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PROLOGUE: THE GREAT BACKLASH


History has a way of playing tricks. As events unfold around us, we interpret what we see through the prism of precedent, and then are amazed when it turns out that our actions never play out the same way twice. We speak confidently about “the lessons of the past” as if the messy cosmos of human affairs could be reduced to the order of a classroom.


Rarely has the past proven a more deceptive guide to the future than at the end of the eighth decade of the twentieth century. If you take a certain pleasure in seeing the experts confounded and the pundits dismayed, then 1979 is sure to hold your interest.


In January of that year, the shah of Iran got on a plane and left his country, never to return. He had been on the throne for thirty-seven years. He was toppled by a wave of rebellion that brought millions of protesters onto the streets of Iranian cities. The crowds they formed were some of the biggest humankind has ever witnessed, before or since. Yet just a few years earlier, well-informed observers had been hailing Iran as a miracle of modernization and praising the shah for the brilliance of his economic reforms. His hold over Iranian society was deemed unshakable; after all, he presided over one of the world’s biggest armies, not to mention a brutally effective secret police. But now his subjects were taking to the streets, declaring their eagerness to die for the cause of an elderly Shiite legal scholar living in Parisian exile.


Most outsiders couldn’t fathom what was happening in Iran. Decades earlier the German philosopher Hannah Arendt had assured her readers that revolutions—France in 1789, Russia in 1917—were, by definition, the products of secular modernizers. So what was one to make of the Iranian masses chanting religious slogans? Surely, the very phrase Islamic Revolution was a contradiction in terms. Many Westerners and Iranians alike responded by denying the phenomenon altogether, concluding that it was all a smoke screen for a “real” revolution engineered by the forces of the Left, who had to be using religion to camouflage their real intentions. Others compared Khomeini to Gandhi, another leader who had employed the rhetoric of faith in an anti-imperialist struggle. Events soon demonstrated just how misplaced this analogy was.


Jimmy Carter, who was US president at the time, had a simpler analysis. Khomeini, according to him, was simply “crazy.”1 This was a view that, in its sheer desperation, speaks volumes about the difficulties facing outsiders who were struggling to comprehend the events in Iran. Khomeini was not insane (though he might have been willing to assert that he was sometimes “drunk with the presence of God,” since he was a man steeped in Sufi poetic traditions). He was, in fact, a shrewd and methodical man who, in his approach to politics, repeatedly displayed a sharp sense of pragmatism.


Khomeini was no improviser. He had spent years shaping his vision of a future Iran, one in which Shia clerics would run the government and exercise supervision over virtually every aspect of society. But the road to that goal turned out to be a complicated one. Although the Quran offers a comprehensive ethical and political blueprint for society, it offers little practical detail on the ins and outs of administering a modern nation-state. For all its philosophical and poetic richness, the Holy Book of Islam has little to say about the specifics of monetary policy, exchange rates, or agricultural subsidies. So the course of the Iranian revolution ricocheted through abstruse scriptural debates, outbursts of violence, and the constraints of the possible—a history that bequeathed to the new Islamic Republic a range of eccentric political arrangements that make it a strikingly unpredictable place to this day. It should come as little wonder that Khomeini found the path to be so tortuous. In this respect, the “Islamic Revolution” was untraveled territory not only to outsiders, but also to its founders.


The upheaval in Iran had an explosive effect on the rest of the Islamic world. This was most apparent in Afghanistan, its neighbor to the east. Here, too, the decision makers in both Washington and Moscow initially overlooked the impact of religion. When the doddering Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev and his Politburo colleagues decided to send their troops across the border on Christmas Day 1979 to quash a revolt against the country’s recently installed communist regime, Western observers instinctively recalled earlier episodes of the Cold War. Moscow’s grab for Kabul, they said, was simply a repetition of earlier interventions in Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968, when Russian tanks had crushed local anti-Communist rebellions. Officials in Washington immediately assumed that the Russians were seizing an opportunity to make an aggressive thrust toward the strategically vital Persian Gulf. The old men in the Kremlin actually had more modest motives: they were desperate to shore up the crumbling twenty-month-old Communist regime, which had succeeded in the course of its brief life in alienating just about everyone in the country. The KGB even suspected the Afghan Communist leader, Moscow’s own client, of hatching covert plans to court the West.


But both Washington and Moscow failed to predict the forces that the invasion would unleash. Here, too, the insurgent power of revivalist Islam took observers by surprise. Some commentators, recalling Afghanistan’s history of resistance to foreign invaders, speculated that fanatical Muslims would prove a match for the Russians. But what loomed in their minds was the image of the romantic tribal fighters who had given the British Empire such difficulties in the nineteenth century. What no one foresaw was how the odd fusion of Islam and late-twentieth-century revolutionary politics—a formula whose mostly Sunni version in Afghanistan had much in common with the fervor stirred up by Khomeini’s Shiite followers—would combust into a strange new kind of global religious conflict. It is true that the Afghan revolt against Communist rule initially took the form of a traditional tribal uprising. But events soon demonstrated the power of the odd new phenomenon known as “Islamism.” Within the space of just a few years, this religious insurgency would supplant Marxism and secular nationalism as the dominant opposition ideology of the Middle East.


This revivalist spirit was not restricted to the world of Islam. There were Westerners, too, who believed that it was time for religion to reassert itself against the onslaught of secularization. In October 1978, the College of Cardinals that had come together in Rome to elect a pope had jolted the world by settling upon a Pole, Karol Wojtyła, the archbishop of Kraków. The new pontiff, who chose the name “John Paul II,” was a virtual unknown even to the faithful in St. Peter’s Square who had assembled to hear the outcome of the election. News commentators and Vatican officials mispronounced his name. Their confusion was understandable. He was the first non-Italian to become bishop of Rome since the Dutchman Adrian VI was chosen for the job 457 years earlier.


But it was the politics of the Cold War that really made Wojtyła’s selection momentous. As a priest who came from behind the Iron Curtain, he had spent his entire career confronting the political and spiritual challenge of Communism. Just seven months after his election, in June 1979, the new pope proceeded to demonstrate his transformative potential by embarking on a pastoral visit to his Polish homeland that shook Communist rule in East Central Europe to its very foundations. Here, too, it would take time for all the ramifications of this event to reveal themselves—perhaps because no one suspected that it would catalyze a campaign of nonviolent moral and cultural resistance to a twentieth-century totalitarian regime. For all his determination to undermine Marxism-Leninism, the pope himself could not foresee how his efforts would hasten the collapse of the Soviet empire within his own lifetime. “On being elected pope, John Paul II did not believe that the day was close at hand when communism would lose,” as George Weigel, his most sympathetic biographer, notes.2


Margaret Thatcher’s election as British prime minister in May 1979 marked another radical caesura. It wasn’t just that she was the first woman to hold the nation’s highest elected office; her significance went far beyond the mundane fact of her gender. If the pope and the Islamists stood for the rising assertiveness of religion, the ascendancy of Thatcher signaled a new shift with equally profound global implications: she was a missionary of markets, zealously determined to dismantle socialism and restore the values of entrepreneurship and self-reliance among her compatriots.3 At the beginning of her term in office, her views on economic policy were so unconventional that they made her part of the minority within her own cabinet. Indeed, it was Thatcher’s battles with her fellow Conservatives, as much as with her opponents on the Left, that shaped the free-market agenda that would soon alter her country and the world.


She was, at the time, just possibly the last person in British politics that anyone would have tapped to become the most influential premier of the twentieth century since Winston Churchill. But it is hard to blame those who did not guess what was to come. In 1979 Thatcher herself did not yet dare to use the word privatization, a recent coinage that just a few years later would figure prominently in the global market revolution that she helped to unleash.


Markets also played a prominent role in a less conspicuous shift that was under way at the same time in the world’s most populous country. At the end of 1978, the septuagenarian Chinese Communist Party leader Deng Xiaoping heaved himself into the top job, and in the months that followed he and his comrades introduced a series of economic reforms that ultimately changed the country beyond all recognition. Emulating other East Asian success stories like Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, party leaders laid the groundwork for “Special Economic Zones” that would invite in foreign capital and technology. They allowed private entrepreneurs to found small companies and opened up the country to an influx of information from the outside world. And in the all-important countryside, where the overwhelming majority of Chinese still lived, Deng and his colleagues began to allow the dissolution of the collective farms set up by Mao Zedong and permitted the peasantry to return to their old system of family farming.


No one really grasped the full magnitude of what Deng had in mind. No Communist regime, after all, had ever succeeded in reforming itself. The incomprehension had much to do with the fact that Deng, who carefully deployed Maoist slogans in support of his restructuring program, remained a sincere believer in the primacy of Communist Party rule. In the spring of 1979, he even moved to quash a nascent prodemocracy movement that he had initially used to outmaneuver his political rivals. All this obscured the details of a grand political and economic experiment that has left a profound mark on both China and the world.


Today, without thinking much about it, we tend to measure China’s success against the leading industrialized countries of the West. As the reforms began to get off the ground in 1979, however, the comparisons that most observers drew were with Yugoslavia, Hungary, or even East Germany (the latter still considered a paragon of socialist productivity). During an official visit to Tokyo in 1978, Deng bewildered his Japanese hosts with an offhand remark about a territorial dispute the two sides had agreed to shelve: “And beyond ten or twenty years, who knows what kind of system China will have?” The Japanese thought that he must be joking. Today we know that he wasn’t.4


These five stories—rich in event and grand personalities—would be worth telling in themselves. But do they really have that much to do with each other? Surely, Britain’s first female prime minister has nothing in common with Iranian Shiism’s leading militant cleric. And what could possibly unite the bishop of Rome, the budding Islamists of Afghanistan, and the leader of the Chinese Communist Party? The fact that they lived through the same historical inflection point, one might argue, does not mean that their stories are linked. Coincidence is not correlation.


