated base in North
China. An alliance with Chiang in December 1936 had
relieved them from the threat of immediate attack from
the south, although Chiang was chronically suspicious of
the Communists and stationed troops near Xian to pre-
vent them from infiltrating areas under his control.

He had good reason to fear for the future. During the
war, the Communists patiently penetrated Japanese lines
and built up their strength in North China. To enlarge
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their political base, they carried out a “mass line” policy
(from the masses to the masses), reducing land rents and
confiscating the lands of wealthy landlords. By the end of
World War II, according to Communist estimates, twenty
to thirty million Chinese were living under their admin-
istration, and their People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in-
cluded nearly one million troops.

As the war came to an end, world attention began to
focus on the prospects for renewed civil strife in China.
Members of a U.S. liaison team stationed in Yan’an dur-
ing the last months of the war were impressed by the per-
formance of the Communists, and some recommended
that the United States should support them or at least re-
main neutral in a possible conflict between Communists
and Nationalists for control of China. The Truman ad-
ministration, though skeptical of Chiang’s ability to forge
a strong and prosperous country, was increasingly con-
cerned over the spread of communism in Europe and tried
to find a peaceful solution through the formation of a
coalition government of all parties in China.

The effort failed. By 1946, full-scale war between the
Nationalist government, now reinstalled in Nanjing, 
and the Communists resumed. The Communists, having

taken advantage of the Soviet occupation of Manchuria
in the last days of the war, occupied rural areas in the re-
gion and laid siege to Nationalist garrisons hastily estab-
lished there. Now Chiang Kai-shek’s errors came home to
roost. In the countryside, millions of peasants, attracted
to the Communists by promises of land and social justice,
flocked to serve in the PLA. In the cities, middle-class
Chinese, who were normally hostile to communism, were
alienated by Chiang’s brutal suppression of all dissent and
his government’s inability to slow the ruinous rate of
inflation or solve the economic problems it caused. With
morale dropping, Chiang’s troops began to defect to the
Communists. Sometimes whole divisions, officers as well
as ordinary soldiers, changed sides. By 1948, the PLA was
advancing south out of Manchuria and had encircled Bei-
jing. Communist troops took the old imperial capital,
crossed the Yangtze the following spring, and occupied
the commercial hub of Shanghai. During the next few
months, Chiang’s government and two million of his fol-
lowers fled to Taiwan, which the Japanese had returned to
Chinese control after World War II.

The Truman administration reacted to the spread of
Communist power in China with acute discomfort.
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� CHIANG KAI-SHEK AND MAO 
ZEDONG EXCHANGE A TOAST. After
World War II, the United States sent
General George C. Marshall to China in
an effort to prevent civil war between
Chiang Kai-shek’s government and the
Communists. Marshall’s initial success
was symbolized by this toast between
Chiang (on the right) and Mao. But sus-
picion ran too deep, and soon conflict
ensued, leading to a Communist victory
in 1949. Chiang Kai-shek’s government
retreated to the island of Taiwan.
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Washington had no desire to see a Communist govern-
ment on the mainland, but it had little confidence in
Chiang Kai-shek’s ability to realize Roosevelt’s dream of a
strong, united, and prosperous China. In December 1946,
President Truman’s emissary, General George C. Mar-
shall, sought and received permission from the White
House to abandon his mission, arguing that neither side
was cooperating in the effort. During the next two years,
the United States gave limited military support to the
Nanjing regime but refused to commit U.S. power to
guarantee its survival. The administration’s hands-off pol-
icy deeply angered many in Congress, who charged that
the White House was “soft on communism” and declared

further that Roosevelt had betrayed Chiang at Yalta by
granting privileges in Manchuria to the Soviets. In their
view, Soviet troops had hindered the dispatch of Chiang’s
forces to the area and provided the PLA with weapons to
use against their rivals.

In later years, evidence accumulated that the Soviet
Union had given little assistance to the CCP in its
struggle against the Nanjing regime. In fact, Stalin peri-
odically advised Mao against undertaking the effort. Al-
though Communist forces undoubtedly received some as-
sistance from Soviet occupation troops in Manchuria, the
underlying reasons for their victory stemmed from condi-
tions inside China, not from the intervention of outside
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WHO LOST CHINA?

n 1949, with China about to fall under the control of
the Communists, President Harry S Truman in-

structed the State Department to prepare a white paper
explaining why the U.S. policy of seeking to avoid a Communist
victory in China had failed. The authors of the white paper con-
cluded that responsibility lay at the door of Nationalist Chinese
leader Chiang Kai-shek and that there was nothing the United
States could have reasonably done to alter the result. Most China
observers today would accept that assessment, but it did little at
the time to deflect criticism of the administration for selling out the
interests of the U.S. ally in China.

U.S. STATE DEPARTMENT WHITE 
PAPER ON CHINA, 1949

When peace came the United States was confronted with
three possible alternatives in China: (1) it could have pulled
out lock, stock, and barrel; (2) it could have intervened mil-
itarily on a major scale to assist the Nationalists to destroy
the Communists; (3) it could, while assisting the National-
ists to assert their authority over as much of China as pos-
sible, endeavor to avoid a civil war by working for a com-
promise between the two sides.

The first alternative would, and I believe American public
opinion at the time so felt, have represented an abandonment
of our international responsibilities and of our traditional pol-
icy of friendship for China before we had made a determined
effort to be of assistance. The second alternative policy, while
it may look attractive theoretically, in retrospect, was wholly
impracticable. The Nationalists had been unable to destroy
the Communists during the ten years before the war. Now af-
ter the war the Nationalists were, as indicated above, weak-
ened, demoralized, and unpopular. They had quickly dissi-
pated their popular support and prestige in the areas liberated

from the Japanese by the conduct of their civil and military
officials. The Communists on the other hand were much
stronger than they had ever been and were in control of most
of North China. Because of the ineffectiveness of the Na-
tionalist forces, which was later to be tragically demonstrated,
the Communists probably could have been dislodged only by
American arms. It is obvious that the American people would
not have sanctioned such a colossal commitment of our
armies in 1945 or later. We therefore came to the third alter-
native policy whereunder we faced the facts of the situation
and attempted to assist in working out a modus vivendi which
would avert civil war but nevertheless preserve and even in-
crease the influence of the National Government. . . .

The distrust of the leaders of both the Nationalist and
Communist Parties for each other proved too deep-seated to
permit final agreement, notwithstanding temporary truces
and apparently promising negotiations. The Nationalists,
furthermore, embarked in 1946 on an overambitious military
campaign in the face of warnings by General Marshall that it
not only would fail but would plunge China into economic
chaos and eventually destroy the National Government. . . .

The unfortunate but inescapable fact is that the ominous
result of the civil war in China was beyond the control of the
government of the United States. Nothing that this country
did or could have done within the reasonable limits of its ca-
pabilities could have changed that result; nothing that was
left undone by this country has contributed to it. It was the
product of internal Chinese forces, forces which this coun-
try tried to influence but could not. A decision was arrived
at within China, if only a decision by default.

Source: United States Relations with China (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart-
ment of State, 1949), pp. xv –xvi.



powers. So indeed argued the Truman
administration, when in 1949 it issued
a white paper that placed most of the
blame for the debacle at the feet of the
Chiang Kai-shek regime (see the box
on p. 146).

Many Americans, however, did not
agree. The Communist victory on the
mainland of China injected Asia di-
rectly into American politics as an
integral element of the Cold War. Dur-
ing the spring of 1950, under pressure
from Congress and public opinion to
define U.S. interests in Asia, the Tru-
man administration adopted a new na-
tional security policy that implied that
the United States would take whatever
steps were necessary to stem the further
expansion of communism in the region.

The Korean War
Communist leaders in China, from their new capital at
Beijing, hoped that their accession to power in 1949
would bring about an era of peace in the region and per-
mit their new government to concentrate on domestic
goals. But the desire for peace was tempered by their 
determination to erase a century of humiliation at the
hands of imperialist powers and to restore the traditional
outer frontiers of the empire. In addition to recovering
territories that had been part of the Manchu Empire, such
as Manchuria, Taiwan, and Tibet, the Chinese leaders
also hoped to restore Chinese influence in former tribu-
tary areas such as Korea and Vietnam.

It soon became clear that these two goals were not al-
ways compatible. Negotiations with Moscow led to So-
viet recognition of Chinese sovereignty over Manchuria
and Xinjiang (the desolate lands north of Tibet that were
known as Chinese Turkestan because many of the peo-
ples in the area were of Turkish origin), although the So-
viets retained a measure of economic influence in both
areas. Chinese troops occupied Tibet in 1950 and
brought it under Chinese administration for the first time
in more than a century. But in Korea and Taiwan, China’s
efforts to re-create the imperial buffer zone threatened to
provoke new conflicts with foreign powers.

The problem of Taiwan was a consequence of the Cold
War. As the civil war in China came to an end, the Tru-
man administration appeared determined to avoid entan-
glement in China’s internal affairs and indicated that it
would not seek to prevent a Communist takeover of the
island, now occupied by Chiang Kai-shek’s Republic of

China. But as tensions between the
United States and the new Chinese
government escalated during the win-
ter of 1949–1950, influential figures in
the United States began to argue that
Taiwan was crucial to U.S. defense
strategy in the Pacific.

The outbreak of war in Korea also
helped bring the Cold War to East
Asia. As we have seen in Chapter 3,
Korea, long a Chinese tributary, was
annexed into the Japanese Empire in
1908 and remained there until 1945.
The removal of Korea from Japanese
control had been one of the stated ob-
jectives of the Allies in World War II,
and on the eve of Japanese surrender 
in August 1945, the Soviet Union and 
the United States agreed to divide the
country into two separate occupation
zones at the 38th parallel. They origi-

nally planned to hold national elections after the restora-
tion of peace to reunify Korea under an independent gov-
ernment. But as U.S.-Soviet relations deteriorated, two
separate governments emerged in Korea, Communist in
the north and anti-Communist in the south.

Tensions between the two governments ran high along
the dividing line, and on June 25, 1950, with the appar-
ent approval of Joseph Stalin, North Korean troops in-
vaded the south. The Truman administration immedi-
ately ordered U.S. naval and air forces to support South
Korea, and the United Nations Security Council (with
the Soviet delegate absent to protest the failure of the
UN to assign China’s seat to the new government in Bei-
jing) passed a resolution calling on member nations to
jointly resist the invasion. By September, UN forces 
under the command of U.S. General Douglas MacArthur
marched northward across the 38th parallel with the 
aim of unifying Korea under a single non-Communist
government.

President Truman worried that by approaching the
Chinese border at the Yalu River, the UN troops could
trigger Chinese intervention but was assured by Mac-
Arthur that China would not respond. In November,
however, Chinese “volunteer” forces intervened on the
side of North Korea and drove the UN troops southward
in disarray. A static defense line was eventually estab-
lished near the original dividing line at the 38th parallel,
although the war continued.

To many Americans, the Chinese intervention in Ko-
rea was clear evidence that China intended to promote
communism throughout Asia, and recent evidence does

IN THE GRIP OF THE COLD WAR: THE BREAKDOWN OF THE YALTA SYSTEM • CHAPTER 7 147

Yellow�
Sea

Korea�
Bay

Sea�
of�

Japan

CHINA

NORTHE
KOREA

SOUTHE
KOREA

JAPAN

Yalu
R

Tu
me n

R

0          100         200 Miles

0    100   200   300 Kilometers

Kwangju

Inchon
Seoul

38th ParallelE

Pusan

Panmunjom

Pyongyang

Korea

St
ra

it

Cease-fire line

The Korean Peninsula



suggest that Mao Zedong, convinced
that a revolutionary wave was on the
rise in Asia, argued to his colleagues
that they should not fear a confron-
tation with the United States on the
Korean peninsula. In fact, however,
China’s decision to enter the war was
probably motivated in large part by the
fear that hostile U.S. forces might be
stationed on the Chinese frontier and
perhaps even launch an attack across
the border. MacArthur intensified such
fears by calling publicly for air attacks
on Manchurian cities in preparation for
an attack on Communist China. In any
case, the outbreak of the Korean War
was particularly unfortunate for China.
Immediately after the invasion, Presi-
dent Truman dispatched the U.S. Sev-
enth Fleet to the Taiwan Strait to pre-
vent a possible Chinese invasion of
Taiwan. Even more unfortunate, the
invasion hardened Western attitudes
against the new Chinese government
and led to China’s isolation from the
major capitalist powers for two decades. As a result,
China was cut off from all forms of economic and tech-
nological assistance and was forced to rely almost entirely
on the Soviet Union, with which it had signed a pact of
friendship and cooperation in early 1950.

Conflict in Indochina
During the mid-1950s, China sought to build contacts
with the nonsocialist world. A cease-fire agreement
brought the Korean War to an end in July 1953, and
China signaled its desire to live in peaceful coexistence
with other independent countries in the region. But a
relatively minor conflict now began to intensify on Bei-
jing’s southern flank, in French Indochina. The struggle
had begun after World War II, when Ho Chi Minh’s In-
dochinese Communist Party, at the head of a multiparty
nationalist alliance called the Vietminh Front, seized
power in northern and central Vietnam after the surren-
der of imperial Japan. After abortive negotiations be-
tween Ho’s government and the French over a proposed
“free state” of Vietnam under French tutelage, war broke
out in December 1946. French forces occupied the cities
and the densely populated lowlands, while the Vietminh
took refuge in the mountains.

For three years, the Vietminh, waging a “people’s war”
of national liberation under the leadership of the popular

Ho Chi Minh, gradually increased in
size and effectiveness. What had begun
as an anticolonial struggle by the Viet-
minh Front against the French became
entangled in the Cold War in the early
1950s when both the United States 
and the new Communist government
in China began to intervene in the
conflict to promote their own national 
security objectives. China began to
provide military assistance to the Viet-
minh to protect its own borders from
hostile forces. The Americans sup-
ported the French but pressured them
to prepare for an eventual transition to
non-Communist governments in Viet-
nam, Laos, and Cambodia.

With casualties mounting and the
French public tired of fighting the
“dirty war” in Indochina, the French, at
the Geneva Conference, held in 1954,
agreed to a peace settlement with the
Vietminh. Vietnam was temporarily di-
vided into a northern Communist half
(known as the Democratic Republic of

Vietnam) and a non-Communist southern half based in
Saigon (eventually to be known as the Republic of Viet-
nam). Elections were to be held in two years to create a
unified government. Cambodia and Laos were both de-
clared independent under neutral governments. French
forces, which had suffered a major defeat at the hands of
Vietminh troops at the battle of Dien Bien Phu, were
withdrawn from all three countries.

China had played an active role in bringing about the
settlement and clearly hoped that a settlement would
lead to a reduction of tensions in the area, but subsequent
efforts to bring about improved relations between China
and the United States foundered on the issue of Taiwan.
In the fall of 1954, the United States signed a mutual se-
curity treaty with the Republic of China guaranteeing
U.S. military support in case of an invasion of Taiwan.
When Beijing demanded U.S. withdrawal from Taiwan as
the price for improved relations, diplomatic talks be-
tween the two countries collapsed.

FROM CONFRONTATION
TO COEXISTENCE

The 1950s opened with the world teetering on the edge
of a nuclear holocaust. The Soviet Union had detonated
its first nuclear device in 1949, and the two blocs —capi-
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talist and socialist —viewed each other across an ideo-
logical divide that grew increasingly bitter with each
passing year. Yet as the decade drew to a close, a measure
of sanity crept into the Cold War, and the leaders of the
major world powers began to seek ways to coexist in an
increasingly unstable world (see Map 7.2).

Khrushchev and the Era 
of Peaceful Coexistence
The first clear sign occurred after Stalin’s death in early
1953. His successor, Georgy Malenkov (1902–1988),
hoped to improve relations with the Western powers to
reduce defense expenditures and shift government spend-
ing to growing consumer needs. During his campaign to
replace Malenkov two years later, Nikita Khrushchev

(1894 –1971) appealed to powerful pressure groups in the
party Politburo (the governing body of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union) by calling for higher defense
expenditures, but once in power, he resumed his prede-
cessor’s efforts to reduce tensions with the West and im-
prove the living standards of the Soviet people.

In an adroit public relations touch, Khrushchev publi-
cized Moscow’s appeal for a new policy of “peaceful coex-
istence” with the West. In 1955, he surprisingly agreed to
negotiate an end to the postwar occupation of Austria by
the victorious allies and allow the creation of a neutral
country with strong cultural and economic ties with the
West. He also called for a reduction in defense expendi-
tures and reduced the size of the Soviet armed forces.

At first, Washington was suspicious of Khrushchev’s
motives, especially after the Soviet crackdown in Hun-
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gary in the fall of 1956 (see Chapter 8). A new crisis over
Berlin added to the tension. The Soviets had launched
their first intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) in
August 1957, arousing U.S. fears —fueled by a partisan
political debate — of a “missile gap” between the United
States and the Soviet Union. Khrushchev attempted to
take advantage of the U.S. frenzy over missiles to solve
the problem of West Berlin, which had remained a
“Western island” of prosperity inside the relatively pov-
erty-stricken state of East Germany. Many East Germans
sought to escape to West Germany by fleeing through
West Berlin —a serious blot on the credibility of the
GDR and a potential source of instability in East-West re-
lations. In November 1958, Khrushchev announced that
unless the West removed its forces from West Berlin
within six months, he would turn over control of the ac-
cess routes to the East Germans. Unwilling to accept an
ultimatum that would have abandoned West Berlin to
the Communists, President Eisenhower and the West
stood firm, and Khrushchev eventually backed down.

Despite such periodic crises in East-West relations,
there were tantalizing signs that an era of true peaceful
coexistence between the two power blocs could be
achieved. In the late 1950s, the United States and the
Soviet Union initiated a cultural exchange program,
helping the peoples of one bloc to become acquainted
with the nature of life in the other. While the Leningrad
Ballet appeared at theaters in the United States, Benny
Goodman and the film of Leonard Bernstein’s West Side
Story played in Moscow. In 1958, Nikita Khrushchev vis-
ited the United States and had a brief but friendly en-
counter with President Eisenhower at Camp David, his
presidential retreat in northern Maryland. Predictions of
improved future relations led reporters to laud “the spirit
of Camp David.”

Yet Khrushchev could rarely avoid the temptation to
gain an advantage over the United States in the com-
petition for influence throughout the world, and this 
resulted in an unstable relationship that prevented a 
lasting accommodation between the two superpowers.
West Berlin was an area of persistent tension (a boil on
the foot of the United States, Khrushchev derisively
termed it), and in January 1961, just as newly elected
president John F. Kennedy (1917–1963) came into office,
Moscow threatened once again to turn over responsibil-
ity for access to the East German government.

Moscow also took every opportunity to promote its in-
terests in the Third World, as the countries of Asia, Af-
rica, and Latin America were now popularly called. Un-
like Stalin, Khrushchev viewed the dismantling of
colonial regimes in the area as a potential advantage for
the Soviet Union and sought especially to exploit anti-

American sentiment in Latin America. To improve So-
viet influence in such areas, Khrushchev established 
alliances with key Third World countries such as Indo-
nesia, Egypt, India, and Cuba. In January 1961, just as
Kennedy assumed the presidency, Khrushchev unnerved
the new president at an informal summit meeting in Vi-
enna by declaring that Moscow would provide active sup-
port to national liberation movements throughout the
world. There were rising fears in Washington of Soviet
meddling in such sensitive trouble spots as Southeast
Asia, Central Africa, and the Caribbean.

The Cuban Missile Crisis 
and the Move Toward Détente
The Cold War confrontation between the United States
and the Soviet Union reached frightening levels during
the Cuban Missile Crisis. In 1959, a left-wing revolution-
ary named Fidel Castro (b. 1927) overthrew the Cu-
ban dictator Fulgencio Batista and established a Soviet-
supported totalitarian regime. After the utter failure of a
U.S.-supported attempt (the “Bay of Pigs” incident) to
overthrow Castro in 1961, the Soviet Union decided to
place nuclear missiles in Cuba. The Kennedy administra-
tion was not prepared to allow nuclear weapons within
such close striking distance of the American mainland,
despite the fact that it had placed nuclear weapons in
Turkey within easy range of the Soviet Union, a fact that
Khrushchev was quick to point out. When U.S. intelli-
gence discovered that a Soviet fleet carrying missiles was
heading to Cuba, Kennedy decided to blockade Cuba 
to prevent the fleet from reaching its destination. This 
approach to the problem had the benefit of delaying con-
frontation and giving the two sides time to find a peace-
ful solution. In a conciliatory letter to Kennedy, Khru-
shchev agreed to turn back the fleet if Kennedy pledged
not to invade Cuba:

We and you ought not to pull on the ends of the rope in
which you have tied the knot of war, because the more the
two of us pull, the tighter that knot will be tied. And a mo-
ment may come when that knot will be tied too tight that
even he who tied it will not have the strength to untie it. . . .
Let us not only relax the forces pulling on the ends of the
rope, let us take measures to untie that knot. We are ready
for this.4

The intense feeling that the world might have been
annihilated in a few days had a profound influence on
both sides. A communication hotline between Moscow
and Washington was installed in 1963 to expedite rapid
communication between the two superpowers in time of
crisis. In the same year, the two powers agreed to ban nu-
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clear tests in the atmosphere, a step that served to lessen
the tensions between the two nations.

The Sino-Soviet Dispute
Nikita Khrushchev had launched his slogan of peaceful
coexistence as a means of improving relations with the
capitalist powers; ironically, one result of the campaign
was to undermine Moscow’s ties with its close ally China.
During the lifetime of Joseph Stalin, Beijing had accepted
the Soviet Union as the official leader of the socialist
camp. After Stalin’s death, however, relations began to
deteriorate. Part of the reason may have been Mao Ze-
dong’s contention that he, as the most experienced Marx-
ist leader, should now be acknowledged as the most au-
thoritative voice within the socialist community. But
another determining factor was that just as Soviet poli-

cies were moving toward moderation, China’s were be-
coming more radical.

Several other issues were involved, including territo-
rial disputes and China’s unhappiness with limited Soviet
economic assistance. But the key sources of disagreement
involved ideology and the Cold War. Chinese leaders
were convinced that the successes of the Soviet space
program confirmed that the socialists were now techno-
logically superior to the capitalists (the East wind, trum-
peted the Chinese official press, had now triumphed over
the West wind), and they urged Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev to go on the offensive to promote world rev-
olution. Specifically, China wanted Soviet assistance in
retaking Taiwan from Chiang Kai-shek. But Khrushchev
was trying to improve relations with the West and re-
jected Chinese demands for support against Taiwan (see
the box above).
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A PLEA FOR PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE

he Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin had contended that
war between the socialist and imperialist camps was in-

evitable because the imperialists would never give up with-
out a fight. That assumption had probably guided the thoughts of
Joseph Stalin, who told colleagues shortly after World War II that
a new war would break out in fifteen to twenty years. But Stalin’s
successor, Nikita Khrushchev, feared that a new world conflict
could result in a nuclear holocaust and contended that the two
sides must learn to coexist, although peaceful competition would
continue. In this speech given in Beijing in 1959, Khrushchev at-
tempted to persuade the Chinese to accept his views. But Chinese
leaders argued that the “imperialist nature” of the United States
would never change and warned that they would not accept any
peace agreement in which they had no part.

KHRUSHCHEV’S SPEECH 
TO THE CHINESE, 1959

Comrades! Socialism brings to the people peace — that
greatest blessing. The greater the strength of the camp of so-
cialism grows, the greater will be its possibilities for success-
fully defending the cause of peace on this earth. The forces
of socialism are already so great that real possibilities are be-
ing created for excluding war as a means of solving interna-
tional disputes. . . .

When I spoke with President Eisenhower —and I have
just returned from the United States of America —I got the
impression that the President of the U.S.A.—and not a few
people support him —understands the need to relax inter-
national tension. . . .

There is only one way of preserving peace — that is the
road of peaceful coexistence of states with different social
systems. The question stands thus: either peaceful coexis-
tence or war with its catastrophic consequences. Now, with
the present relation of forces between socialism and capital-
ism being in favor of socialism, he who would continue the
“cold war” is moving towards his own destruction. . . .

Already in the first years of the Soviet power the great
Lenin defined the general line of our foreign policy as being
directed towards the peaceful coexistence of states with dif-
ferent social systems. For a long time, the ruling circles of the
Western Powers rejected these truly humane principles.
Nevertheless the principles of peaceful coexistence made
their way into the hearts of the vast majority of mankind. . . .

It is not at all because capitalism is still strong that the so-
cialist countries speak out against war, and for peaceful co-
existence. No, we have no need of war at all. If the people
do not want it, even such a noble and progressive system as
socialism cannot be imposed by force of arms. The socialist
countries therefore, while carrying through a consistently
peace-loving policy, concentrate their efforts on peaceful
construction; they fire the hearts of men by the force of their
example in building socialism, and thus lead them to follow
in their footsteps. The question of when this or that country
will take the path to socialism is decided by its own people.
This, for us, is the holy of holies.

Source: From G. F. Hudson et al., eds. The Sino–Soviet Dispute (New York:
Frederick Praeger, 1961), pp. 61– 63, cited in Peking Review, No. 40, 1959.



By the end of the 1950s, the Soviet Union had begun
to remove its advisers from China, and in 1961, the dis-
pute broke into the open. Increasingly isolated, China
voiced its hostility to what Mao described as the “urban
industrialized countries” (which included the Soviet
Union) and portrayed itself as the leader of the “rural un-
derdeveloped countries” of Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer-
ica in a global struggle against imperialist oppression. In
effect, China had applied Mao’s famous concept of peo-
ple’s war in an international framework.

The Second Indochina War
The Eisenhower administration had opposed the peace
settlement at Geneva in 1954, which divided Vietnam
temporarily into two separate regroupment zones, specifi-
cally because the provision for future national elections
opened up the possibility of placing the entire country
under Communist rule. But President Eisenhower had
been unwilling to introduce U.S. military forces to con-
tinue the conflict without the full support of the British
and the French, who preferred to seek a negotiated set-
tlement. In the end, Washington promised not to break
the provisions of the agreement but refused to commit it-
self to the results.

During the next several months, the United States be-
gan to provide aid to a new government in South Viet-
nam. Under the leadership of the anti-Communist politi-
cian Ngo Dinh Diem, the Saigon regime began to root
out dissidents while refusing to hold the national elec-
tions called for by the Geneva Accords. It was widely an-
ticipated, even in Washington, that the Communists
would win such elections. In 1959, Ho Chi Minh, de-
spairing of the peaceful unification of the country under
Communist rule, returned to a policy of revolutionary
war in the south.

By 1963, South Vietnam was on the verge of collapse.
Diem’s autocratic methods and inattention to severe eco-
nomic inequality had alienated much of the population,
and revolutionary forces, popularly known as the Viet
Cong (Vietnamese Communists), expanded their influ-
ence throughout much of the country. In the fall of 1963,
with the approval of the Kennedy administration, senior
military officers overthrew the Diem regime. But faction-
alism kept the new military leadership from reinvigorat-
ing the struggle against the insurgent forces, and by early
1965, the Viet Cong, their ranks now swelled by military
units infiltrating from North Vietnam, were on the verge
of seizing control of the entire country. In desperation,
President Lyndon Johnson (1908–1973) decided to send
U.S. combat troops to South Vietnam to prevent a total
defeat for the anti-Communist government in Saigon.

Chinese leaders observed the gradual escalation of 
the conflict in South Vietnam with mixed feelings. They
were undoubtedly pleased to have a firm Communist ally
—and indeed one that had in so many ways followed the
path of Mao Zedong —just beyond their southern fron-
tier. Yet they could not relish the possibility that renewed
bloodshed in South Vietnam might enmesh China in a
new conflict with the United States. Nor could they have
welcomed the specter of a powerful and ambitious united
Vietnam that might wish to extend its influence through-
out mainland Southeast Asia, which Beijing considered
its own backyard.

Chinese leaders therefore tiptoed delicately through
the minefield of the Indochina conflict, seeking to main-
tain good relations with their ally in Hanoi while avoid-
ing a confrontation with the United States. As the war
escalated in 1964 and 1965, Beijing publicly announced
that the Chinese people would give their full support to
their fraternal comrades seeking national liberation in
South Vietnam but privately assured Washington that
China would not directly enter the conflict unless U.S.
forces threatened its southern border. Beijing also refused
to cooperate fully with Moscow in shipping Soviet goods
to North Vietnam through Chinese territory.

Despite its dismay at the lack of full support from
China, the Communist government in North Vietnam
responded to U.S. escalation by infiltrating more of its
own regular force troops into the south, and by 1968, the
war was a virtual stalemate. The Communists were not
strong enough to overthrow the Saigon regime, whose
weakness was shielded by the presence of half a million
U.S. troops, but President Johnson was reluctant to en-
gage in all-out war on North Vietnam for fear of provok-
ing a global nuclear conflict. In the fall, after the Com-
munist-led Tet offensive aroused heightened antiwar 
protests in the United States, peace negotiations began
in Paris.

Richard Nixon (1913–1994) came into the White
House in 1969 on a pledge to bring an honorable end to
the Vietnam War. With U.S. public opinion sharply di-
vided on the issue, he began to withdraw U.S. troops
while continuing to hold peace talks in Paris. But the
centerpiece of his strategy was to improve relations with
China and thus undercut Chinese support for the North
Vietnamese war effort. During the 1960s, relations be-
tween Moscow and Beijing had reached a point of ex-
treme tension, and thousands of troops were stationed on
both sides of their long common frontier. To intimidate
their Communist rivals, Soviet sources dropped the hint
that they might decide to launch a preemptive strike to
destroy Chinese nuclear facilities in Xinjiang. Sensing
an opportunity to split the one-time allies, Nixon sent his
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emissary Henry Kissinger on a secret trip to China. Re-
sponding to the latter’s assurances that the United States
was determined to withdraw from Indochina and hoped
to improve relations with the mainland regime, Chi-
nese leaders invited President Nixon to visit China in
early 1972.

Incensed at the apparent betrayal by their close allies,
in January 1973 North Vietnamese leaders signed a peace
treaty in Paris calling for the removal of all U.S. forces
from South Vietnam. In return, the Communists agreed
to seek a political settlement of their differences with 
the Saigon regime. But negotiations between north and
south over the political settlement soon broke down, and
in early 1975, convinced that Washington would not in-
tervene, the Communists resumed the offensive. At the
end of April, under a massive assault by North Vietnam-
ese military forces, the South Vietnamese government
surrendered. A year later, the country was unified under
Communist rule.

The Communist victory in Vietnam was a humiliation
for the United States, but its strategic impact was limited
because of the new relationship with China. During the
next decade, Sino-American relations continued to im-
prove. In 1979, diplomatic ties were established between
the two countries under an arrangement whereby the
United States renounced its mutual security treaty with
the Republic of China in return for a pledge from China
to seek reunification with Taiwan by peaceful means. By

the end of the 1970s, China and the United States had
forged a “strategic relationship” in which each would co-
operate with the other against the common threat of 
Soviet “hegemonism” (as China described Soviet policy)
in Asia.

AN ERA OF
EQUIVALENCE

The Johnson administration sent U.S. combat troops to
South Vietnam in 1965 in an effort to prevent the ex-
pansion of communism in Southeast Asia. Washington’s
primary concern, however, was not Moscow but Beijing.
By the mid-1960s, U.S. officials viewed the Soviet Union
as an essentially conservative power, more concerned
with protecting its vast empire than with expanding its
borders. In fact, U.S. policy makers periodically sought
Soviet assistance in achieving a peaceful settlement of
the Vietnam War. As long as Khrushchev was in power,
they found a receptive ear in Moscow. Khrushchev had
sternly advised the North Vietnamese against a resump-
tion of revolutionary war in South Vietnam.

After October 1964, when Khrushchev was replaced
by a new leadership headed by party chief Leonid Brezh-
nev (1906 –1982) and Prime Minister Alexei Kosygin
(1904 –1980), Soviet attitudes about Vietnam became
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more ambivalent. On the one hand, the new Soviet lead-
ership had no desire to see the Vietnam conflict poison
relations between the great powers. On the other hand,
Moscow was anxious to demonstrate its support for the
North Vietnamese to deflect Chinese charges that the
Soviet Union had betrayed the interests of the oppressed
peoples of the world. As a result, Soviet officials voiced
sympathy for the U.S. predicament in Vietnam but put no
pressure on their allies to bring an end to the war. Indeed,
the Soviets became Hanoi’s main supplier of advanced
military equipment in the final years of the war.

Still, Brezhnev and Kosygin continued to pursue the
Khrushchev line of peaceful coexistence with the West
and adopted a generally cautious posture in foreign affairs.
By the early 1970s, a new age in Soviet-American rela-
tions had emerged, often referred to by the French term
détente, meaning a reduction of tensions between the two
sides. One symbol of the new relationship was the Anti-
ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, often called SALT I (for
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks), signed in 1972, in
which the two nations agreed to limit their missile systems.

Washington’s objective in pursuing such a treaty was to
make it unprofitable for either superpower to believe that
it could win a nuclear exchange by launching a preemp-
tive strike against the other. U.S. officials believed that a
policy of “equivalence,” in which there was a roughly
equal power balance on each side, was the best way to
avoid a nuclear confrontation. Détente was pursued in
other ways as well. When President Nixon took office in
1969, he sought to increase trade and cultural contacts
with the Soviet Union. His purpose was to set up a series
of “linkages” in U.S.-Soviet relations that would persuade
Moscow of the economic and social benefits of maintain-
ing good relations with the West.

A symbol of that new relationship was the Helsinki
Agreement of 1975. Signed by the United States, Can-
ada, and all European nations on both sides of the Iron
Curtain, these accords recognized all borders in Central
and Eastern Europe established since the end of World
War II, thereby formally acknowledging for the first time
the Soviet sphere of influence. The Helsinki Agreement
also committed the signatory powers to recognize and
protect the human rights of their citizens, a clear effort by
the Western states to improve the performance of the So-
viet Union and its allies in that area.

An End to Détente?
Protection of human rights became one of the major for-
eign policy goals of the next U.S. president, Jimmy Carter
(b. 1924). Ironically, just at the point when U.S. involve-

ment in Vietnam came to an end and relations with
China began to improve, the mood in U.S.-Soviet rela-
tions began to sour, for several reasons.

Some Americans had become increasingly concerned
about aggressive new tendencies in Soviet foreign policy.
The first indication came in Africa. Soviet influence was
on the rise in Somalia, across the Red Sea in South
Yemen, and later in Ethiopia. Soviet involvement was
also on the increase in southern Africa, where an insur-
gent movement supported by Cuban troops came to
power in Angola, once a colony of Portugal. Then, in
1979, Soviet troops were sent to neighboring Afghani-
stan to protect a newly installed Marxist regime facing
rising internal resistance from fundamentalist Muslims.
Some observers suspected that the Soviet advance into
hitherto neutral Afghanistan was to extend Soviet power
into the oil fields of the Persian Gulf. To deter such a pos-
sibility, the White House promulgated the Carter Doc-
trine, which stated that the United States would use its
military power, if necessary, to safeguard Western access
to the oil reserves in the Middle East. In fact, sources in
Moscow later disclosed that the Soviet advance into Af-
ghanistan had little to do with a strategic drive toward
the Persian Gulf but represented an effort to take advan-
tage of the recent disarray in U.S. foreign policy in the af-
termath of defeat in Vietnam to increase Soviet influence
in a sensitive region increasingly beset with Islamic fer-
vor. Soviet officials feared that the wave of Islamic ac-
tivism could spread to the Muslim populations in the So-
viet republics in central Asia and were confident that the
United States was too distracted by the “Vietnam syn-
drome” (the public fear of U.S. involvement in another
Vietnam-type conflict) to respond.

Other factors contributed to the growing suspicion of
the Soviet Union in the United States. During the era of
détente, Washington officials had assumed that Moscow
accepted the U.S. doctrine of equivalence — the idea
that both sides possessed sufficient strength to destroy the
other in the event of a surprise attack. By the end of the
decade, however, some U.S. defense analysts began to
charge that the Soviets were seeking strategic superiority
in nuclear weapons and argued for a substantial increase
in U.S. defense spending. Such charges, combined with
evidence of Soviet efforts in Africa and the Middle East
and reports of the persecution of Jews and dissidents 
in the Soviet Union, helped undermine public support
for détente in the United States. These changing atti-
tudes were reflected in the failure of the Carter adminis-
tration to obtain congressional approval of a new arms
limitation agreement (SALT II) signed with the Soviet
Union in 1979.
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Countering the Evil Empire
The early years of the administration of
President Ronald Reagan (b. 1911)
witnessed a return to the harsh rheto-
ric, if not all of the harsh practices, of
the Cold War. President Reagan’s anti-
Communist credentials were well
known. In a speech given shortly after
his election in 1980, he referred to the
Soviet Union as an “evil empire” and
frequently voiced his suspicion of its
motives in foreign affairs. In an effort to
eliminate perceived Soviet advantages
in strategic weaponry, the White House
began a military buildup that stimu-
lated a renewed arms race. In 1982, the
Reagan administration introduced the nuclear-tipped
cruise missile, whose ability to fly at low altitudes made it
difficult to detect by enemy radar. Reagan also became an
ardent exponent of the Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI), nicknamed “Star Wars.” Its purposes were to cre-
ate a space shield that could destroy incoming missiles
and to force Moscow into an arms race that it could not
hope to win.

The Reagan administration also adopted a more ac-
tivist, if not confrontational, stance in the Third World.
That attitude was most directly demonstrated in Central
America, where the revolutionary Sandinista regime had
come to power with the overthrow of the Somoza dicta-
torship in 1979. Charging that the Sandinista regime was
supporting a guerrilla insurgency movement in nearby 
El Salvador, the Reagan administration began to provide
material aid to the government in El Salvador while 
simultaneously applying pressure on the Sandinistas by 
giving support to an anti-Communist guerrilla movement
(called the Contras) in Nicaragua. The administration’s
Central American policy caused considerable contro-
versy in Congress, and critics charged that growing U.S.
involvement there could lead to a repeat of the nation’s
bitter experience in Vietnam.

By providing military support to the anti-Soviet insur-
gents in Afghanistan, the White House helped maintain
a Vietnam-like war in Afghanistan that would embed the
Soviet Union in its own quagmire. Like the Vietnam
War, the conflict in Afghanistan resulted in heavy casu-
alties and demonstrated that the influence of a super-

power was limited in the face of strong
nationalist, guerrilla-type opposition.

CONCLUSION
At the end of World War II, a new
conflict appeared in Europe as the two
superpowers, the United States and 
the Soviet Union, began to compete
for political domination. This ideologi-
cal division soon spread to the rest of 
the world as the United States fought
in Korea and Vietnam to prevent the
spread of communism, promoted by 
the new Maoist government in China,
while the Soviet Union used its influ-

ence to prop up pro-Soviet regimes in Asia, Africa, and
Latin America.

What had begun, then, as a confrontation across the
great divide of the Iron Curtain in Europe eventually
took on global significance, much as the major European
powers had jostled for position and advantage in Af-
rica and eastern Asia prior to World War I. As a result, 
both Moscow and Washington became entangled in areas 
that in themselves had little importance in terms of real 
national security interests. To make matters worse, U.S. 
policy makers all too often applied the lessons of World
War II (the “Munich syndrome,” according to which ef-
forts to appease an aggressor only encourage his appetite
for conquest) to crisis points in the Third World, where
conditions were not remotely comparable.

By the 1980s, however, there were tantalizing signs of
a thaw in the Cold War. China and the United States,
each hoping to gain leverage with Moscow, had agreed to
establish diplomatic relations. Freed from its own con-
cerns over Beijing’s open support of revolutions in the
Third World, the United States decided to withdraw from
South Vietnam, and the war there came to an end with-
out involving the great powers in a dangerous confronta-
tion. While Washington and Moscow continued to com-
pete for advantage all over the world, both sides gradually
came to realize that the struggle for domination could
best be carried out in the political and economic arena
rather than on the battlefield.
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Chapter

8
BRAVE NEW WORLD: 

THE RISE AND FALL 
OF COMMUNISM IN 
THE SOVIET UNION 

AND EASTERN EUROPE

THE POSTWAR
SOVIET UNION

World War II had left the Soviet Union as one of the
world’s two superpowers and its leader, Joseph Stalin, at
the height of his power. As a result of the war, Stalin and
his Soviet colleagues were now in control of a vast empire
that included Eastern Europe, much of the Balkans, and
territory gained from Japan in East Asia.

From Stalin to Khrushchev
World War II devastated the Soviet Union. Twenty mil-
lion citizens lost their lives, and cities such as Kiev, Khar-
kov, and Leningrad suffered enormous physical destruc-
tion. As the lands that had been occupied by the German
forces were liberated, the Soviet government turned its
attention to restoring their economic structures. Never-
theless, in 1945, agricultural production was only 60 per-
cent and steel output only 50 percent of prewar levels.

157

ccording to Karl Marx, capitalism is a system that involves the 

exploitation of man by man; under socialism, it is the other way

around. That wry joke, an ironic twist on the familiar Marxist remark 

a century previously, was typical of popular humor in post –World War II Moscow,

where the dreams of a future Communist utopia had faded in the grim reality of life

in the Soviet Union.

Nevertheless, the Communist monopoly on power seemed secure, as did Moscow’s

hold over its client states in Eastern Europe. In fact, for three decades after the end 

of World War II, the Soviet Empire appeared to be a permanent feature of the inter-

national landscape. But by the early 1980s, it became clear that there were cracks 

in the facade of the Kremlin wall. The Soviet economy was stagnant, the minority

nationalities were restive, and Eastern European leaders were increasingly embold-

ened to test the waters of the global capitalist marketplace. In the United States,

newly elected President Ronald Reagan boldly predicted the imminent collapse of

the “evil empire.”



The Soviet people faced incredibly difficult conditions:
they worked longer hours; they ate less; they were ill-
housed and poorly clothed.

In the immediate postwar years, the Soviet Union re-
moved goods and materials from occupied Germany and
extorted valuable raw materials from its satellite states in
Eastern Europe. More important, however, to create a
new industrial base, Stalin returned to the method he had
used in the 1930s — the extraction of development capi-
tal from Soviet labor. Working hard for little pay and
for precious few consumer goods, Soviet laborers were ex-
pected to produce goods for export with little in return for
themselves. The incoming capital from abroad could then
be used to purchase machinery and Western technology.
The loss of millions of men in the war meant that much
of this tremendous workload fell to Soviet women, who
performed almost 40 percent of the heavy manual labor.

The pace of economic recovery in the Soviet Union
was impressive. By 1947, Russian industrial production
had attained 1939 levels; three years later, it had sur-
passed those levels by 40 percent. New power plants,
canals, and giant factories were built, while new indus-
trial enterprises and oil fields were established in Siberia
and Soviet Central Asia. Stalin’s new five-year plan, an-
nounced in 1946, reached its goals in less than five years.

Although Stalin’s economic recovery policy was suc-
cessful in promoting growth in heavy industry, primarily
for the benefit of the military, consumer goods remained
scarce. The development of thermonuclear weapons,
MIG fighters, and the first space satellite (Sputnik) in the
1950s may have elevated the Soviet state’s reputation as
a world power abroad, but domestically, the Soviet people
were shortchanged. Heavy industry grew at a rate three
times that of personal consumption. Moreover, the hous-
ing shortage was acute, with living conditions especially
difficult in the overcrowded cities.

When World War II ended, Stalin had been in power
for more than fifteen years. During that time, he had re-
moved all opposition to his rule and remained the undis-
puted master of the Soviet Union. Increasingly distrustful
of competitors, Stalin exercised sole authority and pitted
his subordinates against one another. One of these subor-
dinates, Lavrenti Beria, head of the secret police, con-
trolled a force of several hundred thousand agents, leav-
ing Stalin’s colleagues completely cowed. As Stalin
remarked mockingly on one occasion, “When I die, the
imperialists will strangle all of you like a litter of kittens.” 1

Stalin’s morbid suspicions added to the constantly in-
creasing repression of the regime. In 1946, government
decrees subordinated all forms of literary and scientific
expression to the political needs of the state. Along with
the anti-intellectual campaign came political terror. By

the late 1940s, there were an estimated nine million
people in Siberian concentration camps. Distrust of po-
tential threats to his power even spread to some of his
closest colleagues. In 1948, Andrei Zhdanov, his pre-
sumed successor and head of the Leningrad party organi-
zation, died under mysterious circumstances, presumably
at Stalin’s order. Within weeks, the Leningrad party orga-
nization was purged of several top leaders, many of whom
were charged with traitorous connections with Western
intelligence agencies. In succeeding years, Stalin directed
his suspicion at other members of the inner circle, in-
cluding Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov. Known as
“Old Stone Butt” in the West for his stubborn defense of
Soviet security interests, Molotov had been Stalin’s loyal
lieutenant since the early years of Stalin’s rise to power.
Now Stalin distrusted Molotov and had his Jewish wife
placed in a Siberian concentration camp.

Stalin died in 1953 and, after some bitter infighting
within the party leadership, was succeeded by Georgy
Malenkov, a veteran administrator and ambitious mem-
ber of the Politburo. Malenkov came to power with a
clear agenda. In foreign affairs, he hoped to promote an
easing of Cold War tensions and improve relations with
the Western powers. For Moscow’s Eastern European al-
lies, he advocated a “new course” in their mutual rela-
tions and a decline in Stalinist methods of rule. Inside the
Soviet Union, he hoped to reduce defense expenditures
and assign a higher priority to improving the standard of
living. Such goals were laudable and probably had the
support of the majority of the Russian people, but they
were not necessarily appealing to key pressure groups
within the Soviet Union — the army, the Communist
Party, the managerial elite, and the security services (now
known as the Committee on Government Security, or
KGB). In 1953, Malenkov was removed from his position
as prime minister, and power shifted to his rival, the new
party general secretary, Nikita Khrushchev.

During his struggle for power with Malenkov, Khru-
shchev had outmaneuvered him by calling for height-
ened defense expenditures and a continuing emphasis on
heavy industry. Once in power, however, Khrushchev
showed the political dexterity displayed by many an
American politician and reversed his priorities. He now
resumed the efforts of his predecessor to reduce tensions
with the West and improve the standard of living of the
Russian people. He moved vigorously to improve the per-
formance of the Soviet economy and revitalize Soviet so-
ciety. By nature, Khrushchev was a man of enormous en-
ergy as well as an innovator. In an attempt to release the
stranglehold of the central bureaucracy over the national
economy, he abolished dozens of government ministries
and split up the party and government apparatus. Khru-
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shchev also attempted to rejuvenate the stagnant agricul-
tural sector, long the Achilles heel of the Soviet econ-
omy. He attempted to spur production by increasing
profit incentives and opened “virgin lands” in Soviet
Kazakhstan to bring thousands of acres of new land under
cultivation.

Like any innovator, Khrushchev had to overcome the
inherently conservative instincts of the Soviet bureau-
cracy, as well as of the mass of the Soviet population. His
plan to remove the “dead hand” of the state, however
laudable in intent, alienated much of the Soviet official
class, and his effort to split the party angered those who
saw it as the central force in the Soviet system. Khru-
shchev’s agricultural schemes inspired similar opposition.

Although the Kazakhstan wheat lands would eventually
demonstrate their importance in the overall agricultural
picture, progress was slow, and his effort to persuade the
Russian people to eat more corn (an idea he had appar-
ently picked up during a visit to the United States) led 
to the mocking nickname of “Cornman.” Disappoint-
ing agricultural production, combined with high military
spending, hurt the Soviet economy. The industrial
growth rate, which had soared in the early 1950s, now de-
clined dramatically from 13 percent in 1953 to 7.5 per-
cent in 1964.

Khrushchev was probably best known for his policy of
destalinization. Khrushchev had risen in the party hierar-
chy as a Stalin protégé, but he had been deeply disturbed
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KHRUSHCHEV DENOUNCES STALIN

hree years after Stalin’s death, the new Soviet pre-
mier, Nikita Khrushchev, addressed the Twentieth

Congress of the Communist Party and denounced the for-
mer Soviet dictator for his crimes. This denunciation was the be-
ginning of a policy of destalinization.

KHRUSHCHEV ADDRESSES 
THE TWENTIETH PARTY 
CONGRESS, FEBRUARY 1956

Comrades, . . . quite a lot has been said about the cult of the
individual and about its harmful consequences. . . . The cult
of the person of Stalin . . . became at a certain specific stage
the source of a whole series of exceedingly serious and grave
perversions of Party principles, of Party democracy, of revo-
lutionary legality.

Stalin absolutely did not tolerate collegiality in leader-
ship and in work and . . . practiced brutal violence, not only
toward everything which opposed him, but also toward that
which seemed to his capricious and despotic character, con-
trary to his concepts.

Stalin abandoned the method of ideological struggle for
that of administrative violence, mass repressions and ter-
ror. . . . Arbitrary behavior by one person encouraged and
permitted arbitrariness in others. Mass arrests and deporta-
tions of many thousands of people, execution without trial
and without normal investigation created conditions of in-
security, fear, and even desperation.

Stalin showed in a whole series of cases his intolerance,
his brutality, and his abuse of power. . . . He often chose the
path of repression and annihilation, not only against actual
enemies, but also against individuals who had not committed
any crimes against the Party and the Soviet government. . . .

Many Party, Soviet, and economic activists who were
branded in 1937–38 as “enemies” were actually never ene-
mies, spies, wreckers, and so on, but were always honest
communists; they were only so stigmatized, and often, no
longer able to bear barbaric tortures, they charged them-
selves (at the order of the investigative judges-falsifiers)
with all kinds of grave and unlikely crimes.

This was the result of the abuse of power by Stalin, who
began to use mass terror against the Party cadres. . . . Stalin
put the Party and the NKVD up to the use of mass terror
when the exploiting classes had been liquidated in our coun-
try and when there were no serious reasons for the use of ex-
traordinary mass terror. The terror was directed . . . against
the honest workers of the Party and the Soviet state. . . .

Stalin was a very distrustful man, sickly, suspicious. . . .
Everywhere and in everything he saw “enemies,” “two-
facers,” and “spies.” Possessing unlimited power, he indulged
in great willfulness and choked a person morally and physi-
cally. A situation was created where one could not express
one’s own will. When Stalin said that one or another would
be arrested, it was necessary to accept on faith that he was
an “enemy of the people.” What proofs were offered? The
confession of the arrested. . . . How is it possible that a per-
son confesses to crimes that he had not committed? Only in
one way —because of application of physical methods of
pressuring him, tortures, bringing him to a state of uncon-
sciousness, deprivation of his judgment, taking away of his
human dignity.

Source: Congressional Record, 84th Congress, 2d Session, vol. 102, pt. 7,
pp. 9389– 9402 ( June 4, 1956).



by his mentor’s excesses and, once in a position of au-
thority, moved to excise the Stalinist legacy from Soviet
society. The campaign began at the Twentieth National
Congress of the Communist Party in February 1956,
when Khrushchev gave a long speech criticizing some of
Stalin’s major shortcomings. The speech had apparently
not been intended for public distribution, but it was
quickly leaked to the Western press and created a sensa-
tion throughout the world (see the box on p. 159). Dur-
ing the next few years, Khrushchev encouraged more
freedom of expression for writers, artists, and composers,
arguing that “readers should be given the chance to make
their own judgments” regarding the acceptability of con-
troversial literature and that “police measures shouldn’t
be used.”2 At Khrushchev’s order, thousands of prisoners
were released from concentration camps.

Khrushchev’s personality, however, did not endear
him to higher Soviet officials, who frowned at his ten-
dency to crack jokes and play the clown. Nor were the
higher members of the party bureaucracy pleased when
Khrushchev tried to curb their privileges. Foreign policy
failures further damaged Khrushchev’s reputation among
his colleagues. His plan to place missiles in Cuba was the
final straw (see Chapter 7). While he was away on vaca-
tion in 1964, a special meeting of the Soviet Politburo
voted him out of office (because of “deteriorating health”)
and forced him into retirement. Although a group of
leaders succeeded him, real power came into the hands of
Leonid Brezhnev (1906 –1982), the “trusted” supporter of
Khrushchev who had engineered his downfall.

The Brezhnev Years, 1964–1982
The ouster of Nikita Khrushchev in October 1964 vividly
demonstrated the challenges that would be encountered
by any Soviet leader sufficiently bold to try to reform the
Soviet system. In democratic countries, pressure on the
government comes from various sources within society at
large — the business community and labor unions, inter-
est groups, and the general public. In the Soviet Union,
pressure on government and party leaders originated from
sources essentially operating inside the system —from the
government bureaucracy, the party apparatus, the KGB,
and the armed forces.

Leonid Brezhnev, the new party chief, was undoubt-
edly aware of these realities of Soviet politics, and his
long tenure in power was marked, above all, by the desire
to avoid changes that might provoke instability, either at
home or abroad. Brezhnev was himself a product of the
Soviet system. He had entered the ranks of the party lead-
ership under Joseph Stalin, and although he was not a
particularly avid believer in party ideology —indeed, his

years in power gave rise to innumerable stories about his
addiction to “bourgeois pleasures,” including expensive
country houses in the elite Moscow suburb of Zhukovka
and fast cars (many of them gifts from foreign leaders)—
he was no partisan of reform.

Still, Brezhnev sought stability in the domestic arena.
He and his prime minister, Alexei Kosygin, undertook
what might be described as a program of “de-Khrushchev-
ization,” returning the responsibility for long-term plan-
ning to the central ministries and reuniting the Commu-
nist Party apparatus. Despite some cautious attempts to
stimulate the stagnant farm sector, increasing capital in-
vestment in agriculture and raising food prices to increase
rural income and provide additional incentives to collec-
tive farmers, there was no effort to revise the basic struc-
ture of the collective system. In the industrial sector, the
regime launched a series of reforms designed to give fac-
tory managers (themselves employees of the state) more
responsibility for setting prices, wages, and production
quotas. These “Kosygin reforms” had little effect, how-
ever, because they were stubbornly resisted by the bu-
reaucracy and were eventually adopted by relatively few
enterprises within the vast state-owned industrial sector.

A CONTROLLED SOCIETY

Brezhnev also initiated a significant retreat from the pol-
icy of destalinization adopted by Nikita Khrushchev.
Criticism of the “Great Leader” had angered conserva-
tives both within the party hierarchy and among the pub-
lic at large, many of whom still revered Stalin as a hero of
the Soviet system and a defender of the Russian people
against Nazi Germany. Many influential figures in the
Kremlin feared that destalinization could lead to internal
instability and a decline in public trust in the legitimacy
of party leadership — the hallowed “dictatorship of the
proletariat.” Early in Brezhnev’s reign, Stalin’s reputation
began to revive. Although his alleged “shortcomings”
were not totally ignored, he was now described in the
official press as “an outstanding party leader” who had
been primarily responsible for the successes achieved by
the Soviet Union.

The regime also adopted a more restrictive policy to-
ward free expression and dissidence in Soviet society.
Critics of the Soviet system, such as the physicist Andrei
Sakharov, were harassed and arrested or, like the famous
writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn, forced to leave the coun-
try. There was also a qualified return to the anti-Semitic
policies and attitudes that had marked the Stalin era.
Such indications of renewed repression aroused con-
cern in the West and were instrumental in the inclusion
of a statement on human rights in the 1975 Helsinki 
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Agreement, which guaranteed the sanctity of interna-
tional frontiers throughout the continent of Europe (see
Chapter 7).

The political stamp of the Brezhnev era was formally
enshrined in a new state constitution, promulgated in
1977. Although the preamble declared that the Soviet
Union was no longer a proletarian dictatorship but rather
a “state of all the people,” comprising workers, farmers,
and “socialist intellectuals,” it confirmed the role of the
Communist Party as “the predominant force” in Soviet
society. Article 49 stated that “persecution for criticism
shall be prohibited,” but Article 62 qualified the rights of
the individual by declaring that citizens “shall be obli-
gated to safeguard the interests of the Soviet state and to
contribute to the strength of its might and prestige.”

There were, of course, no rival voices to compete with
the party and the government in defining national in-
terests. The media were controlled by the state and 
presented only what the state wanted people to hear. 
The two major newspapers, Pravda (Truth) and Izvestiya
(News), were the agents of the party and the government,
respectively. Cynics joked that there was no news in
Pravda and no truth in Izvestiya. Reports of airplane acci-
dents in the Soviet Union were rarely publicized on the
grounds that doing so would raise questions about the
quality of the Soviet airline industry. The government
made strenuous efforts to prevent the Soviet people from

exposure to harmful foreign ideas, especially modern art,
literature, and contemporary Western rock music. When
the Summer Olympic Games were held in Moscow in
1980, Soviet newspapers advised citizens to keep their
children indoors to protect them from being polluted
with “bourgeois” ideas passed on by foreign visitors.

For citizens of Western democracies, such a political
atmosphere would seem highly oppressive, but for the
people in the Soviet republics, an emphasis on law and
order was an accepted aspect of everyday life inherited
from the tsarist period. Conformism was the rule in virtu-
ally every corner of Soviet society, from the educational
system (characterized at all levels by rote memorization
and political indoctrination) to child rearing (it was for-
bidden, for example, to be left-handed) and even to
yearly vacations (most workers took their vacations at 
resorts run by their employer, where the daily schedule 
of activities was highly regimented). Young Americans
studying in the Soviet Union reported that friends there
were often shocked to hear U.S. citizens criticizing their
own president and to learn that they did not routinely
carry identity cards.

A STAGNANT ECONOMY

Soviet leaders also failed to achieve their objective of re-
vitalizing the national economy. Whereas growth rates

BRAVE NEW WORLD: THE RISE AND FALL OF COMMUNISM IN THE SOVIET UNION AND EASTERN EUROPE • CHAPTER 8 161

� THE PORTALS OF DOOM. Perhaps the most feared location in the Soviet Union was Lyubyanka
Prison, an ornate prerevolutionary building in the heart of Moscow. Taken over by the Bolsheviks after
the 1917 revolution, it became the headquarters of the Soviet secret police, the Cheka, later to be 
known as the KGB. It was here that many Soviet citizens accused of “counterrevolutionary acts” were 
imprisoned and executed. The figure on the pedestal is that of Felix Dzerzhinsky, first director of the
Cheka. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the statue was removed.
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during the early Khrushchev era had been impressive
(prompting Khrushchev during one visit to the United
States in the late 1950s to chortle, “We will bury you”),
under Brezhnev, industrial growth declined to an annual
rate of less than 4 percent in the early 1970s and less than
3 percent in the period 1975–1980. Successes in the agri-
cultural sector were equally meager. Grain production
rose from less than 90 million tons in the early 1950s to
nearly 200 million tons in the 1970s but then stagnated
at that level.

One of the primary problems with the Soviet economy
was the absence of incentives. Salary structures offered
little reward for hard labor and extraordinary achieve-
ment. Pay differentials operated within a much narrower
range than in most Western societies, and there was little
danger of being dismissed. According to the Soviet con-
stitution, every Soviet citizen was guaranteed an oppor-
tunity to work.

There were, of course, some exceptions to this general
rule. Athletic achievement was highly prized, and a gym-
nast of Olympic stature would receive great rewards in
the form of prestige and lifestyle. Senior officials did not
receive high salaries but were provided with countless
“perquisites,” such as access to foreign goods, official au-
tomobiles with a chauffeur, and entry into prestigious in-
stitutions of higher learning for their children. For the
elite, it was blat (influence) that most often differentiated
them from the rest of the population. The average citizen,

however, had little material incentive to produce beyond
the minimum acceptable level of effort. It is hardly sur-
prising that overall per capita productivity was only about
half that realized in most capitalist countries. At the same
time, the rudeness of clerks and waiters toward their cus-
tomers in Soviet society became legendary.

The problem of incentives existed at the managerial
level as well, where the practice of centralized planning
discouraged initiative and innovation. Factory managers,
for example, were assigned monthly and annual quotas 
by the Gosplan (the “state plan,” drawn up by the cen-
tral planning commission). Because state-owned facto-
ries faced little or no competition, factory managers did
not care whether their products were competitive in
terms of price and quality, so long as the quota was at-
tained. One of the key complaints of Soviet citizens was
the low quality of most locally made consumer goods.
Knowledgeable consumers quickly discovered that prod-
ucts manufactured at the end of the month were often of
lower quality (because factory workers had to rush to
meet their quotas at the end of their production cycle)
and attempted to avoid purchasing them.

Often consumer goods were simply unavailable. Soviet
citizens automatically got in line when they saw a queue
forming in front of a store because they never knew when
something might be available again. When they reached
the head of the line, most would purchase several of the
same item to swap with their friends and neighbors. Giv-
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� HOW TO SHOP IN MOSCOW. Be-
cause of the policy of state control over
the Soviet economy, the availability of
goods was a consequence not of market
factors but of decisions made by govern-
ment bureaucrats. As a result, needed
goods were often in short supply. When
Soviet citizens heard that a shipment of
a particular product had arrived at a state
store, they queued up to buy it. Here
shoppers line up in front of a store selling
dinnerware in Moscow.
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ing in to this “queue psychology,” of course, was a time-
consuming process and inevitably served to reduce the
per capita rate of productivity.

Soviet citizens often tried to overcome the shortcom-
ings of the system by operating “on the left” (the black
market). Private economic activities, of course, were ille-
gal in the socialized Soviet system, but many workers took
to “moonlighting” to augment their meager salaries. An
employee in a state-run appliance store, for example,
would promise to repair a customer’s television set on his
own time in return for a payment “under the table.” Oth-
erwise, servicing of the set might require several weeks.
Knowledgeable observers estimated that as much as one-
third of the entire Soviet economy operated outside the
legal system.

Another major obstacle to economic growth was inad-
equate technology. Except in the area of national defense,
the overall level of Soviet technology was not compara-
ble to that of the West or the advanced industrial soci-
eties of East Asia. Part of the problem, of course, stemmed
from the issues already described. With no competition,
factory managers had little incentive to improve the
quality of their products. But another reason was the high
priority assigned to defense. The military sector of the
economy regularly received the most resources from the
government and attracted the cream of the country’s sci-
entific talent.

PROBLEMS OF GERONTOCRACY

Such problems would be intimidating for any govern-
ment; they were particularly so for the elderly generation
of party leaders surrounding Leonid Brezhnev, many of
whom were cautious to a fault. While some undoubtedly
recognized the need for reform and innovation, they were
paralyzed by the fear of instability and change. The prob-
lem worsened during the late 1970s, when Brezhnev’s
health began to deteriorate.

Brezhnev died in November 1982 and was succeeded
by Yuri Andropov (1914 –1984), a party veteran and
head of the Soviet secret services. During his brief ten-
ure as party chief, Andropov was a vocal advocate of re-
form, but most of his initiatives were limited to the fa-
miliar nostrums of punishment for wrongdoers and moral
exhortations to Soviet citizens to work harder. At the
same time, material incentives were still officially dis-
couraged and generally ineffective. Andropov had been
ailing when he was selected to succeed Brezhnev as party
chief, and when he died after only a few months in office,
little had been done to change the system. He was suc-
ceeded, in turn, by a mediocre party stalwart, the elderly
Konstantin Chernenko (1911–1985). With the Soviet

system in crisis, Moscow seemed stuck in a time warp. As
one concerned observer told an American journalist, “I
had a sense of foreboding, like before a storm. That there
was something brewing in people and there would be a
time when they would say, ‘That’s it. We can’t go on liv-
ing like this. We can’t. We need to redo everything.’”3

FERMENT IN
EASTERN EUROPE

The key to Moscow’s security along the western frontier
of the Soviet Union was the string of satellite states that
had been created in Eastern Europe after World War II
(see Map 8.1). Once Communist power had been assured
in Warsaw, Prague, Sofia, Budapest, Bucharest, and East
Berlin, a series of “little Stalins” put into power by
Moscow instituted Soviet-type five-year plans that placed
primary emphasis on heavy industry rather than con-
sumer goods, on the collectivization of agriculture, and
on the nationalization of industry. They also appropriated
the political tactics that Stalin had perfected in the So-
viet Union, eliminating all non-Communist parties and
establishing the classical institutions of repression — the
secret police and military forces. Dissidents were tracked
down and thrown into prison, while “national Commu-
nists” who resisted total subservience to the nation were
charged with treason in mass show trials and executed.

Despite such repressive efforts, however, Soviet-style
policies aroused growing discontent in several Eastern
European societies. Hungary, Poland, and Romania har-
bored bitter memories of past Russian domination and
suspected that Stalin, under the guise of proletarian in-
ternationalism, was seeking to revive the empire of the
Romanovs. For the vast majority of peoples in Eastern 
Europe, the imposition of the “people’s democracies” (a
euphemism invented by Moscow to refer to a society in
the early stage of socialist transition) resulted in eco-
nomic hardship and severe threats to the most basic po-
litical liberties.

The first indications of unrest appeared in 1953, when
popular riots broke out against Communist rule in East
Berlin. The riots eventually subsided, but the virus had
begun to spread to neighboring countries. In Poland, pub-
lic demonstrations against an increase in food prices in
1956 escalated into widespread protests against the re-
gime’s economic policies, restrictions on the freedom of
Catholics to practice their religion, and the continued
presence of Soviet troops (as called for by the Warsaw
Pact) on Polish soil. In a desperate effort to defuse the un-
rest, in October the Polish party leader stepped down and
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was replaced by Wladyslaw Gomulka (1905–1982), a
popular figure who had previously been demoted for 
his “nationalist” tendencies. When Gomulka took steps
to ease the crisis, the new Soviet party chief, Nikita
Khrushchev, flew to Warsaw to warn his Polish colleague
against adopting policies that could undermine the “dic-
tatorship of the proletariat” (the Marxist phrase for the
political dominance of the party) and even weaken secu-
rity links with the Soviet Union. After a brief confronta-
tion, during which both sides threatened to use military
force to punctuate their demands, Gomulka and Khru-
shchev reached a compromise according to which Poland
would adopt a policy labeled “internal reform, external

loyalty.” Poland agreed to remain in the Warsaw Pact and
to maintain the sanctity of party rule. In return, Warsaw
was authorized to adopt domestic reforms, such as easing
restrictions on religious practice and ending the policy of
forced collectivization in rural areas.

The developments in Poland sent shock waves
throughout the region. The impact was the strongest in
neighboring Hungary, where the methods of the local
“little Stalin,” Matyas Rakosi, were so brutal that he had
been summoned to Moscow for a lecture. In late October,
student-led popular riots broke out in the capital of Bu-
dapest and soon spread to other towns and villages
throughout the country. Rakosi was forced to resign and
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was replaced by Imre Nagy (1896 –1958), a “national
Communist” who attempted to satisfy popular demands
without arousing the anger of Moscow. Unlike Gomulka,
however, Nagy was unable to contain the zeal of leading
members of the protest movement, who sought major po-
litical reforms and the withdrawal of Hungary from the
Warsaw Pact. On November 1, Nagy promised free elec-
tions, which, given the mood of the country, would prob-
ably have brought an end to Communist rule. Moscow
decided on firm action. Soviet troops, recently withdrawn
at Nagy’s request, returned to Budapest and installed a
new government under the more pliant party leader János
Kádár (1912–1989). While Kádár rescinded many of
Nagy’s measures, Nagy sought refuge in the Yugoslav Em-
bassy. A few weeks later, he left the embassy under the
promise of safety but was quickly arrested, convicted of
treason, and executed.

The dramatic events in Poland and Hungary graphi-
cally demonstrated the vulnerability of the Soviet sat-
ellite system in Eastern Europe, and many observers
throughout the world anticipated an attempt by the
United States to intervene on behalf of the freedom
fighters in Hungary. After all, the Eisenhower adminis-
tration had promised that it would “roll back” commu-
nism, and radio broadcasts by the U.S.-sponsored Radio
Liberty and Radio Free Europe had encouraged the peo-
ples of Eastern Europe to rise up against Soviet domina-
tion. In reality, Washington was well aware that U.S. in-
tervention could lead to nuclear war and limited itself to
protests against Soviet brutality in crushing the uprising.

The year of discontent was not without its conse-
quences, however. Soviet leaders now recognized that
Moscow could maintain control over its satellites in East-
ern Europe only by granting them the leeway to adopt do-
mestic policies appropriate to local conditions. Kru-
shchev had already embarked on this path when, during
a visit to Belgrade in 1955, he assured Josip Tito that
there were “different roads to socialism.” Eastern Euro-
pean Communist leaders now took Khrushchev at his
word and adopted reform programs to make socialism
more palatable to their subject populations. Even János
Kádár, derisively labeled the “butcher of Budapest,” man-
aged to preserve many of Imre Nagy’s reforms to allow a
measure of capitalist incentive and freedom of expression
in Hungary.

Czechoslovakia did not share in the thaw of the mid-
1950s and remained under the rule of Antonin Novotny
(1904 –1975), who had been placed in power by Stalin
himself. By the late 1960s, however, Novotny’s policies
had led to widespread popular alienation, and in 1968,
with the support of intellectuals and reformist party
members, Alexander Dubček (1921–1992) was elected

first secretary of the Communist Party. He immediately
attempted to create what was popularly called “socialism
with a human face,” relaxing restrictions on freedom of
speech and the press and the right to travel abroad. Re-
forms were announced in the economic sector, and party
control over all aspects of society was reduced. A period
of euphoria erupted that came to be known as the “Prague
Spring.”

It proved to be short-lived. Encouraged by Dubček’s
actions, some Czechs called for more far-reaching re-
forms, including neutrality and withdrawal from the So-
viet bloc. To forestall the spread of this “spring fever,” the
Soviet Red Army, supported by troops from other Warsaw
Pact states, invaded Czechoslovakia in August 1968 and
crushed the reform movement. Gustav Husak (1913–
1991), a committed Stalinist, replaced Dubček and re-
stored the old order (see the box on p. 166).

Elsewhere in Eastern Europe, Stalinist policies contin-
ued to hold sway. The ruling Communist government 
in East Germany, led by Walter Ulbricht (1893–1973),
consolidated its position in the early 1950s and became 
a faithful Soviet satellite. Industry was nationalized and
agriculture collectivized. After the 1953 workers’ revolt
was crushed by Soviet tanks, a steady flight of East Ger-
mans to West Germany ensued, primarily through the
city of Berlin. This exodus of mostly skilled laborers (soon
only party chief Ulbricht would be left, remarked one So-
viet observer sardonically) created economic problems
and in 1961 led the East German government to erect the
infamous Berlin Wall separating West from East Berlin, as
well as even more fearsome barriers along the entire bor-
der with West Germany.

After walling off the West, East Germany succeeded in
developing the strongest economy among the Soviet
Union’s Eastern European satellites. In 1971, Walter Ul-
bricht was succeeded by Erich Honecker (1912–1994), a
party hard-liner who was deeply committed to the ideo-
logical battle against détente. Propaganda increased, and
the use of the Stasi, the secret police, became a hallmark
of Honecker’s virtual dictatorship. Honecker ruled un-
challenged for the next eighteen years.

CULTURE AND SOCIETY
IN THE SOVIET BLOC

In his occasional musings about the future Communist
utopia, Karl Marx had predicted the emergence of a class-
less society to replace the exploitative and hierarchical
systems of feudalism and capitalism. Workers would take
part in productive activities but would share equally in
the fruits of their labor. In their free time, they would help
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produce a new, advanced culture, proletarian in character
and egalitarian in content.

Cultural Expression
The reality in the post –World War II Soviet Union and
in Eastern Europe was somewhat different. Under Stalin,
the Soviet cultural scene was a wasteland. Beginning in
1946, a series of government decrees made all forms of lit-
erary and scientific expression dependent on the state.
All Soviet culture was expected to follow the party line.
Historians, philosophers, and social scientists all grew ac-
customed to quoting Marx, Lenin, and above all, Stalin
as their chief authorities. Novels and plays, too, were sup-
posed to portray Communist heroes and their efforts to

create a better society. No criticism of existing social
conditions was permitted. Even distinguished composers
such as Dmitri Shostakovich were compelled to heed
Stalin’s criticisms, including his view that contemporary
Western music was nothing but a “mishmash.” Some ar-
eas of intellectual activity were virtually abolished; the
science of genetics disappeared, and few movies were
made during Stalin’s final years.

Stalin’s death brought a modest respite from cultural
repression. Writers and artists banned during Stalin’s
years were again allowed to publish. Still, Soviet author-
ities, including Khrushchev, were reluctant to allow cul-
tural freedom to move far beyond official Soviet ideology.

These restrictions, however, did not prevent the emer-
gence of some significant Soviet literature, although au-
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THE BREZHNEV DOCTRINE

n the summer of 1968, when the new Communist
Party leaders in Czechoslovakia were seriously consid-

ering proposals for reforming the totalitarian system there,
the Warsaw Pact nations met under the leadership of Soviet party
chief Leonid Brezhnev to assess the threat to the socialist camp.
Shortly after, military forces of several Soviet bloc nations entered
Czechoslovakia and imposed a new government subservient to
Moscow. The move was justified by the spirit of “proletarian inter-
nationalism” and was widely viewed as a warning to China and
other socialist states not to stray too far from Marxist-Leninist 
orthodoxy, as interpreted by the Soviet Union. The principle
came to be known as the Brezhnev Doctrine.

A LETTER TO CZECHOSLOVAKIA

To the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
Czechoslovakia Warsaw, July 15, 1968

Dear comrades!
On behalf of the Central Committees of the Communist

and Workers’ Parties of Bulgaria, Hungary, the German
Democratic Republic, Poland, and the Soviet Union, we
address ourselves to you with this letter, prompted by a feel-
ing of sincere friendship based on the principles of Marxism-
Leninism and proletarian internationalism and by the con-
cern of our common affairs for strengthening the positions 
of socialism and the security of the socialist community of
nations.

The development of events in your country evokes in us
deep anxiety. It is our firm conviction that the offensive of
the reactionary forces, backed by imperialists, against your
Party and the foundations of the social system in the

Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, threatens to push your
country off the road of socialism and that consequently it
jeopardizes the interests of the entire socialist system. . . .

We neither had nor have any intention of interfering in
such affairs as are strictly the internal business of your Party
and your state, nor of violating the principles of respect, in-
dependence, and equality in the relations among the Com-
munist Parties and socialist countries. . . .

At the same time we cannot agree to have hostile forces
push your country from the road of socialism and create a
threat of severing Czechoslovakia from the socialist com-
munity. . . . This is the common cause of our countries,
which have joined in the Warsaw Treaty to ensure indepen-
dence, peace, and security in Europe, and to set up an insur-
mountable barrier against aggression and revenge. . . . We
shall never agree to have imperialism, using peaceful or non-
peaceful methods, making a gap from the inside or from the
outside in the socialist system, and changing in imperialism’s
favor the correlation of forces in Europe. . . .

That is why we believe that a decisive rebuff of the anti-
communist forces, and decisive efforts for the preservation of
the socialist system in Czechoslovakia are not only your task
but ours as well. . . .

We express the conviction that the Communist Party of
Czechoslovakia, conscious of its responsibility, will take the
necessary steps to block the path of reaction. In this struggle
you can count on the solidarity and all-round assistance of
the fraternal socialist countries.

Source: Moscow News, Supplement to No. 30 (917), 1968, pp. 3– 6.



thors paid a heavy price if they alienated the Soviet au-
thorities. Boris Pasternak (1890 –1960), who began his
literary career as a poet, won the Nobel Prize in 1958 for
his celebrated novel Doctor Zhivago, published in Italy in
1957. But the Soviet government condemned Pasternak’s
anti-Soviet tendencies, banned the novel from the Soviet
Union, and would not allow him to accept the prize. The
author had alienated the authorities by describing a soci-
ety scarred by the excesses of Bolshevik revolutionary zeal.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn (b. 1918) caused an even
greater furor than Pasternak. Solzhenitsyn had spent
eight years in forced-labor camps for criticizing Stalin,
and his One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which won
him the Nobel Prize in 1970, was an account of life in
those camps (see the box on p. 168). Later, Solzhenitsyn
wrote The Gulag Archipelago, a detailed indictment of the
whole system of Soviet oppression. Soviet authorities de-
nounced Solzhenitsyn’s efforts to inform the world of So-
viet crimes against humanity and arrested and expelled
him from the Soviet Union after he published The Gulag
Archipelago abroad in 1973.

Exile abroad rather than imprisonment in forced-labor
camps was perhaps a sign of modest progress. But even the
limited freedom that had arisen during the Khrushchev
years was rejected after his removal from power. Cultural
controls were reimposed, destalinization was halted, and
authors were again sent to labor camps for expressing out-
lawed ideas. These restrictive policies continued until the
late 1980s.

In the Eastern European satellites, cultural freedom
varied considerably from country to country. In Poland,
intellectuals had access to Western publications as well as
greater freedom to travel to the West. Hungarian and Yu-
goslav Communists, too, tolerated a certain level of in-
tellectual activity that was not liked but not prohibited.
Elsewhere, intellectuals were forced to conform to the re-
gime’s demands. After the Soviet invasion of Czechoslo-
vakia in 1968, Czech Communists pursued a policy of
strict cultural control.

The socialist camp also experienced the many facets of
modern popular culture. By the early 1970s, there were
28 million television sets in the Soviet Union, although
state authorities controlled the content of the programs
that the Soviet people watched. Tourism, too, made in-
roads into the Communist world as state-run industries
provided vacation time and governments facilitated the
establishment of resorts for workers on the coasts of the
Black Sea and the Adriatic. In Poland, the number of 
vacationers who used holiday retreats increased from
700,000 in 1960 to 2.8 million in 1972.

Spectator sports became a large industry and were also
highly politicized as the result of Cold War divisions. Vic-
tory in international athletic events was viewed as proof
of the superiority of the socialist system over its capitalist
rival. Accordingly, the state provided money for the con-
struction of gymnasiums and training camps and por-
trayed athletes as superheroes.
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� STALINIST HEROIC: AN EXAMPLE
OF SOCIALIST REALISM. Under Stalin
and his successors, art was assigned the
task of indoctrinating the Soviet popula-
tion on the public virtues, such as hard
work, loyalty to the state, and patriotism.
Grandiose statuary erected to commem-
orate the heroic efforts of the Red Army
during World War II appeared in every
Soviet city. Here is an example in Minsk,
today the capital of Belarus.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f W

ill
ia

m
 J

. D
ui

ke
r



Social Changes in the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe

The imposition of Marxist systems in Eastern Europe had
far-reaching social consequences. Most Eastern Euro-
pean countries made the change from peasant societies to
modern industrialized economies. In Bulgaria, for ex-
ample, 80 percent of the labor force was in agriculture in
1950, but only 20 percent was still there in 1980. Al-
though the Soviet Union and its Eastern European satel-
lites never achieved the high standards of living of the
West, they did experience some improvement. In 1960,
the average real income of Polish peasants was four times
higher than before World War II. Consumer goods also
became more widespread. In East Germany, only 17 per-

cent of families had television sets in 1960, but 75 per-
cent had acquired them by 1972.

According to Marxist doctrine, government control of
industry and the elimination of private property were
supposed to lead to a classless society. Although the class-
less society was never achieved, that ideal did have im-
portant social consequences. For one thing, traditional
ruling classes were stripped of their special status after
1945. The Potocki family in Poland, for example, which
had owned 9 million acres of land before the war, lost all
of its possessions, and family members were reduced to
the ranks of common laborers.

