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“The Cold War perpetuated imperialism.” To what extent do you agree with this statement?
Imperialism during the Cold War moved away from a colony-centred approach, and instead developed into a specific type of American imperialism, which saw competing powers fight to maintain influential dominance over newly independent or decolonising states. In many cases, this meant supplying competing local nationalist factions with arms and support, so that they could gain and maintain influence over the political landscape of the country. Marshall Aid was used by the US as a way to influence states and lend aid to certain factions to stave off the perceived threat of communism. Much of American foreign policy was geared around containing communism, and this was used to justify much of their imperialist ventures during the Cold War. This new style of American imperialism continues to be a part of the world today, and the atmosphere of competition during the Cold War allowed this type of imperialism to develop and be perpetuated by the powers fighting for domination.

American fears over the spread of Communism dominated much of the United States foreign policy during the period of the Cold War as they attempted to spread their own influence and contain communist influence. The policy of containment was used to justify intervention in decolonisation situations, as it was posed as a way to contain communism and prevent its spread into other areas of the world. Viewing the world as “two hostile blocks” meant any communist states were seen in opposition to American values and thus the US attempted to limit their expansion (Gouda  et al, 2002. P 142). This new American imperialism was defined by US intervention in places such as Vietnam under the guise of containing communism. France even defended their own imperial actions in Vietnam, claiming that they were “waging not a colonial war, but a war against communism” despite having originally started the war to prevent the independence of Vietnam (Lawrence, 2008. P35). By using the Cold War conflict to justify interventions, the US was perpetuating American imperialism, as it allowed them the influence and power over the political outcomes in decolonising states, such as Vietnam. The Vietnam War was seen as “a Cold War struggle against Communism” by the US, but this was merely a new form of imperial control from the West over countries still seen as unable to make their own political decisions (Lawrence, 2008). 

Another US justification of overseas intervention was that they were “propping up wobbly dominoes” (Lawrence, 2008. P96). Linked to the policy of containment, the domino theory was prominent in America during the Cold War. The theory speculated that if one country in a region fell to communism, then it would only be a matter of time before the entire region feel to communism. Thus, intervention was justified to maintain a barrier against communist ideologies, and instead maintain regimes friendly towards American interests. American imperialism was the justification of intervention which increased American influence over newly independent countries, and gave them power over the political outcome those countries. Rather than allowing states to develop on their own, the US still viewed them as malleable by them as a more powerful country.

A vital aspect of American imperialism was retaining influence in areas by ensuring the right kind of independence in decolonisation scenarios. President Roosevelt had an “anti-colonialist attitude” that remained the catchphrase of many presidents to come, but this did not stop them from perpetuating imperialism in their determination to retain influence over newly independent states (Tonnesson, 1985, p. 11). Patrice Lumumba was the first elected president of the independent Congo, and his assassination encapsulates “neo-colonial US intervention worldwide” (Fletcher, 2002, p. 197). Lumumba was seen as an obstacle to the goal of Western domination of Africa, as they feared he would call on the Soviet Union to support his leftist government (Witte, 2001, p. xv). He stood in the way of indirect control that the West desired as the “neo-colonial order”, and so he was eliminated[footnoteRef:1]. The example of Lumumba’s assassination is American imperialism at its worst; the orchestration of the assassination of a democratically elected leader cannot be justified by containment, and was merely to create US influence in the region of the Congo. The Cold war perpetuated this type of imperialism, as it gave anti-colonial countries justifications for imperial acts of maintaining influence over the political climate of a country. [1: ] 


The Cold War being instrumental in the breakdown of European empires meant that it created the climate that allowed a rise of American imperialism. The US was determined to spread their influence throughout the new world order that was developing and so a singular example of the Vietnam struggle “seemed intertwined with American interests all around the globe” (Lawrence, 2008, p. 72). The US failed to live up to their aversion to colonial powers in the beginning of the conflict, as “neither anti-colonialist Washington nor anti-colonialist Moscow did anything effective to stop France in Indochina” as France attempted to block independence (Tonnesson, 1985, p. 17). The words of the US failed to live up to their actions, as is true of the later conflict, where the intervention of the American government was a demonstration of the perpetuation of this new kind of imperialism that was specifically about maintaining influence rather than rule. Furthermore, the intervention in Vietnam was the US taking advantage of the fact that the “crumbling of European empires seemed to create opportunities for spreading American influence” (Lawrence, 2008, p. 73). American imperialism was thus perpetuated by the Cold War, as the conflict was instrumental in allowing America to impose their influence onto the newly independent countries, and bend them to their will through wars or assassinations.