In fact, though, they have much more in common than at first meets the eye. The forces unleashed in 1979 marked the beginning of the end of the great socialist utopias that had dominated so much of the twentieth century. These five stories—the Iranian Revolution, the start of the Afghan jihad, Thatcher’s election victory, the pope’s first Polish pilgrimage, and the launch of China’s economic reforms—deflected the course of history in a radically new direction. It was in 1979 that the twin forces of markets and religion, discounted for so long, came back with a vengeance.


Not all of the historical figures whose fates converged that year necessarily thought of themselves as conservatives, and none of them tried to turn back the clock to some hallowed status quo ante. This is precisely because they were all reacting, in their own ways, to a long period of revolutionary fervor that expressed itself in movements ranging from social democracy to Maoism—and it is striking that they were all variously denounced by their enemies on the Left as “reactionaries,” “obscurantists,” “feudalists,” “counterrevolutionaries,” or “capitalist roaders” who aimed above all to defy the march of progress.


There was a grain of truth to these accusations. The protagonists of 1979 were, in their own ways, participants in a great backlash against revolutionary overreach. Deng Xiaoping rejected the excesses of Mao’s Cultural Revolution in favor of pragmatic economic development—a move that, despite Deng’s disclaimers, entailed a gradual restoration of capitalist institutions. Khomeini’s vision of an Islamic state was fueled by his violent repudiation of the shah’s state-led modernization program (known as the “White Revolution”) as well as the Marxist ideas that dominated Iran’s powerful leftist opposition movements. (The shah, indeed, denounced the Shiite clerics as the “black reaction” in contrast to the “red reaction” of the Marxists.) Afghanistan’s Islamic insurgents took up arms against the Moscow-sponsored government in Kabul. John Paul II used Christian faith as the basis for a moral crusade against the godless materialism of the Soviet system. And Margaret Thatcher aimed to roll back the social democratic consensus that had taken hold in Great Britain after World War II.


At the same time, it was easy to underestimate just how much these leaders had actually absorbed from their opponents on the utopian Left. A conservative can be defined as someone who wants to defend or restore the old order; a counterrevolutionary, by contrast, is a conservative who has learned from the revolution. John Paul II, who had spent most of his adult life under the Communist system, knew the Marxist classics intimately and devoted considerable intellectual and pastoral effort to countering their arguments—knowledge that helped him to shape his program of moral and cultural resistance. (It also left him with an intense interest in the politics of the working class that informed his patronage of the Solidarity movement—as well as feeding a deep skepticism about Western-style capitalism.) Khomeini and his clerical allies appropriated Marxist rhetoric and ideas wherever they could, forging a new brand of religious militancy that railed against colonialism and inequality; socialist notions of nationalization and state management later played a large role in the Islamist government’s postrevolutionary economic policy. (One historian describes the resulting synthesis as “revolutionary traditionalism.”)5 Afghanistan’s jihadists borrowed from the Communist playbook by building revolutionary political parties and comprehensive ideological systems to go with them. Margaret Thatcher, who studied at Oxford when Marxism was the reigning political fashion, fused her conservative instincts with a most unconservative penchant for crusading rhetoric, ideological aggression, and programmatic litmus tests. It was precisely for this reason that many of the Conservative Party comrades-in-arms who accompanied her into government in 1979 questioned just how “conservative” she really was. As for Deng Xiaoping, he insisted on maintaining the institutional supremacy of the Communist Party even as he charted a course away from central planning and toward state capitalism. Cold War historian Odd Arne Westad describes Deng’s reform program as “a counterrevolution in economics and political orientation the likes of which the world had never seen.”6


It was entirely in keeping with this spirit that Thatcher proudly reported to a Conservative Party rally in April 1979 that her political opponents had dubbed her a reactionary. “Well,” she declared, “there’s a lot to react against!”7 It was, indeed, precisely this peculiar spirit of defiance that gave the year its transformative power. The decisions of these leaders decisively defined the world in which we live—one in which communist and socialist thought has faded, markets dominate economic thinking, and politicized religion looms large. Like it or not, we of the twenty-first century still live in the shadow of 1979.




1


Malaise


The 1970s have long been overshadowed by the decade that came before them. For the countries of the West, the 1960s were a period of intense social change and grand political theater, of revolutions practiced and proclaimed. By comparison, the years that followed looked—at least superficially—more like an era of transition, a muddled in-between time of dead ends and thwarted utopias, of disillusionment and drift. (One of the first histories of the 1970s, published just two years after the end of the decade, was appropriately entitled It Seemed Like Nothing Happened.) For Americans, the 1970s evoke the scandal of Watergate and the defeat in Vietnam. For Western Europeans, the period conjures up an ebbing of ideological passions that saw so many disappointed sixties radicals turn their backs on revolutionary politics, while a far smaller minority embraced the quixotic life of “urban guerrillas” (as the left-wing terrorists in Germany or Italy were sometimes called).


With the passage of time, though, the 1970s begin to appear less like a sideshow and more like the main event. In the United States, a recent surge of interest in the period has brought a fundamental reappraisal of its impact. In one (conservative) view, it was only in the 1970s that the radical notions advanced by the 1960s cultural and political elites translated into a broad social upheaval. The antiauthoritarianism of the sixties activists translated into a pervasive loss of faith in leaders, institutions, and ideals across classes. Watergate and the lost war in Vietnam fueled an unprecedented political cynicism. Drug use proliferated, crime rates soared, and racial tensions intensified. The lofty aspirations of John Kennedy’s Camelot and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society gave way to a debilitating sense of chaos and disorder.1


Other students of the period focus on the collapse of economic expectations. For much of the West, the 1970s marked the end of a long period of extraordinary economic growth. Virtually all the countries of Western Europe as well as the United States experienced an enormous surge in prosperity for the first thirty years after the end of World War II. (The French, indeed, refer to this period as les trente glorieuses, “the glorious three decades.”) Americans, in particular, watched productivity increase steadily from year to year, as did wages and consumption. Everyone benefited: factory workers saw their standard of living rise just as precipitously as that of their bosses. For the first time, even manual laborers could afford washing machines, vacations to faraway places, or college educations for their kids. This upward trajectory of wealth and opportunity continued through the 1960s and just beyond. It was in the seventies that this “Age of Compression”—so named for the steady increase in income equality that was one of its features—finally ground to a halt.2


There was one particular event that contributed to this revision of economic expectations. In 1973 the Arab-dominated Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) responded to Washington’s decision to supply the Israeli forces in the Yom Kippur war by cutting off oil exports to the United States and other Western countries viewed as supporters of the Jewish state; the resulting surge in prices affected even the countries that were not directly targeted by the embargo. The result was the deepest economic slump since the Great Depression. Long lines formed at gasoline stations throughout the developed world. Officials in the United States beseeched consumers to go without Christmas lights over the holiday season; gas rationing was introduced. Suddenly, those optimistic assumptions about enduring growth no longer seemed to apply.


The energy crisis had a devastating economic effect, but perhaps its most enduring impact was psychological. Macroeconomic orthodoxy held that inflation tended to stimulate economic activity, so slow growth and high unemployment were assumed to be at odds with high price levels. Central banks in the United States, Europe, and Japan jointly cut interest rates, desperately hoping to stimulate a recovery. But nothing happened. Investment and employment failed to respond—yet inflation, already high before the “oil shock,” now began to climb. “Stagflation,” as this new phenomenon was called, defied all expert prognoses. The experts in Washington, and in the other capitals of the Western world, no longer appeared as the guarantors of prosperity.


In some ways, the first energy crisis merely exacerbated shifts that were already under way. The impact of the Arab oil embargo on the economies of the West was so devastating in part because the rules that had governed the postwar order were already in flux. At the end of World War II, the Americans and their allies had collaborated to create the Bretton Woods system, which laid out a framework for the global economy in the form of a system of loosely fixed exchange rates. Bretton Woods remained in place for thirty-six years. It established the US dollar as the pole around which everything revolved. By 1971, however, the United States faced a looming balance-of-payments crisis brought on by the costs of the Vietnam War and by its growing trade deficits with rising economic powerhouses like West Germany and Japan. The Nixon administration attacked the problem by announcing that the dollar would no longer be directly convertible to gold. The system of stable exchange rates was over, and the world economy would never be quite so predictable again. It is no coincidence that the seventies became the moment for the first anguished ruminations on what was then called “interdependence.” (The word globalization, which soon replaced it, earned its first mention in an article in the New York Times in 1974.)3


Other less visible forces were pushing the world toward interconnectedness. The Americans and the Western Europeans had long benefited from their privileged positions as the pioneers of advanced technological know-how and management; throughout the twentieth century, steady industrialization offered big productivity gains as labor shifted from agriculture to factories. But by the 1970s, these advantages were gradually eroded by the spread of manufacturing expertise around the world.4 It was in the seventies, arguably, that the West first began to realize that it had no monopoly on the fruits of development. The astonishing postwar success of Japan set the path for the newly industrializing “tigers” of East Asia (Taiwan, Singapore, South Korea, and Hong Kong). The two biggest Latin American economies, Brazil and Mexico, posted tigerlike annual growth rates of 7.5 percent during the 1970s. Growth in all of these countries built on their success as exporters, especially in manufacturing. By 1979, these six countries—the four East Asians plus the two Latin American giants—were supplying 40 percent of the West’s clothing imports; some of them were already moving into consumer electronics and shipbuilding. All this demonstrated that new players were perfectly capable of challenging the economic primacy of the established capitalist countries.5


Technology played a crucial role in these transformations, too. American sociologist Daniel Bell coined the term postindustrial society in the 1960s, but his readers had to wait a few years to appreciate what he meant by it. The seventies brought a forward leap in the development of semiconductors and microprocessors and ushered in an era that would see computers move from the preserve of governments and big corporations to small businesses and even individuals. The cost of satellite communications now dropped to a level that enabled widespread use—with dramatic effects on the spread of news and the speed of global financial transactions. Consider the extent to which the twenty-first century remains in the thrall of technological innovations that were born in the 1970s: e-mail, the bar code, the MRI, the pocket calculator, and the personal computer.