The desire to create a classless society led to noticeable
changes in education. In some countries, the desire to
provide equal educational opportunities led to laws that
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ONE DAY IN THE LIFE OF IVAN DENISOVICH

n November 20, 1962, a Soviet magazine published a
work by Alexander Solzhenitsyn that created a literary

and political furor. The short novel related one day in the
life of its chief character, Ivan Denisovich, at a Siberian concen-
tration camp, to which he had been sentenced at the end of World
War II for supposedly spying for the Germans while a Soviet sol-
dier. This excerpt narrates the daily journey from the prison camp
to a work project through the 17 degrees-below-zero cold of Sibe-
ria. Many Soviets identified with Ivan as a symbol of the suffer-
ing they had endured under Stalin.

ALEXANDER SOLZHENITSYN, ONE DAY IN
THE LIFE OF IVAN DENISOVICH

There were escort guards all over the place. They flung a
semicircle around the column on its way to the power sta-
tion, their machine guns sticking out and pointing right at
your face. And there were guards with gray dogs. One dog
bared its fangs as if laughing at the prisoners. The escorts all
wore short sheepskins, except for half a dozen whose coats
trailed the ground. The long sheepskins were interchange-
able: they were worn by anyone whose turn had come to
man the watchtowers.

And once again as they brought the squads together the
escort recounted the entire power-station column by
fives. . . .

Out beyond the camp boundary the intense cold, accom-
panied by a headwind, stung even Shukhov’s face, which
was used to every kind of unpleasantness. Realizing that he
would have the wind in his face all the way to the power sta-
tion, he decided to make use of his bit of rag. To meet the
contingency of a headwind he, like many other prisoners,

had got himself a cloth with a long tape on each end. The
prisoners admitted that these helped a bit. Shukhov covered
his face up to the eyes, brought the tapes around below his
ears, and fastened the ends together at the back of his neck.
Then he covered his nape with the flap of his hat and raised
his coat collar. The next thing was to pull the front flap of
the hat down into his brow. Thus in front only his eyes re-
mained unprotected. He fixed his coat tightly at the waist
with the rope. Now everything was in order except for his
hands, which were already stiff with cold (his mittens were
worthless). He rubbed them, he clapped them together, for
he knew that in a moment he’d have to put them behind his
back and keep them there for the entire march.

The chief of the escort guard recited the “morning
prayer,” which every prisoner was heartily sick of:

“Attention, prisoners. Marching orders must be strictly
obeyed. Keep to your ranks. No hurrying, keep a steady pace.
No talking. Keep your eyes fixed ahead and your hands be-
hind your backs. A step to right or left is considered an at-
tempt to escape and the escort has orders to shoot without
warning. Leading guards, on the double.”

The two guards in the lead of the escort must have set out
along the road. The column heaved forward, shoulders sway-
ing, and the escorts, some twenty paces to the right and left
of the column, each man at a distance of ten paces from the
next, machine guns held at the ready, set off too.

From One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich by Alexander Solzhenitsyn,
translated by Ralph Parker. Translation copyright © 1963 by E. P. Dutton
and Victor Gollancz, Ltd. Copyright renewed © 1991 by Penguin USA
and Victor Gollancz, Ltd. Used by permission of Dutton Signet, a division
of Penguin Books USA Inc.



mandated quota systems based on class. In East Germany,
for example, 50 percent of the students in secondary
schools had to be children of workers and peasants. The
sons of manual workers constituted 53 percent of uni-
versity students in Yugoslavia in 1964 and 40 percent in
East Germany, compared to only 15 percent in Italy and
5.3 percent in West Germany. Social mobility also in-
creased. In Poland in 1961, half of the white-collar work-
ers came from blue-collar families. A significant number
of judges, professors, and industrial managers stemmed
from working-class backgrounds.

Education became crucial in preparing for new jobs in
the communist system and led to higher enrollments in
both secondary schools and universities. In Czechoslova-
kia, for example, the number of students in secondary
schools tripled between 1945 and 1970, and the number
of university students quadrupled between the 1930s and
the 1960s. The type of education that students received
also changed. In Hungary before World War II, 40 per-
cent of students studied law, 9 percent engineering and
technology, and 5 percent agriculture. In 1970, the figures
were 35 percent in engineering and technology, 9 percent
in agriculture, and only 4 percent in law.

By the 1970s, the new managers of society, regardless
of class background, realized the importance of higher ed-
ucation and used their power to gain special privileges for
their children. By 1971, fully 60 percent of the children
of white-collar workers attended a university, and even
though blue-collar families constituted 60 percent of the
population, only 36 percent of their children attended in-
stitutions of higher learning. Even East Germany dropped

its requirement that 50 percent of secondary students had
to be the offspring of workers and peasants.

This shift in educational preferences demonstrates yet
another aspect of the social structure in the Communist
world: the emergence of a new privileged class, made up
of members of the Communist Party, state officials, high-
ranking officers in the military and secret police, and a
few special professional groups. The new elite not only
possessed political power but also received special privi-
leges, including the right to purchase high-quality goods
in special stores (in Czechoslovakia, the elite could ob-
tain organically grown produce not available to anyone
else), paid vacations at special resorts, access to good
housing and superior medical services, and advantages in
education and jobs for their children.

Ideals of equality did not include women. Men domi-
nated the leadership positions of the Communist parties
in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Women did
have greater opportunities in the workforce and even in
the professions, however. In the Soviet Union, women
comprised 51 percent of the labor force in 1980; by the
mid-1980s, they constituted 50 percent of the engineers,
80 percent of the doctors, and 75 percent of the teachers
and teachers’ aides. But many of these were low-paying
jobs; most female doctors, for example, worked in primary
care and were paid less than skilled machinists. The chief
administrators in hospitals and schools were still men.

Moreover, although women were part of the workforce,
they were never freed of their traditional roles in the
home. Most women confronted what came to be known
as the “double shift.” After working eight hours in their
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� GHOSTS OF SOVIET OLYMPIC
GLORY. A poignant legacy of the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union is reflected in
this abandoned skating rink and ski jump
in Almaty, Kazakhstan. It was in this
rink and on the adjacent ski jump in the
mountains of Central Asia that the So-
viet Union trained its best athletes to
win international competitions for gold
medals and glory during the Cold War.
Here we sense the ghosts of former
skaters, subsidized darlings of the Soviet
Empire, as they attempt the difficult
triple jump.
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jobs, they came home to face the housework and care of
the children. They might spend two hours a day in long
lines at a number of stores waiting to buy food and clothes.
Because of the housing situation, they were forced to use
kitchens that were shared by a number of families.

Nearly three-quarters of a century after the Bolshevik
Revolution, then, the Marxist dream of an advanced,
egalitarian society was as far away as ever. Although in
some respects conditions in the socialist camp were an
improvement over those before World War II, many
problems and inequities were as intransigent as ever.

THE DISINTEGRATION
OF THE SOVIET EMPIRE

On the death of Konstantin Chernenko in 1985, party
leaders selected the talented and vigorous Soviet official
Mikhail Gorbachev to succeed him. The new Soviet
leader had shown early signs of promise. Born into a peas-
ant family in 1931, Gorbachev combined farmwork with
school and received the Order of the Red Banner for his
agricultural efforts. This award and his good school record
enabled him to study law at the University of Moscow.
After receiving his law degree in 1955, he returned to his
native southern Russia, where he eventually became first
secretary of the Communist Party in the city of Stavropol
and then first secretary of the regional party committee.
In 1978, Gorbachev was made a member of the party’s
Central Committee in Moscow. Two years later, he be-
came a full member of the ruling Politburo and secretary
of the Central Committee.

During the early 1980s, Gorbachev began to realize
the extent of Soviet problems and the crucial importance
of massive reform to transform the system. During a visit
to Canada in 1983, he discovered to his astonishment
that Canadian farmers worked hard on their own initia-
tive. “We’ll never have this for fifty years,” he reportedly
remarked.4 On his return to Moscow, he established a se-
ries of committees to evaluate the situation and recom-
mend measures to improve the system.

The Gorbachev Era
With his election as party general secretary in 1985, Gor-
bachev seemed intent on taking earlier reforms to their
logical conclusions. The cornerstone of his reform pro-
gram was perestroika, or “restructuring.” At first, it meant
only a reordering of economic policy, as Gorbachev
called for the beginning of a market economy with lim-
ited free enterprise and some private property. Initial 
economic reforms were difficult to implement, however.

Radicals demanded decisive measures; conservatives
feared that rapid changes would be too painful. In his at-
tempt to achieve compromise, Gorbachev often pursued
partial liberalization, which satisfied neither faction and
also failed to work, producing only more discontent.

Gorbachev soon perceived that in the Soviet system,
the economic sphere was intimately tied to the social and
political spheres. Any efforts to reform the economy
without political or social reform would be doomed to
failure. One of the most important instruments of pere-
stroika was glasnost, or “openness.” Soviet citizens and
officials were encouraged to openly discuss the strengths
and weaknesses of the Soviet Union. This policy could be
seen in Pravda, the official newspaper of the Communist
Party, where disasters such as the nuclear accident at
Chernobyl in 1986 and collisions of ships in the Black
Sea received increasing coverage. Soon this type of re-
porting was extended to include reports of official corrup-
tion, sloppy factory work, and protests against govern-
ment policy. The arts also benefited from the new policy
as previously banned works were now allowed to circulate
and motion pictures began to depict negative aspects of
Soviet life. Music based on Western styles, such as jazz
and rock, began to be performed openly.

Political reforms were equally revolutionary. In June
1987, the principle of two-candidate elections was intro-
duced; previously, voters had been presented with only
one candidate. Most dissidents, including Andrei Sakha-
rov, who had spent years in internal exile, were released.
At the Communist Party conference in 1988, Gorbachev
called for the creation of a new Soviet parliament, the
Congress of People’s Deputies, whose members were to
be chosen in competitive elections. It convened in 1989,
the first such meeting since 1918. Now as an elected
member of the Congress, Sakharov called for an end to
the Communist monopoly of power and on December 11,
1989, the day he died, urged the creation of a new, non-
Communist party. Early in 1990, Gorbachev legalized the
formation of other political parties and struck out Ar-
ticle 6 of the Soviet constitution, which guaranteed the
“leading role” of the Communist Party. Hitherto, the po-
sition of first secretary of the party was the most important
post in the Soviet Union, but as the Communist Party be-
came less closely associated with the state, the powers of
this office diminished. Gorbachev attempted to consoli-
date his power by creating a new state presidency, and in
March 1990, he became the Soviet Union’s first president.

One of Gorbachev’s most serious problems stemmed
from the nature of the Soviet Union. The Union of So-
viet Socialist Republics was a truly multiethnic country,
containing 92 nationalities and 112 recognized lan-
guages. Previously, the iron hand of the Communist Party,
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centered in Moscow, had kept a lid on the centuries-old
ethnic tensions that had periodically erupted throughout
the history of this region. As Gorbachev released this
iron grip, tensions resurfaced, a by-product of glasnost that
Gorbachev had not anticipated. Ethnic groups took ad-
vantage of the new openness to protest what they per-
ceived to be ethnically motivated slights. As violence
erupted, the Soviet army, in disarray since the Soviet in-
tervention in Afghanistan in 1979, had difficulty con-
trolling the situation. In some cases, independence move-
ments and ethnic causes became linked, as in Azerbaijan,
where the National Front became the spokesgroup for 
the Muslim Azerbaijanis in the conflict with Christian
Armenians.

The period from 1988 to 1990 witnessed the emer-
gence of nationalist movements in all fifteen republics of
the Soviet Union. Often motivated by ethnic concerns,
many of them called for sovereignty of the republics and
independence from Russian-based rule centered in Mos-
cow. Such movements sprang up first in Georgia in late
1988 and then in Moldavia, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and
the three Baltic republics.

In December 1989, the Communist Party of Lithua-
nia declared itself independent of the Communist Party
of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev made it clear that he
supported self-determination but not secession, which 
he believed would be detrimental to the Soviet Union.
Nevertheless, on March 11, 1990, the Lithuanian Su-
preme Council unilaterally declared Lithuania indepen-
dent. Its formal name was now the Lithuanian Repub-
lic; the adjectives Soviet and Socialist had been dropped.
On March 15, the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies,
though recognizing a general right to secede from the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, declared the Lithu-
anian declaration null and void; the Congress stated that
proper procedures must be established and followed be-
fore secession would be acceptable.

During 1990 and 1991, Gorbachev struggled to deal
with the problems unleashed by his reforms. On the one
hand, he tried to appease the conservative forces who
complained about the growing disorder within the Soviet
Union. On the other hand, he tried to accommodate the
liberal forces who increasingly favored a new kind of 
decentralized Soviet federation. Gorbachev especially 
labored to cooperate more closely with Boris Yeltsin
(b. 1931), elected president of the Russian Republic in
June 1991. Conservative elements from the army, the
party, and the KGB, however, had grown increasingly
worried about the potential dissolution of the Soviet
Union. On August 19, 1991, a group of these discon-
tented rightists arrested Gorbachev and attempted to
seize power. Gorbachev’s unwillingness to work with the

conspirators and the brave resistance in Moscow of Yelt-
sin and thousands of Russians who had grown accus-
tomed to their new liberties caused the coup to disinte-
grate rapidly. The actions of these right-wing plotters
served to accelerate the very process they had hoped to
stop — the disintegration of the Soviet Union.

Despite desperate pleas from Gorbachev, all fifteen 
republics soon opted for complete independence (see
Map 8.2). Ukraine voted for independence on Decem-
ber 1, 1991. A week later, the leaders of Russia, Ukraine,
and Belarus announced that the Soviet Union had
“ceased to exist” and would be replaced by a much looser
federation, the Commonwealth of Independent States.
Gorbachev resigned on December 25, 1991, and turned
over his responsibilities as commander in chief to Boris
Yeltsin, the president of Russia. By the end of 1991, one
of the largest empires in world history had come to an
end, and a new era had begun in its lands.

The New Russia: 
From Empire to Nation
In Russia, by far the largest of the former Soviet republics,
a new power struggle soon ensued. Yeltsin, a onetime en-
gineer who had been dismissed from the Politburo in
1987 for his radicalism, was committed to introducing a
free market economy as quickly as possible. In December
1991, the Congress of People’s Deputies granted Yeltsin
temporary power to rule by decree. But former Commu-
nist Party members and their allies in the Congress were
opposed to many of Yeltsin’s economic reforms and tried
to place new limits on his powers. Yeltsin fought back.
After winning a vote of confidence on April 25, 1993,
Yeltsin pushed ahead with plans for a new Russian con-
stitution that would abolish the Congress of People’s
Deputies, create a two-chamber parliament, and establish
a strong presidency. A hard-line parliamentary minority
resisted and in early October took the offensive, urging
supporters to take over government offices and the central
television station. Yeltsin responded by ordering military
forces to storm the parliament building and arrest hard-
line opponents. Yeltsin used his victory to consolidate his
power in parliamentary elections held in December.

During the mid-1990s, Yeltsin was able to maintain a
precarious grip on power while seeking to implement re-
forms that would place Russia on a firm course toward a
pluralistic political system and a market economy. But
the new post-Communist Russia remained as fragile as
ever. Burgeoning economic inequality and rampant cor-
ruption aroused widespread criticism and shook the con-
fidence of the Russian people in the superiority of the
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capitalist system over the one that existed under Com-
munist rule. A nagging war in the Caucasus —where the
Muslim people of Chechnya sought national indepen-
dence from Russia —drained the government budget and
exposed the decrepit state of the once vaunted Red Army.
In presidential elections held in 1996, Yeltsin was re-
elected, but the rising popularity of a revived Communist
Party and the growing strength of nationalist elements,
combined with Yeltsin’s precarious health, raised serious
questions about the future of the country.

At the end of 1999, Yeltsin suddenly resigned his office
and was replaced by Vladimir Putin (b. 1952), a former
member of the KGB. Putin vowed to bring an end to
the rampant corruption and inexperience that permeated

Russian political culture and to strengthen the role of the
central government in managing the affairs of state. Dur-
ing succeeding months, his proposal to centralize power
in the hands of the federal government in Moscow was
given approval by the parliament; in early 2001, he pre-
sented a new plan to regulate political parties, which had
risen in number to more than fifty. Parties at both ex-
tremes of the political spectrum, the Yabloko (apple) fac-
tion representing Western-style liberal policies and Gen-
nadi Zyuganov’s revived Communist Party, opposed the
legislation, without success. Putin has not used his en-
hanced powers, however, to introduce market reforms
and rein in the powerful forces that have impeded Rus-
sia’s transition to an advanced capitalist society.
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Putin also vowed to bring the breakaway state of
Chechnya back under Russian authority and to adopt a
more assertive role in international affairs. The new pres-
ident took advantage of growing public anger at Western
plans to expand the NATO alliance into Eastern Europe,
as well as aggressive actions by NATO countries against
Serbia in the Balkans (see Chapter 10) to restore Russia’s
position as an influential force in the world. To undercut
U.S. dominance on the political scene, Moscow has im-
proved relations with neighboring China and simultane-
ously sought to cooperate with European nations on is-
sues of common concern. To assuage national pride,
Putin has entered negotiations with such former re-
publics of the old Soviet Union as Belarus and Ukraine to
tighten forms of mutual political economic cooperation.

What had happened to derail Yeltsin’s plan to trans-
form Soviet society? To some critics, Yeltsin and his ad-
visers tried to achieve too much too fast. Between 1991
and 1995, state firms that had previously provided about
80 percent of all industrial production and employment
had been privatized, and the price of goods (previously
subject to government regulation) was opened up to mar-
ket forces. Only agriculture —where the decision to pri-
vatize collective farms had little impact in rural areas —
was left substantially untouched. The immediate results
were disastrous: industrial output dropped by more than
one-third, and unemployment levels and prices rose dra-
matically. Many Russian workers and soldiers were not
paid their salaries for months on end, and many social ser-
vices came to an abrupt halt.

With the harsh official and ideological constraints of
the Soviet system suddenly removed, corruption —la-
beled by one observer “criminal gang capitalism”—be-
came rampant, and the government often appeared inept
in coping with complexities of a market economy. Few
Russians appeared to grasp the realities of modern capi-
talism and understandably reacted to the inevitable tran-
sition pains from the old system by heaping all the blame
on the new one. The fact is that Yeltsin had attempted to
change the structure of the Soviet system without due re-
gard to the necessity of changing the mentality of the
people as well. The result was a high level of disenchant-
ment. A new joke circulated among the Russian people:
“We know now that everything they told us about com-
munism was false. And everything they told us about cap-
italism was true.”

Eastern Europe: From Soviet 
Satellites to Sovereign Nations
The disintegration of the Soviet Union had an immedi-
ate impact on its neighbors to the west. First to respond,

as in 1956, was Poland, where popular protests of high
food prices had erupted in the early 1980s, leading to the
rise of an independent labor movement called Solidarity.
Led by Lech Walesa (b. 1943), Solidarity rapidly became
an influential force for change and a threat to the gov-
ernment’s monopoly of power. The union was outlawed
in 1981, but martial law did not solve Poland’s serious
economic problems, and in 1988, the Communist gov-
ernment bowed to the inevitable and permitted free na-
tional elections to take place, resulting in the election of
Walesa as president of Poland in December 1990. Unlike
the situation in 1956, when Khrushchev had intervened
to prevent the collapse of the Soviet satellite system in
Eastern Europe, in the late 1980s, Moscow —inspired by
Gorbachev’s policy of encouraging “new thinking” to im-
prove relations with the Western powers — took no ac-
tion to reverse the verdict in Warsaw.

In Hungary, as in Poland, the process of transition had
begun many years previously. After crushing the Hungar-
ian revolution of 1956, the Communist government of
János Kádár had tried to assuage popular opinion by en-
acting a series of far-reaching economic reforms (labeled
“communism with a capitalist face-lift”), but as the 1980s
progressed, the economy sagged, and in 1989, the regime
permitted the formation of opposition political parties,
leading eventually to the formation of a non-Communist
coalition government in elections held in March 1990.

The transition in Czechoslovakia was more abrupt.
After Soviet troops crushed the Prague Spring in 1968,
hard-line Communists under Gustav Husak followed 
a policy of massive repression to maintain their power. 
In 1977, dissident intellectuals formed an organization
called Charter 77 as a vehicle for protest against viola-
tions of human rights. Regardless of the repressive atmo-
sphere, dissident activities continued to grow during the
1980s, and when massive demonstrations broke out in
several major cities in 1989, President Husak’s govern-
ment, lacking any real popular support, collapsed. At the
end of December, he was replaced by Václav Havel, a dis-
sident playwright who had been a leading figure in Char-
ter 77.

But the most dramatic events took place in East Ger-
many, where a persistent economic slump and the ongo-
ing oppressiveness of the regime of Erich Honecker led 
to a flight of refugees and mass demonstrations against 
the regime in the summer and fall of 1989. Capitulating
to popular pressure, the Communist government opened
its entire border with the West. The Berlin Wall, the most
tangible symbol of the Cold War, became the site of 
a massive celebration, and most of it was dismantled by
joyful Germans from both sides of the border. In March
1990, free elections led to the formation of a non-
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Communist government that rapidly carried out a pro-
gram of political and economic reunification with West
Germany.

The dissolution of the Soviet Union and its satellite
system in Eastern Europe brought a dramatic end to the
Cold War. At the dawn of the 1990s, a generation of
global rivalry between two ideological systems had come
to a close, and world leaders turned their attention to the
construction of what U.S. President George Herbert
Walker Bush called the New World Order. But what sort
of new order would it be?

CONCLUSION
The Soviet Union had emerged from World War II as
one of the world’s two superpowers. Its armies had played
an instrumental role in the final defeat of the powerful
German war machine and had installed pliant Commu-
nist regimes throughout Eastern Europe. No force of com-
parable strength had occupied the plains of western Rus-
sia since the Mongols in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries.

During the next four decades, the Soviet Union ap-
peared to be secure in its power. Its military and eco-
nomic performance during the first postwar decade was
sufficiently impressive to produce an atmosphere of in-
cipient panic in Washington. By the mid-1980s, how-
ever, fears that the Soviet Union would surpass the
United States as an economic power had long since dissi-
pated, and the Soviet system appeared to be mired in a
state of near paralysis. Economic growth had slowed to a
snail’s pace, corruption had reached epidemic levels, and

leadership had passed to a generation of elderly party bu-
reaucrats who appeared incapable of addressing the bur-
geoning problems that affected Soviet society.

What had happened to tarnish the dream that had in-
spired Lenin and his fellow Bolsheviks to believe they
could create a Marxist paradise? Some analysts argue that
the ambitious defense policies adopted by the Reagan ad-
ministration forced Moscow into an arms race it could
not afford and thus ultimately led to a collapse of the So-
viet economy. Others suggest that Soviet problems were
more deeply rooted and would have led to the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union even without outside stimula-
tion. Both arguments have some validity, but the latter is
surely closer to the mark. For years, if not decades, lead-
ers in the Kremlin had disguised or ignored the massive
inefficiencies of the Soviet system. It seems clear in retro-
spect that the Soviet command economy proved better at
managing the early stages of the Industrial Revolution
than at moving on to the next stage of an advanced tech-
nological society and that the Leninist concept of demo-
cratic centralism failed to provide the quality of leader-
ship and political courage needed to cope with the
challenges of nation building. By the 1980s, behind the
powerful shield of the Red Army, the system had become
an empty shell.

In the years immediately preceding his ascent to power
in the Politburo, the perceptive Mikhail Gorbachev had
recognized the crucial importance of instituting radical
reforms. At the time, he hoped that by doing so, he could
save the socialist system. By then, however, it was too
late. In the classic formulation of dictatorial regimes the
world over, the most dangerous period is when leaders
adopt reform measures to prevent collapse.
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t the end of World War II, European civilization was in ruins. Al-

most forty million people had been killed in six years. Massive air raids

and artillery bombardments had reduced many of the great cities of 

Europe to rubble. An American general described Berlin: “Wherever we looked, we

saw desolation. It was like a city of the dead. Suffering and shock were visible in

every face. Dead bodies still remained in canals and lakes and were being dug out

from under bomb debris.” Millions of Europeans faced starvation as grain harvests

were only half of what they had been in 1939. Millions were also homeless. Millions

more had been uprooted by the war; now they became “displaced persons,” trying to

find food and then their way home.

Between 1945 and 1970, Europe not only recovered from the devastating effects of

World War II but also experienced an economic resurgence that seemed nothing less

than miraculous. Economic growth and virtually full employment continued so long

that the first postwar recession, in 1973, came as a shock to Western Europe. It was

short-lived, however, and economic growth returned. After the collapse of Commu-

nist governments in the revolutions of 1989, a number of Eastern European states

sought to create market economies and join the military and economic unions first

formed by Western European states.



WESTERN EUROPE:
RECOVERY AND
RENEWAL

In the immediate postwar era, the challenge was clear
and intimidating. The peoples of Europe needed to 
rebuild their national economies and reestablish and
strengthen their democratic institutions. They needed to
find the means to cooperate in the face of a potential new
threat from the east in the form of the Soviet Union.
Above all, they needed to restore their confidence in the
continuing vitality and future promise of European civi-
lization —a civilization whose image had been badly tar-
nished by two bitter internal conflicts in the space of a
quarter century.

In confronting the challenge, the Europeans possessed
one significant trump card: the support and assistance of
the United States. The United States had entered World
War II as a major industrial power, but its global influence
had been limited by the effects of the Great Depression
and a self-imposed policy of isolation that had removed 
it from active involvement in world affairs. But after 
the United States helped bring the conflict to a close, the
nation bestrode the world like a colossus. Its military
power was enormous, its political influence was unparal-
leled, and its economic potential, fueled by the demands
of building a war machine to defeat the Axis, seemed 
unlimited. When on June 5, 1947, Secretary of State
George C. Marshall told the graduating class at Harvard
University that the United States was prepared to assist
the nations of Europe in the task of recovery from “hun-

POSTWAR EUROPE: ON THE PATH TO UNITY? • CHAPTER 9 177

� ARMAGEDDON, 1945. In the last
months of World War II, the German
capital of Berlin was exposed to a re-
lentless bombing campaign by the
Allied forces. As the war came to an
end in May 1945, the once-stylish city
was in ruins. Shown here is a view of
Berlin’s most fashionable street, Unter
den Linden. In the foreground is Bran-
denburg Gate, soon to become the
point of division between East and
West Berlin.

W
ill

ia
m

 V
an

di
ve

rt
/T

im
e 

Li
fe

 P
ic

tu
re

s/
Ge

tty
 Im

ag
es



ger, poverty, desperation, and chaos,” he offered a beacon
of hope to a region badly in need of reasons for optimism.

The Triumph of Democracy 
in Postwar Europe
With the economic aid of the Marshall Plan, the coun-
tries of Western Europe (see Map 9.1) recovered rela-
tively rapidly from the devastation of World War II. 
Between 1947 and 1950, European countries received
$9.4 billion to be used for new equipment and raw mate-
rials. By the late 1970s, industrial production had sur-
passed all previous records, and Western Europe experi-
enced virtually full employment. Social welfare programs
included affordable health care; housing; family allow-
ances to provide a minimum level of material care for
children; increases in sickness, accident, unemployment,
and old-age benefits; and educational opportunities. De-
spite economic recessions in the mid-1970s and early
1980s, caused in part by a dramatic increase in the price
of oil in 1973, the economies of Western Europe had
never been so prosperous, leading some observers to la-
bel the period a “golden age” of political and economic
achievement. Western Europeans were full participants
in the technological advances of the age and seemed
quite capable of standing up to competition from the
other global economic powerhouses, Japan and the
United States.

At the end of World War II, confidence in the ability
of democratic institutions to meet the challenge of the
industrial era was at an ebb. The Western democracies
had been unable to confront the threat of fascism until
the armies of the Wehrmacht began their march across
Europe at the end of the 1930s, and most succumbed rap-
idly to the Nazi juggernaut. As the war finally came to a
close, many Europeans, their confidence shaken by bleak
prospects for the future, turned their eyes to the Soviet
model. In France and Italy, local Communist parties re-
ceived wide support in national elections, raising fears in
the United States that they might eventually be voted
into power in Paris and Rome.

By the late 1940s, however, confidence in democratic
institutions began to revive as economic conditions
started to improve. Even Spain and Portugal, which re-
tained their prewar dictatorial regimes until the mid-
1970s, established democratic systems in the late 1970s.
Moderate political parties, especially the Christian Dem-
ocrats in Italy and Germany, played a particularly impor-
tant role in Europe’s economic restoration. Overall, the
influence of Communist parties declined, although re-
formist mass parties only slightly left of center, such as the

Labour Party in Britain and the Social Democrats in West
Germany, continued to share power. During the mid-
1970s, a new variety of communism, called Eurocommu-
nism, emerged briefly when Communist parties tried to
work within the democratic system as mass movements
committed to better government. But by the 1980s, in-
ternal political developments in Western Europe and
events within the Communist world had combined to
undermine the Eurocommunist experiment.

FRANCE: EXPECTATIONS OF GRANDEUR

The history of France for nearly a quarter century after
the war was dominated by one man, Charles de Gaulle
(1890 –1970), who possessed an unshakable faith in his
own historic mission to reestablish the greatness of the
French nation. During the war, de Gaulle had assumed
leadership of resistance groups known as the “Free
French,” and he played an important role in ensuring the
establishment of a French provisional government after
the war. But the creation immediately following the war
of the Fourth Republic, with a return to a multiparty par-
liamentary system that de Gaulle considered inefficient,
led him to withdraw temporarily from politics. Eventu-
ally, he formed the French Popular Movement, a political
organization based on conservative principles that
blamed the party system for France’s political mess and
called for a stronger presidency, a goal—and role — that
de Gaulle finally achieved in 1958.

At the time of his election as president, the fragile po-
litical stability of the Fourth Republic was shaken by a
crisis in Algeria, France’s large North African colony.
The French army, having suffered a humiliating defeat 
in Indochina in 1954, was determined to resist demands 
for independence by Algeria’s Muslim majority. Indepen-
dence was also opposed by the large French community
living in Algeria. But a strong antiwar movement among
French intellectuals and church leaders led to bitter divi-
sions in France that opened the door to the possibility of
civil war. The panic-stricken leaders of the Fourth Re-
public offered to let de Gaulle take over the government
and revise the constitution.

In 1958, de Gaulle drafted a new constitution for a
Fifth Republic that greatly enhanced the power of the
French president, who now had the right to choose the
prime minister, dissolve parliament, and supervise both
defense and foreign policy. As the new president, de
Gaulle sought to return France to a position of power and
influence. In the belief that an independent role in the
Cold War might enhance France’s stature, he pulled
France out of the NATO high command. He sought to
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increase French prestige in the Third World by consent-
ing to Algerian independence despite strenuous opposi-
tion from the army and offered French colonies in Africa
membership in a new French community of nations un-
der French tutelage. France invested heavily in the nu-
clear arms race and exploded its first nuclear bomb in
1960. Despite his successes, however, de Gaulle did not
really achieve his ambitious goals of world power.

Although the cost of the nuclear program increased
the defense budget, de Gaulle did not neglect the French
economy. Economic decision making was centralized, 
a reflection of the overall centralization undertaken by

the Gaullist government. Between 1958 and 1968, the
French gross national product (GNP) experienced an 
annual increase of 5.5 percent, faster than that of the
United States. By the end of the Gaullist era, France was
a major industrial producer and exporter, particularly in
such areas as automobiles and armaments. Nevertheless,
problems remained. The expansion of traditional indus-
tries, such as coal, steel, and railroads, which had all been
nationalized, led to large government deficits. The cost of
living increased faster than in the rest of Europe.

Public dissatisfaction with the government’s inability
to deal with these problems soon led to more violent ac-
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tion. In May 1968, a series of student protests, provoked
by conditions in the country’s anachronistic educational
system as well as the ongoing war in Vietnam, was fol-
lowed by a general strike by the labor unions. Although
de Gaulle managed to restore order, the events of May
1968 seriously undermined popular respect for the aloof
and imperious president. Tired and discouraged, de
Gaulle resigned from office in April 1969 and died within
a year.

During the 1970s, the French economic situation
worsened, bringing about a political shift to the left. By
1981, the Socialists had become the dominant party in
the National Assembly, and the veteran Socialist leader,
François Mitterrand (1916 –1996), was elected president.
Mitterrand’s first concern was to resolve France’s eco-
nomic difficulties. In 1982, he froze prices and wages in
the hope of reducing the huge budget deficit and high
inflation. Mitterrand also passed a number of measures 
to aid workers: an increased minimum wage, expanded

social benefits, a mandatory fifth week of paid vacation 
for salaried workers, a thirty-nine-hour workweek, and
higher taxes for the rich. Mitterrand’s administrative re-
forms included both centralization (nationalization of
banks and industry) and decentralization (granting local
governments greater powers). Their victory also con-
vinced the Socialists that they could enact some of their
more radical reforms. Consequently, the government na-
tionalized the steel industry, major banks, the space and
electronics industries, and important insurance firms.

WEST GERMANY: THE ECONOMIC MIRACLE

The unification of the three Western zones into the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany (West Germany) became a re-
ality in 1949. Konrad Adenauer (1876 –1967), the leader
of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), served as
chancellor from 1949 to 1963 and became the “founding
hero” of the FRG. Adenauer, who had opposed Hitler and
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� STUDENT REVOLT IN PARIS, 1968. The discontent of university students exploded in the late 1960s in a series of student revolts.
Perhaps best known was the movement in Paris in 1968. This photograph shows the barricades erected on a Paris street on the morning
of May 11 at the height of the revolt.
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his tyrannical regime, sought respect for Germany by co-
operating with the United States and the other Western
European nations. He was especially desirous of reconcil-
iation with France — Germany’s longtime rival. The be-
ginning of the Korean War in June 1950 had unexpected
repercussions for West Germany. The fear that South Ko-
rea might fall to the Communists led many in the West to
worry about the security of West Germany and inspired
calls for German rearmament. Although some people,
concerned about a revival of German militarism, con-
demned this proposal, Cold War tensions were decisive.
West Germany rearmed in 1955 and became a member
of NATO.

The Adenauer era witnessed the resurrection of the
West German economy, often referred to as the “eco-
nomic miracle.” Although West Germany had only
75 percent of the population and 52 percent of the terri-
tory of prewar Germany, by 1955 the West German GNP
exceeded that of prewar Germany. Real wages doubled
between 1950 and 1965, even though work hours were
cut by 20 percent. Unemployment fell from 8 percent in
1950 to 0.4 percent in 1965. To maintain its economic
expansion, West Germany imported hundreds of thou-
sands of “guest” workers, primarily from Italy, Spain,
Greece, Turkey, and Yugoslavia.

The capital of the Federal Republic had been placed at
Bonn, a sleepy market town on the Rhine River, to erase
memories of the Nazi era, when the capital was at Berlin.
Still, the country was troubled by its past. The surviving
major Nazi leaders had been tried and condemned as war
criminals at the Nuremberg war crimes trials in 1945 
and 1946. As part of the denazification of Germany, the
victorious Allies continued to try lesser officials for war
crimes, but these trials diminished in number as the Cold
War produced a shift in attitudes. By 1950, German
courts had begun to take over the war crimes trials, and
the German legal machine persisted in prosecuting cases.
Beginning in 1953, the West German government also
began to make payments to Israel and to Holocaust sur-
vivors and their relatives to make some restitution for, in
the words of German president Richard von Weizsäcker,
“the unspeakable sorrow that occurred in the name of
Germany.”

After the Adenauer era ended in the mid-1960s, the
Social Democrats became the leading party. By forming a
ruling coalition with the small Free Democratic Party, the
Social Democrats remained in power until 1982. The first
Social Democratic chancellor was Willy Brandt (1913–
1992). Brandt was especially successful with his “opening
toward the east” (known as Ostpolitik), for which he re-
ceived the Nobel Peace Prize in 1972. On March 19,
1971, Brandt met with Walter Ulbricht, the leader of East

Germany, and worked out the details of a treaty that was
signed in 1972. This agreement did not establish full
diplomatic relations with East Germany but did call for
“good neighborly” relations. As a result, it led to greater
cultural, personal, and economic contacts between West
and East Germany. Despite this success, the discovery of
an East German spy among Brandt’s advisers caused his
resignation in 1974.

His successor, Helmut Schmidt (b. 1918), was more of
a technocrat than a reform-minded socialist and concen-
trated on the economic problems brought about largely
by high oil prices between 1973 and 1975. Schmidt was
successful in eliminating a deficit of 10 billion marks in
three years. In 1982, when the coalition of Schmidt’s So-
cial Democrats with the Free Democrats fell apart over
the reduction of social welfare expenditures, the Free
Democrats joined with the Christian Democratic Union
of Helmut Kohl (b. 1930) to form a new government.

GREAT BRITAIN: SUNSET FOR THE EMPIRE

The end of World War II left Britain with massive eco-
nomic problems. In elections held immediately after the
war, the Labour Party overwhelmingly defeated Chur-
chill’s Conservative Party. It had promised far-reaching
reforms, particularly in the area of social welfare —an ap-
pealing platform in a country with a tremendous shortage
of consumer goods and housing. Clement Atlee (1883–
1967), the new prime minister, was a pragmatic reformer
rather than the leftist revolutionary that Churchill had
warned against during the election campaign. His Labour
government proceeded to enact reforms that created a
modern welfare state.

The establishment of the British welfare state began
with the nationalization of the Bank of England, the coal
and steel industries, public transportation, and public
utilities such as electricity and gas. In the area of social
welfare, the new government enacted the National In-
surance Act and the National Health Service Act, both
in 1946. The insurance act established a comprehensive
social security program and nationalized medical insur-
ance, thereby enabling the state to subsidize the unem-
ployed, the sick, and the aged. The health act created a
system of socialized medicine that forced doctors and
dentists to work with state hospitals, although private
practices could be maintained. This measure was espe-
cially costly for the state, but within a few years, 90 per-
cent of the medical profession was participating. The
British welfare state became the model for most European
countries after the war.

The cost of building a welfare state at home forced the
British to reduce expenses abroad. This meant disman-
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tling the British Empire and reducing military aid to such
countries as Greece and Turkey, a decision that inspired
the enunciation in Washington of the Truman Doctrine
(see Chapter 7). It was not only a belief in the morality 
of self-determination but also economic necessity that
brought an end to the British Empire.

Continuing economic problems brought the Conserv-
atives back into power from 1951 to 1964. Although they
favored private enterprise, the Conservatives accepted
the welfare state and even extended it, undertaking an
ambitious construction program to improve British hous-
ing. Although the British economy had recovered from
the war, it had done so at a slower rate than other Euro-
pean countries. This slow recovery masked a long-term
economic decline caused by a variety of factors, including
trade union demands for wages that rose faster than pro-
ductivity and the unwillingness of factory owners to in-
vest in modern industrial machinery and to adopt new
methods. Underlying the immediate problems, however,
was a deeper issue. As a result of World War II, Britain
had lost much of its prewar revenue from abroad but was
left with a burden of debt from its many international
commitments. At the same time, with the rise of the
United States and the Soviet Union, Britain’s ability to
play the role of a world power declined substantially.

Between 1964 and 1979, Conservatives and Labour 
alternated in power. Both parties faced seemingly in-
tractable problems. Although separatist movements in
Scotland and Wales were overcome, a dispute between
Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland was
marked by violence as the rebel Irish Republican Army
(IRA) staged a series of dramatic terrorist acts in response
to the suspension of Northern Ireland’s parliament in
1972 and the establishment of direct rule by London. The
problem of Northern Ireland remained unresolved. Nor
was either party able to deal with Britain’s ailing econ-
omy. Failure to modernize made British industry less and
less competitive. Britain was also hampered by frequent
labor strikes, many of them caused by conflicts between
rival labor unions.

In 1979, after five years of Labour government and
worsening economic problems, the Conservatives re-
turned to power under Margaret Thatcher (b. 1925), the
first woman prime minister in British history. Thatcher
pledged to lower taxes, reduce government bureaucracy,
limit social welfare, restrict union power, and end in-
flation. The “Iron Lady,” as she was called, did break 
the power of the labor unions. Although she did not 
eliminate the basic components of the social welfare sys-
tem, she did use austerity measures to control inflation.
“Thatcherism,” as her economic policy was termed, im-

proved the British economic situation, but at a price. The
south of England, for example, prospered, but the old in-
dustrial areas of the Midlands and north declined and
were beset by high unemployment, poverty, and sporadic
violence. Cutbacks in funding for education seriously un-
dermined the quality of British schools, long regarded as
among the world’s finest.

In foreign policy, Thatcher took a hard-line approach
against communism. She oversaw a large military buildup
aimed at replacing older technology and reestablishing
Britain as a world policeman. In 1982, when Argentina
attempted to take control of the Falkland Islands (one of
Britain’s few remaining colonial outposts, known to Ar-
gentines as the Malvinas) 300 miles off its coast, the Brit-
ish successfully rebuffed the Argentines, although at con-
siderable economic cost and the loss of 255 lives. The
Falklands War, however, did generate popular support for
Thatcher, as many in Britain reveled in memories of the
nation’s glorious imperial past.

Western Europe: The Search for Unity
As we have seen, the divisions created by the Cold War
led the nations of Western Europe to form the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization in 1949. But military cooper-
ation was not the only kind of unity fostered in Europe af-
ter 1945. The destructiveness of two world wars caused
many thoughtful Europeans to consider the need for ad-
ditional forms of integration. National feeling was still
too powerful, however, for European nations to give up
their political sovereignty. Consequently, the quest for
unity focused primarily on the economic arena rather
than the political one.

In 1951, France, West Germany, the Benelux coun-
tries (Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg), and
Italy formed the European Coal and Steel Community
(ECSC). Its purpose was to create a common market for
coal and steel products among the six nations by elimi-
nating tariffs and other trade barriers. The success of the
ECSC encouraged its members to proceed further, and in
1957, they created the European Atomic Energy Com-
munity (EURATOM) to further European research on
the peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

In the same year, the same six nations signed the Rome
Treaty, which created the European Economic Com-
munity (EEC), also known as the Common Market. The
EEC eliminated customs barriers among the six mem-
ber nations and created a large free-trade area protected
from the rest of the world by a common external tariff. 
By promoting free trade, the EEC also encouraged coop-
eration and standardization in many aspects of the six 
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nations’ economies. All the member nations benefited
economically.

Europeans moved toward further integration of their
economies after 1970. The European Economic Commu-
nity expanded in 1973 when Great Britain, Ireland, and
Denmark gained membership in what its members now
began to call the European Community (EC). By 1986,
three more members — Spain, Portugal, and Greece —
had been added. The economic integration of the mem-
bers of the EC led to cooperative efforts in international
and political affairs as well. The foreign ministers of the
twelve members consulted frequently and provided a
common front in negotiations on important issues.

EUROPE REUNITED:
THE CURTAIN RISES

The fall of Communist governments in Eastern Europe
during the revolutions of 1989 brought a wave of euphoria
to Europe. The new structures meant an end to a postwar
European order that had been imposed on unwilling peo-
ples by the victorious forces of the Soviet Union. In 1989
and 1990, new governments throughout Eastern Europe
worked diligently to scrap the remnants of the old system
and introduce the democratic procedures and market sys-
tems they believed would revitalize their scarred lands.
But this process proved to be neither simple nor easy.

Most Eastern European countries had little or no ex-
perience with democratic systems. Then, too, ethnic di-
visions, which had troubled these areas before World
War II and had been forcibly submerged under Commu-
nist rule, reemerged with a vengeance. Finally, the rapid
conversion to market economies also proved painful. The
adoption of “shock therapy” austerity measures produced
much suffering. Unemployment, for example, climbed to
over 13 percent in Poland in 1992.

Nevertheless, by the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury, many of these states, especially Poland and the
Czech Republic, were making a successful transition to
both free markets and democracy. In Poland, Aleksander
Kwasniewski, although a former Communist, was elected
president in November 1995 and pushed Poland toward
an increasingly prosperous free market economy. His suc-
cess brought his reelection in October 2000. In Czecho-
slovakia, the shift to non-Communist rule was compli-
cated by old problems, especially ethnic issues. Czechs
and Slovaks disagreed over the makeup of the new state
but were able to agree to a peaceful division of the coun-
try. On January 1, 1993, Czechoslovakia split into the

Czech Republic and Slovakia (see Map 9.2). Václav
Havel was elected the first president of the new Czech
Republic.

The Disintegration of Yugoslavia
The most difficult transition to the post – Cold War era in
Eastern Europe was undoubtedly in Yugoslavia. From its
beginning in 1919, Yugoslavia had been an artificial cre-
ation. After World War II, the dictatorial Marshal Tito
had managed to hold its six republics and two autono-
mous provinces together. After his death in 1980, no
strong leader emerged, and his responsibilities passed to 
a collective state presidency and the League of Com-
munists of Yugoslavia. At the end of the 1980s, Yugosla-
via was caught up in the reform movements sweeping
through Eastern Europe. The League of Communists col-
lapsed, and new parties quickly emerged.

The Yugoslav political scene was complicated by the
development of separatist movements. In 1990, the re-
publics of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and
Macedonia began to lobby for a new federal structure of
Yugoslavia that would fulfill their separatist desires. Slo-
bodan Milošević, who had become the leader of the Ser-
bian Communist Party in 1987 and had managed to stay
in power by emphasizing his Serbian nationalism, re-
jected these efforts. He asserted that these republics could
be independent only if new border arrangements were
made to accommodate the Serb minorities in those re-
publics who did not want to live outside the boundaries
of Serbia. Serbs constituted about 12 percent of Croatia’s
population and 32 percent of Bosnia’s.

After negotiations among the six republics failed,
Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence in
June 1991. Milošević’s government sent the Yugoslavian
army, which it controlled, into Slovenia, without much
success. In September 1991, it began a full assault against
Croatia. Increasingly, the Yugoslavian army was becom-
ing the Serbian army, while Serbian irregular forces
played a growing role in military operations. Before a
cease-fire was arranged, the Serbian forces had captured
one-third of Croatia’s territory in brutal and destructive
fighting.

The recognition of Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia-
Herzegovina by many European states and the United
States early in 1992 did not stop the Serbs from turning
their guns on Bosnia. By mid-1993, Serbian forces had ac-
quired 70 percent of Bosnian territory. The Serbian pol-
icy of “ethnic cleansing”—killing or forcibly removing
Bosnian Muslims from their lands — revived memories 
of Nazi atrocities in World War II. Nevertheless, despite
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worldwide outrage, European governments failed to take
a decisive and forceful stand against these Serbian activ-
ities, and by the spring of 1993, the Muslim population of
Bosnia was in desperate straits. As the fighting spread, Eu-
ropean nations and the United States began to intervene
to stop the bloodshed, and in the fall of 1995, a fragile
cease-fire agreement was reached at a conference held in
Dayton, Ohio. An international peacekeeping force was
stationed in the area to maintain tranquillity and moni-
tor the accords.

Peace in Bosnia, however, did not bring peace to Yu-
goslavia. A new war erupted in 1999 over Kosovo, which
had been made an autonomous province within Yugosla-
via by Tito in 1974. Kosovo’s inhabitants were mainly
ethnic Albanians. But the province was also home to a
Serbian minority that considered it sacred territory where
Serbian forces in the fourteenth century had been de-
feated by the Ottoman Turks.

In 1989, Yugoslav President Milošević stripped Ko-
sovo of its autonomous status and outlawed any official
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use of the Albanian language. In 1993, some groups of
ethnic Albanians founded the Kosovo Liberation Army
(KLA) and began a campaign against Serbian rule in
Kosovo. When Serb forces began to massacre ethnic 
Albanians in an effort to crush the KLA, the United
States and its NATO allies sought to arrange a settle-
ment. When Milošević refused to sign the agreement, the
United States and its NATO allies began a bombing cam-
paign that forced the Yugoslavian government into com-
pliance. In the fall elections of 2000, Milošević himself
was ousted from power and later put on trial by an inter-
national tribunal for war crimes against humanity for his
ethnic cleansing policies throughout the disintegration of
Yugoslavia, which has recently changed its name to Ser-
bia and Montenegro.

Germany: The Party’s Over
For the peoples of Western Europe as well, the end of the
Cold War brought changes in their lives. Perhaps the
most challenging situation was faced in Germany, where
the decision to unify the two zones created serious strains
on the economy. Chancellor Helmut Kohl had benefited
greatly from an economic boom in the mid-1980s. Grad-
ually, however, discontent with the Christian Democrats
increased, and by 1988, their political prospects seemed
diminished. But unexpectedly, the 1989 revolution in
East Germany led to the reunification of the two Ger-
manies, leaving the new Germany, with its 79 million
people, the leading power in Europe. Reunification, ac-
complished during Kohl’s administration, brought rich
political dividends to the Christian Democrats. In the
first all-German federal election, Kohl’s Christian Demo-
crats won 44 percent of the vote, and their coalition part-
ners, the Free Democrats, received 11 percent.

But the euphoria over reunification soon dissipated as
the realization set in that the revitalization of eastern
Germany would take far more money than was originally
thought, and Kohl’s government was soon forced to face
the politically undesirable task of raising taxes substan-
tially. Moreover, the virtual collapse of the economy in
eastern Germany led to extremely high levels of un-
employment and severe discontent. One reason for the
problem was the government’s decision to establish a 1 :1
ratio between the East and West German marks. This
policy raised salaries for East German workers, but it in-
creased labor costs and provoked many companies into
hiring workers abroad.

Increasing unemployment in turn led to growing re-
sentment against foreigners. For years, foreigners seeking
asylum or employment found haven in Germany because

of its extremely liberal immigration laws. In 1992, more
than 440,000 immigrants came to Germany seeking asy-
lum, 123,000 of them from former Yugoslavia alone. At-
tacks against foreigners by right-wing extremists —many
of them espousing neo-Nazi beliefs —killed seventeen
people in 1992 and became an all too frequent occur-
rence in German life.

East Germans were also haunted by another memory
from their recent past. The opening of the files of the se-
cret police (the Stasi) showed that millions of East Ger-
mans had spied on their neighbors and colleagues, and
even their spouses and parents, during the Communist
era. A few senior Stasi officials were placed on trial for
their past actions, but many Germans preferred simply to
close the door on an unhappy period in their lives.

As the century neared its close, then, Germans strug-
gled to cope with the challenge of building a new, united
nation. To reduce the debt incurred because of economic
reconstruction in the east, the government threatened to
cut back on many of the social benefits West Germans
had long been accustomed to receiving. This in turn
sharpened resentments that were already beginning to
emerge between the two zones. Although the Berlin Wall
had been removed, the gap between East and West re-
mained (see box on p. 186). In 1998, voters took out their
frustations at the ballot box. Helmut Kohl’s conserva-
tive coalition was defeated in national elections, and a
new prime minister, Social Democrat Gerhard Schroder,
came into office. Schroder had no better luck than his
predecessor, however, in reviving the economy. In 2003,
with nearly five million workers unemployed, the gov-
ernment announced plans to scale back welfare benefits
that had long become a familiar part of life for the Ger-
man people.

France: A Season of Discontent
Although France did not face the challenge of integrat-
ing two different systems into a single society, it encoun-
tered many of the same economic and social problems as
its neighbor Germany. The policies adopted during the
early 1980s by the Socialist majority under President Mit-
terrand failed to work, and within three years the Mitter-
rand government returned some of the economy to pri-
vate enterprise. Mitterrand was able to win a second
seven-year term in the 1988 presidential election, but
France’s economic decline continued. In 1993, French
unemployment stood at 10.6 percent, and in the elec-
tions in March of that year, the Socialists won only
28 percent of the vote while a coalition of conservative
parties won 80 percent of the seats in the National As-
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sembly. The move to the right was strengthened when
the conservative mayor of Paris, Jacques Chirac, was
elected president in May 1995. The center-right govern-
ment remained in power as the new century opened.

As in Germany, resentment against foreign-born resi-
dents was a growing political reality. Spurred by rising 
rates of unemployment and large numbers of immigrants
from North Africa (often identified in the public mind
with terrorist actions committed by militant groups based
in the Middle East), many French voters gave their sup-
port to Jean-Marie Le Pen’s National Front, which openly
advocated a restriction on all new immigration and lim-
ited assimilation of immigrants already living in France.

Great Britain: Move to the Left
In Great Britain, Conservative Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher dominated politics in the 1980s. The Labour
Party, beset by divisions between moderate and radical
wings, offered little effective opposition. Only in 1990 
did Labour’s fortunes seem to revive when Thatcher’s
government attempted to replace local property taxes
with a flat-rate tax payable by every adult to his or her 
local authority. Although Thatcher argued that this
would make local government more responsive to popu-

lar needs, many argued that this was nothing more than a
poll tax that would enable the rich to pay the same rate
as the poor. After antitax riots broke out, Thatcher’s once
legendary popularity plummeted to an all-time low. At
the end of November, a revolt within her own party
caused Thatcher to resign as prime minister. Her replace-
ment was John Major, whose Conservative Party won a
narrow victory in the general elections held in April
1992. But Major’s lackluster leadership failed to capture
the imagination of many Britons, and in new elections in
May 1997, the Labour Party won a landslide victory. The
new prime minister, Tony Blair, was a moderate whose
youth and energy immediately instilled a new vigor on
the political scene. Adopting centrist policies reminis-
cent of those followed by President Bill Clinton in the
United States (see Chapter 10), his party dominated the
political arena into the new century.

The Move Toward European Unity:
Staying the Course?
With the formation of NATO in 1949 and other regional
organizations such as EURATOM and the European
Community, Western European governments took the
initial moves toward creating a more unified continent.
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THE GREAT WALL OF GERMANY

he unification of the two Germanys after the fall of
the Berlin Wall was widely hailed as a signal of the end

of the Cold War in Europe. It even inspired fear among
many Europeans living in neighboring countries as the harbinger
of the rise of a new and more powerful Germany. In fact,
unification has given birth to a number of major political, eco-
nomic, and social problems. Although the new Germany is ad-
ministratively united, it remains divided in culture and outlook,
as the following article suggests.

REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST

There’s a widespread feeling among East Germans that
something new should have emerged out of unification,
combining the best of both worlds.

“We suddenly saw that there is a different mentality, even
a different language in some areas,” says Western psycholo-
gist Uwe Wetter, “a different tradition, and cultural differ-
ences all around. But we tried to address these differences by
giving our knowledge —what we thought was the best — to
the Easterners. We thought that would be the way to handle
the situation.”

Many Easterners have not been able to reestablish the
sense of identity. They pine for what they regard to be the
sunny side of the former East German state: a sense of be-
longing, and a cozy feeling that they were being taken care
of by the system. Some former East Germans continue to
gather at frequently held nostalgia parties.

Stefan Winkler, from the eastern part of Berlin, is one of
them: “I have mixed emotions about these nostalgia parties.
I still have a GDR flag. I don’t think it’s for nostalgia reasons;
it’s more of a political statement. I think people tend to for-
get about the bad things after a while and only remember the
good. There were a couple of really good things in East Ger-
many. A lot of [East Germans] feel quite unsafe at the mo-
ment. Not only because they lost their jobs. It’s also because
many lost their identity —and that’s where their nostalgia
comes in.”

(Hardy Graupner, Deutsche Welle [independent world ra-
dio], Cologne, November 1999.)

Source: World Press Review, January 2000, p. 9.



By 1992, the EC included nearly 350 million people and
constituted the world’s largest single trading bloc, trans-
acting almost one-quarter of the world’s commerce. 
In the early 1990s, EC members drafted the Treaty on 
European Union (known as the Maastricht Treaty, after
the city in the Netherlands where the agreement was
reached), seeking to create a true economic and mone-
tary union of all members of the organization. The treaty
would not take effect, however, until all members agreed.
On January 1, 1994, the European Community became
the European Union (EU).

One of its first goals was to introduce a common cur-
rency, called the euro. But problems soon arose. Voters in
many countries opposed the austerity measures that their
governments would be compelled to take to reduce grow-
ing budget deficits. Germans in particular feared that re-
placing the rock-solid mark with a common European
currency could lead to economic disaster. Yet the logic of
the new union appeared inescapable if European nations
were to improve their capacity to compete with the
United States and the powerful industrializing nations of
the Pacific Rim. On January 1, 2002, eleven of the EC na-
tions abandoned their national currencies in favor of
the euro.

In the meantime, plans got under way to extend the
EU into Eastern Europe, where several nations were just
emerging from decades of domination by the Soviet
Union. In December 2002, the EU voted to add ten new
members, including Poland, the Baltic states, Hungary,
Slovakia, and the Czech Republic, in 2004. Yet not all are
convinced that European integration is a good thing. East-
ern Europeans fear that their countries will be dominated
by investment from their prosperous neighbors, while
their counterparts in Western Europe express concerns
at a possible influx of low-wage workers from the new
member countries. All in all, a true sense of a unified Eu-
rope is still lacking among the population throughout the
region, and the rising wave of antiforeign sentiment (see
the box on p. 188) and anger at government belt tighten-
ing are issues that will not go away in the near future.

The NATO alliance continues to serve as a powerful
force for European unity. Yet it too faces new challenges
as Moscow’s former satellites in Eastern Europe clamor 
for membership in the hope that it will spur economic
growth and reduce the threat from a revival of Russian
expansionism. In 1999, the Czech Republic, Hungary,
and Poland joined the alliance, and the Baltic states have
expressed an interest in doing so in the future. Some ob-
servers express concern, however, that an expanded
NATO will not only reduce the cohesiveness of the orga-
nization but also provoke Russia into a new posture of
hostility to the outside world.

ASPECTS OF SOCIETY
IN POSTWAR EUROPE

Socially, intellectually, and culturally, Western Europe
changed significantly during the second half of the twen-
tieth century. Although many trends represented a con-
tinuation of prewar developments, in other cases the
changes were quite dramatic, leading some observers in
the 1980s to begin speaking of the gradual emergence of
a postmodern age.

An Age of Affluence
In the decades following the end of World War II, West-
ern Europe witnessed remarkably rapid change. Such
products of new technologies as computers, television, jet
planes, contraceptive devices, and new surgical tech-
niques all dramatically and quickly altered the pace and
nature of human life. Called variously a technocratic so-
ciety, an affluent society, or the consumer society, post-
war Europe was characterized by changing social values
and new attitudes toward the meaning of the human
experience.

The structure of European society was also altered in
major respects after 1945. Especially noticeable were
changes in the nature of the middle class. Traditional oc-
cupations such as merchants and the professions (law,
medicine, and the universities) were greatly augmented
by a new group of managers and technicians, as large
companies and government agencies employed increas-
ing numbers of white-collar supervisory and administra-
tive personnel. In most cases, success depended on spe-
cialized knowledge acquired from some form of higher
education. Since their jobs usually depended on their
skills, these individuals took steps to ensure that their
children would be similarly educated.

Changes occurred in other areas as well. Especially no-
ticeable was the dramatic shift from the countryside to
the cities. The number of people in agriculture declined
by 50 percent. Yet the industrial working class did not 
expand. In West Germany, industrial workers made up
48 percent of the labor force throughout the 1950s and
1960s. Thereafter, the number of industrial workers be-
gan to dwindle as the number of white-collar service em-
ployees increased. At the same time, a substantial in-
crease in their real wages enabled the working classes to
aspire to the consumption patterns of the middle class.
Buying on the installment plan, introduced in the 1930s,
became widespread in the 1950s and gave workers a
chance to imitate the middle class by buying such prod-
ucts as televisions, washing machines, refrigerators, vac-
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uum cleaners, and stereos. But the most visible symbol of
mass consumerism was the automobile. Before World
War II, cars were reserved mostly for the upper classes. In
1948, there were 5 million cars in all of Europe, but by
1957, the number had tripled. By the mid-1960s, there
were almost 45 million cars.

Rising incomes, combined with shorter working hours,
created an even greater market for mass leisure activities.
Between 1900 and 1980, the workweek was reduced from
sixty hours to about forty hours, and the number of paid
holidays increased. All aspects of popular culture —mu-
sic, sports, media —became commercialized and offered
opportunities for leisure activities, including concerts,
sporting events, and television viewing.

Another very visible symbol of mass leisure was the
growth of tourism. Before World War II, most persons
who traveled for pleasure were from the upper and middle
classes. After the war, the combination of more vacation
time, increased prosperity, and the flexibility provided by
package tours with their lower rates and low-budget
rooms enabled millions to expand their travel possibili-
ties. By the mid-1960s, some 100 million tourists were
crossing European borders each year.

Social change was also evident in new educational
patterns. Before World War II, higher education was
largely the preserve of Europe’s wealthier classes. Even in
1950, only 3 or 4 percent of Western European young
people were enrolled in a university. European higher ed-
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THE EUROPE THAT CAN SAY NO

ecent attacks by neo-Nazi groups against immi-
grants living in Germany have aroused concern that

xenophobia may be on the rise in that country. But
such attacks are not an isolated phenomenon and are a reflection
of the rise of antiforeign sentiment throughout the European con-
tinent as a slowing economy and the inexorable impact of Euro-
pean unification have aroused fears among many Europeans that
their traditional culture is being rapidly eroded by the forces of
globalization. According to a recent estimate, more than half a
million illegal immigrants enter the EU countries each year. The
following two excerpts are from articles written after the election
of Jorg Haider, an outspoken opponent of European union, in
Austria.

THE HAIDER PHENOMENON

For half a century, European politics has been dominated 
by the center-left. The past decade has seen a burgeoning 
of nationalist, anti-immigration, anti-foreigner sentiment as
the realities of European union hit home and the fear of
economic, cultural, and racial hegemony grows. Its expres-
sion has taken various forms, from acts of sabotage by anti-
American farming unions in France to the rise of national-
ist soccer hooliganism and xenophobic attacks on migrants.

This is the civilized face of xenophobia, without the skin-
head haircuts and the swastika tattoos. The leader of Aus-
tria’s Freedom Party, Jorg Haider, is besuited, clean-cut, and
well educated. His policies include curbing immigration and
giving money to ethnically pure Austrian women to encour-
age them to breed. He is opposed to European union.

The recent upsurge in xenophobic nationalism is no less
worrying for the apparent lack of a trigger. . . . Austria and
Switzerland [where federal elections held in October 1999

led to the emergence of a nationalist party as the leading
party in the country] may be isolated and unrelated in-
stances of a shift to the nationalistic right. If not, all Europe
should be worried. European unity itself could be at risk.

(The Canberra Times, October 27, 1999)

Right-wing extremists are now celebrating all over Europe.
They feel victorious after Jorg Haider’s record results in Aus-
tria. . . . Haider and his Freedom Party are best known for be-
ing strongly anti-immigrant and for their right-wing pop-
ulism. They campaigned with such promises as putting a
stop to immigration and denying welfare benefits to immi-
grant families. Those slogans garnered Haider 27 percent of
the vote. . . . Right-wing extremist parties have become a
factor in power all over Europe. In France, and in Italy, Aus-
tria and Belgium, they received the support of more than
10 percent of the voters in the last elections. They are also
strongly represented in the European parliament.

“[Haider’s] victory is a victory for democracy,” said Tor
Paulsson, party organizer for Sweden Democracy, which co-
operates closely with Jean-Marie Le Pen and his National
Front in France. . . . When Le Pen created the National
Front, he told the racists to quit fighting and to work to-
gether instead. In the last French parliamentary elections,
this recipe produced 14.9 percent of the vote. In Vitrolles
the mayor has implemented the Front’s slogan, “Frenchmen
first.” Parents who give birth to a “real French baby” get
5,000 francs plus a nanny, while Arab parents get nothing.

(Markus Gustafsson, Aftonbladet, Stockholm, October 5,
1999)

Source: World Press Review, January 2000, p. 10.



ucation remained largely centered on the liberal arts,
pure science, and preparation for the professions of law
and medicine.

Much of this changed in the 1950s and 1960s. Euro-
pean states began to foster greater equality of opportunity
in higher education by eliminating fees, and universities
experienced an influx of students from the middle and
lower classes. Enrollments grew dramatically. In France,
4.5 percent of young people went to a university in 1950;
by 1965, the figure had increased to 14.5 percent. Enroll-
ments in European universities more than tripled be-
tween 1940 and 1960.

With growth came problems. Overcrowded classrooms,
unapproachable professors, and authoritarian adminis-
trators aroused student resentment. In addition, despite
changes in the curriculum, students often felt that the uni-
versities were not providing an education relevant to the
modern age. This discontent led to an outburst of student
revolts in the late 1960s. In part, these protests were an ex-
tension of the disruptions in American universities in the
mid-1960s, which were often sparked by student oppo-
sition to the Vietnam War. Protesters also criticized other
aspects of Western society, such as its materialism, and
expressed concern about becoming cogs in the large and
impersonal bureaucratic jungles of the modern world.

The most famous student revolt occurred in France in
1968. It erupted at the University of Nanterre outside
Paris but soon spread to the Sorbonne, the main campus
of the University of Paris. French students demanded a
greater voice in the administration of the university, took
over buildings, and then expanded the scale of their pro-
tests by inviting workers to support them. Half of France’s
workforce went on strike in May 1968. After the Gaullist
government instituted a hefty wage hike, the workers re-
turned to work, and the police repressed the remaining
student protesters.

One source of anger among the student revolutionar-
ies of the late 1960s was the lingering influence of tradi-
tional institutions and values. World War I had seen the
first significant crack in the rigid code of manners and
morals of the nineteenth century. The 1920s had wit-
nessed experimentation with drugs, the appearance of
hard-core pornography, and a new sexual freedom. But
these changes appeared mostly in major cities and
touched only small numbers of people. After World War
II, they were more extensive and far more noticeable.

Sweden took the lead in the so-called sexual revolu-
tion of the 1960s, but the rest of Europe soon followed.
Sex education in the schools and the decriminalization of
homosexuality were but two aspects of Sweden’s liberal
legislation. Introduction of the birth control pill, which
became widely available by the mid-1960s, gave people

more freedom in sexual behavior. Meanwhile, sexually
explicit movies, plays, and books broke new ground in the
treatment of once-hidden subjects.

The new standards were evident in the breakdown of
the traditional family. Divorce rates increased dramati-
cally, especially in the 1960s, while premarital and extra-
marital sexual experiences also rose substantially. The
1960s also saw the emergence of a drug culture. Mari-
juana use was widespread among college and univer-
sity students, and Timothy Leary, a professor who had
done research at Harvard on the effects of LSD (lysergic
acid diethylamide), promulgated the purported “mind-
expanding” effects of hallucinogenics.

Expanding Roles for Women
One area of significant change in postwar European soci-
ety was the role of women. Although women were found
in professional careers and a number of other vocations in
the 1920s and 1930s, the place for most women was still
in the home. Half a century later, there were almost as
many women as men in the workplace, many of them em-
ployed in professions hitherto reserved for men.

One consequence of the trend toward greater employ-
ment outside the home for women was a drop in the
birthrate. The percentage of married women in the fe-
male labor force in Sweden, for example, increased from
47 to 66 percent between 1963 and 1975. In many Euro-
pean countries, zero population growth was reached in
the 1960s, and increases since then have been due solely
to immigration. In Italy and Spain, the flood of women
into the workplace resulted in a dramatic reduction in the
number of children born annually, leading to fears of an
absolute decline in total population. In newly united
Germany, it has been estimated that nearly half a million
immigrants will be required annually to maintain the cur-
rent level of economic growth in the country.

But the increased number of women in the work-
force has not changed some old patterns. Working-class
women in particular still earn salaries lower than those
paid to men for equal work. Women still tend to enter tra-
ditionally female jobs. A 1980 study of twenty-five Euro-
pean nations revealed that women still made up more
than 80 percent of typists, nurses, tailors, and dressmak-
ers in those countries. Many European women also still
faced the double burden of earning income on the one
hand and raising a family and maintaining the household
on the other. Such inequalities led increasing numbers of
women to rebel against their conditions.

The participation of women in World Wars I and II
helped them achieve one of the major aims of the nine-
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teenth-century feminist movement — the right to vote.
After World War I, many governments acknowledged the
contributions of women to the war effort by granting
them the vote — Sweden, Great Britain, Germany, Po-
land, Hungary, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. Women in
France and Italy finally gained the right to vote in 1945.

After World War II, European women tended to fall
back into the traditional roles expected of them, and
little was heard of feminist concerns. But with the stu-
dent upheavals of the late 1960s came a renewed interest
in feminism, or the women’s liberation movement, as it
was now called. Increasingly, women protested that the
acquisition of political and legal equality had not brought
true equality with men.

A leading role in the movement was played by French
writer Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986). Born into a
middle-class Catholic family and educated at the Sor-
bonne in Paris, she joined the existentialist movement,
which was the leading intellectual movement of its time
in Western Europe, and became active in political causes.
In 1949, she published The Second Sex, in which she ar-
gued that living in male-dominated societies, women had
been defined by their differences from men and conse-
quently received second-class status. “What particularly
signalizes the situation of woman is that she —a free au-
tonomous being like all human creatures — nevertheless
finds herself in a world where men compel her to assume
the status of the Other.” De Beauvoir played an active
role in the women’s movement during the 1970s, and her
book was a major influence on women in both Western
Europe and the United States.

Feminists in Europe came to believe that women must
transform the fundamental conditions of their lives. They
did so in a variety of ways, forming numerous “conscious-
ness-raising” groups to further awareness of women’s is-
sues and working to legalize both contraception and abor-
tion. A French law passed in 1968 legalized the sale of
contraceptive devices. In 1979, abortion became legal in
France. Even in countries where the Catholic church re-
mained strongly opposed to contraception and legalized
abortion, legislation allowing them passed in the 1970s
and 1980s.

The Environment and 
the Green Movements
Beginning in the 1970s, environmentalism became a se-
rious item on the political agenda throughout the West-
ern world. By that time, serious ecological problems had
become all too apparent in the crowded countries of
Western Europe. Air pollution, produced by nitrogen ox-
ide and sulfur dioxide emissions from road vehicles,

power plants, and industrial factories, was causing respi-
ratory illnesses and having corrosive effects on buildings
as well as on historical monuments such as the Parthenon
in Athens. Many rivers, lakes, and seas had become so
polluted that they posed serious health risks. Dying
forests (such as the famous Black Forest in southern Ger-
many) and disappearing wildlife alarmed more and more
people.

Although the environment movement first began to
gain broad public attention in the United States (see
Chapter 10), the problem was more serious in Europe,
with its higher population density and high levels of in-
dustrial production in such countries as Great Britain and
West Germany. The problem was compounded by the
lack of antipollution controls in the industrial sectors of
the Soviet satellite states to the east.

Growing ecological awareness gave rise to Green
movements and Green parties throughout Europe in the
1970s. They came about in various ways. Some grew out
of the antinuclear movement; others arose out of such
causes as women’s liberation and concern for foreign
workers. Most started at the local level and then gradually
extended their activities to the national level, where they
became formally organized as political parties. Most visi-
ble was the Green Party in Germany, which was officially
organized in 1979 and eventually elected forty-one dele-
gates to the West German parliament, but Green par-
ties also competed successfully in Sweden, Austria, and
Switzerland.

As in the United States, however, the movement has
been hindered by concerns that strict environmental reg-
ulations could sap economic growth and exacerbate un-
employment. National rivalries and disagreements over
how to deal with rising levels of pollution along interna-
tional waterways such as the Rhine River also impeded
cooperation. Nevertheless, public alarm over potential
effects of global warming has focused attention on the
global character of environmental issues.

ASPECTS OF CULTURE
IN POSTWAR EUROPE

During the German occupation of France, the French in-
tellectual Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) developed a phi-
losophy of resistance and individual freedom called exis-
tentialism, whose fundamental premise was the absence
of a god in the universe, thereby denying any preordained
destiny to mankind. Humans were thus deprived of any
absolute purpose or meaning, set adrift in an absurd
world. Often reduced to despair and depression, the pro-
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tagonists of Sartre’s literary works were left with only one
hope — themselves, voluntarily reaching out and becom-
ing involved in their community. In the early 1950s,
Sartre became a devout Marxist, hitching his philosophy
of freedom to one of political engagement to the Com-
munist ideal.

One of Sartre’s contemporaries, Albert Camus (1913–
1960), greatly influenced generations of young people in
the postwar era with writings that focused on the notion
of the absurd. In his seminal novel, The Stranger (1942),
the protagonist, having stumbled through a lethargic ex-
istence, realizes just before dying that regardless of the ab-
surdity of life, humans still have the opportunity to em-
brace the joyful dimensions of experience —in his case,
the warmth and splendor of the Algerian skies. Neither a
political activist nor an ideologue, Camus broke with
Sartre and other French leftists upon the disclosure of the
Stalinist atrocities in the Soviet gulags.

The existentialist worldview found expression in the
Paris of the 1950s in the “theater of the absurd.” One of
its foremost proponents was the Irish dramatist Samuel
Beckett (1906 –1990), who lived in France. In his trail-
blazing play Waiting for Godot (1952), two nondescript
men eagerly await the appearance of someone who never
arrives. While they wait, they pass the time exchanging
hopes and fears, with humor, courage, and touching
friendship. This waiting represents the existential mean-
ing of life, which is found in the daily activities and fel-
lowship of the here and now, despite the absence of any
absolute salvation to the human condition.

With the Soviet suppression of the Hungarian Revolu-
tion in 1956, many Europeans became disenchanted with
political systems of any kind and began to question the
validity of reason, history, progress, and universal truths.
Leading the way toward the adoption of a new perspec-
tive was the French structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss
(b. 1908). An anthropologist, he examined world cul-
tures as autonomous units, each different and worthy of
respect, thus helping to reinforce the dismantling of the
French colonial empire and empower the newly emerging
postcolonial nations in Africa and Asia.

In the late 1960s, the negation of prewar ideologies
and the proliferation of structural methodology, now ap-
plied to all branches of learning, fused into a new doc-
trine of skepticism called deconstruction. Deconstruction
cast doubt on all Western political and philosophical tra-
ditions, leaving a world in which human beings have lost
their status as free agents dealing with universal verities
and are reduced to empty vessels programmed by lan-
guage and culture.

For deconstructionists, language was like quicksand,
constantly moving, its intermittent layers hiding unlim-

ited and opposing meanings. A word does not signify an
objective meaning but rather is open to different associa-
tions by each speaker or listener. Consequently, a given
text can never have one single meaning, since the inten-
tion of the author and the understanding of the reader
will never be precisely the same. By denying any ultimate
meaning to language, deconstruction thus negated the
existence of any objective truth.

The philosophical skepticism reflected in this new ap-
proach quickly manifested itself in European literature as
authors grappled with new ways to present reality in an
uncertain and nonsensical world. Whereas the mod-
ernists at the beginning of the century had celebrated the
power of art to benefit humankind, placing their faith in
the written word, much of the new “postmodern” litera-
ture reflected the lack of belief in anything, especially the
written word (see Chapter 16).

Following in the footsteps of the modernists, French
authors in the 1960s experimented so radically with liter-
ary forms and language that they pushed fiction well be-
yond its traditional limits of rational understanding. In
the “new novel,” for example, authors like Alain Robbe-
Grillet (b. 1922) and Nathalie Sarraute (1900 –1999)
delved deeply into stream-of-consciousness writing, liter-
ally abandoning the reader in the disorienting obsessions
of the protagonist’s unconscious mind (see Chapter 10).

Some authors, however, preferred to retrieve literary
forms and values that modernists had rejected, choosing
to tell a “good” chronological story, to entertain as well 
as to deliver a moral message. Graham Greene (1904 –
1991) was one of Britain’s more prolific, popular, and crit-
ically acclaimed authors of the century. He succeeded 
in combining psychological and moral depth with en-
thralling stories, often dealing with political conflicts set
in exotic locales. A longtime critic of the United States,
Greene forecast the American defeat in Vietnam in his
1955 novel The Quiet American. This and many of his
other novels have been made into films.

Two other European authors who combined a grip-
ping tale with seriousness of intent, written in fresh ex-
citing narrative, were the German writer Günter Grass
(b. 1927) and the Portuguese novelist José Saramago
(b. 1922). Grass’s 1959 novel, The Tin Drum, blasted
German consciousness out of the complacency that had
been induced by his country’s postwar economic miracle,
reexamining Germany’s infatuation with Hitler and
warning German readers of the ever-present danger of re-
peating the evils of the past. In Crabwalk (2002), Grass
chronicled a 1945 Soviet submarine attack on a German
ship carrying thousands of civilian refugees, thus breaking
the taboo of silence by Germans, who had suppressed the
memory of their own suffering during World War II.
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In The Cave (2001), Saramago focused on global is-
sues, such as the erosion of individual cultures stemming
from the tyranny of globalization, which, in his view, 
had not only led to the exploitation of poor countries but
also had robbed the world’s cultures of their uniqueness,
thus reducing humankind to living in caves where com-
munication is impossible and the only place of worship is
the ubiquitous shopping mall. Like Grass, Saramago be-
lieved strongly in the Western humanist tradition and
viewed authors as society’s moral guardians and political
mobilizers.

Since the end of World War II, serious music has wit-
nessed a wide diversity of experimental movements, each
searching for new tonal and rhythmic structures. Striv-
ing to go beyond Schoenberg’s atonality, European com-
posers in the 1950s set out to free their music from 
the traditional constraints of meter, form, and dynamics.
Of special consideration are Frenchman Pierre Boulez
(b. 1925) and German Karlheinz Stockhausen (b. 1928).
They devised a new procedure called serialism, which is a
mathematical ordering of musical components that, once
set in motion, essentially writes itself automatically.

The second half of the century witnessed a profusion
of diverse movements in European painting and architec-
ture, many of which were initiated in the United States.
For that reason, the issue will be discussed in Chapter 10.

CONCLUSION
During the immediate postwar era, Western Europe
emerged from the ashes of World War II and achieved a
level of political stability and economic prosperity un-
precedented in its long history. By the 1970s, European
leaders were beginning to turn their attention to bringing
about further political and economic unity among the na-
tions in the region. With the signing of the Maastricht
Treaty in 1994, a schedule had been established to put
the dream into effect. But there have been some bumps
along the way, as the pains of transition become more ap-
parent and long-standing structural and cultural differ-
ences hinder the process of unification. A truly united
Europe still remains a long way off.
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� GLASS PYRAMID AT THE LOUVRE. The Louvre, residence of French kings since the sixteenth century and an art museum since
the French Revolution, has traditionally represented classical symmetry and grandeur. In 1988, under the auspices of French President
François Mitterrand, architect I. M. Pei added this imaginative and daring symmetrical pyramid of glass. It functions as an expedient en-
trance to the mammoth museum, while also allowing natural light to flood the lower floors. Its form incorporates the grandeur of Egypt
with modernist simplicity.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f W

ill
ia

m
 J

. D
ui

ke
r



INFOTRAC
COLLEGE EDITION

Visit source collections at http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com,
and use the Search function with the following key terms:

Europe Communism
Feminism
Germany reunification
Green parties
Single European market

WORLD HISTORY
RESOURCES

Visit the Twentieth-Century World History Companion Web site
for resources specific to this textbook: 

http://history.wadsworth.com/duiker_20th03/

The Wadsworth World History Resource Center at 
http://history.wadsworth.com/world/ offers a variety of tools 
to help you succeed in this course, including access to quizzes; 
images; documents; interactive simulations, maps, and timelines;
movie explorations; and a wealth of other sources.

