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    The Empire, Not the World


    


    1. There is a great deal that’s soviet in this american autumn. Above all, there’s a sense of immortality defiled. Until very recently even the fiercest critics of the American way of life, the true essence of the country’s history, took it for granted that it would last forever. It wasn’t a historical model so much as a natural given, like the sun, the rain or the wind. The mushrooming self-pity of the greatest power of all time brings to mind the title of William Faulkner’s gothic novel As I Lay Dying, inspired by Odysseus’ descent into Hades in Homer’s poem. A generation after the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union, it looks as though many people in the self-proclaimed Empire of Good are afraid of ending up like the Empire of Evil, because like the later Soviets of the Gorbačëv era, they no longer believe in the virtuousness of their system.


    


    Unlike those Reds on the brink of destruction yet unaware of the impending apocalypse, the heirs of the Mayflower, who consider themselves today to be the descendants of a gang of slave-traders, already seem to be laid out on their deathbed, resigned to their ultimate fate.Their lamentations echo throughout the world whose lords and redeemers they were brought up to be, as they slide from the city upon the hill to become castaways browbeaten by their age-old adversaries, under the astonished gaze of “friends and allies” who have either lost their compass or are seeking new protectors elsewhere.
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    The parallel between the Soviet Union’s implosion and a potential replica of that implosion on the soil of the very adversary who celebrated victory over it, is soberly expressed by Jackson Diianni, a budding cultural critic from Brookline, Massachusetts. Unfazed, Diianni gets straight to the point: “Is America like the Soviet Union in 1990? It sometimes feels that way,” and he adds: “The striking thing about the current phase is that the most serious threat to the American social order doesn’t come from some alternative model supported by our adversaries. It comes from within. For decades, after World War II, anti-Communism was the driving force behind our geopolitical strategy. But following the collapse of the Soviet Union, this antagonism is turning against us.” [1] The degree of violence that characterizes US society today needs to be discharged somewhere (map 1) — even against itself, randomly, almost like some kind of autoimmune disease that mistakes the body’s healthy cells for sick cells and so it attacks and destroys them.


    Nothing is more alike than opposites. During the Cold War, the two counter-models — the American and the Soviet one — were united in their mutual belief that they were not part of history, they were ahead of it, marking out its path. They both towered over the rest of mankind, neglected by God, or by the god that hadn’t yet failed. The United States promoted itself as an example of freedom, democracy, and prosperity based on the primacy of the individual with his natural right to happiness. The Soviet Union had torn Marxism away from its roots in the Enlightenment, to enforce a regime that promised the total liberation of man entrusted to wholesale control by the state. The two metahistorical empires were in competition for the meaning of history, each one claiming to hold the key to that meaning. In the meantime, however, the Soviets have committed suicide and the Americans are now afraid of drowning in the whirlpool of a world that, when all is said and done, has never really interested them and of which they therefore understand little.


    Is this the normal decline of an empire, a classic in the history of the world brilliantly explored by Gibbon and his imitators? Not exactly.


    The empire reinvented by Stalin on the basis of socialism in a single country, but which continued out of ideological stringency to offer itself as the leader of the global revolution until it took its final breath, died suddenly. It committed suicide in the belief that it was reforming, thanks to the action of an idealistic leader with no real ideas and to his traveling companions, who dismantled in six years (1985-91) what it had taken almost the previous seventy years to build — amid widespread astonishment. The most astonished player of all was Gorbačëv himself, the only Communist leader of whom all Russians harbor a negative opinion, while we Westerners were split between those who venerated him as the prophet of socialism with a human face and those who, considering (or hoping) that the attempt would be illusory, were eager to see him complete it in order to bury both the controlling state and Communist dogma in one fell swoop.


    The empire that isn’t fond of calling itself an empire has been looking decadent ever since it lost both its Enemy and the certainty of reigning supreme due to a lack of rivals. But is this true decline? In the competition among powers, decline is normally interwoven with the emergence of ambitious challengers — a process that sets in motion a transition of hegemony, the last instance of which was between the British crown and its former American colony. In US federal bureaucracies, and sometimes even in the public, the apocalyptic scenario being bandied about points to a crash without decline: a one-act play, the autophagy of the hyperpower. It all feels very Soviet.


    Going back to Diianni: “We’re living in an age that Alexei Yurchak, a professor at Berkeley, has called ‘hypernormalization,’ a term he coined himself to describe life in the Soviet Union in the final years of the Communist regime: the moment when everyone knows that the regime is failing but no one has a valid alternative vision, so that the condition of decline appears normal.” [2]  Our curiosity aroused, let’s now turn to the book by Yurchak, an anthropologist born (1960) and raised in Leningrad (St. Petersburg), who emigrated to the United States and who wrote a study of Soviet society after Stalin and before Gorbačëv with a promising title: Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation. [3] It opens by quoting Andrej Makarevyč, the founder of a rock band named Машина времени (The Time Machine) and such a huge fan of Gorbačëv that he recorded with him a heart-rending version of Тёмная ночь (Dark Is The Night), before fleeing to Israel after the regime branded him a pro-Ukrainian traitor: [4] “I never thought anything in the Soviet Union could ever change. Certainly not that it could ever disappear. No one was expecting it. Neither children nor adults. We lived under the all-enveloping impression that everything was forever,” [5] only to realize, as soon as the USSR disappeared, that the unimaginable was perfectly logical — a consequence of the “hypernormalization” produced by the regime, but also of the fact that a large number of Soviets had never stopped believing — some of them subsconsciously, perhaps — in the socialist ideals of equality, altruism, and brotherhood, while transgressing them or watching them being transgressed in their daily lives. Almost everyone realized that the system was unsustainable, but being unable to imagine anything other than the status quo right up to the very minute before it collapsed, they simply accepted it. These are the very same contradictions that fuel certain waves of Soviet nostalgia impossible to explain in any logical way (map 2).