Apple and Microsoft were both founded in the 1970s. In the years before, most people had thought of computers as monstrous machines affordable only by big bureaucratic organizations. The seventies changed all that for good. From then on, it was no longer the belching smokestacks of the huge Ford factories in Michigan’s River Rouge that symbolized industrial prowess. The world that was coming into being would be a messier, more volatile place, one in which an elegant idea could end up counting for more than an army of assembly-line workers. In the new US economy, corporations could easily relocate factories to lower-cost venues overseas, services and finance played an increasingly prominent role, and the once-enormous political power of unions was beginning to flag. This shift in the balance of economic forces meant, among other things, that the rewards of economic progress would no longer be spread quite so widely as before. The year 1979 marked the moment when income inequality in the United States began to increase for the first time since 1945—the beginning of a trend that has continued to the present day.


Of all the Western economies that were buffeted by these trends, none of them suffered quite so badly as Great Britain. The OPEC oil embargo dented growth figures everywhere, but the United Kingdom proved especially vulnerable.


Some of the problems had their roots in the political and economic system that Britain had built in the wake of World War II. In the general election of 1945, British voters had given overwhelming approval to the Labour Party’s ambitious plans for the creation of a far-reaching welfare state. Under Prime Minister Clement Attlee, the Labourites soon made good on their word. They established the National Health Service and comprehensive systems for pensions and unemployment insurance. They also nationalized key sectors of the economy, from coal to railroads, and firmly embraced Keynesian macroeconomic policies. Even when the Labour government lost power in 1951, the new Conservative government made no challenge to the reforms implemented by its predecessor, thus attesting to their enduring popularity with the public. Thus was born what came to be known as the “postwar consensus,” the bedrock of British politics until the end of the 1970s.


The postwar consensus endured because it worked—at least for the first few decades. The British economy grew steadily through the 1950s and 1960s, widely spreading the benefits of expanding national wealth. But by the 1970s, the bloom was off. Rising global competition had revealed the structural rigidities of Britain’s social-democratic system. The oil shock hit at a moment when traditional British manufacturing industries were already affected by painful decline. Once-proud working-class cities had turned into landscapes of blight, factory ruins defaced with graffiti. In the 1970s, the British economy tottered from one crisis to another. In 1974, in the wake of the Arab oil embargo, Conservative prime minister Edward Heath was forced to introduce electricity rationing and a three-day workweek. Unemployment surged and productivity sagged. British business seemed to have lost its way. Entrepreneurs fled punishing tax rates for more hospitable climes. Strikes punctuated the national news with benumbing regularity; the trade unions repeatedly demonstrated their enormous political power, contributing mightily to the fall of Heath’s government in 1974.


These were the problems that confronted James Callaghan as he assumed the office of prime minister two years later. His Labour Party had won the 1974 election under the leadership of Harold Wilson, who returned to Number Ten Downing Street after an earlier stint as prime minister. But Labour’s margin of victory in the election was narrow, and the best that Wilson could do was to form a minority government with his party in the lead. His administration soon foundered as it struggled to deal with the aftereffects of the energy crisis and the intensifying demands from the unions, his party’s most powerful constituency. By the time Callaghan stepped in to take the beleaguered Wilson’s place, inflation had reached a staggering 25 percent. Outside investors lost confidence that the British government would ever regain control over its finances, and the pound became so anemic that London found itself facing a full-blown balance-of-payments crisis. Put simply, the British state had run out of the foreign exchange it needed to pay for imports. Bills were coming due that the United Kingdom was not in a position to pay.


To his credit, Callaghan did not soft-pedal the causes. He inherited stewardship of the economy at a moment when the old sureties were crumbling. His chancellor of the Exchequer, Denis Healey, declared that Britain couldn’t go on spending its way out of crises. Callaghan’s son-in-law, an influential journalist by the name of Peter Jay, had even become a convert to the economic school known as “monetarism,” which deemed strict control of the money supply to be the only remedy for inflation. This flew in the face of the Keynesian principles of Britain’s postwar consensus, which placed a premium on combating unemployment through government spending. The speech that Callaghan gave at the 1976 Labour Party conference, authored by Jay, turned into something of a elegy for Britain’s postwar economic system:


For too long this country—all of us, yes this conference too—has been ready to settle for borrowing money abroad to maintain our standards of life, instead of grappling with the fundamental problems of British industry. . . . [T]he cozy world we were told would go on forever, where full employment would be guaranteed . . . that cozy world is now gone. . . . We used to think we could spend our way out of a recession and increase employment by cutting taxes and boosting government spending. I tell you in all candor that that option no longer exists, and that insofar as it ever did exist, it only worked on each occasion since the war by injecting a bigger dose of inflation into the economy followed by a higher level of unemployment as the next step.6


Finally, in November 1976, the United Kingdom was forced to ask the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a $3.9 billion loan to tide it over through the crisis. The conditions included brutal spending cuts and across-the-board austerity measures.7 Back in 1945, the United Kingdom had been America’s partner in creating the international economic system that had brought the IMF to life. Now London was calling on the fund for help in an existential crisis. It was the first time that one of the world’s developed countries had ever asked for IMF support. (Nothing comparable would happen again until 2008, when Iceland was forced to follow suit during the global financial crisis.)8


This was a humiliation of epochal proportions. A country that had been at the heart of the Western economic and political system found itself reduced to the status of a banana republic. Callaghan diagnosed the problems but was unable to come up with a remedy. Something always seemed to get in the way: the resistance of the unions, the global economic climate, the accustomed way of doing things. The old ideas no longer worked—that much was clear. But where were the new ones? Britain was waiting for something to give.


There were, of course, countries that benefited from the oil shock. First and foremost among them was the Imperial State of Iran, one of America’s key Cold War allies in the Middle East. Nevertheless, the shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, welcomed the cash that poured into his coffers as a result of the OPEC embargo. He had ambitious plans for the remaking of Iranian society, and changes on the scale he envisioned certainly did not come cheap.


Ten years earlier, in 1963, he had inaugurated the grand reform scheme that he called the “White Revolution.” The idea of a revolution led by a reigning monarch might have seemed odd, but there was a certain logic to it under Iranian conditions. The shah knew that his country urgently needed modernization, but it had to be pursued without endangering his own rule. And the main threat to that rule, as he saw it, came from the Left. In 1953, an American-assisted coup had saved his throne by toppling Mohammed Mossadeq, a leftist-nationalist prime minister who had achieved immense popularity among Iranians through his efforts to nationalize the British-controlled oil industry. The shah knew that Far Left ideas enjoyed broad currency among Iran’s intensely politicized intellectuals and that the country’s deep class divides and entrenched poverty made it vulnerable to the lure of revolution. Though he had banned the powerful communist party, the Tudeh, in 1949, it was still enough of a force to lend vital support to Mossadeq in his nationalization campaign in the years that followed. After Mossadeq’s arrest, the shah responded by cracking down even harder on the communists. Thousands of their activists vanished behind bars, and the party never quite regained its former strength.


The White Revolution represented the other major component of the shah’s response to the communist challenge. Having crushed their organization, he would now selectively steal their ideas. On paper, at least, the shah’s program sounded as though it had been lifted from a Marxist-Leninist manifesto: sweeping land reform, state-sponsored literacy campaigns, nationalization of forests, the awarding of company shares to the workers. In practice, of course, many of these positive-sounding measures were undermined by corruption, nepotism, and bad planning—in other words, by the very nature of the regime they were supposed to be changing for the better.


Yet the White Revolution, fueled by rising oil revenues, did succeed on many fronts. By the beginning of the 1970s, Iran boasted an educational system that was the envy of its neighbors, a broad array of showcase industries, and the most powerful military in the Middle East. Many countries in the nonaligned world regarded it as a model of successful authoritarian development—something like China in the early twenty-first century. (Iran’s economic growth rates at the time were similarly dazzling.) Still, the achievements of the shah’s rush to modernity brought a whole host of new problems. The reforms jolted Iranian society. Migrants lured by the promise of factory jobs poured from the countryside into sprawling urban shanty-towns. Accelerated economic change undermined the positions of traditional elites like the once-powerful bazaar merchants. And the proliferation of educational opportunity, as positive as it was, raised unfulfillable expectations: the system produced graduates faster than the economy created jobs.


The shah’s policies were also calculated to anger one particularly influential interest group: the Shiite religious establishment. For hundreds of years, these scholars and clerics had proudly cultivated a sense of independence from the state. This didn’t stop them from doing business with it, or even accepting its favors, but they were careful to maintain control over their own institutions—above all the hawza, the prestigious Shiite seminaries, and the wealthy religious foundations. Whereas the shah’s father, the strong-willed Reza Shah, had railed against the clergy, and had once even physically attacked seminarians, his son had generally left the Shiite establishment to itself, muting resistance to his policies.