POSTWAR EUROPE: ON THE PATH TO UNITY? • CHAPTER 9 193

1945 197519651955 1985 1995 2000

De Gaulle’s rule in France Expansion of6
European Economic Community

Reunification6
of Germany

Tony Blair elected6
prime minister of6
Great Britain

Emergence of 6
Green movement

Introduction6
of the euro

EUROPE

Treaty of Rome6
creates common6
market

Student protest6
in France

Era of Margaret6
Thatcher in6
Great Britain



Chapter

10 
THE UNITED STATES, 

CANADA, AND 

LATIN AMERICA
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he United States emerged from World War II as one of the world’s two

superpowers. Reluctantly, it remained deeply involved in international

affairs and, as its Cold War confrontation with the Soviet Union intensified,

directed much of its energy toward combating the spread of communism throughout

the world. Internally, Americans turned their attention to continuing the prewar

recovery from the Great Depression.

American prosperity reached new proportions in the two decades after World War

II, but a series of nagging economic and social problems —including racial divisions

and pockets of chronic poverty — showed that the American dream still did not ap-

ply to everyone.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Empire briefly raised

hopes of the emergence of a new world order, but as the world entered the twenty-

first century, the rise of militant terrorism raised the specter of a new era of interna-

tional instability.

To the south of the United States lay the vast world of Latin America with its own

unique heritage. Although there were some welcome signs during the last years of the

twentieth century that military regimes were being replaced by governments elected

by democratic procedures, most of the nations in the region continued to struggle

with economic and political instability, and suspicion of the United States for seek-

ing to dominate the hemisphere continued.



THE EMERGENCE OF
THE UNITED STATES

Between 1945 and 1970, the legacy of Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s New Deal largely determined the parameters of
American domestic politics. The New Deal gave rise to a
distinct pattern that signified a basic transformation in
American society. This pattern included a dramatic in-
crease in the role and power of the federal government,
the rise of organized labor as a significant force in the
economy and politics, a commitment to the welfare state,
albeit a restricted one (Americans did not have access 
to universal health care as most other industrialized soci-
eties did), a grudging acceptance of the need to resolve
minority problems, and a willingness to experiment with
deficit spending as a means of spurring the economy. The
influence of New Deal politics was bolstered by the elec-
tion of Democratic presidents —Harry Truman in 1948,
John F. Kennedy in 1960, and Lyndon B. Johnson in
1964. Even the election of a Republican president,
Dwight D. Eisenhower, in 1952 and 1956, did not signifi-
cantly alter the fundamental direction of the New Deal.
As Eisenhower conceded in 1954, “Should any political
party attempt to abolish Social Security and eliminate la-
bor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that
party again in our political history.”

No doubt, the economic boom that took place after
World War II fueled public confidence in the new Amer-
ican way of life. A shortage of consumer goods during 
the war left Americans with both surplus income and the
desire to purchase these goods after the war. Then, too,
the growing power of organized labor enabled more and
more workers to obtain the wage increases that fueled the
growth of the domestic market. Increased government
expenditures (justified by the theory of English econo-
mist John Maynard Keynes that government spending
could stimulate a lagging economy to reach higher levels
of productivity) also indirectly subsidized the American
private enterprise system. Especially after the Korean War
began in 1950, outlays on defense provided money for 
scientific research in the universities and markets for
weapons industries. After 1955, tax dollars built a mas-
sive system of interstate highways, and tax deductions for
mortgages subsidized homeowners. Between 1945 and
1973, real wages grew at an average rate of 3 percent a
year, the most prolonged advance in American history.

The prosperity of the 1950s and 1960s also translated
into significant social changes. More workers left the fac-
tories and fields and moved into white-collar occupa-
tions, finding jobs as professional and technical employ-

ees, managers, proprietors, and clerical and sales workers.
In 1940, blue-collar workers made up 52 percent of the 
labor force; farmers and farmworkers, 17 percent; and
white-collar workers, 31 percent. By 1970, blue-collar
workers constituted 50 percent; farmers and farmworkers,
3 percent; and white-collar workers, 47 percent. One
consequence of this process was a movement from rural
areas and central cities into the suburbs. In 1940, just
19 percent of the American population lived in suburbs,
49 percent in rural areas, and 32 percent in central cities.
By 1970, those figures had changed to 38, 31, and 31 per-
cent, respectively. The move to the suburbs also produced
an imposing number of shopping malls and reinforced the
American passion for the automobile, which provided
the means of transport from suburban home to suburban
mall and workplace. Finally, the search for prosperity led
to new migration patterns. As the West and South expe-
rienced rapid economic growth through the development
of new industries, especially in the defense field, massive
numbers of people made the exodus from the cities of the
Northeast and Midwest to the Sunbelt of the South and
West. Between 1940 and 1980, cities like Chicago, Phil-
adelphia, Detroit, and Cleveland lost between 13 and
36 percent of their populations, while Los Angeles, Dal-
las, and San Diego grew between 100 and 300 percent.

Although the country was becoming more affluent, it
was also feeling more vulnerable as Cold War confronta-
tions abroad had repercussions at home. The Communist
victory in China aroused fears that Communists had in-
filtrated the United States. A demagogic senator from
Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy, helped intensify a massive
“Red scare” with his (unsubstantiated) allegations that
there were hundreds of Communists in high government
positions. But McCarthy went too far when he attacked
alleged “Communist conspirators” in the U.S. Army, and
he was censured by Congress in 1954. Shortly after, his
anti-Communist crusade came to an end. The pervasive
fear of communism and the possibility of a nuclear war,
however, remained at a peak.

While the 1950s have been characterized (errone-
ously) as a tranquil age, the period between 1960 and
1973 was clearly a time of upheaval that brought to the
fore some of the problems that had been glossed over in
the 1950s. The era began on an optimistic note. At age
forty-three, John F. Kennedy (1917–1963) became the
youngest president in the history of the United States and
the first born in the twentieth century. His own adminis-
tration, cut short by an assassin’s bullet on November 22,
1963, focused primarily on foreign affairs, although it in-
augurated an extended period of increased economic
growth. Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson (1908–
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1973), who won a new term as president in a landslide in
1964, used his stunning mandate to pursue the growth of
the welfare state, first begun in the New Deal. Johnson’s
programs included health care for the elderly, a “war on
poverty” to be fought with food stamps and a “job corps,”
the new Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment to deal with the problems of the cities, and federal
assistance for education.

Johnson’s other domestic passion was the achievement
of equal rights for African Americans. The civil rights
movement began in earnest in 1954 when the U.S. Su-
preme Court took the dramatic step of striking down 
the practice of maintaining racially segregated public
schools. According to Chief Justice Earl Warren, “Sepa-
rate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” A year
later, during a boycott of segregated buses in Mont-
gomery, Alabama, the eloquent Martin Luther King Jr.
(1929–1968) surfaced as the leader of a growing move-
ment for racial equality.

By the early 1960s, a number of groups, includ-
ing King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), were organizing demonstrations and sit-ins
across the South to end racial segregation. In August
1963, King led the March on Washington for Jobs and
Freedom. This march and King’s impassioned plea for
racial equality had an electrifying effect on the American
people. By the end of 1963, a majority of Americans
(52 percent) called civil rights the most significant na-
tional issue; only 4 percent had done so eight months
earlier.

President Johnson took up the cause of civil rights. As
a result of his initiative, Congress in 1964 enacted the
Civil Rights Act, which ended segregation and discrimi-
nation in the workplace and all public accommodations.
The Voting Rights Act, passed the following year, elimi-
nated racial obstacles to voting in southern states. But
laws alone could not guarantee a “great society,” and
Johnson soon faced bitter social unrest, both from African
Americans and from the burgeoning antiwar movement.

In the North and West, African Americans had had
voting rights for many years, but local patterns of segre-
gation resulted in considerably higher unemployment
rates for blacks (and Hispanics) than for whites and left
blacks segregated in huge urban ghettos. In these ghettos,
calls for militant action by radical black nationalist lead-
ers, such as Malcolm X of the Black Muslims, attracted
more attention than the nonviolent appeals of Martin
Luther King. In the summer of 1965, race riots erupted in
the Watts district of Los Angeles that led to thirty-four
deaths and the destruction of more than one thousand
buildings. Cleveland, San Francisco, Chicago, Newark,

and Detroit likewise exploded in the summers of 1966
and 1967. After the assassination of Martin Luther King
in 1968, more than one hundred cities experienced riot-
ing, including Washington, D.C., the nation’s capital.
The combination of riots and extremist comments by
radical black leaders led to a “white backlash” and a se-
vere division of American society. In 1964, only 34 per-
cent of white Americans agreed with the statement that
blacks were asking for “too much”; by late 1966, that
number had risen to 85 percent.

Antiwar protests also divided the American people af-
ter President Johnson committed American troops to a
costly war in Vietnam (see the box on p. 197). The anti-
war movement arose out of the free speech movement
that began in 1964 at the University of California at
Berkeley as a protest against the impersonality and au-
thoritarianism of the large university. As the war pro-
gressed and U.S. casualties mounted, protests escalated.
Teach-ins, sit-ins, and the occupation of university build-
ings alternated with more radical demonstrations that in-
creasingly led to violence. The killing of four students at
Kent State University in 1970 by the Ohio National
Guard caused a reaction, and the antiwar movement be-
gan to subside. By that time, however, antiwar demon-
strations had helped weaken the willingness of many
Americans to continue the war. But the combination of
antiwar demonstrations and ghetto riots in the cities also
prepared many people to embrace “law and order,” an ap-
peal used by Richard M. Nixon (1913–1995), the Re-
publican presidential candidate in 1968. With Nixon’s
election in 1968, a shift to the right in American politics
had begun.

The United States Moves Right
Nixon eventually ended U.S. involvement in Vietnam by
gradually withdrawing American troops and appealing to
the “silent majority” of Americans for patience in bring-
ing the conflict to an end. A slowdown in racial deseg-
regation appealed to southern whites, who ordinarily
tended to vote Democratic. The Republican strategy also
gained support among white Democrats in northern
cities, where court-mandated busing to achieve racial in-
tegration had produced a white backlash. Nixon was less
conservative on other issues, notably when, breaking
with his strong anti-Communist past, he visited China in
1972 and opened the door toward the eventual diplo-
matic recognition of that Communist state.

However, Nixon was paranoid about conspiracies and
began to use illegal methods of gaining political intelli-
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gence about his political opponents. One of the presi-
dent’s advisers explained that their intention was to “use
the available federal machinery to screw our political en-
emies.” Nixon’s zeal led to the infamous Watergate scan-
dal— the attempted bugging of Democratic National
Headquarters. Although Nixon repeatedly lied to the
American public about his involvement in the affair, se-
cret tapes of his own conversations in the White House

revealed the truth. On August 9, 1974, Nixon resigned
from office, an act that saved him from almost certain im-
peachment and conviction.

After Watergate, American domestic politics focused
on economic issues. Gerald B. Ford (b. 1913) became
president when Nixon resigned, only to lose in the 1976
election to the Democratic former governor of Georgia,
Jimmy Carter (b. 1924), who campaigned as an outsider
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THE AGE OF AQUARIUS

he election of John F. Kennedy to the presidency in
the fall of 1960 sparked a vast wave of enthusiasm

among young people across the United States. In his in-
augural address, the new president dramatically declared that the
“torch of liberty” had passed to “a new generation of Americans,”
who were now admonished to ask not what their country could do
for them, but what they could do for their country.

Within a few short years, however, the optimism engen-
dered by the Kennedy presidency had dissipated, to be re-
placed by an era of discontent marked by antiwar protests on
college campuses, urban riots, and a widespread distaste for
the shallowness of life in the postwar United States. By the
1970s, many Americans had lost faith in their government
and in its ability to adequately service their needs and real-
ize their aspirations.

What had happened to tarnish the dream of the Kennedy
years? In part, of course, the disillusionment was a direct
consequence of the Vietnam War, a war for which President
Kennedy himself bore part of the responsibility and which
eventually aroused massive unrest on college campuses
across the country. But it is clear that the public discon-
tent over U.S. foreign policy in the 1960s was only one
symptom of a deeper current of protest over domestic issues
in the United States — over civil rights for racial minorities,
over inequalities between men and women, and even over
the materialistic lifestyle that characterized the country’s
capitalist civilization. According to one political scientist,
Samuel P. Huntington, the “age of protest” actually began in
February 1960, months before the Kennedy election, when
four young African Americans demanded service at a lunch
counter in Greensboro, North Carolina.

What puzzled many Americans was that the discontent
of the 1960s and early 1970s took place during a period
marked by the greatest material prosperity that the country
had ever known. To seasoned observers, however, the fer-
ment was a product of deep-seated cyclical changes that

were an integral part of the rhythm of American society.
Huntington notes that there has historically been a large
gap between the nation’s ideals of freedom and equality and
the degree to which such aspirations have actually been
achieved in American society. In that sense, Kennedy may
have helped unleash the era of protest with his campaign
pledge to “get this country moving again.” That legacy con-
tinued to fester after his assassination in November 1963.

To participants, the fires of such intense social energy
may seem unquenchable. Folk musician Bob Dylan —whose
song “The Times They Are A-Changin’,” published in 1964,
became the anthem of the protest movement —wrote that
the old order was rapidly fading, and anyone who was not
ready to follow the new road had better get out of the way.
In fact, however, such creedal passion cannot be sustained.
As the historian Arthur F. Schlesinger Jr. has noted, life 
in America has always been a process of ebb and flow be-
tween innovation and conservatism, with each phase bear-
ing the seeds of its own contradiction. Sustained public ac-
tion is emotionally exhausting, breeding a desire to return to
a calmer private life. But when social problems begin to fes-
ter and people grow weary of selfish motives and the con-
centration on material pleasures, the process begins again.

So it has happened periodically in American history. And
so it was in the 1960s, when a generation of young Ameri-
cans grew bored with the complacency of the Eisenhower
years and welcomed the “Age of Aquarius,” marked by “har-
mony and understanding, sympathy and trust abounding.”
All too soon, the dream died, and an exhausted country re-
turned to its private concerns in the self-indulgent years of
the 1980s.

Sources: Arthur F. Schlesinger Jr., The Cycles of American History (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1986); Samuel P. Huntington, American Politics: The
Promise of Disharmony (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity, 1981); Bob Dylan, Lyrics, 1962–1985 (New York: Knopf, 1992);
“Aquarius,” from the American rock musical Hair, words by James Rado
and Gerome Ragni (New York: United Artists, 1968).



against the Washington establishment. Both Ford and
Carter faced severe economic problems. The period from
1973 to the mid-1980s was one of economic stagnation,
which came to be known as stagflation —a combination
of high inflation and high unemployment. In 1984, me-
dian family income was 6 percent below that of 1973.

The economic downturn stemmed at least in part from
a dramatic rise in oil prices. Oil had been a cheap and
abundant source of energy in the 1950s, but by the late
1970s, half of the oil used in the United States came from
the Middle East. An oil embargo imposed by the Organi-
zation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) cartel
as a reaction to the Arab-Israeli War in 1973 and OPEC’s
subsequent raising of prices led to a quadrupling of the
cost of oil. By the end of the 1970s, oil prices had in-
creased twentyfold, encouraging inflationary tendencies
throughout the entire economy. Although the Carter ad-
ministration produced a plan for reducing oil consump-
tion at home while spurring domestic production, neither
Congress nor the American people could be persuaded to
follow what they regarded as drastic measures.

By 1980, the Carter administration was facing two
devastating problems. High inflation and a noticeable de-
cline in average weekly earnings were causing a percepti-
ble drop in American living standards. At the same time,
a crisis abroad had erupted when fifty-three Americans
were taken and held hostage by the Iranian government
of Ayatollah Khomeini. Although Carter had little con-
trol over the situation, his inability to gain the release of
the American hostages led to the perception at home
that he was a weak president. His overwhelming loss to
Ronald Reagan (b. 1911) in the election of 1980 brought
forward the chief exponent of conservative Republican
policies and a new political order.

Return to Hegemony
The conservative trend continued in the 1980s. The
election of Ronald Reagan changed the direction of
American policy on several fronts. Reversing decades of
the expanding welfare state, Reagan cut spending on food
stamps, school lunch programs, and job programs. At the
same time, his administration fostered the largest peace-
time military buildup in American history. Total federal
spending rose from $631 billion in 1981 to more than
$1 trillion by 1986. But instead of raising taxes to pay 
for the new expenditures, which far outweighed the bud-
get cuts in social areas, Reagan convinced Congress to
support supply-side economics. Massive tax cuts were de-
signed to stimulate rapid economic growth and produce
new revenues. Much of the tax cut went to the wealthy.

Between 1980 and 1986, the income of the lowest 40 per-
cent of the workforce fell 9 percent, while the income of
the highest 20 percent rose by 5 percent.

Reagan’s policies seemed to work in the short run, and
the United States experienced an economic upturn that
lasted until the end of the 1980s. But the spending poli-
cies of the Reagan administration also produced record
government deficits, which loomed as an obstacle to
long-term growth. In the 1970s, the total deficit was
$420 billion; between 1981 and 1987, Reagan budget
deficits were three times that amount. The inability of
George H. W. Bush (b. 1924), Reagan’s successor, to deal
with the deficit problem or with the continuing eco-
nomic downslide led to the election of a Democrat, Bill
Clinton (b. 1946), in November 1992.

The new president was a southerner who claimed to be
a new Democrat — one who favored fiscal responsibility
and a more conservative social agenda —a clear indica-
tion that the rightward drift in American politics had not
been ended by his victory. During his first term in office,
Clinton reduced the budget deficit and signed a bill turn-
ing the welfare program back to the states while pushing
measures to strengthen the educational system and pro-
vide job opportunities for those Americans removed from
the welfare rolls. By seizing the center of the American
political agenda, Clinton was able to win reelection in
1996, although the Republican Party now held a majority
in both houses of Congress.

President Clinton’s political fortunes were helped con-
siderably by a lengthy economic revival. Thanks to
downsizing, major U.S. corporations began to recover the
competitive edge they had lost to Japanese and European
firms in previous years. At the same time, a steady reduc-
tion in the annual government budget deficit strength-
ened confidence in the performance of the national econ-
omy. Although wage increases were modest, inflation was
securely in check, and public confidence in the future was
on the rise.

Many of the country’s social problems, however, re-
mained unresolved. Although crime rates were down,
drug use, smoking, and alcoholism among young people
were on the rise, and the specter of rising medical costs
loomed as a generation of baby boomers neared retire-
ment age. Americans remained bitterly divided over such
issues as abortion and affirmative action programs to rec-
tify past discrimination on the basis of gender, race, or
sexual orientation.

President Clinton contributed to the national sense of
unease by becoming the focus of a series of financial and
sexual scandals that aroused concerns among many
Americans that the moral fiber of the country had been
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severely undermined. Accused of lying under oath in a ju-
dicial hearing, he was impeached by the Republican-led
majority in Congress. Although the effort to remove
Clinton from office failed, his administration was tar-
nished, and in 2000, Republican candidate George W.
Bush (b. 1946), the son of Clinton’s predecessor, narrowly
defeated Clinton’s vice president, Albert Gore, in the
race for the presidency. Bush too sought to occupy the
center of the political spectrum while heeding the con-
cerns of his conservative base.

TERRORIST ATTACK ON THE UNITED STATES

On September 11, 2001, terrorists hijacked four commer-
cial jet planes shortly after taking off from Boston,
Newark, and Washington, D.C. Two of the planes were
flown directly into the twin towers of the World Trade
Center in New York City, causing both buildings to col-
lapse; a third slammed into the Pentagon, near Washing-
ton, D.C.; and the fourth crashed in a field in central
Pennsylvania. About three thousand people were killed,
including everyone aboard the four airliners.

The hijackings were carried out by a terrorist organiza-
tion known as al-Qaeda, which had been suspected of
bombing two U.S. embassies in Africa in 1998 and at-
tacking a U.S. naval ship, the U.S.S. Cole, two years later.
Its leader, Osama bin Laden, was a native of Saudi Ara-
bia who was allegedly angry at the growing U.S. presence
in the Middle East. U.S. President George W. Bush vowed
to wage an offensive war on terrorism, and in October,
with broad international support, U.S. forces attacked al-
Qaeda bases in Afghanistan (see Chapter 14). The Bush
administration had less success in gaining United Nations
approval for an attack on the brutal regime of Saddam
Hussein in Iraq, which Washington accused of amassing
weapons of mass destruction and providing support to ter-
rorist groups in the region.

CANADA: IN THE
SHADOW OF GOLIATH

Canada experienced many of the same developments as
the United States in the postwar years. For twenty-five
years after World War II, Canada realized extraordinary
economic prosperity as it set out on a new path of indus-
trial development. Canada had always had a strong ex-
port economy based on its abundant natural resources.
Now it also developed electronic, aircraft, nuclear, and
chemical engineering industries on a large scale. Much of

the Canadian growth, however, was financed by capital
from the United States, which resulted in U.S. owner-
ship of Canadian businesses. While many Canadians wel-
comed the economic growth, others feared U.S. eco-
nomic domination of Canada and its resources.

Canada’s close relationship with the United States 
has been a notable feature of its postwar history. In addi-
tion to fears of economic domination, Canadians have
also worried about playing a subordinate role politically
and militarily to their neighboring superpower. Canada
agreed to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in
1949 and even sent military contingents to fight in Korea
the following year. But to avoid subordination to the
United States or any other great power, Canada has con-
sistently and actively supported the United Nations.
Nevertheless, concerns about the United States have not
kept Canada from maintaining a special relationship
with its southern neighbor. The North American Air De-
fense Command (NORAD), formed in 1957, was based
on close cooperation between the air forces of the two
countries for the defense of North America against mis-
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� TERRORIST ATTACK ON THE WORLD TRADE CENTER IN
NEW YORK CITY. On September 11, 2001, hijackers flew two
commercial jetliners into the twin towers of the World Trade
Center. Shown is the second of the jetliners about to hit one of
the towers while smoke billows from the site of the first attack.
Both towers soon collapsed, killing thousands.
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sile attack. As another example of their
close cooperation, in 1972, Canada and
the United States signed the Great
Lakes Water Quality Agreement to reg-
ulate water quality of the lakes that
border both countries.

After 1945, the Liberal Party con-
tinued to dominate Canadian politics
until 1957, when John Diefenbaker
(1895–1979) achieved a Conserva-
tive victory. But a major recession re-
turned the Liberals to power, and under
Lester Pearson (1897–1972), they cre-
ated Canada’s welfare state by enacting
a national social security system (the
Canada Pension Plan) and a national health insurance
program.

The most prominent Liberal government, however,
was that of Pierre Trudeau (1919–2000), who came to
power in 1968. Although French Canadian in back-
ground, Trudeau was dedicated to Canada’s federal union.
In 1968, his government passed the Official Languages
Act, creating a bilingual federal civil service and encour-
aging the growth of French culture and language in Can-
ada. Although Trudeau’s government vigorously pushed
an industrialization program, high inflation and Tru-
deau’s efforts to impose the will of the federal government
on the powerful provincial governments alienated voters
and weakened his government.

For Canada, the vigor of the U.S. economy in the
1980s and 1990s was a mixed blessing, for the American
behemoth was all too often inclined to make use of its
power to have its way with its neighbors. Economic re-
cession had brought Brian Mulroney (b. 1939), leader of
the Progressive Conservative Party, to power in Can-
ada in 1984. Mulroney’s government sought to privatize
many of Canada’s state-run corporations and negotiated
a free trade agreement with the United States. Bitterly re-
sented by many Canadians as a sellout, the agreement
cost Mulroney’s government much of its popularity. In
1993, the ruling Conservatives were drastically defeated
in national elections, winning only two seats in the
House of Commons. The Liberal leader, Jean Chrétien,
took over as prime minister with the charge of stimulat-
ing the nation’s sluggish economy.

The new Liberal government also faced an ongoing
crisis over the French-speaking province of Quebec. In
the late 1960s, the Parti Québécois, headed by René
Lévesque, campaigned on a platform of Quebec’s seces-
sion from the Canadian confederation. In 1970, the party
won 24 percent of the popular vote in Quebec’s provin-

cial elections. To pursue their dream 
of separation, some underground sepa-
ratist groups even used terrorist bomb-
ings and kidnapped two prominent
government officials. In 1976, the Parti
Québécois won Quebec’s provincial
elections and in 1980 called for a refer-
endum that would enable the provin-
cial government to negotiate Quebec’s
independence from the rest of Canada.
But voters in Quebec rejected the plan
in 1995, and debate over Quebec’s sta-
tus continued to divide Canada as the
decade came to a close. Provincial elec-
tions held in April 2003 delivered a

stunning defeat to the Parti Québécois and a decisive vic-
tory to federalist elements.

DEMOCRACY,
DICTATORSHIP, 
AND DEVELOPMENT
IN LATIN AMERICA
SINCE 1945

The Great Depression of the 1930s caused political in-
stability in many Latin American countries that led to
military coups and militaristic regimes (see Chapter 5).
But it also helped transform Latin America from a tra-
ditional to a modern economy. Since the nineteenth 
century, Latin Americans had exported raw materials, es-
pecially minerals and foodstuffs, while buying the manu-
factured goods of the industrialized countries, particularly
Europe and the United States. Despite a limited degree of
industrialization, Latin America was still dependent on
an export-import economy. As a result of the Great De-
pression, however, exports were cut in half, and the rev-
enues available to buy manufactured goods declined. In
response, many Latin American countries encouraged
the development of new industries to produce goods that
were formerly imported. Due to a shortage of capital in
the private sector, governments often invested in the new
industries, thereby leading, for example, to government-
run steel industries in Chile and Brazil and petroleum in-
dustries in Argentina and Mexico.

In the 1960s, however, Latin American countries were
still dependent on the United States, Europe, and now Ja-
pan for the advanced technology needed for modern in-
dustries. To make matters worse, poverty conditions in
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MAP 10.1 Political Trends in Latin America in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Latin America experienced considerable political upheaval after World War II,
especially as a result of severe economic problems. The result was a move
toward military regimes as well as strong leftist movements, especially
Marxism. ➢ Which Latin American countries experienced military regimes,
and which were troubled by leftist movements?
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some Latin American countries limited the size of do-
mestic markets, and many countries were unable to find
markets abroad for their products.

These failures resulted in takeovers by military regimes
that sought to curb the demands of the new industrial
middle class and a working class that had increased in size
and power as a result of industrialization (see Map 10.1).
In the 1960s, repressive military regimes in Chile, Brazil,
and Argentina abolished political parties and turned to
export-import economies financed by foreigners while
encouraging multinational corporations to come into
their countries. Because these companies were primarily
interested in taking advantage of Latin America’s raw
materials and abundant supply of cheap labor, their pres-
ence often offered little benefit to the local economy and
contributed to the region’s dependence on the industri-
ally developed nations.

In the 1970s, Latin American regimes grew even more
reliant on borrowing from abroad, especially from banks
in Europe and the United States. Between 1970 and
1982, debt to foreigners increased from $27 billion to
$315.3 billion. By 1982, a number of governments an-
nounced that they could no longer pay interest on their
debts to foreign banks, and their economies began to
crumble. Wages fell, and unemployment skyrocketed.
Governments were forced to undertake fundamental re-
forms to qualify for additional loans, reducing the size of
the state sector and improving agricultural production in
order to stem the flow of people from the countryside to
the cities and strengthen the domestic market for Latin
American products.

In the 1990s, the opening of markets to free trade prac-
tices and other consequences of the globalization process
began to exert a growing impact on Latin American
economies. As some countries faced the danger of bank-
ruptcy, belt-tightening measures undertaken to reassure
foreign investors provoked social protests and threatened
to undermine the precarious political stability in the
region.

Other factors have also played important roles in 
the history of Latin America since 1945. The Catholic
church had been a powerful force in Latin America for
centuries, but its hold over people diminished as cities
and industrial societies developed. Eventually, the church
adopted a middle stance in Latin American society, ad-
vocating a moderate capitalist system that would respect
workers’ rights, institute land reform, and provide for the
poor. Some Catholics, however, took a more radical path
to change by advocating a theology of liberation. Influ-
enced by Marxist ideas, advocates of liberation theology
believed that Christians must fight to free the oppressed,
using violence if necessary. Some Catholic clergy rec-

ommended armed rebellions and even teamed up with
Marxist guerrillas in rural areas. Other radical priests
worked in factories alongside workers or carried on social
work among the poor in the slums. Liberation theology
was by no means the ideology of the majority of Latin
American Catholics and was rejected by the church hier-
archy. Nevertheless, the Catholic church continued to
play an important role in Latin America by becoming the
advocate of human rights against authoritarian regimes.

The United States continued to cast a large shadow
over Latin America. In 1948, the nations of the region
formed the Organization of American States (OAS),
which was intended to eliminate unilateral action by one
state in the internal or external affairs of another state,
while encouraging regional cooperation to maintain
peace. It did not end U.S. interference in Latin American
affairs, however. The United States returned to a policy
of unilateral action when it believed that Soviet agents
were attempting to use local Communists or radical re-
formers to establish governments hostile to U.S. interests.
In the 1960s, President Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress
encouraged social reform and economic development by
providing private and public funds to elected govern-
ments whose reform programs were acceptable to the
United States. But the Alliance failed to work, and when
Marxist-led insurrections began to spread throughout the
region, the United States responded by providing mas-
sive military aid to anti-Communist regimes, regardless of
their nature.

The Threat of Marxist Revolutions
Until the 1960s, Marxism played little role in the poli-
tics of Latin America. The success of Fidel Castro in
Cuba, however, opened the door for other revolutionary
movements that aimed to gain the support of peasants
and industrial workers and bring radical change to Latin
America.

THE CUBAN REVOLUTION

An authoritarian regime, headed by Fulgencio Batista
(1901–1973) and closely tied economically to U.S. in-
vestors, had ruled Cuba since 1934. A strong opposition
movement to Batista’s government developed, led by Fi-
del Castro (b. 1926) and assisted by Ernesto “Ché” Gue-
vara (1928–1967), an Argentinian who believed that
revolutionary upheaval was necessary for change to oc-
cur. Castro maintained that only armed force could over-
throw Batista, but when their initial assaults on Batista’s
regime brought little success, Castro’s forces, based in the
Sierra Maestra mountains, turned to guerrilla warfare. As



the rebels gained more support, Batista responded with
such brutality that he alienated his own supporters. The
dictator fled in December 1958, and Castro’s revolution-
aries seized Havana on January 1, 1959.

Relations between Cuba and the United States
quickly deteriorated. An agrarian reform law in May 1959
nationalized all landholdings over 1,000 acres. A new
level of antagonism arose early in 1960 when the Soviet
Union agreed to buy Cuban sugar and provide $100 mil-
lion in credits. On March 17, 1960, President Eisenhower
directed the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to “or-
ganize the training of Cuban exiles, mainly in Guate-
mala, against a possible future day when they might re-
turn to their homeland.”1 Arms from Eastern Europe
began to arrive in Cuba, the United States cut its pur-
chases of Cuban sugar, and the Cuban government na-
tionalized U.S. companies and banks. In October 1960,
the United States declared a trade embargo of Cuba, driv-
ing Castro closer to the Soviet Union.

On January 3, 1961, the United States broke diplo-
matic relations with Cuba. The new U.S. president, John
F. Kennedy, approved a plan originally drafted by the pre-
vious administration to launch an invasion to overthrow
Castro’s government, but the landing of fourteen hun-
dred CIA-assisted Cubans in Cuba on April 17, 1961,
known as the Bay of Pigs, turned into a total military dis-
aster. This fiasco encouraged the Soviets to make an even
greater commitment to Cuban independence by attempt-
ing to place nuclear missiles in the country, an act that
led to a showdown with the United States (see Chap-
ter 7). As its part of the bargain to defuse the missile cri-
sis, the United States agreed not to invade Cuba.

But the missile crisis affected Cuba in another way as
well. Castro, who had urged Khrushchev to stand firm
even at the risk of nuclear war with the United States,
now realized that the Soviet Union was unreliable. If 
revolutionary Cuba was to be secure and no longer encir-
cled by hostile states tied to U.S. interests, the Cubans
would have to instigate social revolution in the rest of
Latin America. He believed that once guerrilla wars were
launched, peasants would flock to the movement and
overthrow the old regimes. Guevara attempted to insti-
gate a guerrilla war in Bolivia but was caught and killed
by the Bolivian army in the fall of 1967. The Cuban strat-
egy had failed.

In Cuba, however, Castro’s socialist revolution pro-
ceeded, with mixed results. The Cuban Revolution did
secure some social gains for its people, especially in
health care and education. The regime provided free
medical services for all citizens, and a new law code ex-
panded the rights of women. Illiteracy was wiped out by
creating new schools and establishing teacher-training

institutes that tripled the number of teachers within ten
years. Eschewing the path of rapid industrialization, Cas-
tro encouraged agricultural diversification. But the Cu-
ban economy continued to rely on the production and
sale of sugar. Economic problems forced the Castro re-
gime to depend on Soviet subsidies and the purchase of
Cuban sugar by Soviet bloc countries.

The disintegration of the Soviet Union was a major
blow to Cuba, as the new government in Moscow no
longer had a reason to continue to subsidize the onetime
Soviet ally. During the 1990s, Castro began to introduce
limited market reforms and to allow the circulation of
U.S. dollars. But although most Cubans remained locked
in poverty, the regime refused to liberalize the political
system, and although limited Cuban contacts with the
United States were permitted by the Clinton administra-
tion, the U.S. embargo remained in place as the new cen-
tury dawned.

CHILE

Another challenge to U.S. influence in Latin America
appeared in 1970 when a Marxist, Salvador Allende
(1908–1973), was elected president of Chile and at-
tempted to create a socialist society by constitutional
means. Chile suffered from a number of economic prob-
lems. Wealth was concentrated in the hands of large
landowners and a few large corporations. Inflation, for-
eign debts, and a decline in the mining industry (copper
exports accounted for 80 percent of Chile’s export in-
come) caused untold difficulties. Right-wing control of
the government failed to achieve any solutions, espe-
cially since foreign investments were allowed to expand.
There was growing resentment of U.S. corporations, es-
pecially Anaconda and Kennecott, which controlled the
copper industry.

In the 1970 elections, a split in the moderate forces
enabled Allende to become president of Chile as head of
a coalition of Socialists, Communists, and Catholic radi-
cals. A number of labor leaders, who represented the in-
terests of the working classes, were given the ministries of
labor, finance, public works, and interior in the new gov-
ernment. Allende increased the wages of industrial work-
ers and began to move toward socialism by nationalizing
the largest domestic and foreign-owned corporations. Na-
tionalization of the copper industry —essentially without
compensation for the owners —caused the Nixon admin-
istration to cut off all aid to Chile, creating serious prob-
lems for the Chilean economy. At the same time, the
government offered only halfhearted resistance to radical
workers who were beginning to take control of the landed
estates.
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These actions brought growing opposition from the
upper and middle classes, who began, with covert support
from the CIA, to organize strikes against the government.
Allende attempted to stop the disorder by bringing three
military officers into his cabinet. They succeeded in end-
ing the strikes, but when Allende’s coalition increased its
vote in the congressional elections of March 1973, the
Chilean army, under the direction of General Augusto
Pinochet, decided on a coup d’état. In September 1973,
Allende and thousands of his supporters were killed.
Contrary to the expectations of many right-wing politi-
cians, the military remained in power and set up a dicta-
torship. The regime moved quickly to outlaw all political
parties, disband the congress, and restore many national-
ized industries and landed estates to their original owners.
The copper industry, however, remained in government
hands. Although Pinochet’s regime liberalized the econ-
omy, its flagrant abuse of human rights led to growing un-
rest against the government in the mid-1980s. In 1989,
free elections produced a Christian Democratic president
who advocated free market economics.

The shadow of the Pinochet era continued to hover
over Chilean politics, however, as many citizens de-
manded that the general, now living in exile, be brought
to justice for his crimes against humanity. In 2000, he was
returned to the country from Europe and placed on trial
for crimes that had allegedly taken place under his rule.

NICARAGUA

The United States intervened in Nicaraguan domestic af-
fairs in the early twentieth century, and U.S. marines ac-
tually remained there for long periods of time. The leader
of the U.S.-supported National Guard, Anastasio Somoza
(1896 –1956), seized control of the government in 1937,
and his family remained in power for the next forty-three
years. U.S. support for the Somoza military regime en-
abled the family to overcome any opponents while en-
riching themselves at the expense of the state.

Opposition to the regime finally arose from Marxist
guerrilla forces known as the Sandinista National Libera-
tion Front. By mid-1979, military victories by the San-
dinistas left them in virtual control of the country. Inher-
iting a poverty-stricken nation, the Sandinistas organized
a provisional government and aligned themselves with
the Soviet Union. The Reagan and Bush administrations,
believing that Central America faced the danger of an-
other Communist state, financed the counterrevolution-
ary Contra rebels in a guerrilla war against the Sandinista
government. The Contra war and a U.S. economic em-
bargo undermined support for the Sandinistas, and in

1990, they agreed to hold free elections. Although they
lost to a coalition headed by Violetta Barrios de Cha-
morro (b. 1929), the Sandinistas remained a significant
political force in Nicaragua.

Nationalism and the Military: The
Examples of Argentina and Brazil
The military became the power brokers of twentieth-
century Latin America. Especially in the 1960s and
1970s, Latin American armies portrayed themselves as
the guardians of national honor and orderly progress. In
the mid-1970s, only Colombia, Venezuela, and Costa
Rica maintained democratic governments.

A decade later, pluralistic systems had been installed
virtually everywhere except in Cuba, Paraguay, and some
of the Central American states. The establishment of
democratic institutions, however, has not managed to
solve all the chronic problems that have plagued the
states of Latin America. Official corruption continued in
many countries, and the gap between rich and poor is
growing, most notably in Brazil and Venezuela, where a
leftist regime led by President Hugo Chavez aroused mas-
sive protests by adopting policies designed to redistribute
the wealth in this oil-rich country.

ARGENTINA

Fearful of the forces unleashed by the development of in-
dustry, the military intervened in Argentinian politics in
1930 and propped up the cattle and wheat oligarchy that
had controlled the government since the beginning of
the twentieth century. In 1943, restless military officers
staged a coup and seized power. But the new regime was
not sure how to deal with the working classes. One of 
its members, Juan Perón (1895–1974), thought that he
could manage the workers and used his position as labor
secretary in the military government to curry favor with
them. He encouraged workers to join labor unions and in-
creased job benefits as well as the number of paid holidays
and vacations. But as Perón grew more popular, other
army officers began to fear his power and arrested him. An
uprising by workers forced the officers to back down, and
in 1946, Perón was elected president.

Perón pursued a policy of increased industrialization to
please his chief supporters —labor and the urban middle
class. At the same time, he sought to free Argentina from
foreign investors. The government bought the railways;
took over the banking, insurance, shipping, and commu-
nications industries; and assumed regulation of imports
and exports. But Perón’s regime was also authoritarian.
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His wife, Eva Perón, organized women’s groups to support
the government while Perón created fascist gangs, mod-
eled after Hitler’s Storm Troops, that used violence to
overawe his opponents. But growing corruption in the
Perón government and the alienation of more and more
people by the regime’s excesses encouraged the military
to overthrow him in September 1955. Perón went into
exile in Spain.

It had been easy for the military to seize power, but it
was harder to rule, especially now that Argentina had a
party of Peronistas clamoring for the return of the exiled
leader. In the 1960s and 1970s, military and civilian gov-
ernments (the latter closely watched by the military) al-
ternated in power. When both failed to provide economic
stability, military leaders decided to allow Juan Perón to
return. Reelected president in September 1973, Perón
died one year later. In 1976, the military installed a new
regime, using the occasion to kill more than six thousand
leftists. With the economic problems still unsolved, the
regime tried to divert people’s attention by invading the
Falkland Islands in April 1982. Great Britain, which had
controlled the islands since the nineteenth century, deci-
sively defeated the Argentine forces. The loss discredited
the military and opened the door once again to civilian
rule. In 1983, Raúl Alfonsín (b. 1927) was elected presi-
dent and sought to reestablish democratic processes.

In 1989, however, Alfonsín was defeated in the presi-
dential elections by the Peronist candidate, Carlos Saúl
Menem (b. 1930). During his first term, the charismatic
Menem won broad popularity for his ability to control the
army, long an active force in politics, and he was reelected
in 1995. But when he sought to control rampant inflation
by curbing government spending, rising unemployment
and an economic recession cut into his public acclaim. In
1999, Fernando de la Rúa was elected president on a prom-
ise to reduce unemployment — now running at nearly
20 percent —and to bring an end to official corruption.
But with Argentina suffering from low growth, rising em-
igration (a growing number of descendants of European
settlers were returning to live in Europe), and shrinking
markets abroad, the new government soon collapsed, ini-
tiating an era of political chaos. In May 2003, Nestor
Kirchner (b. 1950) assumed the presidency and sought to
revive public confidence in an economy in paralysis.

BRAZIL

After Getúlio Vargas was forced to resign from the presi-
dency in 1945 (see Chapter 5), a second Brazilian repub-
lic came into being. In 1949, Vargas was elected to the
presidency. But he was unable to solve Brazil’s economic
problems, especially its soaring inflation, and in 1954, af-
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� THE PERÓNS. Elected president
of Argentina in 1946, Juan Perón soon
established an authoritarian regime
that nationalized some of Argentina’s
basic industries and organized fascist
gangs to overwhelm its opponents. He
is shown here with his wife, Eva, dur-
ing the inauguration ceremonies initi-
ating his second term as president in
1952.
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ter the armed forces called on him to resign, Vargas com-
mitted suicide. Subsequent democratically elected presi-
dents had no better success in controlling inflation while
trying to push rapid industrialization. In the spring of
1964, the military decided to intervene and took over the
government.

The armed forces remained in direct control of the
country for twenty years, setting a new economic course,
cutting back somewhat on state control of the economy
and emphasizing market forces. The new policies seemed
to work, and during the late 1960s, Brazil experienced 
an “economic miracle” as it moved into self-sustaining
economic growth, generally the hallmark of a modern
economy.

Rapid economic growth carried with it some poten-
tial drawbacks. The economic exploitation of the Ama-
zon River basin opened the region to farming but in the
view of some critics threatened the ecological balance
not only of Brazil but of the earth itself. Ordinary Brazil-
ians hardly benefited as the gulf between rich and poor,
always wide, grew even wider. In 1960, the wealthiest
10 percent of Brazil’s population received 40 percent of
the nation’s income; in 1980, they received 51 percent.
At the same time, rapid development led to an inflation
rate of 100 percent a year, and an enormous foreign debt
added to the problems. By the early 1980s, the economic
miracle was turning into an economic nightmare. Over-
whelmed, the generals retreated and opened the door for
a return to democracy in 1985.

In 1990, national elections brought a new president
into office —Fernando Collor de Mello (b. 1949). The
new administration promised to reduce inflation with a
drastic reform program based on squeezing money out of
the economy by stringent controls on wages and prices,
drastic reductions in public spending, and cuts in the
number of government employees. But Collor de Mello’s
efforts — reminiscent of Menem’s in Argentina —were
undermined by reports of official corruption, and he re-
signed at the end of 1992 after having been impeached.
In new elections two years later, Fernando Cardoso (b.
1931) was elected president by an overwhelming major-
ity of the popular vote.

Cardoso, a member of the Brazilian Social Democratic
Party, introduced measures to privatize state-run indus-
tries and to reform social security and the pension system.
He rode a wave of economic prosperity to reelection in
1998. But economic problems, combined with allegations
of official corruption and rising factionalism within the
ruling party, undermined his popularity, leading to the
victory of the Workers’ Party in elections held in 2003.
The new president, ex-lathe operator Luiz Inacio “Lula”

da Silva, however, immediately cautioned his supporters
that the party’s ambitious plans could not be realized un-
til urgent financial reforms had been enacted.

The Mexican Way
During the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas in the 1930s,
the Mexican government returned to some of the original
revolutionary goals by distributing 44 million acres of
land to landless Mexican peasants, thereby appealing to
the rural poor.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Mexico’s ruling party, the 
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), focused on a 
balanced industrial program. Fifteen years of steady eco-
nomic growth combined with low inflation and real gains
in wages for more and more people made those years ap-
pear to be a golden age in Mexico’s economic develop-
ment. But at the end of the 1960s, one implication of
Mexico’s domination by one party became apparent with
the rise of the student protest movement. On October 2,
1968, a demonstration by university students in Tlal-
telolco Square in Mexico City was met by police, who
opened fire and killed hundreds of students. Leaders of
the PRI became concerned about the need to change the
system.

The next two presidents, Luis Echeverría (b. 1922)
and José López Portillo (b. 1920), introduced political re-
forms. The government eased rules for the registration of
political parties and allowed greater freedom of debate in
the press and universities. But economic problems con-
tinued to trouble Mexico.

In the late 1970s, vast new reserves of oil were discov-
ered in Mexico. As the sale of oil abroad rose dramati-
cally, the government became increasingly dependent on
oil revenues. When world oil prices dropped in the mid-
1980s, Mexico was no longer able to make payments on
its foreign debt, which had reached $80 billion in 1982.
The government was forced to adopt new economic poli-
cies, including the sale of publicly owned companies to
private parties.

The debt crisis and rising unemployment increased
dissatisfaction with the government. In the 1988 elec-
tions, the PRI’s choice for president, Carlos Salina, who
had been expected to win in a landslide, won by only a
50.3 percent majority. The new president continued the
economic liberalization of his predecessors and went even
further by negotiating the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) with the United States and Can-
ada. Although NAFTA was highly controversial in the
United States because of the fear that U.S. firms would
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move factories to Mexico, where labor costs are cheaper
and environmental standards less stringent, some ob-
servers asserted that the impact of NAFTA has been
more beneficial to the U.S. economy than to its southern
neighbor. Reflecting Mexico’s continuing economic
problems was rising popular unrest in southern parts of
the country, where unhappy farmers, many of whom are
native Amerindians, have grown increasingly vocal in
protesting endemic poverty and widespread neglect of 
the needs of the indigenous peoples, who comprise about
10 percent of the total population of 100 million people.

In the summer of 2000, a national election suddenly
swept the ruling PRI from power. The new president, Vi-
cente Fox (b. 1942), promised to address the many prob-
lems affecting the country, including political corruption,
widespread poverty, environmental concerns, and a grow-
ing population. But he faces vocal challenges from the
PRI, which still controls many state legislatures and a
plurality in Congress, as well as from the protest move-
ment in rural areas in the south. Calling themselves
Zapatistas in honor of the revolutionary leader Emiliano
Zapata (see Chapter 5), the rebels demand passage of leg-
islation to protect the rights of the indigenous Indian
population and increasing autonomy for regions such as
the southern state of Chiapas, where Amerindians make
up a substantial percentage of the population. President
Fox has expressed his support for legislative action to
bring about reforms, but the movement has aroused such
a groundswell of support from around the country that he
will be under considerable pressure to deal with genera-
tions of neglect in solving the problems of Mexico.

SOCIAL CHANGES IN
THE UNITED STATES

As in Europe (see Chapter 9), major changes took place
in American society in the decades following World
War II. New technologies such as television, jet planes,
medical advances, and the computer revolution all dra-
matically altered the pace and nature of American life.
Increased prosperity led to the growth of the middle class,
the expansion of higher education, and a rapid increase
in consumer demand for the products of a mass society.
The building of a nationwide system of superhighways,
combined with low fuel prices and steady improvements
in the quality and operability of automobiles, produced a
more highly mobile society in which the average Ameri-
can family moved at least once every five years, some-
times from one end of the continent to the other.

The Melting Pot in Action
One of the primary visual factors that helped shape
American society in the postwar era was the increasing
pace of new arrivals from abroad. As restrictions on im-
migration were loosened after World War II, millions of
immigrants began to arrive from all over the world. Al-
though the majority came from Latin America, substan-
tial numbers came from China, Vietnam, and the coun-
tries of southern Asia. By 2003, people of Hispanic origin
surpassed African Americans as the largest minority in
the country. Although illegal immigration —especially
from Mexico and the Caribbean islands —became a con-
troversial issue in American politics, there was little
doubt that the face of America was changing rapidly.
Whether the country’s traditional role as a “melting
pot”—integrating new arrivals into the mainstream of
American society —can continue to function remains to
be seen.

Women and Society
Many of the changes taking place in American life
reflected the fact that the role of women was in a state of
rapid transition. In the years immediately following the
war, many women gave up their jobs in factories and re-
turned to their traditional role as homemakers, sparking
the “baby boom” of the late 1940s and 1950s. Eventually,
however, many women became restive with their restric-
tive role as wives and mothers and began to enter the
workforce at an increasing rate. Unlike the situation be-
fore World War II, many of them were married. In 1900,
for example, married women made up about 15 percent of
the female labor force. By 1970, their number had in-
creased to 62 percent.

As in Europe, however, American women were still
not receiving equal treatment in the workplace, and by
the late 1960s, some began to assert their rights and speak
as feminists. Leading advocates of women’s rights in the
United States were Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem. A
journalist and the mother of three children, Friedan (b.
1921) grew increasingly uneasy with her attempt to fulfill
the traditional role of housewife and mother. In 1963, she
published The Feminine Mystique, in which she analyzed
the problems of middle-class women in the 1950s and ar-
gued that women were systematically being denied equal-
ity with men. The Feminine Mystique became a best-seller
and transformed Friedan into a prominent spokeswoman
for women’s rights in the United States.

As women became more actively involved in public is-
sues, their role in education increased as well. Beginning
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in the 1980s, women’s studies programs began to prolifer-
ate on college campuses throughout the United States.
Women also became active in promoting women’s rights
in countries around the world, and they helped organize
international conferences on the subject in Mexico City,
Copenhagen, Nairobi, and Beijing.

The Environment
Concern over environmental problems first began to en-
gage public opinion in the United States during the
1950s, when high pollution levels in major cities such as
Los Angeles, Chicago, and Pittsburgh, combined with
the popularity of Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring,
aroused concerns over the impact that unfettered indus-
trialization was having on the quality of life and the
health of the American people. During the next several
decades, federal, state, and local governments began to is-
sue regulations directed at reducing smog in urban areas
and improving the quality of rivers and streams through-
out the country. In general, most Americans reacted fa-
vorably to such regulations, but by the 1980s, the envi-
ronmental movement had engendered a backlash as some
people complained that excessively radical measures
could threaten the pace of economic growth and a loss of
jobs in the workforce. By the end of the century, concern
over the environment was deeply entangled with con-
cerns over the state of the national economy. Still, it was
clear that the quality of life in environmental terms was
much improved for the vast majority of Americans com-
pared to what had existed prior to World War II.

TRENDS IN THE ARTS
After World War II, the capital of the Western art world
shifted from Paris to New York. Continuing the avant-
garde quest to express reality in new ways, a group of 
New York artists known as Abstract Expressionists began
to paint large nonrepresentational canvases in an effort to
express a spiritual essence beyond the material world.
Among the first was Jackson Pollock (1912–1956), who
developed the technique of dripping and flinging paint
onto a canvas spread out on the floor. Pollock’s large
paintings of swirling colors expressed the energy of pri-
mal forces as well as the vast landscapes of his native
Wyoming.

During the 1960s, many American artists began to re-
ject the emotional style of the previous decade and chose
to deal with familiar objects from everyday experience.
Some feared that art was being drowned out by popular
culture, which bombarded Americans with the images of

mass culture in newspapers, in the movies, or on televi-
sion. In the hope of making art more relevant and acces-
sible to the public, artists sought to pattern their work on
aspects of everyday life to reach and manipulate the
masses. Works such as those by Andy Warhol (1930 –
1987), which repeated images such as soup cans, dollar
bills, and the faces of the Mona Lisa and Marilyn Monroe,
often left the viewer with a detached numbness and a
sense of being trapped in an impersonal, mechanized
world. Repetitious and boring, most such paintings  did
little to close the gap between popular culture and seri-
ous art.

Perhaps the most influential American artist of the
postwar era was Robert Rauschenberg (b. 1925), whose
works broke through the distinctions between painting
and other art forms such as sculpture, photography,
dance, and theater. In his “collages” or “combines,” 
he juxtaposed disparate images and everyday objects —
photographs, clothing, letters, even dirt and cigarette
butts — to reflect the energy and disorder of the world
around us. He sought to reproduce the stream of images
projected by flicking the channels on a TV set. His works
represented an encapsulated documentary of American
life in the 1960s, filled with news events, celebrities, war,
sports, and advertisements.

Following in Duchamp’s footsteps, Rauschenberg
helped free future artists to find art in anything under the
sun. Beginning in the late 1960s, a new school of con-
ceptual art began to reject the commercial marketability
of an art object and seek the meaning of art in ideas. Art
as idea could be philosophy, linguistics, mathematics, or
social criticism, existing solely in the mind of the artist
and the audience. In a related attempt to free art from the
shackles of tradition, a school of performance art used the
body as a means of living sculpture. Often discomfiting or
shocking in its intimate revelations, performance art of-
fended many viewers. Such works expanded the horizons
of modern creativity but also widened the gap between
modern art and the public, many of whom now consid-
ered art as socially dysfunctional and totally lacking in
relevance to their daily lives.

By the early 1970s, Postmodernism became the new
art of revolt. It replaced Modernism, which was no longer
considered sufficiently outrageous. Although some artists
persevered in the Modernist tradition of formal experi-
mentation, many believed that art should serve society,
and therefore their work expressed political concerns,
seeking to redress social inequities by addressing issues of
gender, race, sexual orientation, ecology, and globaliza-
tion. This new style was called conceptual art, because it
was primarily preoccupied with ideas. Using innovative
techniques such as photography, video, and even repre-
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sentational painting, such artists (many of them women,
persons of color, gays, or lesbians) produced shocking
works with the intent of motivating the viewer to politi-
cal action.

One powerful example of such Postmodern art is found
in the haunting work of the Colombian artist Doris Sal-
cedo (b. 1959). Her art evokes disturbing images of her
country’s endless civil war and violent drug trade. Sal-
cedo often presents everyday wooden furniture, over
which she has applied a thin layer of cement and frag-
ments of personal mementos from the owner’s past life: a
remnant of lace curtain, a lock of hair, or a handkerchief.
Frozen in time, these everyday souvenirs evoke the pain
of those who were dragged from their homes in the
middle of the night and senselessly murdered. Salcedo’s
work can be experienced as an impassioned plea to stop
the killing of innocent civilians or as the fossilized arti-
fact from some future archaeologist’s dig, showing traces
of our brief and absurd sojourn on earth.

One of the most popular genres in the 1990s was the
installation. The artist “installs” machine- or human-
made objects, sometimes filling a large room, with the
aim of transporting the viewer to another environment so
as to experience new ideas and self-awareness. A power-
ful example is found in the untitled installation of 1997
by Robert Gober (b. 1955), in the center of which a
stereotypical statue of the Virgin Mary stands over an
open drain while a wide steel pipe pierces her body. Such
a violent violation of the Madonna can be viewed by

Christians as the victory and resilience of faith despite
the century’s philosophical discourse denying the exis-
tence of God.

Musical composers also experimented with radically
new concepts. One such innovator was American John
Cage (1912–1992), who by the 1950s had developed the
extreme procedure of “indeterminacy,” or the use of
chance in both musical composition and performance.
Since Cage defined music as the “organization of sound,”
he included all types of noise in his music. Any uncon-
ventional sound was welcomed: electronic buzzers and
whines, tape recordings played at altered speeds, or per-
cussion from any household item. In wanting to make
music “purposeless,” Cage removed the composer’s con-
trol over the sounds. Rather, he sought to let the sounds,
unconnected to one another, exist on their own. His
most discussed work, called “4� 33�,” was four minutes
and thirty-three seconds of silence — the “music” being
the sounds the audience heard in the hall during the “per-
formance,” such as coughing, the rustling of programs,
the hum of air conditioning, and the shuffling of feet.

In the 1960s, minimalism took hold in the United
States. Largely influenced by Indian music, minimalist
composers such as Philip Glass (b. 1937) focus on the
subtle nuances in the continuous repetitions of a melodic
or rhythmic pattern. Yet another musical development
was microtonality, which expands the traditional twelve-
tone chromatic scale to include quarter tones and even
smaller intervals. Since the 1960s, there has also been
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� ROBERT GOBER’S MADONNA
INSTALLATION. Here the Virgin
Mary is welcoming the faithful with
outstretched arms, inviting them to un-
burden their suffering and tears down
the drain at her feet. By combining
such dramatically opposed visual ob-
jects, Gober succeeds in making the
Madonna’s pain palpably real, bringing
her down to our level, overwhelming
us with sadness and awe. For the un-
believer, Gober’s installation is equally
moving, representing as it does human-
kind’s indomitable spirit. For despite
the absurdity of one’s existence, like
this statue with its insides pierced, we
are somehow still standing, still perse-
vering in our quest for joy and meaning
in life.
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much experimental electronic and computer music.
However, despite the excitement of such musical explo-
ration, much of it is considered too cerebral and alien,
even by the educated public.

One of the most accomplished and accessible contem-
porary American composers, John Adams (b. 1947), has
labeled much of twentieth-century experimental com-
position as the “fussy, difficult music of transition.” His 
music blends modernist elements with classical traditions
using much minimalist repetition interspersed with dy-
namic rhythms. Critics applaud his opera Nixon in China
(1987), as well as his oratorio El Niño (2000), for their
dramatic effects and haunting music.

Architecture best reflects the extraordinary global
economic expansion of the second half of the twentieth
century, from the rapid postwar reconstruction of Japan
and Europe to the phenomenal prosperity of the West
and the newfound affluence of emerging Third World na-
tions. No matter where one travels today, from Kuala
Lumpur to Johannesburg, from Buenos Aires to Shang-
hai, the world’s cities boast the identical monolithic rect-
angular skyscraper, which is the international symbol of
modernization, money, and power.

A major failure of Modernist architecture, inspired by
the utopian schemes of the 1920s and built in the 1960s,
was the creation of a new capital in Brazil. Brasília, a glis-
tening but sterile city of glass and steel erected as a futur-
istic ideal, totally ignored the human factor and as a con-
sequence has suffered from its impractical limitations. A
more realistic example of city planning is to be found in
Singapore, which since the 1980s has housed 80 percent
of its three million inhabitants in government-built high-
rise buildings grouped together in independent commu-
nities called estates. These estates have been adapted to
local conditions on a human scale and include schools,
places of worship, stores, a subway system, day care, and
entertainment.

The arts are affected by the technological discoveries
of their age, and today’s marvel is undoubtedly the com-
puter. In recent years, all the arts have been grappling
with computerizing their medium. In architecture, for ex-
ample, the computer is used as an engineering tool to
solve construction problems for buildings imagined on
the drawing board. What is more, architects today by-
pass the drawing board completely and let the computer
conceive the building all by itself. In the visual arts, many
artists compose abstract designs or representational
paintings directly on the computer, forsaking canvas and
brush entirely.

Of all the arts, music has been dealing with electronic
devices the longest, so the computer represents just the
latest technology in composing mathematically formed

atonal works. Computer technology has also invented
“hyperinstruments,” which translate colors or movement
into sounds. The “electric glove,” for example, reacts to
the motion of the fingers, producing changing tones —in-
stant music.

Not to be undone, “hypertext” fiction offers a thor-
oughly postmodern, open-ended text, created by the
reader, who must direct the nonlinear chronology of the
story on the computer. Actually, such a procedure was
first developed during the 1960s by the Argentine author
Julio Cortazar (1914 –1984). In his seminal novel Hop-
scotch (1966), the reader selects the chronology of the
story by turning the pages forward or backward. For other
trends in contemporary literature, see the box on p. 211.

Popular Culture
Popular culture in the twentieth century, especially since
World War II, has played an important role in help-
ing Western people define themselves. It also reflects 
the economic system that supports it, for it is this system
that manufactures, distributes, and sells the images that
people consume as popular culture. As popular culture
and its economic support system have become increas-
ingly intertwined, leisure industries have emerged. Mod-
ern popular culture is thus inextricably tied to the mass
consumer society in which it has emerged. This con-
sumer-oriented aspect of popular culture delineates it
clearly from the folk culture of preceding centuries; folk
culture is something people make, whereas popular cul-
ture is something people buy.

The United States has been the most influential force
in shaping popular culture in the West and, to a lesser de-
gree, throughout the world. Through movies, music, ad-
vertising, and television, the United States has spread its
particular form of consumerism and the American dream
to millions around the world.

Motion pictures were the primary vehicle for the dif-
fusion of American popular culture in the years immedi-
ately following the war and continued to dominate both
European and American markets in the next decades. 
Although developed in the 1930s, television did not 
become readily available until the late 1940s. By 1954,
there were 32 million sets in the United States as televi-
sion became the centerpiece of middle-class life. In the
1960s, as television spread around the world, American
networks unloaded their products on Europe and devel-
oping countries at extraordinarily low prices. Only the es-
tablishment of quota systems prevented American televi-
sion from completely inundating these countries.

The United States has also dominated popular music
since the end of World War II. Jazz, blues, rhythm and
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THE SEARCH FOR A NEW LITERATURE

ver since James Joyce at the beginning of the twentieth
century, Western authors have been searching for new
literary means of expressing the complexities of modern

life. Their often radical experiments culminated in the years after
World War II. In this process, American literature has followed
its own independent path, led by two authors, William Faulkner
(1897–1962) and Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961). Although
both wrote masterpieces before the war, they continued to write
important works in the 1950s and influenced subsequent genera-
tions of authors with their unique styles. Under the impact of
these two masters, postwar writing in the United States omitted
authorial explanation and commentary and made its point by
suggestion rather than assertion, by prying coherence and mean-
ing from the text.

Faulkner’s world was the Old South. Admired for their sty-
listic innovations regarding chronology and inner mono-
logue, Faulkner’s novels chronicled the history of an imagi-
nary county in Mississippi from its early settlers to his own
day. In novels such as The Sound and the Fury (1929), Absa-
lom, Absalom! (1936), and Intruder in the Dust (1948), he ex-
pressed his outrage at the moral decay of the modern-day
South and its failure to solve its social problems.

Hemingway’s world was that of the American expatriate,
roaming the world to find purpose and identity in a larger
global culture. Using his patented laconic style (he once ex-
plained his stripped-down prose by referring to the principle
of an iceberg, that “there is seven-eighths of it underwater
for every part that shows”), his works —including The Sun
Also Rises (1926), For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), and The
Old Man and the Sea (1952)—explored the psychological
meaning of masculinity under the pressures of different as-
pects of modern life. Injured in a plane crash on safari in Af-
rica, he committed suicide in 1961.

Fictional writing in the 1960s reflected growing concerns
about the materialism and superficiality of American cul-
ture and often took the form of exuberant and comic verbal 
fantasies. As the decade intensified with the pain of the
Vietnam War and the ensuing social and political turmoil,
authors turned to satire, using “black humor” and cruelty,
hoping to shock the American public into a recognition of
its social ills. Many of these novels — such as Thomas Pyn-
chon’s V (1953), Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), and John
Barth’s Sotweed Factor (1961)—were wildly imaginative,
highly entertaining, and very different from the writing of
the first half of the century, which had detailed the “real”
daily lives of small-town or big-city America.

In the 1970s and 1980s, American fiction relinquished
the extravagant verbal displays of the 1960s, returning to a
more sober exposition of social problems, this time related 
to race, gender, and sexual orientation. Much of the best
fiction explored the moral dimensions of contemporary life
from Jewish, African American, feminist, or gay perspec-
tives. Some outstanding women’s fiction was written by for-
eign-born writers from Asia and Latin America, who exam-
ined the problems of immigrants, such as cultural identity
and assimilation into the American mainstream.

Postwar writing in Latin America has been equally vi-
brant. Nobel Prize –winning writers such as Mario Vargas
Llosa, Gabriel García Márquez, José Luis Borges, and Carlos
Fuentes are among the most respected literary names of the
postwar half century. These authors often use dazzling lan-
guage and daring narrative experimentation to make their
point. Master of this new style is Gabriel García Márquez (b.
1938), from Colombia. In One Hundred Years of Solitude
(1967), he explores the transformation of a small town un-
der the impact of political violence, industrialization, and
the arrival of a U.S. banana company. Especially noteworthy
is his use of magical realism, relating the outrageous events
that assail the town in a matter-of-fact voice, thus trans-
forming the fantastic into the commonplace.

Unlike novelists in the United States and Western Eu-
rope, who tend to focus their attention on the interior land-
scape within the modern personality in an industrial society,
fiction writers in Latin America, like their counterparts in
Africa and much of Asia, have sought to project an underly-
ing political message. Many have been inspired by a sense of
social and political injustice, a consequence of the economic
inequality and authoritarian politics that marked the local
scene throughout much of the twentieth century. Some, like
the Peruvian José Maria Arguedas, have championed the
cause of the Amerindian and lauded the diversity that marks
the ethnic mix throughout the continent. Others have run
for high political office as a means of remedying social prob-
lems. Some have been women, reflecting the rising demand
for sexual equality in a society traditionally marked by male
domination. The memorable phrase of the Chilean poet
Gabriela Mistral—“I have chewed stones with woman’s
gums”—encapsulates the plight of Latin American women.

Sources: The Norton Anthology of American Literature, 4th ed. (New York:
Norton, 1995); Naomi Lindstrom, Twentieth Century Spanish American Fic-
tion (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994).



blues, rock, rap, and hip-hop have been the most popular
music forms in the Western world —and much of the
non-Western world —during this time. All of them orig-
inated in the United States, and all are rooted in African
American musical innovations. These forms later spread
to the rest of the world, inspiring local artists, who then
transformed the music in their own way.

In the postwar years, sports became a major product of
both popular culture and the leisure industry. The devel-
opment of satellite television and various electronic
breakthroughs helped make spectator sports a global phe-
nomenon. The Olympic Games could now be broadcast
around the world from anywhere on earth. Sports became
a cheap form of entertainment for consumers, as fans did
not have to leave their homes to enjoy athletic competi-
tions. In fact, some sports organizations initially resisted
television, fearing that it would hurt ticket sales. How-
ever, the tremendous revenues possible from television
contracts overcame this hesitation. As sports television
revenue escalated, many sports came to receive the bulk
of their yearly revenue from broadcasting contracts.

Sports became big politics as well as big business.
Politicization was one of the most significant trends in
sports during the second half of the twentieth century.
Football (soccer) remains the dominant world sport and
more than ever has become a vehicle for nationalist sen-
timent and expression. The World Cup is the most
watched event on television. Although the sport can be
a positive outlet for national and local pride, all too often
it has been marred by violence as nationalistic fervor has
overcome rational behavior.

Science and Technology
Since the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth cen-
tury and the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth, sci-
ence and technology have played increasingly important
roles in world civilization. Many of the scientific and
technological achievements since World War II have rev-
olutionized people’s lives. When American astronauts
walked on the moon, millions watched the event on their
television sets in the privacy of their living rooms.

Before World War II, theoretical science and technol-
ogy were largely separated. Pure science was the domain
of university professors, far removed from the practical
technological matters of technicians and engineers. But
during World War II, university scientists were recruited
to work for their governments to develop new weapons
and practical instruments of war. British physicists played
a crucial role in developing an improved radar system in
1940 that helped defeat the German air force in the
Battle of Britain. The computer, too, was a wartime crea-

tion. British mathematician Alan Turing designed a
primitive computer to assist British intelligence in break-
ing the secret codes of German ciphering machines. The
most famous product of wartime scientific research was
the atomic bomb, created by a team of American and 
European scientists under the guidance of the physicist
J. Robert Oppenheimer. Obviously, most wartime devices
were created for destructive purposes, but computers and
breakthrough technologies such as nuclear energy were
soon adapted for peacetime uses.

The sponsorship of research by governments and the
military during World War II led to a new scientific
model. Science had become very complex, and only large
organizations with teams of scientists, huge laboratories,
and complicated equipment could undertake such large-
scale projects. Such facilities were so expensive, however,
that only governments and large corporations could sup-
port them. Because of its postwar prosperity, the United
States was able to lead in the development of the new sci-
ence. Almost 75 percent of all scientific research funds in
the United States came from the government in 1965.
Unwilling to lag behind, especially in military develop-
ment, the Soviet Union was also forced to provide large
outlays for scientific and technological research and de-
velopment. In fact, the defense establishments of the
United States and the Soviet Union generated much of
the scientific research of the postwar era. One of every
four scientists and engineers trained after 1945 was en-
gaged in the creation of new weapons systems. Universi-
ties found their research agendas increasingly determined
by government funding for military-related projects.

There was no more stunning example of how the new
scientific establishment operated than the space race of
the 1960s. In 1957, the Soviets announced that they had
sent the first space satellite, Sputnik I, into orbit around
the earth. In response, the United States launched a gi-
gantic project to land a manned spacecraft on the moon
within a decade. Massive government funding financed
the scientific research and technological advances that
attained this goal in 1969.

The postwar alliance of science and technology led to
an accelerated rate of change that became a fact of life
throughout Western society. The emergence of the com-
puter has revolutionized American business practices and
transformed the way individuals go about their lives and
communicate with each other. Although early comput-
ers, which required thousands of vacuum tubes to func-
tion, were quite large, the development of the transistor
and the silicon chip enabled manufacturers to reduce the
size of their products dramatically. By the 1990s, the per-
sonal computer had become a fixture in businesses,
schools, and homes around the country. The Internet —
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the world’s largest computer network— provides millions
of people around the world with quick access to immense
quantities of information, as well as rapid communica-
tion and commercial transactions. By 2000, an estimated
500 million people were using the Internet. The United
States has been at the forefront of this process, and the
Clinton administration established the goal of providing
instruction in computers to every school in the country.

CONCLUSION
During the second half of the twentieth century, the
United States emerged as the preeminent power in the
world, dominant in its economic and technological
achievements as well as in terms of military hardware. Al-
though the Soviet Union was a serious competitor in the
arms race engendered by the Cold War, its economic
achievements paled in comparison with those of the U.S.
behemoth. Beginning in the 1970s, Japan began to rival
the United States in the realm of industrial production,
but the challenge faded in the 1990s, when structural
weaknesses began to tarnish the Japanese miracle.

The worldwide dominance of the United States was a
product of a combination of political, economic, and cul-
tural factors and showed no signs of abating as the new
century began. But there were some warning signs that
bore watching: a growing gap in the distribution of
wealth that could ultimately threaten the steady growth
in consumer spending; an educational system that all too

often fails to produce graduates with the skills needed to
master the challenges of a technology-driven economy;
and a racial divide that threatens to undermine America’s
historical role as a melting pot of peoples.

As the new century dawned, America’s global hege-
mony was also threatened from abroad in the form of a
militant terrorist movement originating in the Middle
East. So far, the U.S. response, led by the administration
of President George W. Bush, has been primarily military,
but whether the politics and social forces driving the
movement can be defeated by such means alone has been
a matter of vigorous debate. As Americans become in-
creasingly concerned about the threat to national secu-
rity, the future remains in serious doubt.

For most of the nations elsewhere in the Americas,
U.S. dominance has mixed consequences. As a vast con-
sumer market and a source of capital, the dynamism of
the U.S. economy helped stimulate growth throughout
the region. But recent studies suggest that for many coun-
tries in Latin America, the benefits of globalization have
been slower to appear than originally predicted and have
often flowed primarily to large transnational corporations
at the expense of smaller domestic firms. At the same
time, the U.S. penchant for interfering in the affairs of its
neighbors has aroused anger and frequently undermined
efforts by local governments to deal with problems within
their own borders. At the end of the twentieth century,
the United States was still finding it difficult to be a good
neighbor.
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revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a

picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and

gentle, so temperate and kind, courteous, restrained, and magnanimous.

A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows an-

other.” 1 With these words —written in 1926, at a time when the Communists, in co-

operation with Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Party, were embarked on their

Northern Expedition to defeat the warlords and reunify China — the young revolu-

tionary Mao Zedong warned his colleagues that the road to victory in the struggle to

build a Communist society would be arduous and would inevitably involve acts of vi-

olence against the class enemy.

During the next twenty years, the mettle of the Communist Party was severely

tested. It was harassed to near extinction by the Nationalist government and then 

attacked by the armed forces of imperial Japan. In the summer of 1949, it finally tri-

umphed over Chiang in a bruising civil war that led to the latter’s abandonment of

the mainland and retreat to the island of Taiwan. By then, Mao had become the

most powerful man in China, and people began to speculate about his future inten-

tions. Did Mao’s words two decades previously portend a new reign of terror that

would — not for the first time —drown the Chinese Revolution in a sea of blood? 

Or were Mao and his colleagues —as some American observers had speculated in

Mao’s wartime capital of Yan’an — really “agrarian reformers,” more patriots than

revolutionaries, who would bind the wounds of war and initiate a period of peace 

and prosperity? As Mao and his colleagues mounted the rostrum of Beijing’s Gate 

of Heavenly Peace in early October 1949 to declare their intentions, the fate of a

nation lay in the balance.



CHINA UNDER
MAO ZEDONG

The first signs were reassuring. In the fall of 1949, China
was at peace for the first time in twelve years. The newly
victorious Communist Party, under the leadership of its
chairman, Mao Zedong, turned its attention to consoli-
dating its power base and healing the wounds of war. Its
long-term goal was to construct a socialist society, but its
leaders realized that popular support for the revolution
was based on the party’s platform of honest government,
land reform, social justice, and peace rather than on the
utopian goal of a classless society. Accordingly, the new
regime followed Soviet precedent in adopting a moderate
program of political and economic recovery known as
New Democracy.

New Democracy
Under New Democracy — patterned roughly after Lenin’s
New Economic Policy in Soviet Russia in the 1920s (see
Chapter 4)— the capitalist system of ownership was re-
tained in the industrial and commercial sectors. A pro-
gram of land redistribution was adopted, but the collec-
tivization of agriculture was postponed. Only after the
party had consolidated its rule and brought a degree of
prosperity to the national economy would the difficult
transformation to a socialist society begin.

In following Soviet precedent, Chinese leaders tacitly
recognized that time and extensive indoctrination would
be needed to convince the Chinese people of the superi-
ority of socialism. In the meantime, the party would rely
on capitalist profit incentives to spur productivity. Man-
ufacturing and commercial firms were permitted to re-
main in private hands, but they were placed under strin-
gent government regulations and were encouraged to
form “joint enterprises” with the government. To win the
support of the poorer peasants, who made up the majority
of the population, the land reform program that had long
been in operation in “liberated areas” was now expanded
throughout the country. This strategy was designed not
only to win the gratitude of the rural masses but also to
undermine the political and economic influence of coun-
terrevolutionary elements still loyal to Chiang Kai-shek.

In some ways, New Democracy was a success. About
two-thirds of the peasant households in the country re-
ceived property under the land reform program and thus
had reason to be grateful to the new regime. Spurred by
official tolerance for capitalist activities and the end of
the civil war, the national economy began to rebound, al-
though agricultural production still lagged behind both

official targets and the growing population, which was 
increasing at an annual rate of more than 2 percent. But
there were a number of blemishes in the picture. In the
course of carrying out land redistribution, thousands 
if not millions of landlords and rich farmers lost their
lands, their personal property, their freedom, and some-
times their lives. Many of those who died had been tried
and convicted of “crimes against the people” in tribunals
set up in towns and villages around the country. As Mao
himself later conceded, many were innocent of any
crime, but in the eyes of the party, their deaths were nec-
essary to destroy the power of the landed gentry in the
countryside (see the box on p. 217).

The Transition to Socialism
Originally, party leaders intended to follow the Leninist
formula of delaying the building of a fully socialist society
until China had a sufficient industrial base to permit the
mechanization of agriculture. In 1953, they launched the
nation’s first five-year plan (patterned after earlier Soviet
plans), which called for substantial increases in industrial
output. Lenin had believed that the lure of mechaniza-
tion would provide Russian peasants with an incentive to
join collective farms, which, because of their greater size,
could better afford to purchase expensive farm machin-
ery. But the enormous challenge of providing tractors and
reapers for millions of rural villages eventually convinced
Mao Zedong and some of his colleagues that it would take
years, if not decades, for China’s infant industrial base to
meet the burgeoning needs of a modernizing agricultural
sector. He therefore decided to change the equation and
urged that collectivization be undertaken immediately, in
the hope that collective farms would increase food pro-
duction and release land, labor, and capital for the indus-
trial sector.

Accordingly, in 1955 the Chinese government
launched a new program to build a socialist society. 
Beginning in that year, virtually all private farmland was
collectivized, although peasant families were allowed to
retain small plots for their private use (a Chinese version
of the private plots adopted in the Soviet Union). In ad-
dition, most industry and commerce were nationalized.

Collectivization was achieved without provoking the
massive peasant unrest that had taken place in the Soviet
Union during the 1930s, perhaps because the Chinese
government followed a policy of persuasion rather than
compulsion (Mao remarked that Stalin had “drained the
pond to catch the fish”) and because the land reform pro-
gram had already earned the support of millions of rural
Chinese. But the hoped-for production increases did not
materialize, and in 1958, at Mao’s insistent urging, party
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leaders approved a more radical program known as the
Great Leap Forward. Existing rural collectives, normally
the size of a traditional village, were combined into vast
“people’s communes,” each containing more than thirty
thousand people. These communes were to be respon-
sible for all administrative and economic tasks at the lo-
cal level. The party’s official slogan promised “Hard work
for a few years, happiness for a thousand.”2

Mao hoped this program would mobilize the popula-
tion for a massive effort to accelerate economic growth
and ascend to the final stage of communism before the
end of the twentieth century. It is better, he said, to
“strike while the iron is hot” and advance the revolution
without interruption. Some party members were con-
cerned that this ambitious program would threaten the
government’s rural base of support, but Mao argued that
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LAND REFORM IN ACTION

ne of the great achievements of the new Communist
regime was the land reform program, which resulted in

the distribution of farmland to almost two-thirds of the
rural population in China. The program consequently won the
gratitude of millions of Chinese. But it also had a dark side as lo-
cal land reform tribunals routinely convicted “wicked landlords”
of crimes against the people and then put them to death. The fol-
lowing passage, written by a foreign observer, describes the pro-
cess in one village.

REVOLUTION IN A CHINESE VILLAGE

T’ien-ming [a Party cadre] called all the active young cadres
and the militiamen of Long Bow [village] together and 
announced to them the policy of the county government,
which was to confront all enemy collaborators and their
backers at public meetings, expose their crimes, and turn
them over to the county authorities for punishment. He pro-
posed that they start with Kuo Te-yu, the puppet village
head. Having moved the group to anger with a description
of Te-yu’s crimes, T’ien-ming reviewed the painful life led by
the poor peasants during the occupation and recalled how
hard they had all worked and how as soon as they harvested
all the grain the puppet officials, backed by army bayonets,
took what they wanted, turned over huge quantities to the
Japanese devils, forced the peasants to haul it away, and
flogged those who refused.

As the silent crowd contracted toward the spot where the
accused man stood, T’ien-ming stepped forward. . . . “This is
our chance. Remember how we were oppressed. The traitors
seized our property. They beat us and kicked us. . . .

