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In the Turbulent Empires: A History of Global Capitalism Since 1945, Professor Mike Mason 

discusses dominant events of 70 years since 1945. He lived long enough to witness the fading of 

the British Empire, the heyday of communism and its demise, and the rise of East Asia with China, 

for him, the key to the future. He does not make predictions. Instead, he examines a changing era 

and finds China and East Asia combined poised to become the new centre of global wealth in the 

21st century. Capitalism in his book means wealth. He does not discuss what happened to the 

capitalism of the past a lot. His theme is still the rise and fall of great powers. Nor is the book 

comprehensive historical writing. All events he selected and talked about are popular concerns in 

the West. All are too big to be a summary. 

 

The United States is the biggest topic of all. The author deals with it in the first chapter and 

considers it as a Leviathan that rose before the beginning of the last century under its economic 

ideas and military prowess. It protects Europe and aggressively patrols Asian waters. While the 

Berlin Wall was breached in 1989, the euphoria was confirmed by the publication of The End of 

History, which seems promising a permanent U.S. age to come. However, Professor Mason sadly 

feels that signs of warning had revealed since the 1980s when the neoliberal economic growth rate 

slowed to almost zero like the secular stagnation and followed by the rise of China’s militarism 

and Islamic radicalism. 
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Europe is another story similar to that of the U.S. that is dealt with in the second chapter. Professor 

Mason believes that it is profoundly affected by the U.S. since the Marshall Plan successfully 

absorbed it into the U.S. system in 1947. However, since 1989 when Europe was unified, the 

European Union had transformed it into a new entity of more social welfare and common markets 

without class struggle and traditional aversions. He nevertheless does not find it promising, but 

compared it to the 1930s’ Europe’s rift with a sense of decline and secular stagnation. This is why 

the Brexit issues follow. 

 

The third chapter about Russia is written in a very comprehensive manner. The author summarized 

recent scholarships succinctly. In his depiction, communist dictators were good guys during the 

Cold War: Khrushchev who pursued détente and renounced Stalinism; Brezhnev who tried to 

preserve the golden age, but failed; and Gorbachev reformed for an open economy and “universal 

human values.” The Berlin Wall was allowed to fall and the USSR ceased to exist in 1991. The 

new Russia since 1992 was ruled by plutocrats and kleptocrats who have close connections with 

“new class” from China, Africa, and the Gulf. They are a handful of go-getters and former 

communist officials who destroyed the Soviet economic foundation and voted out the communist 

party in Russia. President Putin, beginning in 2000, has subordinated them to the state and tried to 

bring back national glory by waging wars. Though the West sanctions Russia, China comes to her 

aid. Putin is safe. 

 

The heart of the book is East Asia. Professor Mason discusses Japan, Korea and China in chapters 

4 and 5. Regarding Japan, his view is mediocre that the U.S. makes it a valet state, to which Korea, 

Taiwan and Southeast Asia become dependent peripheries. Japan, in his mind, is the leading goose 

to guide the eastward flow of wealth and with wealth political and military puissance. Korea is the 

first goose following the leader. Imperial Japan industrialized itself in the early 20th century. The 

chaebol plays a key role, benefiting from the Vietnam War and maturing in the 1980s, to shape 

South Korea as one of the newly industrialized countries. 

 

China, meanwhile undergoing gigantic transformations, is perhaps the last goose. The new regime 

in 1949, despite a rule of terror, successfully introduced Soviet plans to modernize the country. 

However, differences between Beijing and Moscow erupted in 1957. Maoism bloomed during the 



Cultural Revolution and lasted until Mao died in 1976. New leaders shifted to lead China to a 

reversion. They dissolved the communes, opened the economy, expanded state-owned enterprises 

and allowed the communist princelings to take key positions as the oligarchs did in Russia. The 

commanding heights of the economy remain under state ownership. Since 2008, the Chinese 

economy is unshakable and big enough to elbow Western rivals away from their former African, 

Middle Eastern and Latin American clients.  