The White Revolution, however, was hardly calculated to meet with their approbation. Its embrace of Western ways posed a threat to the religious elite. The expansion of modern schools and universities offered overpowering competition to traditional educational institutions dominated by the clergy. Secular courts grew more important than those based on Islamic law. Reforms encouraged women to study, to work, and to scorn the veil.


The most prominent critic of these policies was an outspoken Shiite legal scholar named Ruhollah Khomeini, who denounced the launch of the White Revolution for measures that he deemed un-Islamic, such as its extension of suffrage to women in 1963. He was particularly incensed by the shah’s dependence on the United States and his closeness to Israel, which Khomeini regarded as the foremost enemy of Islam. Khomeini persuaded other senior religious scholars to join him in urging voters to boycott a referendum on the shah’s modernization plans. The shah responded by ordering Khomeini’s arrest in the seminary town of Qom, triggering three days of rioting by thousands of seminarians. The security forces quelled the protests at the cost of dozens of lives. Khomeini was later released, but after delivering another jeremiad against the regime in 1964, he was finally deported. The shah and his entourage presumed that this would put a stop to Khomeini’s influence within Iran.


They were wrong. In 1971, when the shah staged a lavish celebration to commemorate the twenty-five-hundredth anniversary of the founding of the Iranian monarchy, Khomeini issued a blistering condemnation of the shah’s extravagance from his exile in Iraq. Based in the Shiite holy city of An Najaf, Khomeini received a steady stream of zealous young clerics-in-waiting eager to absorb his message that a return to Islam was the only solution for what ailed their country. Some of these clerics later found themselves under arrest as well—but prison, as is so often the case, proved to be a productive learning experience in its own right. The shah had continued his crackdown on leftist dissidents, and imprisonment brought the men of religion together with them on equal terms. Their Marxist cell mates engaged the Shiite clerics in vigorous polemics, debates that would prove unexpectedly useful in the context of subsequent events.


Meanwhile, a new generation of Iranian thinkers was exploring ways to counter the onslaught of Westernization and to assert a distinctly Iranian political identity. A writer named Jalal Al-e Ahmad chastised his compatriots for their humiliating desire to ape the ways of the West and urged them to find a way back to their own culture. Politician Mehdi Bazargan and religious scholar Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleqani speculated about how to bring economic policy in harmony with the teachings of the Quran. Sociologist Ali Shariati devised an idiosyncratic fusion of Marxist economics and the Islamic concern for social justice. He succeeded in melding his passion for revolution with what he saw as the original militant mission of the Prophet.


Neither the shah nor his opponents on the Far Left recognized just how potent these new ideological explorations would prove. Pahlavi and the communists were united in their failure to understand the reactive power of Islam scorned.


The masters of the Kremlin had little reason to worry about the obscure maneuverings of Shiite scholars. The global geopolitical situation in the seventies offered Moscow many opportunities, and Soviet leaders were eager to seize them. The same oil-price hikes that hit the Western economies so hard were a boon for the USSR, one of the world’s leading petroleum producers. At a time when the West was deeply demoralized by its declining economic fortunes, the Soviets moved to press their advantage. Their greatest successes came in the developing world, where the process of postwar decolonization was approaching its climax.


The epochal American defeat in Vietnam was the high-water mark of Soviet global ambitions. The North Vietnamese capture of Saigon in 1975 conclusively established Moscow’s presence in Southeast Asia. The new pan-Vietnamese communist government immediately granted the USSR full basing rights at Cam Ranh Bay, the superb deepwater port that the Americans had turned into a state-of-the-art logistics terminal. The Kremlin had already established a key strategic foothold in South Yemen, right at the entrance of the all-important Persian Gulf, after a Marxist government had seized power there at the beginning of the decade. Moscow was cultivating close relations with the regimes in Iraq and Algeria. In Ethiopia, a communist military junta called the Derg seized power in 1974, anchoring Soviet power in the Horn of Africa. The Kremlin and its Cuban allies supported a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary party in the bitter civil war in Angola. The USSR maintained a close alliance with South Africa’s African National Congress and a host of other revolutionary movements around the continent. Moscow also supported many leftist groups in Latin America.


But despite this upward trend, the Soviets did suffer just enough setbacks to keep them nervous. The Kremlin offered ample support to Chile’s Marxist president Salvador Allende, but he was toppled by an American-supported right-wing coup three years after he came to power—one of the few clear strategic setbacks suffered by the Soviets during the 1970s. Another was the decision by Egyptian president Anwar Sadat to switch allegiance to the Americans after years of receiving Soviet assistance. The memory of that betrayal would haunt the Politburo in Moscow for years to come.


The Sadat precedent had particularly far-reaching consequences in Afghanistan. Throughout the 1960s, Kabul found itself the object of the two superpowers’ intense rivalry. Afghanistan occupied a geopolitical crossroads, right on the USSR’s southern border and north of the Persian Gulf, home to the energy resources that kept Western economies humming. Afghanistan was flanked by two important US allies, Iran and Pakistan, yet it had close historical ties to the Soviet Union, which had been the first country to recognize its independence in 1919. All this made it a focus of Cold War competition—something that the Afghans were able to leverage to their own benefit, at least for a while. The Americans and the Soviets spent hundreds of millions of dollars in their efforts to vie for influence. Washington sent in countless Peace Corps volunteers to offer assistance with agriculture or to teach in schools. Moscow built factories and roads and brought thousands of Afghans to the Soviet Union to learn engineering or medicine. And Afghanistan needed as much of this aid as it could get. It was one of the poorest countries in the region, hampered, among other things, by a weak state that had never managed to overcome the ethnic and geographic rifts that fragmented the country.


By the early 1970s, though, Moscow could begin to feel satisfied with its efforts. The Americans already had stronger regional allies in Iran and Pakistan, and policy makers in Washington were throttling back their assistance to Kabul. As American efforts waned, the Russians stepped up their own efforts to gain well-placed friends among the Afghan elite. The number of Afghan notables who had studied in the USSR or otherwise directly benefited from Kremlin largesse increased. Most important, the Soviets brought thousands of Afghan soldiers to train in the USSR. The Afghan military was probably the most powerful institution in the country, and one of the very few with national reach. Many of the trainees returned home convinced that Moscow’s way, with its radical creed of social reorganization, offered the best path for overcoming their own country’s backwardness.


Oddly enough, there were even some supporters for this view among the Afghan aristocracy. One of them was Mohammed Daoud Khan, who served as prime minister from 1953 to 1963 under King Zahir Shah (who also happened to be his cousin and brother-in-law). Daoud was a modernizing autocrat rather than a communist. A stint in Europe in his youth had sharpened his awareness of the technological superiority of the West; his long career in the military had given him a deep-seated respect for the realities of power of home. He harbored the conviction that the only hope for his country lay in a secular, modernizing despotism that would wrench it out of its medieval stagnation into the twentieth century. For Daoud, like so many Third World autocrats, Marxism-Leninism was attractive less as an ideology per se than as a blueprint for ruthless national mobilization. In just a few decades, the Bolsheviks had seemingly thrust their backward, overwhelmingly agrarian society into the ranks of the world’s industrialized nations; surely, that was worth emulating. There were also more personal reasons for Daoud’s interest. A wily intriguer, Daoud understood that Soviet backing—including the support of the many Kremlin sympathizers among Afghan military officers and intellectuals—could provide him with a secure base for taking power.


In 1973, Daoud put his plans into action. He launched a bloodless coup that enabled him to seize control of the government while Zahir Shah was away on an Italian vacation. But instead of proclaiming himself king in his cousin’s place, Daoud abolished the monarchy altogether. He declared Afghanistan to be a republic with himself as its president. He received crucial support for his takeover from the homegrown communist party, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), whose members recalled his tilt toward Moscow during his term as prime minister under the deposed king.


Daoud soon demonstrated, however, that he was unwilling to let Afghanistan become just another East-bloc satellite. Although he was happy to continue receiving as much Soviet aid as he could get, he also signaled that he was determined to retain Afghanistan’s formal status as a “nonaligned country,” one that had no official alliances with either of the main parties of the Cold War. He maintained cordial relations with the Americans and expanded Afghanistan’s ties with the countries of the Islamic world, especially Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Pakistan. During his term as prime minister, he had soured Kabul’s relations with Islamabad through his support for Pashtun nationalism, aggravating the Pakistanis, who had a large Pashtun population on their own side of the border to worry about; that he was willing to soften his policies as president demonstrated his determination to avoid the trap of excessive dependence on the Soviets. The Afghan communists looked on this hedging strategy with skepticism; they felt that salvation could only come from closer ties with Moscow.


But Daoud was also unpopular with many conservative elements in this deeply traditional society. He wanted to build a strong activist state in a country where officialdom’s writ had never extended far beyond the capital. He wanted equal rights and educational opportunity for women. And, in keeping with the overwhelming majority of the other nationalist rulers who ruled in the Middle East and South Asia at this time, he wanted to structure Afghan society along secular lines. This meant the gradual removal of Islamic scholars and clerics from the educational and justice systems. Needless to say, not everyone was happy about this. But the mullahs and rural notables, fragmented and backward, proved ill-equipped to formulate an adequate response to Daoud’s policies. (In contrast to Iran, Afghanistan had no monolithic and powerful religious institutions that could pose a credible counterweight to the power of the government.) Ironically, it was the rising intelligentsia, emerging from the state-sponsored schools and universities of the new Afghanistan, who would figure out how to fight back more effectively.