“Let us speak out the bitter memories. Let us see that the
blood debt is repaid. . . .”

He paused for a moment. The peasants were listening to
every word but gave no sign as to how they felt. . . .

“Come now, who has evidence against this man?”
Again there was silence.
Kuei-ts’ai, the new vice-chairman of the village, found it

intolerable. He jumped up, struck Kuo Te-yu on the jaw with

the back of his hand. “Tell the meeting how much you
stole,” he demanded.

The blow jarred the ragged crowd. It was as if an electric
spark had tensed every muscle. Not in living memory had
any peasant ever struck an official. . . .

The people in the square waited fascinated as if watching
a play. They did not realize that in order for the plot to un-
fold they themselves had to mount the stage and speak out
what was on their minds.

That evening T’ien-ming and Kuei-ts’ai called together
the small groups of poor peasants from various parts of the
village and sought to learn what it was that was really hold-
ing them back. They soon found the root of the trouble was
fear of the old established political forces and their mili-
tary backers. The old reluctance to move against the power
of the gentry, the fear of ultimate defeat and terrible reprisal
that had been seared into the consciousness of so many 
generations, lay like a cloud over the peasants’ minds and
hearts.

Emboldened by T’ien-ming’s words, other peasants began
to speak out. They recalled what Te-yu had done to them
personally. Several vowed to speak up and accuse him the
next morning. After the meeting broke up, the passage of
time worked its own leaven. In many a hovel and tumble-
down house talk continued well past midnight. Some people
were so excited they did not sleep at all. . . .

On the following day the meeting was livelier by far. It
began with a sharp argument as to who would make the first
accusation, and T’ien-ming found it difficult to keep order.
Before Te-yu had a chance to reply to any questions, a crowd
of young men, among whom were several militiamen, surged
forward ready to beat him.

Source: Richard Solomon, Mao’s Revolution and the Chinese Political Culture,
pages 198–199. Copyright © 1971 Center for Chinese Studies, University
of Michigan. Used with permission of the University of California Press.



Chinese peasants were naturally revolutionary in spirit.
The Chinese rural masses, he said, are

first of all, poor, and secondly, blank. That may seem like a
bad thing, but it is really a good thing. Poor people want
change, want to do things, want revolution. A clean sheet of
paper has no blotches, and so the newest and most beautiful
words can be written on it, the newest and most beautiful
pictures can be painted on it.3

Those words, of course, were socialism and communism.
The Great Leap Forward was a disaster. Administra-

tive bottlenecks, bad weather, and peasant resistance to
the new system (which, among other things, attempted
to eliminate work incentives and destroy the traditional
family as the basic unit of Chinese society) combined to
drive food production downward, and over the next few
years, as many as fifteen million people may have died of
starvation. Many peasants were reportedly reduced to
eating the bark off trees and in some cases allowing in-
fants to starve. In 1960, the commune experiment was es-
sentially abandoned. Although the commune structure
was retained, ownership and management were returned
to the collective level. Mao was severely criticized by
some of his more pragmatic colleagues (one remarked bit-
ingly that “one cannot reach Heaven in a single step”),
provoking him to complain that he had been relegated to
the sidelines “like a Buddha on a shelf.”

The Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution
But Mao was not yet ready to abandon either his power or
his dream of an egalitarian society. In 1966, he returned
to the attack, mobilizing discontented youth and dis-
gruntled party members into revolutionary units known
as Red Guards who were urged to take to the streets to
cleanse Chinese society —from local schools and facto-
ries to government ministries in Beijing — of impure ele-
ments who in Mao’s mind were guilty of “taking the cap-
italist road.” Supported by his wife, Jiang Qing, and other
radical party figures, Mao launched China on a new
forced march toward communism.

The so-called Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution
lasted for ten years, from 1966 to 1976. Some Western ob-
servers interpreted it as a simple power struggle between
Mao and some of his key rivals such as head of state Liu
Shaoqi (1898–1969) and Deng Xiaoping (1904 –1997),
the party’s general secretary. Both were removed from
their positions, and Liu later died, allegedly of torture, 
in a Chinese prison. But real policy disagreements were
involved. One reason Mao had advocated the Great Leap
Forward was to bypass the party and government bureau-

cracy, which in his view had lost their revolutionary zeal
and were primarily concerned with protecting their
power. Now he and his supporters feared that capitalist
values and the remnants of “feudalist” Confucian ideas
and practices would undermine ideological fervor and be-
tray the revolutionary cause. Mao himself was convinced
that only an atmosphere of constant revolutionary fervor
(what he termed “uninterrupted revolution”) could en-
able the Chinese to overcome the lethargy of the past and
achieve the final stage of utopian communism. “I care
not,” he once wrote, “that the winds blow and the waves
beat. It is better than standing idly in a courtyard.”

His opponents, on the other hand, worried that Mao’s
“heaven-storming” approach could delay economic
growth and antagonize the people. They argued for a
more pragmatic strategy that gave priority to nation
building over the ultimate Communist goal of spiritual
transformation. But with Mao’s supporters now in power,
the party carried out vast economic and educational re-
forms that virtually eliminated any remaining profit in-
centives, established a new school system that empha-
sized “Mao Zedong Thought,” and stressed practical
education at the elementary level at the expense of spe-
cialized training in science and the humanities in the uni-
versities. School learning was discouraged as a legacy of
capitalism, and Mao’s famous Little Red Book (a slim vol-
ume of Maoist aphorisms to encourage good behavior 
and revolutionary zeal) was hailed as the most important
source of knowledge in all areas.

Such efforts to destroy all vestiges of traditional soci-
ety were reminiscent of the Reign of Terror in revolu-
tionary France, when the Jacobins sought to destroy or-
ganized religion and even replaced the traditional
Christian chronological system with a new revolutionary
calendar. Red Guards rampaged through the country at-
tempting to eradicate the “four olds” (old thought, old
culture, old customs, and old habits). They destroyed
temples and religious sculptures; they tore down street
signs and replaced them with new ones carrying revolu-
tionary names. At one point, the city of Shanghai even
ordered that the significance of colors in stoplights be
changed, so that red (the revolutionary color) would in-
dicate that traffic could move.

But a mood of revolutionary enthusiasm is difficult to
sustain. Key groups, including party bureaucrats, urban
professionals, and many military officers, did not share
Mao’s belief in the benefits of “uninterrupted revolution”
and constant turmoil. Many were alienated by the arbi-
trary actions of the Red Guards, who indiscriminately ac-
cused and brutalized their victims in a society where legal
safeguards had almost entirely vanished. Whether the
Cultural Revolution led to declining productivity is a
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matter of debate. Inevitably, however, the sense of anar-
chy and uncertainty caused popular support for the move-
ment to erode, and when the end came with Mao’s death
in 1976, the vast majority of the population may well
have welcomed its demise.

Personal accounts by young Chinese who took part in
the Cultural Revolution clearly show that their initial en-
thusiasm often turned to disillusionment. According to
Liang Heng, author of a book titled Son of the Revolution,
at first he helped friends organize Red Guard groups: 
“I thought it was a great idea. We would be following
Chairman Mao just like the grownups, and Father would
be proud of me. I suppose I too resented the teachers who
had controlled and criticized me for so long, and I looked
forward to a little revenge.”4 Later, he had reason to re-
pent. His sister ran off to join the local Red Guard group.
Prior to her departure, she denounced her mother and the
rest of her family as “rightists” and enemies of the revolu-
tion. Their home was regularly raided by Red Guards, and

their father was severely beaten and tortured for having
three neckties and “Western shirts.” Books, paintings,
and writings were piled in the center of the floor and
burned before his eyes. On leaving, a few of the Red
Guards helped themselves to his monthly salary and his
transistor radio.

From Mao to Deng
In September 1976, Mao Zedong died at the age of
eighty-three. After a short but bitter succession struggle,
the pragmatists led by Deng Xiaoping seized power from
the radicals and brought the Cultural Revolution to an
end. Mao’s widow, Jiang Qing, and three other radicals
(derisively called the “Gang of Four” by their opponents)
were placed on trial and sentenced to death or to long
terms in prison. The egalitarian policies of the previous
decade were reversed, and a new program emphasizing
economic modernization was introduced.
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� PUNISHING CHINESE 
ENEMIES DURING THE CULTURAL
REVOLUTION. The Cultural Revo-
lution, which began in 1966, was a
massive effort by Mao Zedong and his
radical supporters to eliminate rival 
elements within the Chinese Commu-
nist Party and the government. Ac-
cused of being “capitalist roaders,” such
individuals were subjected to public
criticism and removed from their posi-
tions. Some were imprisoned or exe-
cuted. Here Red Guards parade a vic-
tim wearing a dunce cap through the
streets of Beijing.
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Under the leadership of Deng, who placed his support-
ers in key positions throughout the party and the govern-
ment, attention focused on what were called the “Four
Modernizations”: industry, agriculture, technology, and
national defense. Deng had been a leader of the faction
that opposed Mao’s program of rapid socialist transforma-
tion, and during the Cultural Revolution, he had been
forced to perform menial labor to “sincerely correct his
errors.” But Deng continued to espouse the pragmatic ap-
proach and reportedly once remarked, “Black cat, white
cat, what does it matter so long as it catches the mice?”
Under the program of Four Modernizations, many of the
restrictions against private activities and profit incentives
were eliminated, and people were encouraged to work
hard to benefit themselves and Chinese society. The fa-
miliar slogan “Serve the people” was replaced by a new
one repugnant to the tenets of Mao Zedong Thought:
“Create wealth for the people.”

Crucial to the program’s success was the government’s
ability to attract foreign technology and capital. For more
than two decades, China had been isolated from techno-
logical advances taking place elsewhere in the world. Al-
though China’s leaders understandably prided themselves
on their nation’s capacity for “self-reliance,” their isola-
tionist policy had been exceedingly costly for the na-
tional economy. China’s post-Mao leaders blamed the
country’s backwardness on the “ten lost years” of the Cul-
tural Revolution, but the “lost years,” at least in techno-
logical terms, extended back to 1949 and in some respects
even before. Now, to make up for lost time, the govern-
ment encouraged foreign investment and sent thousands
of students and specialists abroad to study capitalist
techniques.

By adopting this pragmatic approach in the years after
1976, China made great strides in ending its chronic
problems of poverty and underdevelopment. Per capita
income roughly doubled during the 1980s; housing, edu-
cation, and sanitation improved; and both agricultural
and industrial output skyrocketed. Clearly, China had be-
gun to enter the Industrial Age.

But critics, both Chinese and foreign, complained that
Deng Xiaoping’s program had failed to achieve a “fifth
modernization”: democracy. Official sources denied such
charges and spoke proudly of restoring “socialist legality”
by doing away with the arbitrary punishments applied
during the Cultural Revolution. Deng himself encouraged
the Chinese people to speak out against earlier excesses.
In the late 1970s, ordinary citizens began to paste posters
criticizing the abuses of the past on the so-called Democ-
racy Wall near Tiananmen Square in downtown Beijing.

Yet it soon became clear that the new leaders would
not tolerate any direct criticism of the Communist Party

or of Marxist-Leninist ideology. Dissidents were sup-
pressed, and some were sentenced to long prison terms.
Among them was the well-known astrophysicist Fang
Lizhi, who spoke out publicly against official corruption
and the continuing influence of Marxist-Leninist con-
cepts in post-Mao China, telling an audience in Hong
Kong that “China will not be able to modernize if it does
not break the shackles of Maoist and Stalinist-style so-
cialism.” Fang immediately felt the weight of official dis-
pleasure. He was refused permission to travel abroad, and
articles that he submitted to official periodicals were re-
jected. Deng Xiaoping himself reportedly remarked, “We
will not suppress people who hold differing political views
from our own. But as for Fang Lizhi, he has been in-
dulging in mudslinging and spreading slander without
any basis, and we should take legal action against him.”
Replied Fang, “I have never criticized any Chinese leader
by name, nor accused any of them of illegal acts or im-
moral activities. But some perhaps feel guilty. If the cap
fits, wear it.” 5

The problem began to intensify in the late 1980s, as
more Chinese began to study abroad and more informa-
tion about Western society reached educated individuals
inside the country. Rising expectations aroused by the
economic improvements of the early 1980s led to in-
creasing pressure from students and other urban residents
for better living conditions, relaxed restrictions on study
abroad, and increased freedom to select employment af-
ter graduation.

Incident at Tiananmen Square
As long as economic conditions for the majority of Chi-
nese were improving, other classes did not share the stu-
dents’ discontent, and the government was able to isolate
them from other elements in society. But in the late
1980s, an overheated economy led to rising inflation and
growing discontent among salaried workers, especially in
the cities. At the same time, corruption, nepotism, and
favored treatment for senior officials and party members
were provoking increasing criticism. In May 1989, stu-
dent protesters carried placards demanding Science and
Democracy (reminiscent of the slogan of the May Fourth
Movement, whose seventieth anniversary was celebrated
in the spring of 1989), an end to official corruption, and
the resignation of China’s aging party leadership. These
demands received widespread support from the urban
population (although notably less in rural areas) and led
to massive demonstrations in Tiananmen Square (see the
box on p. 221).

The demonstrations divided the Chinese leaders. Re-
formist elements around party general secretary Zhao
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Ziyang were sympathetic to the protesters, but veteran
leaders such as Deng saw the student demands for more
democracy as a disguised call for an end to Communist
Party rule. After some hesitation, the government sent
tanks and troops into Tiananmen Square to crush the
demonstrators. Dissidents were arrested, and the regime
once again began to stress ideological purity and socialist
values. Although the crackdown provoked widespread
criticism abroad, Chinese leaders insisted that economic
reforms could only take place in conditions of party lead-
ership and political stability.

Deng and other aging party leaders turned to the army
to protect their base of power and suppress what they de-
scribed as “counterrevolutionary elements.” Deng was
undoubtedly counting on the fact that many Chinese,
particularly in rural areas, feared a recurrence of the dis-
order of the Cultural Revolution and craved economic
prosperity more than political reform. In the months fol-
lowing the confrontation, the government issued new
regulations requiring courses on Marxist-Leninist ideol-
ogy in the schools, winnowed out dissidents in the intel-
lectual community, and made it clear that while eco-
nomic reforms would continue, the CCP’s monopoly of

power would not be allowed to decay. Harsh punishments
were imposed on those accused of undermining the Com-
munist system and supporting its enemies abroad.

From Marx to Confucius
In the 1990s, the government began to nurture urban
support by reducing the rate of inflation and guarantee-
ing the availability of consumer goods in great demand
among the rising middle class. Under Deng’s successor,
Jiang Zemin (b. 1926) who served as both party chief and
president of China, the government promoted rapid eco-
nomic growth while cracking down harshly on political
dissent. That policy paid dividends in bringing about a
perceptible decline in alienation among the population
in the cities. Industrial production continued to surge,
leading to predictions that China would become one of
the economic superpowers of the twenty-first century.
But problems in rural areas began to increase, as lagging
farm income, high taxes, and official corruption sparked
resentment among the rural populace.

Partly out of fear that such developments could under-
mine the socialist system and the rule of the CCP, 
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STUDENTS APPEAL FOR DEMOCRACY

n the spring of 1989, thousands of students gathered
in Tiananmen Square in downtown Beijing to provide

moral support to their many compatriots who had gone on
a hunger strike in an effort to compel the Chinese government to
reduce the level of official corruption and enact democratic re-
forms, opening the political process to the Chinese people. The
statement that follows was printed on flyers and distributed to
participants and passersby on May 17, 1989, to explain the goals
of the movement.

“WHY DO WE HAVE TO UNDERGO 
A HUNGER STRIKE?”

By 2:00 p.m. today, the hunger strike carried out by the pe-
tition group in Tiananmen Square has been under way for
96 hours. By this morning, more than 600 participants have
fainted. When these democracy fighters were lifted into the
ambulances, no one who was present was not moved to
tears.

Our petition group now undergoing the hunger strike de-
mands that at a minimum the government agree to the fol-
lowing two points:

1. to engage on a sincere and equal basis in a dialogue
with the “higher education dialogue group.” In ad-
dition, to broadcast the actual dialogue in its en-
tirety. We absolutely refuse to agree to a partial
broadcast, to empty gestures, or to fabrications that
dupe the people.

2. to evaluate in a fair and realistic way the patriotic
democratic movement. Discard the label of
“trouble-making” and redress the reputation of the
patriotic democratic movement.

It is our view that the request for a dialogue between the
people’s government and the people is not an unreasonable
one. Our party always follows the principle of seeking truths
from actual facts. It is therefore only natural that the evalu-
ation of this patriotic democratic movement should be done
in accordance with the principle of seeking truths from ac-
tual facts.

Our classmates who are going through the hunger strike
are the good sons and daughters of the people! One by one,
they have fallen. In the meantime, our “public servants” are
completely unmoved. Please, let us ask where your con-
science is.



conservative leaders have attempted to curb Western
influence and restore faith in Marxism-Leninism. Re-
cently, in what may be a tacit recognition that Marxist
exhortations are no longer an effective means of enforc-
ing social discipline, the party has turned to Confucian-
ism as an antidote. Ceremonies celebrating the birth of
Confucius now receive official sanction, and the virtues
he promoted, such as righteousness, propriety, and filial
piety, are now widely cited as the means to counter anti-
social behavior.

Beijing’s decision to emphasize traditional Confucian
themes as a means of promoting broad popular support for
its domestic policies is paralleled on the world stage,
where it relies on the spirit of nationalism to achieve its
goals. Today, China conducts an independent foreign
policy and is playing an increasingly active role in the re-
gion. To some of its neighbors, including Japan, India,
and Russia, China’s new posture is cause for disquiet and
gives rise to suspicions that it is once again preparing to
assert its muscle as in the imperial era. A striking example
of this new attitude took place as early as 1979, when
Chinese forces briefly invaded Vietnam as punishment
for the Vietnamese occupation of neighboring Cambo-
dia. In the 1990s, China aroused concern in the region by
claiming sole ownership over the Spratly Islands in the
South China Sea and over Diaoyu Island (also claimed by
Japan) near Taiwan (see Map 11.1).

To Chinese leaders, however, such actions simply rep-
resent legitimate efforts to resume China’s rightful role in
the affairs of the region. After a century of humiliation at
the hands of the Western powers and neighboring Japan,

the nation, in Mao’s famous words of 1949, “has stood up”
and no one will be permitted to humiliate it again. For
the moment, at least, a fervent patriotism seems to be 
on the rise in China, actively promoted by the party as 
a means of holding the country together. Pride in the
achievement of national sports teams is intense, and two
young authors recently achieved wide acclaim with the
publication of their book The China That Can Say No, a
response to criticism of the country in the United States
and Europe. The decision by the International Olympic
Committee to award the 2008 Summer Games to Beijing
led to widespread celebration throughout the country.

Whether the current leadership will be able to prevent
further erosion of the party’s power and prestige is un-
clear. In the short term, efforts to slow the process of
change may succeed because many Chinese are under-
standably fearful of punishment and concerned for their
careers. And high economic growth rates can sometimes
obscure a multitude of problems as many individuals will
opt to chase the fruits of materialism rather than the less
tangible benefits of personal freedom. But in the long run,
the party leadership must resolve the contradiction be-
tween political authoritarianism and economic prosper-
ity. One is reminded of Chiang Kai-shek’s failed attempt
during the 1930s to revive Confucian ethics as a standard
of behavior for modern China: dead ideologies cannot be
revived by decree.

Unrest is also growing among China’s national mi-
norities: in Xinjiang, where restless Muslim peoples ob-
serve with curiosity the emergence of independent Is-
lamic states in Central Asia, and in Tibet, where the
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� GIVE ME LIBERTY—OR GIVE ME
DEATH! The demonstrations that
erupted in Tiananmen Square in the
spring of 1989 spread rapidly to other
parts of China, where students and
other local citizens gave their vocal
support to the popular movement in
Beijing. Here students from a high
school march to the city of Guilin to
display their own determination to
take part in the reform of Chinese so-
ciety. Their call to “give me liberty 
or give me death” (in Patrick Henry’s
famous phrase) echoed the determina-
tion expressed by many of their coun-
terparts in Beijing.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f W

ill
ia

m
 J

. D
ui

ke
r



official policy of quelling separatism has led to the vio-
lent suppression of Tibetan culture and an influx of thou-
sands of ethnic Chinese immigrants. In the meantime,
the Falun Gong religious movement, which the govern-
ment has attempted to suppress as a potentially serious
threat to its authority, is an additional indication that
with the disintegration of the old Maoist utopia, the Chi-
nese people will need more than a pallid version of Marx-
ism-Leninism or a revived Confucianism to fill the gap.

New leaders installed in 2002 and 2003 appear to rec-
ognize the challenge. Hu Jintao (b. 1943), who replaced
Jiang Zemin as CCP general secretary and head of state,
appears to recognize the need for further reforms to open
up Chinese society and bridge the yawning gap between
rich and poor. In recent years, the government has shown
a growing tolerance for the public exchange of ideas,
which has surfaced with the proliferation of bookstores,
avant-garde theater, experimental art exhibits, and the
Internet.

SERVE THE PEOPLE:
CHINESE SOCIETY
UNDER COMMUNISM

Enormous changes took place in Chinese society after
the Communist rise to power in 1949. Yet beneath the
surface of rapid change were tantalizing hints of the sur-
vival of elements of the old China. Despite all the efforts
of Mao Zedong and his colleagues, the ideas of Confucius
and Sons had still not been irrevocably discarded. China
under communism remained a society that in many re-
spects was enthralled by its past.

The Politics of the Mass Line
Nowhere was this uneasy balance between the old and
the new more clearly demonstrated than in politics and
government.
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In its broad outlines, the new political system followed
the Soviet pattern. Yet from the start, CCP leaders made
it clear that the Chinese model would differ from the So-
viet in important respects. Whereas the Bolsheviks had
severely distrusted nonrevolutionary elements in Russia
and established a minority government based on the rad-
ical left, Mao and his colleagues were more confident that
they possessed the basic support of the majority of the
Chinese people. Under New Democracy, the party at-
tempted to reach out to all progressive classes in the pop-
ulation to maintain the alliance that had brought it to
power in the first place.

The primary link between the regime and the popula-
tion was the system of “mass organizations,” representing
peasants, workers, women, religious groups, writers, and
artists. The party had established these associations dur-
ing the 1920s to mobilize support for the revolution. Now
they served as a conduit between party and people, en-
abling the leaders to assess the attitude of the masses
while at the same time seeking their support for the
party’s programs. Behind this facade of representative in-
stitutions stood the awesome power of the CCP.

Initially, this “mass line” system worked fairly well.
True, opposition to the regime was ruthlessly suppressed,
but on the positive side, China finally had a government
that appeared to be “for the people.” Although there was
no pretense at Western-style democracy, and official cor-
ruption and bureaucratic mismanagement and arrogance
had by no means been entirely eliminated, the new ruling
class came preponderantly from workers and peasants and
was more willing than its predecessors to listen to the
complaints and aspirations of its constituents.

A good example of the party’s mass line policy was the
land reform program, which redistributed farmland to the
poor. The program was carried out at the village level by
land reform cadres who urged local farmers to establish
tribunals to confiscate the lands of the landlord class and
assign them to poor or landless peasants, thus giving the
impression that the policy was locally inspired rather
than imposed, Soviet-style, from the top down.

But the adoption of the Great Leap Forward betrayed
a fundamental weakness in the policy of the mass line.
While declaring his willingness to listen to the concerns
of the population, Mao was also determined to build 
a utopian society based on Marxist-Leninist principles.
Popular acceptance of nationalization and collectiviza-
tion during the mid-1950s indicates that the Chinese
people were not entirely hostile to socialism, but when
those programs were carried to an extreme during the
Great Leap Forward, many Chinese, even within the
party, resisted and forced the government to abandon 
the program.

The failure of the Great Leap Forward split the CCP
and led to the revolutionary disturbances of the following
decade. Some of Mao’s associates had opposed his radical
approach and now sought to adopt a more cautious road
to nation building. To Mao, such views were a betrayal of
the party’s revolutionary principles. The Cultural Revo-
lution, which he launched in 1966, can be seen above all
as his attempt to cleanse the system of its impurities and
put Chinese society back on the straight road to egalitar-
ian communism.

Many of his compatriots evidently shared his beliefs.
Young people in particular, alienated by the lack of 
job opportunities, flocked to his cause and served with
enthusiasm in the Red Guard organizations that became
the shock troops of the revolution. But the enthusiasms
aroused by the Cultural Revolution did not last. As in the
French Revolution, the efforts to achieve revolutionary
purity eventually alienated all except the most radical el-
ements in the country, and a period of reaction inevitably
set in. In China, revolutionary fervor gave way to a new
era in which belief in socialist ideals was replaced by a
more practical desire for material benefits.

Economics in Command
Deng Xiaoping recognized the need to restore a sense

of “socialist legality” and credibility to a system that was
on the verge of breakdown and hoped that rapid eco-
nomic growth would satisfy the Chinese people and pre-
vent them from demanding political reforms. The post-
Mao leaders demonstrated a willingness to place
economic performance over ideological purity. To stimu-
late the stagnant industrial sector, which had been under
state control since the end of the era of New Democracy,
they reduced bureaucratic controls over state industries
and allowed local managers to have more say over prices,
salaries, and quality control. Productivity was encouraged
by permitting bonuses to be paid for extra effort, a policy
that had been discouraged during the Cultural Revolu-
tion. State firms were no longer guaranteed access to pre-
cious resources and were told to compete with each other
for public favor and even to export goods on their own
initiative. The regime also tolerated the emergence of a
small private sector. Unemployed youth were encouraged
to set up restaurants, bicycle or radio repair shops, and
handicraft shops on their own initiative.

Finally, the regime opened up the country to foreign
investment and technology. The Maoist policy of self-
reliance was abandoned, and China openly sought the
advice of foreign experts and the money of foreign capi-
talists. Special economic zones were established in urban
centers near the coast (ironically, many were located in
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the old nineteenth-century treaty ports), where lucrative
concessions were offered to encourage foreign firms to
build factories. The tourist industry was encouraged, and
students were sent abroad to study.

The new leaders especially stressed educational reform.
The system adopted during the Cultural Revolution, em-
phasizing practical education and ideology at the expense
of higher education and modern science, was rapidly
abandoned (Mao’s Little Red Book itself was withdrawn
from circulation and could no longer be found on book-
shelves), and a new system based generally on the West-
ern model was instituted. Admission to higher education
was based on success in merit examinations, and courses
on science and mathematics received high priority.

No economic reform program could succeed unless it
included the countryside. Three decades of socialism had
done little to increase food production or to lay the basis
for a modern agricultural sector. China, with a population
now numbering one billion, could still barely feed itself.
Peasants had little incentive to work and few opportuni-
ties to increase production through mechanization, the
use of fertilizer, or better irrigation.

Under Deng Xiaoping, agricultural policy made a rapid
about-face. Under the new “rural responsibility system,”
adopted shortly after Deng had consolidated his author-
ity, collectives leased land on contract to peasant fami-
lies, who paid a quota as rent to the collective. Anything
produced on the land above that payment could be sold
on the private market or consumed. To soak up excess la-
bor in the villages, the government encouraged the for-
mation of so-called sideline industries, a modern equiva-
lent of the traditional cottage industries in premodern
China. Peasants raised fish or shrimp, made consumer
goods, and even assembled living room furniture and ap-
pliances for sale to their newly affluent compatriots.

The reform program had a striking effect on rural pro-
duction. Grain production increased rapidly, and farm in-
come doubled during the 1980s. Yet it also created prob-
lems. In the first place, income at the village level became
more unequal as some enterprising farmers (known lo-
cally as “ten thousand dollar” households) earned profits
several times those realized by their less fortunate or less
industrious neighbors. When some farmers discovered
they could earn more by growing cash crops or other spe-
cialized commodities, they devoted less land to rice and
other grain crops, thus threatening to reduce the supply
of China’s most crucial staple. Finally, the agricultural
policy threatened to undermine the government’s popu-
lation control program, which party leaders viewed as
crucial to the success of the Four Modernizations.

Since a misguided period in the mid-1950s when Mao
had argued that more labor would result in higher pro-

ductivity, China had been attempting to limit its popula-
tion growth. By 1970, the government had launched a
stringent family planning program —including educa-
tion, incentives, and penalties for noncompliance — to
persuade the Chinese people to limit themselves to one
child per family. The program did have some success, and
the rate of population growth was reduced drastically in
the early 1980s. The rural responsibility system, however,
undermined the program because it encouraged farm
families to pay the penalties for having additional chil-
dren in the belief that the labor of these offspring would
increase family income and provide the parents with
greater security in their old age.

Still, the overall effects of the modernization program
were impressive. The standard of living improved for the
majority of the population. Whereas a decade earlier the
average Chinese had struggled to earn enough to buy a 
bicycle, radio, watch, or washing machine, by the late
1980s many were beginning to purchase videocassette
recorders, refrigerators, and color television sets. The
government popularized the idea that all Chinese would
prosper, although not necessarily at the same speed. Ear-
lier slogans such as “Serve the people” and “Uphold the
banner of Marxist-Leninist-Maoist thought” were re-
placed by others that announced that “Time is money”
and instructed citizens to “Create wealth for the people.”
The party announced that China was still at the “primary
stage of socialism” and might not reach the state of uto-
pian communism for generations.

Yet the rapid growth of the economy created its own
problems: inflationary pressures, greed, envy, increased
corruption, and —most dangerous of all for the regime —
rising expectations. When the economy failed to live 
up to those expectations, as in the late 1980s, disillu-
sionment ran high, especially in the cities, where high
living by officials and rising prices for goods aroused 
widespread alienation and cynicism. Such attitudes un-
doubtedly contributed to the anger and frustration that
burst out during the spring of 1989, when many workers,
peasants, and functionaries joined the demonstrations in
Tiananmen Square against official corruption and one-
party rule.

During the 1990s, growth rates in the industrial sector
remained high as domestic capital became increasingly
available to compete with the growing presence of for-
eign enterprises. The government began to adopt a seri-
ous attitude to the need to close down inefficient state en-
terprises, and by the end of the decade, the private sector,
with official encouragement, accounted for over 10 per-
cent of the gross domestic product. A stock market
opened, and China’s prowess in the international mar-
ketplace improved dramatically.
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As a result of these developments, China now pos-
sesses a large and increasingly affluent middle class. The
domestic market for consumer goods has burgeoned, as
indicated by the fact that over 80 percent of all urban
Chinese now possess a color television set, a refrigerator,
and a washing machine. One-third own their homes, and
nearly as many have an air conditioner. Like their coun-
terparts elsewhere in Asia, urban Chinese are increas-
ingly brand-name conscious, a characteristic that pro-
vides a considerable challenge to local manufacturers.

But as Chinese leaders discovered, rapid economic
change never comes without cost. The closing of state-
run factories has led to the dismissal of millions of work-
ers each year, and the private sector, although growing at
more than 20 percent annually, is unable to absorb them
all. Discontent has been increasing in the countryside as
well, where farmers earn only about half the salary of
their urban counterparts (in recent years, the govern-
ment tried to increase the official purchase price for grain
but rescinded the order when it became too expensive).
China’s recent entry into the World Trade Organization
(WTO) may help the nation as a whole, but is less likely
to benefit farmers, who must now face the challenge of
cheap foreign imports. Taxes and local corruption add to
their complaints. In desperation, millions of rural people
have left for the big cities, where many of them are un-
able to find steady employment and are forced to live 
in squalid conditions in crowded tenements or in the
sprawling suburbs. Millions of others remain on the farm
but attempt to maximize their income by producing for
the market or increasing the size of their families. Al-
though China’s population control program continues to
limit rural couples to two children, such regulations are
widely flouted despite stringent penalties. Chinese lead-
ers must now face the reality that the pains of industrial-
ization are not limited to capitalist countries.

THE LEGACY OF THE
PAST: CONTINUITY
AND CHANGE IN
CHINESE SOCIETY

Originally, the Chinese Communist Party intended to
bring an end to the Confucian legacy in modern China.
At the root of Marxist-Leninist ideology is the idea of
building a new citizen free from the prejudices, igno-
rance, and superstition of the “feudal” era and the capi-
talist desire for self-gratification. This new citizen would
be characterized not only by a sense of racial and sexual

equality but also by the selfless desire to contribute his 
or her utmost for the good of all. In the words of Mao 
Zedong’s famous work “The Foolish Old Man Who Re-
moved the Mountains,” the people should “be resolute,
fear no sacrifice, and surmount every difficulty to win
victory.”6

The new government wasted no time in keeping its
promise. During the early 1950s, it took a number of steps
to bring a definitive end to the old system in China.
Women were permitted to vote and encouraged to be-
come active in the political process. At the local level, 
an increasing number of women became active in the
CCP and in collective organizations. In 1950, a new mar-
riage law guaranteed women equal rights with men. 
Most important, perhaps, it permitted women for the first 
time to initiate divorce proceedings against their hus-
bands. Within a year, nearly one million divorces had
been granted. The regime also undertook to destroy the
influence of the traditional family system. To the Com-
munists, loyalty to the family, a crucial element in the
Confucian social order, undercut loyalty to the state and
to the dictatorship of the proletariat.

At first, the new government moved carefully to avoid
alienating its supporters in the countryside unnecessarily.
When collective farms were established in the mid-
1950s, each member of a collective accumulated “work
points” based on the number of hours worked during a
specified time period. Payment for work points was made
not to the individual but to the family head. The pay-
ments, usually in the form of ration coupons, could then
be spent at the collective community store. Because the
payments went to the head of the family, the traditionally
dominant position of the patriarch was maintained.
When people’s communes were established in the late
1950s, payments went to the individual.

During the political radicalism of the Great Leap For-
ward, children were encouraged to report to the authori-
ties any comments by their parents that criticized the 
system. Such practices continued during the Cultural
Revolution, when children were expected to report on
their parents, students on their teachers, and employees
on their superiors. Some have suggested that Mao delib-
erately encouraged such practices to bring an end to the
traditional “politics of dependency.” According to this
theory, historically the famous “five relationships” forced
individuals to swallow their anger and frustration (known
in Chinese as “to eat bitterness”) and accept the hier-
archical norms established by Confucian ethics. By en-
couraging the oppressed elements in society — the young, 
the female, and the poor — to voice their bitterness, Mao 
was breaking down the tradition of dependency. Such de-
nunciations had been issued against landlords and other 
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“local tyrants” in the land reform tribunals of the late
1940s and early 1950s. Later, during the Cultural Revo-
lution, they were applied to other authority figures in
Chinese society.

The post-Mao era brought a decisive shift away from
revolutionary utopianism and a return to the pragmatic
approach to nation building. For most people, it meant
improved living conditions and a qualified return to fam-
ily traditions. For the first time in more than a decade, en-
terprising Chinese began to concentrate on improving
their standard of living. For the first time, millions of Chi-
nese saw the prospect of a house or an urban flat with a
washing machine, television set, and indoor plumbing.
Young people whose parents had given them patriotic
names such as Build the Country, Protect Mao Zedong,
and Assist Korea began to choose more elegant and cos-
mopolitan names for their own children. Some names,
such as Surplus Grain or Bring a Younger Brother, ex-
pressed hope for the future.

The new attitudes were also reflected in physical ap-
pearance. For a generation after the civil war, clothing
had been restricted to the traditional baggy “Mao suit” in
olive drab or dark blue, but by the 1980s, young people
craved such fashionable Western items as designer jeans,

trendy sneakers, and sweat suits (or reasonable facsimi-
les). Cosmetic surgery to create a more buxom figure or a
more Western facial look became increasingly common
among affluent young women in the cities. Many had the
epicanthic fold over their eyelids removed or even added
to their noses —a curious decision in view of the tradi-
tion of referring derogatorily to foreigners as “big noses.”

Religious practices and beliefs also changed. As the
government became more tolerant, some Chinese began
returning to the traditional Buddhist faith or to folk reli-
gions, and Buddhist and Taoist temples were once again
crowded with worshipers. Despite official efforts to sup-
press its more evangelical forms, Christianity became in-
creasingly popular; like the “rice Christians” (persons
who supposedly converted for economic reasons) of the
past, many viewed it as a symbol of success and cos-
mopolitanism.

As with all social changes, China’s reintegration into
the outside world has had a price. Arranged marriages,
nepotism, and mistreatment of females (for example,
many parents in rural areas reportedly killed female in-
fants in the hope of having the next one be a son) have
returned, although such behavior had likely continued
under the cloak of revolutionary purity for a generation.
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Materialistic attitudes are highly prevalent among young
people, along with a corresponding cynicism about poli-
tics and the CCP. Expensive weddings are now increas-
ingly common, and bribery and favoritism are all too 
frequent. Crime of all types, including an apparently
growing incidence of prostitution and sex crimes against
women, appears to be on the rise. To discourage sexual
abuse, the government now seeks to provide free legal
services for women living in rural areas.

There is also a price to pay for the trend toward priva-
tization. Under the Maoist system, the elderly and the
sick were provided with retirement benefits and health
care by the state or by the collective organizations. Under
current conditions, with the latter no longer playing such
a social role and more workers operating in the private
sector, the safety net has been removed. The government
recently attempted to fill the gap by enacting a social se-
curity law, but because of a lack of funds, eligibility is lim-
ited primarily to individuals in the urban sector of the
economy. Those living in the countryside —who still
represent 60 percent of the population —are essentially
left to their own devices.

CHINA’S CHANGING
CULTURE

Like their contemporaries all over Asia, Chinese artists
were strongly influenced by the revolutionary changes
that were taking place in the art world of the West in the
early twentieth century. In the decades following the
1911 revolution, Chinese creative artists began to exper-
iment with Western styles, although the more extreme
schools, such as Surrealism and Abstract painting, had
little impact.

The rise to power of the Communists in 1949 added a
new dimension to the debate over the future of culture in
China. Spurred by comments made by Mao Zedong at a
cultural forum in Yan’an in 1942, leaders rejected the
Western slogan of “Art for art’s sake” and, like their So-
viet counterparts, viewed culture as an important instru-
ment of indoctrination. The standard would no longer be
aesthetic quality or the personal preference of the artist
but “Art for life’s sake,” whereby culture would serve the
interests of socialism.

At first, the new emphasis on socialist realism did not
entirely extinguish the influence of traditional culture.
Mao and his colleagues saw the importance of traditional
values and culture in building a strong new China and
tolerated —and even encouraged —efforts by artists to
synthesize traditional ideas with socialist concepts and

Western techniques. During the Cultural Revolution,
however, all forms of traditional culture came to be
viewed as reactionary. Socialist realism became the only
standard of acceptability in literature, art, and music. All
forms of traditional expression were forbidden.

Characteristic of the changing cultural climate in
China was the experience of author Ding Ling. Born in
1904 and educated in a school for women set up by leftist
intellectuals during the hectic years after the May Fourth
Movement, she began writing in her early twenties. At
first, she was strongly influenced by prevailing Western
styles, but after her husband, a struggling young poet and
a member of the CCP, was executed by Chiang Kai-shek’s
government in 1931, she became active in party activities
and sublimated her talent to the revolutionary cause.

In the late 1930s, Ding Ling settled in Yan’an, where
she became a leader in the party’s women’s and literary as-
sociations. She remained dedicated to revolution, but
years of service to the party had not stifled her individu-
ality, and in 1942, she wrote critically of the incompe-
tence, arrogance, and hypocrisy of many party officials, as
well as the treatment of women in areas under Commu-
nist authority. Such conduct raised eyebrows, but she was
able to survive criticism and in 1948 wrote her most fa-
mous novel, The Sun Shines over the Sangan River, which
described the CCP’s land reform program in favorable
terms. It was awarded the Stalin Prize three years later.

During the early 1950s, Ding Ling was one of the most
prominent literary lights of the new China, but in the
more ideological climate at the end of the decade, she was
attacked for her individualism and her previous criticism
of the party. Although temporarily rehabilitated, during
the Cultural Revolution she was sentenced to hard labor
on a commune in the far north and was only released in
the late 1970s after the death of Mao Zedong. Although
crippled and in poor health, she began writing a biogra-
phy of her mother that examined the role of women in
twentieth-century China. She died in 1981. Ding Ling’s
story mirrored the fate of thousands of progressive Chi-
nese intellectuals who, despite their efforts, were not able
to satisfy the constantly changing demands of a repressive
regime.

After Mao’s death, Chinese culture was once again re-
leased from the shackles of socialist realism. In painting,
the new policies led to a revival of interest in both tradi-
tional and Western forms. The revival of traditional art
was in part a matter of practicality as talented young Chi-
nese were trained to produce traditional paintings for ex-
port to earn precious foreign currency for the state. But
the regime also showed a new tolerance for the imitation
of Western styles as a necessary by-product of develop-
ment, thus unleashing an impressive outpouring of artis-
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tic creativity later dubbed the “Beijing Spring.” A new
generation of Chinese painters began to experiment with
a wide range of previously prohibited art styles, including
Cubism and Abstract Expressionism.

An excellent illustration of Chinese artists’ tireless
battle for creative freedom is the painting My Dream
(1988) by Xu Mangyao. On the canvas, an artist, having
freed his hands from manacles, seeks to escape from the
confinement of a red brick wall. The painting represents
the worldwide struggle by all the twentieth-century
artists silenced by totalitarian regimes in the Soviet
Union, Latin America, and Africa.

In music, too, the post-Mao era brought significant
changes. Music academies closed during the Cultural
Revolution for sowing the seeds of the bourgeois mental-
ity were reopened. Students were permitted to study both
Chinese and Western styles, but the vast majority se-
lected the latter. To provide examples, leading musicians
and composers, such as violinist Isaac Stern, were invited
to China to lecture and perform before eager Chinese
students.

The limits to freedom of expression were most appar-
ent in literature. During the early 1980s, party leaders 
encouraged Chinese writers to express their views on 
the mistakes of the past, and a new “literature of the
wounded” began to describe the brutal and arbitrary na-
ture of the Cultural Revolution. One of the most promi-
nent writers was Bai Hua, whose script for the film Bitter
Love described the life of a young Chinese painter who
joined the revolutionary movement during the 1940s but
was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution when his
work was condemned as counterrevolutionary. The film
depicted the condemnation through a view of a street in
Beijing “full of people waving the Quotations of Chairman
Mao, all those devout and artless faces fired by a feverish
fanaticism.” Driven from his home for posting a portrait
of a third-century b.c.e. defender of human freedom on a
Beijing wall, the artist flees the city. At the end of the
film, he dies in a snowy field, where his corpse and a semi-
circle made by his footprints form a giant question mark.

In criticizing the excesses of the Cultural Revolution,
Bai Hua was only responding to Deng Xiaoping’s appeal
for intellectuals to speak out, but he was soon criticized
for failing to point out the essentially beneficial role of
the CCP in recent Chinese history, and his film was with-
drawn from circulation in 1981. Bai Hua was compelled
to recant his errors and to state that the great ideas of
Mao Zedong on art and literature were “still of universal
guiding significance today.” 7

As the attack on Bai Hua illustrates, many party lead-
ers remained suspicious of the impact that “decadent”
bourgeois culture could have on the socialist foundations

of Chinese society, and the official press periodically
warned that China should adopt only the “positive” as-
pects of Western culture (notably, its technology and its
work ethic) and not the “negative” elements such as drug
use, pornography, and hedonism. One of the chief targets
in China’s recent “spiritual civilization” campaign is au-
thor Wang Shuo (b. 1958), whose writings have been
banned for exhibiting a sense of “moral decay.” In his
novels Playing for Thrills (1989) and Please Don’t Call 
Me Human (2000), Wang highlighted the seamier side 
of contemporary urban society, peopled with hustlers, 
ex-convicts, and other assorted hooligans. Spiritually 
depleted, hedonistic, and amoral in their approach to 
life, his characters represent the polar opposite of the so-
cialist ideal.

Conservatives were especially incensed by the ten-
dency of many writers to dwell on the shortcomings of
the socialist system and to come uncomfortably close to
direct criticism of the role of the CCP. The outstanding
works of author Mo Yan (b. 1956) are a case in point.
Viewed as China’s greatest writer, in his novels The Gar-
lic Ballads (1988) and The Republic of Wine (2000), Mo
exposes the rampant corruption of contemporary Chi-
nese society, the roots of which he attributes to one-party
rule (see the box on p. 230).

CONCLUSION
To the outside observer, since the Communist takeover
of power on the mainland, China has projected an image
of almost constant turmoil and rapid change. That por-
trayal is not an inaccurate one, for Chinese society has
undergone a number of major transformations since the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China in the
fall of 1949. Even in the relatively stable 1980s, many a
prudent China watcher undoubtedly wondered whether
the prosperous and tolerant conditions of the era of Deng
Xiaoping would long endure.

An extended period of political instability and domes-
tic violence is hardly unusual in the years following a ma-
jor revolutionary upsurge. Similar conditions existed in
late-eighteenth-century France after the revolt that over-
threw the ancient regime and in Russia after the Bolshe-
vik seizure of power in 1917. In both cases, pragmatists in
the pursuit of national wealth and power clashed with
radicals who were determined to create a utopian society.
In the end, the former were victorious, in a process some-
times known as the “routinization of the revolution.”
“The revolution,” it has been astutely observed, “eats
its own.”
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A similar course of events has been taking place in
China since the Communist ascent to power. Radical ele-
ments grew restive at what they perceived as a relapse
into feudal habits by “capitalist roaders” within the party
and launched the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

What was distinctive about the Chinese case was that the
movement was led by Mao Zedong himself, who risked
the destruction of the very organization that had brought
him to power in the first place — the Communist Party.
Clearly, much about the Chinese Revolution cannot be
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TROUBLE IN THE GARLIC FIELDS

onsidered one of the masterpieces of modern Chinese
literature, Mo Yan’s novel The Garlic Ballads (1988)

describes with passion and intimacy the suffering of con-
temporary Chinese peasants in northern China. Based on real-
life riots in northern China in the summer of 1987, the novel is a
plea for social reform as it exposes the greed, corruption, and in-
humanity of the local government and the legacy of the feudal
mentality. Oppressed and betrayed by their cadres, a group of
garlic farmers are swept up into a riot against the local adminis-
trator. Mo Yan depicts the resilience and courage of Chinese peas-
ants in the face of incredible hardship and violent oppression. In
the closing pages of the novel, at the trial of the peasant rioters, a
young military officer, speaking for the author and human de-
cency, accuses the local judge of turning the court into a travesty
of justice. In a more recent novel, The Republic of Wine
(2000), Mo exposes the greed and inhumanity of party officials,
whose corrupt practices mock the ideals of a just socialist society.

MO YAN, THE GARLIC BALLADS

He turned to face the spectators, speaking with a passion
that touched everyone who heard him. “Your Honors, ladies
and gentlemen, the situation in our farming villages has
changed drastically in the wake of the Party’s Third Ple-
nary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee, including
those here in Paradise County. The peasants are much bet-
ter off than they were during the Cultural Revolution. This
is obvious to everyone. But the benefits they enjoyed as a re-
sult of rural economic reforms are gradually disappearing.”

“Please don’t stray too far from the subject,” the presiding
judge broke in.

“Thank you for reminding me, Your Honor: I’ll get right
to the point. In recent years the peasants have been called
upon to shoulder ever heavier burdens: fees, taxes, fines, and
inflated prices for just about everything they need. No won-
der you hear them talk about plucking the wild goose’s tail
feathers as it flies by. Over the past couple of years these
trends have gotten out of control, which is why, I believe,
the Paradise County garlic incident should have come as no
surprise.”

The presiding judge glanced down at his wrist-watch.
“Not being able to sell their crops was the spark that ig-

nited this explosive incident, but the root cause was the un-

enlightened policies of the Paradise County government!”
the officer continued. “Before Liberation only about a dozen
people were employed by the district government, and
things worked fine. Now even a township government in
charge of the affairs of a mere thirty thousand people employs
more than sixty people! And when you add those in the
communes it’s nearly a hundred, seventy percent of whose
salaries are paid by peasants through township fees and taxes.
Put in the bluntest possible terms, they are feudal parasites
on the body of society! So in my view, the slogans ‘Down
with corrupt officials!’ and ‘Down with bureaucrats!’ com-
prise a progressive call for the awakening of the peasants. . . .

“What I want to say is this,” the young officer continued.
“The people have the right to overthrow any party or gov-
ernment that disregards their well-being. If an official as-
sumes the role of public master rather than public servant,
the people have the right to throw him out! . . . In point 
of fact, things have improved in the wake of the party
rectification, and most of Paradise County’s responsible
party members are doing a fine job. But one rat turd can spoil
a whole pot of porridge, and the unprincipled behavior of a
single party member adversely affects the party’s reputation
and the government’s prestige. The people aren’t always fair
and discerning, and can be forgiven if their dissatisfaction
with a particular official carries over into their attitudes to-
ward officials in general. But shouldn’t that be a reminder to
officials to act in such a way as to best represent the party and
the government?

“. . . If we endorse the proposition that all people are
equal under the law, then we must demand that the Paradise
County People’s Procuratorate indict Paradise County ad-
ministrator Zhong Weimin on charges of official miscon-
duct! I have nothing more to say.”

The young officer remained standing for a moment before
wearily taking a seat behind the defense table. Thunderous
applause erupted from the spectator section behind him.

Source: The Garlic Ballads by Yan Mo, translated by Howard Goldblatt.
Translation copyright © 1995 by Howard Goldblatt.  Used by permission of
Penguin, a Division of Penguin Books USA Inc., Penguin Books, New York,
1995, pp. 268–271.



explained without an understanding of the complex per-
sonality of its great leader.

With the death of Mao in 1976, the virulent phase of
the revolution appeared to be at an end, and a more stable
era of economic development is under way. Yet the Com-
munist Party remains in power.

Why has communism survived in China, albeit in a
substantially altered form, when it collapsed in Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union? One of the primary 
reasons is probably cultural. Although the doctrine of
Marxism-Leninism originated in Europe, many of its
main precepts, such as the primacy of the community
over the individual and the denial of the concept of pri-
vate property, run counter to the trends in Western civi-
lization. This inherent conflict is especially evident in the
societies of Central and Western Europe, which were
strongly influenced by Enlightenment philosophy and
the Industrial Revolution. These forces were weaker in
the countries farther to the east, but both had begun to
penetrate tsarist Russia by the end of the nineteenth
century.

By contrast, Marxism-Leninism found a more recep-
tive climate in China and other countries in the region

influenced by Confucian tradition. In its political culture,
the Communist system exhibits many of the same char-
acteristics as traditional Confucianism —a single truth,
an elite governing class, and an emphasis on obedience to
the community and its governing representatives —
while feudal attitudes regarding female inferiority, loyalty
to the family, and bureaucratic arrogance are hard to
break. On the surface, China today bears a number of un-
canny similarities to the China of the past.

Yet these similarities should not blind us to the real
changes that are taking place in the China of today,
which is fundamentally different from that of the late
Qing or even the early republic. Literacy rates and the
standard of living, on balance, are far higher; the pres-
sures of outside powers are less threatening; and China
has entered the opening stages of its own industrial and
technological revolution. For many Chinese, indepen-
dent talk radio and the Internet are a greater source of
news and views than the official media. Where Sun Yat-
sen, Chiang Kai-shek, and even Mao Zedong broke their
lances on the rocks of centuries of tradition, poverty, and
ignorance, China’s present leaders rule a country much
more aware of the world and its place in it.
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Reflection
s World War II came to

an end, the survivors of that bloody struggle
could afford to face the future with at least a

measure of cautious optimism. With the death of Adolf
Hitler in his bunker in Berlin, there were reasons to hope
that the bitter rivalry that had marked relations among the
Western powers would finally be put to an end and that the
wartime alliance of the United States, Great Britain, and
the Soviet Union could be maintained into the postwar era.
In the meantime, the peoples of Asia and Africa saw the end
of the war as a gratifying sign that the colonial system would
soon end, ushering in a new era of political stability and eco-
nomic development on a global scale.

With the perspective of more than half a century, we can
see that these hopes have been only partly realized. In the
decades following the war, the capitalist nations managed to
recover from the extended economic depression that had
contributed to the start of World War II and advanced to a
level of economic prosperity never before seen in world his-
tory. The bloody conflicts that had erupted among European
nations during the first half of the twentieth century came to
an end, and Germany and Japan were fully integrated into
the world community.

On the other hand, the prospects for a stable, peaceful
world and an end to balance-of-power politics were ham-
pered by the emergence of the grueling and sometimes tense
ideological struggle between the socialist and capitalist
camps, a competition headed by the only remaining great
powers, the Soviet Union and the United States. Although
the two superpowers were able to avoid a nuclear confronta-
tion, the postwar world was divided into two heavily armed
camps in a balance of terror that on one occasion — the
Cuban Missile Crisis —brought the world briefly to the
brink of nuclear holocaust.

Europe again became divided into hostile camps as the
Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Soviet
Union forced the European nations to ally with one or the
other of the superpowers. The creation of two mutually an-
tagonistic military alliances —NATO in 1949 and the War-
saw Pact in 1955—confirmed the new division of Europe,
while a divided Germany, and within it, a divided Berlin, re-
mained its most visible symbols. Repeated crises over the
status of Berlin only intensified the fears in both camps.

In the midst of this rivalry, the Western European na-
tions, with the assistance of the United States, made a re-
markable economic recovery and attained unprecedented
levels of prosperity. In Eastern Europe, Soviet domination,
both political and economic, seemed so complete that many

doubted it could ever be undone. Soviet
military intervention, as in Hungary in 1956 and Czecho-
slovakia in 1968, reminded the Soviet satellites of their real
condition; communism appeared, at least for the time being,
too powerful to be dislodged. The Helsinki Agreement,
signed in 1975, appeared to be a tacit admission by the West
that the Iron Curtain had taken on a near-permanent status.

In the meantime, behind a shield of Soviet troops and
tanks, the Soviet Union and its Eastern European satellites
acted to stabilize the socialist system and realize the promise
of a better society. Although Nikita Khrushchev appeared to
harbor a sincere belief in the superiority of Marxist-Leninist
ideas over those of the capitalist West, by the 1960s for the
average citizen in the socialist bloc countries, the dream of a
utopian society had begun to fade, and party leaders cyni-
cally manipulated the system for their own benefit.

Only in China was the dream still alive, actively pro-
moted by Mao Zedong and his radical disciples during 
the frenetic years between the Great Leap Forward and
Mao’s death at the end of the Cultural Revolution. Whether
or not his “uninterrupted revolution” was simply a last-
ditch effort to retain power, Mao appeared to have a real
awareness that even in China there lurked the danger of
creeping bourgeoisification. His failure is a striking testimo-
nial to the difficulties of continually stoking the fires of so-
cial revolution.

In the West, economic affluence appeared to give birth to
its own set of problems. The voracious focus on material pos-
sessions, an intrinsic characteristic of the capitalist ethos,
helped promote high levels of productivity in office and fac-
tory but at the same time produced a spiritual malaise in in-
dividual members of society, who increasingly began to ques-
tion the meaning and purpose of life beyond the sheer
accumulation of things. As the spread of scientific knowl-
edge eroded religious belief, increasing social mobility un-
dermined the traditional base-level structural units of hu-
man society — the family and the community. Modernity, as
postwar society in the West was now commonly described,
appeared to have no answer to the search for meaning in life
beyond an unconfirmed and complacent belief in the En-
lightenment doctrine of progress.

For the have-nots of capitalist society, the sources of dis-
content were more immediate, focusing on a lack of equal
access to the cornucopia of goods produced by the capitalist
machine. To their credit, political leaders in many countries
sought ways to extend the benefits of an affluent society to
their disadvantaged constituents, but success was limited,
and experts searched without result for the ultimate cause.
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Nowhere was this more the case than in Latin America,
where resource-rich nations like Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and
Venezuela continue to be plagued with political instability,
flagrant corruption, and a widening gap in the distribution
of wealth between the rich and the poor.

The driving force behind many of these changes in the
postwar world was the Industrial Revolution, which contin-
ued to undermine the political, social, and economic foun-
dations of traditional society, without disclosing the final
destination. Human beings could only hope that as old ways
were inexorably ground up and chucked aside in the new in-
dustrial world, the expanding power of scientific knowledge
would provide them with clues on how to manipulate the
situation to their ultimate benefit.

In the early 1990s, the Soviet Union and its system of
satellites suddenly came tumbling down, leading to the
emergence of truly independent nations in Eastern Europe
and rising hopes for the emergence of a New World Order.
But it soon became clear that the end of the Cold War had
also unleashed long-dormant ethnic and religious forces in
various parts of the world, producing a new round of civil
conflicts and a level of terrorist activity reminiscent of the
early part of the twentieth century. In Part IV of this book,
we will explore the impact of these events on the continents
of Africa and Asia.
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t the end of World War II, Africa had already been exposed to over

half a century of colonial rule. Although many Europeans compla-

cently assumed that colonialism was a necessary evil in the process of

introducing civilization to the backward peoples of Africa and Asia, to some African

intellectuals, the Western drive for economic profit and political hegemony was a

plague that threatened ultimately to destroy civilization. It was the obligation of

Africans to use their own humanistic and spiritual qualities to help save the human

race. The Ghanaian official Michael Francis Dei-Anang agreed. In Whither Bound Af-

rica, written in 1946, he scathingly unmasked the pretensions of Western superiority:

Forward! To what?
The Slums, where man is dumped upon man,
Where penury
And misery
Have made their hapless homes,
And all is dark and drear?
Forward! To what?
The factory
To grind hard hours
In an inhuman mill,
In one long ceaseless spell?

Forward! To what?
To the reeking round
Of medieval crimes,
Where the greedy hawks
of Aryan stock



Prey with bombs and guns
On men of lesser breed?
Forward to CIVILIZATION.1

To Africans like Dei-Anang, the new Africa that
emerged from imperialist rule had a duty to seek
new ways of resolving the problems of humanity.

In the three decades following the end of
World War II, the peoples of Africa were gradu-
ally liberated from the formal trappings of Euro-
pean colonialism. The creation of independent
states in Africa began in the late 1950s and pro-
ceeded gradually until the last colonial regimes
were finally dismantled. But the transition to in-
dependence has not been an unalloyed success.
The legacy of colonialism in the form of political
inexperience and continued European economic
domination has combined with overpopulation
and climatic disasters to frustrate the new states’
ability to achieve political stability and economic
prosperity. At the same time, arbitrary bound-
aries imposed by the colonial powers and ethnic
and religious divisions within the African coun-
tries have led to bitter conflicts, which have
posed a severe obstacle to the dream of continen-
tal solidarity and cooperation in forging a com-
mon destiny. Today, the continent of Africa,
although blessed with enormous potential, is one
of the most volatile and conflict-ridden areas 
of the world. Michael Dei-Anang’s dream of a
unique African road has not yet been realized. •

UHURU: THE
STRUGGLE FOR
INDEPENDENCE

After World War II, Europeans reluctantly recognized
that the end result of colonial rule in Africa would be Af-
rican self-government, if not full independence. Accord-
ingly, the African population would have to be trained to
handle the responsibilities of representative government.
In many cases, however, relatively little had been done to

prepare the local population for self-rule. Early in the
colonial era, during the late nineteenth century, Af-
rican administrators had held influential positions in sev-
eral British colonies, and one even served as governor of
the Gold Coast. Several colonies had legislative councils
with limited African participation, although their func-
tions were solely advisory. But with the formal institution
of colonial rule, senior positions were reserved for the
British, although local authority remained in the hands of
native rulers.

After World War II, most British colonies introduced
reforms that increased the representation of the local
population. Members of legislative and executive coun-
cils were increasingly chosen through elections, and Af-
ricans came to constitute a majority of these bodies.
Elected councils at the local level were introduced in the
1950s to reduce the power of the tribal chiefs and clan
heads, who had controlled local government under indi-
rect rule. An exception was South Africa, where Euro-
pean domination continued. In the Union of South Af-
rica, the franchise was restricted to whites except in the
former territory of the Cape Colony, where persons of
mixed ancestry had enjoyed the right to vote since the
mid-nineteenth century. Black Africans did win some
limited electoral rights in Northern and Southern Rho-
desia (now Zambia and Zimbabwe), although whites gen-
erally dominated the political scene.

A similar process of political liberalization was taking
place in the French colonies. At first, the French tried to
assimilate the African peoples into French culture. By the
1920s, however, racist beliefs in Western cultural superi-
ority and the tenacity of traditional beliefs and practices
among Africans had somewhat discredited this ideal. The
French therefore substituted a more limited program of
assimilating African elites into Western culture and using
them as administrators at the local level as a link to the
remainder of the population. This policy resembled the
British policy of indirect rule, although it placed more
emphasis on French culture in training local administra-
tors. It had only limited success, however, because many
Western-educated Africans refused to leave the urban
centers to live in the countryside. Others, who were ex-
posed to radical ideas while studying abroad, rejected the
prevailing forms of Western civilization and called for the
restoration of national independence.

The Nazi occupation of northern France had an effect
on black Africans somewhat like that of the Japanese oc-
cupation of Southeast Asia on Asians. In 1944, the Free
French movement under General Charles de Gaulle is-
sued the Brazzaville Declaration, which promised equal
rights, though not self-government, in a projected French
Union composed of France and its overseas possessions.
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After the war, a legislative assembly for the new organi-
zation was created, although its political powers were lim-
ited. At the same time, African representatives were
elected to the French National Assembly in Paris. But
even this new community of nations had separate cate-
gories of citizenship based on education and ethnic back-
ground, and decisions on major issues were still made in
France or by French officials in French Africa.

The Colonial Legacy
As in Asia, colonial rule had a mixed impact on the
societies and peoples of Africa. The Western presence
brought a number of short-term and long-term benefits to
Africa, such as improved transportation and communica-
tion facilities, and in a few areas laid the foundation for a
modern industrial and commercial sector. Improved san-
itation and medical care in all probability increased life
expectancy. The introduction of selective elements of
Western political systems laid the basis for the gradual
creation of democratic societies.

Yet the benefits of Westernization were distributed un-
equally, and the vast majority of Africans found their
lives little improved, if at all. Only South Africa and
French-held Algeria, for example, developed modern in-
dustrial sectors, extensive railroad networks, and modern
communications systems. In both countries, European
settlers were numerous, most investment capital for in-
dustrial ventures was European, and whites comprised al-
most the entire professional and managerial class. Mem-
bers of the native population were generally restricted to
unskilled or semiskilled jobs at wages less than one-fifth
of those enjoyed by Europeans. Those who worked in in-
dustry or on infrastructure projects often suffered from in-
humane working conditions. Several thousand African
conscripts reportedly died on press gangs building the
new railroad system.

Many colonies concentrated on export crops — pea-
nuts from Senegal and Gambia, cotton from Egypt and
Uganda, coffee from Kenya, and palm oil and cocoa prod-
ucts from the Gold Coast. Here the benefits of develop-
ment were somewhat more widespread. In some cases, the
crops were grown on plantations, which were usually
owned by Europeans. But plantation agriculture was not
always suitable in Africa, and much farming was done by
free or tenant farmers. In some areas, where land owner-
ship was traditionally vested in the community, the land
was owned and leased by the corporate village.

Even here, however, the vast majority of the profits
from the export of tropical products accrued to Europeans
or to merchants from other foreign countries, such as In-
dia and the Arab emirates. While a fortunate few bene-

fited from the increase in exports, the vast majority of Af-
ricans continued to be subsistence farmers growing food
for their own consumption. The gap was particularly wide
in places like Kenya, where the best lands had been 
reserved for European settlers to make the colony self-
sufficient. As in other parts of the world, the early stages
of the Industrial Revolution were especially painful for
the rural population, and ordinary subsistence farmers
reaped few benefits from colonial rule.

The Rise of Nationalism
The African response to the loss of independence can be
traced through several stages, beginning with resistance.
In some cases, the opposition came from an organized
state, such as Ashanti, which fought against the British
takeover of the Gold Coast in the 1860s. Where formal
states did not exist, the colonial takeover was often easier
and more gradual; in a few instances, however, such as
the Zulu tribesmen in South Africa in the 1880s and Ab-
del Qadir’s rebellion against the French in Algeria, resis-
tance to white rule was quite fierce.

But formal nationalist movements and parties gener-
ally arose later in Africa than in Asia. The first national-
ist groups were formed in urban areas, primarily among
people who had been exposed to Western civilization.
The first Afro-Europeans, as such people are sometimes
called, often benefited from the European presence, and
some, as we have seen, held responsible positions in the
colonial bureaucracy. But as the system became more for-
malized in the early twentieth century, more emphasis
was placed on racial distinctions, and opportunities in
government and other professional positions diminished,
especially in the British colonies, where indirect rule was
based on collaboration with the local tribal aristocracy.
The result was a dissatisfied urban educated elite, who
were all the angrier when they realized they would not
benefit from the improved conditions.

Political organizations for African rights did not arise
until after World War I, and then only in a few areas, such
as British-ruled Kenya and the Gold Coast. At first, or-
ganizations such as the National Congress of British West
Africa (formed in 1919 in the Gold Coast) and Jomo
Kenyatta’s Kikuyu Central Association in Kenya focused
on improving African living conditions in the colo-
nies rather than on national independence. After World
War II, however, following the example of independence
movements elsewhere, these groups became organized
political parties with independence as their objective. In
the Gold Coast, Kwame Nkrumah (1909–1972) led the
Convention People’s Party, the first formal political party
in black Africa. In the late 1940s, Jomo Kenyatta (1894 –
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1978) founded the Kenya African National Union
(KANU), which focused on economic issues but had an
implied political agenda as well.

For the most part, these political activities were basi-
cally nonviolent and were led by Western-educated Af-
rican intellectuals. Their constituents were primarily 
urban professionals, merchants, and members of labor
unions. But the demand for independence was not en-
tirely restricted to the cities. In Kenya, for example, the
widely publicized Mau Mau movement among the
Kikuyu people used terrorism as an essential element of
its program to achieve uhuru (Swahili for “freedom”)
from the British. Although most of the violence was di-
rected against other Africans — only about a hundred Eu-
ropeans were killed in the violence, compared with an 
estimated seventeen hundred Africans who lost their
lives at the hands of the rebels — the specter of Mau Mau
terrorism alarmed the European population and con-
vinced the British government in 1959 to promise even-
tual independence.

A similar process was occurring in Egypt, which had
been a protectorate of Great Britain (and under loose
Turkish suzerainty until the breakup of the Ottoman Em-
pire) since the 1880s. National consciousness had existed
in Egypt since well before the colonial takeover, and
members of the legislative council were calling for in-
dependence even before World War I. In 1918, a formal
political party called the Wafd was formed to promote
Egyptian independence. The intellectuals were opposed
as much to the local palace government as to the British,
however, and in 1952, an army coup overthrew King
Farouk, the grandson of Khedive Ismail, and established
an independent republic.

In areas such as South Africa and Algeria, where the
political system was dominated by European settlers, the
transition to independence was more complicated. In
South Africa, political activity by local Africans began
with the formation of the African National Congress
(ANC) in 1912. Initially, the ANC was dominated by
Western-oriented intellectuals and had little mass sup-
port. Its goal was to achieve economic and political 
reforms, including full equality for educated Africans,
within the framework of the existing system. But the
ANC’s efforts met with little success, while conservative
white parties managed to stiffen the segregation laws. In
response, the ANC became increasingly radicalized, and
by the 1950s, the prospects for a violent confrontation
were growing.

In Algeria, resistance to French rule by Berbers 
and Arabs in rural areas had never ceased. After World
War II, urban agitation intensified, leading to a wide-
spread rebellion against colonial rule in the mid-1950s.

At first, the French government tried to maintain its au-
thority in Algeria, which was considered an integral part
of metropolitan France. But when Charles de Gaulle be-
came president in 1958, he reversed French policy, and
Algeria became independent under President Ahmad
Ben Bella (b. 1918) in 1962. The armed struggle in Alge-
ria hastened the transition to statehood in its neighbors
as well. Tunisia won its independence in 1956 after some
urban agitation and rural unrest but retained close ties
with Paris. The French attempted to suppress the nation-
alist movement in Morocco by sending Sultan Muham-
mad V into exile, but the effort failed, and in 1956, he re-
turned as the ruler of the independent state of Morocco.

Most black African nations achieved their inde-
pendence in the late 1950s and 1960s, beginning with
the Gold Coast, now renamed Ghana, in 1957 (see
Map 12.1). Nigeria, the Belgian Congo (renamed Zaire
and later the Democratic Republic of the Congo),
Kenya, Tanganyika (renamed Tanzania after merging
with Zanzibar), and several other countries soon fol-
lowed. Most of the French colonies agreed to accept in-
dependence within the framework of de Gaulle’s French
Community. By the late 1960s, only parts of southern
Africa and the Portuguese possessions of Mozambique
and Angola remained under European rule.

Independence came later to Africa than to most of
Asia. Several factors help explain the delay. For one
thing, colonialism was established in Africa somewhat
later than in most areas of Asia, and the inevitable reac-
tion from the local population was consequently delayed.
Furthermore, with the exception of a few areas in West
Africa and along the Mediterranean, coherent states with
a strong sense of cultural, ethnic, and linguistic unity did
not exist in most of Africa. Most traditional states, such
as Ashanti in West Africa, Songhai in the southern Sa-
hara, and Bakongo in the Congo basin, were collections
of heterogeneous peoples with little sense of national or
cultural identity. Even after colonies were established, the
European powers often practiced a policy of “divide and
rule,” while the British encouraged political decentraliza-
tion by retaining the authority of the traditional native
chieftains. It is hardly surprising that when opposition to
colonial rule emerged, unity was difficult to achieve.

THE ERA OF
INDEPENDENCE

The newly independent African states faced intimidating
challenges. Like the new states in South and Southeast
Asia, they had been profoundly affected by colonial rule.
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Yet the experience had been highly unsatisfactory in most
respects. Although Western political institutions, values,
and technology had been introduced, at least into the
cities, the exposure to European civilization had been su-
perficial at best for most Africans and tragic for many. At
the outset of independence, most African societies were
still primarily agrarian and traditional, and their modern
sectors depended mainly on imports from the West.

Pan-Africanism and Nationalism: 
The Destiny of Africa

Like the leaders of the new states in South and Southeast
Asia, most African leaders came from the urban middle
class. They had studied in Europe or the United States
and spoke and read European languages. Although most
were profoundly critical of colonial policies, they ap-
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peared to accept the relevance of the Western model to
Africa and gave at least lip service to Western democratic
values.

Their views on economics were somewhat more di-
verse. Some, like Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya and General
Mobutu Sese Seko (1930 –1998) of Zaire, were advocates
of Western-style capitalism. Others, like Julius Nyerere
(b. 1922) of Tanzania, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, and
Sékou Touré (1922–1984) of Guinea, preferred an “Afri-
can form of socialism,” which bore slight resemblance to
the Marxist-Leninist socialism practiced in the Soviet
Union and was more like the syndicalist movement in
Western Europe. According to its advocates, it was de-
scended from traditional communal practices in precolo-
nial Africa.

Like the leaders of other developing countries, the
new political leaders in Africa were strongly nationalistic
and generally accepted the colonial boundaries. But as 
we have seen, these boundaries were artificial creations 
of the colonial powers. Virtually all of the new states in-
cluded widely diverse ethnic, linguistic, and territorial
groups. Zaire, for example, was composed of more than
two hundred territorial groups speaking seventy-five dif-
ferent languages.

Some African leaders themselves harbored attitudes
that undermined the fragile sense of common identity
needed to knit these diverse groups together. A num-
ber of leaders —including Nkrumah of Ghana, Touré of
Guinea, and Kenyatta of Kenya —were enticed by the
dream of pan-Africanism, a concept of continental unity
that transcended national boundaries and was to find its
concrete manifestation in the Organization of African
Unity (OAU), which was founded in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia, in 1963 (see the box on p. 242).

Pan-Africanism originated among African intellectu-
als during the first half of the twentieth century. A basic
element was the conviction that there was a distinctive
“African personality” that owed nothing to Western ma-
terialism and provided a common sense of destiny for all
black African peoples. According to Aimé Césaire, a
West Indian of African descent and a leading ideologist
of the movement, whereas Western civilization prized ra-
tional thought and material achievement, African cul-
ture emphasized emotional expression and a common
sense of humanity.

The concept of a unique African destiny (known to its
originators by the French term négritude, or “blackness”),
was in part a natural defensive response to the social Dar-
winist concepts of Western racial superiority and African
inferiority that were popular in Europe and the United
States during the early years of the twentieth century. At

the same time, it was stimulated by growing self-doubt
among many European intellectuals after World War I,
who feared that Western civilization was on a path of self-
destruction. Aimé Césaire compared the white world,

appalling weary from its immense effort
the crack of its joints rebelling under the hardness of the stars

with that of the Africans,

Those who invented neither gunpowder nor compass
those who tamed neither steam nor electricity
those who explored neither sea nor sky
but those who know the humblest corners of the country

suffering
those whose only journeys were uprooting
those who went to sleep on their knees
those who were domesticated and christianized
those who were inoculated with degeneration.2

The idea had more appeal to Africans from French
colonies than to those from British possessions. Yet it 
also found adherents in the British colonies, as well as in
the United States and elsewhere in the Americas. Afri-
can American intellectuals such as W. E. B. Dubois and
George Padmore and the West Indian politician Marcus
Garvey attempted to promote a “black renaissance” by
popularizing the idea of a distinct African personality.
Their views were shared by several of the new African
leaders, including Leopold Senghor (b. 1906) of Sene-
gal, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, and Jomo Kenyatta of
Kenya. Nkrumah in particular appeared to hope that a
pan-African union could be established that would unite
all of the new countries of the continent in a broader
community.

Dream and Reality: Political 
and Economic Conditions 
in Contemporary Africa
The program of the OAU had forecast a future Africa
based on freedom, equality, justice, and dignity and on
the unity, solidarity, and territorial integrity of African
states. It did not take long for reality to set in. Vast dis-
parities in education and income made it hard to es-
tablish democracy in much of Africa. Expectations that 
independence would lead to stable political structures
based on “one person, one vote” were soon disappointed
as the initial phase of pluralistic governments gave way to
a series of military regimes and one-party states. Between
1957 and 1982, more than seventy leaders of African
countries were overthrown by violence, and the pace has
increased since then.
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Hopes that independence would inaugurate an era of
economic prosperity and equality were similarly dashed.
Part of the problem could be (and was) ascribed to the
lingering effects of colonialism. Most newly independent
countries in Africa were dependent on the export of a
single crop or natural resource. When prices fluctuated or
dropped, they were at the mercy of the vagaries of the in-
ternational market. In several cases, the resources were
still controlled by foreigners, leading to the charge that
colonialism had been succeeded by “neocolonialism,” in
which Western domination was maintained by economic
rather than by political or military means. To make mat-
ters worse, most African states had to import technology
and manufactured goods from the West, and the prices of
those goods rose more rapidly than those of the export
products.

The new states also contributed to their own problems.
Scarce national resources were squandered on military
equipment or expensive consumer goods rather than on
building up their infrastructure to provide the foundation
for an industrial economy. Corruption, a painful reality
throughout the modern world, became almost a way of life
in Africa, as bribery (known variously as dash, chai, or
bonsella) became necessary to obtain even the most basic

services. The Nigerian author Cyprian Ekwensi expressed
his disillusionment with African politics in his novel
Jagua Nana. When the heroine’s boyfriend Freddie states,
“I wan’ money quick-quick; an’ politics is de only hope,”
she replies, “No Freddie. I no wan’ you to win. . . . Politics
not for you, Freddie. You got education. You got culture.
You’re a gentleman an’ proud. Politics be a game for dog.
And in dis Lagos, is a rough game. De roughest game in de
whole worl’. Is smell an’ dirty an’ you too clean an’ sweet.”3

Finally, population growth, which has hindered eco-
nomic growth more severely than anything else in the
new nations of Asia and Africa, became a serious problem
and crippled efforts to build modern economies. By the
mid-1980s, annual population growth averaged nearly
3 percent throughout Africa, the highest rate of any con-
tinent. Drought conditions and the inexorable spread of
the Sahara (usually known as desertification, a condition
caused partly by overpopulation) have led to widespread
hunger and starvation, first in West African countries
such as Niger and Mali and then in Ethiopia, Somalia,
and the Sudan. Despite global efforts to provide food,
millions are in danger of starvation and malnutrition, and
countless others have fled to neighboring countries in
search of sustenance.
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TOWARD AFRICAN UNITY

n May 1963, the leaders of thirty-two African states
met in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, to discuss

the creation of an organization that would represent the
interests of all the newly independent countries of Africa. The re-
sult was the Organization of African Unity. An excerpt from its
charter is presented here. Although the organization has by no
means realized all of the aspirations of its founders, it provides a
useful forum for the discussion and resolution of its members’
common problems.

CHARTER OF THE ORGANIZATION 
OF AFRICAN UNITY

We, the Heads of African States and Governments as-
sembled in the City of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia;

CONVINCED that it is the inalienable right of all
people to control their own destiny;

CONSCIOUS of the fact that freedom, equality, justice,
and dignity are essential objectives for the achievement of
the legitimate aspirations of the African peoples;

CONSCIOUS of our responsibility to harness the natu-
ral and human resources of our continent for the total ad-
vancement of our peoples in spheres of human endeavor;

INSPIRED by a common determination to promote un-
derstanding among our peoples and cooperation among our
States in response to the aspirations of our peoples for broth-
erhood and solidarity, in a larger unity transcending ethnic
and national differences;

CONVINCED that, in order to translate this determina-
tion into a dynamic force in the cause of human progress,
conditions for peace and security must be established and
maintained;

DETERMINED to safeguard and consolidate the hard-
won independence as well as the sovereignty and territorial
integrity of our States, and to fight against neocolonialism in
all its forms;

DEDICATED to the general progress of Africa; . . .
DESIROUS that all African States should henceforth

unite so that the welfare and well-being of their peoples can
be assured;

RESOLVED to reinforce the links between our states by
establishing and strengthening common institutions;

HAVE agreed to the present Charter.

Source: Organizing African Unity by Jon Woronoff, pp. 642– 649. Copyright
© 1970 by Scarecrow Press, Inc. Used with permission of the publisher.



In recent years, the spread of AIDS in Africa has
reached epidemic proportions. According to one esti-
mate, one-third of the entire population of sub-Saharan
Africa is infected with the virus, including a high per-
centage of the urban middle class. Over 75 percent of the
AIDS cases reported around the world are on the conti-
nent of Africa. Some observers estimate that without
measures to curtail the effects of the disease, it will have
a significant impact on several African countries by re-
ducing population growth, which is presently predicted
to increase throughout the continent by at least 300 mil-
lion in the next fifteen years.

Poverty is endemic in Africa, particularly among the
three-quarters of the population still living off the land.
Urban areas have grown tremendously, but as in much of
Asia, most are surrounded by massive squatter settle-
ments of rural peoples who had fled to the cities in search
of a better life. The expansion of the cities has over-
whelmed fragile transportation and sanitation systems
and led to rising pollution and perpetual traffic jams,
while millions are forced to live without water and elec-
tricity. Meanwhile, the fortunate few (all too often gov-
ernment officials on the take) live the high life and emu-
late the consumerism of the West (in a particularly
expressive phrase, the rich in many East African coun-
tries are know as wabenzi, or “Mercedes-Benz people”).

