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In sum, this is a very good read for every-
one trying to understand China’s identity 
struggles and where the Middle Kingdom 
may be heading in the 21st century.
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For a long time, studies of the Cold War 
reflected two theoretical currents buried 
deep in the foundations of Cold War his-
toriography. The first was an aversion to 
the use of interpretive frameworks born 
of political economy, particularly after the 
bitter fight that banished the so-called re-
visionists – in fact the first generation of 
historians – from the field. The second cur-
rent was the international relations theory 
of realism that in effect engendered and 
became part of the genetic code of Cold 
War studies. This theory accommodated 
many contending arguments but generally 
saw the state as monolithic, and acting in 
an international arena according to a set 
of established interests. Because states were 
unitary actors, policies such as internation-
al aid were seen to be coherent expressions 
of these predetermined state interests, and 
therefore they could be analysed as easily 
understood expressions of the ideologi-
cal competition that organized the Cold 
War world. Other fields of historical study, 
meanwhile, were busy producing histo-
riographical innovations. Studies in Brit-
ish imperial history fragmented the state, 
seeing in it a conglomerate of diverse con-
stituents, visions, purpose and outcomes. 
Postcolonial studies provincialized Euro-
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centric perspectives and gave agency to a 
Global South that Cold War tracks too 
often depicted – echoing US documentary 
sources – as empty, infantilized vessels sus-
ceptible to superpower tutoring. After the 
1990s, these conceptual frameworks slow-
ly migrated to the field of Cold War stud-
ies, starting in particular with treatments 
of US Cold War policies in Latin America. 
This process was still young two decades 
ago in the Cold War field, but is now well 
advanced. Engerman’s new study, The Price 
of Aid: The Economic Cold War in India, is 
both a welcome new addition to this gen-
eral development, and a model for how to 
write a Cold War narrative without assum-
ing a unitary state.
The book examines superpower aid poli-
cies in India from the late 1940s to the 
early 1970s. It covers what Engerman calls 
the heyday of aid politics – from the mid-
1950s to the mid-1960s – until what he 
sees as its corrosive denouement a decade 
after that. In approaching this general nar-
rative arch, Engerman makes two assump-
tions that continuously pay insightful 
dividends. The first is to assume that state 
agents are rather more entrepreneurial 
than their usual portrayal as spokespersons 
representing a coherent state project – i.e. 
he disaggregates the state. The second as-
sumption is of a kind of historical dyna-
mism that views practice as constitutive 
of policy, rather than the mere outcome 
of pre-established policy choices. This ap-
proach, for example, views India not just 
as the subject of aid policies generated by 
fixed ideological approaches, but rather as 
the generator of those approaches in both 
East and West, and a fluid arena for the 
changes these policies underwent over 
time. To illustrate, Engerman proposes the 

interesting hypothesis that the Soviet aid 
agency, GKES, was appreciably fashioned 
out of negotiations for aid to India – or in 
the author’s words, “the case of India […] 
expanded […] the concept of Soviet ‘eco-
nomic cooperation’ efforts” (p. 84).
The statistician Prasanta Chandra Ma-
halanobis is Engerman’s paradigmatic 
model of a bureaucratic impresario. From 
his position in the innocuous Indian Sta-
tistical Institute (ISI), Mahalanobis emerg-
es as an influential agent who used foreign 
advisors from East and West to further his 
own political project. The second five-year 
plan, in Engerman’s narrative, is not mere-
ly the consequence of Soviet inspiration, 
but the outcome of what he calls “develop-
ment politics,” which decentres the Cold 
War struggle away from the epic ideo-
logical narratives of the superpowers, and 
views the struggle from the perspective 
of Indian economic officials, for whom 
“superpower sponsors were a weapon for 
fighting internal battles to advance their 
own economic interests and visions” (p. 
119). At this more empirical level of analy-
sis, the most important external influence 
in the implementation of the second five-
year plan was not Soviet ideological exam-
ple and subversion, but the humble work 
of Norwegian econometrician, and first 
Nobel-prize co-recipient, Ragnar Frisch.
Mahalanobis and “development politics” 
are the main subject of the third chapter, 
after which Engerman moves on to the ac-
tual practice of development aid. It begins 
with the building of the Bhilai Steel Plant, 
the project that inaugurated Cold War de-
velopment politics. Engerman argues that 
these kinds of large projects were a propa-
gandistic coup for the Soviets that the US 
had a hard time countering, even if Soviet 
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inefficiencies meant the actual plant be-
came a Cold War hybrid: A Soviet exterior 
with important Soviet technological input 
patched together by Western equipment 
(elevators, air conditioners, cranes and PR 
work, all from Western firms). Engerman 
here challenges newly proliferating work 
that insists in seeing socialist aid as pecu-
liarly socialist, and confirms work done 
from the perspective of recipient coun-
tries, where factories and other aid projects 
were seen as neither socialist nor capitalist, 
or in Engerman’s bon mot: “While the So-
viets pursued steel as a path to friendship, 
those Indians who supported the project 
pursued Soviet friendship, in large part, 
as a path to steel” (p. 34). As he moves 
to discuss other aid projects, Engerman 
establishes that successful projects were 
sustained not by abstract ideological com-
mitment from both sides, but when they 
found constituencies among givers and 
recipients – here Engerman juxtaposes 
Bhilai’s resounding success with a Soviet 
failure to promote mechanized farming 
in Suratgarh, and the success of Ameri-
can grain deliveries under the Agricultural 
Trade Development and Assistance Act 
with the failure of the Community Devel-
opment projects the US pushed in villages 
throughout India.