It took time for this growing discontent among the faithful to find an effective form of resistance. In 1975, a group of Islamic radicals tried to overthrow Daoud in a dilettantish coup attempt. His security forces made short work of the rebels. The president could be forgiven for failing to realize that these misguided enthusiasts—an odd mix of religious scholars and university students—would one day come to dominate the political life of his country. They styled themselves as a new kind of political movement that they called the “Islamic Society” (Jamiat-e Islami), organized according to the same cell structure used by underground communist groups. (Like the Iranians, they had learned much from the Marxists.) For the moment, though, that was little help to the militants. Most of them disappeared into Daoud’s jails or execution cellars; the rest fled to Pakistan.


But for Daoud, this was merely a blip along the way. He pushed ahead with his modernization plans. In 1977, he created his own “National Revolutionary Party” and declared that the Republic of Afghanistan was thenceforth a one-party state. He knew perfectly well that there was no room in such a state for a communist party beholden to the wishes of the Kremlin. One day, he knew, a showdown would come. Little did he know that it would pave the way for a renewed competition between the Cold War superpowers—and for the ascendance of a new Islamic insurgency.


Ultimately, though, the superpower rivalries in the Third World were a sideshow. The crux of Cold War tensions lay in Europe—and, more precisely, in Central Europe. This meant Germany and, along with it, Poland.


Stationed in East Germany was a 400,000-man Soviet army, heavy with tanks, that formed the core of the Warsaw Pact’s forces in Europe. Together with the armies from the USSR’s satellites, the East-bloc force far outnumbered NATO’s conventional forces. The Kremlin had poured the cash from its oil boom into building a world-class navy and modernizing its nuclear arsenal with the latest submarines, intercontinental ballistic missiles, and long-range bombers.


By the 1970s, both sides in the Cold War had reached the point where their nuclear forces were capable of destroying the world many times over, and it was above all this destructive potential that persuaded both sides to launch the era of détente, a concept that became one of the watchwords of the decade. Détente assumed that both sides—the Soviet bloc and its American-led rivals—were to remain fixtures on the international scene for the foreseeable future. Few experts at the time took seriously the possibility that the USSR might just collapse.


Marxism, it should be remembered, was not just an academic theory about historical truth; its adherents believed that they held the key to superior economic management as well. Communist central planners claimed for themselves the mantle of science and efficiency, knowledge that was supposed to grant them an edge over the messy spontaneity of markets. According to one widely held interpretation, American capitalism had demonstrated its essential weakness in the world economic slowdown of the 1930s, only to be pulled out of its doldrums by the extensive state intervention of the New Deal and the centralized planning of the war years that followed. “A Russian seeing the growth of the Communist empire over the past 15 years would not naturally come to the conclusion that its system of political organization was basically wrong,” wrote Henry Kissinger in 1960. “If the issue was simply the relative capacity to promote economic development, the outcome is foreordained [in favor of communism].” Kissinger would later become one of the authors of détente.9 But there were many others who thought similarly. Economist John Kenneth Galbraith wrote a book predicting that the rise of Western multinational corporations and Eastern bureaucratic socialism would end in a hybrid that combined in the strengths of both—an idea that came to be known as “convergence theory.”10


In reality, of course, the Soviet colossus stood on clay feet. The intimidating might of the Warsaw Pact came at a crippling cost. Peacetime Soviet defense expenditures reached their peak in the 1970s. By some estimates, Moscow was spending up to a quarter of its gross domestic product on the military—a burden that no country, however well endowed with natural resources, can sustain indefinitely. The USSR and its satellites, committed to an economics of secretive autarky, largely walled themselves off from the rest of the world, and it was hard to know precisely what was going on behind that wall. But many planners and economists inside the East bloc were well aware that their system was falling behind.


Central planning had functioned relatively well at the stage when managers needed big factories to produce goods identified as crucial to further industrialization. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Soviets had astounded the world by leapfrogging their way into the smokestack era, studding their enormous empire with steel plants and giant dams. For a few decades into the postwar period, they kept up the pace, rapidly rebuilding the European territories that had been leveled by the Nazi invaders. But by the early 1970s, the boom in investment was petering out. Productivity stalled. Consumer goods and many basic foodstuffs, especially meat and fruit, had never been plentiful in a system where planners gave priority to heavy industry, but now the scarcities became critical. Some historians argue that the West and the East were facing different forms of the same “post-Fordist” crisis: what was to be done with the coal mines and the giant factories that had outlived their usefulness in the new global environment?11 The countries of the West, to varying degrees, ultimately opted to let market forces sort it all out. But the Russians, wedded to an ideological vision of the primacy of heavy industry, had a much harder time coming up with a workable solution. At a time when the pace of innovation was picking up in the rest of the global economy, the tight control over information practiced by communist governments was becoming a critical handicap. The shift to a computerized, knowledge-driven economy was hard enough for the West. For the communist world, it proved almost insurmountable.


Nor was this merely an economic problem. Just as central planning failed to keep up with the volatile demands of globalization, so, too, the ideological hegemony of Marxism-Leninism stifled the moral and spiritual development of East-bloc populations. Every citizen of the Soviet empire lived the daily contradiction between the triumphant pronouncements of official propaganda—tirelessly and uniformly repeated in schools, workplaces, and the official media—and the shortages, bottlenecks, and petty corruption of real life. In Stalin’s day, the discrepancies had been overlaid by the exercise of state terror and the demands of everyday survival. By the time of Brezhnev’s dotage in the 1970s, these more immediate constraints had given way to apathy, cynicism, and squalor. Those who lived through the period dubbed it the “time of stagnation.” It was a label that evoked a psychological crisis as well as an economic one. Some responded to the void with drink; alcoholism soared. A select few questioned the rationale behind the party’s monopoly over history, culture, and the search for meaning. It is no accident that the 1970s were the decade of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and Andrey Sakharov. They may have spoken only for a minority—just as did the sixties counterculture radicals or the civil rights activists in the United States. But what they had to say resonated for society as a whole.


This contradiction between public orthodoxy and private skepsis was at its strongest, perhaps, in Poland. Communist rule in Poland, since its establishment in 1944, had a rocky history. Some Poles had managed to continue armed resistance to the Soviet-installed government well into the 1950s. Every few years, it seemed, Poles took to the streets to protest the communist system. In 1956, workers rioted in the central city of Poznan. In 1968 students took to the streets, inspired by the Prague Spring in neighboring Czechoslovakia and the youth revolts in Western Europe. In 1970, workers in factories and shipyards along the Baltic seacoast went on strike and marched through cities. All of these public protests were suppressed by force.


Some of the worst violence took place in 1970, when at least three dozen workers were killed and some one thousand others wounded during an operation involving thousands of heavily armed troops. The reigning party leader, Władysław Gomułka, had sparked the unrest by sharply hiking food prices. He was now forced into retirement as punishment for his error. Gomułka, who had lived for years in Moscow, was a classic slogan-intoning apparatchik. The man who replaced him as communist party leader, Edward Gierek, seemed to offer something different. Gierek—who had studied for a while in Belgium and even spoke a bit of French—was a natty dresser and a self-confessed technocrat who felt equally at home meeting with workers and foreign dignitaries. As soon as he assumed power, he headed off to Gdańsk to apologize to the workers there for the bloodshed and to promise a fresh beginning. Then he embarked on a series of “consultations” with various social groups to demonstrate his democratic credentials. German chancellor Helmut Schmidt and French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing pronounced Gierek a man they could do business with and took every opportunity to sing his praises.


Gierek differed from Gomułka in economic policy, too. Gomułka, like many traditional Stalinists, had praised the values of economic self-sufficiency, but Gierek saw nothing wrong with expanding foreign trade. Gierek believed, in fact, that co-operating with the West might even offer a way out of an economic impasse that failed to provide Poles with adequate supplies of meat, milk, or housing. As he saw it, his government didn’t need to make fundamental changes to the existing system of central planning; instead, it could borrow money from Western banks to modernize the economy. The resulting growth would enable repayment of the loans, Poles would have more consumer goods, and everyone would be happy.


And for a while, it seemed to work. In the first half of the 1970s, Poland posted growth rates of 10 percent per year. The number of private cars in Poland rose from 450,000 in 1970 to more than 2 million by the end of the decade.12 An opinion poll in 1975—yes, there was such a thing, even in communist Poland—found that some three-quarters of the population judged that their living standards had been rising.13


Poles were happy that life seemed to be improving. Yet this still did not mean that they accepted the official view of communism as the best of all possible systems. This skepticism was something that they had in common with many other citizens in the communist bloc. But there was one particularly striking thing that set Poles apart, and that was their loyalty to the Roman Catholic Church. For centuries—even when their nation had been divided up among more powerful European empires—the Poles had linked their national identity with the church, and this pact continued even in the People’s Republic of Poland.


The party had done everything it could to efface its rival from the hearts and minds of Poles. In 1953, the Polish primate, Stefan Cardinal Wyszyński, who had managed to maintain important church prerogatives at the very height of Stalinist persecution, went to jail rather than bend to the dictates of the Politburo. When he emerged three years later, he enjoyed a moral prestige that few party functionaries could have challenged and firmly established the church as a credible spiritual alternative to official Marxism-Leninism.