THE SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS

Concern over the dangers of economic inequality in-
spired a number of African leaders —including Nkrumah
in Ghana, Nyerere in Tanzania, and Samora Michel in
Mozambique — to restrict foreign investment and na-
tionalize the major industries and utilities while promot-
ing social ideals and values. Nyerere was the most consis-
tent, promoting the ideals of socialism and self-reliance
through his Arusha Declaration of 1967. Taking advan-
tage of his powerful political influence, Nyerere placed
limitations on income and established village collectives
to avoid the corrosive effects of economic inequality and
government corruption. Sympathetic foreign countries
provided considerable economic aid to assist the experi-
ment, and many observers noted that levels of corrup-
tion, political instability, and ethnic strife were lower in
Tanzania than in many other African countries. Unfortu-
nately, corruption has increased in recent years, while po-
litical elements on the island of Zanzibar, citing the stag-
nation brought by decades of socialism, are agitating for
autonomy or even total separation from the mainland.
Tanzania also has poor soil, inadequate rainfall, and lim-
ited resources, all of which have contributed to its slow
growth and continuing rural and urban poverty.

In 1985, Nyerere voluntarily retired from the presi-
dency. In his farewell speech, he confessed that he had
failed to achieve many of his ambitious goals to create a
socialist society in Africa. In particular, he admitted that
his plan to collectivize the traditional private farm
(shamba) had run into strong resistance from conserva-
tive peasants. “You can socialize what is not traditional,”
he remarked. “The shamba can’t be socialized.” But Nye-
rere insisted that many of his policies had succeeded in
improving social and economic conditions, and he ar-
gued that the only real solution was to consolidate the
multitude of small countries in the region into a larger
East African Federation.4

The countries that opted for capitalism faced their
own dilemmas. Neighboring Kenya, blessed with better
soil in the highlands, a local tradition of aggressive com-
merce, and a residue of European settlers, welcomed for-
eign investment and profit incentives. The results have
been mixed. Kenya has a strong current of indigenous Af-
rican capitalism and a substantial middle class, mostly
based in the capital, Nairobi. But landlessness, unem-
ployment, and income inequities are high, even by Afri-
can standards (almost one-fifth of the country’s 27 mil-
lion people are squatters, and unemployment is currently
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� MANIOC, FOOD FOR THE MILLIONS. Manioc, a tuber like
the potato, was brought to Africa from the New World soon after
the voyages of Columbus. Although low in nutrient value, it can
be cultivated in poor soil with little moisture and is reportedly the
staple food for nearly one-third of the population of sub-Saharan
Africa. Manioc is also widely grown in tropical parts of Asia and
South America and is familiar to Westerners as the source of tapi-
oca (it is also called cassava or yuca). In the illustration shown
here, village women in Senegal rhythmically pound manioc to
the chanting of those standing nearby.
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estimated at 45 percent). The rate of population growth
—more than 4 percent annually —is one of the highest
in the world. Eighty percent of the population remains ru-
ral, and 40 percent live below the poverty line. The result
has been widespread unrest in a country formerly admired
for its successful development.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, a few African nations de-
cided to adopt Soviet-style Marxism-Leninism. In An-
gola and Ethiopia, Marxist parties followed the Soviet
model and attempted to create fully socialist societies
with the assistance of Soviet experts and Cuban troops
and advisers. Economically, the results were disappoint-
ing, and both countries faced severe internal opposition.
In Ethiopia, the revolt by Muslim tribal peoples in the
province of Eritrea led to the fall of the Marxist leader
Mengistu and his regime in 1990. A similar revolt erupted
against the government in Angola, with the rebel group
UNITA controlling much of the rural population and for
a time threatening the capital city, Luanda. With the
death of the rebel leader Julius Savimbi in 2002, the re-
volt finally appeared to be at an end.

THE SEARCH FOR COMMUNITY

Finally, Africans were disappointed that the dream of 
a united Africa was not realized. Most Africans felt a
shared sense of continuing victimization at the hands 
of the West and were convinced that independence had 
not ended Western interference in and domination of 
African affairs. Many African leaders were angered when
Western powers, led by the United States, conspired 
to overthrow the radical Congolese politician Patrice 
Lumumba in Zaire in the early 1960s. The episode rein-
forced their desire to form the Organization of African
Unity as a means of reducing Western influence. But aside
from agreeing to adopt a neutral stance during the Cold
War, African states had difficulty achieving a united po-
sition on many issues, and their disagreements left the re-
gion vulnerable to external influence and even led to
conflict. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, border
disputes festered in many areas of the continent and in
some cases —as with Morocco and a rebel movement in
the Western Sahara and between Kenya and Uganda —
flared into outright war.

Even within many African nations, the concept of na-
tionhood was undermined by the renascent force of re-
gionalism or tribalism. Nigeria, with the largest popula-
tion on the continent, was rent by civil strife during the
late 1960s when dissident Ibo groups in the southeast at-
tempted unsuccessfully to form the independent state of
Biafra. Ethnic conflicts broke out among hostile territo-
rial groups in Zimbabwe (the former Southern Rhodesia)

and in several nations in Central Africa. In Kenya, Luo
tribal leader Tom Mboya was assassinated, presumably
because rival groups feared that he would be selected to
succeed the charismatic Kikuyu president Jomo Kenyatta.

Another force undermining nationalism in Africa was
pan-Islamism. Its prime exponent in Africa was Egyptian
president Gamal Abdel Nasser. After Nasser’s death in
1970, the torch of Islamic unity in Africa passed to
Libyan president Muammar Qadhafi, whose ambitions to
create a greater Muslim nation in the Sahara under his
authority led to conflict with neighboring Chad. The Is-
lamic resurgence also surfaced in Ethiopia, where Muslim
tribesmen in Eritrea (the former Italian colony of Eritrea
had been joined with Ethiopia in 1952) rebelled against
the Marxist regime of Colonel Mengistu in Addis Ababa.

RECENT TRENDS

Not all the news in Africa has been bad. Stagnant econ-
omies have led to the collapse of one-party regimes and
the emergence of fragile democracies in several coun-
tries. Dictatorships were brought to an end in Ethiopia,
Liberia, and Somalia, although in each case the fall of the
regime was later followed by political instability or civil
war. In Senegal, national elections held in the summer of
2000 brought an end to four decades of rule by the once
dominant Socialist Party. The new president, Abdoulaye
Wade, promised to introduce comprehensive reforms to
stimulate the economy.

Perhaps the most notorious case was that of Idi Amin
of Uganda. Colonel Amin led a coup against Prime Min-
ister Milton Obote in 1971. After ruling by terror and
brutal repression of dissident elements, he was finally de-
posed in 1979. In recent years, stability has returned to
the country, which in May 1996 had its first presidential
election in more than fifteen years.

Africa has also benefited from the end of the Cold War,
as the superpowers have virtually ceased to compete for
power and influence in Africa. When the Soviet Union
withdrew its support from the Marxist government in
Ethiopia, the United States allowed its right to maintain
military bases in neighboring Somalia to lapse, resulting
in the overthrow of the authoritarian government there.
Unfortunately, clan rivalries led to such turbulence that
many inhabitants were in imminent danger of starvation,
and in the winter of 1992, U.S. military forces occupied
the country in an effort to provide food to the starving
population. Since the departure of foreign troops in 1993,
the country has been divided into clan fiefdoms while Is-
lamic groups struggle to bring a return to law and order.

Perhaps Africa’s greatest success story is South Africa,
where the white government —which long maintained a
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policy of racial segregation (apartheid) and restricted
black sovereignty to a series of small “Bantustans” in rel-
atively infertile areas of the country —finally accepted
the inevitability of African involvement in the political
process and the national economy. In 1990, the govern-
ment of President F. W. de Klerk (b. 1936) released ANC
leader Nelson Mandela (b. 1918) from prison, where he
had been held since 1964. In 1993, the two leaders agreed
to hold democratic national elections the following
spring. In the meantime, ANC representatives agreed to
take part in a transitional coalition government with de
Klerk’s National Party. Those elections resulted in a sub-
stantial majority for the ANC, and Mandela became
president.

In May 1996, a new constitution was approved, calling
for a multiracial state. The coalition government quickly
collapsed, however, as the National Party immediately
went into opposition, claiming that the new charter did
not adequately provide for joint decision making by
members of the coalition. The third group in the coali-
tion, the Zulu-based Inkatha Freedom Party, agreed to re-
main within the government, but rivalry with the ANC
intensified. Zulu chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi, drawing on
the growing force of Zulu nationalism, began to invoke
the memory of the great nineteenth-century ruler Shaka
in a possible bid for future independence.

In 1999, a major step toward political stability was
taken when Nelson Mandela stepped down from the
presidency, to be replaced by his longtime disciple Thabo
Mbeki. The new president faced a number of intimi-
dating problems, including rising unemployment, wide-
spread lawlessness, chronic corruption, and an ominous
flight of capital and professional personnel from the
country. Mbeki’s conservative economic policies earned
the support of some white voters and the country’s new
black elite but was criticized by labor leaders, who con-
tend that the benefits of independence are not seeping
down to the poor. Still, with all its problems, South Af-
rica remains the wealthiest and most industrialized state
on the continent, and many of its citizens still support the
premise that a multiracial society can succeed in Africa.

If the situation in South Africa provides grounds for
modest optimism, the situation in Nigeria provides rea-
son for serious concern. Africa’s largest country in terms
of population, and one of its wealthiest because of sub-
stantial oil reserves, Nigeria until recent years was in the
grip of military strongmen. During his rule, General Sani
Abacha ruthlessly suppressed all opposition and in late
1995 ordered the execution of a writer despite widespread
protests from human rights groups abroad. Ken Saro-
Wiwa had criticized environmental damage caused by
foreign interests in southern Nigeria, but the regime’s ma-

jor concern was his support for separatist activities in an
area that had previously launched the Biafran insurrec-
tion in the late 1960s. In a protest against the brutality of
the Abacha regime, Nobel Prize –winning author Wole
Soyinka published from exile a harsh exposé of the crisis
inside the country. His book, The Open Sore of a Conti-
nent, places the primary responsibility for failure not on
Nigeria’s long list of dictators but on the very concept of
the modern nation-state, which was introduced into Af-
rica arbitrarily by Europeans during the later stages of the
colonial era. A nation, he contends, can only emerge
from below, as the expression of the moral and political
will of the local inhabitants; nationhood cannot be im-
posed artificially from above, as was the case throughout
Africa.

In 1998, Abacha died, and national elections led to
the creation of a civilian government under Olusegun
Obasanjo. Civilian leadership has not been a panacea for
Nigeria’s problems, however. Northerners, who had tra-
ditionally dominated Nigerian politics, became irritated
at the new president’s efforts to address economic prob-
lems in the southern part of the country. In early 2000, re-
ligious riots broke out in several northern cities as the re-
sult of a decision by provincial officials to apply Islamic
law throughout their jurisdiction. President Obasanjo has
attempted to defuse the unrest by delaying in carrying out
the decision, but the issue raises tensions between Chris-
tian peoples in the southern part of the country and the
primarily Islamic north while threatening the fragile
unity of Africa’s most populous country.

The religious tensions that erupted in Nigeria have
spilled over into neighboring states. In the nearby Ivory
Coast, the death of President Felix Houphouet-Boigny in
1993 led to an outbreak of long-simmering resentment
between Christians in the south and recently arrived
Muslim immigrants in the north. National elections held
in the fall of 2000, resulting in the election of a Chris-
tian president, were marked by sporadic violence and
widespread charges of voting irregularities. In the mean-
time, pressure to apply the Shari’a is spreading to Nigeria’s
northern neighbor Niger, where the president has op-
posed Islamic law on the grounds that it would unsettle
his country. Christian churches have been attacked, and
bars and brothels have been sacked or burnt to the
ground.

Currently, the most tragic situation is in the central
African states of Rwanda and Burundi, where a chronic
conflict between the minority Tutsis and the Hutu ma-
jority has led to a bitter civil war, with thousands of
refugees fleeing to the neighboring Democratic Republic
of the Congo (formerly Zaire). In a classic example of
conflict between pastoral and farming peoples, the no-
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madic Tutsis had long dominated the sedentary Hutu
population. It was the attempt of the Bantu-speaking
Hutus to bring an end to Tutsi domination that initiated
the recent conflict, marked by massacres on both sides. In
the meantime, the presence of large numbers of foreign
troops and refugees intensified centrifugal forces inside
Zaire, where General Mobutu Sese Seko had long ruled
with an iron hand. In 1997, military forces led by Mo-
butu’s longtime opponent Lauren Kabila managed to top-
ple the general’s corrupt government in Kinshasa. Once
in power, Kabila renamed the country the Democratic
Republic of the Congo and promised a return to demo-
cratic practices. The new government systematically sup-
pressed political dissent, however, and in January 2001,
Kabila was assassinated and was succeeded shortly after-
ward by his son. Peace talks are now under way.

It is clear that African societies have not yet begun to
surmount the challenges they have faced since indepen-
dence. Most African states are still poor and their popu-
lations illiterate. According to a World Bank report pub-
lished in 2000, sub-Saharan Africa is the only major
region in the world where the population is living less
well than it did in the 1960s. But a significant part of the
problem is, as Wole Soyinka contended, that the nation-
state system is not particularly well suited to the African
continent. Africans must find better ways to cooperate
with each other and to protect and promote their own in-
terests. A first step in that direction was taken in 1991,
when the Organization for African Unity agreed to es-
tablish the African Economic Community (AEC). In
2001, the OAU was replaced by the African Union,
which is intended to provide greater political and eco-
nomic integration throughout the continent in years to
come. As a first step, West African states have set up a
peacekeeping force to monitor fragile cease-fires in
Liberia and neighboring Sierra Leone, where civil wars
have caused widespread devastation.

As Africa evolves, it is useful to remember that eco-
nomic and political change is often an agonizingly slow
and painful process. Introduced to industrialization and
concepts of Western democracy only a century ago, Afri-
can societies are still groping for ways to graft Western po-
litical institutions and economic practices onto a native
structure still significantly influenced by traditional val-
ues and attitudes. As one African writer recently ob-
served, it is easy to be cynical in Africa because changes
in political regimes have had little effect on people’s
livelihood. Still, he said, “let us welcome the wind of
change. This, after all, is a continent of winds. The trick
is to keep hope burning, like a candle protected from
the wind.”5

CONTINUITY AND
CHANGE IN MODERN
AFRICAN SOCIETIES

Although generalizations are difficult on this most di-
verse of continents, it is clear that the impact of the West
has been greater on urban and educated Africans and
more limited on their rural and illiterate compatriots. Af-
ter all, the colonial presence was first and most firmly es-
tablished in the cities. Many cities, including Dakar, La-
gos, Johannesburg, Cape Town, Brazzaville, and Nairobi,
are direct products of the colonial experience. Most Afri-
can cities today look like their counterparts elsewhere in
the world. They have high-rise buildings, blocks of resi-
dential apartments, wide boulevards, neon lights, movie
theaters, and traffic jams.

The cities are also where the African elites live and
work. Affluent Africans, like their contemporaries in
other developing countries, have been strongly attracted
to the glittering material aspects of Western culture.
They live in Western-style homes or apartments and eat
Western foods stored in Western refrigerators, and those
who can afford it drive Western cars. It has been said, not
wholly in praise, that there are more Mercedes-Benzes in
Nigeria than in Germany, where they are manufactured.

The furniture of their minds has become increasingly
Western as well, in part because of the educational sys-
tem. In the precolonial era, education as we know it did
not really exist in Africa except for parochial schools in
Christian Ethiopia and academies to train young males in
Islamic doctrine and law in Muslim societies in North
and West Africa. For the average African, education took
place at the home or in the village courtyard and stressed
socialization and vocational training.

Traditional education in Africa was not necessarily in-
ferior to that in Europe. Social values and customs were
transmitted to the young by storytellers, often village el-
ders who could gain considerable prestige through their
performance. Among the Luo people in Kenya, for ex-
ample, children were taught in a siwindhe, or the house of
a widowed grandmother. Here they would be instructed
in the ways and thinking of their people. A favorite say-
ing for those who behaved stupidly was “you are unedu-
cated, like one who never slept in a siwindhe.”6

Europeans introduced modern Western education into
Africa in the nineteenth century, although some Af-
ricans had already become literate in one or more West-
ern languages by taking part in commerce. The French
set up the first state-run schools in Senegal in 1818. In
British colonies and protectorates, the earliest schools
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were established by missionaries. At first, these schools
concentrated on vocational training with some instruc-
tion in European languages and Western civilization.
Most courses were taught in the vernacular, although
many schools later switched to English or French. Even-
tually, pressure from Africans led to the introduction of
professional training, and the first institutes of higher
learning were established in the early twentieth century.
Most college-educated Africans, called “been-to’s,” how-
ever, received their higher training abroad.

With independence, African countries established
their own state-run schools. The emphasis was on the pri-
mary level, but high schools and universities were estab-
lished in major cities. The basic objectives have been to
introduce vocational training and improve literacy rates.
Unfortunately, both funding and trained teachers are
scarce in most countries, and few rural areas have schools.
As a result, illiteracy remains high, estimated at about
70 percent of the population across the continent. There
has been a perceptible shift toward education in the ver-
nacular languages. In West Africa, only about one in four
adults is conversant in a Western language.

One interesting vehicle for popular education that
emerged during the transition to independence in Nige-
ria was the Onitsha Market pamphlet. Produced prima-

rily by the Ibo people in the southeast, who traditionally
valued egalitarianism and individual achievement, the
pamphlets were “how-to” books advising readers on how
to succeed in a rapidly changing Africa. They tended to
be short, inexpensive, and humorous, with flashy covers
to attract the potential buyer’s attention. One, titled
“The Nigerian Bachelor’s Guide,” sold 40,000 copies.
Unfortunately, the Onitsha Market and the pamphlet
tradition were destroyed during the Nigerian civil war of
the late 1960s, but they undoubtedly played an important
role during a crucial period in the country’s history. Re-
cently, Onitsha has become the largest producer of video
movies in sub-Saharan Africa.

Outside the major cities, where about three-quarters of
the continent’s inhabitants live, Western influence has
had less of an impact. Millions of people throughout Af-
rica (as in Asia) live much as their ancestors did, in
thatch huts without modern plumbing and electricity;
they farm or hunt by traditional methods, practice time-
honored family rituals, and believe in the traditional
deities. Even here, however, change is taking place. Slav-
ery has been eliminated, for the most part, although there
have been persistent reports of raids by slave traders on
defenseless villages in the southern Sudan. Economic
need, though, has brought about massive migrations as
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� BUILDING HIS DREAM HOUSE.
In Africa, the houses of rural people are
often constructed with a wood frame,
known as wattle, daubed with mud,
and then covered with a thatch roof.
Such houses are inexpensive to build
and remain cool in the hot tropical cli-
mate. In this Kenyan village not far
from the Indian Ocean, a young man is
applying mud to the wall of his future
home. Houses are built in a similar
fashion throughout the continent, as
well as in much of southern Asia.
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some leave to work on plantations, others move to the
cities, and still others flee to refugee camps to escape star-
vation. Migration itself is a wrenching experience, dis-
rupting familiar family and village ties and enforcing new
social relationships.

Nowhere, in fact, is the dichotomy between old and
new, native and foreign, rural and urban so clear and
painful as in Africa. Urban dwellers regard the village as
the repository of all that is backward in the African past,
while rural peoples view the growing urban areas as a
source of corruption, prostitution, hedonism, and the de-
struction of communal customs and values. The tension
between traditional ways and Western culture is particu-
larly strong among African intellectuals, many of whom
are torn between their admiration for things Western and
their desire to retain an African identity. “Here we
stand,” wrote one Nigerian,

infants overblown
poised between two civilizations
finding the balancing irksome,
itching for something to happen,
to tip us one way or the other,
groping in the dark for a helping hand
and finding none.7

African Women
One of the consequences of colonialism and indepen-
dence has been a change in the relationship between men
and women. In most precolonial African societies, men
and women had distinctly different roles. Women in sub-
Saharan Africa, however, generally did not live under the
severe legal and social disabilities that we have seen in
such societies as China and India, and their relationship
with men was complementary rather than subordinate.

Within the family, wives normally showed a degree of
deference to their husbands, and polygamy was not un-
common. But because society was usually arranged on
communal lines, property was often held in common,
and production tasks were divided on a cooperative rather
than hierarchical basis. The status of women tended to
rise as they moved through the life cycle. Women be-
came more important as they reared children; in old
age, they often became eligible to serve in senior roles
within the family, lineage, or village. In some societies,
such as the Ashanti kingdom in West Africa, women such
as the queen mother were eligible to hold senior political
positions. Some observers argue that polygamy was bene-
ficial for women because it promoted communal and co-
operative attitudes within the community and divided up
the task of motherhood among several wives.

Sexual relationships changed profoundly during the
colonial era, sometimes in ways that could justly be de-
scribed as beneficial. Colonial governments attempted to
bring an end to forced marriage, bodily mutilation such as
clitoridectomy, and polygamy. Missionaries introduced
women to Western education and encouraged them to
organize themselves to defend their interests.

But the new system had some unfavorable conse-
quences as well. Like men, women now became a labor
resource. As African males were taken from the villages
to serve as forced labor on construction projects, the tra-
ditional division of labor was disrupted, and women were
forced to play a more prominent role in the economy. At
the same time, their role in the broader society was con-
stricted. In British colonies, Victorian attitudes of sexual
repression and female subordination led to restrictions on
women’s freedom, and the positions in government they
had formerly held were closed to them.

Independence also had a significant impact on gender
roles in African society. Almost without exception, the
new governments established the principle of sexual
equality and permitted women to vote and run for politi-
cal office. Yet as elsewhere, women continue to operate at
a disability in a world dominated by males. Politics re-
mains a male preserve, and although a few professions,
such as teaching, child care, and clerical work, are domi-
nated by women, most African women are employed in
menial positions such as agricultural labor, factory work,
and retail trade or as domestics. Education is open to all
at the elementary level, but women comprise less than
20 percent of students at the upper levels in most African
societies today.

Not surprisingly, women have made the greatest strides
in the cities. Most urban women, like men, now marry on
the basis of personal choice, although a significant mi-
nority are still willing to accept their parents’ choice. Af-
ter marriage, African women appear to occupy a more
equal position than their counterparts in most Asian
countries. Each marriage partner tends to maintain a sep-
arate income, and women often have the right to possess
property separate from their husbands. While many wives
still defer to their husbands in the traditional manner,
others are like the woman in Abioseh Nicol’s story “A
Truly Married Woman,” who, after years as living as a
common-law wife with her husband, is finally able to pro-
vide the price and finalize the marriage. After the wed-
ding, she declares, “For twelve years I have got up every
morning at five to make tea for you and breakfast. Now I
am a truly married woman [and] you must treat me with a
little more respect. You are now my husband and not a
lover. Get up and make yourself a cup of tea.”8
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In general, sexual relationships between men and
women in contemporary Africa are relatively relaxed, as
they were in traditional society. Sexual activity among
adolescents is customary in most societies, and only a mi-
nority of women are still virgins at the time of marriage.
Most marriages are monogamous. Males seem to be more
likely to have extramarital relationships, often with bar
girls or prostitutes (sometimes known as “walk-about
women”), but adultery on the part of women is not rare.
In some Muslim societies, efforts to apply Shari’a law have
led to greater restrictions on the freedom of women. In
northern Nigeria, a woman was recently sentenced to
death for committing the act of adultery. The sentence
was later reversed on appeal.

There is a growing feminist movement in Africa, but it
is firmly based on conditions in the local environment.
Many African women writers, for example, refuse to be
defined by Western dogma and opt instead for a brand of
African feminism much like that of Ama Ata Aidoo, a
Ghanaian novelist, whose ultimate objective is to free
African society as a whole, not just its female inhabitants.
After receiving her education at a girls’ school in the
Gold Coast and attending classes at Stanford University
in the United States, she embarked on a writing career in
which, as she notes, she has committed herself to the bet-
terment of the African people. Every African women and
every man, she insists, “should be a feminist, especially if
they believe that Africans should take charge of our land,
its wealth, our lives, and the burden of our development.
Because it is not possible to advocate independence for
our continent without also believing that African women
must have the best that the environment can offer.”9

In a few cases, women are even going into politics.
One example is Margaret Dongo of Zimbabwe, where a
black African government under Robert Mugabe suc-
ceeded white rule in the former Southern Rhodesia in
1980. Now an independent member of Zimbabwe’s Par-
liament, she is labeled “the ant in the elephant’s trunk”
for her determined effort to root out corruption and bring
about social and economic reforms to improve the lot of
the general population. “We didn’t fight to remove white
skins,” she remarks. “We fought discrimination against
blacks in land distribution, education, employment. If we
are being exploited again by our black leaders, then what
did we fight for?”10

In general, then, women in urban areas in contempo-
rary Africa have been able to hold their own. Although
they are still sometimes held to different standards than
men (African men often expect their wives to be both
modern and traditional, fashionable and demure, wage
earners and housekeepers) and do not possess the full

range of career opportunities that men do, they are man-
ifestly better off than women in many Asian societies.

The same cannot necessarily be said about women in
rural areas, where traditional attitudes continue to exert
a strong influence and individuals may still be subordi-
nated to communalism. In some societies, clitoridectomy
is still widely practiced. Polygamy is also not uncommon,
and arranged marriages are still the rule rather than the
exception.

To a villager in Africa as elsewhere, an African city of-
ten looks like the fount of evil, decadence, and corrup-
tion. Women in particular have suffered from the tension
between the pull of the city and the village. As men are
drawn to the cities in search of employment and excite-
ment, their wives and girlfriends are left behind, both lit-
erally and figuratively, in the native village. Nowhere has
this been more vividly described than in the anguished
cry of Lawino, the abandoned wife in Ugandan author
p’Bitek Okot’s Song of Lawino. Lawino laments not just
her husband’s decision to take a modern urban wife, who
dusts powder over her face to look like a white woman
and has red-hot lips like glowing charcoal, but his rejec-
tion of his roots. He in turn lashes out in frustration at
what he considers the poverty, backwardness, and igno-
rance of the rural environment.
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� SALT OF THE EARTH. During the precolonial era, many
West African societies were forced to import salt from Mediterra-
nean countries in exchange for tropical products and gold. Today
the people of Senegal satisfy their domestic needs by mining salt
deposits contained in lakes like this one in the interior of the
country. These lakes are the remnants of vast seas that covered
the region of the Sahara in prehistoric times. Note that it is
women who are doing much of the heavy labor, while men oc-
cupy the managerial positions.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f W

ill
ia

m
 J

. D
ui

ke
r



African Culture

Inevitably, the tension between traditional and modern,
native and foreign, and individual and communal that
has permeated contemporary African society has spilled
over into culture. In general, in the visual arts and music,
utility and ritual have given way to pleasure and decora-
tion. In the process, Africans have been affected to a cer-
tain extent by foreign influences but have retained their
distinctive characteristics. Wood carving, metalwork,
painting, and sculpture, for example, have preserved their
traditional forms but are now increasingly adapted to
serve the tourist industry and the export market.

No area of African culture has been so strongly af-
fected by political and social events as literature. Except
for Muslim areas in North and East Africa, precolonial
Africans did not have a written literature, although their
tradition of oral storytelling served as a rich repository of
history, custom, and folk culture. The absence of written
languages, of course, means a lack of a traditional African
literature. The first written literature in the vernacular or
in European languages emerged during the nineteenth
century in the form of novels, poetry, and drama.

Angry at the negative portrayal of Africa in Western
literature (see the box on p. 251), African authors ini-
tially wrote primarily for a European audience as a means
of establishing black dignity and purpose. Embracing the
ideals of négritude, many glorified the emotional and com-
munal aspects of the traditional African experience.

One of the first was Guinean author Camara Laye
(1928–1980), who in 1953 published The Dark Child, a
touching and intimate initiation into village life in pre-
colonial Africa. In the novel, which admitted the reader
to the secret rituals and practices of daily life behind the
protective hedges of an African village compound, the
author openly regretted the lost ways of the African past
while conceding that they were not appropriate to the
Guinea of tomorrow.

Chinua Achebe of Nigeria was the first major African
novelist to write in the English language. In his writings,
he attempts to interpret African history from a native
perspective and to forge a new sense of African identity.
In his most famous novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), he 
recounts the story of a Nigerian who refuses to submit to
the new British order and eventually commits suicide.
Criticizing those of his contemporaries who have ac-
cepted foreign rule, the protagonist laments that the
white man “has put a knife on the things that held us to-
gether and we have fallen apart.”

After 1965, the African novel took a dramatic turn,
shifting its focus from the brutality of the foreign oppres-
sor to the shortcomings of the new native leadership.

Having gained independence, African politicians were
now portrayed as mimicking and even outdoing the in-
justices committed by their colonial predecessors. A
prominent example of this genre is the work of Kenyan
Ngugi Wa Thiong’o (b. 1938). His first novel, A Grain of
Wheat, takes place on the eve of Uhuru, or indepen-
dence. Although it mocks local British society for its
racism, snobbishness, and superficiality, its chief interest
lies in its unsentimental and even unflattering portrayal
of ordinary Kenyans in their daily struggle for survival.

Whereas Ngugi initially wrote in English for elite Af-
rican and foreign readers, he was determined to reach a
broader audience and eventually decided to write in his
native Kikuyu. For that reason, perhaps, in the late 1970s,
he was placed under house arrest for writing subversive
literature. From prison, he secretly wrote Devil on the
Cross, which urged his compatriots to overthrow the gov-
ernment of Daniel arap Moi. Published in 1980, the book
sold widely and was eventually read aloud by storytellers
throughout Kenyan society. Fearing an attempt on his
life, in recent years Ngugi has lived in exile.

Many of Ngugi’s contemporaries have followed his
lead and focused their frustration on the failure of the
continent’s new leadership to carry out the goals of inde-
pendence. One of the most outstanding is Nigerian Wole
Soyinka (b. 1934). His novel The Interpreters (1965) 
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� I ACCUSE! For many Africans, the end of European colo-
nialism did not mark the opening of a new era of democratic
achievement and economic prosperity. To the contrary, most Af-
rican countries have been plagued with continuing problems of
endemic poverty, internecine conflict, and authoritarian rule. In
this photograph, an anonymous commentator from the city of
Mombasa, in Kenya, braves official displeasure by pointing an ac-
cusing finger at African leaders who rule by dictatorial means.
The focus of his anger is undoubtedly directed at Kenyan presi-
dent Daniel arap Moi, one of the most authoritarian of recent Af-
rican rulers. Moi agreed to retire in 2002.
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AFRICA: DARK OR RADIANT CONTINENT?

olonialism camouflaged its economic objectives under
the cloak of a “civilizing mission,” which in Africa was

aimed at illuminating the so-called Dark Continent with
Europe’s brilliant civilization. In 1899, the Polish-born English
author Joseph Conrad (1857–1924) fictionalized his harrowing
journey up the Congo River in the novella Heart of Darkness.
Expressing views from his Victorian perspective, he portrayed an
Africa that was incomprehensible, irrational, sensual, and there-
fore threatening. Conrad, however, was shocked by the horrific
exploitation of the peoples of the Belgian Congo, presenting them
with a compassion rarely seen during the heyday of imperialism.

Over the years, Conrad’s work has provoked much debate,
and many African writers have been prompted to counter his vi-
sion by reaffirming the dignity and purpose of the African people.
One of the first to do so was the Guinean author Camara Laye
(1928–1980), who in 1954 composed a brilliant novel, The
Radiance of the King, which can be viewed as the mirror image 
of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. In Laye’s work, another Euro-
pean protagonist undertakes a journey into the impenetrable heart
of Africa. This time, however, he is enlightened by the process,
thereby obtaining self-knowledge and ultimately salvation.

JOSEPH CONRAD, HEART OF DARKNESS

We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness.
It was very quiet there. At night sometimes the roll of drums
behind the curtain of trees would run up the river and re-
main sustained faintly, as if hovering in the air high over our
heads, till the first break of day. Whether it meant war,
peace, or prayer we could not tell. . . . But suddenly, as we
struggled round a bend, there would be a glimpse of rush
walls, of peaked grass-roofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black
limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies
swaying, of eyes rolling, under the droop of heavy and mo-
tionless foliage. The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge
of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man
was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us —who could
tell? We were cut off from the comprehension of our sur-
roundings; we glided past like phantoms, wondering and se-
cretly appalled, as sane men would be before an enthusiastic
outbreak in a madhouse. . . .

It was unearthly, and the men were —No, they were not
inhuman. Well, you know, that was the worst of it — this
suspicion of their not being inhuman. It would come slowly
to one. They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid
faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought of their hu-
manity —like yours — the thought of your remote kinship
with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes, it was ugly
enough; but if you were man enough you would admit to

yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a re-
ponse to the terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion
of there being a meaning in it which you —you so remote
from the night of first ages —could comprehend. And why
not? The mind of man is capable of anything —because
everything is in it, all the past as well as the future. What was
there after all? Joy, fear, sorrrow, devotion, valour, rage —
who can tell?—but truth — stripped of its cloak of time.

CAMARA LAYE, THE RADIANCE 
OF THE KING

“I enjoy life . . . ,” thought Clarence. “If I filed my teeth like
the people of Aziana, no one could see any difference be-
tween me and them.” There was, of course, the difference in
pigmentation in the skin. But what difference did that
make? “It’s the soul that matters,” he kept telling himself.
“And in that respect I am exactly as they are.” . . .

But where was this radiance coming from? Clarence got
up and went to the right-hand window, from which this ra-
diance seemed to be streaming. . . .

He saw the king. And then he knew where the extraor-
dinary radiance was coming from. . . .

And he had the feeling that all was lost. But had he not
already lost everything? . . . He would remain for ever
chained to the South, chained to his hut, chained to every-
thing he had so thoughtlessly abandoned himself to. His
solitude seemed to him so heavy, it burdened him with such
a great weight of sorrow that his heart seemed about to
break. . . .

But at that very moment the king turned his head, turned
it imperceptibly, and his glance fell upon Clarence. . . .

“Yes, no one is as base as I, as naked as I,” he thought.
“And you, lord, you are willing to rest your eyes upon me!”
Or was it because of his very nakedness? . . . “Because of your
very nakedness!” the look seemed to say. “That terrifying
void that is within you and which opens to receive me; your
hunger which calls to my hunger; your very baseness which
did not exist until I gave it leave; and the great shame you
feel. . . .”

When he had come before the king, when he stood in the
great radiance of the king, still ravaged by the tongue of fire,
but alive still, and living only through the touch of that fire,
Clarence fell upon his knees, for it seemed to him that he
was finally at the end of his seeking, and at the end of all
seekings.

Sources: From Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad. Penguin Books, 1991.
From The Radiance of the King by Camara Laye, translated from the French
by James Kirkup. New York: Vintage, 1989.



lambasted the corruption and hypocrisy of Nigerian poli-
tics. Succeeding novels and plays have continued that
tradition, resulting in a Nobel Prize in literature in 1986.
The winner of the Nobel Prize in 2003 was J. M. Coetzee
(b. 1940), whose novels, such as Disgrace (1999), exposed
the social and psychological devastation of apartheid on
South Africans. His plea for tolerance and compassion
echoed the moral commitment to human dignity on the
part of many white African authors.

Some recent African authors, like the Somali writer
Nuruddin Farah (b. 1945), argue that it is time for Af-
ricans to stop blaming their present political ills on either
colonialism or on their own dictators. In his writings,
such as the novel Sweet and Sour Milk, Farah urges Afri-
cans to stop lamenting the contamination of African so-
ciety from the West and take charge of their own destiny.
In so doing, Farah joins other African writers in serving
as the social conscience of a continent still seeking its
own identity.

Among Africa’s most prominent writers today, a num-
ber are women. Traditionally, African women were val-
ued for their talents as storytellers, but writing was
strongly discouraged by both traditional and colonial 
authorities on the grounds that women should occupy
themselves with their domestic obligations. In recent
years, however, a number of women have emerged as
prominent writers of African fiction. Two examples are
Buchi Emecheta (b. 1940) of Nigeria and Ama Ata
Aidoo (b. 1942) of Ghana. Beginning with Second Class
Citizen (1975), which chronicled the breakdown of her
own marriage, Emecheta has published numerous works
exploring the role of women in contemporary African so-
ciety and decrying the practice of polygamy. In her own
writings, Aidoo has focused on the identity of today’s Af-
rican women and the changing relations between men
and women in society. Her novel Changes: A Love Story
(1991) chronicles the lives of three women, none pre-
sented as a victim but all caught up in the struggle for sur-
vival and happiness. Sadly, the one who strays the fur-
thest from traditional African values finds herself free but
isolated and lonely.

One of the overriding concerns confronting African
intellectuals since independence has been the problem of
language. Unlike Asian societies, Africans have not in-
herited a long written tradition from the precolonial era.
As a result, many intellectuals have written in the colo-
nial language, a practice that sometimes results in guilt
and anxiety. As we have seen, some have reacted by writ-
ing in their local languages to reach a native audience.
The market for such work is limited, however, because of
the high illiteracy rate and also because novels written in

African languages have no market abroad. Moreover, be-
cause of the deep financial crisis throughout the conti-
nent, there is little money for the publication of serious
books. Many of Africa’s libraries and universities are al-
most literally without books. It is little wonder that many
African authors, to their discomfort, continue to write
and publish in foreign languages.

Contemporary African music also reflects a hybridiza-
tion or fusion with Western culture. Having traveled to
the New World via the slave trade centuries earlier, Afri-
can drum beats evolved into North American jazz and
Latin American dance rhythms, only to return to reener-
gize African music. In fact, today music is one of Africans’
most effective weapons for social and political protest.
Easily accessible to all, African music, whether Afro-beat
in Nigeria, rai in Algeria, or reggae in Benin, represents
the “weapon of the future,” contemporary musicians say;
it “helped free Nelson Mandela” and “will put Africa
back on the map.” Censored by all the African dictato-
rial regimes, these courageous musicians persist in their
struggle against corruption, what one singer calls the 
second slavery, “the cancer that is eating away at the 
system.” Their voices echo the chorus “Together we 
can build a nation, / Because Africa has brains, youth,
knowledge.”11

CONCLUSION:
GATHERED AT
THE BEACH

Nowhere in the developing world is the dilemma of con-
tinuity and change more agonizing than in contemporary
Africa. Mesmerized by the spectacle of Western affluence
yet repulsed by the bloody trail from slavery to World War
II and the atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
African intellectuals have been torn between the dual im-
ages of Western materialism and African exceptionalism.

What is the destiny of Africa? Some Africans still
yearn for the dreams embodied in the program of the
OAU. Novelist Ngugi Wa Thiong’o argues that for his
country, the starting point is a democratic Kenya. More
broadly, he calls for “an internationalization of all the
democratic and social struggles for human equality, jus-
tice, peace, and progress.” 12 Some African political lead-
ers, however, have apparently discarded the democratic
ideal and turned their attention to what is sometimes
called the “East Asian model,” based on the Confucian
tenet of subordination of the individual to the commu-
nity as the guiding principle of national development.
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Whether African political culture today is well placed to
imitate the strategy adopted by the fast-growing nations
of East Asia —which in any event are now encountering
problems of their own —is questionable. Like all peoples,
Africans must ultimately find their own solutions within
the context of their own traditions and not by seeking to
imitate the example of others.

For the average African, of course, such intellectual
dilemmas pale before the daily challenge of survival. But
the fundamental gap between the traditional village and
the modern metropolis is perhaps wider in Africa than
anywhere else in the world and may well be harder to
bridge. The solution is not yet visible. In the meantime,
writes Ghanaian author George Awoonor-Williams, all
Africans are exiles:

The return is tedious
And the exiled souls gathered at the beach

Arguing and deciding their future
Should they return home
And face the fences the termites had eaten
And see the dunghill that has mounted their birthplace? . . .

The final strokes will land them on forgotten shores
They committed to the impiety of self-deceit
Slashed, cut and wounded their souls
And left the mangled remainder in manacles.

The moon, the moon is our father’s spirit
At the stars entrance the night revellers gather
To sell their chatter and inhuman sweat to the gateman
And shuffle their feet in agonies of birth.
Lost souls, lost souls, lost souls, that are

still at the gate.13
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13
FERMENT 

IN THE 

MIDDLE EAST

CRESCENT
OF CONFLICT

A dramatic example of the powerful force of pan-Islamic
sentiment took place on September 11, 2001, when Mus-
lim militants hijacked four U.S. airliners and turned them
into missiles aimed at the center of world capitalism. Al-
though the headquarters of the terrorist network that car-
ried out the attack—known as al-Qaeda —was located in
Afghanistan, the militants themselves came from several
different Muslim states. In the months that followed, sup-
port for al-Qaeda and its mysterious leader, Osama bin
Laden, intensified throughout the Muslim world (see the
box on p. 256). To many observers, it appeared that the

Islamic peoples were embarking on an era of direct con-
frontation with the entire Western world.

What were the sources of Muslim anger? In a speech
released on videotape shortly after the attack, bin Laden
declared that the attacks were a response to the “humili-
ation and disgrace” that have afflicted the Islamic world
for over eighty years, a period dating back to the end of
World War I.

For the Middle East, the period between the two world
wars was an era of transition. With the fall of the Ot-
toman and Persian Empires, new modernizing regimes
emerged in Turkey and Iran, and a more traditionalist 
but fiercely independent government was established in
Saudi Arabia. Elsewhere, European influence continued
to be strong; the British and French had mandates in
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e Muslims are of one family even though we live under different

governments and in various regions.”1 So said Ayatollah Ruholla

Khomeini, the Islamic religious figure and leader of the 1979 revolution

that overthrew the shah in Iran. The ayatollah’s remark was not just a pious wish by 

a religious mystic but an accurate reflection of one crucial aspect of the political 

dynamics in the region.

If the concept of African exceptionalism, or “blackness,” represents an alternative

to the system of nation-states in Africa, in the Middle East a similar role has been

played by the forces of militant Islam. In both regions, a yearning for a sense of com-

munity beyond national borders tugs at the emotions and intellect of their inhabi-

tants and counteracts the dynamic pull of nationalism that has provoked political

turmoil and conflict in much of the rest of the world.



Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine, and British
influence persisted in Iraq and southern Arabia and
throughout the Nile valley. Pan-Arabism was on the rise,
but it lacked focus and coherence.

During World War II, the Middle East became the
cockpit of European rivalries, as it had been during World
War I. The region was more significant to the warring
powers than previously because of the growing impor-
tance of oil and the Suez Canal’s position as a vital sea
route. For a brief period, the Afrika Korps, under the com-
mand of the brilliant German general Erwin Rommel,
threatened to seize Egypt and the Suez Canal, but British
troops defeated the German forces at El Alamein, west of
Alexandria, in 1942 and gradually drove them westward
until their final defeat after the arrival of U.S. troops in
Morocco under the field command of General George S.
Patton. From that time until the end of the war, the en-
tire region from the Mediterranean Sea eastward was un-
der secure Allied occupation.

The Question of Palestine

As in other areas of Asia, the end of World Was II led to
the emergence of a number of independent states. Jordan,
Lebanon, and Syria, all European mandates before the
war, became independent. Egypt, Iran, and Iraq, though
still under a degree of Western influence, became in-
creasingly autonomous. Sympathy for the idea of Arab
unity led to the formation of the Arab League in 1945,
but different points of view among its members prevented
it from achieving anything of substance.

The one issue on which all Arab states in the area
could agree was the question of Palestine. As tensions be-
tween Jews and Arabs in that mandate intensified during
the 1930s, the British attempted to limit Jewish immigra-
tion into the area and firmly rejected proposals for in-
dependence. After World War II, the Zionists turned for
support to the United States, and in March 1948, the
Truman administration approved the concept of an inde-
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pendent Jewish state, despite the fact that only about
one-third of the local population were Jews. In May, the
new state of Israel was formally established.

To its Arab neighbors, the new state represented a be-
trayal of the interests of the Palestinian people, 90 percent
of whom were Muslim, and a flagrant disregard for the
conditions set out in the Balfour Declaration of 1917.
Outraged at the lack of Western support for Muslim inter-
ests in the area, several Arab countries invaded the new
Jewish state. The invasion did not succeed because of in-
ternal divisions among the Arabs, but both sides remained
bitter, and the Arab states refused to recognize Israel.

The war had other lasting consequences as well be-
cause it led to the exodus of thousands of Palestinian
refugees into neighboring Muslim states. Jordan, which
had become independent under its Hashemite ruler, was
now flooded by the arrival of one million urban Palestini-
ans in a country occupied by half a million Bedouins. To
the north, the state of Lebanon had been created to pro-
vide the local Christian community with a country of its
own, but the arrival of the Palestinian refugees upset the
delicate balance between Christians and Muslims. In any
event, the creation of Lebanon had angered the Syrians,
who had lost it as well as other territories to Turkey as a
result of European decisions before and after the war.

Nasser and Pan-Arabism
The dispute over Palestine placed Egypt in an uncom-
fortable position. Technically, Egypt was not an Arab
state. King Farouk, who had acceded to power in 1936,
had frequently declared support for the Arab cause, but
the Egyptian people were not Bedouins and shared little
of the culture of the peoples across the Red Sea. Never-
theless, Farouk committed Egyptian armies to the disas-
trous war against Israel.

In 1952, King Farouk, whose corrupt habits had se-
verely eroded his early popularity, was overthrown by a
military coup engineered by young military officers osten-
sibly under the leadership of Colonel Muhammad Nagib.
The real force behind the scenes was Colonel Gamal Ab-
dul Nasser (1918–1970), the son of a minor government
functionary who, like many of his fellow officers, had
been angered by the army’s inadequate preparation for
the war against Israel four years earlier. In 1953, the
monarchy was replaced by a republic.

In 1954, Nasser seized power in his own right and im-
mediately instituted a land reform program. He also
adopted a policy of neutrality in foreign affairs and ex-
pressed sympathy for the Arab cause. The British pres-
ence had rankled many Egyptians for years, for even after

granting Egypt independence, Britain had retained con-
trol over the Suez Canal to protect its route to the Indian
Ocean. In 1956, Nasser suddenly nationalized the Suez
Canal Company, which had been under British and
French administration. Seeing a threat to their route to
the Indian Ocean, the British and the French launched a
joint attack on Egypt to protect their investment. They
were joined by Israel, whose leaders had grown exasper-
ated at sporadic Arab commando raids on Israeli territory
and now decided to strike back. But the Eisenhower ad-
ministration in the United States, concerned that the at-
tack smacked of a revival of colonialism, supported
Nasser and brought about the withdrawal of foreign forces
from Egypt and of Israeli troops from the Sinai Peninsula.

Nasser now turned to pan-Arabism. In 1958, Egypt
united with Syria in the United Arab Republic (UAR).
The union had been proposed by the Ba’ath Party, which
advocated the unity of all Arab states in a new socialist
society. In 1957, the Ba’ath Party assumed power in Syria
and opened talks with Egypt on a union between the two
countries, which took place in March 1958 following a
plebiscite. Nasser, despite his reported ambivalence about
the union, was named president of the new state.

Egypt and Syria hoped that the union would eventu-
ally include all Arab states, but other Arab leaders, in-
cluding young King Hussein of Jordan and the kings of
Iraq and Saudi Arabia, were suspicious. The latter two in
particular feared pan-Arabism on the assumption that
they would be asked to share their vast oil revenues with
the poorer states of the Middle East. Such fears were
understandable.

Nasser opposed the existing situation, in which much
of the wealth of the Middle East flowed into the treasuries
of a handful of wealthy feudal states or, even worse, the
pockets of foreign oil interests. In Nasser’s view, through
Arab unity, this wealth could be put to better use to im-
prove the standard of living in the area. To achieve a
more equitable division of the wealth of the region, nat-
ural resources and major industries would be nationalized;
central planning would guarantee that resources were ex-
ploited efficiently, but private enterprise would continue
at the local level.

In the end, however, Nasser’s determination to extend
state control over the economy brought an end to the
UAR. When the government announced the national-
ization of a large number of industries and utilities in
1961, a military coup overthrew the Ba’ath leaders in
Damascus, and the new authorities declared that Syria
would end its relationship with Egypt.

The breakup of the UAR did not end Nasser’s dream of
pan-Arabism. In 1962, Algeria finally received its inde-
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pendence from France and, under its new president, Ah-
mad Ben Bella, established close relations with Egypt, 
as did a new republic in Yemen. During the mid-1960s,
Egypt took the lead in promoting Arab unity against Is-
rael. At a meeting of Arab leaders held in Jerusalem in
1964, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was
set up under Egyptian sponsorship to represent the in-
terests of the Palestinians. According to the charter of 
the PLO, only the Palestinian people (and thus not Jew-
ish immigrants from abroad) had the right to form a state 
in the old British mandate. A guerrilla movement called
al-Fatah, led by the dissident PLO figure Yasir Arafat 
(b. 1929), began to launch terrorist attacks on Israeli ter-
ritory, prompting Israel to raid PLO bases in Jordan
in 1966.

The Arab-Israeli Dispute
The growing Arab hostility was a constant threat to the
security of Israel. In the years after independence, Israeli
leaders dedicated themselves to creating a Jewish home-
land. Aided by reparations paid by the postwar German
government and private funds provided by Jews living
abroad, notably in the United States, the government 
attempted to build a democratic and modern state that
would be a magnet for Jews throughout the world and a
symbol of Jewish achievement.

Ensuring the survival of the tiny state surrounded by
antagonistic Arab neighbors was a considerable chal-
lenge, made more difficult by divisions within the Israeli
population. Some were immigrants from Europe, while
others came from countries of the Middle East. Some
were secular and even socialist in their views, while oth-
ers were politically conservative and stressed religious or-
thodoxy. There were also Christians as well as many Mus-
lim Palestinians who had not fled to other countries. To
balance these diverse interests, Israel established a parlia-
ment, called the Knesset, on the European model, with
proportional representation based on the number of votes
each party received in the general election. The parties
were so numerous that none ever received a majority of
votes, and all governments had to be formed from a coali-
tion of several parties. As a result, moderate secular lead-
ers such as longtime Prime Minister David Ben Gurion
had to cater to more marginal parties composed of con-
servative religious groups.

During the late 1950s and 1960s, the dispute between
Israel and other states in the Middle East escalated in in-
tensity. Essentially alone except for the sympathy of the
United States and several Western European countries,
Israel adopted a policy of determined resistance to and
immediate retaliation against alleged PLO and Arab

provocations. By the spring of 1967, relations between Is-
rael and its Arab neighbors had deteriorated as Nasser at-
tempted to improve his standing in the Arab world by in-
tensifying military activities and imposing a blockade
against Israeli commerce through the Gulf of Aqaba.
Concerned that it might be isolated, and lacking firm
support from Western powers (who had originally guar-
anteed Israel the freedom to use the Gulf of Aqaba), in
June 1967 Israel suddenly launched air strikes against
Egypt and several of its Arab neighbors. Israeli armies
then broke the blockade at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba
and occupied the Sinai peninsula. Other Israeli forces at-
tacked Jordanian territory on the West Bank of the Jordan
River ( Jordan’s King Hussein had recently signed an al-
liance with Egypt and placed his army under Egyptian
command), occupied the whole of Jerusalem, and seized
Syrian military positions in the Golan Heights along the
Israeli-Syrian border.

Despite limited Soviet support for Egypt and Syria, in
a brief six-day war, Israel had mocked Nasser’s pretensions
of Arab unity and tripled the size of its territory, thus en-
hancing its precarious security (see Map 13.1). Yet Israel
had also aroused more bitter hostility among the Arabs
and included an additional million Palestinians inside its
borders, most of them living on the West Bank.

During the next few years, the focus of the Arab-Israeli
dispute shifted as Arab states demanded the return of 
the occupied territories. Meanwhile, many Israelis argued
that the new lands improved the security of the belea-
guered state and should be retained. Concerned that the
dispute might lead to a confrontation between the super-
powers, the Nixon administration tried to achieve a
peace settlement. The peace effort received a mild stimu-
lus when Nasser died of a heart attack in September 1970
and was succeeded by his vice president, ex-general An-
war al-Sadat (1918–1981). Sadat soon showed himself 
to be more pragmatic than his predecessor, dropping 
the now irrelevant name United Arab Republic in favor
of the Arab Republic of Egypt and replacing Nasser’s so-
cialist policies with a new strategy based on free enter-
prise and encouragement of Western investment. He also
agreed to sign a peace treaty with Israel on the condition
that Israel retire to its pre-1967 frontiers. Concerned that
other Arab countries would refuse to make peace and
take advantage of its presumed weakness, Israel refused.

Rebuffed in his offer of peace, smarting from criticism
of his moderate stand from other Arab leaders, and in-
creasingly concerned over Israeli plans to build perma-
nent Jewish settlements in the occupied territories, Sadat
attempted once again to renew Arab unity through a new
confrontation with Israel. In 1973, on Yom Kippur (the
Jewish Day of Atonement), an Israeli national holiday,
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Egyptian forces suddenly launched an air and artillery at-
tack on Israeli positions in the Sinai just east of the Suez
Canal. Syrian armies attacked Israeli positions in the
Golan Heights. After early Arab successes, the Israelis
managed to recoup some of their losses on both fronts. As
a superpower confrontation between the United States
and the Soviet Union loomed, a cease-fire was finally
reached.

In the next years, a fragile peace was maintained,
marked by U.S. “shuttle diplomacy” (carried out by U.S.
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger) and the rise to power
in Israel of the militant Likud Party under Prime Minister
Menachem Begin (1913–1992). The conflict now spread
to Lebanon, where many Palestinians had found refuge
and the PLO had set up its headquarters. Rising tension
along the border was compounded by increasingly hostile
disputes between Christians and Muslims over control of
the capital, Beirut.

After his election as U.S. president in 1976, Jimmy
Carter began to press for a compromise peace based on Is-
rael’s return of occupied Arab territories and Arab recog-
nition of the state of Israel (an idea originally proposed by
Kissinger). By now, Sadat was anxious to reduce his mili-
tary expenses and announced his willingness to visit
Jerusalem to seek peace. The meeting took place in No-
vember 1977, with no concrete results, but Sadat per-
sisted. In September 1978, he and Begin met with Carter
at Camp David in the United States. Israel agreed to
withdraw from the Sinai, but not from other occupied ter-
ritories unless it was recognized by other Arab countries.

The promise of the Camp David agreement was not
fulfilled. One reason was the assassination of Sadat by Is-
lamic militants in October 1981. But there were deeper
causes, including the continued unwillingness of many
Arab governments to recognize Israel and the Israeli gov-
ernment’s encouragement of Jewish settlements in the
occupied West Bank.

During the early 1980s, the militancy of the Palestini-
ans increased, leading to rising unrest, popularly labeled
the intifada (uprising) among PLO supporters living in-
side Israel. To control the situation, a new Israeli govern-
ment under Prime Minister Itzhak Shamir invaded
southern Lebanon to destroy PLO commando bases near
the Israeli border. The invasion provoked international
condemnation and further destabilized the perilous bal-
ance between Muslims and Christians in Lebanon. As
the 1990s began, U.S.-sponsored peace talks opened be-
tween Israel and a number of its neighbors. The first ma-
jor breakthrough came in 1993, when Israel and the PLO
reached an agreement calling for Palestinian autonomy
in selected areas of Israel in return for PLO recognition of
the legitimacy of the Israeli state.

Progress in implementing the agreement, however,
was slow. Terrorist attacks by Palestinian militants re-
sulted in heavy casualties and shook the confidence of
many Jewish citizens that their security needs could be
protected under the agreement. At the same time, Jewish
residents of the West Bank resisted the extension of Pal-
estinian authority in the area. In November 1995, Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated by an Israeli 
opponent of the accords. National elections held a few
months later led to the formation of a new government
under Benjamin Netanyahu (b. 1949) which adopted a
tougher stance in negotiations with the Palestinian Au-
thority under Yasir Arafat.

When Netanyahu was replaced by a new Labour gov-
ernment under Prime Minister Ehud Barak (b. 1942) the
latter promised to revitalize the peace process. Negotia-
tions continued with the PLO and also got under way
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with Syria over a peace settlement in Lebanon and the
possible return of the Golan Heights. But in late 2000,
peace talks broke down over the future of the city of
Jerusalem, leading to massive riots by Palestinians, an 
Israeli crackdown, and the election of a new and more
hard-line Israeli prime minister, the former Defense Min-
ister Ariel Sharon (b. 1928). Sharon’s ascent to leader-
ship was accompanied by a rash of suicide attacks by
Palestinians against Israeli targets, an intensive Israeli
military crackdown on suspected terrorist sites inside
Palestinian territory, and a dramatic increase in blood-
shed on both sides. Although Saudi Arabia set forth a
plan calling for full Arab recognition of the state of Israel
in return for the latter’s final withdrawal from occupied
territories, prospects of reaching a peace agreement re-
main dim.

Revolution in Iran
The Arab-Israeli dispute also provoked an international
oil crisis. In 1960, a number of oil-producing states
formed the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) to gain control over oil prices, but the or-
ganization was not recognized by the foreign oil compa-
nies. In the 1970s, a group of Arab oil states established
the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OAPEC) to use as a weapon to force Western govern-
ments to abandon pro-Israeli policies. During the 1973

Yom Kippur War, some OPEC nations announced signifi-
cant increases in the price of oil to foreign countries. The
price hikes were accompanied by an apparent oil shortage
and created serious economic problems in the United
States and Europe as well as in the Third World. They
also proved to be a boon to oil-exporting countries, such
as Libya, now under the leadership of the militantly anti-
Western Colonel Muammar Qadhafi (b. 1942).

One of the key oil-exporting countries was Iran. Un-
der the leadership of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi
(1919–1980), who had taken over from his father in
1941, Iran had become one of the richest countries in the
Middle East. Although relations with the West had oc-
casionally been fragile (especially after Prime Minister
Mossadeq had briefly attempted to nationalize the oil in-
dustry in 1951), during the next twenty years, Iran be-
came a prime ally of the United States in the Middle East.
With encouragement from the United States, which
hoped that Iran could become a force for stability in the
Persian Gulf, the shah attempted to carry through a series
of social and economic reforms to transform the country
into the most advanced in the region.

Statistical evidence suggests that his efforts were suc-
ceeding. Per capita income increased dramatically, liter-
acy rates improved, a modern communications infrastruc-
ture took shape, and an affluent middle class emerged in
the capital of Tehran. Under the surface, however, trou-
ble was brewing. Despite an ambitious land reform pro-
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� THE TEMPLE MOUNT AT
JERUSALEM. The Temple Mount is
one of the most sacred spots in the city
of Jerusalem. Originally it was the site
of a temple built during the reign of
Solomon, king of the Jews, about 1000
b.c.e. The Western Wall of the temple
is shown in the foreground. Beyond the
wall is the Dome of the Rock complex,
built on the place from which Muslims
believe that Muhammad ascended to
heaven. Sacred to both religions, the
Temple Mount is now a major bone of
contention between Muslims and Jews
and a prime obstacle to a final settle-
ment of the Arab-Israeli dispute.
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gram, many peasants were still land-
less, unemployment among intellec-
tuals was dangerously high, and the
urban middle class was squeezed by
high inflation. Housing costs had
skyrocketed, provoked in part by
the massive influx of foreigners at-
tracted by oil money.

Some of the unrest took the form
of religious discontent as millions
of devout Muslims looked with dis-
taste at a new Iranian civilization
based on greed, sexual license, and
material accumulation. Conserva-
tive ulama opposed rampant govern-
ment corruption, the ostentation of
the shah’s court, and the extension of voting rights to
women. Some opposition elements took to terrorism
against wealthy Iranians or foreign residents in an attempt
to provoke social and political disorder. In response, the
shah’s U.S.-trained security police, the Savak, imprisoned
and sometimes tortured thousands of dissidents.

Leading the opposition was Ayatollah Ruholla Kho-
meini (1900 –1989), an austere Shi’ite cleric who had
been exiled to Iraq and then to France because of his out-
spoken opposition to the shah’s regime. From Paris, Kho-
meini continued his attacks in print, on television, and in
radio broadcasts. By the late 1970s, large numbers of Ira-
nians began to respond to Khomeini’s diatribes against
the “satanic regime,” and demonstrations by his support-
ers were repressed with ferocity by the police. But work-
ers’ strikes (some of them in the oil fields, which reduced
government revenue) grew in intensity. In January 1979,
the shah appointed a moderate, Shapur Bakhtiar, as
prime minister and then left the country for medical
treatment.

Bakhtiar attempted to conciliate the rising opposition
and permitted Khomeini to return to Iran, where he de-
manded the government’s resignation. With rising public
unrest and incipient revolt within the army, the govern-
ment collapsed and was replaced by a hastily formed Is-
lamic republic. The new government, which was domi-
nated by Shi’ite ulama under the guidance of Ayatollah
Khomeini, immediately began to introduce traditional Is-
lamic law. A new reign of terror ensued as supporters of
the shah were rounded up and executed.

Though much of the outside world focused on the U.S.
embassy in Tehran, where militants held a number of for-
eign hostages, the Iranian Revolution involved much
more. In the eyes of the ayatollah and his followers, the
United States was “the great Satan,” the powerful protec-

tor of Israel, and the enemy of Mus-
lim peoples everywhere. Further-
more, it was responsible for the cor-
ruption of Iranian society under the
shah. Now Khomeini demanded
that the shah be returned to Iran for
trial and that the United States
apologize for its acts against the
Iranian people. In response, the
Carter administration stopped buy-
ing Iranian oil and froze Iranian as-
sets in the United States.

The effects of the disturbances in
Iran quickly spread beyond its bor-
ders. Sunni militants briefly seized
the holy places in Mecca and began

to appeal to their brothers to launch similar revolutions
in Islamic countries around the world, including far-off
Malaysia and Indonesia. At the same time, ethnic unrest
emerged among the Kurdish minorities along the border.
In July 1980, the shah died of cancer in Cairo. With eco-
nomic conditions in Iran rapidly deteriorating, the Is-
lamic revolutionary government finally agreed to free the
hostages in return for the release of Iranian assets in the
United States. During the next few years, the intensity of
the Iranian Revolution moderated slightly, as the govern-
ment displayed a modest tolerance for a loosening of cler-
ical control over freedom of expression and social activi-
ties. But rising criticism of rampant official corruption
and a high rate of inflation sparked a new wave of gov-
ernment repression in the mid-1990s; newspapers were
censored, the universities were purged of disloyal or “un-
Islamic” elements, and religious militants raided private
homes in search of blasphemous activities.

In 1997, the moderate Islamic cleric Mohammad Kha-
temi was elected president of Iran. Khatemi, whose sur-
prising victory reflected a growing desire among many
Iranians for a more pluralistic society open to the outside
world, signaled the tantalizing possibility that Iran might
wish to improve relations with the United States. During
the next few years, press censorship was relaxed, leading
to the emergence of several reformist newspapers and
magazines, and restrictions on women’s activities were re-
laxed. But the new president faced severe pressures from
conservative elements to maintain the purity of Islamic
laws, and in April 2000, several reformist publications
were ordered to close by the judiciary for having printed
materials that “disparaged Islam.” Although student pro-
tests erupted into the streets in 2003, hard-liners contin-
ued to reject proposals to expand civil rights and limit the
power of the clerics.
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Crisis in the Gulf

Although much of the Iranians’ anger was directed
against the United States during the early phases of the
revolution, Iran had equally hated enemies closer to
home. To the north, the immense power of the Soviet
Union, driven by atheistic communism, was viewed as a
modern-day version of the Russian threat of previous
centuries. To the west was a militant and hostile Iraq,
now under the leadership of the ambitious Saddam Hus-
sein (b. 1937). Problems from both directions appeared
shortly after Khomeini’s rise to power. Soviet military
forces occupied Afghanistan to prop up a weak Marxist
regime there. The following year, Iraqi forces suddenly at-
tacked along the Iranian border.

Iraq and Iran had long had an uneasy relationship, fu-
eled by religious differences (Iranian Islam is predomi-
nantly Shi’ite, while the ruling caste in Iraq is Sunni) and
a perennial dispute over borderlands adjacent to the Per-
sian Gulf, the vital waterway for the export of oil from

both countries. Like several of its neighbors, Iraq had long
dreamed of unifying the Arabs but had been hindered by
internal factions and suspicion among its neighbors.

During the mid-1970s, Iran gave some support to a
Kurdish rebellion in the mountains of Iraq. In 1975, the
government of the shah agreed to stop aiding the rebels
in return for territorial concessions at the head of the gulf.
Five years later, however, the Kurdish revolt had been
suppressed, and President Saddam Hussein, who had as-
sumed power in Baghdad in 1979, accused Iran of violat-
ing the territorial agreement and launched an attack on
his neighbor. The war was a bloody one, involving the 
use of poison gas against civilians and the employment of
children to clear minefields, and lasted for nearly ten
years. Other countries, including the two superpowers,
watched nervously in case the conflict should spread
throughout the region. Finally, with both sides virtually
exhausted, a cease-fire was arranged in the fall of 1988.

The bitter conflict with Iran had not slaked Saddam
Hussein’s appetite for territorial expansion. In early Au-
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gust 1990, Iraqi military forces sud-
denly moved across the border and
occupied the small neighboring
country of Kuwait at the head of the
gulf. The immediate pretext was the
claim that Kuwait was pumping oil
from fields inside Iraqi territory.
Baghdad was also angry over the
Kuwaiti government’s demand for
repayment of loans it had made to
Iraq during the war with Iran. But
the underlying reason was Iraq’s
contention that Kuwait was legally a
part of Iraq. Kuwait had been part of
the Ottoman Empire until the open-
ing of the twentieth century, when
the local prince had agreed to place
his patrimony under British protec-
tion. When Iraq became independent in 1932, it claimed
the area on the grounds that the state of Kuwait had been
created by British imperialism, but opposition from major
Western powers and other countries in the region, who
feared the consequences of a “greater Iraq,” prevented an
Iraqi takeover.

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 sparked an in-
ternational outcry, and the United States amassed an 
international force that liberated the country and de-
stroyed a substantial part of Iraq’s armed forces. President
George H. W. Bush had promised the American people
that U.S. troops would not fight with one hand tied be-
hind their backs (a clear reference to the Vietnam War),
but the allied forces did not occupy Baghdad at the end of
the war because the allies feared that doing so would
cause a total breakup of the country, an eventuality that
would operate to the benefit of Iran. The allies hoped in-
stead that the Hussein regime would be ousted by an in-
ternal revolt. In the meantime, harsh economic sanctions
were imposed on the Iraqi government as the condition
for peace. The anticipated overthrow of Saddam Hussein
did not materialize, however, and his tireless efforts to
evade the conditions of the cease-fire continued to be-
devil the administrations of Presidents Bill Clinton and
George W. Bush.

The terrorist attacks launched against the United
States in September 2001 added a new dimension to the
Middle Eastern equation. After the failure of the So-
viet Union to quell the rebellion in Afghanistan during
the 1980s, a fundamentalist Muslim group known as the
Taliban seized power in Kabul and ruled the country with
a fanaticism reminiscent of the Cultural Revolution in
China. Backed by conservative religious forces in Pak-
istan, the Taliban provided a base of operations for

Osama bin Laden’s terrorist net-
work. After the attacks of Septem-
ber 11, a coalition of forces led by
the United States overthrew the
Taliban and attempted to build a
new and moderate government. But
the country’s long history of bitter
internecine tribal warfare represents
a severe challenge to such efforts.

In the meantime, the Bush ad-
ministration, charging that Iraqi
dictator Saddam Hussein not only
had provided support to bin Laden’s
terrorist organization but also sought
to develop weapons of mass destruc-
tion, threatened to invade Iraq and
remove him from power. The plan,
widely debated in the media and op-

posed by many of the United States’ traditional allies, dis-
quieted Arab leaders and fanned anti-American senti-
ment throughout the Muslim world. Nevertheless, in
March 2003, American-led forces attacked Iraq and over-
threw Hussein’s regime. In the months that followed, oc-
cupation forces sought to restore stability to the country
while setting forth plans to lay the foundations of a future
democratic society. But although Saddam Hussein was
later captured by U.S. troops, armed resistance by mili-
tant Muslim elements continues to hinder a return to
stability.

POLITICS IN THE
CONTEMPORARY
MIDDLE EAST

To many seasoned observers, U.S. plans in Iraq seem un-
realistic, since democratic values are not deeply rooted in
the region. Feudal rulers remain in power, notably on the
Arabian peninsula. The kings of Saudi Arabia, for ex-
ample, continue to rule by traditional precepts and, citing
the distinctive character of Muslim political institutions,
have been reluctant to establish representative political
institutions. As a general rule, these rulers maintain and
even enforce the strict observance of traditional customs.
Religious police in Saudi Arabia are responsible for en-
forcing the Muslim dress code, maintaining the prohibi-
tion against alcohol, and making sure offices close during
the time for prayer.

In other societies, traditional authority has been re-
placed by charismatic one-party rule or military dictator-
ships. Nasser’s regime in Egypt is a good example of a
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single-party state where the leader won political power by
the force of his presence or personality. The Ayatollah
Khomeini in Iran, Muammar Qadhafi in Libya, and Sad-
dam Hussein in Iraq are other examples. Although their
personal characteristics and images differ, all have sought
to take advantage of their popular appeal.

In other instances, charismatic rule has given way to
modernizing bureaucratic regimes. Examples include the
governments of Syria, Yemen, Turkey, and Egypt since
Nasser, where Anwar al-Sadat and his successor, Hosni
Mubarak, have avoided dramatic personal appeal in favor
of a regime focused on performance. Sometimes the au-
thoritarian character of the regimes has been modified by
some democratic tendencies, especially in Turkey, where
free elections and the sharing of power have become
more prevalent in recent years. A few Arab nations, such
as Bahrain, Kuwait, and Jordan, have even engaged in
limited forms of democratic experimentation.

In Syria, the death of longtime President Hafez al-
Assad in 2000 led to a referendum that elevated his son
Bashar al-Assad to the office. The new president indi-
cated that he would not seek to continue the personality
cult that had arisen during the reign of his father but
warned that he would not encourage political reforms
that might threaten the domination of the country’s one-
party political system. Noting that he would tolerate only
“positive criticism” of government policies, he declared
that “we have to have our own democracy to match our

history and culture, arising from the needs of our people
and our reality.”2

Only in Israel are democratic institutions firmly estab-
lished. The Israeli system suffers from the proliferation of
minor parties, some of which are able to dictate policy be-
cause their support is essential to keeping a government
in power. In recent years, divisions between religious con-
servatives and secular elements within the Jewish com-
munity have become increasingly sharp, resulting in bit-
ter disagreements over social policy and the negotiating
process with the Palestinians. Nevertheless, the govern-
ment generally reflects the popular will, and power is
transferred by peaceful and constitutional means.

The Economics of Oil
Few areas exhibit a greater disparity of individual and na-
tional wealth than the Middle East. Although millions
live in abject poverty, a fortunate few rank among the
wealthiest people in the world. The annual per capita in-
come in Egypt is about $600 (in U.S. dollars), but in the
tiny states of Kuwait and United Arab Emirates, it is
nearly $20,000. Some of that disparity can be explained
by the uneven distribution of fertile and barren land, 
but the primary reason, of course, is oil. Unfortunately for
most of the peoples of the region, oil reserves are distrib-
uted unevenly and all too often are located in areas where
the population density is low. Egypt and Turkey, with
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� RAID ON TIKRIT. While the
U.S.-led coalition won a rapid and rela-
tively bloodless victory in Iraq in 2003,
the transition to peace has been more
complex, as resistance forces, supple-
mented by Islamic militants from
abroad, have launched periodic attacks
on occupation troops, as well as on
Iraqis who cooperate with them, in an
effort to destabilize the situation. Here
U.S. infantry units carry out a raid on
Tikrit, once a stronghold of support for
the Saddam Hussein regime.
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more than fifty million inhabitants apiece, have almost
no oil reserves. The combined population of Kuwait, the
United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia is well under ten
million people. This disparity in wealth inspired Nasser’s
quest for Arab unity (and perhaps Saddam Hussein’s as
well), but it has also posed a major obstacle to that unity.

The growing importance of petroleum has obviously
been a boon to several of the states in the region, but it
has been an unreliable one. Because of the violent fluctu-
ations in the price of oil during the past thirty years, the
income of oil-producing states has varied considerably.
The spectacular increase in oil prices during the 1970s,
when members of OPEC were able to raise the price of a
barrel of oil from about $3 to $30, could not be sustained,
forcing a number of oil-producing countries to scale back
their economic development plans.

Not surprisingly, considering their different resources
and political systems, the states of the Middle East have
adopted diverse approaches to the problem of developing
strong and stable economies. Some, like Nasser in Egypt
and the leaders of the Ba’ath Party in Syria, attempted to
create a form of Arab socialism, favoring a high level of
government involvement in the economy to relieve the
inequities of the free enterprise system. Others turned to
the Western capitalist model to maximize growth, while
using taxes or massive development projects to build a
modern infrastructure, redistribute wealth, and maintain
political stability and economic opportunity for all.

Whatever their approach, all the states have at-
tempted to develop their economies in accordance with
Islamic beliefs. Although the Koran has little to say about
economics and can be variously understood as capitalist
or socialist, it is clear in its opposition to charging inter-
est and in its concern for the material welfare of the Mus-
lim community, the umma. How these goals are to be
achieved, however, is a matter of interpretation.

Socialist theories of economic development such as
Nasser’s were often suggested as a way to promote eco-
nomic growth while meeting the requirements of Islamic
doctrine. State intervention in the economic sector
would bring about rapid development, while land redis-
tribution and the nationalization or regulation of indus-
try would prevent or minimize the harsh inequities of the
marketplace. In general, however, the socialist approach
has had little success, and most governments, including
those of Egypt and Syria, have shifted to a more free en-
terprise approach while encouraging foreign investment
to compensate for a lack of capital or technology.

Although the amount of arable land is relatively small,
most countries in the Middle East rely to a certain degree
on farming to supply food for their growing populations.
In some cases, as in Egypt, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey, farmers

have until recently been a majority of the population. Of-
ten much of the fertile land was owned by wealthy ab-
sentee landlords, but land reform programs in several
countries have attempted to alleviate this problem.

The most comprehensive and probably the most suc-
cessful land reform program was instituted in Egypt,
where Nasser and his successors managed to reassign
nearly a quarter of all cultivable lands by limiting the
amount a single individual could hold. Similar programs
in Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Syria had less effect. In Iran, large
landlords at the local and national level managed to limit
the effects of the shah’s reform program. After the 1979
revolution, many farmers seized lands forcibly from the
landlords, giving rise to questions of ownership that the
revolutionary government has tried with minimal success
to resolve.

Agricultural productivity throughout the region has
been plagued by the lack of water resources. With popu-
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� CAIRO: CITY OF MILLIONS. Cairo, the capital of Egypt, is
today a metropolis of over ten million people crowded into the
lush but narrow delta of the Nile River. Shown here is a picture
of downtown Cairo, where crowded apartment houses jostle for
space with office buildings and mosques topped by the ubiquitous
minaret.
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lations growing at more than 2 percent annually on aver-
age in the Middle East (more than 3 percent in some
countries), several governments have tried to increase
the amount of water available for irrigation. Many at-
tempts have been sabotaged by government ineptitude,
political disagreements, and territorial conflicts, how-
ever. The best-known example is the Aswan Dam, which
was built by Soviet engineers in the 1950s. The project
was designed to control the flow of water throughout the
Nile valley, but it has had a number of undesirable envi-
ronmental consequences. Today, the dearth of water is
reaching crisis proportions and is having a political im-
pact as governments squabble over access to scarce water
resources in the region. For example, disputes between 
Israel and its neighbors over water rights and between
Iraq and its neighbors over the exploitation of the Tigris
and the Euphrates have caused serious tensions in recent
years.

Another way in which governments have attempted
to deal with rapid population growth is to encourage em-
igration. Oil-producing states with small populations,
such as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, have
imported labor from other countries in the region, mostly
to work in the oil fields. By the mid-1980s, more than
40 percent of the population in those states was com-
posed of foreign nationals, who often sent the bulk of
their salaries back to their families in their home coun-
tries. The decline in oil revenues since the mid-1980s,
however, has forced several governments to take mea-
sures to stabilize or reduce the migrant population. Since
the Iraqi invasion, Kuwait, for example, has expelled all
Palestinians and restricted migrant workers from other
countries to three-year stays.

The Islamic Revival
In recent years, many developments in the Middle East
have been described in terms of a resurgence of tradi-
tional values and customs in response to the pressure of
Western influence. Indeed, some conservative religious
forces in the area have consciously attempted to replace
foreign culture and values with allegedly “pure” Islamic
forms of belief and behavior.

But the Islamic revival that has taken place in the con-
temporary Middle East is not a simple dichotomy be-
tween traditional and modern, native and foreign, or ir-
rational and rational. In the first place, many Muslims in
the Middle East believe that Islamic values and modern
ways are not incompatible and may even be mutually re-
inforcing in some ways. Second, the resurgence of what
are sometimes called “fundamentalist” Islamic groups
may, in a Middle Eastern context, appear to be a rational

and practical response to self-destructive practices, such
as corruption and hedonism, drunkenness, prostitution,
and the use of drugs. Finally, the reassertion of Islamic
values can be a means of establishing cultural identity and
fighting off the overwhelming impact of Western ideas.

Initially, many Muslim intellectuals responded to
Western influence by trying to reconcile the perceived
differences between tradition and modernity and by cre-
ating an “updated” set of Islamic beliefs and practices that
would not clash with the demands of the modern world.
This process took place in most Islamic societies, but it
was especially prevalent in Turkey, Egypt, and Iran.
Mustapha Kemal Atatürk embraced the strategy when he
attempted to secularize the Islamic religion in the new
Turkish republic. The Turkish model was followed by
Shah Reza Khan and his son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in
Iran and then by Nasser in postwar Egypt, all of whom 
attempted to make use of Islamic values while asserting
the primacy of other issues such as political and economic
development. Religion, in effect, had become the hand-
maiden of political power, national identity, and eco-
nomic prosperity.

For obvious reasons, these secularizing trends were par-
ticularly noticeable among the political, intellectual, and
economic elites in urban areas. They had less influence in
the countryside, among the poor, and among devout ele-
ments within the ulama. Many of the latter believed that
Western secular trends in the major cities had given birth
to regrettable and even repugnant social attitudes and be-
havioral patterns, such as political and economic corrup-
tion, sexual promiscuity, individualism, and the preva-
lence of alcohol, pornography, and drugs. Although such
practices had long existed in the Middle East, they were
now far more visible and socially acceptable.

This reaction began early in the century and in-
tensified after World War I, when the Western presence
increased. In 1928, devout Muslims in Egypt formed the
Muslim Brotherhood as a means of promoting personal
piety. Later, the movement began to take a more activist
approach, including the eventual use of terrorism by a
radical minority. Despite Nasser’s surface commitment to
Islamic ideals and Arab unity, some Egyptians were
fiercely opposed to his policies and regarded his vision of
Arab socialism as a betrayal of Islamic principles. Nasser
reacted harshly and executed a number of his leading
opponents.