 

‘India and Pakistan’ in chapter 6 is not so compellingly written. He discusses the National 

Congress Party’s unusual philosophy of non-violence, which inspired African nationalism. While 

its leader, Nehru dreamed of a ‘third way’ to distinguish from the bipolar Cold War camps, the 

border war with China in 1962 shattered his policy. India signed a friendship treaty with Moscow 

in 1971. However, democracy was maintained. Before the last Nehru dynasty ruler was 

assassinated, the country began to liberalize the economy, resulting in the take-off in the 1990s. 

Indian poverty was improved and Hindu nationalism grew. After joining BRIC countries, the 

Hindu state seemed to become one of the driving forces to spur global growth. Pakistani story of 

the chapter is biased too much. Professor Mason compared it to Israel. Despite strong American 

supports during the Cold War, it is an Islamic nation with a feudal society and it goes well in its 

way. 

 

In chapter 7, Professor Mason keeps wary eyes on jihadism as he considers the Middle East. He 

traces ‘al-Qaeda’ to its origins in the late 1980s and discusses its wars in Europe, Africa and Central 

Asia until recent years. Egypt, the most influential and coherent Arab state, remains in the secular 

soldiers’ hands though its politics were disturbed for a brief period during the Arab Spring in 2011. 

Iran, nevertheless, went into the Islamic revolution in 1979 and became the trouble for the U.S. It 

seems to get moderate since 2013. Iraq was defeated and occupied by the U.S. in 2003 after 

Saddam Hussein’s follies. The costs to the U.S. were huge and the impacts paniced all powers 

involved since ISIS emerged among the discontented there.  

 

Chapter 8 of “African Dark Days” is banal writing. He generalized postcolonial Africa as 

neocolonial societies ruled by a new class. He then discusses three countries. Ghana, an 

agricultural economy, is moderate at home and friendly to the outside world. Congo, on the 



contrary, is anti-West and ruled by terror. It has fallen into a vicious cycle. A similar tragedy is 

Rwanda’s genocide in 1994 which took hundreds of thousands of lives. South Africa has a mild 

vindictive outcomes, but its beginning is a miracle. In 1994, it ended apartheid and Nelson Mandela 

was elected as the president whose good intentions were unusual. However, since 1999, new 

leaders have mismanaged the economy and society. South Africa lost its luster til now.  

 

Latin America is Professor Mason’s last chapter. He discusses the two largest countries, Argentina 

and Brazil. In the case of Argentina, he highlights Peronism, which emerged during the turbulent 

era of the 1930s-1940s when Europe was troubled by Fascism and the Argentinian labor class was 

growing at a fast pace. In the coup of 1943, its populism was confirmed. Professor Mason points 

out that the deficiency in Peronism was the mass printing of currency, which inevitably led to the 

economic crisis. As a result, the coup of 1976 brought in a neoliberal economy, but the junta regime 

misruled despite U.S. support. When the civilian government returned in 1983, the nation’s wealth 

had been drained by capital flight and debt. The malaise remains today. Brazil was in far better 

shape during the mid-20th century when the government successfully laid down a foundation of 

modernization projects. Again, similar to Argentina, the military coup supported by the U.S. 

disrupted the golden age from 1964 to 1985. When the “New Republic” adopted a neoliberal 

economy, widening the wealth gap, the political effect eventually resulted in a wave of social 

movements in the early 21st century. Meanwhile, China as the market for Brazil became too 

important to ignore. Brazil is no longer a dependency on the West. Latin America seems 

fundamentally changing.  

 

This book, Turbulent Empires: A History of Global Capitalism Since 1945 is suitable for scholars 

and political decision-makers. Professor Mason’s erudite knowledge is impressive, and his 

overview of the last 70 years of global transformations gives the reader guidance in understanding 

current events. Few people can be familiar with so many facts like him though insufficiency in the 

field like the global south remains and he is somewhat too pessimistic. Peace, wealth, liberty, and 

human good intentions are still valuable in all societies. Professor Mason criticizes Eurocentrism 

as a vice, labels the American century ‘short’, and believes the future uncertain. For now, the West 

remains the leading force, expectations for East Asia may falter and the global south has a long 

way to go.  