For whatever reason, Poles kept going to church. The communists inaugurated officially sanctioned name-giving rituals for newborns—but people kept asking priests to baptize their babies. The party offered benefits for teens who participated in communist coming-of-age ceremonies—but parents continued getting their children confirmed. The state promoted civil wedding services—but couples kept tying the knot in churches instead. In 1975, despite decades of antichurch propaganda, 77 percent of Poles surveyed declared that they regularly participated in religious activities. The most active group of churchgoers were workers (about 90 percent).14


For intellectuals, the church offered the possibility of regular immersion in a competing narrative, one that was not couched in the language of historical materialism. Children who attended Catholic Sunday schools learned about a system of morality that contrasted with state utilitarianism. Those who read Catholic books and regularly attended mass absorbed a Christian eschatology that stood at odds with the dictatorship of the proletariat; along the way, too, they sometimes picked up a historical narrative about their own country that had little in common with official communist myths about the triumph of the working class. By the late 1970s, the Catholic weekly Tygodnik Powszechny (General Weekly) had a circulation of forty thousand (compared to three hundred thousand for the party’s official equivalent).15 The Catholic University of Lublin was the country’s only nonstate institution of higher education.


By the second half of the 1970s, the optimism of the early Gierek period was evaporating. The government was having trouble finding the hard currency to service its growing foreign debt, and its only choice was to squeeze domestic producers harder to make up the shortfall. A new round of price hikes in 1976 triggered strikes and protests in the industrial city of Radom. Gierek rescinded the increases within twenty-four hours, but the upheaval had an interesting side effect. A new civil society began to emerge. One of the dissident groups perceived a growing but inchoate potential for working-class protest. What if the intellectuals started helping strikers with political and legal advice? The new organization called itself KOR, the Polish acronym for “Workers’ Defense Committee.”


The assertiveness of these new activists spooked Gierek’s Politburo. Western leaders wanted to see their East-bloc counterparts observe the niceties of respect for human rights, and Gierek, eager to preserve the flow of foreign credit, accordingly ordered his secret police, the Służba Bezpieczeństwa (Security Service, known by its abbreviation as the SB), to tolerate a certain degree of dissident activity—a policy wryly referred to by its beneficiaries as “repressive tolerance.”


The tolerance was not always in evidence. On May 7, 1977, a young university student named Stanisław Pyjas, a member of KOR, was found dead in a Kraków alleyway. He had been murdered. His classmates took the opportunity to stage public demonstrations against the killing and call for an investigation. Even workers and peasants from the area joined in—testimony to the increasing effectiveness of KOR’s efforts.16 The students who organized it all called themselves the “Student Solidarity Committee.” The priest who chose to preside over the funeral mass for Pyjas was none other than the archbishop of Kraków himself, Karol Józef Cardinal Wojtyła, the man who would later be known as John Paul II. Pyjas, he said, had “fallen victim to the authorities’ hatred of the democracy movement among the students.”17 He openly supported the protests.


It was a bad moment for Gierek. In July, eager to avoid being censured by the West, he announced an amnesty for some KOR members (though the secret police continued to harry the group, albeit less visibly). The activists returned to the work of building ties among themselves, the workers, and the Roman Catholic Church, thus laying the groundwork for a concerted opposition to the regime. In retrospect, this can be seen as a crucial precondition for what was to follow.18 But it certainly didn’t look that way at the time. The socialist system, after all, had weathered far more serious challenges in the past.


Matters looked radically different in another part of the communist world. While the leaders of the USSR found themselves confronting the symptoms of stagnation at home, the People’s Republic of China faced the opposite problem. The Chinese entered the 1970s in a state of upheaval.


In 1966, Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leader Mao Zedong had launched the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. In 1960, prompted by Nikita Khrushchev’s anti-Stalinization policies, Mao had broken off relations with Moscow, denouncing the Soviets as “revisionists” and declaring, even more provocatively, that the Kremlin had embraced “state capitalism” (an allusion to Khrushchev’s tentative efforts to loosen central planning).


The Russians had also roused Mao’s ire by criticizing his utopian plans for the wholesale introduction of communal agriculture at the end of the 1950s, the so-called Great Leap Forward. The disruptions caused by this hasty attempt to reengineer Chinese agriculture resulted in nationwide famines that ultimately killed some 45 million Chinese from 1958 to 1961. For Mao, Moscow’s attacks on his policies were further proof that the Soviets were backsliding, exemplified by an ossified, bureaucratic mind-set that amounted to a wholesale rejection of Stalin’s revolutionary achievements. Mao insisted that China set itself apart by embracing the principle of “continuing revolution,” renewing itself through repeated assaults on the remnants of the privileged classes. As Mao saw it, his views were under attack at home as well. Even though he still stood at the center of an all-encompassing personality cult, he saw many enemies among his own comrades at the top of the party. There was no question that the catastrophe of the Great Leap had cost him some political capital within the leadership; in the wake of the great famine, some of his high-ranking colleagues—most notably Liu Shaoqi, chairman of the People’s Republic, and Deng Xiaoping, CCP general secretary—had modified some of Mao’s most foolhardy reforms, thus ameliorating the crisis. This was something that Mao was not prepared to forgive, and he was eager to unleash a purge that would enable him to get the upper hand on his domestic opponents. His already rampant paranoia was reinforced by Khrushchev’s downfall in 1964, the victim of an internal Kremlin coup. If the Soviet leader’s enemies could band together to take him down, what was to stop Mao from meeting a similar fate?19


The Cultural Revolution was his attempt to regain the initiative. Seventeen years of tough communist rule had left society seething with resentment, and through a carefully orchestrated effort Mao now directed these pent-up frustrations against the party establishment and anyone else who could be labeled an enemy of change. Urged on by Mao and his allies, mobs of radical young students and workers, organized into detachments known as “Red Guards,” began to launch assaults against officials, intellectuals, or anyone with alleged connections to the “bourgeoisie” or nefarious foreign powers. Between 1966 and 1976, millions of people were tortured, killed, or driven to suicide on the slightest of pretexts. Countless cultural artifacts and cultural monuments were destroyed as part of a frenzied campaign to vilify the past.


Many of the victims were tried-and-true Communists. Mao skillfully directed the vicious passions of the Cultural Revolution against his own foes within the party. The ranks of the purged reached to the highest levels of the state. Liu Shaoqi, who had become chairman of the party in 1959, was arrested and tortured, finally dying from abuse in 1969. Millions of others were denounced in humiliating mass “self-criticism” sessions, thrown into jail or labor camps, or sent off to farms or factories in remote places.


They were soon followed into exile by many of the authors of their misfortune. It didn’t take long for the violence of the early stages of the Cultural Revolution to descend into armed anarchy, as competing detachments of Red Guards began battling each other in obscure doctrinal feuds. (The fighting was anything but trivial, though; in some cases, even tanks and artillery were involved.) Mao soon realized that enough was enough and called out the army to restore order. The government shut down the universities, and millions of radical students were dispatched to the impoverished countryside to discover the joys of honest manual labor. Many never returned.


The ascendancy of the army also meant the rise of its leader, Marshal Lin Biao, who for a time in the early 1970s became Mao’s official successor. (It was Lin who published the Little Red Book of canonical Mao quotations, driving Mao’s personality cult to new heights.) But then Lin fell into disfavor and fled the country after an alleged attempt to seize power. The precise circumstances of the incident remain obscure; Lin died when his underfueled plane crashed in Mongolia. Though the sloganeering continued, the chaos of the Cultural Revolution gradually ebbed. But the damage it had caused endured for years. Education and scholarship were stunted by the assaults on “counterrevolutionary” science, technology, and culture.


By the mid-1970s, some of the survivors were beginning to trickle back. Those at the highest ranks of the party knew that Mao was dying and that his era was at an end. But no one knew what would come next.
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Dragon Year


In the early hours of July 28, 1976, deep beneath the industrial city of Tangshan in northeastern China, a slab of the earth’s crust slipped out of place. The jolt that resulted lasted only fifteen seconds, but it was enough to scar the mind of a generation. Many of the city’s 1.6 million residents, still half-asleep, died as their homes, mostly shoddy brick apartment buildings, collapsed around them. The bewildered survivors, many of them seriously hurt, stumbled into the darkness. The quake destroyed hospitals and blocked roads, preventing emergency teams from reaching the hardest-hit areas, in some cases for days. Thousands of the wounded died before help reached them. The death toll announced by the government came to 250,000; the real figure was probably much higher. (Experts now say that the casualties of the quake may have been three times higher than the official number.) It was the deadliest earthquake of the twentieth century, but unless you happen to be Chinese, chances are that you have never heard of it. The reasons for its obscurity have little to do with geology and everything to do with politics.1


The earthquake made itself felt far beyond the city limits of Tangshan. Even in Beijing, about a hundred miles away, residents awoke in terror as walls and ceilings gave way. People milled in the streets, refusing to go back inside their homes. Some moved their beds into their courtyards, too scared to sleep indoors; soon, as if to compound the general misery, it began to rain, forcing many of them back inside. One particularly enterprising family of Beijingers, after camping outside in their courtyard for a few nights, decided to build a makeshift earthquake shelter inside their home. They gathered together all the tables they could find, lined them up, and covered them with the wooden frames and planks from their beds; mattresses went on the floor underneath. Now, it seemed, they could sleep without fear.


But there was a problem with the patriarch of the family, age seventy-one: “He had the typical old man’s enlarged prostate gland, which meant that he had to get up several times during the night to urinate,” his daughter later recalled in a memoir. “The shelter was low and bending was difficult. That wasn’t so bad, but he sometimes bumped his head.”2 He would just have to cope. This was only the latest in a series of misfortunes. Just a few months earlier, he had been one of the most powerful people in China—but then he had been felled by his enemies, stripped of his positions and dispatched into political limbo. His future, and that of the family that depended on him, was unclear. There was no way for them to know how long the situation would last.