Marshall Aid was an important way that the US retained influence over states, and thus perpetuated imperialism. Marshall Aid was financial support given to Western European countries after the end of the Second World War to aid economic recovery, which was also theorised by the US to be a way to stave off communist ideologies succeeding in Western Europe. It was “provided to serve the economic and political purposes of the United States”, and thus perpetuated the new imperialism that focused on indirect influence rather than actual rule over other countries (Van Der Eng, 1988, p.335). This was used to extend indirect American influence to colonies such as the Dutch East Indies. In a telegram to President Truman, US ambassador Stanley K. Hornbeck ponders over the developments in the East Indies, and how they might negatively affect American interests (Gouda et al. 2002, p,142). American financial aid to the Netherlands was also seen in the context of the Indonesian independence struggle, and the US had to weigh up the relative importance of ensuring via aid that the Netherlands did not fall to communism, and continuing their policy of anti-colonialism. By using Marshall Aid as “an American instrument of political power”, the US perpetuated the new form of imperialism that allowed them to exert their influence over the globe and remain the dominant power (Van Der Eng, 1988, p.335). 

Although similarly adamant about their anti-colonial attitudes, the Soviet Union perpetuated imperialism through its expansionist policy in Eastern Europe and newly independent states. Sino-Soviet animosity and the superpower conflict increased Soviet expansionism as it created an atmosphere of competition, thus perpetuating imperialism. The “solidification of Soviet rule in Eastern Europe” was a perpetuation of imperialism in that it was a ruling country imposing its rule on to other countries, willing or not (Lawrence, 2008, p.36). This continued the colonial imperialism that characterised European empires, rather than American imperialism, as it was a direct rule rather than influence. In Angola, the Soviet Union and other communist forces played important roles in the struggle for independence, adopting a more American imperialist approach to those conflicts, as opposed to their direct approach in Eastern Europe. Moscow was seen by the communist leaning forces as a counterweight to the US and the support they gave (Westad, 2005, p. 207). The attempt by the Soviet Union to influence the political outcome and climate of Angola through support was a perpetuation of American imperialism as it was giving them influence rather than rule of a country. The Soviet policy towards Angola was to strengthen the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), as they had communist leading tendencies, so as to make them the “dominant partner in a postcolonial coalition government” of Angola, which would give them political influence over Angolan society (Westad, 2005, p. 207). Thus, the Soviet Union further perpetuated imperialism in the form of colonial empire in Eastern Europe, and in the new American imperialism through its dealings in postcolonial societies.

The independence forces in the colonies encouraged and perpetuated this new form of American imperialism through reaching out for help from either of the superpowers to defeat the imperial power, or the opposing faction of independence. The Soviet Union gave aid to the MPLA in Angola, and “the support of the Soviet Union and of Cuba was instrumental in the eventual victories of the nationalist forces” (Adbaka, 2000, p.379). By relying on support from outside forces, the MPLA were perpetuating American imperialism by giving other powers the ability to gain political influence over their country. The rival Cold War factions were attempting to consolidate alliances with Angola for their own personal gain, in similarity with how imperial empires would rule over colonies, and the Angolans allowing this was a perpetuation of imperialism, as it allowed them to influence political outcomes (Messiant, 1998, p.148). In Vietnam, there was a similar reliance on help from imperial powers such as the US and the Soviet Union, however, to fight off the many threats that faced the nationalist Viet Minh, “their best hope […] lay in finding foreigners to side with them” (Lawrence, 2008, p. 29). The Vietnamese nationalist forces, in trying to fight off the imperial French, were perpetuating the American imperialism of political influence by gaining the help of the Soviet Union, even if they had no other way to fight off the French.

The colonies also acted to perpetuate imperialist influences through the fact that they were used as battlegrounds for the Cold War, as the US and the Soviet Union vied to be the dominant imperial power in the world. In the Congo, Lumumba’s assassination and a series of “proxy wars” were the two powers using the nationalist forces native to the Congo to fight their own global war in the local setting under the guise of a colonial conflict ( Thomas, 2008, p.393).  The war in Vietnam was considered a “war-by-proxy”, in that it allowed the US to fight the Soviet Union, without declaring war on them directly (Ruane, 2000, p.33). Using the colonies as battlegrounds to fight indirectly against each other was a perpetuation of imperialism in that it continues to treat the colonies as areas to manipulate and influence, rather than independent states in themselves. Struggles for rule over Angola could have been an Angolan struggle, based on support levels from inside the country, but “social struggles and political strategies were caught in the cogs of the Cold War” (Messiant, 1998, p.131). The former colonies were seen as merely there to serve the purposes of larger powers, rather than as states with personal struggles of their own, perpetuating imperialism.

American imperialism defined much of the Cold War period. It allowed both powers to claim anti-imperialist attitudes due to their lack of colonies, but also meant they could establish spheres of influence all around the globe to aid their respective ideological causes. The newly independent colonies were still seen as inferior to the superpowers of the Cold War, and thus imperialism was perpetuated in the way they were treated as proxy battlefields for the Cold War, rather than as the independence struggles of sovereign nations. The move away from colonial imperialism during the Cold War, due to the ending of European empires, signalled the beginning of a new era devoid of imperialism. The development and perpetuation of American imperialism was specific to the Cold War, as it held the perfect conditions for the United States to assert themselves as the dominant influential power in the world. Perpetuation of imperialism defined the Cold War, and would define the fates of many of the newly independent states for years to come.
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