The movement to return to Islamic purity strength-
ened after World War II and reached its zenith in Iran. It
is not surprising that Iran took the lead in light of its long
tradition of ideological purity within the Shi’ite sect as
well as the uncompromisingly secular character of the
shah’s reforms in the postwar era. In revolutionary Iran,
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traditional Islamic beliefs are all-pervasive and extend
into education, clothing styles, social practices, and the
legal system.

While the political aspects of the Iranian Revolution
inspired distrust and suspicion among political elites else-
where in the region, its cultural and social effects were
profound. Although no other state in the Middle East
adopted the violent approach to cultural reform applied
in Iran, Iranian ideas have spread throughout the area
and affected social and cultural behavior in many ways. In
Algeria, the political influence of fundamentalist Islamic
groups has grown substantially and enabled them to win
a stunning victory in the national elections in 1992.
When the military stepped in to cancel the second round
of elections and crack down on the militants, the latter
responded with a campaign of terrorism against moder-
ates that has claimed thousands of lives.

A similar trend has emerged in Egypt, where militant
groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood have engaged in
terrorism, including the assassination of Sadat and more
recent attacks on foreign tourists, who are considered car-
riers of corrupt Western influence. In 1994, the promi-
nent novelist Naguid Mahfouz was stabbed outside his
home, apparently in response to earlier writings that were
deemed blasphemous of Muslim belief.

Even in Turkey, generally considered the most secular
of Islamic societies, a militant political group, known as
the Islamic Welfare Party, took power in a coalition gov-
ernment formed in 1996. Worried moderates voiced their
concern that the secular legacy of Kemal Atatürk was 
being eroded, and eventually, the new prime minister,
Necmettin Erbakan, agreed to resign under heavy pres-
sure from the military. Uncomfortable with the militancy
of Arab neighbors, Turkey maintains close ties with the
United States and is currently adopting reforms to extend
human rights and freedom of expression in the hope of
gaining entry into the European Union. But religious and
economic discontent simmers beneath the surface.

Women and Islam
Nowhere have the fault lines between tradition and
modernity in Muslim societies in the Middle East been so
sharp as in the ongoing debate over the role of women. At
the beginning of the twentieth century, women’s place in
Middle Eastern society had changed little since the days
of the Prophet Muhammad. Women were secluded in
their homes and had few legal, political, or social rights.

Early in the twentieth century, inspired in part by the
Western presence, a “modernist” movement arose in sev-
eral countries in the Middle East with the aim of bringing
Islamic social values and legal doctrine into line with

Western values and attitudes. Advocates of modernist
views contended that Islamic doctrine was not inherently
opposed to women’s rights and that the teachings of
Muhammad and his successors had actually broadened
them in significant ways. To modernists, Islamic tradi-
tions such as female seclusion, wearing the veil, and even
polygamy were pre-Islamic folk traditions that had been
tolerated in the early Islamic era and continued to be
practiced in later centuries.

During the first decades of the twentieth century, such
views had considerable impact on a number of Middle
Eastern societies, including Turkey and Iran. As we have
seen, greater rights for women were a crucial element in
the social revolution promoted by Mustapha Kemal
Atatürk in Turkey. In Iran, Shah Reza Khan and his son
granted female suffrage and encouraged the education of
women. In Egypt, a vocal feminist movement arose in ed-
ucated women’s circles in Cairo as early as the 1920s.

Modernist views had somewhat less effect in other Is-
lamic states, such as Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, and Algeria,
where traditional views of women continued to prevail in
varying degrees. Particularly in rural areas, notions of
women’s liberation made little headway. Most conserva-
tive by far was Saudi Arabia, where women were not only
segregated and expected to wear the veil in public but
were also restricted in education and forbidden to drive
automobiles (see the box on p. 268).

Until recently, the general trend in urban areas of the
Middle East was toward a greater role for women. This
was particularly the case in Egypt and in Iran, where the
liberal policies of the shah encouraged Western atti-
tudes toward sexual equality. With the exception of con-
servative religious communities, women in Israel have
achieved substantial equality with men and are active in
politics, the professions, and even the armed forces.
Golda Meir (1898–1978), prime minister of Israel from
1969 to 1974, became an international symbol of the
ability of women to be world leaders.

Beginning in the 1970s, however, there was a shift to-
ward a more traditional approach to gender roles in many
Middle Eastern societies. It was accompanied by attacks
on the growing Western influence within the media and
on the social habits of young people. The reactions were
especially strong in Iran, where attacks by religious con-
servatives on the growing role of women contributed to
the emotions underlying the Iranian Revolution of 1979.
Iranian women were instructed to wear the veil and to
dress modestly in public. Films produced in postrevolu-
tionary Iran expressed the new morality. They rarely fea-
tured women, and when they did, physical contact be-
tween men and women was prohibited. Still, Iranian
women have many freedoms that they lacked before the

FERMENT IN THE MIDDLE EAST • CHAPTER 13 267



twentieth century; for example, they can attend a uni-
versity, receive military training, vote, practice birth con-
trol, and write fiction.

The Iranian Revolution helped promote a revival of
traditional attitudes toward women in other Islamic soci-
eties. Women in secular countries such as Egypt, Turkey,
and far-off Malaysia have begun to dress more modestly in
public, while public attacks on open sexuality in the me-
dia have become increasingly frequent.

Women have won some small victories in their struggle
for equal rights in the Middle East. In 1999, a govern-
mental edict declared that women would be granted

the right to vote in Kuwait, and women have been given
an equal right to divorce.

CONTEMPORARY
LITERATURE AND ART
IN THE MIDDLE EAST

As in other areas of Asia and Africa, the encounter with
the West in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries stim-
ulated a cultural renaissance in the Middle East. Muslim
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KEEPING THE CAMEL OUT OF THE TENT

lmighty God created sexual desire in ten parts;
then he gave nine parts to women and one to men.”

So pronounced Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law, as he
explained why women are held morally responsible as the instiga-
tors of sexual intercourse. Consequently, over the centuries Is-
lamic women have been secluded, veiled, and in many cases gen-
itally mutilated to safeguard male virtue. Women are forbidden to
look directly at, speak to, or touch a man prior to marriage. Even
today, they are often sequestered at home or limited to strictly seg-
regated areas away from all male contact. Women normally pray
at home or in an enclosed antechamber of the mosque so that their
physical presence will not disturb men’s spiritual concentration.

Especially limiting today are the laws governing women’s be-
havior in Saudi Arabia. Schooling for girls has never been com-
pulsory because fathers believe that “educating women is like al-
lowing the nose of the camel into the tent; eventually the beast will
edge in and take up all the room inside.” The country did not es-
tablish its first girls’ school until 1956. The following description
of Saudi women is from Nine Parts of Desire: The Hidden
World of Islamic Women, by journalist Geraldine Brooks.

GERALDINE BROOKS, 
NINE PARTS OF DESIRE

Women were first admitted to university in Saudi Arabia in
1962, and all women’s colleges remain strictly segregated.
Lecture rooms come equipped with closed-circuit TVs and
telephones, so women students can listen to a male professor
and question him by phone, without having to contaminate
themselves by being seen by him. When the first dozen
women graduated from university in 1973, they were devas-
tated to find that their names hadn’t been printed on the
commencement program. The old tradition, that it dishon-

ors women to mention them, was depriving them of recog-
nition they believed they’d earned. The women and their
families protested, so a separate program was printed and a
segregated graduation ceremony was held for the students’
female relatives. . . .

But while opening of women’s universities widened ac-
cess to higher learning for women, it also made the educa-
tional experience much shallower. Before 1962, many pro-
gressive Saudi families had sent their daughters abroad for
education. They had returned to the kingdom not only with
a degree but with experience of the outside world. . . . Now
a whole generation of Saudi women have completed their
education entirely within the country. . . .

Lack of opportunity for education abroad means that
Saudi women are trapped in the confines of an education
system that still lags men’s. Subjects such as geology and pe-
troleum engineering — tickets to influential jobs in Saudi
Arabia’s oil economy — remain closed to women. . . . Few
women’s colleges have their own libraries, and libraries
shared with men’s schools are either entirely off limits to
women or open to them only one day per week. . . .

But women and men [take] the same degree examina-
tions. Professors quietly acknowledge the women’s scores
routinely outstrip the men’s. “It’s no surprise,” said one
woman professor. “Look at their lives. The boys have their
cars, they can spend the evenings cruising the streets with
their friends, sitting in cafés, buying black-market alcohol
and drinking all night. What do the girls have? Four walls
and their books. For them, education is everything.”

Source: Geraldine Brooks, Nine Parts of Desire: The Hidden World of Islamic
Women (New York: Doubleday, 1996).



authors translated Western works into Arabic and Persian
and began to experiment with new literary forms. The ad-
vent of modern newspapers and magazines eliminated the
traditional differences between the oral and written lan-
guages. The resulting fused language included colloquial
speech, borrowed Western words, and ancient words res-
urrected from indigenous languages.

The new literature dealt with a number of new themes.
The rise in national consciousness stimulated interest in
historical traditions. Writers also switched from religious
to secular themes and addressed the problems of this
world and the means of rectifying them. Furthermore, lit-
erature was no longer the exclusive domain of the elite
but was increasingly written for the broader mass of the
population.

Iran has produced one of the most prominent national
literatures in the contemporary Middle East. Since World
War II, Iranian literature has been hampered somewhat
by political considerations, since it has been expected 
to serve first the Pahlavi monarchy and more recently 
the Islamic Republic. Nevertheless, Iranian writers are
among the most prolific in the region and often write 
in prose, which has finally been accepted as the equal 
of poetry. Perhaps the most outstanding Iranian author 
of the twentieth century was short-story writer Sadeq He-
dayat. Hedayat was obsessed with the frailty and absurdity
of life and wrote with compassion about the problems of
ordinary human beings. Frustrated and disillusioned at
the government’s suppression of individual liberties, he
committed suicide in 1951. Like Japan’s Mishima Yukio, 

Hedayat later became a cult figure among his country’s
youth.

Despite the male-oriented nature of Iranian society,
many of the new writers were women. Since the revolu-
tion, the chador, or veiled garment, has become the cen-
tral metaphor in Iranian women’s writing. Advocates
praise the veil as the last bastion of defense against West-
ern cultural imperialism. Behind the veil, the Islamic
woman can breathe freely, unpolluted by foreign ex-
ploitation and moral corruption. They see the veil as the
courageous woman’s weapon against Western efforts to
dominate the Iranian soul. Other Iranian women, how-
ever, consider the veil a “mobile prison” or an oppressive
anachronism from the Dark Ages. A few use the pen as a
weapon in a crusade to liberate their sisters and enable
them to make their own choices. As one writer, Sousan
Azadi, expressed it, “As I pulled the chador over me, I felt
a heaviness descending over me. I was hidden and in hid-
ing. There was nothing visible left of Sousan Azadi.”3

Like Iran, Egypt in the twentieth century has experi-
enced a flowering of literature accelerated by the estab-
lishment of the Egyptian republic in the early 1950s. The
most illustrious contemporary Egyptian writer is Naguib
Mahfouz (b. 1911), who won the Nobel Prize in literature
in 1988. His Cairo Trilogy, published in 1952, chronicles
three generations of a merchant family in Cairo during
the tumultuous years between the two world wars. Mah-
fouz is particularly adept at blending panoramic historical
events with the intimate lives of ordinary human beings
with great compassion and energy. Unlike many other
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� IRANIAN WOMEN PRACTICING
SOCCER. Despite the restriction of
having to cover their bodies in public,
young Iranian women play soccer and
other sports, attend schools and univer-
sities, and partake in other activities of
the modern world. Here we see young
women playing a game of soccer in
their black-hooded garments. Although
they rarely did so before the Islamic
Revolution, today about two million
Iranian women take part in sports.
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modern writers, his message is essentially optimistic and
reflects his hope that religion and science can work to-
gether for the overall betterment of humankind.

No women writer has played a more active role in 
exposing the physical and psychological grievances of
Egyptian women than Nawal el-Saadawi (b. 1931). For
decades, she has battled against the injustices of religious
fundamentalism and a male-dominated society —even
enduring imprisonment for promoting her cause. In Two
Women in One (1985), el-Saadawi follows the struggle of
a young university student as she rebels against the life
her father has programmed for her, striking out instead on
an unchartered independent destiny.

The emergence of a modern Turkish literature can be
traced to the establishment of the republic in 1923. The
most popular contemporary writer is Orhan Pamuk (b.
1952), whose novels attempt to capture Turkey’s unique
blend of cultures. “I am living in a culture,” he writes,
“where the clash of East and West, or the harmony of East
and West, is the lifestyle. That is Turkey.”4 In his novel
The Black Book (1994), Pamuk resuscitates Istanbul’s past
from the multitude of Byzantine, Ottoman, and republi-
can artifacts strewn in the muddy depths of the Bosporus.

Although Israeli literature arises from a totally differ-
ent tradition from that of its neighbors, it shares with
them certain contemporary characteristics and a concern
for ordinary human beings. Early writers identified with
the aspirations of the new nation, trying to find a sense of
order in the new reality, voicing terrors from the past and
hope for the future. Some contemporary Israeli authors,
however, have refused to serve as promoters for Zionism
and are speaking out on sensitive national issues. The in-
ternationally renowned novelist Amos Oz (b. 1939), for
example, is a vocal supporter of peace with the Palestini-
ans. Oz is a member of Peace Now and the author of a po-
litical tract titled Israel, Palestine, and Peace. In an inter-
view, Oz accused both Ariel Sharon and Yasir Arafat of
being “immovable, handcuffed to the past and to each
other.”5 With the Arabs feeling victimized by colonial-
ism and the Jews by Nazi Germany, each side believes 
that it alone is the rightful proprietor of ancient Pales-
tine. For Oz, the only solution is compromise, which,
however unsatisfactory for both sides, is preferable to mu-
tual self-destruction.

Like literature, the art of the modern Middle East has
been profoundly influenced by its exposure to Western
culture. Reflecting their hopes for the new nation, Israeli
painters sought to bring to life the sentiments of pioneers
arriving in a promised land. Many attempted to capture
the longing for community expressed in the Israeli com-
mune, or kibbutz. Others searched for the roots of Israeli

culture in the history of the Jewish people or in the hor-
rors of the Holocaust. The experience of the Holocaust
has attracted particular attention from sculptors, who
work in wood and metal as well as stone.

The popular music of the contemporary Middle East
has also been strongly influenced by that of the modern
West, but to different degrees in different countries. In Is-
rael, many contemporary young rock stars voice lyrics as
irreverent toward the traditions of their elders as those of
Europe and the United States do. One idol of many Israeli
young people, rock star Aviv Ghefen, declares himself to
be “a person of no values,” and his music carries a shock
value that attacks the country’s political and social shib-
boleths with abandon. The rock music popular among
Palestinians, on the other hand, makes greater use of
Arab musical motifs and is closely tied to a political mes-
sage. One recent recording, “The Song of the Engineer,”
lauds Yehia Ayash, a Palestinian accused of manufactur-
ing many of the explosive devices used in terrorist attacks
on Israeli citizens. The lyrics have their own shock value:
“Spread the flame of revolution. Your explosive will wipe
the enemy out, like a volcano, a torch, a banner.” When
one Palestinian rock leader from the Gaza Strip was asked
why his group employed a musical style that originated 
in the West, he explained, “For us, this is a tool like any
other. Young people in Gaza like our music, they listen 
to us, they buy our cassettes, and so they spread our
message.”

CONCLUSION
The Middle East is one of the most unstable regions in
the world today. In part, this turbulence is due to the con-
tinued interference of outsiders attracted by the massive
oil reserves under the parched wastes of the Arabian pen-
insula and in the vicinity of the Persian Gulf. Oil is both
a blessing and a curse to the peoples of the region.

Another factor contributing to the volatility of the
Middle East is the tug-of-war between the sense of ethnic
identity in the form of nationalism and the intense long-
ing to be part of a broader Islamic community, a dream
that dates back to the time of the Prophet Muhammad.
The desire to create that community —a vision threat-
ened by the presence of the alien state of Israel—inspired
Gamal Abdul Nasser in the 1950s and Ayatollah Kho-
meini in the 1970s and 1980s and probably motivated
many of the actions of Saddam Hussein in Iraq.

A final reason for the turmoil in the Middle East is the
intense debate over the role of religion in civil society. It
has been customary in recent years for Western commen-
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tators to label Muslim efforts to return to a purer form of
Islam as fanatical and extremist, reflecting a misguided
attempt to reverse the course of history, and there is no
doubt that many of the legal and social restrictions now
being enforced in various Muslim countries in the Middle
East appear excessively harsh to outside observers. But it
is important to remember that Muslim societies are not
alone in deploring the sense of moral decline that is per-
ceived to be occurring in societies throughout the world.
Nor are they alone in advocating a restoration of tradi-
tional religious values as a means of reversing the trend.
Movements dedicated to such purposes are appearing in
many other societies (including Israel and the United
States) and can be viewed as an understandable reaction
to the rapid and often bewildering changes that are tak-
ing place in the contemporary world. Not infrequently,

members of such groups turn to violence as a means of
making their point.

Whatever the reasons, it is clear that a deep-seated
sense of anger is surging through much of the Islamic
world today, an anger that transcends specific issues like
the situation in Iraq or the Arab-Israeli dispute. Al-
though economic privation and political oppression are
undoubtedly important factors, the roots of Muslim re-
sentment, as historian Bernard Lewis has pointed out, lie
in a historical sense of humiliation that first emerged cen-
turies ago, when Arab hegemony in the Mediterranean
region was replaced by European domination, and con-
tinues today. The world is reaping the harvest of that
long-cultivated bitterness, and the consequences cannot
be foreseen.
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irst-time visitors to the Malaysian capital of Kuala Lumpur are 

astonished to observe a pair of twin towers thrusting up above the 

surrounding buildings into the clouds. The Petronas Towers rise 1,483 feet

from ground level, leading to claims by Malaysian officials that they are the world’s

tallest buildings, at least for the time being.

More than an architectural achievement, the towers announced the emergence 

of Asia as a major player on the international scene. It is probably no accident 

that the foundations were laid on the site of the Selangor Cricket Club, symbol of

colonial hegemony in Southeast Asia. “These towers,” commented one local official,

“will do wonders for Asia’s self-esteem and confidence, which I think is very impor-

tant, and which I think at this moment are at the point of takeoff.” 1

Slightly more than a year after that remark, Malaysia and several of its neighbors

were mired in a financial crisis that threatened to derail their rapid advance to eco-

nomic affluence and severely undermined the “self-esteem” that the Petronas Towers

were meant to symbolize. Today, several years after the buildings were completed,

many of their offices remain unoccupied.

The Petronas Towers, then, serve as a vivid demonstration in steel and glass of 

the dual face of modern Asia: a region seeking to compete with the advanced nations

of the West while still struggling to overcome a legacy of economic underdevelop-

ment and colonial rule. As Asian leaders have discovered, it is a path strewn with

hidden obstacles.



SOUTH ASIA
In 1947, nearly two centuries of British colonial rule
came to an end when two new independent nations, In-
dia and Pakistan, came into being. Under British author-
ity, the subcontinent of South Asia had been linked ever
more closely to the global capitalist economy. Yet as in
other areas of Asia and Africa, the experience brought
only limited benefits to the local peoples; little industrial
development took place, and the bulk of the profits went
into the pockets of Western entrepeneurs.

For half a century, nationalist forces had been seeking
reforms in colonial policy and the eventual overthrow of
colonial power. But the peoples of South Asia did not re-
gain their independence until after World War II.

The End of the British Raj
During the 1930s, the nationalist movement in India was
severely shaken by factional disagreements between Hin-
dus and Muslims. The outbreak of World War II subdued
these sectarian clashes, but they erupted again after the
war ended in 1945. Battles between Hindus and Muslims
broke out in several cities, and Mohammed Ali Jinnah,
leader of the Muslim League, demanded the creation of 
a separate state for each. Meanwhile, the Labour Party,
which had long been critical of the British colonial legacy
on both moral and economic grounds, had come to power
in Britain, and the new prime minister, Clement Attlee,
announced that power would be transferred to “respon-
sible Indian hands” by June 1948.

But the imminence of independence did not dampen
communal strife. As riots escalated, the British reluc-
tantly accepted the inevitability of partition and declared
that on August 15, 1947, two independent nations —
Hindu India and Muslim Pakistan —would be estab-
lished. Pakistan would be divided between the main area
of Muslim habitation in the Indus River valley in the
west and a separate territory in east Bengal 2,000 miles to
the east. Although Mahatma Gandhi warned that parti-
tion would provoke “an orgy of blood,”2 he was increas-
ingly regarded as a figure of the past, and his views were
ignored.

The British instructed the rulers in the princely states
to choose which state they would join by August 15, but
problems arose in predominantly Hindu Hyderabad,
where the nawab was a Muslim, and mountainous Kash-
mir, where a Hindu prince ruled over a Muslim popula-
tion. After independence was declared, the flight of mil-
lions of Hindus and Muslims across the borders led to
violence and the death of more than a million people.
One of the casualties was Gandhi, who was assassinated

on January 30, 1948, as he was going to morning prayer.
The assassin, a Hindu militant, was apparently motivated
by Gandhi’s opposition to a Hindu India.

Independent India
With independence, the Indian National Congress, now
renamed the Congress Party, moved from opposition to
the responsibility of power under Jawaharlal Nehru, the
new prime minister. The prospect must have been intim-
idating. The vast majority of India’s 400 million people
were poor and illiterate. The new nation encompassed a
bewildering number of ethnic groups and fourteen major
languages. Although Congress leaders spoke bravely of
building a new nation, Indian society still bore the scars
of past wars and divisions.

The government’s first problem was to resolve disputes
left over from the transition period. The rulers of Hydera-
bad and Kashmir had both followed their own prefer-
ences rather than the wishes of their subject populations.
Nehru was determined to include both states within In-
dia. In 1948, Indian troops invaded Hyderabad and an-
nexed the area. India was also able to seize most of Kash-
mir, but at the cost of creating an intractable problem
that has poisoned relations with Pakistan to the pres-
ent day.

AN EXPERIMENT IN 
DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM

Under Nehru’s leadership, India adopted a political sys-
tem on the British model, with a figurehead president and
a parliamentary form of government. A number of polit-
ical parties operated legally, but the Congress Party, with
its enormous prestige and charismatic leadership, was
dominant at both the central and the local levels. It was
ably assisted by the Indian civil service, which had been
created during the era of British colonial rule and pro-
vided solid expertise in the arcane art of bureaucracy.

Nehru had been influenced by British socialism and
patterned his economic policy roughly after the program
of the British Labour Party. The state took over owner-
ship of the major industries and resources, transportation,
and utilities, while private enterprise was permitted at the
local and retail levels. Farmland remained in private
hands, but rural cooperatives were officially encouraged.
The government also sought to avoid excessive depen-
dence on foreign investment and technological assis-
tance. All businesses were required by law to have major-
ity Indian ownership.

In other respects, Nehru was a devotee of Western ma-
terialism. He was convinced that to succeed, India must
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industrialize. In advocating industrialization, Nehru de-
parted sharply from Gandhi, who believed that material-
ism was morally corrupting and that only simplicity and
nonviolence (as represented by the traditional Indian vil-
lage and the symbolic spinning wheel) could save India,
and the world itself, from self-destruction (see the box
above). Gandhi, Nehru complained, “just wants to spin
and weave.”

The primary themes of Nehru’s foreign policy were an-
ticolonialism and antiracism. Under his guidance, India
took a neutral stance in the Cold War and sought to pro-
vide leadership to all newly independent nations in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. It also sought good relations
with the new People’s Republic of China. India’s neutral-
ity put it at odds with the United States, which during the
1950s was trying to mobilize all nations against what it
viewed as the menace of international communism.

Relations with Pakistan continued to be troubled. In-
dia refused to consider Pakistan’s claim to Kashmir, even
though the majority of the population there was Muslim.
Tension between the two countries persisted, erupting
into war in 1965. In 1971, when riots against the Pak-
istani government broke out in East Pakistan, India in-
tervened on the side of East Pakistan, which declared
its independence as the new nation of Bangladesh (see
Map 14.1).

THE POST-NEHRU ERA

Nehru’s death in 1964 aroused concern that Indian de-
mocracy was dependent on the Nehru mystique. When
his successor, a Congress Party veteran, died in 1966,
Congress leaders selected Nehru’s daughter, Indira
Gandhi (no relation to Mahatma Gandhi), as the new
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TWO VISIONS FOR INDIA

lthough Jawaharlal Nehru and Mohandas Gandhi
agreed on their desire for an independent India, their

visions of the future of their homeland were dramati-
cally different. Nehru favored industrialization to build material
prosperity, whereas Gandhi praised the simple virtues of manual
labor. The first excerpt is from a speech by Nehru; the second is
from a letter written by Gandhi to Nehru.

NEHRU’S SOCIALIST CREED

I am convinced that the only key to the solution of the
world’s problems and of India’s problems lies in socialism,
and when I use this word I do so not in a vague humanitar-
ian way but in the scientific economic sense. . . . I see no way
of ending the poverty, the vast unemployment, the degrada-
tion and the subjection of the Indian people except through
socialism. That involves vast and revolutionary changes in
our political and social structure, the ending of vested inter-
ests in land and industry, as well as the feudal and autocratic
Indian states system. That means the ending of private prop-
erty, except in a restricted sense, and the replacement of the
present profit system by a higher ideal of cooperative ser-
vice. . . . In short, it means a new civilization, radically dif-
ferent from the present capitalist order. Some glimpse we
can have of this new civilization in the territories of the
U.S.S.R. Much has happened there which has pained me
greatly and with which I disagree, but I look upon that great
and fascinating unfolding of a new order and a new civiliza-
tion as the most promising feature of our dismal age.

A LETTER TO JAWAHARLAL NEHRU

I believe that if India, and through India the world, is to
achieve real freedom, then sooner or later we shall have to
go and live in the villages —in huts, not in palaces. Millions
of people can never live in cities and palaces in comfort and
peace. Nor can they do so by killing one another, that is, by
resorting to violence and untruth. . . . We can have the vi-
sion of . . . truth and nonviolence only in the simplicity of
the villages. That simplicity resides in the spinning wheel
and what is implied by the spinning wheel. . . .

You will not be able to understand me if you think that I
am talking about the villages of today. My ideal village still
exists only in my imagination. . . . In this village of my dreams
the villager will not be dull—he will be all awareness. He will
not live like an animal in filth and darkness. Men and women
will live in freedom, prepared to face the whole world. There
will be no plague, no cholera, and no smallpox. Nobody will
be allowed to be idle or to wallow in luxury. Everyone will
have to do body labor. Granting all this, I can still envisage a
number of things that will have to be organized on a large
scale. Perhaps there will even be railways and also post and
telegraph offices. I do not know what things there will be or
will not be. Nor am I bothered about it. If I can make sure of
the essential thing, other things will follow in due course. But
if I give up the essential thing, I give up everything.

Source: From Sources of Indian Tradition by William De Bary. Copyright ©
1988 by Columbia University Press, New York, and excerpt from Gandhi in
India: In His Own Words, Martin Green, ed. Copyright © 1987 by Navajian
Trust, Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England.



prime minister. Gandhi was inexperienced in politics, but
she quickly showed the steely determination of her father.

Like Nehru, Gandhi embraced democratic socialism
and a policy of neutrality in foreign affairs, but she was
more activist than her father. To combat rural poverty,
she nationalized banks, provided loans to peasants on
easy terms, built low-cost housing, distributed land to the
landless, and introduced electoral reforms to enfranchise
the poor.

Gandhi was especially worried by India’s growing pop-
ulation and in an effort to curb the growth rate adopted a
policy of enforced sterilization. This policy proved un-
popular, however, and, along with growing official cor-
ruption and Gandhi’s authoritarian tactics, led to her de-
feat in the general election of 1975, the first time the
Congress Party had failed to win a majority at the na-
tional level.

A minority government of procapitalist parties was
formed, but within two years, Gandhi was back in power.
She now faced a new challenge, however, in the rise of re-
ligious strife. The most dangerous situation was in the
Punjab, where militant Sikhs were demanding autonomy
or even independence from India. Gandhi did not shrink
from a confrontation and attacked Sikh rebels hiding in
their Golden Temple in the city of Amritsar. The inci-
dent aroused widespread anger among the Sikh commu-
nity, and in 1984, Sikh members of Gandhi’s personal
bodyguard assassinated her.

By now, Congress politicians were convinced that the
party could not remain in power without a member of the
Nehru family at the helm. Gandhi’s son Rajiv, a commer-
cial airline pilot with little interest in politics, was per-
suaded to replace his mother as prime minister. Rajiv
lacked the strong ideological and political convictions of
his mother and grandfather and allowed a greater role for
private enterprise. But his government was criticized for
cronyism, inefficiency, and corruption, as well as insensi-
tivity to the poor.

Rajiv Gandhi also sought to play a role in regional af-
fairs, mediating a dispute between the government in Sri
Lanka and Tamil rebels (known as the “Elam Tigers”)
who were ethnically related to the majority population in
southern India. The decision cost him his life: while cam-
paigning for reelection in 1991, he was assassinated by a
member of the Tiger organization. India faced the future
without a member of the Nehru family as prime minister.

During the early 1990s, Congress remained the lead-
ing party, but the powerful hold it had once had on the
Indian electorate was gone. New parties, such as the mil-
itantly Hindu Bharata Janata Party (BJP), actively vied
with Congress for control of the central and state gov-
ernments. Growing political instability at the center was
accompanied by rising tensions between Hindus and
Muslims.

When a coalition government formed under Congress
leadership collapsed, the BJP, under Prime Minister A. B.
Vajpayee, ascended to power and played on Hindu sensi-
bilities to build its political base. Rajiv Gandhi’s Italian-
born wife Sonia has taken over the leadership of the Con-
gress Party to improve its political fortunes.

The Land of the Pure: 
Pakistan Since Independence
When in August 1947, Pakistan achieved independence,
it was, unlike its neighbor India, in all respects a new na-
tion, based on religious conviction rather than historical
or ethnic tradition. The unique state united two separate
territories 2,000 miles apart. West Pakistan, including the
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Indus River basin and the West Punjab, was perennially
short of water and was populated by dry crop farmers and
peoples of the steppe. East Pakistan was made up of the
marshy deltas of the Ganges and Brahmaputra Rivers.
Densely populated with rice farmers, it was the home of
the artistic and intellectual Bengalis.

Even though the new state was an essentially Muslim
society, its first years were marked by intense internal
conflicts over religious, linguistic, and regional issues.
Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s vision of a democratic state that
would assure freedom of religion and equal treatment for
all was opposed by those who advocated a state based on
Islamic principles.

Even more dangerous was the division between east
and west. Many in East Pakistan felt that the govern-
ment, based in the west, ignored their needs. In 1952, ri-
ots erupted in East Pakistan over the government’s deci-
sion to adopt Urdu, a language derived from Hindi and
used by Muslims in northern India, as the national lan-
guage of the entire country. Most East Pakistanis spoke
Bengali, an unrelated language. Tensions persisted, and
in March 1971, East Pakistan declared its independence
as the new nation of Bangladesh. Pakistani troops at-
tempted to restore central government authority in the
capital of Dhaka, but rebel forces supported by India went
on the offensive, and the government bowed to the in-
evitable and recognized independent Bangladesh.

The breakup of the union between East and West Pak-
istan undermined the fragile authority of the military re-
gime that had ruled Pakistan since 1958 and led to its
replacement by a civilian government under Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto. But now religious tensions came to the fore, de-
spite a new constitution that made a number of key con-
cessions to conservative Muslims. In 1977, a new military
government under General Zia Ul Ha’q came to power
with a commitment to make Pakistan a truly Islamic
state. Islamic law became the basis for social behavior as
well as for the legal system. Laws governing the con-
sumption of alcohol and the role of women were tight-
ened in accordance with strict Muslim beliefs. But after
Zia was killed in a plane crash, Pakistanis elected Benazir
Bhutto, the daughter of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto and a sup-
porter of secularism who had been educated in the United
States. She too was removed from power by a military re-
gime, in 1990, on charges of incompetence and corrup-
tion. Reelected in 1993, she attempted to crack down on
opposition forces but was removed once again amid re-
newed charges of official corruption. Her successor soon
came under fire for the same reason and in 1999 was
ousted by a military coup led by General Pervaiz Mushar-
raf, who promised to restore political stability and honest
government.

In September 2001, Pakistan became the focus of in-
ternational attention when a coalition of forces arrived in
Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban regime and destroy
the al-Qaeda terrorist network. Despite considerable sup-
port for the Taliban among the local population, Presi-
dent Musharraf pledged his help in bringing terrorists to
justice. He also promised to return his country to the sec-
ular principles espoused by Mohammed Ali Jinnah. His
situation was complicated by renewed tensions with In-
dia over Kashmir and a series of violent clashes between
Muslims and Hindus in India.

Poverty and Pluralism in South Asia
The leaders of the new states that emerged in South Asia
after World War II faced a number of problems. The peo-
ples of South Asia were still overwhelmingly poor and il-
literate, and the sectarian, ethnic, and cultural divisions
that had plagued Indian society for centuries had not 
dissipated.

THE POLITICS OF COMMUNALISM

Perhaps the most sincere effort to create democratic in-
stititutions was in India, where the new constitution
called for social justice, liberty, equality of status and op-
portunity, and fraternity. All citizens were guaranteed
protection from discrimination on the grounds of reli-
gious belief, race, caste, sex, or place of birth.

In theory, then, India became a full-fledged democracy
on the British parliamentary model. In actuality, a num-
ber of distinctive characteristics made the system less
than fully democratic in the Western sense but may also
have enabled it to survive. As we have seen, India be-
came in essence a one-party state. By leading the inde-
pendence movement, the Congress Party had gained
massive public support, which enabled it to retain its pre-
eminent position in Indian politics for three decades. The
party also avoided being identified as a party exclusively
for the Hindu majority by including prominent non-
Hindus among its leaders and favoring measures to pro-
tect minority groups such as Sikhs, untouchables, and
Muslims from discrimination.

After Nehru’s death in 1964, however, problems
emerged that had been disguised by his adept maneuver-
ing. Part of the problem was the familiar one of a party
too long in power. Party officials became complacent and
all too easily fell prey to the temptations of corruption
and pork-barrel politics.

Another problem was communalism. Beneath the sur-
face unity of the new republic lay age-old ethnic, linguis-
tic, and religious divisions. Because of India’s vast size and

THE EMERGENCE OF INDEPENDENT STATES IN SOUTH AND SOUTHWEST ASIA • CHAPTER 14 277



complex history, no national language had ever emerged.
Hindi was the most prevalent, but it was the native lan-
guage of less than one-third of the population. During the
colonial period, English had served as the official lan-
guage of government, and many non-Hindi speakers sug-
gested making it the official language. But English was
spoken only by the educated elite, and it represented an
affront to national pride. Eventually, India recognized
fourteen official tongues, making the parliament some-
times sound like the Tower of Babel.

Divisiveness increased after Nehru’s death, and under
his successors, official corruption grew. Only the lack of
appeal of its rivals and the Nehru family charisma carried
on by his daughter Indira Gandhi kept the party in power.
But she was unable to prevent the progressive disintegra-
tion of the party’s power base at the state level, where re-
gional or ideological parties won the allegiance of voters
by exploiting ethnic or social revolutionary themes.

During the 1980s, religious tensions began to intensify,
not only among Sikhs in the northwest but also between
Hindus and Muslims. As we have seen, Gandhi’s uncom-
promising approach to Sikh separatism led to her assas-
sination in 1987. Under her son, Rajiv Gandhi, Hindu 
militants at Ayodhya, in northern India, demanded the
destruction of a mosque built on a holy site where a
Hindu temple had previously existed. In 1992, Hindu
demonstrators destroyed the mosque and erected a tem-
porary temple at the site, provoking clashes between Hin-
dus and Muslims throughout the country. In protest, riot-
ers in neighboring Pakistan destroyed a number of Hindu
shrines in that country.

In recent years, communal divisions have intensified
as militant Hindu groups agitate for a state that caters to
the Hindu majority, now numbering more than 700 mil-
lion people. In the spring of 2002, violence between Hin-
dus and Muslims flared up again over plans by Hindu 
activists to build a permanent temple at the site of the 
destroyed mosque at Ayodhya.

THE ECONOMY

Nehru’s answer to the social and economic inequality
that had long afflicted the subcontinent was socialism.
He instituted a series of five-year plans, which led to the
creation of a relatively large and reasonably efficient in-
dustrial sector, centered on steel, vehicles, and textiles.
Industrial production almost tripled between 1950 and
1965, and per capita income rose by 50 percent between
1950 and 1980, although it was still less than $300 (in
U.S. dollars).

By the 1970s, however, industrial growth had slowed.
The lack of modern infrastructure was a problem, as was

the rising price of oil, most of which had to be imported.
The relative weakness of the state-owned sector, which
grew at an annual rate of only about 2 percent in the
1950s and 1960s, versus 5 percent for the private sector,
also became a serious obstacle.

India’s major economic weakness, however, was in
agriculture. At independence, mechanization was almost
unknown, fertilizer was rarely used, and most farms were
small and uneconomical because of the Hindu tradition
of dividing the land equally among all male children. As
a result, the vast majority of the Indian people lived in
conditions of abject poverty. Landless laborers outnum-
bered landowners by almost two to one. The government
attempted to relieve the problem by redistributing land to
the poor, limiting the size of landholdings, and encourag-
ing farmers to form voluntary cooperatives. But all three
programs ran into widespread opposition and apathy.

Another problem was overpopulation. Even before in-
dependence, the country had had difficulty supporting 
its people. In the 1950s and 1960s, the population grew
by more than 2 percent annually, twice the nineteenth-
century rate. Beginning in the 1960s, the Indian govern-
ment sought to curb population growth. Indira Gandhi
instituted a program combining monetary rewards and
compulsory sterilization. Males who had fathered too
many children were sometimes forced to undergo a vasec-
tomy. Popular resistance undermined the program, how-
ever, and the goals were scaled back in the 1970s. As a re-
sult, India has made little progress in holding down its
burgeoning population, now estimated at more than one
billion. One factor in the continued growth has been a
decline in the death rate, especially the rate of infant
mortality. Nevertheless, as a result of media populariza-
tion and better government programs, the trend today,
even in poor rural villages, is toward smaller families. The
average number of children a woman bears has been re-
duced from six in 1950 to three today. As has occurred
elsewhere, the decline in family size began among the
educated and is gradually spreading throughout Indian
society.

The “Green Revolution” that began in the 1960s
helped reduce the severity of the population problem.
The introduction of more productive, disease-resistant
strains of rice and wheat doubled grain production be-
tween 1960 and 1980. But the Green Revolution also in-
creased rural inequality. Only the wealthier farmers were
able to purchase the necessary fertilizer, while poor peas-
ants were often driven off the land. Millions fled to the
cities, where they lived in vast slums, working at menial
jobs or even begging for a living.

After the death of Indira Gandhi in 1984, her son
Rajiv proved more receptive to foreign investment and 
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a greater role for the private sector in the economy. In-
dia began to export more manufactured goods, including
computer software. The pace of change has accelerated
under Rajiv Gandhi’s successors, who have continued to
transfer state-run industries to private hands. These poli-
cies have stimulated the growth of a prosperous new
middle class, now estimated at more than 100 million.
Consumerism has soared, and sales of television sets, au-
tomobiles, videocassette recorders, and telephones have
increased dramatically. Equally important, Western im-
ports are being replaced by new products manufactured in
India with Indian brand names.

Nevertheless, Nehru’s dream of a socialist society re-
mains strong. State-owned enterprises still produce about
half of all domestic goods, and high tariffs continue to
stifle imports. Nationalist parties have played on the
widespread fear of foreign economic influence to force
the cancellation of some contracts and the relocation of
some foreign firms. A combination of religious and envi-

ronmental groups attempted unsuccessfully to prevent
Kentucky Fried Chicken from establishing outlets in ma-
jor Indian cities (see the box on p. 280).

As in the industrialized countries of the West, eco-
nomic growth has been accompanied by environmental
damage. Water and air pollution has led to illness and
death for many people, and an environmental movement
has emerged. Some critics, reflecting the traditional anti-
imperialist attitude of Indian intellectuals, blame West-
ern capitalist corporations for the problem, as in the
highly publicized case of leakage from a foreign-owned
chemical plant at Bhopal. Much of the problem, how-
ever, comes from state-owned factories erected with So-
viet aid. And not all the environmental damage can be
ascribed to industrialization. The Ganges River is so pol-
luted by human overuse that it is risky for Hindu believ-
ers to bathe in it.

Moreover, many Indians have not benefited from the
new prosperity. Nearly one-third of the population lives
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below the national poverty line. Millions continue to 
live in urban slums, such as the famous “City of Joy” in
Calcutta, and most farm families remain desperately
poor. Despite the socialist rhetoric of India’s leaders, the
inequality of wealth in India is as pronounced as it is in 
capitalist nations in the West. Indeed, India has been 
described as two nations: an educated urban India of
100 million people surrounded by over 900 million im-
poverished peasants in the countryside.

CASTE, CLASS, AND GENDER

Drawing generalizations about the life of the average In-
dian is difficult because of ethnic, religious, and caste dif-
ferences, which are compounded by the vast gulf between
town and country.

Although the constitution of 1950 guaranteed equal
treatment and opportunity for all, regardless of caste, and

prohibited discrimination based on untouchability, prej-
udice is hard to eliminate. Untouchability persists, par-
ticularly in the villages, where harijans, now called dalits,
still perform menial tasks and are often denied funda-
mental human rights.

In general, urban Indians appear less conscious of caste
distinctions. Material wealth rather than caste identity is
increasingly defining status. Still, color consciousness
based on the age-old distinctions between upper-class
Aryans and lower-class Dravidians remains strong. Class-
conscious Hindus still express a distinct preference for
light-skinned marital partners.

In recent years, low-caste Indians (who represent more
than 80 percent of the voting public) have begun to de-
mand affirmative action to relieve their disabilities and
give them a more equal share in the national wealth.
Officials at U.S. consulates in India have noticed a rise in
visa applications from members of the brahmin caste, who
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SAY NO TO MCDONALD’S AND KFC!

ne of the consequences of Rajiv Gandhi’s decision to
deregulate the Indian economy has been an increase in

the presence of foreign corporations, including U.S. fast-
food restaurant chains. Their arrival set off a storm of protest in
India: from environmentalists concerned that raising grain for
chickens is an inefficient use of land, from religious activists an-
gry at the killing of animals for food, and from nationalists anx-
ious to protect the domestic market from foreign competition. The
author of this piece, which appeared in the Hindustan Times,
was Maneka Gandhi, a daughter-in-law of Indira Gandhi and a
onetime minister of the environment who has emerged as a promi-
nent rival of Congress Party president Sonia Gandhi.

WHY INDIA DOESN’T NEED FAST FOOD

India’s decision to allow Pepsi Foods Ltd. to open 60 restau-
rants in India —30 each of Pizza Hut and Kentucky Fried
Chicken —marks the first entry of multinational, meat-
based junk-food chains into India. If this is allowed to hap-
pen, at least a dozen other similar chains will very quickly ar-
rive, including the infamous McDonald’s.

The implications of allowing junk-food chains into India
are quite stark. As the name denotes, the foods served at
Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) are chicken-based and fried.
This is the worst combination possible for the body and can
create a host of health problems, including obesity, high
cholesterol, heart ailments, and many kinds of cancer. Pizza
Hut products are a combination of white flour, cheese, and
meat —again, a combination likely to cause disease. . . .

Then there is the issue of the environmental impact of
junk-food chains. Modern meat production involves misuse
of crops, water, energy, and grazing areas. In addition, animal
agriculture produces surprisingly large amounts of air and
water pollution.

KFC and Pizza Hut insist that their chickens be fed corn
and soybeans. Consider the diversion of grain for this pur-
pose. As the outlets of KFC and Pizza Hut increase in num-
ber, the poultry industry will buy up more and more corn to
feed the chickens, which means that the corn will quickly
disappear from the villages, and its increased price will place
it out of reach for the common man. Turning corn into junk
chicken is like turning gold into mud. . . .

It is already shameful that, in a country plagued by fam-
ine and flood, we divert 37 percent of our arable land to
growing animal fodder. Were all of that grain to be con-
sumed directly by humans, it would nourish five times as
many people as it does after being converted into meat,
milk, and eggs. . . .

Of course, it is not just the KFC and Pizza Hut chains of
Pepsi Foods Ltd. that will cause all of this damage. Once we
open India up by allowing these chains, dozens more will be
eagerly waiting to come in. Each city in America has an av-
erage of 5,000 junk-food restaurants. Is that what we want
for India?

Source: From World Press Review (September 1995), p. 47.



claim that they have “no future” in the new India. But op-
ponents of such measures are often not reluctant to fight
back. Phoolan Devi, known as the “bandit queen,” spent
several years in jail for taking part in the murder of twenty
men from a landowning caste who had allegedly gang-
raped her when she was an adolescent. Her campaign for
office during the 1996 elections was the occasion of vio-
lent arguments between supporters and opponents, and
she was assassinated by an unknown assailant in 2001.

In few societies was the life of women more restricted
than in traditional India. Hindu favoritism toward men
was compounded by the Muslim custom of purdah to cre-
ate a society in which males were dominant in virtually
all aspects of life. Females received no education and had
no inheritance rights. They were restricted to the home
and tied to their husbands for life. Widows were expected
to shave their heads and engage in a life of religious med-
itation or even to immolate themselves on their hus-
band’s funeral pyre.

After independence, India’s leaders sought to equalize
treatment of the sexes. The constitution expressly for-
bade discrimination based on sex and called for equal pay
for equal work. Laws prohibited child marriage and the
payment of a dowry by the bride’s family. Women were
encouraged to attend school and enter the labor market.

Such laws, along with the dynamics of economic and
social change, have had a major impact on the lives of
many Indian women. Middle-class women in urban areas

are much more likely to seek employment outside the
home, and many hold managerial and professional posi-
tions. Some Indian women, however, choose to play a
dual role —a modern one in their work and in the mar-
ketplace and a more submissive, traditional one at home
(see the box on p. 282).

Such attitudes are also reflected in the Indian movie
industry, where aspiring actresses must often brave family
disapproval to enter the entertainment world. Before
World War II, female actors were routinely viewed as
prostitutes or “loose women,” and such views are still
prevalent among conservative Indian families. Even Ka-
risma Kapoor, one of India’s current film stars and a 
member of the Kapoor clan, which has produced several
generations of actors, had to defy her family’s ban on its
women’s entering show business.

Nothing more strikingly indicates the changing role of
women in South Asia than the fact that in recent years,
three of the major countries in the area —India, Pak-
istan, and Sri Lanka —have had women prime ministers.
It is worthy of mention, however, that all three —Indira
Gandhi, Benazir Bhutto, and Srimivao Bandaranaike —
came from prominent political families and owed their
initial success to a husband or a father who had served as
prime minister before them.

Like other aspects of life, the role of women has
changed much less in rural areas. In the early 1960s,
many villagers still practiced the institution of purdah. A
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� FETCHING WATER AT THE 
VILLAGE WELL. The scarcity of water
will surely become one of the planet’s
most crucial problems. It will affect all
nations, developed and developing, rich
and poor. Although many Indians live
with an inadequate water supply, these
women are fortunate to have a well in
their village. More typical is the image of
the Indian woman, dressed in a colorful
sari, children encircling her as she heads
to her distant home on foot, carrying a
heavy pail of water on her head.
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woman who went about freely in society would get a bad
reputation. Female children are still much less likely to
receive an education. The overall literacy rate in India
today is less than 40 percent, but it is undoubtedly much
lower among women. Laws relating to dowry, child mar-
riage, and inheritance are routinely ignored in the coun-
tryside. There have been a few highly publicized cases of
sati (the immolation of widows on their deceased hus-
band’s funeral pyre) although undoubtedly more women
die of mistreatment at the hands of their husband or of
other members of his family.

Perhaps the most tragic aspect of continued sexual dis-
crimination in India is the high mortality rate among
girls. One-quarter of the female children born in India die
before the age of fifteen as a result of neglect or even in-
fanticide. Others are aborted before birth after gender-
detection examinations. The results are striking. In most
societies, the number of women equals or exceeds that of

men; in India, according to one estimate, the ratio is only
933 females to 1,000 males.

South Asian Art and Literature 
Since Independence
Recent decades have witnessed a prodigious outpouring
of literature in India. Most works have been written in
one of the Indian languages and have not been translated
into a foreign tongue. Many authors, however, choose to
write in English for the Indian elite or for foreign audi-
ences. For that reason, some critics charge that such lit-
erature lacks authenticity.

Because of the vast quantity of works published (In-
dia is currently the third-largest publisher of English-
language books in the world), only a few of the most
prominent fiction writers can be mentioned here. Anita
Desai (b. 1937) was one of the first prominent female
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writers in contemporary India. Her writing focuses on the
struggle of Indian women to achieve a degree of indepen-
dence. In her first novel, Cry, the Peacock, the heroine
finally seeks liberation by murdering her husband, prefer-
ring freedom at any cost to remaining a captive of tradi-
tional society.

The best-known female writer in South Asia today is
Taslima Nasrin (b. 1962) of Bangladesh. She first became
famous when she was sentenced to death for her novel
Shame (1993), in which she criticized official persecution
of the Hindu minority. An outspoken feminist, she is crit-
ical of Islam for obstructing human progress and women’s
equality. She now lives in exile in Europe.

The most controversial writer in India today is Salman
Rushdie (b. 1947). In Midnight’s Children, published in
1980, the author linked his protagonist, born on the
night of independence, to the history of modern India, its
achievements and its frustrations. Like his contempo-
raries Günter Grass and Gabriel García Márquez, Rushdie
used the technique of magical realism to jolt his audience
into a recognition of the inhumanity of modern society
and the need to develop a sense of moral concern for the
fate of the Indian people and for the world as a whole.

Rushdie’s later novels have tackled such problems as
religious intolerance, political tyranny, social injustice,
and greed and corruption. His attack on Islamic funda-
mentalism in The Satanic Verses (1988) won plaudits from
literary critics but provoked widespread criticism among
Muslims, including a death sentence by Ayatollah Kho-
meini in Iran. The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995), which focuses
on the alleged excesses of Hindu nationalism, has been
banned in India.

Like Chinese and Japanese artists, Indian artists have
agonized over how best to paint with a modern yet in-
digenous mode of expression. During the colonial period,
Indian art went in several directions at once. One school
of painters favored traditional themes; another experi-
mented with a colorful primitivism founded on folk art.
Many Indian artists painted representational social art
extolling the suffering and silent dignity of India’s impov-
erished millions. After 1960, however, most Indian artists
adopted abstract art as their medium. Surrealism in par-
ticular, with its emphasis on spontaneity and the uncon-
scious, appeared closer to the Hindu tradition of favoring
intuition over reason. Yet Indian artists are still struggling
to find the ideal way to be both modern and Indian.

Gandhi’s Vision
Indian society looks increasingly Western in form, if not
in content. As in a number of other Asian and African
societies, the distinction between traditional and mod-

ern, or native and westernized, sometimes seems to be a
simple dichotomy between rural and urban. The major
cities appear modern and westernized, but the villages
have changed little since precolonial days.

Yet traditional practices appear to be more resilient in
India than in many other societies, and the result is often
a synthesis rather than a clash between conflicting insti-
tutions and values. Unlike China, India has not rejected
its past but merely adjusted it to meet the needs of the
present. Clothing styles in the streets, where the sari and
dhoti continue to be popular; religious practices in the
temples; and social relationships in the home all testify to
the importance of tradition in India.

One disadvantage of the eclectic approach, which
seeks to blend the old and the new rather than choosing
one over the other, is that sometimes contrasting tradi-
tions cannot be reconciled. In India: A Wounded Civiliza-
tion, V. S. Naipaul (b. 1932), a West Indian of Indian de-
scent, charged that Mahatma Gandhi’s glorification of
poverty and the simple Indian village was an obstacle to
efforts to overcome the poverty, ignorance, and degrada-
tion of India’s past and build a prosperous modern society.
Gandhi’s vision of a spiritual India, Naipaul complained,
was a balm for defeatism and an excuse for failure.

Certainly, India faces a difficult dilemma. Some prob-
lems are undoubtedly a consequence of the colonial era,
but the British cannot be blamed for all of the country’s
economic and social ills. To build a democratic, prosper-
ous society, the Indian people must discard many of their
traditional convictions and customs. Belief in karma and
inherent caste distinctions are incompatible with the
democratic belief in equality before the law. These tradi-
tional beliefs also undercut the work ethic and the mod-
ern sentiment of nationalism.

So long as Indians accept their fate as predetermined,
they will find it difficult to change their environment and
create a new society. Yet their traditional beliefs provide
a measure of identity and solace often lacking in other so-
cieties, where such traditional spiritual underpinnings
have eroded. Destroying India’s traditional means of cop-
ing with a disagreeable reality without changing that re-
ality would be cruel indeed.

SOUTHEAST ASIA
The Japanese wartime occupation had a great impact on
attitudes among the peoples of Southeast Asia. It dem-
onstrated the vulnerability of colonial rule in the region
and showed that an Asian power could defeat Europeans.
The Allied governments themselves also contributed —
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sometimes unwittingly — to rising aspirations for inde-
pendence by promising self-determination for all peoples
at the end of the war. Although Winston Churchill later
said that the Atlantic Charter did not apply to the colo-
nial peoples, it would be difficult to put the genie back in
the bottle.

Some did not try. In July 1946, the United States
granted total independence to the Philippines. The
Americans maintained a military presence on the islands,
however, and U.S. citizens retained economic and com-
mercial interests in the new country.

The British, too, under the Labour Party, were willing
to bring an end to a century of imperialism in the region.
In 1948, the Union of Burma received its independence.
Malaya’s turn came in 1957, after a Communist guerrilla
movement had been suppressed.

The French and the Dutch, however, both regarded
their colonies in the region as economic necessities as
well as symbols of national grandeur and refused to turn
them over to nationalist movements at the end of the
war. The Dutch attempted to suppress a rebellion in the
East Indies led by Sukarno, leader of the Indonesian Na-
tionalist Party. But the United States, which feared a
Communist victory there, pressured the Dutch to grant
independence to Sukarno and his non-Communist forces,
and in 1950, the Dutch finally agreed to recognize the
new Republic of Indonesia.

The situation was somewhat different in Vietnam,
where the leading force in the anticolonial movement
was the local Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) led 
by the veteran Moscow-trained revolutionary Ho Chi
Minh. In August 1945, virtually at the moment of Japa-
nese surrender, the Vietminh Front, an alliance of patri-
otic forces under secret ICP leadership that had been
founded to fight the Japanese in 1941, launched a general
uprising and seized power throughout most of Vietnam.

In early September, Ho Chi Minh was declared presi-
dent of a new provisional republic in Hanoi. In the mean-
time, French military units began arriving in Saigon, with
the permission of the British occupation command there.
The new government in Hanoi, formally known as the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) appealed to 
the victorious Allies for recognition but received no re-
sponse, and by late fall, the southern part of the country
was back under French rule. Ho signed a preliminary
agreement with the French recognizing Vietnam as a
“free state” within the French Union, but negotiations
over the details broke down in the summer of 1946, and
war between the two parties broke out in December. At
the time, it was only an anticolonial war, but it would
soon become much more (see Chapter 7).

The Era of Independent States
Many of the leaders of the newly independent states in
Southeast Asia (see Map 14.2) admired Western political
institutions and hoped to adapt them to their own coun-
tries. New constitutions were patterned on Western dem-
ocratic models, and multiparty political systems quickly
sprang into operation.

THE SEARCH FOR A NEW 
POLITICAL CULTURE

By the 1960s, most of these budding experiments in plu-
ralist democracy had been abandoned or were under 
serious threat. Some had been replaced by military or
one-party autocratic regimes. In Burma, a moderate gov-
ernment based on the British parliamentary system and
dedicated to Buddhism and nonviolent Marxism had
given way to a military government. In Thailand, too, the
military now ruled. In the Philippines, President Ferdi-
nand Marcos discarded democratic restraints and estab-
lished his own centralized control. In South Vietnam (see
Chapter 7), Ngo Dinh Diem and his successors paid lip
service to the Western democratic model but ruled by au-
thoritarian means.

One problem faced by most of these states was that in-
dependence had not brought material prosperity or ended
economic inequality and the domination of the local
economies by foreign interests. Most economies in the re-
gion were still characterized by tiny industrial sectors;
they lacked technology, educational resources, capital in-
vestment, and leaders trained in developmental skills.

The presence of widespread ethnic, linguistic, cultural,
and economic differences also made the transition to
Western-style democracy difficult. In Malaya, for exam-
ple, the majority Malays —most of whom were farmers —
feared economic and political domination by the local
Chinese minority, who were much more experienced in
industry and commerce. In 1961, the Federation of Ma-
laya, whose ruling party was dominated by Malays, inte-
grated former British possessions on the island of Borneo
into the new Union of Malaysia in a move to increase the
non-Chinese proportion of the country’s population. Yet
periodic conflicts persisted as the Malaysian government
attempted to guarantee Malay control over politics and a
larger role in the economy.

The most publicized example of a failed experiment in
democracy was in Indonesia. In 1950, the new leaders
drew up a constitution creating a parliamentary system
under a titular presidency. Sukarno was elected the first
president. A spellbinding orator, Sukarno played a major
role in creating a sense of national identity among the
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disparate peoples of the Indonesian archipelago (see the
box on p. 286).

In the late 1950s, Sukarno, exasperated at the inces-
sant maneuvering among devout Muslims, Communists,
and the army, dissolved the constitution and attempted
to rule on his own through what he called “guided de-
mocracy.” As he described it, guided democracy was
closer to Indonesian traditions and superior to the West-
ern variety. The weakness of the latter was that it allowed
the majority to dominate the minority, whereas guided
democracy would reconcile different opinions and points
of view in a government operated by consensus. Highly
suspicious of the West, Sukarno nationalized foreign-

owned enterprises and sought economic aid from China
and the Soviet Union while relying for domestic support
on the Indonesian Communist Party.

The army and conservative Muslims resented Sukar-
no’s increasing reliance on the Communists, and the
Muslims were further upset by his refusal to consider a
state based on Islamic principles. In 1965, military officers
launched a coup d’état that provoked a mass popular up-
rising, which resulted in the slaughter of several hundred
thousand suspected Communists, many of whom were
overseas Chinese, long distrusted by the Muslim majority.
In 1967, a military government under General Suharto
was installed.
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The new government made no pretensions of revert-
ing to democratic rule, but it did restore good relations
with the West and sought foreign investment to repair
the country’s ravaged economy. But it also found it dif-
ficult to placate Muslim demands for an Islamic state. In
a few areas, including western Sumatra, militant Muslims
took up arms against the state.

The one country in Southeast Asia that explicitly re-
jected the Western model was North Vietnam. Its lead-
ers opted for the Stalinist pattern of national devel-
opment, based on Communist Party rule and socialist
forms of ownership. In 1958, stimulated by the success of
collectivization in neighboring China, the government
launched a three-year plan to lay the foundation for a 
socialist society. Collective farms were established, and
all industry and commerce above the family level were
nationalized.

RECENT TRENDS TOWARD DEMOCRACY

In recent years, some Southeast Asian societies have
shown signs of evolving toward more democratic forms.
In the Philippines, the dictatorial Marcos regime was
overthrown by a massive public uprising in 1986 and re-

placed by a democratically elected government under
President Corazon Aquino (b. 1933), the widow of a pop-
ular politician assassinated a few years earlier. Aquino
was unable to resolve many of the country’s chronic 
economic and social difficulties, however, and political
stability remains elusive; one of her successors, ex-actor
Joseph Estrada, was forced to resign on the charge of cor-
ruption. At the same time, Muslims in the southern is-
land of Mindanao have mounted a terrorist campaign in
their effort to obtain autonomy or independence.

In other nations, the results have also been mixed. Al-
though Malaysia is a practicing democracy, tensions per-
sist between Malays and Chinese as well as between sec-
ular and orthodox Muslims who seek to create an Islamic
state. In neighboring Thailand, the military has found it
expedient to hold national elections for civilian govern-
ments, but the danger of a military takeover is never far
beneath the surface.

In Indonesia, difficult economic conditions caused by
the financial crisis of 1997 (see the next section), com-
bined with popular anger against the Suharto govern-
ment (several members of his family had reportedly used
their positions to amass considerable wealth), led to vio-
lent street riots and demands for his resignation. Forced
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THE GOLDEN THROAT OF PRESIDENT SUKARNO

resident Sukarno of Indonesia was a spellbinding
speaker and a charismatic leader of his nation’s

struggle for independence. These two excerpts are from
speeches in which Sukarno promoted two of his favorite projects:
Indonesian nationalism and “guided democracy.” The force that
would guide Indonesia, of course, was to be Sukarno himself.

SUKARNO ON INDONESIAN GREATNESS

What was Indonesia in 1945? What was our nation then? It
was only two things, only two things. A flag and a song. That
is all. (Pause, finger held up as afterthought.) But no, I have
omitted the main ingredient. I have missed the most impor-
tant thing of all. I have left out the burning fire of freedom
and independence in the breast and heart of every Indone-
sian. That is the most important thing — this is the vital
chord — the spirit of our people, the spirit and determina-
tion to be free. This was our nation in 1945— the spirit of
our people!

And what are we today? We are a great nation. We are
bigger than Poland. We are bigger than Turkey. We have
more people than Australia, than Canada, we are bigger in
area and have more people than Japan. In population now

we are the fifth-largest country in the world. In area, we are
even bigger than the United States of America. The Amer-
ican Ambassador, who is here with us, admits this. Of course,
he points out that we have a lot of water in between our
thousands of islands. But I say to him —America has a lot of
mountains and deserts, too!

SUKARNO ON GUIDED DEMOCRACY

Indonesia’s democracy is not liberal democracy. Indonesian
democracy is not the democracy of the world of Montaigne
or Voltaire. Indonesia’s democracy is not à la America, In-
donesia’s democracy is not the Soviet —NO! Indonesia’s de-
mocracy is the democracy which is implanted in the breasts
of the Indonesian people, and it is that which I have tried to
dig up again, and have put forward as an offering to you. . . .
If you, especially the undergraduates, are still clinging to and
being borne along the democracy made in England, or de-
mocracy made in France, or democracy made in America, 
or democracy made in Russia, you will become a nation of
copyists!

Source: From Howard Jones, Indonesia: The Possible Dream (New York: Har-
court Brace Jovanovich, Hoover Institute, 1971), p. 223, 237.



to step down in the spring of 1998, Suharto was replaced
by his deputy B. J. Habibie, who called for the establish-
ment of a national assembly to select a new government
based on popular aspirations. The assembly selected a
moderate Muslim leader as president, but he was charged
with corruption and incompetence and was replaced in
2001 by his vice president, Sukarno’s daughter Megawati
Sukarnoputri (b. 1947).

The new government faced a severe challenge, not
only from the economic crisis but also from dissident ele-
ments seeking autonomy or even separation from the 
republic. Under pressure from the international commu-
nity, Indonesia agreed to grant independence to the one-
time Portuguese colony of East Timor, where the majority
of the people are Roman Catholics. But violence pro-
voked by pro-Indonesian militia units forced many refu-
gees to flee the country. Religious tensions have also
erupted between Muslims and Christians elsewhere in
the archipelago, and Muslim rebels in western Sumatra
continue to agitate for a new state based on strict adher-
ence to fundamentalist Islam. In the meantime, a terror-
ist attack directed at tourists on the island of Bali pro-
voked fears that the Muslim nation had become a haven
for terrorist elements throughout the region.

In Vietnam, the trend in recent years has been toward
a greater popular role in the governing process. Elections
for the unicameral parliament are more open than in the
past. The government remains suspicious of Western-
style democracy, however, and represses any opposition to
the Communist Party’s guiding role over the state.

Only in Burma (now renamed Myanmar), where the
military has been in complete control since the early
1960s, have the forces of greater popular participation
been virtually silenced. Even there, however, the power
of the ruling regime of General Ne Win (1911–2003),
known as SLORC, has been vocally challenged by Aung
San Huu Kyi (b. 1952), the admired daughter of one of
the heroes of the country’s struggle for national liberation
after World War II.

INCREASING PROSPERITY 
AND FINANCIAL CRISIS

The trend toward more representative systems of govern-
ment has been due in part to increasing prosperity and
the growth of an affluent and educated middle class. Al-
though Indonesia, Burma, and the three Indochinese
states are still overwhelmingly agrarian, Malaysia and
Thailand have been undergoing relatively rapid eco-
nomic development.

In the late summer of 1997, however, these economic
gains were threatened, and popular faith in the ultimate

benefits of globalization was shaken as a financial crisis
swept through the region. The crisis was triggered by a
number of problems, including growing budget deficits
caused by excessive government expenditures on ambi-
tious development projects, irresponsible lending and in-
vestment practices by financial institutions, and an over-
valuation of local currencies relative to the U.S. dollar.
An underlying cause of these problems was the preva-
lence of backroom deals between politicians and business
leaders that temporarily enriched both groups at the cost
of eventual economic dislocation.

As local currencies plummeted in value, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund agreed to provide assistance, but
only on the condition that the governments concerned
permit greater transparency in their economic systems
and allow market forces to operate more freely, even at
the price of bankruptcies and the loss of jobs. In the early
2000s, although there were signs that some political lead-
ers recognized the serious nature of their problems and
were willing to take steps to resolve them, the political
cost of such changes remained uncertain.

Regional Conflict and Cooperation: 
The Rise of ASEAN
In addition to their continuing internal challenges,
Southeast Asian states have been hampered by serious
tensions among themselves. Some of these tensions were
a consequence of historical rivalries and territorial dis-
putes that had been submerged during the long era of
colonial rule. Cambodia, for example, has bickered with
both of its neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam, over mu-
tual frontiers drawn up originally by the French for their
own convenience.

After the reunification of Vietnam under Communist
rule in 1975, the lingering border dispute between Cam-
bodia and Vietnam erupted again. In April 1975, a brutal
revolutionary regime under the leadership of the Khmer
Rouge dictator Pol Pot came to power in Cambodia and
proceeded to carry out the massacre of more than one
million Cambodians. Then, claiming that vast territories
in the Mekong delta had been seized from Cambodia by
the Vietnamese in previous centuries, the Khmer Rouge
regime launched attacks across the common border. In
response, Vietnamese forces invaded Cambodia in De-
cember 1978 and installed a pro-Hanoi regime in Phnom
Penh. Fearful of Vietnam’s increasing power in the re-
gion, China launched a brief attack on Vietnam to dem-
onstrate its displeasure.

The outbreak of war among the erstwhile Communist
allies aroused the concern of other countries in the neigh-
borhood. In 1967, several non-Communist countries had
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established the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN). Composed of Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand,
Singapore, and the Philippines, ASEAN at first concen-
trated on cooperative social and economic endeavors, 
but after the end of the Vietnam War, it cooperated with
other states in an effort to force the Vietnamese to with-
draw. In 1991, the Vietnamese finally withdrew, and a
new government was formed in Phnom Penh.

The growth of ASEAN from a weak collection of di-
verse states into a stronger organization whose members
cooperate militarily and politically has helped provide
the nations of Southeast Asia with a more cohesive voice
to represent their interests on the world stage. They will
need it, for disagreements with Western countries over
global economic issues and the rising power of China will
present major challenges in coming years. That Vietnam
was admitted into ASEAN in 1996 should provide both
Hanoi and its neighbors with greater leverage in dealing
with their powerful neighbor to the north.

Daily Life: Town and Country in
Contemporary Southeast Asia
The urban-rural dichotomy observed in India also is
found in Southeast Asia, where the cities resemble those
in the West while the countryside often appears little

changed from precolonial days. In cities such as Bangkok,
Manila, and Jakarta, broad boulevards lined with sky-
scrapers alternate with muddy lanes passing through
neighborhoods packed with wooden shacks topped by
thatch or rusty tin roofs. Nevertheless, in recent decades,
millions of Southeast Asians have fled to these urban
slums. Although most available jobs are menial, the pay
is better than in the villages.

The urban migrants change not only their physical sur-
roundings but their attitudes and values as well. Some-
times the move leads to a decline in traditional beliefs. Be-
lief in the existence of nature and ancestral spirits, for
example, has declined among the urban populations of
Southeast Asia. In Thailand, Buddhism has come under
pressure from the rising influence of materialism, although
temple schools still educate thousands of rural youths
whose families cannot afford the cost of public education.

Nevertheless, Buddhist, Muslim, and Confucian be-
liefs remain strong, even in cosmopolitan cities such as
Bangkok, Jakarta, and Singapore. This preference for the
traditional also shows up in lifestyle. Native dress — or an
eclectic blend of Asian and Western attire —is still com-
mon. Traditional music, art, theater, and dance remain
popular, although Western music has become fashionable
among the young, and Indonesian filmmakers complain
that Western films are beginning to dominate the market.
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� HOLOCAUST IN CAMBODIA.
When the Khmer Rouge seized power
in Cambodia in April 1975, they 
immediately emptied the capital of 
Phnom Penh and systematically began 
to eliminate opposition elements
throughout the country. Thousands
were tortured in the infamous Tuol
Sleng prison and then marched out 
to the countryside, where they were
massacred. Their bodies were thrown
into massive pits. The succeeding 
government disinterred the remains,
which are now displayed at an outdoor
museum on the site.
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The increasing inroads made by Western culture have
caused anxiety in some countries. In Malaysia, for ex-
ample, fundamentalist Muslims criticize the prevalence
of pornography, hedonism, drugs, and alcohol in Western
culture and have tried to limit their presence in their own
country. The Malaysian government has attempted to
limit the number of U.S. entertainment programs shown
on local television stations and has replaced them with
shows on traditional themes.

One of the most significant changes that has taken
place in Southeast Asia in recent decades is in the role of
women in society. In general, women in the region have
historically faced fewer restrictions on their activities and
enjoyed a higher status than women elsewhere in Asia.
Nevertheless, they were not the equal of men in every 
respect. With independence, Southeast Asian women
gained new rights. Virtually all of the constitutions
adopted by the newly independent states granted women
full legal and political rights, including the right to work.
Today, women have increased opportunities for educa-
tion and have entered careers previously reserved for
men. Women have become more active in politics, and as
we have seen, some have served as heads of state.

Yet women are not truly equal to men in any country
in Southeast Asia. Sometimes the distinction is simply a
matter of custom. In Vietnam, women are legally equal to
men, yet until recently no women had served in the
Communist Party’s ruling Politburo. In Thailand, Malay-
sia, and Indonesia, women rarely hold senior positions in
government service or in the boardrooms of major corpo-
rations. Similar restrictions apply in Burma, although
Aung San Huu Kyi is the leading figure in the democratic
opposition movement.

Sometimes, too, women’s rights have been under-
mined by a social or religious backlash. The revival of Is-
lamic fundamentalism has had an especially strong im-
pact in Malaysia, where Malay women are expected to
cover their bodies and wear the traditional Muslim head-
dress. Even in non-Muslim countries, women are still ex-
pected to behave demurely and exercise discretion in all
contacts with the opposite sex.

Cultural Trends
In most countries in Southeast Asia, writers, artists, and
composers are attempting to synthesize international
styles and themes with local tradition and experience.
The novel has become increasingly popular as writers
seek to find the best medium to encapsulate the dramatic
changes that have taken place in the region in recent
decades.

The best-known writer in postwar Indonesia —at least
to readers abroad —is Pramoedya Toer. Born in 1925 in
eastern Java, he joined the Indonesian nationalist move-
ment in his early twenties. Arrested in 1965 on the
charge of being a Communist, he spent the next fourteen
years in prison. While incarcerated, he began writing his
four-volume Buru Quartet, which recounts in fictional
form the story of the struggle of the Indonesian people for
freedom from colonial rule and the autocratic regimes of
the independence period.

Among the most talented of contemporary Vietnam-
ese novelists is Duong Thu Huong (b. 1947). A member
of the Vietnamese Communist Party who served on the
front lines during the Sino-Vietnamese war in 1979, she
later became outspoken in her criticism of the party’s fail-
ure to carry out democratic reforms and was briefly im-
prisoned in 1991. Undaunted by official pressure, she has
written several novels that express the horrors experi-
enced by guerrilla fighters during the Vietnam War and
the cruel injustices perpetrated by the regime in the cause
of building socialism.
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� ONE WORLD, ONE FASHION. One of the negative aspects
of tourism is the eroding of distinctive ethnic cultures, even in
previously less traveled areas. Nevertheless, fashions from other
lands often seem exotic and enticing. This village chief from 
Flores, a remote island in the Indonesian archipelago, seems very
proud of his designer sunglasses.
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Some popular musical styles have evolved out of In-
donesia’s growing familiarity with the West. Like young
musicians in Africa, the rock group Slank, for example,
uses music to attack corruption and social inequality.
Shocked at the recent violent acts committed by Islamic
fundamentalists, such as the 2002 bombing of a nightclub
in Bali, the group promotes a nonviolent message of hope
and tolerance for Indonesia’s diverse ethnic and religious
groups.

A REGION IN FLUX
The image of Southeast Asia mired in the Vietnam
conflict and the tensions of the Cold War has become a
distant memory. In ASEAN, the states in the region have
created the framework for a regional organization that
can serve their common political, economic, technologi-
cal, and security interests. A few members of ASEAN are
already on the road to advanced development. The re-
mainder are showing signs of undergoing a similar process
within the next generation. While ethnic and religious
tensions continue to exist in most ASEAN states, there
are promising signs of increasing political stability and
pluralism throughout the region.

To be sure, there are continuing signs of trouble. The
recent financial crisis has aroused serious political unrest
in Indonesia and has the potential to create similar prob-
lems elsewhere. Burma remains isolated and appears
mired in a state of chronic underdevelopment and brutal
military rule. The three states of Indochina remain po-
tentially unstable and have not yet been fully integrated

into the region as a whole. Finally, the increase in terror-
ist activity within the region, especially in Indonesia, is
ominous.

All things considered, however, the situation is more
promising today than would have seemed possible a gen-
eration ago. The nations of Southeast Asia appear ca-
pable of coordinating their efforts to erase the internal di-
visions and conflicts that have brought so much tragedy
to the peoples of the region for centuries. If the original
purpose of the U.S. intervention in the Indochina con-
flict was to buy time for the other nations of the region to
develop, the gamble may have paid off. Although the war
in Vietnam was lost at considerable cost and bloodshed to
the participants, the dire predictions in Washington of a
revolutionary reign of terror and falling dominoes were
not fulfilled, and some countries in the region appear
ready to join the steadily growing ranks of developing
nations.

To some observers, economic success in the region has
come at a high price, in the form of political authoritari-
anism and a lack of attention to human rights. Indeed,
proponents of the view that Asian values are different
from those of the West should not be too complacent in
their conviction that there is no correlation between eco-
nomic prosperity and democracy. Still, a look at the his-
torical record suggests that political pluralism is often a
by-product of economic advancement and that political
values and institutions evolve in response to changing so-
cietal conditions. In the end, the current growing pains in
Southeast Asia may prove to be beneficial in their over-
all impact on societies in the region.
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n August 1945, Japan was in ruins, its cities destroyed, its vast Asian

empire in ashes, its land occupied by a foreign army. A decade earlier, 

Japanese leaders had proclaimed their national path to development as a

model for other Asian nations to follow. But their Great East Asia Co-Prosperity

Sphere, which had been designed to build a vast empire under Japanese tutelage, 

had led only to bloody war and ultimate defeat.

Half a century later, Japan had emerged as the second greatest industrial power in

the world, democratic in form and content and a source of stability throughout the

region. Japan’s achievement spawned a number of Asian imitators. Known as the

“Little Tigers,” the four industrializing societies of Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore,

and South Korea achieved considerable success by following the path originally

charted by Japan. Along with Japan, they became economic powerhouses and ranked

among the world’s top seventeen trading nations. Other nations in Asia and else-

where took note and began to adopt the Japanese formula. It is no wonder that 

observers relentlessly heralded the coming of the “Pacific Century.”

The impressive success of some countries in East and Southeast Asia prompted

several commentators in the region to declare that the global balance of power had

shifted away from Europe and the United States toward the lands of the Pacific.

When Western critics argued that eastern Asia’s achievements had taken place at

great cost, as authoritarian governments in the region trampled on human rights and

denied their citizens the freedoms that they required to fulfill their own destiny,

Asian observers retorted that freedom was not simply a matter of individuals’ doing

what they please but rather represented an opportunity and an obligation to serve

their community and achieve the betterment of their fellow human beings. Such 



views not only reflected the growing self-
confidence of many societies in East and South-
east Asia but also their growing inclination to
defend Asian values and traditions against critics
in the West. •

JAPAN: ASIAN GIANT
For five years after the war in the Pacific, Japan was gov-
erned by an Allied administration under the command of
U.S. General Douglas MacArthur. The occupation re-
gime, which consisted of the Far Eastern Commission in
Washington, D.C., and the four-power Allied Council in
Tokyo, was dominated by the United States, although the
country was technically administered by a new Japanese
government. As commander of the occupation admin-
istration, MacArthur was responsible for demilitarizing
Japanese society, destroying the Japanese war machine,
trying Japanese civilian and military officials charged
with war crimes, and laying the foundations of postwar
Japanese society.

During the war, senior U.S. officials had discussed
whether to insist on the abdication of the emperor as the
symbol of Japanese imperial expansion. During the sum-
mer of 1945, the United States rejected a Japanese re-
quest to guarantee that the position of the emperor would
be retained in any future peace settlement and reiterated
its demand for unconditional surrender. After the war,
however, the United States agreed to the retention of the
emperor after he agreed publicly to renounce his divinity
(see the box on p. 294). Although many historians have
suggested that Emperor Hirohito opposed the war policy
of his senior advisers, some recent studies have contended
that he fully supported it.

Under MacArthur’s firm tutelage, Japanese society was
remodeled along Western lines. The centerpiece of occu-
pation policy was the promulgation of a new constitution
to replace the Meiji Constitution of 1889. The new char-
ter, which was drafted by U.S. planners and imposed on
the Japanese despite their objections to some of its pro-
visions, was designed to transform Japan into a peaceful
and pluralistic society that would no longer be capable 
of waging offensive war. The constitution specifically re-
nounced war as a national policy, and Japan unilaterally
agreed to maintain armed forces only sufficient for self-
defense. Perhaps most important, the constitution estab-
lished a parliamentary form of government based on a 
bicameral legislature, an independent judiciary, and a
universal franchise; it also reduced the power of the em-
peror and guaranteed human rights.

But more than a written constitution was needed to
demilitarize Japan and place it on a new course. Like the
Meiji leaders in the late nineteenth century, occupation
administrators wished to transform Japanese social insti-
tutions and hoped their policies would be accepted by the
Japanese people as readily as those of the Meiji period had
been. The Meiji reforms, however, had been crafted to
reflect native traditions and had set Japan on a path quite
different from that of the modern West. Some Japanese
observers believed that a fundamental reversal of trends
begun with the Meiji Restoration would be needed before
Japan would be ready to adopt the Western capitalist,
democratic model.