As development politics themselves devel-
oped, aid moved in directions that would 
become detrimental to India’s political and 
economic vitality. Soviet aid became mili-
tarized, which is to say, rather than bor-
rowing money from the Soviet Union to 
make productive investments, India devel-
oped a foreign debt with the East on the 
back of unproductive weapons purchases. 
Moreover, the public sector the Soviets 
had nurtured came under criticism from 

all sides, including from the Soviets them-
selves, which undermined the ability of 
Indian economic organs to course correct. 
Meanwhile, US aid became financialized, 
moving away from negotiating and man-
aging specific projects and toward financ-
ing other people’s projects, all within the 
context of a general disenchantment on 
both sides that reduced the scale and stakes 
of American aid to India.
Aid in Engerman’s telling had an ultimate-
ly corrosive influence on India. Likewise, 
the author’s framing devices have a corro-
sive effect to some of the very foundations 
upon which the book itself is premised. 
For example, the author erodes the insist-
ence, still so prevalent in the field, in the 
absolute, structuring power of the ideolog-
ical bipolarity that organized international 
relations during the Cold War. This is not 
quite intended; there is a constant tension 
between Engerman’s evidence-based narra-
tive, and the expressly bipolar framework 
of the study. The author begins the book 
by making a case about the structuring 
power of ideas. But he proceeds by making 
a call for the study of aid as it was practiced 
on the ground, which, he argues, had often 
little to do with commonly held ideologi-
cal visions, as we have seen. In fact, Enger-
man seems more interested in the fate of 
the Indian state than in the Cold War it-
self. He does not just want to argue that 
states should be disaggregated in order to 
analyse them better, but that aid itself had 
a disaggregating effect on the state. Aid al-
lowed for forms of political entrepreneur-
ship that circumvented democratic state 
institutions, created bureaucratic power 
bases and fractured state unity of vision 
and action. This contrasts with the goal 
professed by both the US and USSR that 
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aid aimed to generate Indian economic in-
dependence and prosperity.
Engerman is only able to sustain a meas-
ure of coherence for the bipolar frame-
work by eliding the question of scale. He 
only briefly addresses the fact that Soviet 
aid amounted to a fraction of Western aid, 
instead levelling the difference by argu-
ing that the Soviets used fewer resources 
to much bigger propagandistic effect (pp. 
121–22). This, however, is difficult to 
square with the more material argument 
at the core of the concept of “develop-
ment politics.” In the struggle to enlist 
international resources to fight domestic 
battles, Engerman gives little indication 
of the scale of these resources, or the ways 
in which these differences materially mat-
tered to the bureaucratic struggles at the 
centre of the analysis. The constant retreat 
to Cold War bipolarity badly simplifies 
what Engerman has already shown to be 
complex.
If statistical evidence is lacking to uphold 
the bipolar framework, Engerman proves 
beyond doubt that bilateral and multilat-
eral studies of the Cold War would do well 
to start from an assumption of fragmented 
states. Price of Aid also shows the benefits 
of assuming historical dynamism, rather 
than the older insistence in assigning an 
established logic to a country’s foreign 
policy and seeing it applied unchangingly 
throughout the Cold War. The book will 
leave a stamp on its readers and on the 
field as a whole.
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Neben gesellschaftlichem Zusammenhalt 
ist Populismus der wohl mittlerweile am 
häufigsten verwendete Begriff in den Sozi-
alwissenschaften und der Zeitgeschichte. 
Dies kommt nicht von ungefähr. Spätes-
tens seit 2015 ist ein Aufschwung und Be-
deutungsgewinn von populistischen Argu-
menten und Akteuren nicht mehr zu 
leugnen. Zwar ist nicht immer jedem klar, 
was Populismus von verwandten Phäno-
menen, wie beispielsweise Extremismus, 
unterscheidet, gänzlich unbestimmt ist es 
allerdings nicht, wer ein Populist bzw. eine 
Populistin ist und wer nicht.1 Gleichzeitig 
besteht Informationsbedarf über die 
Gründe des Aufkommens populistischer 
Akteure und deren Ziele.2 Dies gilt vor al-
lem vor dem Hintergrund ihrer Erfolge 
seit 2015 in den Parlamenten der Länder 
Europas. 
Der 2018 erschienene Herausgeberband 
von Günther Pallaver und Kollegen be-
schäftigt sich genau mit diesen Fragestel-
lungen. Was das Buch von der steigenden 
Publikationsbreite zum Thema Populis-
mus abhebt, ist der Einbezug einer ver-