The old man’s name was Deng Xiaoping. Over the previous decade, his life had described a bewildering trajectory. By the middle of the 1960s, he had attained a lofty position as general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, just below Mao Zedong, the party’s giant, and Liu Shaoqi, China’s head of state. The onset of the Cultural Revolution changed everything. Liu was abruptly purged and died not long afterward of prolonged torture and medical neglect. Deng, too, found himself a victim of the savage capriciousness of Mao, the man he had so long revered. With stunning rapidity, Deng fell from the summit of government into humiliation and obscurity. In 1969 he and his wife were dispatched to a provincial tractor-repair shop, where they spent the next four years. Though Deng managed to escape the humiliations and torture visited upon so many others, his period in internal exile was not easy. His family members endured many privations. At one point, his older son jumped out of a top-floor window to escape rampaging Red Guards and was crippled for life in the fall.


Countless other Chinese had lived through similar horrors during the Cultural Revolution; many of the survivors had experienced stories even more convoluted than Deng’s. But by the mid-1970s, as the Cultural Revolution faded, a decade of violence and upheaval was giving way to pervasive exhaustion and disillusionment. In this light, perhaps, it was understandable that many Chinese saw the Tangshan earthquake not merely as a natural disaster but also as a portent of serious change. The year 1976, as everyone knew, was the Dragon Year—a moment in the Chinese zodiac that is pregnant with the possibility of epochal transformation, and perhaps calamity as well. (In Chinese history, indeed, those two things frequently go together.)


The earthquake was not the only omen. A few months earlier, in January, the nation had witnessed the death of Premier Zhou Enlai, an urbane party grandee whose passing triggered a surprising surge of public grief. Not everyone was quite so sad to see him go. The people who had benefited the most from the Cultural Revolution—above all Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, and her political allies—hated Zhou, who did not share their radical zeal. Taking their cue from Mao, who had become increasingly hostile toward his colleague over the years, they ensured that the funeral observances were kept to a minimum. But many Chinese deemed this an insult to the memory of the man. As they saw it, this was someone who had worked to contain the worst excesses of the Cultural Revolution, and for that he deserved their thanks. People around the country expressed their loyalty to Zhou in wall posters and commemorative bouquets—often openly defying official instructions against public displays of sympathy for the dead premier.


Deng, who had returned from internal exile in 1973, just three years earlier, had done his best to carry on Zhou’s course, which prioritized practical economic development over revolutionary sentiment. Jiang and her friends accused Deng of masterminding the popular expressions of mourning for Zhou and succeeded in persuading Mao—who, old and ailing, was getting more paranoid and ill-natured by the day—to remove him from his day-to-day work at the top of the government.


Just a few weeks later, public opinion caught the leadership off guard by reasserting itself once again. In early April, many Chinese seized upon the Qing Ming Festival, China’s traditional day of mourning, to make up for the party’s failure to pay the necessary respect to Zhou. In Beijing alone, close to 2 million people visited Tiananmen Square to show their respect for the dead premier. Party leaders ordered the police to move in and clear the square of the vast pile of flowers and wreaths left by the mourners. When mourners gathered in the square again on April 5, they were outraged to discover that their tributes to Zhou had been cleared away. Anger gave way to public demonstrations. Soon tens of thousands of people were rioting in the heart of the capital.


Jiang and other acolytes of the Cultural Revolution denounced the mourners as enemies of the state and called out the troops, who cleared the streets with considerable bloodshed. Many demonstrators were injured; it is not clear whether any were killed. Jiang and her three main allies—soon to be known as the “Gang of Four”3—now saw an opportunity to finish off Deng, whom they viewed as their primary enemy. Mao had brought him back from exile precisely because he saw Deng as a skilled manager and problem solver. As Mao saw it, the Cultural Revolution had achieved his intended goal of jolting society out of its lethargy, and he now acknowledged that it was time to restore a degree of stability after years of economic turbulence. Mao still valued Deng’s administrative expertise, and he knew that this small yet tough man was just the person he needed to reinstill a sense of discipline. He also knew that Deng’s comeback would balance the growing power of the radical faction surrounding his own wife, whom he correctly suspected of maneuvering to seize the reins after his death.


But by the time of Deng’s dismissal, Mao, now eighty-one, was seriously ill, plagued by the symptoms of what appears to have been amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (Lou Gehrig’s disease). Barely capable of speech, he was reduced to communicating by means of cryptic remarks scrawled on notepads; often the only person who could decipher them was the comely young woman who now served as his constant companion. His poor condition was clearly visible during his last public appearance in late May 1976, when he received the visiting Pakistani prime minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. Photos of the meeting, which showed Mao’s head lolling on the back of his armchair, made it clear to everyone that the Great Helmsman could not go on for long.


Mao’s fragility made it all too easy for Jiang and her faction to pin the blame for the Qing Ming protests on Deng. They accused him of orchestrating the “counterrevolutionary” demonstrations in the heart of the capital to further his own subversive political agenda. The ailing Mao finally gave in to their demands, and Deng was formally purged from the leadership. Yet the Chairman still held back from the final blow. He allowed Deng to retain his party membership, a move that allowed at least the possibility of yet another comeback in the future. For all that had happened, Mao still had great respect for Deng’s toughness and abilities. (In 1954, in a meeting with Khrushchev, he had once drawn the Russian’s attention to Deng, saying, “See that little man there? He is highly intelligent and has a great future ahead of him.”)4


A few years earlier, as he was maneuvering to return to Beijing, Deng had sent Mao two obsequious letters in which he assumed responsibility for his past “errors” and respectfully requested to be returned to proper party work. But now, in 1976, Deng refused to offer even a hint of apology to his persecutors. This was not the time to recant. Deng still had many powerful friends in the upper ranks of the party, and they would be looking to him as their standard-bearer in the months to come. Deng and his allies settled down to bide their time.


In early July came yet another major event: the demise of Marshal Zhu De, a titanic figure widely regarded as the military mind behind the Communist victory in the twenty-three-year-long civil war, when, at the end of the 1940s, they had finally defeated the Nationalist armies of Chiang Kai-shek, driving him into ignominious exile on the island of Taiwan. Zhu was a man of immense prestige and rocklike stolidity. If giants like him could fall, anything was possible.


This, then, was the situation when the Tangshan earthquake struck. It rattled the members of the gang, already anxious about the impending loss of their patron, Mao. They knew all too well that Deng’s demotion did not mean his final defeat. For months after Deng’s downfall, Jiang and her friends kept up a drumbeat of demonizing propaganda, exhorting their compatriots to “criticize Deng.” In the wake of the earthquake, they even unleashed a media campaign, warning, a bit too loudly, against the misuse of Tangshan relief efforts by their number-one political foe: “Be alert to Deng Xiaoping’s criminal attempt to exploit earthquake phobia to suppress revolution,” ran one of the slogans. The Gang allegedly took the campaign one surreal step further by declaring: “The earthquake in Tangshan affected only one million people, of whom only a few hundred thousand died. It’s nothing compared to the criticism of Deng, which is a matter of eight hundred million people.”5


Her efforts proved in vain. The Dragon Year of 1976 soon made good on its promise. In September Mao himself finally died. The man who had orchestrated the founding of the People’s Republic—its father, its presiding genius, its mercurial god—was gone. Within weeks, the man he had designated as his successor, a colorless apparatchik by the name of Hua Guofeng, moved to arrest the Gang of Four, forestalling the threat of a Far Left coup within the CCP leadership and bringing the Cultural Revolution to an end. A few months after that, Hua welcomed Deng back into active political life. Deng Xiaoping was finally back for good, and he would remain in power long enough to send his country in a completely different direction.


It was not immediately apparent that Deng had his own plans for China. After Hua allowed him to return, in July 1977, Deng initially assumed a job as vice premier, responsible mainly for foreign affairs—a position that seemed to pose little threat to Hua, who was, after all, Mao’s anointed successor. Most Chinese didn’t even notice that the little man was back until state television happened to linger over his image in the stands at a soccer match. A month later, Deng turned seventy-three. The doddering Leonid Brezhnev, the man who already embodied the senescence of Russian Marxism-Leninism, was two years younger than this veteran of the Chinese Communist Party. Deng could be forgiven for a certain amount of impatience. He had a lot of catching up to do.


Deng was born in 1904, the son of a landlord in the densely populated inland province of Sichuan, a place whose people were known for their stubborn pragmatism. His father, who had enjoyed the benefits of a university education, belonged to the local secret society. His son came of age during a period of intense political ferment. After the collapse of imperial rule in 1911, China became a republic. But the exalted expectations of the revolutionaries who had brought it about remained unfulfilled. Central control proved tenuous. China succumbed to coup, countercoup, fragmentation, feuding. In 1919, still a teen, Deng participated in the May Fourth Movement, when students around China demonstrated against Western and Japanese encroachment on Chinese national sovereignty.


Deng proved a talented student, and his father soon spotted a unique opportunity to make the best of his son’s skills. A group of prominent Chinese who strongly believed that China could become strong by mastering Western knowledge and technology set up a work-study program in France. Deng—at age fifteen, the youngest in his group of eighty-four students—set sail for Marseille in 1920. Badly mismanaged by its organizers, the program turned out to offer somewhat less than it advertised. The Chinese students, who were parceled out to factories as cheap labor with little chance to study French, quickly discovered they were essentially on their own. But Deng soon demonstrated his own knack for getting by. Moving from one factory to another, he managed to earn just enough to eat. His experience as an unskilled laborer exposed him to some of the worst ills of the modern industrial work environment and undoubtedly contributed to his deepening sympathy for the Communist cause.