One of the sturdy pillars of Japanese militarism had
been the giant business cartels, known as zaibatsu. Allied
policy was designed to break up the zaibatsu into smaller
units in the belief that corporate concentration, in Japan
as in the United States, not only hindered competition
but was inherently undemocratic and conducive to polit-
ical authoritarianism. Occupation planners also intended
to promote the formation of independent labor unions, to
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lessen the power of the state over the economy, and to
provide a mouthpiece for downtrodden Japanese workers.
Economic inequality in rural areas was to be reduced by a
comprehensive land reform program that would turn the
land over to the people who farmed it. Finally, the educa-
tional system was to be remodeled along American lines
so that it would turn out independent individuals rather
than automatons subject to manipulation by the state.

The Allied program was an ambitious and even auda-
cious plan to remake Japanese society and has been justly
praised for its clear-sighted vision and altruistic motives.
Parts of the program, such as the constitution, the land

reform program, and the educational system, succeeded
brilliantly. But as other concerns began to intervene,
changes or compromises were made that were not always
successful. In particular, with the rise of Cold War senti-
ment in the United States in the late 1940s, the goal of
decentralizing the Japanese economy gave way to the de-
sire to make Japan a key partner in the effort to defend
East Asia against international communism. Convinced
of the need to promote economic recovery in Japan, U.S.
policymakers began to show more tolerance for the zai-
batsu. Concerned at growing radicalism within the new
labor movement, where left-wing elements were gaining
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THE EMPEROR IS NOT DIVINE

t the close of World War II, the United States
agreed that Japan could retain the emperor, but only

on the condition that he renounce his divinity. When
the governments of Great Britain and the Soviet Union advo-
cated that Hirohito be tried as a war criminal, General Douglas
MacArthur, the supreme commander of Allied occupation forces
in Japan, argued that the emperor had a greater grasp of demo-
cratic principles than most other Japanese and that his presence
was vital to the success of Allied occupation policy. That recom-
mendation was upheld. On New Year’s Day, 1946, the emperor
issued a rescript denying his divinity. To many Japanese of the
era, however, he remained a divine figure.

HIROHITO, RESCRIPT ON DIVINITY

In greeting the New Year, we recall to mind that the Em-
peror Meiji proclaimed as the basis of our national policy 
the five clauses of the Charter at the beginning of the
Meiji era. . . .

The proclamation is evident in its significance and high
in its ideals. We wish to make this oath anew and restore the
country to stand on its own feet again. We have to reaffirm
the principles embodied in the Charter and proceed un-
flinchingly toward elimination of misguided practices of the
past; and keeping in close touch with the desires of the
people, we will construct a new Japan through thoroughly
being pacific, the officials and the people alike obtaining rich
culture and advancing the standard of living of the people.

The devastation of the war inflicted upon our cities, the
miseries of the destitute, the stagnation of trade, shortage of
food, and the great and growing number of unemployed are
indeed heart-rending, but if the nation is firmly united in its
resolve to face the present ordeal and to see civilization con-
sistently in peace, a bright future will undoubtedly be ours,
not only for our country but for the whole of humanity.

Love of the family and love of country are especially
strong in this country. With more of this devotion should we
now work toward love of mankind.

We feel deeply concerned to note that consequent upon
the protracted war ending in our defeat our people are liable
to grow restless and to fall into the slough of despond. Rad-
ical tendencies in excess are gradually spreading and the
sense of morality tends to lose its hold on the people with
the result that there are signs of confusion of thoughts.

We stand by the people and we wish always to share with
them in their moment of joys and sorrows. The ties between
us and our people have always stood upon mutual trust 
and affection. They do not depend upon mere legends and
myths. They are not predicated on the false conception that
the Emperor is divine and that the Japanese people are su-
perior to other races and fated to rule the world.

Our Government should make every effort to alleviate
their trials and tribulations. At the same time, we trust that
the people will rise to the occasion and will strive coura-
geously for the solution of their outstanding difficulties and
for the development of industry and culture. Acting upon a
consciousness of solidarity and of mutual aid and broad tol-
erance in their civil life, they will prove themselves worthy
of their best tradition. By their supreme endeavors in that di-
rection they will be able to render their substantial contri-
bution to the welfare and advancement of mankind.

The resolution for the year should be made at the begin-
ning of the year. We expect our people to join us in all exer-
tions looking to accomplishment of this great undertaking
with an indomitable spirit.

Source: John David Lu, Sources of Japanese Tradition (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1974), vol. 2, pp. 190 –191; from New York Times, January 1, 1946.



strength, U.S. occupation authorities placed less empha-
sis on the independence of the labor unions.

Cold War concerns also affected U.S. foreign relations
with Japan. On September 8, 1951, the United States and
other former belligerent nations signed a peace treaty re-
storing Japanese independence. In turn, Japan renounced
any claim to such former colonies or territories as Taiwan
(which had been returned to the Republic of China), Ko-
rea (which, after a period of joint Soviet and U.S. occu-
pation, had become two independent states), and south-
ern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands (which had been
ceded to the Soviet Union). The Soviet Union refused 
to sign the treaty on the grounds that it had not been per-
mitted to play an active role in the occupation. On the
same day, the Japanese and Americans signed a defensive
alliance and agreed that the United States could main-
tain military bases on the Japanese islands. Japan was now
formally independent, but in a new dependency relation-
ship with the United States.

The Transformation of Modern Japan:
Politics and Government

By the early 1950s, then, Japan had regained at least par-
tial control over its own destiny. Although it was linked
closely to the United States through the new security
treaty and the new U.S.-drafted constitution, Japan was
now essentially free to move out on its own. As the world
would soon discover, the Japanese adapted quickly to the
new conditions. From a semifeudal society with auto-
cratic leanings, Japan rapidly progressed into one of the
most stable and advanced democracies in the world today.

The Allied occupation administrators started with 
the conviction that Japanese expansionism was directly
linked to the institutional and ideological foundations of
the Meiji Constitution. Accordingly, they set out to
change Japanese politics into something closer to the plu-
ralistic approach used in most Western nations. The con-
cepts of universal suffrage, governmental accountability,
and a balance of power among the executive, legislative,
and judicial branches that were embodied in the consti-
tution of 1947 have held firm, and Japan today is a stable
and mature democratic society with a literate and poli-
tically active electorate and a government that usually
seeks to meet the needs of its citizens.

Yet a number of characteristics of the current Japanese
political system reflect the tenacity of the traditional po-
litical culture. Although postwar Japan had a multiparty
system with two major parties, the Liberal Democrats and
the Socialists, in practice there was a “government party”
and a permanent opposition — the Liberal Democrats

were not voted out of office for thirty years. The ruling
Liberal Democratic Party included several factions, but
disputes were usually based on personalities rather than
substantive issues. Many of the leading Liberal Demo-
crats controlled factions on a patron-client basis, and de-
cisions on key issues, such as who should assume the
prime ministership, were decided by a modern equivalent
of the genro oligarchs.

That tradition changed suddenly in 1993 when the
ruling Liberal Democrats, shaken by persistent reports of
corruption and cronyism between politicians and busi-
ness interests, failed to win a majority of seats in parlia-
mentary elections. Mirohiro Hosokawa, the leader of one
of several newly created parties in the Japanese political
spectrum, was elected prime minister. He promised to
launch a number of reforms to clean up the political sys-
tem. The new coalition government, however, quickly
split into feuding factions, and in 1995, the Liberal Dem-
ocratic Party returned to power. Successive prime minis-
ters failed to carry out promised reforms, and in 2001, Ju-
nichiro Koizumi (b. 1942), a former minister of health
and welfare, was elected prime minister on a promise that
he would initiate far-reaching reforms to fix the political
system and make it more responsive to the needs of the
Japanese people. His charisma raised expectations that he
might be able to bring about significant changes; so far,
however, he has had little success.

One of the problems plaguing the current system has
been that it continues the centralizing tendencies of the
Meiji period. The government is organized on a unitary
rather than a federal basis; the local administrative units,
called prefectures, have few of the powers of states in the
United States. Moreover, the central government plays
an active and sometimes intrusive role in various aspects
of the economy, mediating management-labor disputes,
establishing price and wage policies, and subsidizing vital
industries and enterprises producing goods for export.
This government intervention in the economy has tradi-
tionally been widely accepted and is often cited as a key
reason for the efficiency of Japanese industry and the
emergence of the country as an industrial giant.

In recent years, the tradition of active government in-
volvement in the economy has increasingly come under
fire. Japanese business, which previously sought govern-
ment protection from imports, now argues that deregula-
tion is needed to enable Japanese firms to innovate as a
means of keeping up with the competition. Such reforms,
however, have been resisted by powerful government
ministries in Tokyo, which are accustomed to playing an
active role in national affairs.

A third problem is related to the fact that the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party has long been divided into fac-
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tions that seek to protect their own interests and often re-
sist changes that might benefit society as a whole. This
tradition of factionalism has tended to insulate political
figures from popular scrutiny and encouraged the sus-
ceptibility to secret dealing and official corruption. A
number of senior politicians, including two recent prime
ministers, have been forced to resign because of serious
questions about improper financial dealings with business
associates. Concern over political corruption was un-
doubtedly a major factor in the defeat suffered by the Lib-
eral Democrats in the summer of 1993, and the issue con-
tinues to plague the political scene.

Last but certainly not least, minorities such as the eta
(hereditary outcastes in traditional Japan, now known 
as the Burakumin) and Korean residents in Japan con-
tinue to be subjected to legal and social discrimination.
For years, official sources were reluctant to divulge that
thousands of Korean women were conscripted to serve as
“comfort women” (prostitutes) for Japanese soldiers dur-
ing the war, and many Koreans living in Japan contend
that such condescending attitudes toward minorities con-
tinue to exist. Representatives of the “comfort women”
have demanded both financial compensation and a for-
mal letter of apology from the Japanese government for
the treatment they received during the Pacific War. Ne-
gotiations over the issue are under way.

Japan’s behavior during World War II has been an es-
pecially sensitive issue. During the early 1990s, critics at
home and abroad charged that textbooks printed under
the guidance of the Ministry of Education did not ade-
quately discuss the atrocities committed by the Japa-
nese government and armed forces during World War II.
Other Asian governments were particularly incensed at
Tokyo’s failure to accept responsibility for such behavior
and demanded a formal apology. The government ex-
pressed remorse, but only in the context of the aggres-
sive actions of all colonial powers during the imperial-
ist era. In the view of many Japanese, the actions of 
their government during the Pacific War were a form of
self-defense. When new textbooks were published that
openly discussed instances of Japanese wartime miscon-
duct, including sex slavery, the use of slave labor, and the
Nanjing Massacre (see Chapter 6), many Japanese were
outraged and initiated a campaign to delete or tone down
references to atrocities committed by imperial troops dur-
ing the Pacific War.

The issue is not simply an academic one, for fear of the
potential revival of Japanese militarism is still strong
elsewhere in the region. The United States has not
shared this concern, however, and applauded a recent de-
cision to enhance the role of Japanese self-defense forces
in dealing with potential disturbances within the region.

This issue has provoked vigorous debate in Japan, where
some observers have argued that their country must begin
to adopt a more assertive stance toward the United States
and play a larger role in Asian affairs. In the spring of
2000, a parliamentary commission was appointed to look
into the matter.

The Economy
Nowhere are the changes in postwar Japan so visible as 
in the economic sector, where the nation has developed
into a major industrial and technological power in the
space of a century, surpassing such advanced Western 
societies as Germany, France, and Great Britain. Here 
indeed is the Japanese miracle in its most concrete
manifestation.

The process began a century ago in the single-minded
determination of the Meiji modernizers to create a rich
country and strong state. Their initial motive was to guar-
antee Japan’s survival against Western imperialism, but
this defensive urge evolved into a desire to excel and, dur-
ing the years before World War II, to dominate. That de-
sire led to the war in the Pacific and, in the eyes of some
observers, still contributes to Japan’s problems with its
trading partners in the world today.

As we have seen, the officials of the Allied occupation
identified the Meiji economic system with centralized
power and the rise of Japanese militarism. Accordingly,
MacArthur’s planners set out to break up the zaibatsu and
decentralize Japanese industry and commerce. But with
the rise of Cold War tensions, the policy was scaled back
in the late 1940s, and only the nineteen largest conglom-
erates were affected. In any event, the new antimonopoly
law did not hinder the formation of looser ties between
Japanese companies, and as a result, a new type of infor-
mal relationship, sometimes called the keiretsu, or “inter-
locking arrangement,” began to take shape after World
War II. Through such arrangements among suppliers,
wholesalers, retailers, and financial institutions, the zai-
batsu system was reconstituted under a new name.

The occupation administration had more success with
its program to reform the agricultural system. Half of the
population still lived on farms, and half of all farmers
were still tenants. Under a stringent land reform program
in the late 1940s, all lands owned by absentee landlords
and all cultivated landholdings over an established max-
imum were sold on easy credit terms to the tenants. The
maximum size of an individual farm was set at 7.5 acres,
while an additional 2.5 acres could be leased to tenants.
The reform program created a strong class of yeoman
farmers, and tenants declined to about 10 percent of the
rural population.
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During the next fifty years, Japan re-created the stun-
ning results of the Meiji era. At the end of the Allied oc-
cupation in 1950, the Japanese gross national product was
about one-third that of Great Britain or France. Today, it
is larger than both put together and well over half that of
the United States. Japan is the greatest exporting nation
in the world, and its per capita income equals or surpasses
that of most advanced Western states. In terms of educa-
tion, mortality rates, and health care, the quality of life in
Japan is superior to that in the United States or the ad-
vanced nations of Western Europe.

By the mid-1980s, the economic challenge presented
by Japan had begun to arouse increasing concern in both
official and private circles in Europe and the United
States. Explanations for the phenomenon tended to fall
into two major categories. Some pointed to cultural fac-
tors: The Japanese are naturally group-oriented and find
it easy to cooperate with one another. Traditionally hard-
working and frugal, they are more inclined to save than to
consume, a trait that boosts the savings rate and labor
productivity. The Japanese are family-oriented and there-
fore spend less on welfare for the elderly, who normally
live with their children. Like all Confucian societies, the
Japanese value education, and consequently, the labor
force is highly skilled. Finally, Japan is a homogeneous so-
ciety in which people share common values and respond
in similar ways to the challenges of the modern world.

Others cited more practical reasons for Japanese suc-
cess. Paradoxically, Japan benefited from the total de-
struction of its industrial base during World War II be-
cause it did not face the problem of antiquated plants that
plagued many industries in the United States. Under 
the terms of its constitution and the security treaty with
the United States, Japan spends less than 1 percent of its
gross national product on national defense, whereas the
United States spends more than 5 percent. Labor produc-
tivity is high, not only because the Japanese are hard
workers (according to statistics, Japanese workers spend
substantially more time on the job than workers in other
advanced societies) but also because corporations reward
innovation and maintain good management-labor rela-
tions. Consequently, employee mobility and the number
of days lost to labor stoppages are minimized (on an aver-
age day, according to one estimate, 603 Japanese workers
are on strike compared to 11,956 Americans). Just as it
did before World War II, the Japanese government pro-
motes business interests rather than hindering them. Fi-
nally, some analysts charge that Japan uses unfair trade
practices, subsidizing exports through the Ministry of In-
ternational Trade and Industry (MITI), dumping goods at
prices below cost to break into a foreign market, main-
taining an artificially low standard of living at home to

encourage exports, and unduly restricting imports from
other countries.

There is some truth on both sides of the argument. Un-
doubtedly, Japan benefited from its privileged position be-
neath the U.S. nuclear umbrella as well as from its ability
to operate in a free trade environment that provided both
export markets and access to Western technology. The
Japanese also took a number of practical steps to improve
their competitive position in the world and the effective-
ness of their economic system at home.

Yet many of these steps were possible precisely because
of the cultural factors described here. The tradition of
loyalty to the firm, for example, derives from the commu-
nal tradition in Japanese society. The concept of sacrific-
ing one’s personal interests to those of the state, though
not necessarily rooted in the traditional period, was cer-
tainly fostered by the genro oligarchy during the Meiji era.

In recent years, the Japanese economy has run into se-
rious difficulties, raising the question as to whether the
vaunted Japanese model is as appealing as many observers
earlier declared. A rise in the value of the yen hurt ex-
ports and burst the bubble of investment by Japanese
banks that had taken place under the umbrella of gov-
ernment protection. Lacking a domestic market equiva-
lent in size to the United States, the Japanese economy
slipped into a long-term recession that continues today.

These economic difficulties have placed heavy pres-
sure on some of the highly praised features of the Japanese
economy. The tradition of lifetime employment created 
a bloated white-collar workforce and made downsizing
difficult. Today, job security is on the decline as increas-
ing numbers of workers are being laid off. Unfortunately,
a disproportionate burden has fallen on women, who lack
seniority and continue to suffer from various forms of dis-
crimination in the workplace. A positive consequence is
that job satisfaction is beginning to take precedence over
security in the minds of many Japanese workers, and
salary is beginning to reflect performance more than time
on the job.

A final factor is that slowly but inexorably, the Japa-
nese market is beginning to open up to international
competition. Foreign automakers are winning a growing
share of the domestic market, while the government —
concerned at the prospect of food shortages —has com-
mitted itself to facilitating the importation of rice from
abroad. This last move was especially sensitive, given the
almost sacred role that rice farming holds in the Japanese
mind-set.

At the same time, greater exposure to foreign eco-
nomic competition may serve to improve the perfor-
mance of Japanese manufacturers. In recent years, Japa-
nese consumers have become increasingly concerned
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about the quality of some of their domestic products, pro-
voking one cabinet minister to complain about “sloppi-
ness and complacency” among Japanese firms (a scandal
in the United States over defects in Firestone tires, pro-
duced by the Japanese tire manufacturer Bridgestone, was
a case in point). One apparent reason for the country’s
quality problems is increasing competition from the
United States, which has forced Japanese companies to
adopt cost-cutting measures to meet the challenge from
abroad.

A Society in Transition
During the occupation, Allied planners set out to change
social characteristics that they believed had contributed
to Japanese aggressiveness before and during World
War II. The new educational system removed all refer-
ences to filial piety, patriotism, and loyalty to the emperor
and emphasized the individualistic values of Western civ-
ilization. The new constitution and a revised civil code
attempted to achieve true sexual equality by removing re-
maining legal restrictions on women’s rights to obtain a
divorce, hold a job, or change their domicile. Women
were guaranteed the right to vote and were encouraged to
enter politics.

Such efforts to remake Japanese behavior through leg-
islation were only partly successful. Since the end of
World War II, Japan has unquestionably become a more
individualistic and egalitarian society. Freedom of choice
in marriage and occupation is taken for granted, and so-
cial mobility, though not so extensive as in the United
States, has increased considerably. Although Allied oc-
cupation policy established the legal framework for these
developments, primary credit must be assigned to the
evolution of the Japanese themselves into an urbanized
and technologically advanced industrial society.

At the same time, many of the distinctive characteris-
tics of traditional Japanese society have persisted, in
somewhat altered form. The emphasis on loyalty to the
group and community relationships, for example, known
in Japanese as amae, is reflected in the strength of corpo-
rate loyalties in contemporary Japan. Even though com-
petition among enterprises in a given industry is often
quite vigorous, social cohesiveness among both manage-
ment and labor personnel is exceptionally strong within
each individual corporation, although, as we have seen,
that attitude has eroded somewhat in recent years.

One possible product of this attitude may be the rela-
tively egalitarian nature of Japanese society in terms of in-
come. A chief executive officer in Japan receives, on av-
erage, seventeen times the salary of the average worker,

compared with eighty-five times in the United States.
The disparity between wealth and poverty is also gener-
ally less in Japan than in most European countries and
certainly less than in the United States.

Emphasis on the work ethic also remains strong. The
tradition of hard work is implanted at a young age within
the educational system. The Japanese school year runs for
240 days, compared to 180 days in the United States, and
work assignments outside class tend to be more extensive
(according to one source, a Japanese student averages
about five hours of homework per day). Competition for
acceptance into universities is intense, and many young
Japanese take cram courses to prepare for the “examina-
tion hell” that lies ahead. The results are impressive: the
literacy rate in Japanese schools is almost 100 percent,
and Japanese schoolchildren consistently earn higher
scores on achievement tests than children in other ad-
vanced countries. At the same time, this devotion to suc-
cess has often been accompanied by bullying by teachers
and what Americans might consider an oppressive sense
of conformity (see the box on p. 299).

Some young Japanese find suicide the only escape from
the pressures emanating from society, school, and family.
Parental pride often becomes a factor, with “education
mothers” pressuring their children to work hard and suc-
ceed for the honor of the family. Ironically, once the 
student is accepted into college, the amount of work 
assigned tends to decrease because graduates of the best
universities are virtually guaranteed lucrative employ-
ment offers. Nevertheless, the early training instills an 
attitude of deference to group interests that persists
throughout life. Some outside observers, however, be-
lieve such attitudes can have a detrimental effect on in-
dividual initiative.

The tension between the Japanese way and the foreign
approach is especially noticeable in Japanese baseball,
where major league teams frequently hire U.S. players.
One American noted the case of Tatsunori Hara, one of
the best Japanese players in the league. “He had so many
different people telling him what to do,” remarked War-
ren Cromartie, a teammate, “it’s a wonder he could still
swing the bat. They turned him into a robot, instead of
just letting him play naturally and expressing his natural
talent.” To his Japanese coach, however, conformity
brought teamwork, and teamwork in Japan is the road to
success.1

By all accounts, independent thinking is on the in-
crease in Japan, and some schools are beginning to em-
phasize creativity over rote learning. In some cases, it
leads to antisocial behavior, such as crime or membership
in a teen gang. Usually, it is expressed in more indirect
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ways, such as the recent fashion among young people 
of dyeing their hair brown (known in Japanese as “tea
hair”). Because the practice is banned in many schools
and generally frowned upon by the older generation (one
police chief dumped a pitcher of beer on a student with
brown hair whom he noticed in a bar), many young Japa-
nese dye their hair as a gesture of independence and a
means of gaining acceptance among their peers. When
seeking employment or getting married, however, they
return their hair to its natural color.

One of the more tenacious legacies of the past in Jap-
anese society is sexual inequality. Although women are
now legally protected against discrimination in employ-
ment, very few have reached senior levels in business, ed-
ucation, or politics, and in the words of one Western
scholar, they remain “acutely disadvantaged”— though
ironically, in a recent survey of business executives in Ja-
pan, a majority declared that women were smarter than
men. Women now make up nearly 50 percent of the

workforce, but most are in retail or service occupations,
and their average salary is only about half that of men.
There is a feminist movement in Japan, but it has none 
of the vigor and mass support of its counterpart in the
United States.

Most women in Japan consider being a homemaker the
ideal position; a poll taken during the 1980s found that
only 15 percent of Japanese women wanted a full-time
job.2 In the home, a Japanese woman has considerable re-
sponsibility. She is expected to be a “good wife and wise
mother” and has the primary responsibility for managing
the family finances and raising the children. Japanese
husbands carry little of the workload around the house,
spending an average of nine minutes a day on housework,
compared to twenty-six minutes for American husbands.
At the same time, Japanese divorce rates are well below
those of the United States.

Japan’s welfare system also differs profoundly from its
Western counterparts. Applicants are required to seek 
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assistance first from their own families, and the physically
able are ineligible for government aid. As a result, less
than 1 percent of the population receives welfare bene-
fits, compared with more than 10 percent who receive
some form of assistance in the United States. Outside ob-
servers interpret the difference as the product of several
factors, including low levels of drug addiction and illegit-
imacy, as well as the importance in Japan of the work
ethic and family responsibility.

Traditionally, it was the responsibility of the eldest
child in a Japanese family to care for aging parents, but
that system, too, is beginning to break down because of
limited housing space and the growing tendency of work-
ing-age women to seek jobs in the marketplace. The pro-
portion of Japanese older than sixty-five years of age who
live with their children has dropped from 80 percent in
1970 to about 50 percent today. At the same time, public
and private pension plans are under increasing financial
pressure, partly because of a low birthrate and a graying
population. Japan today has the highest proportion of
people older than sixty-five —17 percent of the country’s
total population of 130 million — of any industrialized
country in the world.

Whether the unique character of modern Japan will
endure is unclear. Confidence in the Japanese “economic
miracle” has been shaken because of the recent down-
turn, and there are indications of a growing tendency to-
ward hedonism and individualism among Japanese youth.
Older Japanese frequently complain that the younger
generation lacks their sense of loyalty and willingness to
sacrifice. Some have also discerned signs that the concept
of loyalty to one’s employer may be beginning to erode
among Japanese youth. Some observers have predicted
that with increasing affluence, Japan will become more
like the industrialized societies in the West. Nevertheless,
Japan is unlikely to evolve into a photocopy of the United
States. Not only is Japan a much more homogeneous so-
ciety, but its small size and dearth of natural resources 
encourage a strong work ethic and a sense of togetherness
that have dissipated in American society.

Religion and Culture
The sense of racial and cultural pride that characterizes
contemporary Japan is rather different from Japanese atti-
tudes at the beginning of the Meiji era. When Japan was
opened to the West in the nineteenth century, many Jap-
anese became convinced of the superiority of foreign
ideas and institutions and were especially interested in
Western religion and culture. Although Christian con-
verts were few, numbering less than 1 percent of the pop-

ulation, the influence of Christianity was out of propor-
tion to the size of the community. Many intellectuals dur-
ing the Meiji era were impressed by the emotional com-
mitment shown by missionaries in Japan and viewed
Christianity as a contemporary version of Confucianism.

Today, Japan includes almost 1.5 million Christians
along with 93 million Buddhists. Many Japanese also fol-
low Shinto, no longer identified with reverence for the
emperor and the state. As in the West, increasing urban-
ization has led to a decline in the practice of organized re-
ligion, although evangelical sects have proliferated in re-
cent years. In all likelihood, their members, like those
belonging to similar sects elsewhere, are seeking spiritual
underpinnings in an increasingly secular and complex
world. The largest and best-known sect is the Soka Gak-
kai, a lay Buddhist organization that has attracted mil-
lions of followers and formed its own political party, the
Komeito.

Western literature, art, and music also had a major im-
pact on Japanese society. Western influence led to the
rapid decline of traditional forms of drama and poetry and
the growth in popularity of the prose novel. After the Jap-
anese defeat in World War II, many of the writers who
had been active before the war resurfaced, but now their
writing reflected their demoralization, echoing the spiri-
tual vacuum of the times. Labeled apure, from the first
part of the French après-guerre (postwar), these disillu-
sioned authors were attracted to existentialism, and some
turned to hedonism and nihilism. This “lost generation”
described its anguish with piercing despair; several of its
luminaries committed suicide. For them, defeat was com-
pounded by fear of the Americanization of postwar Japan.

One of the best examples of this attitude was novelist
Yukio Mishima (1925–1970), who led a crusade to stem
the tide of what he described as America’s “universal and
uniform ‘Coca-Colonization’” of the world in general and
Japan in particular.3 In Confessions of a Mask, written in
1949, Mishima described the awakening of a young man
to his own homosexuality. His later novels, The Thirst for
Love and The Temple of the Golden Pavilion, are riveting
narratives about disturbed characters. Mishima’s ritual
suicide in 1970 was the subject of widespread speculation
and transformed him into a cult figure.

One of Japan’s most serious-minded contemporary au-
thors is Kenzaburo Oe (b. 1935). His work, which was 
rewarded with the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1994, pre-
sents Japan’s ongoing quest for modern identity and pur-
pose. His characters reflect the spiritual anguish precipi-
tated by the collapse of the imperial Japanese tradition
and the subsequent adoption of Western culture —a
trend that, according to Oe, has culminated in unabashed
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materialism, cultural decline, and a moral void. Yet un-
like Mishima, he does not seek to reinstill the imperial
traditions of the past but rather wants to regain spiritual
meaning by retrieving the sense of communality and in-
nocence found in rural Japan.

In Teach Us to Outgrow Our Madness, a collection of
four novellas, Oe describes the fascination of Japanese
children when they first saw a black American soldier
held in captivity at the end of World War II. Initially
viewing him as an intimidating oddity, the children even-
tually accept him as a human being, admiring his power-
ful body and sense of joy in being alive.

Haruki Murakami (b. 1949), one of Japan’s most pop-
ular authors today, was one of the first to discard the in-
trospective and somber style of the earlier postwar period.
Characters in his novels typically take the form of a de-
tached antihero, reflecting the emptiness of corporate life
in contemporary Japan. In The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle
(1997), Murakami highlights the capacity for irrational
violence in Japanese society and the failure of the nation
to accept its guilt for the behavior of Japanese troops dur-
ing World War II.

Since the 1970s, increasing affluence and a high liter-
acy rate have contributed to a massive quantity of publi-
cations, ranging from popular potboilers to first-rate
fiction. Much of this new literature deals with the com-
mon concerns of all affluent industrialized nations, in-
cluding the effects of urbanization, advanced technology,
and mass consumption. One recent phenomenon is the

so-called industrial novel, which seeks to lay bare the vi-
cious infighting and pressure tactics that characterize Jap-
anese business today. A wildly popular genre is the “art-
manga,” or literary cartoon. Although most manga are
meant as pure entertainment, author Michio Hisauchi
presents serious subjects, such as Japanese soldiers ma-
rooned after the war on an island in the South Pacific, 
in Japan’s Junglest Day, a full-length novel in comic book
form with cartoon characters posing philosophical
questions.

There were many women writers during early Japanese
history, but they have labored under many disabilities in
a male-dominated society. Japanese literary critics, who
were invariably men, accepted “female” literature as long
as it dealt exclusively with what they viewed as appropri-
ately “female” subjects, such as the “mysteries” of the fe-
male psyche and motherhood. Even today, Japan has sep-
arate literary awards for men and women, and women are
not considered capable of abstract or objective writing.
Nevertheless, many contemporary women authors are
daring to broach “male” subjects and are producing works
of considerable merit.

Other aspects of Japanese culture have also been
influenced by Western ideas, although without the in-
tense preoccupation with synthesis that is evident in lit-
erature. Western music is popular in Japan, and scores of
Japanese classical musicians have succeeded in the West.
Even rap music has gained a foothold among Japanese
youth, although without its association in the United
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� COOL OTAKU FASHION TEENS.
Fashion-conscious teenagers have 
become Japan’s most dedicated con-
sumers. With the economy in the dol-
drums and real estate costs soaring,
many young people live with their 
families well into their twenties, using
the money saved to purchase the latest
styles in clothing. Avid readers of fash-
ion magazines, these otaku (“obsessed”)
teenagers —heirs of Japan’s long
affluence — pay exorbitant prices for
hip-hop outfits, platform shoes, and
layered dresses.
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States with sex, drugs, and violence. Although some of
the lyrics betray an attitude of modest revolt against the
uptight world of Japanese society, most lack any such
connotations. An example is the rap song “Street Life”:

Now’s the time to hip-hop,
Everybody’s crazy about rap,
Hey, hey, you all, listen up,
Listen to my rap and cheer up.

As one singer remarked, “We’ve been very fortunate, and
we don’t want to bother our moms and dads. So we don’t
sing songs that would disturb parents.”4

No longer are Japanese authors and painters seeking to
revive the old Japan of the tea ceremony and falling plum
blossoms. Raised in the crowded cities of postwar Japan,
soaking up movies and television, rock music and jeans,
Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, many contemporary Japa-
nese speak the universal language of today’s world. Yet
even as the Japanese enter the global marketplace, they
retain ties to their own traditions. Businesspeople some-
times use traditional Taoist forms of physical and mental
training to reduce the stress inherent in their jobs, while
others retreat to a Zen monastery to learn to focus their
willpower as a means of besting a competitor.

There are some signs that under the surface, the ten-
sion between traditional and modern is exacting a price.
As novelists such as Yukio Mishima and Kenzaburo Oe
feared, the growing focus on material possessions and the
decline of traditional religious beliefs have left a spiritual
void that is undermining the sense of community and
purpose that have motivated the country since the Meiji
era. Some young people have reacted to the emptiness of
their lives by joining religious cults such as Aum Shinri
Kyo, which came to widespread world attention in 1995
when members of the organization, inspired by their
leader Asahara Shoko, carried out a poison gas attack on
the Tokyo subway that killed several people. Such inci-
dents serve as a warning that Japan is not immune to the
social ills that currently plague many Western countries.

SOUTH KOREA: 
A PENINSULA DIVIDED

While the world was focused on the economic miracle
occurring on the Japanese islands, another miracle of
sorts was taking place across the Sea of Japan on the
Asian mainland. In 1953, the Korean peninsula was ex-
hausted from three years of bitter fraternal war, a conflict
that took the lives of an estimated four million Koreans
on both sides of the 38th parallel and turned as much as

one-quarter of the population into refugees. Although a
cease-fire was signed at Panmunjom in July 1953, it was a
fragile peace that left two heavily armed and mutually
hostile countries facing each other suspiciously.

North of the truce line was the People’s Republic of
Korea (PRK), a police state under the dictatorial rule of
Communist leader Kim Il Sung (1912–1994). To the
south was the Republic of Korea, under the equally auto-
cratic President Syngman Rhee (1875–1965), a fierce
anti-Communist who had led the resistance to the north-
ern invasion and now placed his country under U.S. mil-
itary protection. But U.S. troops could not protect Rhee
from his own people, many of whom resented his reliance
on the political power of the wealthy landlord class. 
After several years of harsh rule, marked by government
corruption, fraudulent elections, and police brutality,
demonstrations broke out in the capital city of Seoul in
the spring of 1960 and forced him into retirement.

The Rhee era was followed by a brief period of multi-
party democratic government, but in 1961, a coup d’état
placed General Chung Hee Park (1917–1979) in power.
The new regime promulgated a new constitution, and in
1963, Park was elected president of a civilian govern-
ment. He set out to foster recovery of the economy from
decades of foreign occupation and civil war. Adopting
the nineteenth-century Japanese slogan “Rich Country
and Strong State,” Park built up a strong military while
relying on U.S. and later Japanese assistance to help build
a strong manufacturing base in what had been a predom-
inantly agricultural society. Because the private sector
had been relatively weak under Japanese rule, the gov-
ernment played an active role in the process by institut-
ing a series of five-year plans that targeted specific indus-
tries for development, promoted exports, and funded
infrastructure development. Under a land reform pro-
gram, large landowners were required to sell all their
farmland above 7.4 acres to their tenants at low prices.

The program was a solid success. Benefiting from the
Confucian principles of thrift, respect for education, and
hard work (during the 1960s and 1970s, South Korean
workers spent an average of sixty hours a week at their
jobs), as well as from Japanese capital and technology, Ko-
rea gradually emerged as a major industrial power in East
Asia. The economic growth rate rose from less than 5 per-
cent annually in the 1950s to an average of 9 percent un-
der Park. The largest corporations —including Samsung,
Daewoo, and Hyundai —were transformed into massive
conglomerates called chaebol, the Korean equivalent of
the zaibatsu of prewar Japan. Taking advantage of rela-
tively low wages and a stunningly high rate of saving, Ko-
rean businesses began to compete actively with the Japa-
nese for export markets in Asia and throughout the world.
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The Japanese became concerned about
their “hungry spirit” and began refus-
ing to share technology with the South
Koreans. Per capita income also in-
creased dramatically, from less than
$90 (in U.S. dollars) annually in 1960
to $1,560 (twice that of Communist
North Korea) twenty years later.

But like many other countries in the
region, South Korea was slow to de-
velop democratic principles. Although
his government functioned with the
trappings of democracy, Park contin-
ued to rule by autocratic means and
suppressed all forms of dissidence. In
1979, Park was assassinated, and after a
brief interregnum of democratic rule, a
new military government under Gen-
eral Chun Doo Hwan (b. 1931) seized
power. The new regime was as authori-
tarian as its predecessors, but opposi-
tion to autocratic rule had now spread from the ranks of
college and high school students, who had led the early
resistance, to much of the urban population. Protest
against government policies became increasingly fre-
quent. In 1987, massive demonstrations drove govern-
ment troops out of the southern city of Kwangju, but the
troops returned in force and killed an estimated two thou-
sand demonstrators.

With Chun under increasing pres-
sure from the United States to moder-
ate the oppressive character of his rule,
national elections were finally held in
1989. The government nominee, Roh
Tae Woo, won the election with less
than 40 percent of the vote. New elec-
tions in 1992 brought Kim Young Sam
to the presidency. Kim selected several
women for his cabinet and promised to
make South Korea “a freer and more
mature democracy.” He also attempted
to crack down on the rising influence
of the giant chaebols, accused of giving
massive bribes in return for favors from
government officials. In the meantime,
representatives of South Korea had
made tentative contacts with the
Communist regime in North Korea 
on possible steps toward eventual re-
unification of the peninsula.

But the problems of South Korea were more serious
than the endemic problem of corruption. A growing trade
deficit, combined with a declining growth rate, led to a
rising incidence of unemployment and bankruptcy. Iron-
ically, a second problem resulted from the economic col-
lapse of Seoul’s bitter rival, the PRK. Under the rule of
Kim Il Sung’s son Kim Jong Il, the North Korean econ-
omy was in a state of free fall, raising the specter of an
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outflow of refugees that could swamp neighboring coun-
tries. To relieve the immediate effects of a food shortage,
the Communist government in Pyongyang relaxed its re-
strictions on private farming, while Seoul agreed to pro-
vide food aid to alleviate the famine.

In the fall of 1997, a sudden drop in the value of the
Korean currency, the won, led to bank failures and a de-
cision to seek assistance from the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). In December, an angry electorate voted Kim
Young Sam (whose administration was tarnished by re-
ports of corruption) out of office and elected his rival Kim
Dae Jung to the presidency. But although the new chief
executive promised drastic reforms, his regime too was
charged with corruption and incompetence, while rela-
tions with North Korea, now on the verge of becoming a
nuclear power, remained tense.

TAIWAN: 
THE OTHER CHINA

South Korea was not the only rising industrial power try-
ing to imitate the success of the Japanese in East Asia. To
the south on the island of Taiwan, the Republic of China
began to do the same.

After retreating to Taiwan following their defeat by
the Communists, Chiang Kai-shek and his followers es-
tablished a new capital at Taipei and
set out to build a strong and prosperous
nation based on Chinese traditions and
the principles of Sun Yat-sen. The gov-
ernment, which continued to refer to
itself as the Republic of China (ROC),
contended that it remained the legiti-
mate representative of the Chinese
people and that it would eventually re-
turn in triumph to the mainland.

The Nationalists had much more
success on Taiwan than they had
achieved on the mainland. In the re-
latively secure environment provided
by a security treaty with the United
States, signed in 1954, and the com-
forting presence of the U.S. Seventh
Fleet in the Taiwan Strait, the ROC
was able to concentrate on economic
growth without worrying about a Com-
munist invasion. The regime possessed
a number of other advantages that it
had not enjoyed in Nanjing. Fifty years
of efficient Japanese rule had left be-

hind a relatively modern economic infrastructure and an
educated populace, although the island had absorbed
considerable damage during World War II and much of its
agricultural produce had been exported to Japan at low
prices. With only a small population to deal with (about
seven million in 1945), the ROC could make good use of
foreign assistance and the efforts of its own energetic
people to build a modern industrialized society.

The government moved rapidly to create a solid agri-
cultural base. A land reform program, more effectively de-
signed and implemented than the one introduced in the
early 1930s on the mainland, led to the reduction of
rents, while landholdings over 3 acres were purchased by
the government and resold to the tenants at reasonable
prices. As in Meiji Japan, the previous owners were com-
pensated by government bonds. The results were gratify-
ing: food production doubled over the next generation
and began to make up a substantial proportion of exports.

In the meantime, the government strongly encouraged
the development of local manufacturing and commerce.
By the 1970s, Taiwan was one of the most dynamic in-
dustrial economies in East Asia. The agricultural propor-
tion of the gross national product declined from 36 per-
cent in 1952 to only 9 percent thirty years later. At first,
the industrial and commercial sector was composed of
relatively small firms engaged in exporting textiles and
food products, but the 1960s saw a shift to heavy industry,
including shipbuilding, steel, petrochemicals, and ma-

chinery, and a growing emphasis on ex-
ports. The government played a major
role in the process, targeting strategic
industries for support and investing in
infrastructure. At the same time, as in
Japan, the government stressed the im-
portance of private enterprise and en-
couraged foreign investment and a
high rate of internal savings. By the
mid-1980s, more than three-quarters of
the population lived in urban areas.

In contrast to the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) on the mainland, the
ROC actively maintained Chinese tra-
dition, promoting respect for Confu-
cius and the ethical principles of the
past, such as hard work, frugality, and
filial piety. Although there was some
corruption in both the government and
the private sector, income differentials
between the wealthy and the poor were
generally less than elsewhere in the re-
gion, and the overall standard of liv-
ing increased substantially. Health and
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sanitation improved, literacy rates were quite high, and
an active family planning program reduced the rate of
population growth. Nevertheless, the total population 
on the island increased to about twenty million in the
mid-1980s.

In one respect, however, Chiang Kai-shek had not
changed: increasing prosperity did not lead to the de-
mocratization of the political process. The Nationalists
continued to rule by emergency decree and refused to per-
mit the formation of opposition political parties on the
grounds that the danger of invasion from the mainland
had not subsided. Propaganda material from the PRC was
rigorously prohibited, and dissident activities (promot-
ing either rapprochement with the mainland or the es-
tablishment of an independent Republic of Taiwan) were
ruthlessly suppressed. Although representatives to the
provincial government of the province of Taiwan were
chosen in local elections, the central government (tech-
nically representing the entire population of China) was
dominated by mainlanders who had fled to the island
with Chiang in 1949.

Some friction developed between the mainlanders (as
the new arrivals were called), who numbered about two
million, and the native Taiwanese; except for a few ab-
original peoples in the mountains, most of the natives
were ethnic Chinese whose ancestors had emigrated to
the island during the Qing dynasty. While the mainland-
ers were dominant in government and the professions,
the native Taiwanese were prominent in commerce.
Mainlanders tended to view the local population with a
measure of condescension, and at least in the early years,
intermarriage between members of the two groups was
rare. Many Taiwanese remembered with anger the events
of March 1947, when Nationalist troops had killed hun-
dreds of Taiwanese demonstrators in Taipei. More than
one thousand leading members of the local Taiwanese
community were arrested and killed in the subsequent re-
pression. By the 1980s, however, these fissures in Tai-
wanese society had begun to diminish; by that time, an
ever-higher proportion of the population had been born
on the island and identified themselves as Taiwanese.

During the 1980s, the ROC slowly began to evolve to-
ward a more representative form of government —a pro-
cess that was facilitated by the death of Chiang Kai-shek
in 1975. Chiang Ching-kuo (1909–1988), his son and
successor, was less concerned about the danger from the
mainland and more tolerant of free expression. On his
death, he was succeeded as president by Lee Teng-hui (b.
1923), a native Taiwanese. By the end of the 1980s, de-
mocratization was under way, including elections and the
formation of legal opposition parties. A national election
in 1992 resulted in a bare majority for the Nationalists

over strong opposition from the Democratic Progressive
Party (DPP).

But political liberalization had its dangers; some lead-
ing Democratic Progressives began to agitate for an inde-
pendent Republic of Taiwan, a possibility that aroused
concern within the Nationalist government in Taipei
and frenzied hostility in the PRC. In the spring of 2000,
DPP candidate Chen Shui-bian (b. 1950) won election
to the presidency, ending half a century of Nationalist
Party rule on Taiwan. His elevation to the position an-
gered Beijing, which noted that in the past he had called
for an independent Taiwanese state. Chen backed away
from that position and called for the resumption of talks
with PRC, but Chinese leaders remain suspicious of his
intentions and reacted with hostility to U.S. plans to pro-
vide advanced military equipment to the island.

Whether Taiwan will remain an independent state or
be united with mainland is impossible to predict. Cer-
tainly, the outcome depends in good measure on develop-
ments in the PRC. During his visit to China in 1972, U.S.
President Richard Nixon said that this was a question for
the Chinese people to decide (see Chapter 7). In 1979,
President Jimmy Carter abrogated the mutual security
treaty between the United States and the ROC that had
been in force since 1954 and switched U.S. diplomatic
recognition from the Republic of China to the PRC. But
the United States continues to provide defensive military
assistance to the Taiwanese armed forces and has made it
clear that it supports self-determination for the people of
Taiwan and that it expects the final resolution of the Chi-
nese civil war to be by peaceful means. In the meantime,
economic and cultural contacts between Taiwan and the
mainland are steadily increasing, thus making the costs of
any future military confrontation increasingly expensive
for both sides. However, the Taiwanese have shown no
inclination to accept the PRC’s offer of “one country, two
systems,” under which the ROC would accept the PRC as
the legitimate government of China in return for auton-
omous control over the affairs of Taiwan.

SINGAPORE AND
HONG KONG: 
THE LITTLEST TIGERS

The smallest but by no means the least successful of the
“Little Tigers” are Singapore and Hong Kong. Both are
essentially city-states with large populations densely
packed into small territories. Singapore, once a British
crown colony and briefly a part of the state of Malaysia, is
now an independent nation. Hong Kong was a British
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colony until it was returned to PRC
control, but with autonomous status, 
in 1997. In recent years, both have
emerged as industrial powerhouses
with standards of living well above the
level of their neighbors.

The success of Singapore must be as-
cribed in good measure to the will and
energy of its political leaders. When it
became independent in August 1965,
Singapore was in a state of transition.
Its longtime position as an entrepôt for
trade between the Indian Ocean and the South China
Sea was declining in importance. With only 618 square
miles of territory, much of it marshland and tropical jun-
gle, Singapore had little to offer but the frugality and in-
dustriousness of its predominantly overseas Chinese pop-
ulation. But a recent history of political radicalism,
fostered by the rise of influential labor unions, had fright-
ened away foreign investors.

Within a decade, Singapore’s role and reputation had
dramatically changed. Under the leadership of Prime
Minister Lee Kuan-yew (b. 1923), once the firebrand
leader of the radical People’s Action Party, the govern-
ment encouraged the growth of an attractive business cli-
mate while engaging in massive public works projects to
feed, house, and educate the nation’s two million citizens.
The major components of success have been shipbuilding,
oil refineries, tourism, electronics, and finance — the city-
state has become the banking hub of the entire region.

Like the other Little Tigers, Singapore has relied on 
a combination of government planning, entrepreneur-
ial spirit, export promotion, high productivity, and an 
exceptionally high rate of saving to achieve industrial
growth rates of nearly 10 percent annu-
ally over the past quarter century. Un-
like some other industrializing coun-
tries in the region, it has encouraged
the presence of multinational corpora-
tions to provide much needed capital
and technological input. Population
growth has been controlled by a strin-
gent family planning program, and 
literacy rates are among the highest in
Asia.

As in the other Little Tigers, an au-
thoritarian political system has guaran-
teed a stable environment for eco-
nomic growth. Until his recent
retirement, Lee Kuan-yew and his
People’s Action Party dominated Sin-

gaporean politics, and opposition ele-
ments were intimidated into silence or
arrested. The prime minister openly
declared that the Western model of
pluralist democracy was not appropri-
ate for Singapore and lauded the Meiji
model of centralized development (see
the box on p. 307). Confucian values of
thrift, hard work, and obedience to 
authority have been promoted as the
ideology of the state. The government
has had a passion for cleanliness and at

one time even undertook a campaign to persuade its citi-
zens to flush the public urinals. In 1989, the local Straits
Times, a mouthpiece of the government, published a 
photograph of a man walking sheepishly from a row of
urinals. The caption read “Caught without a flush:
Mr. Amar Mohamed leaving the Lucky Plaza toilet with-
out flushing the urinal.”5

But economic success is beginning to undermine the
authoritarian foundations of the system as a more sophis-
ticated citizenry begins to demand more political free-
doms and an end to government paternalism. Lee Kuan-
yew’s successor, Goh Chok Tong (b. 1941), has promised
a “kinder, gentler” Singapore, and political restrictions
on individual behavior are gradually being relaxed. In the
spring of 2000, the government announced the opening
of a speaker’s corner, where citizens would be permitted to
express their views, provided they obtained a permit and
did not break the law. While this was a small step, it pro-
vided a reason for optimism that a more pluralistic polit-
ical system will gradually emerge.

The future of Hong Kong is not so clear-cut. As in Sin-
gapore, sensible government policies and the hard work

of its people have enabled Hong Kong
to thrive. At first, the prosperity of the
colony depended on a plentiful supply
of cheap labor. Inundated with refugees
from the mainland during the 1950s
and 1960s, the population of Hong
Kong burgeoned to more than six mil-
lion. Many of the newcomers were will-
ing to work for starvation wages in
sweatshops producing textiles, simple
appliances, and toys for the export mar-
ket. More recently, Hong Kong has
benefited from increased tourism, man-
ufacturing, and the growing economic
prosperity of neighboring Guangdong
Province, the most prosperous region of
the PRC. In one respect, Hong Kong
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has differed from the other societies discussed in this
chapter in that it has relied on an unbridled free market
system rather than active state intervention in the econ-
omy. At the same time, by allocating substantial funds for
transportation, sanitation, education, and public hous-
ing, the government has created favorable conditions for
economic development.

Unlike the other Little Tigers, Hong Kong remained
under colonial rule until very recently. British authorities
did little to foster democratic institutions or practices, and
most residents of the colony cared more about economic
survival than political freedoms. In 1983, in talks between
representatives of Great Britain and the PRC, the Chinese
leaders made it clear they were determined to have Hong
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TO THOSE LIVING IN GLASS HOUSES

ishore Mahbubani is permanent secretary in 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Singapore. Previ-
ously, he served as his country’s ambassador to the

United Nations. In this article, adapted from a piece in the
Washington Quarterly, the author advises his audience to stop
lecturing Asian societies on the issue of human rights and focus
attention instead on problems in the United States. In his view,
today the countries of the West have much to learn from their
counterparts in East Asia. This viewpoint is shared by many
other observers, political leaders, and foreign affairs specialists in
the region.

KISHORE MAHBUBANI, 
“GO EAST, YOUNG MAN”

For the last century or more, in the passage of ideas across
the Pacific, the flow has fundamentally been one way. Pov-
erty-stricken and backward Asian societies have looked to
the United States for leadership. Not surprisingly, a deeply
ingrained belief has settled in the American mind that the
U.S. mission in East Asia is to teach, not to learn. The time
may have come for this mind-set to change.

In a major reversal of a pattern lasting centuries, many
Western societies, including the U.S., are doing some major
things fundamentally wrong, while a growing number of
East Asian societies are doing the same things right. The re-
sults are most evident in the economic sphere. In purchas-
ing power parity terms, East Asia’s gross domestic product is
already larger than that of either the U.S. or European com-
munity. Such economic prosperity, contrary to American
belief, results not just from free-market arrangements but
also from the right social and political choices. Although
many East Asian societies have assumed some of the trap-
pings of the West, they have also kept major social and cul-
tural elements intact —elements that may explain their
growing global competitiveness.

In most Asian eyes, the evidence of real social decay in
the U.S. is clear and palpable. Since 1960, the U. S. popula-
tion has grown by 41%. In the same period, there has been
a 560% increase in violent crimes, a 419% increase in ille-

gitimate births, a 400% increase in divorce rates, a 300% in-
crease in children living in single-parent homes, a more
than 200% increase in teenage suicide rates, and a drop of
almost 80 points in Scholastic Aptitude Test scores. A clear
American paradox is that a society that places such a high
premium on freedom has effectively reduced the physical
freedom of most Americans, especially those who live in
large cities. They live in heavily fortified homes, think twice
before taking an evening stroll around their neighborhoods,
and feel increasingly threatened by random violence when
they are outside.

To any Asian, it is obvious that the breakdown of the
family and social order in the U.S. owes itself to a mindless
ideology that maintains that the freedom of a small number
of individuals who are known to pose a threat to society
(criminals, terrorists, street gang members, drug dealers)
should not be constrained (for example, through detention
without trial), even if to do so would enhance the freedom
of the majority. In short, principle takes precedence over
people’s well-being. This belief is purely and simply a gross
violation of common sense. But it is the logical end product
of a society that worships the notion of freedom as reli-
giously as Hindus worship their sacred cows. Both must be
kept absolutely unfettered, even when they obviously create
great social discomfort. . . .

My hope is that Americans will come to visit East Asia in
greater numbers. When they do, they will come to realize
that their society has swung much too much in one direc-
tion: liberating the individual while imprisoning society.
The relatively strong and stable family and social institu-
tions of East Asia will appear more appealing. And as Amer-
icans experience the freedom of walking on city streets in
Asia, they may begin to understand that freedom can also re-
sult from greater social order and discipline. Perhaps the best
advice to give to a young American is: “Go East,
Young Man.”

Source: Far Eastern Economic Review (May 19, 1994), p. 32.



Kong return to mainland authority in 1997, when the
British ninety-nine-year lease over the New Territories,
the foodbasket of the colony of Hong Kong, ran out. The
British agreed, on the condition that satisfactory arrange-
ments could be made for the welfare of the population.
The Chinese promised that for fifty years, the people of
Hong Kong would live under a capitalist system and be es-
sentially self-governing. Recent statements by Chinese
leaders, however, have raised questions about the degree
of autonomy Hong Kong will receive under Chinese rule,
which began on July 1, 1997 (see the box above). A deci-
sion by the local government in 2003 to expand security
restrictions aroused widespread public protests.

ON THE MARGINS
OF ASIA: POSTWAR
AUSTRALIA AND
NEW ZEALAND

Geographically, Australia and New Zealand are not part
of Asia, and throughout their short history, both coun-
tries have identified themselves culturally and politically
with the West rather than with their Asian neighbors.
Their political institutions and values are derived from

Europe, and the form and content of their economies re-
semble those of the advanced countries of the world
rather than the preindustrial societies of much of South-
east Asia. Both are currently members of the British
Commonwealth and of the U.S.-led ANZUS alliance
(Australia, New Zealand, and the United States), which
serves to shield them from political turmoil elsewhere in
the region.

Yet trends in recent years have been drawing both
states, especially Australia, closer to Asia. In the first
place, immigration from East and Southeast Asia has 
increased rapidly. More than one-half of current immi-
grants into Australia come from East Asia, and about
7 percent of the population of about eighteen million
people is now of Asian descent. In New Zealand, resi-
dents of Asian descent represent only about 3 percent of
the population of 3.5 million, but about 12 percent of the
population are Maoris, Polynesian peoples who settled on
the islands about a thousand years ago. Second, trade re-
lations with Asia are increasing rapidly. About 60 percent
of Australia’s export markets today are in East Asia, and
the region is the source of about one-half of its imports.
Asian trade with New Zealand is also on the increase.

At the same time, the links that bind both countries to
Great Britain and the United States have been loosening.
Ties with London became increasingly distant after Great
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RETURN TO THE MOTHERLAND

fter lengthy negotiations in 1984, China and
Great Britain agreed that on July 1, 1997, Hong

Kong would return to Chinese sovereignty. Key sec-
tions of the agreement are included here. In succeeding years, au-
thorities of the two countries held further negotiations. Some of
the discussions raised questions in the minds of residents of Hong
Kong as to whether their individual liberties would indeed be re-
spected after the colony’s return to China.

THE JOINT DECLARATION 
ON HONG KONG

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region will be di-
rectly under the authority of the Central People’s Govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China. The Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region will enjoy a high degree of
autonomy, except in foreign and defense affairs, which are
the responsibility of the Central People’s Government.

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region will be
vested with executive, legislative, and independent judi-
cial power, including that of final adjudication. The laws

currently in force in Hong Kong will remain basically
unchanged.

The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administra-
tive Region will be composed of local inhabitants. The chief
executive will be appointed by the Central People’s Gov-
ernment on the basis of the results of elections or consulta-
tions by the chief executive of the Hong Kong Special Ad-
ministrative Region for appointment by the Central People’s
Government. . . .

The current social and economic systems in Hong Kong
will remain unchanged, and so will the lifestyle. Rights and
freedoms, including those of the person, of speech, of the
press, of assembly, of association, of travel, of movement, of
correspondence, of strike, of choice of occupation, of aca-
demic research, and of religious belief will be ensured by
law. . . . Private property, ownership of enterprises, legitimate
right of inheritance, and foreign investment will be pro-
tected by law.

Source: Kevin Rafferty, City on the Rocks (New York: Penguin, 1991).



Britain decided to join the European Community in the
early 1970s. There are moves under way in Australia and
New Zealand to withdraw from the British Common-
wealth, although the outcome is far from certain. Secu-
rity ties with the United States remain important, but
many Australians opposed their government’s decision to
cooperate with Washington during the Vietnam War,
and the government today is seeking to establish closer
political and military ties with the ASEAN alliance. Fur-
ther removed from Asia both physically and psychologi-
cally, New Zealand assigns less importance to its security
treaty with the United States and has been vocally criti-
cal of U.S. nuclear policies in the region.

Whether Australia and New Zealand will ever become
an integral part of the Asia-Pacific region is uncertain.
Cultural differences stemming from the European origins
of the majority of the population in both countries hin-
der mutual understanding on both sides of the divide, and
many ASEAN leaders (see Chapter 14) express reluc-
tance to accept the two countries as full members of the

alliance. Both countries continue to face problems in
bringing about the integration of indigenous peoples —
the aborigines and the Maoris —into the general popula-
tion. But economic and geographic realities act as a pow-
erful force, and should the Pacific region continue on its
current course toward economic prosperity and political
stability, the role of Australia and New Zealand will as-
sume greater significance.

CONCLUSION
What explains the striking ability of Japan and the four
Little Tigers to follow the Western example and trans-
form themselves into export-oriented societies capable of
competing with the advanced nations of Europe and the
Western Hemisphere? Some analysts point to the tradi-
tional character traits of Confucian societies, such as
thrift, a work ethic, respect for education, and obedience
to authority. In a recent poll of Asian executives, more
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� THE HONG KONG SKYLINE. Hong Kong reverted to Chinese sovereignty in 1997 after a century of British rule. To commemorate
the occasion, the imposing Conference Center, shown here in the foreground, was built on reclaimed shoreland in the Hong Kong harbor.
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than 80 percent expressed the belief that Asian values
differ from those of the West, and most add that these 
values have contributed significantly to the region’s re-
cent success. Others place more emphasis on deliberate
steps taken by government and economic leaders to meet
the political, economic, and social challenges their soci-
eties face.

There seems no reason to doubt that cultural factors
connected to East Asian social traditions have contrib-
uted to the economic success of these societies. Certainly,
habits such as frugality, industriousness, and subordina-
tion of individual desires have all played a role in their
governments’ ability to concentrate on the collective in-
terest. Political elites in these countries have been highly
conscious of these factors and willing to use them for na-
tional purposes. Prime Minister Lee Kuan-yew of Singa-
pore deliberately fostered the inculcation of such ideals
among the citizens of his small nation and lamented the
decline of Confucian values among the young.

The importance of specifically Confucian values, how-
ever, should not be overemphasized as a factor in what
authors Roy Hofheinz and Kent E. Calder call the “East
Asia Edge.” In the first place, until recently, mainland
China did not share in the economic success of its neigh-
bors despite a long tradition of espousing Confucian val-
ues. In fact, some historians in recent years have main-
tained that it was precisely those Confucian values 
that hindered China’s early response to the challenge of
the West.

As this and preceding chapters have shown, without
active encouragement by political elites, such traditions
cannot be effectively harnessed for the good of society as
a whole. The creative talents of the Chinese people were
not efficiently utilized under Mao Zedong or in the Little
Tigers while they were under European or Japanese colo-
nial rule (although Japanese colonialism did lead to the
creation of an infrastructure more conducive to later de-
velopment than was the case in European colonies). Only
when a “modernizing elite” took charge and began to
place a high priority on economic development were the
stunning advances of recent decades achieved. Rural

poverty was reduced, if not eliminated, by stringent land
reform and population control programs. Profit incen-
tives and foreign investment were encouraged, and the
development of export markets received high priority.

There was, of course, another common factor in the
successes achieved by Japan and its emulators. All the
Little Tigers received substantial inputs of capital and
technology from the advanced nations of the West —
Taiwan and South Korea from the United States, Hong
Kong and Singapore from Britain. Japan relied to a
greater degree on its own efforts but received a significant
advantage by being placed under the U.S. security um-
brella and guaranteed access to markets and sources of
raw materials in a region dominated by U.S. naval power.

To some observers, economic advancement in the re-
gion has sometimes been achieved at the cost of political
freedom and individual human rights. Until recently,
government repression of opposition has been common
throughout East Asia except in Japan. In addition, the
rights of national minorities and women are often still
limited in comparison with the advanced countries of the
West. Some commentators in the region take vigorous
exception to such criticism, and argue that pluralistic po-
litical systems could be very dangerous and destabilizing
in the heterogeneous societies that currently exist in the
region (see the box on p. 307).

Recent developments such as the financial crisis of
1997 have somewhat tarnished the image of the “Asian
miracle,” and there is now widespread concern that some
of the very factors that contributed to economic success
in previous years are now making it difficult for govern-
ments in the region to develop increased openness and
accountability in their financial systems. Still, it should
be kept in mind that progress in political pluralism and
human rights has not always been easy to achieve in Eu-
rope and North America and even now frequently fails to
match expectations. A rising standard of living, increased
social mobility, and a changing regional environment
brought about by the end of the Cold War should go far
to enhance political freedoms and promote social justice
in the countries bordering the western Pacific.
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Reflection
he colonial peoples of Af-

rica and Asia had modest reasons for hope as
World War II came to a close. In the Atlantic Char-

ter, issued after their meeting near the coast of Newfound-
land in August 1941, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston
Churchill had set forth a joint declaration of their peace
aims calling for the self-determination of all peoples and
self-government and sovereign rights for all nations that had
been deprived of them. Although Churchill later disavowed
the assumption that he had meant these conditions to apply
to colonial areas, Roosevelt on frequent occasions during
the war voiced his own intention to bring about the end of
colonial domination throughout the world at the close of
the conflict.

It took many years to complete the process, but the 
promise contained in the Atlantic Charter was eventually 
fulfilled. Although some powers were reluctant to divest 
themselves of their colonies, World War II had severely un-
dermined the stability of the colonial order, and by the end
of the 1940s, most colonies in Asia had received their inde-
pendence. Africa followed a decade or two later. In a few in-
stances — notably in Algeria, Indonesia, and Vietnam —
the transition to independence was a violent one, but for the
most part, it was realized by peaceful means.

In their own writings, public declarations, and state-
ments, the leaders of these newly liberated countries set
forth three broad goals at the outset of independence: to
throw off the shackles of Western economic domination and
ensure material prosperity for all their citizens, to introduce
new political institutions that would enhance the right of
self-determination of their peoples, and to develop a sense of
nationhood and establish secure territorial boundaries. It
was a measure of their own optimism and the intellectual
and cultural influence of their colonial protectors that the
governments of most of the newly liberated countries opted
to follow a capitalist or moderately socialist path toward eco-
nomic development. Only in a few cases — China, North
Korea, and Vietnam were the most notable examples —
did revolutionary leaders decide to pursue the Communist
model of development.

Within a few years of the restoration of independence,
reality had set in as most of the new governments in Asia
and Africa fell short of their ambitious goals. Virtually all 
of them remained economically dependent on the advanced
industrial nations or the Soviet Union. Several faced se-
vere problems of urban and rural poverty. At the same time,
fledgling democratic governments were gradually replaced
by military dictatorships or one-party regimes that dis-

mantled representative institutions and
oppressed dissident elements and ethnic minorities within
their borders.

What had happened to tarnish the bright dreams of
affluence and political self-determination? During the 1950s
and 1960s, one school of thought was dominant among
scholars and government officials in the United States.
Modernization theory adopted the view that the problems
faced by the newly independent countries were a conse-
quence of the difficult transition from a traditional agrarian
to a modern industrial society. Modernization theorists were
convinced that the countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America were destined to follow the path of the West to-
ward the creation of modern industrial societies but would
need time as well as substantial amounts of economic and
technological assistance to complete the journey. In their
view, it was the duty of the United States and other ad-
vanced capitalist nations to provide such assistance while
encouraging the leaders of these states to follow the path al-
ready adopted by the West. Some countries going through
this difficult period were especially vulnerable to Commu-
nist-led insurgent movements. In such cases, it was in the in-
terests of the United States and its allies to intervene, with
military power if necessary, to hasten the transition and put
the country on the path to self-sustaining growth.

Modernization theory soon began to come under attack
from a generation of younger scholars, many of whom had
reached maturity during the Vietnam War and who had
growing doubts about the roots of the problem and the
efficacy of the modernization approach. In their view, the 
responsibility for continued economic underdevelopment 
in the developing world lay not with the countries them-
selves but with their continued domination by the former
colonial powers. In this view, known as dependency theory,
the countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America were the
victims of the international marketplace, which charged
high prices for the manufactured goods of the West while
paying low prices for the raw material exports of prein-
dustrial countries. Efforts by these countries to build up 
their own industrial sectors and move into the stage of self-
sustaining growth were hampered by foreign control—
through European- and American-owned corporations —
over many of their resources. To end this “neocolonial”
relationship, the dependency theory advocates argued, de-
veloping societies should reduce their economic ties with
the West and practice a policy of economic self-reliance,
thereby taking control of their own destinies. They should
also ignore urgings that they adopt the Western model of
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capitalist democracy, which had little relevance to condi-
tions in their parts of the world.

Both of these approaches, of course, were directly linked
to the ideological divisions of the Cold War and reflected
the political bias of their advocates. Although moderniza-
tion theorists were certainly correct in pointing out some of
the key factors involved in economic development and in
suggesting that some traditional attitudes and practices were
incompatible with economic change, they were too quick to
see the Western model of development as the only relevant
one and ignored the fact that traditional customs and prac-
tices were not necessarily incompatible with nation build-
ing. They also too readily identified economic development
in the developing world with the interests of the United
States and its allies.

By the same token, the advocates of dependency theory
alluded correctly to the unfair and often disadvantageous 
relationship that continued to exist between the former
colonies and the industrialized nations of the world and to
the impact that this relationship had on the efforts of devel-
oping countries to overcome their economic difficulties. But
they often rationalized many of the mistakes made by the
leaders of developing countries while assigning all of the
blame for their plight on the evil and self-serving practices
of the industrialized world. At the same time, the recom-
mendation by some dependency theorists of a policy of self-
reliance was not only naive but sometimes disastrous, de-
priving the new nations of badly needed technology and
capital resources.

In recent years, the differences between these two schools
of thought have narrowed somewhat as their advocates have
attempted to respond to criticism of the perceived weak-
nesses in their theories. Although the two approaches still
have some methodological and ideological differences, there
is a growing consensus that there are different roads to de-
velopment and that the international marketplace can have
both beneficial and harmful effects. At the same time, a new
school of development theory, known as the world systems
approach, has attempted to place recent developments
within the broad context of world history. According to
world systems theory, during the era of capitalism, the “core”
countries of the industrializing West created a strong eco-
nomic relationship with “peripheral” areas in the Third
World to exploit their markets and sources of raw materials.
That system is now beginning to develop serious internal
contradictions and may be in the process of transformation,
an issue that we will discuss in Chapter 16.

A second area of concern for the leaders of African and
Asian countries after World War II was to create a new po-
litical culture responsive to the needs of their citizens. For
the most part, they accepted the concept of democracy as
the defining theme of that culture. Within a decade, how-

ever, democratic systems throughout the developing world
were replaced by military dictatorships or one-party govern-
ments that redefined the concept of democracy to fit their
own preferences. Some Western observers criticized the new
leaders for their autocratic tendencies, and others attempted
to explain the phenomenon by pointing out that after tradi-
tional forms of authority were replaced, it would take time to
lay the basis for pluralistic political systems. In the interim,
a strong government party under the leadership of a single
charismatic individual could mobilize the population to seek
common goals. Whatever the case, it was clear that many
had underestimated the difficulties in building democratic
political institutions in developing societies.

The problem of establishing a common national identity
was in some ways the most daunting of all the challenges fac-
ing the new nations of Asia and Africa. Many of these new
states were a composite of a wide variety of ethnic, religious,
and linguistic groups that found it difficult to agree on com-
mon symbols of nationalism. Problems of establishing an
official language and delineating territorial boundaries left
over from the colonial era created difficulties in many coun-
tries. In some cases, these problems were exacerbated by po-
litical and economic changes. The introduction of the con-
cept of democracy sharpened the desire of individual groups
to have a separate identity within a larger nation, and eco-
nomic development often favored some at the expense of
others.

The introduction of Western ideas and customs has also
had a destabilizing effect in many areas. Often such ideas 
are welcomed by some groups and resisted by others. Where
Western influence has the effect of undermining traditional
customs and religious beliefs —as, for example, in the Mid-
dle East —it provokes violent hostility and sparks tension
and even conflict within individual societies. To some,
Western customs and values represent the wave of the future
and are welcomed as a sign of progress. To others, they are
destructive of indigenous traditions and a barrier to the
growth of a genuine national identity based on history and
culture.

From the 1950s to the 1970s, the political and economic
difficulties experienced by many developing nations in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America led to chronic instability in a
number of countries and transformed the developing world
into a major theater of Cold War confrontation. During the
1980s, however, a number of new factors entered the equa-
tion and shifted the focus away from ideological competi-
tion. China’s shift to a more accommodating policy toward
the West removed fears of more wars of national liberation
supported by Beijing. At the same time, the Communist vic-
tory in Vietnam led not to falling dominoes throughout
Southeast Asia but to bitter conflict between erstwhile
Communist allies, Vietnam and China, and Vietnam and
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Cambodia. It was clear that national interests and historical
rivalries took precedence over ideological agreement.

In the meantime, the growing success of the Little Tigers
and the poor economic performance of socialist regimes led
a number of developing countries to adopt a free market ap-
proach to economic development. As we have seen, some
countries benefited from indigenous cultural and historical
factors and others from a high level of foreign aid and in-
vestment. But the role of government leadership in hinder-
ing or promoting economic growth should not be ignored.
The situation in China is an obvious case in point. While
policies adopted in the early 1950s may have been beneficial
in rectifying economic inequities and focusing attention on
infrastructure development, the Great Leap Forward and the
Cultural Revolution had disastrous economic effects. Since
the late 1970s, China has realized massive progress with a
combination of centralized party leadership and economic
policies emphasizing innovation and the interplay of free
market forces. By some measures, China today has the third
largest economy in the world.

Similarly, there have been tantalizing signs in recent
years of a revival of interest in the democratic model in var-
ious parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The best ex-
amples have been the free elections in South Korea, Taiwan,
and the Philippines, but similar developments have taken
place in a number of African countries. Nevertheless, it is
clear that in many areas, democratic institutions are quite

fragile, and experiments in democratic pluralism have failed
in a number of places. The recent financial crisis in Asia has
placed great pressure on the tenuous stability of existing po-
litical systems and, as in the case of Indonesia, on the pre-
carious unity of the state. Many political leaders in Asia and
Africa are convinced that such democratic practices as free
elections and freedom of the press can be destabilizing and
destructive of other national objectives. Many still do not
believe that democracy and economic development go hand
in hand.

Future trends in the region, then, remain obscure as the
impact of global interconnectedness provokes widespread
resistance. Under the surface, however, the influence of the
West continues unabated as changing economic circum-
stances have led to more secular attitudes, a decline in tra-
ditional hierarchical relationships, and a more open attitude
toward sexual practices. In part, this change has been a con-
sequence of the influence of Western music, movies, and tel-
evision. But it is also a product of the growth of an affluent
middle class in many societies of Asia and Africa. This
middle class is often strongly influenced by Western ways,
and its sons and daughters ape the behavior, dress, and
lifestyles of their counterparts in Europe and North Amer-
ica. When Reebok sneakers are worn and coveted in Lagos
and Nairobi, Bombay and Islamabad, Beijing and Hanoi, it
is clear that the impact of modern Western civilization has
been universalized.
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rom a historical perspective, World War II can be perceived as the 

culmination of the imperialist era. Competition among the European

powers for markets and sources of raw materials began to accelerate during

the early years of the nineteenth century and intensified as the effects of the Indus-

trial Revolution made their way through western and central Europe. By 1900, virtu-

ally all of Asia and Africa had come under some degree of formal or informal colonial

control. World War I weakened the European powers but did not bring the era of im-

perialism to an end, and the seeds of a second world confrontation were planted at

the Versailles peace conference, which failed to resolve the problems that had led to

the war in the first place. Those seeds began to sprout in the 1930s when Hitler’s

Germany sought to recoup its losses and Japan became an active participant in the

race for spoils in the Pacific region.

As World War II came to a close, the leaders of the victorious Allied nations were

presented with a second opportunity to fashion a lasting peace based on the prin-

ciples of social justice and self-determination. There were several issues on their 

postwar agenda. Europe needed to be revived from the ashes of the war and restored

to the level of political stability and economic achievement that it had seemingly 

attained at the beginning of the century. Beyond the continent of Europe, the colo-

nial system had to be dismantled and the promise of self-determination enshrined in

the Atlantic Charter applied on a global scale. The defeated nations of Germany,

Italy, and Japan had to be reintegrated into the world community in order that the

revanchist policies of the interwar era not be repeated. Finally, it was vital that 

the wartime alliance of the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union be

maintained into the postwar era so that bitter national rivalries among the powers

did not once again threaten world peace.



In the decades following the war, the first three
goals were essentially realized. During the 1950s
and 1960s, the capitalist nations managed to re-
cover from the extended economic depression
that had contributed to the start of World War II
and advanced to a level of economic prosperity
never before seen. The bloody conflicts that had
erupted among European nations during the first
half of the twentieth century came to an end, and
Germany and Japan were fully integrated into the
world community. At the same time, the Western
colonial empires in Asia and Africa were gradu-
ally dismantled, and the peoples of both conti-
nents once again recovered their independence.

But if the victorious nations of World War II
had managed to resolve several of the key prob-
lems that had contributed to a half century of
bloody conflict, the ultimate prerequisite for suc-
cess —an end to the competitive balance-of-
power system that had been a contributing factor
in both world wars —was hampered by the emer-
gence of a grueling and sometimes tense ideologi-
cal struggle between the socialist and capitalist
blocs, a competition headed by the only two re-
maining great powers, the Soviet Union and the
United States. While the two superpowers man-
aged to avoid an open confrontation, the post-
war world was divided for fifty years into two
heavily armed camps in a balance of terror that
on one occasion — the Cuban Missile Crisis —
brought the world briefly to the brink of a
nuclear holocaust.

In retrospect, the failure of the victorious world
leaders to perpetuate the Grand Alliance seems
virtually inevitable. Although the debate over
who started the Cold War has been raging among
historians for decades, it seems clear that the un-
derlying causes of the ideological conflict lie not
within the complex personalities of world leaders
such as Joseph Stalin and Harry Truman (al-
though they may have contributed to the prob-

lem) but much deeper in the political, economic,
and social conditions that existed in the world at
midcentury. The rapid recovery of Western Eu-
rope had reduced the bitterness of class conflict
and helped build strong foundations for the co-
operative system of capitalist welfare states that
emerged in the postwar era throughout the region,
but much of the remainder of the world was just
entering the early stages of the Industrial Revolu-
tion and was thus vulnerable to the bitter politi-
cal, economic, and social turmoil that had marked
the European experience in the twentieth century.

Under such circumstances, it is hardly sur-
prising that the capitalist and the Communist
nations would become entangled in a bitter com-
petition over influence in the Third World. Rep-
resenting dynamic and mutually contradictory
ideologies, both the United States and the Soviet
Union were convinced that they represented the
wave of the future and were determined to shape
postwar reality to reflect their own worldview.
The particular form that the Cold War eventu-
ally took—with two heavily armed power blocs
facing each other across a deep cultural and ideo-
logical divide —was not necessarily preordained,
but given the volatility of postwar conditions 
and the vast gap in mutual understanding and
cultural experience, it is difficult to see how the
intense rivalry that characterized the East-West
relationship could have been avoided. •

AFTER THE COLD WAR:
THE END OF HISTORY?

The decline of communism in the final decades of the
century brought an end to an era, not only in the Soviet
Union but in much of the rest of the world as well. For
more than a generation, thousands of intellectuals and
political elites in Asia, Africa, and Latin America had
looked to Marxism-Leninism as an appealing develop-
mental ideology that could rush preindustrial societies
through the modernization process without the painful
economic and social inequities associated with capital-
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ism. Communism, many thought, could make more effec-
tive use of scarce capital and resources while carrying
through the reforms needed to bring an end to centuries
of inequality in the political and social arenas.

The results, however, were much less than advertised.
Although such diverse societies as China, Vietnam, and
Cuba got off to an impressive start under Communist re-
gimes, after a generation of party rule all were increas-
ingly characterized by economic stagnation, low produc-
tivity, and underemployment. Even before the collapse of
the Soviet Union, prominent Communist states such as
China and Vietnam had begun to adopt reforms that
broke with ideological orthodoxy and borrowed liberally
from the capitalist model.

To many historians, the disintegration of the Soviet
Union signaled the end of communism as a competi-
tive force in the global environment. In some parts of 
the world, however, it has survived in the form of Com-
munist parties presiding over a mixed economy combin-
ing components of both socialism and capitalism. Why
have Communist political systems survived in some areas
while the Marxist-Leninist economic model in its classic
form has not? In the first place, it is obvious that one of
the consequences of long-term Communist rule was the
suffocation of alternative political forces and ideas. As
the situation in Eastern Europe has demonstrated, even
after the passing of communism itself, Communist parties
often appeared to be the only political force with the ex-
perience, discipline, and self-confidence to govern com-
plex and changing societies.

That monopoly of political experience, of course, is
no accident. In its Leninist incarnation, modern commu-
nism is preeminently a strategy for seizing and retaining
power. The first duty of a Communist Party on seizing
control is to determine “who defeats whom” and to estab-
lish a dictatorship of the proletariat. As a result, even
when perceptive party leaders recognize the failure of the
Marxist model to promote the creation of a technologi-
cally advanced industrial society, they view the Leninist
paradigm as a useful means of maintaining political stabil-
ity while undergoing the difficult transition through the
early stages of the Industrial Revolution. In such coun-
tries as China and Vietnam today, Marxism-Leninism has
thus become primarily a political technique —a Marx-
ist variant of the single-party or military regimes that
arose in the Third World during the immediate postwar
era. It is still too early to predict how successful such re-
gimes will ultimately be or what kind of political cul-
ture will succeed them, but there is modest reason to hope
that as their economic reform programs begin to succeed,
they will eventually evolve into pluralistic societies such
as are now taking shape elsewhere around the world.

The wave of optimism that accompanied the end of
the Cold War was all too brief. After a short period of eu-
phoria — some observers speculated that the world had
reached the “end of history,” when the liberal democratic
system had demonstrated its clear superiority and the ma-
jor problems in the future would be strictly economic —
it soon became clear that forces were now being released
that had long been held in check by the ideological
rigidities of the Cold War. The era of conflict that had
long characterized the twentieth century was not at an
end; it was simply in the process of taking a different form
(see the box on p. 319).

