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Frontispiece: The spirit of the age. A Salvadorean soldiers runs for cover
during an exchange of gunfire with FMLN guerrillas in the city of Apopa.
Civil war raged across El Salvador throughout the 1980s.
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Introduction

True to the formula recommended for modern movie plots, the 20th century reached crisis
point as it approached its end. The tension between haves and have-nots, between power and
the people, between labour and capital increased dramatically. The old tools of negotiation
and compromise seemed inadequate for the job in hand — driving the world forward to new
economies, new alliances, new social structures. Unemployment became a condition rather
than a temporary misfortune for millions. Democracy became the servant rather than the basis
of government.

The result was a series of explosions — some of mighty proportions. There were wars of
old-fashioned colonial-style simplicity (in the Islas Malvinas, Grenada, Libya, Zimbabwe) and
of new complexity (in the Lebanon, Afghanistan, Angola). An epidemic of riots and revolutions
brought down governments in Haiti, Poland, El Salvador, the Philippines and Panama; and
tested the mettle of others in India, Chile, Britain, South Africa, France and South Korea. Most
of the satellite governments of Eastern Europe managed to maintain their trembling hold on a
withering authority into the 1990s.

There were new kids on the block, new faces in new places. The yuppie emerged as the
Bright Young Thing of the Eighties — proud, ambitious, hard working but myopic. New Man
washed up, fed his babies, cleaned the house and battled to erase (or at least limit) the worst
side effects of his testosterone. Women invaded what had formerly been ‘men only” arenas. In
September 1983 the United States selected its first black Miss America.

And the world continued to crash its gears, never certain whether it wished to go forward
or backwards. The last Playboy club closed in 1988. Texas voted to cease teaching the theory

of evolution in 1984. Capital punishment returned to many American states. The first female



astronauts came on stream. The Jeep made a comeback. The stealth bomber made its sinister
debut. A solar-powered aircraft flew the Channel. A baboon’s heart was implanted in a baby.
The world stock markets soared in August 1987 and crashed two months later.

There were gluts of oil and desperate shortages of food. The worst drought for fifty years
parched much of the world’s surface in 1988. Pollution established itself as a major player on
the world scene, with the horrors of Chernobyl and Bhopal well to the fore. The worst ever
air disaster occurred on Mount Osutaka, Japan, in August 1985. An earthquake devastated
Armenia in December 1988.

Through it all shone the hope and enthusiasm of the human race — ever-ingenious. ever-
inventive, ever-industrious... but perhaps for a brief moment losing some of its concern for its

fellows and its planet.
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Movers and shakers
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Heading for re-election. A Churchillian portrait of Margaret Thatcher,
March 1983. Two months later the Iron Lady won a second term in

office and intensified her campaign to change the face of Britain.
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Movers and shakers 9

An almost totally new cast was assembled for the dramas of the 1980s. Thatcher and
the Ayatollah Khomeini had both come to power in 1979, but Reagan and Bush, Mugabe,
Jaruzelski and Walesa, Gorbachev, Mitterrand and Kohl were all new on the scene. Together,
they and dozens of others presided over a decade that saw the end of the world that had been
constructed after the Second World War, and the beginning of political post-modernism.

They set about their appointed tasks with single-minded gusto that polarised the political
scene. What they had to offer were new solutions directed at new problems — global
communication, market economies, managing nuclear waste — rather than the eternal
problems of poverty, disease, famine and oppression.

They shook much of the world by the scruff of its neck, administering the last rites to
traditional trade unionism, to one-nation conservatism, to the Berlin Wall. They initiated the
later collapse of the Soviet. When, however, the dust settled a decade or so later, the world was

recognisably the same — warts and all.