France introduced Deng to three of his lifelong enthusiasms: soccer, croissants, and Communism. The Chinese Communist Party was established in China in 1921. Just two years later, Deng participated in one of the first meetings of its European branch in France. His interest in Marx probably had as much to do with his friends as his political interests. One who took an interest in him was Zhou Enlai, an older Chinese student who had come to France on a different program and would become one of his most important political patrons in the years to come. With Zhou’s patronage, Deng became the editor of Red Light, the Communist Party newspaper in France, and quickly demonstrated his abilities as a political operator and organizer. But then, in January 1926, Deng’s involvement in a Communist demonstration brought him to the attention of the French authorities. He managed to leave the country one day before the police showed up to arrest him. By the time they arrived at his apartment he was on his way to Moscow.


There he attended Sun Yat-sen University. The university, named after China’s most revered revolutionary, had been set up by the Soviets to train future Chinese leaders. Starting in the early 1920s, Moscow had pushed the Chinese Communists into a close collaboration with Sun’s Nationalist Party (KMT), based on the two groups’ common aim of defeating warlordism and reunifying China under a single government. In 1923 the Soviets even ordered a merger of the two parties in which the Nationalists remained the senior partner. The Kremlin’s policy reflected Stalin’s skepticism about the viability of the Chinese Communist movement, which remained small.


Deng spent a year in Russia, learning the fundamentals of revolutionary politics, before he finally received an assignment to assist Communist Party organizers back home. In 1927 he returned to China, where, after some misadventures, he made his way to party headquarters in Shanghai.


He arrived at a critical moment. This marriage of convenience between the Communists and the Nationalists had held for the better part of a decade. But then, in 1925, Sun Yat-sen died. The man who emerged from the resulting succession struggle was General Chiang Kai-shek, commander in chief of the KMT army (and the father of one of Deng’s Moscow classmates). Chiang’s main rival was a leading member of the left wing of the KMT, and in 1927, as soon as Chiang had the chance, he struck out against his perceived enemies, who included the Communists. In Shanghai, where their headquarters was located, he unleashed a bloody purge that came to be known as the “White Terror.” This effectively marked the beginning of twenty-three years of civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists. It was a conflict that would profoundly shape Deng’s outlook, reinforcing his devotion to the Communist cause even as it gave him a wealth of practical political and military leadership experience. Along the way, it would also link his fate closely to Mao’s.


Deng managed to escape the Shanghai bloodletting and join the Communist peasant armies then being organized in the countryside—some of them under a shrewd party functionary named Mao Zedong. In 1929 the party sent Deng to the western province of Guangxi to represent the Communists in an alliance with some local warlords. Deng spent a year there until KMT troops succeeded in crushing the movement. The pro-Communist army was destroyed, and Deng left his troops and made his way back to Shanghai, where the Communists were gradually rebuilding their organization. His party superiors were not happy with his decision to leave his troops, and for a while he remained under a cloud. But at least he had had an experience of hands-on military command.6


His troubles did not end there, though. During his studies in Moscow, he had met a young woman and married her. Now, shortly after his return to Shanghai, she died in the hospital during childbirth; their infant daughter died as well. The Hobbesian world of the Chinese civil war left little time for private grief, and Deng was not particularly sentimental to begin with. No sooner was this personal tragedy over than the party center was sending him on his next assignment. It took him to the Jiangxi Soviet, the Communist haven in the Southeast where Mao and his peasant army had succeeded in creating a mountain stronghold that was holding out against the Nationalists. Deng was deeply impressed when he saw what Mao had achieved. Deng, after all, knew from his own disheartening experience just how hard it was to set up a viable base area.7 This was just the beginning of a long professional relationship between the two men.


The history of the Chinese Communist Party during the civil war is a tale of intrigue and intricate factional maneuverings. Different groups within the party vied for supremacy, and there was a period in the early 1930s when being associated with Mao was not necessarily a plus. Party headquarters accused Mao of exceeding his authority, and Deng—now characterized as a leader of the “Mao faction” in the party—was accused of “defeatism” and purged. He was harshly criticized and stripped of his post; he may have been imprisoned for a while. Not long before, he had married for a second time. But now, as the party leadership ratcheted up the pressure, his second wife publicly renounced him, demanded a divorce, and then quickly married another man. Deng, who had previously enjoyed a reputation as a talkative extrovert, withdrew into himself. For the rest of his life, he would be known as someone who was careful with his words.8


As good Communists learn early, however, history waits for no man. In 1934 Nationalist pressure finally forced Mao to abandon his Jiangxi stronghold, and the Communist forces resolved to set off for another base on the other side of the country. It was this trek that would later become known as the “Long March.” It took them more than six thousand miles, wandering over much of western China on their way to a Communist refuge in the far northwestern part of the country. The journey took them through some of China’s most formidable terrain: mountains, swamps, and deserts. Nationalist troops harried them along the way. Illness and hunger took an additional toll. The Communists began their trek with eighty-six thousand troops and ended it a year later with ten thousand. In objective terms, it doesn’t seem like much of a victory, but the fact that anyone had survived at all counted as an achievement. The party’s mythmakers stylized the march into an epochal triumph.


It certainly marked an important watershed. It was in the course of the Long March that Mao succeeded in besting his opponents within the party and became its undisputed leader—a development that boosted the career of Deng, now regarded as one of Mao’s most loyal deputies. During the march, Deng had the job of overseeing the party’s propaganda effort, though the difficulties of the trip gave him scant opportunity to show off his talents. A few months into the journey, he contracted typhoid and nearly died.


But he did make it to the end, and in 1937 he was ready when the Japanese invasion of China gave him his next chance to make a mark. The armies of Imperial Japan had begun their push into Chinese territory six years earlier, taking advantage of the power vacuum resulting from the seemingly endless fighting among Communists, Nationalists, and warlords to assert control over the resource-rich northeastern region of Manchuria. In 1937 Japanese forces seized upon a pretext to advance far into the Chinese interior. By the end of the year, they had occupied Shanghai and the capital of Nanjing.


Once again, albeit begrudgingly, the CCP and the Nationalists joined forces to combat the common foe. As part of a new effort to expel the invaders, Deng was dispatched to an important job in the Eighth Route Army, a Communist force based in the interior province of Shaanxi. Deng became the political commissar of the most powerful unit in the army, the 129th Division, commanded by his fellow Sichuanese Liu Bocheng, a talented strategist with a gift for command. Liu, who had lost an eye during an earlier campaign, had ample combat experience from the warlord era and had also studied in the Soviet Union.


The two turned out to be a highly effective team. For the rest of the war, they showed themselves to be one of the most effective Communist units in the field. Deng’s hands-on knowledge of the business of war would prove enormously beneficial decades down the road, when his close relationships with top generals would stand him in good stead. But running the 129th Division also provided valuable lessons in civilian administration. For eight years, Deng and Liu controlled a large swath of territory centered on Taihang Mountain in eastern Shaanxi, and they bore responsibility for making sure that the local population, whose support was crucial to the continued existence of the base, was able to maintain a reasonable standard of living. Deng followed the usual Communist practice of killing or imprisoning the landlords and dividing up the land among the peasants. Yet unlike some other leaders, he eschewed radical Marxist doctrine in favor of giving farmers incentives to produce. “People should be taxed according to the average production of recent years and any amount exceeding that average should entirely belong to the producer,” Deng declared.9


Deng did find time, in 1939, to head back to Mao’s headquarters in far-off Yanan to marry a young university-educated activist named Zhuo Lin. (Like Deng, she came from a relatively well-to-do family; her father was a prosperous pork merchant.) This time the marriage stuck. The two remained together for fifty-eight years and had five children. They were married in front of Mao’s cave in Yanan—as visible an example of solid Chinese Communist pedigree as you could get.


As the war with Japan drew to a close in the 1940s, Mao’s old feud with Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT came back out into the open. Deng was now the highest Communist Party official in a key northeastern region of the country, and the forces he and Liu commanded played a crucial role in the decisive phase of the civil war, the Huai Hai Campaign of 1948–1949. The Central Plains Army of Deng and Liu formed the core of an overall Communist force that numbered half a million men opposing a larger and much better-equipped Nationalist army. By the end of the campaign, Deng had risen to become the political commissar for the army. He earned a reputation as a ruthless, hard-charging leader. He wanted results, and he was not overly worried about the casualty rate needed to achieve them. The climactic battles of the Huai Hai Campaign, which caused hundreds of thousands of Nationalist casualties, effectively finished Chiang’s armies as a fighting force. KMT resistance collapsed; Chiang fled to Taiwan. From then on, it was a rout.


In 1949 Mao’s forces moved into Beijing, which the Communists declared to be the capital of the new People’s Republic of China. Deng’s impressive military record over the years positioned him for a swift rise now that Communist power was firmly established on the mainland. He assumed responsibility for governing the southwestern region of the country, including the especially unruly Guangdong Province, which had been a heartland of Nationalist support during the civil war. He rose to the occasion, and in 1955 he joined the Politburo Standing Committee and assumed the rank of general secretary of the party’s Central Committee. In 1956 he gave one of the two main reports at that year’s important party congress; the other was delivered by chairman-in-waiting Liu Shaoqi, the man who would soon become one of his main political allies.
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