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The Global Cold War by Odd Arne Westad is a fascinating account of superpower interventions in the
Third World during the latter half of the twentieth century.Covering a wide sweep of history, Westad

argues that the United States and the Soviet Union
were driven to intervene in the Third World by the
ideologies inherent in their politics.

Westad opens his book with an examination of the
ideologies of the United States, the Soviet Union,
and the post-colonial leaders before the Second
World War. Emerging victorious from the war,
Westad argues that the two countries believed it was
their destiny to combat the competing ideas of
modernity in the post-war era of decolonization. With
the world divided between NATO and the Warsaw
Pact, any country declaring independence outside
the blocs was a potential battleground for the
competing ideologies. In a conflict that lasted over
forty years and affected billions of people worldwide,
Westad highlights the events chronologically from
the Korean Peninsula to Latin America, Southeast
Asia, Africa, and finally the Middle East and
Afghanistan.

Seamlessly tying together seemingly unrelated
incidents, The Global Cold War manages to take a bird’s eye view of history while still providing incredible
details of the specific events, which turned the tide of the Cold War. Westad explains that each pivotal
turn represented a new ideological shift for Moscow and Washington in the continuing struggle to win the
hearts and minds of newly emerging countries.  A few notable incidents from the book include the CIA
operations in Guatemala, containment in Vietnam, and détente in Ethiopia. As this book proves, these
superpower interventions only exacerbated the conflicts of diverse nationalities who were struggling to
emerge from under the heels of Imperialism. The unfortunate result of these interventions was incredible
bloodshed, environmental devastation, and millions displaced as refugees.  The turning point of the book
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is the 1979 Iranian Revolution, preaching a new ideology, Islamism, which rejected both liberal capitalism
and Marxist-Leninist socialism. The best chapters in the book follow the emergence of Islamism and the
repercussions of its rapid spread in a two-bloc world.

This book provided a refreshing perspective on the Cold War as it related to the political and social
developments in the Third World. Echoing Clausewitz, Westad calls the Cold War “a continuation of
colonialism through slightly different means.” Anyone who reads this book will appreciate Westad’s
tragically ironic statement that while both Moscow and Washington were formally opposed to colonialism,
the “methods they used in imposing their vision of modernity on Third World countries were very similar to
those of the European Empires who had gone before them.” This book will force readers to question the
motives of American foreign policies which authorized assassinations, toppled democratically elected
regimes, and supported dictatorships all in the name of protecting freedom and democracy from the evils
of socialism around the globe.The conclusion of The Global Cold War is especially poignant when
considering the ongoing conflict in the Middle East and the return of American troops this Christmas.
Twenty years have passed since the collapse of the Soviet Union but the specter of the Cold War still
haunts American foreign policy today. With the breakdown of the bipolar world, this book should
encourage citizens around the world to question the motives of any country, which imposes an ideology
upon their neighbors as humankind progresses into the twenty-first century.

Photo credits

Unknown photographer, Soldiers ride aboard a Soviet BMD airborne combat vehicle, Kabul, 25 March, 1986
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