Nowhere was this trend more immediately apparent
than in Southeast Asia, where even before the end of the
Cold War, erstwhile allies in China, Vietnam, and Cam-
bodia turned on each other in a fratricidal conflict that
combined territorial ambitions with geopolitical con-
cerns and deep-seated historical suspicions based on the
memory of past conflicts. Ideology, it was clear, was no
barrier to historical and cultural rivalries. The pattern 
was repeated elsewhere: in Africa, where several nations
erupted into civil war during the late 1980s and 1990s; 
in the Balkans, where the Yugoslavian Federation broke
apart in a bitter conflict that has yet to be fully resolved;
and of course in the Middle East, where the historical dis-
putes in Palestine and the Persian Gulf have grown in in-
tensity and erupted repeatedly into open war. The irony
of this explosion of national, ethnic, and religious senti-
ment is that it has taken place at a time when it is be-
coming increasingly evident that the main problems in
today’s society — such as environmental pollution, over-
population, and unequal distribution of resources —are
shared to one degree or another by all humanity. In a
world that is increasingly characterized by global interde-
pendence, how can it be that the world is increasingly be-
ing pulled apart?

PROBLEMS OF
CAPITALISM

These problems are by no means limited to the develop-
ing world. After a generation of rapid growth, most of the
capitalist states in Europe and North America began in
the late 1980s to suffer through a general slowdown in
economic performance. This slowdown has in turn given
rise to a number of related problems, several with serious
social and political implications. These problems include
an increase in the level of unemployment; government
belt-tightening policies to reduce social services and wel-
fare and retirement benefits; and in many countries, an
accompanying growth in popular resentment against mi-
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nority groups or recent immigrants, who are seen as re-
sponsible for deteriorating economic prospects.

Europe: Unity or Disunity?
The problem of economic stagnation has been especially
prevalent in Western Europe, where unemployment is at
its highest level since the 1930s and economic growth in
recent years has averaged less than 1 percent annually.
Conditions have been exacerbated in recent years by the
need for individual governments to set their financial
houses in order so as to comply with the requirements for
unification as called for by the Maastricht Treaty of 1991
(see Chapter 9). For an individual nation to take part in
the process, government deficits must not greatly exceed
3 percent of gross domestic product, nor must the na-

tional debt greatly exceed 60 percent of total output.
Inflation rates must also be cut to minimal levels.

The problem is that many countries are encountering
difficulties in adopting the severe economic measures
that are needed to qualify for the transition to economic
unity. France, concerned at the potential impact on its
own fragile economy, has threatened not to carry out the
necessary reforms. In Italy, the refusal of the Communist
Party to agree to belt-tightening measures almost led to
the fall of the coalition government. Even in Germany,
long the healthiest of all major Western European states,
reductions in social benefits sharpened tensions between
the eastern and western zones and undermined public
support for the government of Gerhard Schröder.

But perhaps the most ominous consequence of the new
economic austerity has been a rise in antiforeign senti-
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CONTEMPORARY CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

ith the end of superpower rivalry and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the attention of

the world shifted to the new post–Cold War era. For 
many observers, the prognosis was excellent. U.S. President
George H. W. Bush looked forward to a new era of peace and in-
ternational cooperation, while pundits predicted the advent of a
new “American century,” marked by the victory of liberal demo-
cratic values and free enterprise capitalism. Some, however, held
a more somber view. In a speech at Westminster College in Ful-
ton, Missouri (the site of Winston Churchill’s famous Iron Cur-
tain speech in 1946), past Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev
pointed to ominous clouds on the horizon. One danger, he
warned, was that of an “exaggerated nationalism,” the product of
centrifugal forces that had been frozen by the Cold War. Another
was the growing inequality in the distribution of wealth between
rich and poor nations.

With the passage of time, it seems fair to say that Gorbachev
had the more accurate vision of the immediate future. Al-
though superpower conflict based on a fragile balance of nu-
clear terror had come to an end, sources of conflict still
abound throughout the world, and the gap between rich and
poor nations has grown ever wider. Strong forces — rapid
transportation, mass entertainment, the Internet —are in
the process of creating a single global civilization. But
equally powerful impulses, sometimes armed with modern
technology, violently resist the new global society and assert
the primacy of traditional values and identities. In the face
of such pressures, international organizations appear para-
lyzed by deep divisions over potential solutions while, as re-
cent events in the Middle East demonstrate, the New World

Order is still characterized primarily by the use or threat of
force to achieve national goals.

How can nations and peoples bring an end to this spiraling
cycle of violence in a world beset by bitter national, ethnic,
and religious rivalries? For Mikhail Gorbachev, it is essential
to develop new ways of thinking: to reject the traditional re-
liance on force in world politics, to increase mutual under-
standing and communication, and “to base international pol-
itics on moral and ethical norms that are common to all
mankind.” Vaclav Havel, the onetime playwright who be-
came the first president of a post – Cold War Czechoslovakia,
agreed. In a speech before the U.S. Houses of Congress in
1990, he called for a new human consciousness that would
transcend family, community, and national interests in a
broader commitment to the “family of man.” In an address at
Harvard University five years later, he noted that the clash-
ing interests of globalism and tradition could only be tran-
scended by a new spirit of tolerance, and by recognizing the
reality of a multicultural and multipolar world civilization.

As both statesman were quick to concede, these were
revolutionary goals and would not be easy to achieve. Yet
the alternative was unthinkable. Without a new sense of
human morality and responsibility, Havel warned the mem-
bers of Congress, “the catastrophe toward which this world
is headed —be it ecological, social, demographic or a general
breakdown of civilization —will be unavoidable.”

Sources: Speech by Mikhail Gorbachev at Fulton, Missouri, in the New
York Times, May 7, 1992; Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika (New York:
HarperCollins, 1997); Vaclav Havel, The Art of the Impossible: Politics as
Morality in Practice (New York: Fromm, 1998); Speech by Vaclav Havel to
the U. S. Congress, quoted in the Washington Post, February 22, 1990).



ment. In Germany, attacks against foreign residents —
mainly Turks, many of whom have lived in the country for
years —have increased substantially. Conservative forces
have turned to the idea of preserving “German culture” as
a rallying cry to win the support of Germans concerned
over the rapid process of change. In France, hostility to
immigrants from North Africa has led to rising support
for Jean-Marie Le Pen’s National Front, which advocates
strict limits on immigration and the ejection of many for-
eigners currently living in the country. It seems clear that
the ethnic animosities that so often fueled conflict in Eu-
rope before World War II have not entirely abated.

By no means do all Europeans fear the costs of eco-
nomic unity. Official sources argue that it will increase
the region’s ability to compete with economic power-
houses such as the United States and Japan. But fear of
change and a strong legacy of nationalist sentiment have
promoted public fears that economic unification could
have disastrous consequences. This is especially true in
Great Britain and also in Germany, where many see little
benefit and much risk from joining a larger Europe.

At the same time, some of the smaller states within the
European Union (EU) are afraid that their concerns will
be ignored by the larger powers. Such concerns have also
emerged in Eastern Europe, where several governments
are seeking membership in the EU to improve their own
economic conditions.

The United States: 
Capitalism Ascendant
In some respects, the United States fared better than
other capitalist states as the economic revival that took
place in the 1990s enabled the Clinton administration to
reduce budget deficits without having to engage in sub-
stantial tax increases or a massive reduction in welfare
spending. Even there, however, continued increases in
social spending provoked the passage of new legislation
to reduce welfare and health care benefits. Nor has the
steady growth in the gross domestic product led to in-
creased prosperity for all Americans. Although the rich
have been getting richer, the poorest 20 percent of the
population has so far seen little benefit. The lack of sus-
tained growth in consumer demand may be a major rea-
son for the economic slowdown that began to appear
early in the new century and has brought unemployment
levels to the highest rate in recent years.

The United States has not yet witnessed the emer-
gence of significant antiforeign sentiment on the scale of
some countries in Europe, perhaps partly because of the
salutary effect of a steadily growing economy. Recent his-

tory suggests that tolerance toward immigrants tends to
decrease during periods of economic malaise, and vice
versa. But there are indications that anger against the
growing presence of foreign-born residents —especially
those who have arrived illegally —is growing. Legislation
to limit social benefits to noncitizens and to expel illegal
aliens has been proposed at the state level and has been
debated in Congress. Many American workers, with the
support of labor unions, have vocally opposed the enact-
ment of trade agreements such as the North American
Free Trade Association (NAFTA) that would allegedly
lead to a flight of jobs overseas as U.S. corporations seek
to reduce production costs by hiring cheaper labor. Op-
ponents of globalization have become increasingly vocal,
leading to violent protest demonstrations at meetings of
the World Trade Organization, the World Bank, and the
International Monetary Fund.

Yet as in the case of European unity, there is solid eco-
nomic logic in pursuing the goal of increasing globaliza-
tion of trade. The U.S. industrial machine is increasingly
dependent on the importation of raw materials from
abroad, and corporate profits are to a rising degree a con-
sequence of sales of U.S. goods in overseas markets. Al-
though foreign competition can sometimes lead to a loss
of jobs — or entire industries —in the United States, the
overall effect is likely to be a growing market for U.S.
goods in the international marketplace. Moreover, as the
case of the automobile industry has demonstrated, in-
creased competition is crucial for maintaining and en-
hancing the quality of American products. President
George W. Bush, who came into office in January 2001,
has voiced his support for the creation of a global free
trade zone incorporating all the nations of the Western
Hemisphere.

It is hardly surprising that the main proponent of the
global economic marketplace is the United States, a
country well placed to take full advantage of the techno-
logical revolution and turn it to its own advantage. Its
large market relatively unfettered by onerous government
regulations, generous amounts of capital, a tradition of
political stability, and an outstanding system of higher ed-
ucation all combine to give the United States an edge
over most of its rivals in the relentless drive to achieve a
dominant position in the world economy. As Washington
applies pressure on other governments to open up their
economies to the competition of the international mar-
ketplace and to adopt concepts of human rights that ac-
cord with those in the United States, resentment of the
U.S. behemoth and fears of U.S. global domination are
once again on the rise, as they were during the immediate
postwar era.
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Asian Miracle or Asian Myth?

Until quite recently, it was common to observe that the
one area in the capitalist world that was in a strong posi-
tion to advance rapidly in the economic sphere without
suffering the social and political strains experienced in
the West was East Asia, where Japan and the so-called
Little Tigers appeared able to combine rapid economic
growth with a minimum of social problems and a consid-
erable degree of political stability. Pundits in the region
and abroad opined that the “East Asian miracle” was a
product of the amalgamation of capitalist economic tech-
niques and a value system inherited from Confucius that
stressed hard work, frugality, and the subordination of the
individual to the community —all reminiscent of the
“Puritan ethic” of the early capitalist era in the West.

There is indeed some similarity between the recent
performance of many East Asian societies and early capi-
talism in the West. Some commentators in East Asia
have pointed with pride to their traditional values and re-
marked that in the West such values as hard work and a
habit of saving have been replaced by a certain hedonism
that values individual over community interests and
prizes gratification over future needs. Some observers in
the West have agreed with this assessment and lamented
the complacency and rampant materialism of Western
culture.

As the twentieth century neared its end, however, the
argument suddenly became academic, as evidence accu-
mulated that the East Asian miracle itself may be a myth
or at least an overstatement of a more complex reality.
The financial crisis of 1997 demonstrated that the Pacific
nations were not immune to the vicissitudes of capitalism
and that overconfidence and lack of attention to funda-
mentals could be as destructive on one side of the ocean
as the other. Mesmerized by the rhetorical vision of the
Confucian work ethic and less experienced in riding the
choppy waves of the capitalist business cycle, Asian gov-
ernments and entrepreneurs alike became too compla-
cent in their view that the bull market in the region
would never end. Banks extended loans on shaky proj-
ects, and governments invested heavily in expensive in-
frastructure improvements that exploded budget deficits
while promising few financial returns until the distant fu-
ture. When foreign investors grew wary and began with-
drawing their funds, the bubble burst. It has been a sober-
ing experience. As one commentator put it, “It was all
too Disneyland; so much glass that was too shiny. Now
they are going through a cultural crisis triggered by the
economic crisis. These countries have to become more
pragmatic.”1

It would be premature to conclude that the recent vi-
sion of a “Pacific century” will fade as surely as Khru-
shchev’s famous boast to Eisenhower four decades ago
that “we will bury you.” The economic fundamentals in
many East Asian countries are essentially sound, and the
region will undoubtedly recover from the current crisis
and resume the pace of steady growth that characterized
its performance during the last quarter of the twentieth
century. But the fiscal crisis of the late 1990s serves as 
a warning signal that success —in East Asia as in the
West —is the product of hard work and can never be
assumed.

FROM THE
INDUSTRIAL
TO THE
TECHNOLOGICAL
REVOLUTION

As many observers have noted, a key aspect of the prob-
lem is that the world economy as a whole is in the process
of transition to what has been called a “postindustrial
age,” characterized by the emergence of a system that is
not only increasingly global in scope but also increasingly
technology-intensive. This process, which futurologist
Alvin Toffler has dubbed the Third Wave (the first two
being the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions), has
caused difficulties for people in many walks of life —for
blue-collar workers, whose high wages price them out of
the market as firms begin to move their factories abroad;
for the poor and uneducated, who lack the technical
skills to handle complex tasks in the contemporary econ-
omy; and even for members of the middle class, who have
been fired or forced into retirement as their employers
seek to slim down to compete in the global marketplace.2

It is now increasingly clear that the Technological
Revolution, like the Industrial Revolution that preceded
it, will entail enormous consequences and may ultimately
give birth to a level of social and political instability that
has not been seen in the developed world since the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The success of advanced capi-
talist states in the second half of the twentieth century
was built on the foundations of a broad consensus on the
importance of several propositions: (1) the importance of
limiting income inequities to reduce the threat of po-
litical instability while maximizing domestic consumer
demand; (2) the need for high levels of government in-
vestment in infrastructure projects such as education,
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communications, and transportation as a means of meet-
ing the challenges of continued economic growth and
technological innovation; and (3) the desirability of 
cooperative efforts in the international arena as a means
of maintaining open markets for the free exchange 
of goods.

As the twenty-first century gains momentum, all of
these assumptions are increasingly coming under attack.
Citizens are reacting with growing hostility to the high
tax rates needed to maintain the welfare state, refusing to
support education and infrastructure development, and
opposing the formation of trading alliances to promote
the free movement of goods and labor across national
borders. Such attitudes are being expressed by individuals
and groups on all sides of the political spectrum, making
the traditional designations of left-wing and right-wing
politics increasingly meaningless. Although most govern-
ments and political elites have continued to support most
of the programs that underpin the welfare state and the
global marketplace, they are increasingly attacked by
groups in society that feel they have been victimized by
the system. The breakdown of the public consensus that
brought modern capitalism to a pinnacle of achievement
raises serious questions about the likelihood that the
coming challenge of the Third Wave can be successfully
met without a growing measure of political and social
tension in both the domestic and international arenas.

A TRANSVALUATION
OF VALUES

Of course, not all the problems facing the advanced hu-
man societies around the world can be ascribed directly to
economic factors. It is one of the paradoxes of the mod-
ern world that at a time of almost unsurpassed political
stability and economic prosperity for the majority of the
population in the advanced capitalist states, public cyni-
cism about the system is increasingly widespread. Alien-
ation and drug use among young people in many Western
societies are at dangerously high levels, and although
crime rates have dropped slightly in some areas, the rate
of criminal activities remains much higher than in the
immediate postwar era.

The Family
The reasons advanced to explain this paradox vary
widely. Some observers place the responsibility for many
contemporary social problems on the decline of the tra-
ditional family system. The statistics are indeed disquiet-
ing. There has been a steady rise in the percentage of il-
legitimate births and single-parent families in countries
throughout the Western world. In the United States, ap-
proximately half of all marriages will end in divorce. Even
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� CHINA CALLING. As the new
century dawns, the entire world is be-
coming wired, as developing nations
realize that economic success depends
on informational technology. Shown
here is a young Chinese reporting to
his family on a visit to the Great Wall.
By 2007 it is estimated that China will
be the world’s largest user of the inter-
net, with 300 million individuals on
line. By then, an equal number of Chi-
nese will possess cellphones.

AP
/W

id
e 

W
or

ld
 P

ho
to

s



in two-parent families, more and more parents work full
time, thus leaving the children to fend for themselves on
their return from school.

Observers point to several factors as an explanation for
these conditions: the growing emphasis in advanced cap-
italist states on an individualistic lifestyle devoted to in-
stant gratification —a phenomenon that is promoted vig-
orously by the advertising media; the rise of the feminist
movement, which has freed women from the servitude
imposed on their predecessors, but at the expense of re-
moving them from full-time responsibility for the care
and nurturing of the next generation; and the increasing
mobility of contemporary life, which disrupts traditional
family ties and creates a sense of rootlessness and imper-
sonality in the individual’s relationship to the surround-
ing environment.

What is worth noting here is that to one degree or an-
other, the traditional nuclear family is under attack in so-
cieties around the world, not just in the West. Even in
East Asia, where the Confucian tradition of filial piety
and family solidarity has been endlessly touted as a major
factor in the region’s economic success, the incidence of
divorce and illegitimate births is on the rise, as is the per-
centage of women in the workforce. Older citizens fre-
quently complain that the Asian youth of today are too
materialistic, faddish, and steeped in the individualis-
tic values of the West. Such criticisms are now voiced 
in mainland China as well as in the capitalist societies
around its perimeter. Public opinion surveys suggest that
some of the generational differences in Asian societies are
only skin deep. When queried about their views, most
young Asians express support for the same conserva-
tive values of family, hard work, and care for the elderly
as their parents. Still, the evidence suggests that the 
trend away from the traditional family is a worldwide
phenomenon.

Religion
While some analysts cite the reduced role of the tradi-
tional family as a major factor in the widespread sense of
malaise in the contemporary world, others point to the
decline in religion and the increasing secularization of
Western society. It seems indisputable that one of the
causes of the widespread feeling of alienation in many so-
cieties is the absence of any sense of underlying meaning
and purpose in life, which religious faith often provides.
Historical experience suggests, however, that while in-
tensity of religious fervor may serve to enhance the sense
of community among believers, it can sometimes have a
highly divisive impact on society as a whole, as the ex-

amples of Northern Ireland, Yugoslavia, and the Middle
East vividly attest. Religion, by itself, cannot serve as a
panacea for the problems of the contemporary world.

In any event, the issue of religion and its implications
for social policy is complicated. Although the percentage
of people attending church on a regular basis or profess-
ing firm religious convictions has been dropping steadily
in many Western countries, the intensity of religious be-
lief appears to be growing in many communities. This
phenomenon is especially apparent in the United States,
where the evangelical movement has become a signifi-
cant force in politics and an influential factor in defining
many social issues. But it has also occurred in Latin
America, where a drop in membership in the Roman
Catholic Church has been offset by significant increases
in the popularity of evangelical Protestant sects. There
are significant differences between the two cases, how-
ever. Whereas the evangelical movement in the United
States tends to adopt conservative positions on social is-
sues such as abortion rights, divorce, and sexual freedom,
in Brazil one of the reasons advanced for the popularity of
evangelical sects is the stand taken by the Vatican on is-
sues such as divorce and abortion. In Brazil, even the vast
majority of Catholics surveyed support the right to abor-
tion in cases of rape or danger to the mother and believe
in the importance of birth control to limit population
growth and achieve smaller families.

For many evangelical Christians in the United States,
the revival of religious convictions and the adoption of a
Christian lifestyle are viewed as necessary prerequisites
for resolving the problems of crime, drugs, and social
alienation. Some evidence does suggest that children
who attend church in the United States are less likely to
be involved in crime and that they perform better in their
schoolwork. Some in the evangelical movement, how-
ever, not only support a conservative social agenda but
also express a growing suspicion of the role of technology
and science in the contemporary world. Some Christian
groups have opposed the teaching of evolutionary theory
in the classroom or have demanded that public schools
present the biblical interpretation of the creation of the
earth. Although fear over the impact of science on con-
temporary life is widespread and understandable, efforts
to turn the clock back to a mythical golden age are not
likely to succeed in the face of powerful forces for change
set in motion by advances in scientific knowledge.

Technology
Concern about the impact of technology on contempo-
rary life is by no means limited to evangelicals. Voices
across the political and social spectrum have begun to
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suggest that scientific advances are at least partly respon-
sible for the psychological malaise now so prevalent in
much of the modern world. The criticism dates back at
least to the advent of television. Television, in the eyes of
its critics, has contributed to a decline in human commu-
nication and turned viewers from active participants in
the experience of life into passive observers. With the ad-
vent of the computer, the process has accelerated as re-
cent generations of young people raised on video games
and surfing the World Wide Web find less and less time
for personal relationships or creative activities. At the
same time, however, the Internet provides an avenue for
lonely individuals to communicate with the outside
world and seek out others with common interests. The
most that can be said at the present time is that such in-
novations provide both an opportunity and a danger —
an opportunity to explore new avenues of communica-
tion and a danger that in the process, the nature of the
human experience will be irrevocably changed.

Capitalism
Some theorists argue that the party most responsible for
the hedonism and materialism of contemporary life is the
capitalist system, which has raised narcissism and con-
spicuous consumerism to the height of the modern con-
sciousness. It is no doubt true that by promoting material
consumption as perhaps the supreme good, modern capi-
talism has encouraged the acquisitive side of human na-
ture and undermined the traditional virtues of frugality
and self-denial and the life of the spirit. As Karl Marx
perceptively noted more than a century ago, under capi-
talism money is “the universal self-constituted value of all
things. It has therefore robbed the whole world, human as
well as natural, of its own values.”3

Perhaps, however, it is more accurate to state that cap-
italism simply recognizes the acquisitive side of human
nature and sets out to make a profit from it. Recent events
around the world suggest that efforts to suppress the ac-
quisitive instinct are ultimately doomed to fail, no matter
how stringently they are applied. It is thus left to individ-
ual human beings, families, and communities to decide
how to supplement material aspirations with the higher
values traditionally associated with the human experi-
ence. Perhaps it is worth observing that more than once,
capitalism has demonstrated the ability to rectify its
shortcomings when they threaten the survival of the sys-
tem. It remains to be seen whether it can successfully deal
with the corrosive effects of contemporary materialism on
the traditional spiritual longings of humankind.

ONE WORLD, ONE
ENVIRONMENT

Another crucial factor that is affecting the evolution of
society and the global economy is growing concern over
the impact of industrialization on the earth’s environ-
ment. There is nothing new about human beings causing
damage to their natural surroundings. It may first have oc-
curred when Neolithic peoples began to practice slash-
and-burn agriculture or when excessive hunting thinned
out the herds of bison and caribou in the Western Hemi-
sphere. It almost certainly played a major role in the de-
cline of the ancient civilizations in the Persian Gulf re-
gion and later of the Roman Empire.

Never before, however, has the danger of significant
ecological damage been as extensive as during the past
century. The effects of chemicals introduced into the at-
mosphere or into rivers, lakes, and oceans have increas-
ingly threatened the health and well-being of all living
species. For many years, the main focus of environmental
concern was in the developed countries of the West,
where industrial effluents, automobile exhaust, and the
use of artificial fertilizers and insecticides led to urban
smog, extensive damage to crops and wildlife, and a ma-
jor reduction of the ozone layer in the upper atmosphere.
In recent decades, however, it has become clear that the
problem is now global in scope and demands vigorous ac-
tion in the international arena.

The opening of Eastern Europe after the revolutions of
1989 brought to the world’s attention the incredible en-
vironmental destruction in that region caused by unfet-
tered industrial pollution. Communist governments had
obviously operated under the assumption that production
quotas were much more important than environmental
protection. The nuclear power disaster at Chernobyl in
the Ukraine in 1986 made Europeans acutely aware of po-
tential environmental hazards, and 1987 was touted as
the “year of the environment.” Many European states
now felt compelled to advocate new regulations to pro-
tect the environment, and many of them established gov-
ernment ministries to oversee environmental issues.

For some, such official actions were insufficient, and
beginning in the 1980s, a number of new political parties
were established to focus exclusively on environmental
issues. Although these so-called Green movements and
parties have played an important role in making people
aware of ecological problems, they have by no means been
able to control the debate. Too often, environmental is-
sues come out second in clashes with economic issues.
Still, during the 1990s, more and more European govern-
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ments were beginning to sponsor projects to safeguard the
environment and clean up the worst sources of pollution.

In recent years, the problem has spread elsewhere.
China’s headlong rush to industrialization has resulted in
major ecological damage in that country. Industrial smog
has created almost unlivable conditions in many cities,
and hillsides denuded of their forests have caused severe
problems of erosion and destruction of farmlands. Some
environmentalists believe that levels of pollution in
China are already higher than in the fully developed in-
dustrial societies of the West, a reality that raises serious
questions about Beijing’s ability to re-create the automo-
tive culture of the modern West in China.

Destruction of the rain forest is a growing problem in
many parts of the world, notably in Brazil and in the In-
donesian archipelago. With the forest cover throughout
the earth rapidly declining, there is less plant life to per-
form the crucial process of reducing carbon dioxide levels
in the atmosphere. In 1997, forest fires on the Indonesian
islands of Sumatra and Borneo created a blanket of smoke
over the entire region, forcing schools and offices to close
and causing thousands of respiratory ailments. Some of
the damage could be attributed to the traditional slash-
and-burn techniques used by subsistence farmers to clear
forest cover for their farmlands, but the primary cause was
the clearing of forestland to create or expand palm oil
plantations, one of the region’s major sources of export
revenue.

One of the few salutary consequences of such inci-
dents has been a growing international consensus that
environmental concerns have taken on a truly global
character. Although the danger of global warming —al-
legedly caused by the release, as a result of industrializa-
tion, of certain gases into the atmosphere —has not yet
been definitively proved, it had become a source of
sufficient concern to bring about an international confer-
ence on the subject in Kyoto in December 1997. If, as
many scientists predict, worldwide temperatures should
increase, the rise in sea levels could pose a significant
threat to low-lying islands and coastal areas throughout
the world, while climatic change could lead to severe
droughts or excessive rainfall in cultivated areas.

It is one thing to recognize a problem, however, and
quite another to resolve it. So far, cooperative efforts
among nations to alleviate environmental problems have
all too often been hindered by economic forces or by po-
litical, ethnic, and religious disputes. The 1997 confer-
ence on global warming, for example, was marked by bit-
ter disagreement over the degree to which developing
countries should share the burden of cleaning up the en-
vironment. As a result, it achieved few concrete results.

The fact is that few nations have been willing to take uni-
lateral action that might pose an obstacle to economic
development plans or lead to a rise in unemployment. In-
dia, Pakistan, and Bangladesh have squabbled over the
use of the waters of the Ganges and Indus Rivers, as have
Israel and its neighbors over the scarce water resources of
the Middle East. Pollution of the Rhine River by factories
along its banks provokes angry disputes among European
nations, and the United States and Canada have argued
about the effects of acid rain on Canadian forests.

Today, such disputes represent a major obstacle to the
challenge of meeting the threat of global warming. Mea-
sures to reduce the release of harmful gases into the at-
mosphere will be costly and could have significant nega-
tive effects on economic growth. Politicians who embrace
such measures, then, are risking political suicide. As Pres-
ident Bill Clinton remarked about a proposal to reduce
the danger of global warming by raising energy prices,
such a measure “either won’t pass the Senate or it won’t
pass muster with the American people.” In any event,
what is most needed is a degree of international coopera-
tion that would bring about major efforts to reduce pollu-
tion levels throughout the world. So far, there is little in-
dication that advanced and developing nations are close
to agreement on how the sacrifice is to be divided. Inter-
national meetings convened to discuss how to implement
the agreement hammered out at the Kyoto conference
have been mired in dispute, and in 2001, President
George W. Bush declared that the United States would
not sign the treaty as it stands.

THE POPULATION
DEBATE

At the root of much of the concern about the environ-
ment is the worry that global population growth could
eventually outstrip the capacity of the world to feed itself.
Concern over excessive population growth, of course,
dates back to the fears expressed in the early nineteenth
century by the British economist Thomas Malthus, who
worried that population growth would increase more rap-
idly than food supply. It peaked in the decades immedi-
ately following World War II, when a rise in world birth-
rates and a decline in infant mortality combined to fuel a
dramatic increase in population in much of the Third
World. The concern was set aside for a period after the
1970s, when the Green Revolution improved crop yields
and statistical evidence appeared to suggest that the rate
of population growth was declining in many countries of
Asia and Latin America.
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Yet some experts question whether increases in food
production through technological innovation (in recent
years, the Green Revolution has been supplemented by a
“Blue Revolution” to increase food yields from the world’s
oceans, seas, and rivers) can keep up indefinitely with
world population growth, which continues today, though
at a slightly reduced rate from earlier levels. From a total
of 2.5 billion people in 1950, world population rose to
5.7 billion in 1995 and is predicted to reach ten billion in
the middle of this century. Today, many eyes are focused
on India, where the population recently surpassed one bil-
lion, and on China, where family planning programs have
lost effectiveness in recent years and where precious rice
lands have been turned to industrial or commercial use.

GLOBAL VILLAGE
OR CLASH OF
CIVILIZATIONS?

For four decades, such global challenges were all too fre-
quently submerged in the public consciousness as the two
major power blocs competed for advantage. The collapse
of the Soviet Union brought an end to the Cold War but
left world leaders almost totally unprepared to face the
consequences. Statesmen, scholars, and political pundits
began to forecast the emergence of a “new world order.”
Few, however, had any real idea of what it would entail.
With the division of the world into two squabbling ideo-
logical power blocs suddenly at an end, there was little
certainty, and much speculation, about what was going to
take its place.

One hypothesis that won support in some quarters was
that the decline of communism signaled that the indus-
trial capitalist democracies of the West had triumphed in
the war of ideas and would now proceed to remake the
rest of the world in their own image. Some people cited
as evidence a widely discussed book, The End of History
and the Last Man, in which the American scholar Francis
Fukuyama argued that capitalism and the Western con-
cept of liberal democracy, while hardly ideal in their ca-
pacity to satisfy all human aspirations, are at least more
effective than rival doctrines in achieving those longings
and therefore deserve consideration as the best available
ideology to be applied universally throughout the globe.4

Fukuyama’s thesis provoked a firestorm of debate.
Many critics pointed out the absence of any religious
component in the liberal democratic model and argued
the need for a return to religious faith, with its emphasis
on the life of the spirit and traditional moral values. Oth-
ers, noting that greater human freedom and increasing

material prosperity have not led to a heightened sense of
human achievement and emotional satisfaction but
rather to increasing alienation and a crass pursuit of he-
donistic pleasures, argued that a new and perhaps “post-
modernist” paradigm for the human experience must be
found.

Whether or not Fukuyama’s proposition is true, it is
much too early to assume (as he would no doubt admit)
that the liberal democratic model has in fact triumphed
in the clash of ideas that dominated the twentieth cen-
tury. Although it is no doubt true that much of the world
is now linked together in the economic marketplace cre-
ated by the Western industrial nations, it seems clear from
the discussion of contemporary issues in this chapter that
the future hegemony of Western political ideas and insti-
tutions is by no means assured, despite their current dom-
inating position as a result of the decline of communism.

For one thing, in much of the world today, Western
values are threatened or are under direct attack. In Af-
rica, even the facade of democratic institutions has been
discarded as autocratic leaders rely on the power of the
gun as sole justification for their actions. In India, the de-
cline of the once dominant Congress Party has led to the
emergence of fragile governments, religious strife, and
spreading official corruption, leaving the future of the
world’s largest democracy in doubt. Even in East Asia,
where pluralistic societies have begun to appear in a num-
ber of industrializing countries, leading political figures
have expressed serious reservations about Western con-
cepts of democracy and individualism and openly ques-
tioned their relevance to their societies. The issue was
raised at a meeting of the ASEAN states in July 1997,
when feisty Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mo-
hamad declared that the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, passed after World War II at the behest of the
victorious Western nations, was not appropriate to the
needs of poorer non-Western countries and should be re-
viewed. The reaction was immediate. One U.S. official
attending the conference retorted that the sentiments
contained in the Universal Declaration were “shared by
all peoples and all cultures” and had not been imposed by
the West. Nevertheless, a number of political leaders in
the region echoed Mahathir’s views and insisted on the
need for a review. Their comments were quickly seconded
by Chinese President Jiang Zemin, who declared during a
visit to the United States later in the year that human
rights were not a matter that could be dictated by the
powerful nations of the world but rather an issue to be de-
termined by individual societies on the basis of their own
traditions and course of development.

Although one factor involved in the debate is un-
doubtedly the rising frustration of Asian leaders at con-
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tinuing Western domination of the global economy, in
fact political elites in much of the world today do not ac-
cept the Western assumption that individual rights must
take precedence over community interests, asserting in-
stead the more traditional view that community concerns
must ultimately be given priority. Some argue that in
defining human rights almost exclusively in terms of in-
dividual freedom, Western commentators ignore the im-
portance of providing adequate food and shelter for all
members of society.

It is possible, of course, that the liberal democratic
model will become more acceptable in parts of Africa and
Asia to the degree that societies in those regions proceed
successfully through the advanced stages of the industrial
and technological revolutions, thus giving birth to the
middle-class values that underlie modern civilization in
the West. There is no guarantee, however, that current
conditions, which have been relatively favorable to that
process, will continue indefinitely, or that all peoples and
all societies will share equally in the benefits. The fact is
that just as the Industrial Revolution exacerbated exist-
ing tensions in and among the nations of Europe, global-
ization and the Technological Revolution are imposing
their own strains on human societies today. Should such
strains become increasingly intense, they could trigger
political and social conflict.

In The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the
World Order, Samuel P. Huntington has responded to
these concerns by suggesting that the post – Cold War
era, far from marking the triumph of the Western idea,
will be characterized by increased global fragmentation
and a “clash of civilizations” based on ethnic, cultural, 
or religious differences. According to Huntington, cul-
tural identity has replaced shared ideology as the domi-
nant force in world affairs. As a result, he argues, the 
coming decades may see an emerging world dominated 
by disputing cultural blocs in East Asia, Western Eu-
rope and the United States, Eurasia, and the Middle East,
with the societies in each region coalescing around com-
mon cultural features against perceived threats from rival
forces elsewhere around the globe. The dream of a uni-
versal order dominated by Western values, he concludes,
is a fantasy.5

Events in recent years have appeared to bear out Hunt-
ington’s hypothesis. The collapse of the Soviet Union led
to the emergence of several squabbling new nations and
a general atmosphere of conflict and tension in the Bal-
kans and at other points along the perimeter of the old
Soviet Empire. Even more dramatically, the terrorist at-
tack in September 2001 appeared to have set the ad-
vanced nations of the West and the Muslim world on a
collision course.

In fact, the phenomenon is worldwide in scope and
growing in importance. Even as the world becomes more
global in culture and interdependent in its mutual re-
lations, forces have been at work attempting to redefine
the political, cultural, and ethnic ways in which it is di-
vided. This process is taking place not only in developing
countries but also in the West, where fear of the Techno-
logical Revolution and public anger at the impact of
globalization and foreign competition have reached dis-
turbing levels. Such views are often dismissed by so-
phisticated commentators as atavistic attempts by un-
informed people seeking to return to a mythical past. But
perhaps they should more accurately be interpreted as an
inevitable consequence of the rising thirst for self-
protection and group identity in an impersonal and rap-
idly changing world. Shared culture is one defense against
the impersonal world around us.

Huntington’s thesis serves as a useful corrective to the
complacent tendency of many observers in Europe and
the United States to see Western civilization as the zenith
and the final destination of human achievement. In the
promotion by Western leaders of the concepts of univer-
sal human rights and a global marketplace, there is a rec-
ognizable element of the cultural arrogance that was
reflected in the doctrine of social Darwinism at the end of
the nineteenth century. Both views take as their starting
point the assumption that the Western conceptualization
of the human experience is universal in scope and will ul-
timately, inexorably spread to the rest of the world. Nei-
ther gives much credence to the view that other civiliza-
tions might have seized on a corner of the truth and thus
have something to offer.

That is not to say, however, that Huntington’s vision 
of clashing civilizations is necessarily the most persuasive
characterization of the probable state of the world in the
twenty-first century. In dividing the world into com-
peting cultural blocs, Huntington has probably under-
estimated the centrifugal forces at work in the various 
regions of the world. As many critics have noted, deep-
rooted cultural and historical rivalries exist among the
various nations in southern and eastern Asia and in the
Middle East, as well as in Africa, preventing any mean-
ingful degree of mutual cooperation against allegedly hos-
tile forces in the outside world. Differences between the
United States and leading European nations over the de-
cision to invade Iraq demonstrate that fissures are grow-
ing even within the Western alliance.

Huntington also tends to ignore the transformative ef-
fect of the Industrial Revolution and the emerging global
informational network. As the Industrial and Technolog-
ical Revolutions spread across the face of the earth, their
impact is measurably stronger in some societies than in
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others, thus intensifying political, economic, and cultural
distinctions in a given region while establishing links be-
tween individual societies in that region and their coun-
terparts undergoing similar experiences in other parts of
the world. Although the parallel drive to global industrial
hegemony in Japan and the United States, for example,
has served to divide the two countries on a variety of is-
sues, it has intensified tensions between Japan and its
competitor South Korea and weakened the political and
cultural ties that have historically existed between Japan
and China.

The most likely scenario for the next few decades,
then, is more complex than either the global village hy-
pothesis or its conceptual rival, the clash of civilizations.
The world of the twenty-first century will be charac-
terized by simultaneous trends toward globalization and
fragmentation, as the inexorable thrust of technology and
information transforms societies and gives rise to coun-
terreactions among individuals and communities seeking
to preserve a group identity and a sense of meaning and
purpose in a confusing world.

Under such conditions, how can world leaders hope to
resolve localized conflicts and prevent them from spread-
ing into neighboring regions, with consequences that
could bring an end to the current period of economic ex-
pansion and usher in a new era of global impoverishment?
To some analysts, the answer lies in strengthening the ca-
pacity of the United Nations and various regional secu-
rity organizations to deal effectively with local conflicts.
In recent years, the UN has dispatched peacekeeping
missions to nearly twenty different nations on five con-
tinents, with a total troop commitment of more than
40,000 military personnel. Nearly 100,000 NATO troops
are currently attempting to preserve a fragile cease-fire in
the Balkans. The challenge is not only to bring about an
end to a particular conflict but also to resolve the prob-
lems that gave rise to the dispute in the first place.

Some observers argue that the UN and similar multi-
national organizations are not the answer. The second
Bush administration in the United States, for example,
prefers to place its faith in unilateral strategies such as the
construction of an antimissile defense system (a successor
of the “Star Wars” project of the 1980s), combined with
the adoption of a policy of disengagement from conflicts
that take place in areas deemed not vital to U.S. national
security. One drawback to such an approach is that
conflicts in isolated parts of the world often have the po-
tential to spread, thus affecting issues of vital concern
such as the oil supply in the Middle East or the safety of
trade routes in Southeast Asia.

The U.S. decision in 2003 to launch a preemptive in-
vasion of Iraq has also sparked controversy, arousing mis-

givings among its allies in Europe, who fear that unilat-
eral actions not sanctioned by the UN could undermine
global stability and spark a wave of anti-U.S. sentiment in
various parts of the world.

THE ARTS: MIRROR
OF THE AGE

If, as the Spanish tenor Placido Domingo once observed,
the arts are the signature of their age, what has been hap-
pening in literature, art, music, and architecture in recent
decades is a reflection of the evolving global response to
the rapid changes taking place in human society today.
This reaction has sometimes been described as postmod-
ernism, although today’s developments are much too di-
verse to be placed under a single label. Some of the arts
are still experimenting with the modernist quest for the
new and the radical. Others have begun to return to more
traditional styles as a reaction against globalization and a
response to the search for national and cultural identity
in a bewildering world (see the box on p. 329).

The most appropriate label for the contemporary cul-
tural scene, in fact, is probably pluralism. The arts today
are an eclectic hybrid, combining different movements,
genres, and media, as well as incorporating different eth-
nic or national characteristics. There is no doubt that
Western culture has strongly influenced the development
of the arts throughout the world in recent decades. In
fact, the process has gone in both directions as art forms
from Africa and Asia have profoundly enriched the cul-
tural scene in the West. One ironic illustration is that
some of the best literature in the English and French lan-
guages today is being written in the nations that were
once under British or French colonial rule. Today, global
interchange in the arts is playing the same creative role
that the exchange of technology between different re-
gions played in stimulating the Industrial Revolution. As
one Japanese composer declared not long ago, “I would
like to develop in two directions at once: as a Japanese
with respect to tradition, and as a Westerner with respect
to innovation. . . . In that way I can avoid isolation from
the tradition and yet also push toward the future in each
new work.”6

Such a globalization of culture, however, has its price.
Because of the popularity of Western culture throughout
the Third World, local cultural forms are being eroded
and destroyed as a result of contamination by Western
music, mass television, and commercial hype. Although
what has been called the “McWorld culture” of Coca-
Cola, jeans, and rock is considered merely cosmetic by
some, others see it as cultural neoimperialism and a real
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AN AGE OF POSTMODERNISM

ostmodernism is the name that has often been ap-
plied to the development of the arts in the latter part

of the twentieth century. Appearing first in philosophy,
linguistics, and literary criticism in the 1960s, it soon spread to
architecture, music, the visual arts, and literature. At its most
elemental level, postmodernism is a critique and departure from
modernism, the avant-garde culture of the first half of the twenti-
eth century, and a return to selected aspects of traditional West-
ern culture. At the same time, it has continued the twentieth-
century countertradition of artistic experimentation, distorting
and reordering traditional culture through the prism of modernity.

The term postmodernism was first used in architecture in
1977 when it became apparent that traditional architectural
styles were beginning to alter or erode the modernist inter-
national style. Of all the arts, it seems logical that architec-
ture would be the most inclined to return to traditional ele-
ments, because it interacts most directly with people’s daily
lives. Architecture thus began to free itself from the repeti-
tiveness and impersonality of the international style. In re-
action to the forests of identical glass and steel boxes, and
perhaps accelerated by a new enthusiasm for historic preser-
vation and urban renewal, American architects began to
reincorporate traditional materials, shapes, and decorative
elements into their buildings. Anyone sighting an American
city today cannot fail to observe its postmodern skyline of
pyramidal and cupolaed skyscrapers of blue-green glass and
brick. Even modernist rectangular malls have tacked on
Greek columns and Egyptian pyramid-shaped entryways.

As we have previously observed, twentieth-century com-
posers experimented radically with the basic components of
Western music, from tonality and melody to rhythm and
form. But like architecture, music relies on the financial sup-
port of a broad segment of the public. Audiences must sup-
port orchestras to perform a composer’s work. Yet much of
twentieth-century music has antagonized concertgoers to
the extent that to survive, orchestras have performed mainly
premodern music. During the 1970s, composers began to re-
spond, abandoning radical experimentation in favor of a re-
turn to more conventional forms. Some use the “quotation”
technique, refracting traditional music through a modernist
prism, while others strive for more accessibility through a
simpler and more romantic style in an effort to bring about
a postmodern reconciliation with the past.

In discussing art and literature, it is more difficult to pin
down postmodernism, emerging as it does from the philo-
sophical skepticism of the age, which rejects the existence of
universally valid truths. Most simply, postmodernism can be
viewed as a methodology for distinguishing what is real from

the unreal in our age, which is being controlled and altered
by the onslaught of mass media, “high-tech,” and global con-
sumerism.

Gradually artists and writers became engaged in politics,
channeling their theoretical inquiries toward the rectifica-
tion of social injustices. Seeking to reverse the traditional
interpretation of history by heterosexual white males, some
postmodernists championed the rights of feminists, ethnic
and racial minorities, gays and lesbians, and invited them 
to recount their own individual stories. Advocates of post-
modernism also expressed anger at the control exercised by
the mass media over the individual consciousness, as well as
the corporate ownership of public space. The individual
mind, they argue, has been transformed into a simple screen
reflecting an ever-changing series of images from the media
culture.

Postmodern literature and art share several identifying
characteristics. First and foremost is a common sense of ir-
reverence, resulting from the perception of an indetermi-
nate world. Couched in an attitude of detached irony, post-
modern works enjoy laughing in the face of convention,
absolutist theories, and the seriousness of modernism. Al-
though such attitudes first appeared at the beginning of the
twentieth century with Marcel Duchamp, the Dadaists, and
the Surrealists, postmodernism has raised the pose of irrev-
erence to an even higher level. As American author Kurt
Vonnnegut (b. 1922) remarked in 1973, he had been “pro-
grammed . . . to insult” as a means of shocking his readers
into demanding social reforms.

One popular form of postmodern fiction is the “rewriting”
of a previous novel from the point of view of one of the
championed minorities. John Barth’s retelling of The Ara-
bian Nights, for example, was written from the feminist per-
spective of Scheherazade’s younger sister. A more recent
novel recounts the familiar tale of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone
With the Wind from the vantage point of the black slaves at
Tara during the Civil War. Postmodern artists use this same
convention by superimposing ethnic, feminist, or homosex-
ual images on familiar works of art. But perhaps the most
successful vehicle for the postmodern novel is found in sci-
ence fiction, which has traditionally focused on the rela-
tionship between man and machine. In the hands of post-
modernist authors, modern human beings, increasingly
deprived of human contact, communicate with one another
through electronic chat rooms and experience computer
sex, all the while wired to the world on a cell phone.

Source: Paula Geyh et al. (eds.), Postmodern American Fiction: A Norton An-
thology (New York: W. W. Norton, 1998).



cause for alarm. How does a society preserve its tradi-
tional culture when the young prefer to spend their
evenings at a Hard Rock Café rather than attend a tradi-
tional folk opera or wayang puppet theater? World con-
ferences have been convened to safeguard traditional cul-
tures from extinction, but is there sufficient time, money,
or inclination to reverse the tide?

What do contemporary trends in the art world have to
say about the changes that have occurred between the be-
ginning and the end of the twentieth century? One reply
is that the euphoric optimism of artists during the age of
Picasso and Stravinsky has been seriously tempered a cen-
tury later. Naiveté has been replaced by cynicism or irony
as protection against the underlying pessimism of the cur-
rent age.

One dominant characteristic of the new art is its reti-
cence —its reserve in expressing the dissonance and dis-
illusioning events of the past century. It would appear
that we entered the twentieth century with too many ex-
pectations, hopes that had been fueled by the promise of
revolution and scientific discoveries. Yet however ex-
traordinary the recent advances in medicine, genetics,
telecommunications, computer technology, and space ex-
ploration have been, humankind seems to remain as be-
fuddled as ever. It is no wonder that despite the impres-
sive recent advances in science, human beings entered
the new millennium a little worn and subdued.

What, then, are the prospects for the coming years?
One critic has complained that postmodernism, “with its
sad air of the parades gone by,” 7 is spent and exhausted.
Others suggest that there is nothing new left to say that
has not been expressed previously and more effectively.
The public itself appears satiated and desensitized after 
a century of “shocking” art and, as in the case of world
events, almost incapable of being shocked any further.
Human sensibilities have been irrevocably altered by the
media, by technology, and especially by the cataclysmic
events that have taken place in our times. Perhaps the
twentieth century was the age of revolt, representing
“freedom from,” while the next hundred years will be an
era seeking “freedom for.”

What is comforting is that no matter how pessimistic
and disillusioned people claim to be, hope springs eternal
as young writers, artists, and composers continue to grap-
ple with their craft, searching for new ways to express the
human condition. How can one not be astonished by ar-
chitect Frank Gehry’s new Guggenheim Museum in Bil-
bao, Spain (see the photo on p. 315), with its thrusting
turrets and billowing sails of titanium? Such exuberance
can only testify to humanity’s indomitable spirit and
ceaseless imagination —characteristics that are badly
needed as the world embarks on its next century.
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� DOWNTOWN BEIJING TODAY
Deng Xiaoping’s policy of four modern-
izations has had a dramatic visual effect
on the capitol city of Beijing, as evi-
denced by this photo of skyscrapers
thrusting up beyond the walls of the
fifteenth-century Imperial City.
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Chapter 1. The Rise of Industrial
Society in the West
For a useful introduction to the Industrial Revolution, see
D. Landes, The Unbound Prometheus: Technological Change
and Industrial Development in Western Europe from 1750 to the
Present (Cambridge, 1969). More technical but also of value
is P. Mathias and J. A. David (eds.), The First Industrial Rev-
olution (Oxford, 1989). A provocative analysis of the roots
of industrialization is D. Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of
Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor (New York,
1997).

On the phenomenon of population growth in the West,
see T. McKeown, The Rise of Population (London, 1976).
Housing reform is discussed in N. Bullock and J. Read, The
Movement for Housing Reform in Germany and France, 1840 –
1914 (Cambridge, 1985), and E. Gauldie, Cruel Habitations:
A History of Working-Class Housing, 1790 –1918 (London,
1974). On Karl Marx, the standard work is D. McLellan,
Karl Marx: His Life and Thought (New York, 1974). On
Freud, see P. Gay, Freud: A Life for Our Time (New York,
1988).

For a reinterpretation of Victorian society, see P. Gay,
Pleasure Wars: The Bourgeois Experience, Victoria to Freud
(New York, 1998). On the intellectual scene, see William R.
Everdell, The First Moderns: Profiles in the Origins of Twenti-
eth Century Thought (Chicago, 1997), and Jacques Barzun’s
impressive overview, From Dawn to Decadence: 500 Years of
Western Cultural Life (New York, 2000) On trends in modern
art, see Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (New York,
1991).

Chapter 2. The High Tide of
Imperialism: Africa and Asia in an 
Era of Western Dominance
There are a number of recent works on the subject of impe-
rialism and colonialism. For a study that focuses on the com-
plex interaction between the colonial powers and the sub-
ject peoples, see D. K. Fieldhouse, The West and the Third
World: Trade, Colonialism, Dependence, and Development
(Oxford, 1999). In Ornamentalism: How the British Saw Their
Empire (Oxford, 2000), D. Cannadine argues that it was
class, not race, that motivated British policy in its colonies.
Also see W. Baumgart, Imperialism: The Idea and Reality of

British and French Colonial Expansion, 1880 –1914 (Oxford,
1982), and H. M. Wright (ed.), The “New Imperialism”:
Analysis of Late Nineteenth Century Expansion (New York,
1976). On the new technology, see D. R. Headrick, The Ten-
tacles of Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age of Imperial-
ism, 1850 –1940 (Oxford, 1988).

On the imperialist age in Africa, see T. Pakenham, The
Scramble for Africa (New York, 1991). For India, see C. A.
Bayly, Indian Society and the Making of the British Empire
(Cambridge, 1988).

Chapter 3. Shadows over the Pacific:
East Asia Under Challenge
The classic general overview of the era is J. K. Fairbank,
A. M. Craig, and E. O. Reischauer, East Asia: Tradition 
and Transformation (Boston, 1973). Highly stimulating is
J. Spence, The Search for Modern China (New York, 1990).
On the Western intrusion, see F. Wakeman, Strangers at the
Gate: Social Disorder in South China, 1839–1861 (Berkeley,
Calif., 1966), and P. W. Fay, The Opium War, 1840 –1842
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1975). On the Taiping rebellion, a good
recent account is J. Spence, God’s Chinese Son: The Taiping
Heavenly Kingdom of Hong Xiuquan (New York, 1996).

For an overview of the final decades of the Chinese Em-
pire, see F. Wakeman Jr., The Fall of Imperial China (New
York, 1975). A stimulating comparison between Western
and Chinese experiences with industrialization is K. Pomer-
anz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making 
of the Modern World Economy (Princeton, N.J., 2000). For 
a recent biography of the Chinese revolutionary Sun Yat-
sen, see Marie-Claire Bergère, Sun Yat-sen (Stanford, Calif.,
1998).

On Japan, see M. B. Jansen (ed.), The Emergence of Meiji
Japan (Cambridge, 1995), and C. Gluck, Japan’s Modern
Myths: Ideology in the Late Meiji Period (Princeton, N.J.,
1985). Its rise as an imperialist power is discussed in M. R.
Peattie and R. Myers, The Japanese Colonial Empire, 1895–
1945 (Princeton, N.J., 1984).

Chapter 4. War and Revolution: 
World War I and Its Aftermath
A good starting point for the causes of World War I is J. Joll,
The Origins of the First World War (London, 1984). Two good
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recent accounts on the war are M. Gilbert, The First World
War (New York, 1994), and J. M. Winter’s lavishly illustrated
Experience of World War I (New York, 1989). A good over-
view by a renowned military historian is J. Keegan, The First
World War (New York, 2000). For a dated but dramatic ac-
count, see B. Tuchman, The Guns of August (New York,
1962). On the interwar period, see R. I. Sontag, A Broken
World, 1919–1939 (New York, 1971), and S. Marks, The Il-
lusion of Peace: Europe’s International Relations, 1918–1933
(New York, 1976). On the Great Depression, see C. P.
Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929–1939, rev. ed.
(Berkeley, Calif., 1986), and P. Brenden, The Dark Valley: A
Panorama of the 1930s (New York, 2000). For the revolution
in musical composition, see R. P. Morgan, Twentieth-Century
Music: A History of Musical Style in Modern Europe and Amer-
ica (New York, 1991). For an introduction to modern art, see
N. Stangos, Concepts of Modern Art: From Fauvism to Post-
modernism (London, 1994), and J.-L. Forrier (ed.), Art of the
Twentieth Century: The History of Art Year by Year from 1900
to 1999 (Paris, 2002).

A good introduction to the Russian Revolution can be
found in S. Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 1917–1932
(New York, 1982), and R. V. Daniels, Red October (New
York, 1967). On Lenin, see R. Service, Lenin: A Biography
(Cambridge, Mass., 2001), and A. B. Ulam, The Bolsheviks
(New York, 1965).

Chapter 5. Nationalism, Revolution,
and Dictatorship: Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America from 1919 to 1939
The classic study of nationalism in the non-Western world
is R. Emerson, From Empire to Nation (Boston, 1960). For an
inquiry into the origins of the concept of nationalism, see
B. Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, 1983), and
P. Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and
Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, N.J., 1993).

There have been a number of interesting studies of Ma-
hatma Gandhi and his ideas. For example, see J. M. Brown,
Gandhi: Prisoner of Hope (New Haven, Conn., 1989), and
S. Wolpert, Gandhi’s Passion: The Life and Legacy of Mahatma
Gandhi (Oxford, 1999).

For a general survey of events in the Middle East, see
E. C. Bogle, The Modern Middle East: From Imperialism to
Freedom, 1800 –1958 (Upper Saddle River, N.J., 1996). A
more specialized treatment is H. M. Sachar, The Emergence
of the Middle East, 1914–1924 (New York, 1969). On the
early Chinese republic, a good study is L. Yu-sheng, The Cri-
sis of Chinese Consciousness: Radical Antitraditionalism in the
May Fourth Era (Madison, Wis., 1979). The rise of the Chi-
nese Communist Party is discussed in A. Dirlik, The Origins
of Chinese Communism (Oxford, 1989). Also see L. Eastman,

The Abortive Revolution: China Under Nationalist Rule, 1927–
1937 (Cambridge, 1974). For an overview of Latin Ameri-
can history in the interwar period, see E. Williamson, The
Penguin History of Latin America (Harmondsworth, England,
1992). Also see J. Franco, The Modern Culture of Latin Amer-
ica: Society and the Artist (Harmondsworth, England, 1970).

Chapter 6. The Crisis Deepens: 
The Outbreak of World War II
For a general study of fascism, see S. G. Payne, A History of
Fascism (Madison, Wis., 1996). The best biography of Mus-
solini is D. Mack Smith, Mussolini (New York, 1982). Two
brief but sound surveys of Nazi Germany are J. Spielvogel,
Hitler and Nazi Germany: A History, 3d ed. (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J., 1996), and J. Bendersky, A History of Nazi Ger-
many (Chicago, 1985). On Hitler, see A. Bullock, Hitler: A
Study in Tyranny (New York, 1964), and Bullock’s recent
Hitler, 1889–1936: Hubris (New York, 1999). For an analy-
sis of how Hitler changed Germany, see J. Lucas, The Hitler
of History (New York, 1997).

General works on World War II include M. K. Dzie-
wanowski, War at Any Price: World War II in Europe, 1939–
1945, 2d ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1991), and G. Wein-
berg, A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II
(Cambridge, 1994). On the Holocaust, see R. Hilberg, The
Destruction of the European Jews, rev. ed., 3 vols. (New York,
1985), and L. Yahil, The Holocaust (New York, 1990). On
the war in the Pacific, see R. Spector, The Eagle Against the
Sun: The American War With Japan (New York, 1991), and
H. Cook and T. Cook, Japan at War: An Oral History (New
York, 1992).

Chapter 7. In the Grip of the Cold War:
The Breakdown of the Yalta System
There is a substantial literature on the Cold War. Two gen-
eral accounts are R. B. Levering, The Cold War, 1945–1972
(Arlington Heights, Ill., 1982), and B. A. Weisberger, Cold
War, Cold Peace: The United States and Russia Since 1945
(New York, 1984). Assigning blame for the Cold War to the
Soviet Union are H. Feis, From Trust to Terror: The Onset of
the Cold War, 1945–1950 (New York, 1970), and A. Ulam,
The Rivals: America and Russia Since World War II (New York,
1971). Revisionist studies include J. Kolko and G. Kolko,
The Limits of Power: The World and United States Foreign Pol-
icy, 1945–1954 (New York, 1972), and W. La Feber, Amer-
ica, Russia, and the Cold War, 1945–1966, 2d ed. (New York,
1972). On the end of the Cold War, see W. G. Hyland, The
Cold War Is Over (New York, 1990), and B. Denitch, The
End of the Cold War (Minneapolis, 1990).
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Recent studies on the Cold War in Asia include O. A.
Westad, Cold War and Revolution: Soviet-American Rivalry
and the Origins of the Chinese Civil War (New York, 1993),
D. A. Mayers, Cracking the Monolith: U.S. Policy Against the
Sino-Soviet Alliance, 1949–1955 (Baton Rouge, La., 1986),
and S. Goncharov, J. W. Lewis, and Xue Litai, Uncertain
Partners: Stalin, Mao, and the Korean War (Stanford, Calif.,
1993). For a retrospective account, see J. L. Gaddis, We Now
Know: Rethinking Cold War History (Oxford, 1997). On the
role of Vietnam in the Cold War, see F. Logevall, Choosing
War: The Lost Chance for Peace and the Escalation of the War
in Vietnam (Berkeley, Calif., 1999), W. J. Duiker, U.S. Con-
tainment Policy and the Conflict in Indochina (Stanford, Calif.,
1995), and M. Lind, Vietnam: The Necessary War (New York,
1999).

Chapter 8. Brave New World: 
The Rise and Fall of Communism in 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
For a general overview of Soviet society, see D. K. Shipler,
Russia: Broken Idols, Solemn Dreams (New York, 1983). On
the Khrushchev years, see E. Crankshaw, Khrushchev: A Ca-
reer (New York, 1966). Also see S. F. Cohen, Rethinking the
Soviet Experience (New York, 1985). For an internal view, see
V. Zubok and K. Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin’s Cold War:
From Stalin to Khrushchev (Cambridge, 1996). For an inquiry
into the reasons for the Soviet collapse, see R. Strayer, Why
Did the Soviet Union Collapse? Understanding Historical
Change (New York, 1998).

A number of books have appeared on the post-Soviet era
in Russia. See, for example, W. Laqueur, Soviet Union 2000:
Reform or Revolution? (New York, 1990), and C. Freeland,
Sale of the Century: Russia’s Wild Ride from Communism to
Capitalism (New York, 2000).

For a general study of the Soviet satellites in Eastern Eu-
rope, see A. Brown and J. Gary, Culture and Political Changes
in Communist States (London, 1977), and S. Fischer-Galati,
Eastern Europe in the 1980s (London, 1981). On Yugoslavia,
see L. J. Cohen and P. Warwick, Political Cohesion in a Frag-
ile Mosaic (Boulder, Colo., 1983). For an account of the 
collapse of the satellite system, see T. G. Ash, The Magic
Lantern: The Revolution of ’89 Witnessed in Warsaw, Bu-
dapest, Berlin, and Prague (New York, 1990).

Chapter 9. Postwar Europe: 
On the Path to Unity?
For a general survey of postwar European history, see
W. Laqueur, Europe in Our Time (New York, 1990). The re-

building of Europe after World War II is examined in A. Mil-
ward, The Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945–1951
(Berkeley, Calif., 1984), and M. Hogan, The Marshall Plan:
America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe,
1947–1952 (New York, 1987). On the building of common
institutions in Western Europe, see S. Henig, The Uniting of
Europe: From Discord to Concord (London, 1997).

For a survey of West Germany, see H. A. Turner, Ger-
many from Partition to Reunification (New Haven, Conn.,
1992). France under de Gaulle is examined in A. Shennan,
De Gaulle (New York, 1993). On Britain, see K. O. Morgan,
The People’s Peace: British History, 1945–1990 (Oxford,
1992). On the recent history of Europe, see E. J. Evans,
Thatcher and Thatcherism (New York, 1997); S. Baumann-
Reynolds, François Mitterrand (Westport, Conn., 1995), and
K. Jarausch, The Rush to German Unity (New York, 1994).

On social conditions in Europe, see A. Sampson, The
New Europeans (New York, 1968), and T. G. Ash, A History
of the Present: Essays, Sketches, and Dispatches from Europe in
the 1990s (New York, 1999). The problems of guest workers
and immigrants are examined in J. Miller, Foreign Workers in
Western Europe (London, 1981). On the development of the
environmental movement, see M. O’Neill, Green Parties and
Political Change in Contemporary Europe (Aldershot, En-
gland, 1997).

On the changing role of women in European society, 
see D. Meyer, Sex and Power: The Rise of Women in America,
Russia, Sweden and Italy (Middletown, Conn., 1987), and
C. Duchen, Women’s Rights and Women’s Lives in France,
1944–1968 (New York, 1994). A broader historical view is
presented in B. G. Smith, Changing Lives: Women in Euro-
pean History Since 1700 (Lexington, Mass., 1989). Also see
T. Keefe, Simone de Beauvoir (New York, 1998).

For a general view of postwar thought, see R. N. Strom-
berg, European Intellectual History Since 1789, 5th ed. (En-
glewood Cliffs, N.J., 1990). On contemporary art, consult
R. Lambert, Cambridge Introduction to the History of Art: The
Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1981). Also see the bibliog-
raphy in Chapter 1.

Chapter 10. The United States,
Canada, and Latin America
For a general survey of American history, see S. Thern-
strom, A History of the American People, 2d ed. (San Diego,
Calif., 1989). The Truman administration is covered in 
R. J. Donovan, Tumultuous Years: The Presidency of Harry S
Truman (New York, 1997). Also see David McCullough’s
prize-winning biography, Truman (New York, 1992). On
Eisenhower, see S. Ambrose, Eisenhower: The President
(New York, 1984). For an insider’s account of Camelot, see
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A. Schlesinger Jr., A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the
White House (Boston, 1965). On the turbulent decade of the
1960s, consult W. O’Neill, Coming Apart: An Informal His-
tory of America in the 1960s (Chicago, 1971). On Nixon and
Watergate, see J. A. Lukas, Nightmare: The Underside of the
Nixon Years (New York, 1976). Other insightful works in-
clude B. Glad, Jimmy Carter: From Plains to the White House
(New York, 1980), and G. Wills, Reagan’s America: Innocents
at Home (New York, 1987). On postwar Canadian history,
see R. Bothwell, I. Drummond, and J. English, Canada Since
1945 (Toronto, 1981).

On social issues, see W. Nugent, The Structure of Ameri-
can Social History (Bloomington, Ind., 1981). Popular cul-
ture is treated in R. Maltby (ed.), Passing Parade: A His-
tory of Popular Culture in the Twentieth Century (New York,
1989). On the women’s liberation movement, see D. Bouch-
ier, The Feminist Challenge: The Movement for Women’s Liber-
ation in Britain and the United States (New York, 1983), and
A. Cherlin, Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage (Cambridge,
Mass., 1981). D. J. Garrow, Martin Luther King Jr. and the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (New York, 1986),
discusses the emergence of the civil rights movement. For
the most accessible introduction to American literature,
consult The Norton Anthology of American Literature, shorter
4th ed. (New York, 1995). For an overview of American art
since the 1960s, see I. Sandler’s fascinating Art of the Post-
modern Era (New York, 1996).

For general surveys of Latin American history, see E. B.
Burns, Latin America: A Concise Interpretive Survey, 4th ed.
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1986), and E. Williamson, The 
Penguin History of Latin America (London, 1992). Also see
T. E. Skidmore and P. H. Smith, Modern Latin America,
3d ed. (New York, 1992). On the role of the military, see
A. Rouquié, The Military and the State in Latin America
(Berkeley, Calif., 1987). U.S.-Latin American relations are
examined in B. Wood, The Dismantling of the Good Neighbor
Policy (Austin, Tex., 1985). For individual countries exam-
ined in this chapter, see L. A. Pérez, Cuba: Between Reform
and Revolution (New York, 1988), B. Loveman, Chile: The
Legacy of Hispanic Capitalism, 2d ed. (New York, 1988); J. A.
Booth, The End and the Beginning: The Nicaraguan Revolution
(Boulder, Colo., 1985); J. A. Page, Perón: A Biography (New
York, 1983); D. Rock, Argentina, 1516–1987: From Spanish
Colonization to Alfonsín, 2d ed. (New York, 1987); R. Da
Matta, Carnivals, Rogues, and Heroes: An Interpretation of the
Brazilian Dilemma (Notre Dame, Ind., 1991); and M. C.
Meyer and W. L. Sherman, The Course of Mexican History,
4th ed. (New York, 1991). On Latin American literature, see
N. Lindstrom, Twentieth-Century Spanish American Fiction
(Austin, Tex., 1994).

Chapter 11. The East Is Red: 
China Under Communism
There are a large number of useful studies on postwar China.
The most comprehensive treatment of the Communist pe-
riod is M. Meisner, Mao’s China, and After: A History of 
the People’s Republic (New York, 1986). For documents, see
M. Selden, The People’s Republic of China: A Documentary
History of Revolutionary Change (New York, 1978).

There are many studies on various aspects of the Com-
munist period in China. For a detailed analysis of economic
and social issues, see F. Schurmann, Ideology and Organiza-
tion in Communist China (Berkeley, Calif., 1968). The Cul-
tural Revolution is treated dramatically in S. Karnow, Mao
and China: Inside China’s Cultural Revolution (New York,
1972). For an individual account, see the celebrated book by
Nien Cheng, Life and Death in Shanghai (New York, 1986),
and also Liang Heng and J. Shapiro, After the Revolution
(New York, 1986). For the early post-Mao period, see
O. Schell, To Get Rich Is Glorious (New York, 1986). On the
Tiananmen incident, see L. Feigon’s eyewitness account,
China Rising: The Meaning of Tiananmen (Chicago, 1990).
On China’s dissident movement, see Liu Binyan, China’s
Crisis, China’s Hope (Cambridge, 1990), and A. Nathan,
China’s Transition (New York, 1999).

On economic and political conditions in post-Mao
China, see H. Harding, China’s Second Revolution: Reform
After Mao (Washington, D.C., 1987), K. Lieberthal, Gov-
erning China: From Revolution Through Reform (New York,
1995), and R. MacFarquahar (ed.), The Politics of China: The
Eras of Mao and Deng, 2d ed. (Cambridge, 1993). Also see
Bruce Gilley, Tiger on the Brink: Jiang Zemin and China’s New
Elite (Berkeley, Calif., 1998). Social conditions are consid-
ered in G. Barmée, In the Red: On Contemporary Chinese
Culture (New York, 2000). On the controversial issue of Ti-
bet, see T. Shakya, The Dragon in the Land of Snows: The His-
tory of Modern Tibet Since 1947 (New York, 1999). China’s
changing relationship with the United States is dealt with
provocatively in R. Bernstein and R. Munro, The Coming
Conflict with China (New York, 1997).

For the most comprehensive introduction to twentieth-
century Chinese art, consult M. Sullivan, Arts and Artists of
Twentieth-Century China (Berkeley, Calif., 1996). On litera-
ture, see the chapters on Ding Ling and her contemporaries
in J. Spence, The Gate of Heavenly Peace (New York, 1981).
Also see E. Widmer and D. D. Wang (eds.), From May Fourth
to June Fourth: Fiction and Film in Twentieth-Century China
(Cambridge, 1993), and J. Lou and H. Goldblatt, The Co-
lumbia Anthology of Modern Chinese Literature (New York,
1995).
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Chapter 12. Emerging Africa
For a general survey of African history, see J. Reader, Africa:
A Biography of the Continent (New York, 1998), R. Oliver,
The African Experience (New York, 1992), which contains
interesting essays on a variety of themes, and K. Shillington,
History of Africa (New York, 1989), which takes a chrono-
logical and geographical approach and includes excellent
maps and illustrations. Two worthy treatments are B. David-
son, Africa in History: Themes and Outlines, rev. ed. (New
York, 1991), and P. Curtin et al., African History (London,
1995).

On nationalist movements, see P. Gifford and W. R. Louis
(eds.), The Transfer of Power in Africa (New Haven, Conn.,
1982). For a poignant analysis of the hidden costs of nation
building, see N. F. Mostert, The Epic of South Africa’s Crea-
tion and the Tragedy of the Xhosa People (London, 1992). For
a survey of economic conditions, see Sub-Saharan Africa:
From Crisis to Sustainable Growth (Washington, D.C., 1989),
issued by the World Bank. Also see J. Illiffe, The African 
Poor (Cambridge, England, 1983). On political events, see
S. Decalo, Coups and Army Rule in Africa (New Haven,
Conn., 1990).

On African literature, see D. Wright, New Directions in
African Fiction (New York, 1997), L. S. Klein (ed.), African
Literatures in the Twentieth Century: A Guide (New York,
1986), and C. H. Bruner (ed.), African Women’s Writing (Ox-
ford, 1993).

Chapter 13. Ferment in the Middle East
Good general surveys of the modern Middle East include A.
Goldschmidt Jr., A Concise History of the Middle East (Boul-
der, Colo., 2001), and G. E. Perry, The Middle East: Fourteen
Islamic Centuries (Elizabeth, N.J., 1992).

On Israel and the Palestinian question, see B. Reich, Is-
rael: Land of Tradition and Conflict (Boulder, Colo., 1985),
and B. Wasserstein, Divided Jerusalem: The Struggle for the
Holy City (New Haven, Conn., 2000). On U.S.-Israeli rela-
tions, see S. Green, Living by the Sword: America and Israel in
the Middle East, 1968–1997 (London, 1998). The issue of oil
is examined in G. Luciani, The Oil Companies and the Arab
World (New York, 1984). For expert analysis on the current
situation in the region, see B. Lewis, What Went Wrong?
Western Impact and Middle Eastern Response (Oxford, 2001),
and P. L. Bergen, Holy War, Inc.: Inside the Secret World of
Osama bin Laden (New York, 2001).

On the Iranian Revolution, see S. Bakash, The Reign of
the Ayatollahs (New York, 1984), and B. Rubin, Iran Since the
Revolution (Boulder, Colo., 1985). On politics, see R. R. An-
derson, R. F. Seibert, and J. G. Wagner, Politics and Change in

the Middle East: Sources of Conflict and Accommodation (En-
glewood Cliffs, N.J., 1993). For a general anthology of liter-
ature in the Middle East, see J. Kritzeck, Modern Islamic Lit-
erature from 1800 to the Present (New York, 1970). For a
scholarly but accessible overview, also see M. M. Abdawi, 
A Short History of Modern Arab Literature (Oxford, 1993).
For an introduction to women’s issues, see F. Mernissi, Be-
yond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Modern Muslim So-
ciety (Bloomington, Ind., 1987), and L. Ahmed, Women and
Gender in Islam (New Haven, Conn., 1992).

Chapter 14. Nationalism Triumphant:
The Emergence of Independent 
States in South and Southeast Asia
For a recent survey of contemporary Indian history, see
S. Wolpert, A New History of India, rev. ed. (New York,
1989). For two interesting accounts written for nonspecial-
ists, see B. Crossette, India: Facing the Twenty-First Century
(Bloomington, Ind., 1993), and S. Tharoor, India: From Mid-
night to the Millennium (New York, 1997). Also see P. Brass,
The New Cambridge History of India: The Politics of India Since
Independence (Cambridge, England, 1990), Ishrat Husain,
Pakistan: The Economy of an Elitist State (Oxford, 1999), and
C. Baxter, Bangladesh: From a Nation to a State (Boulder,
Colo., 1997). A recent overview, packed with interesting
ideas, is S. Khilnani, The Idea of India (New York, 1998).

On the period surrounding independence, see the dra-
matic account by L. Collins and D. Lapierre, Freedom at
Midnight (New York, 1975). On Indira Gandhi, see K. Bha-
tia, Indira: A Biography of Prime Minister Gandhi (New York,
1974).

For a useful anthology of Indian fiction since indepen-
dence, see S. Rushdie and E. West (eds.), Mirror Work (New
York, 1997), and S. Tharu and K. Lalita (eds.), Women Writ-
ing in India, vol. 2 (New York, 1993).

For an introductory survey of modern Southeast Asia
with a strong emphasis on recent events, see D. R. SarDesai,
Southeast Asia: Past and Present, 2d ed. (Boulder, Colo.,
1989). For a more scholarly approach, see D. J. Steinberg
(ed.), In Search of Southeast Asia, 2d ed. (New York, 1985).
On Thailand, see P. Phongpaichit and C. Baker, Thailand’s
Crisis (Singapore, 2001). The best overall survey of the Phil-
ippines is D. J. Steinberg, The Philippines: A Singular and a
Plural Place (Boulder, Colo., 1994). For a recent treatment of
politics in Singapore, see R. Vasil, Governing Singapore: A
History of National Development and Democracy (Singapore,
2000). For insight into the problem of racial divisions in
Malaysia, see M. bin Mohamad, The Malay Dilemma (Kuala
Lumpur, 1970).
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There is a rich selection of materials on modern Indone-
sia. On the Sukarno era, see J. Legge, Sukarno (New York,
1972). On the Suharto era and its origins, see M. Vatikiotis,
Indonesian Politics Under Suharto (London, 1993). The most
up-to-date treatment of Indonesia in its present state of cri-
sis is G. Lloyd and S. Smith (eds.), Indonesia Today: Chal-
lenges of History (Singapore, 2001). Most of the literature on
Indochina in recent decades has dealt with the Vietnam
War and related conflicts in Laos and Cambodia. On condi-
tions in Vietnam since the end of the war, see R. Shaplen,
Bitter Victory (New York, 1986), a study by a veteran jour-
nalist, and W. J. Duiker, Vietnam: Revolution in Transition,
2d ed. (Boulder, Colo., 1995). For an excellent anthology of
contemporary Vietnamese fiction, see Vietnam: A Traveler’s
Literary Companion (San Francisco, 1996).

Chapter 15. Toward the 
Pacific Century?
The number of books in English on modern Japan has in-
creased in direct proportion to Japan’s rise as a major indus-
trial power. The immediate postwar era is dealt with in J. W.
Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II
(New York, 1999). For a topical approach with a strong em-
phasis on social matters, J. E. Hunter, The Emergence of Mod-
ern Japan: An Introductory History Since 1853 (London,
1989), is excellent.

Relatively little has been written on Japanese politics and
government. A good treatment, if somewhat outdated, is
J. A. A. Stockwin, Japan: Divided Politics in a Growth Econ-
omy (London, 1982). Political dissent and its consequences
are dealt with in N. Fields, In the Realm of the Dying Emperor
(New York, 1991). For a contemporary treatment of eco-
nomic conditions in Japan, see D. Flath, The Japanese Econ-
omy (Oxford, 2000). Japanese social issues are treated in R. J.
Hendry, Understanding Japanese Society (London, 1987), and
T. C. Bestor, Neighborhood Tokyo (Stanford, Calif., 1989).
On the role of women in modern Japan, see S. Buckley, Bro-
ken Silence: Voices of Japanese Feminism (Berkeley, Calif.,
1996), N. Bornoff, Pink Samurai: Love, Marriage, and Sex in
Contemporary Japan (New York, 1991), and K. Fujimura-
Fanselow and A. Kameda (eds.), Japanese Women (New
York, 1995).

Books attempting to explain Japanese economic issues
have become a growth industry. The classic account of the
Japanese miracle is E. F. Vogel, Japan as Number One: Lessons
for America (Cambridge, Mass., 1979). For a provocative 
response providing insight into Japan’s current economic
weakness, see J. Woronoff, Japan as—Anything but—Number
One (Armonk, N.Y., 1991). On the role of government in
promoting business in Japan, see C. Johnson, MITI and the

Japanese Miracle (Stanford, Calif., 1982). For the impact of
economics on society, see R. J. Smith, Kurusu: The Price of
Progress in a Japanese Village (Stanford, Calif., 1978).

On Japanese literature after World War II, see D. Keene,
Dawn to the West: Japanese Literature in the Modern Era (New
York, 1984), and A. Birnbaum, Monkey Brain Sushi: New
Tastes in Japanese Fiction (Tokyo, 1991). For Japanese fiction,
see K. Oe, Teach Us to Outgrow Our Madness (New York,
1977) and The Silent Cry (Tokyo, 1974). See also H. Mu-
rakami, The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle (New York, 1997).

On the four Little Tigers and their economic develop-
ment, see E. F. Vogel, The Four Little Dragons: The Spread of
Industrialization in East Asia (Cambridge, Mass., 1991), J. W.
Morley (ed.), Driven by Growth: Political Change in the Asia-
Pacific Region (Armonk, N.Y., 1992), and J. Woronoff, Asia’s
Miracle Economies (New York, 1986). For individual treat-
ments of the Little Tigers, see H. Sohn, Authoritarianism and
Opposition in South Korea (London, 1989), D. F. Simon, Tai-
wan: Beyond the Economic Miracle (Armonk, N.Y., 1992),
Lee Kuan-yew, From Third World to First: The Singapore
Story, 1965–2000 (New York, 2000), and K. Rafferty, City
on the Rocks: Hong Kong’s Uncertain Future (London, 1991).

Chapter 16. Constructing a 
New World Order
For divergent visions of the future world order (or disorder),
see S. P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Re-
making of World Order (New York, 1996), and F. Fukuyama,
The End of History and the Last Man (New York, 1992). Also
of interest is J. Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes
to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven,
Conn., 1998). An account of the impact of the fall of com-
munism is contained in R. Skidelsky, The Road from Serfdom:
The Economic and Political Consequences of the End of Com-
munism (New York, 1996). Also see F. Furet, The Passing of
an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in the Twentieth Century
(Chicago, 1999).

On the Technological Revolution and its impact, see A.
Toffler and H. Toffler, Creating a New Civilization: The Poli-
tics of the Third Wave (Atlanta, 1997). On the dangers of
globalization, see J. E. Stiglitz, Globalism and Its Discontents
(New York, 2002). For a fascinating analysis of the contrast-
ing pulls of globalization and diversification in the world to-
day, see B. R. Barber, Jihad vs. McWorld (New York, 1995).

On current trends in the cultural field, see B. Nettl et al.,
Excursions in World Music, 2d ed. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.,
1997), P. Geyh et al. (eds.), Postmodern American Fiction: A
Norton Anthology (New York, 1998), and D. Damrosch,
What Is World Literature? (Princeton, N.J., 2003).
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