    2. Similarities between the collapse of the USSR and the United States’ current trajectory can be detected in four strategic areas: military, ideological, institutional, and linguistic — four reminders for the American nation to avoid a presumed fate (like all fates, until they come true and become just that).


    Military might is an extreme resource. If “hypernormalized,” used too frequently and with ever weaker results, it turns against the power using it. This neurosis goes by the same name for both the Soviets and the Americans: Afghanistan. Graveyard of Empires. It became the graveyard of Moscow’s empire after it ventured there in 1979, only to pull out ignominiously ten years later in the fateful 1989. If ever the American empire falls, many will take its Afghan defeat of 2021, with the flight from Kabul airport broadcast on every TV screen in the world, as marking the end of US deterrence.


    America is still, on paper, the planet’s military superpower. On paper. Its last great victory in historical terms dates back to World War II. Since then, there have been nothing but defeats — Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq and the “war on terror” in all its versions (pending our seeing the outcome of the showdown with Russia in Ukraine), a temporary draw in Korea, a handful of deadlocks, and hundreds of costly strategic operations. Mere maintenance. And the record is exacerbated by the dismantling of its defense industry, incentivized at the turn of the 20th century by the ideology of technological warfare, then by the drop in military vocations among young people, and no less importantly, by the technological gap in the nuclear field — for example, it lacks the hypersonic missiles of which Putin can boast — but above all, by a lack of strategy. How can you adopt a strategy without setting priorities and relinquishing control over what can’t be controlled in order to save as much as you can and the sense of empire? It’s a painful exercise, because it means admitting to being an empire. That brings us to the second critical area, ideology.


    
      [image: ]
    


    The Soviet Union was a universalist creed dressed up as an empire. So is the United States, but in a transcendent rather than a “scientific” sense. The USSR committed suicide when the Secretary General of the Communist Party delegitimized that creed. If the Pope were to call God into question, the Church would collapse. The senile priests of the Politburo, prisoners to hypernormalization, were as sincere in their Communism as Gorbačëv . Historian Stephen Kotkin recalls accompany­ing the party’s then number 2 and conservative faction leader Egor Ligačëv around the streets of Manhattan, teeming with life and overflowing with consumer goods, only to be asked who in the government was responsible for such largesse. [6] The conservatives felt that Gorbačëv’s “reform,” a series of tactical improvisations, would destroy the party, the very pillar of the state. Technically, they were absolutely right. Gorbačëv’s narrative, which appealed primarily to his adversaries abroad and to dissidents at home, prevailed over the rituals of a mummified power structure that no longer governed. The “new thinking” — the brand name of the absolute lack of substance and banner of imaginary reformism — prevailed over the sterile Marxist-Leninist catechism. Together, they accompanied the USSR to its grave. They had deprived it of its purpose — in other words, of everything. Fidel Castro, an unrepentant Communist, was to remark: “How come what Hitler failed to achieve with hundreds of divisions and thousands of planes and tanks has happened without a war, without any armored divisions, without planes, and without tanks? What Hitler failed to achieve, the Soviet leaders themselves have achieved.” [7] The power of apostasy.


    Today the United States is witnessing the demise of the myth on which it had put its money after its triumph over Communism: “globalization.” The inverted commas are due to the term’s vagueness. Neoliberism distilled by the academies and tried and tested in the raging US economy was, until a couple of years ago, a synonym for US primacy — an economic version of the universal mission that Providence has assigned to America. As Fabrizio Maronta has shown in his study of deglobalization, that economic model’s crisis is dragging the Western phase of mankind’s history down with it — maybe into the abyss, eventually. [8] This is the arrogance of a paradigm that “erased the time of history and its dilemmas, diluting them in an eternal present.” [9] Will America invent an ideology capable of taking its place? It may, as long as it stops feeling sorry for itself.


    The third lesson the United States can learn from the collapse of the Soviet Union illustrates the systemic risk implicit in any federal arrangement, and all the stronger if that federalism is enforced from above. Devised to unite different peoples and histories under a single roof, federalism only works for as long as the magnetism of the center and a shared subscription to the national myth hold out. It turns into its opposite if the parties to it cease to identify in the whole. That’s what happened toward the end of the Soviet Union’s life. Unlike the Czarist empire, which was structured in non-ethnic provinces, the Communist colossus was structured in fifteen (sub)national republics dominated by the center, but constitutionally endowed with the right to secede. The whole was held together by the all-powerful Communist Party, the Red Army, and the KGB, the pillars of the Union — until Gorbačëv appeared on the scene. Gorbačëv put his money on renewing the state at the expense of the party. Without the party, the state collapsed and split along its weakest lines, the lines drawn by the administrative borders of the fifteen republics. In the words of KGB Chief Analyst Nikolaj Leonov: The Soviet Union was like a bar of chocolate divided into the squares that help the consumer to break it up. [10] But once this appetizing bar for fifteen consumers was served, ethnic and/or Mafia-style groups within each piece of the republican mosaic laid claim to their right to independence (for which, read: to self-privatize state property). This is the neurosis of the “ever smaller,” or Balkanization. Today we know that the Soviet chocolate bar was melting, and the landslide is continuing today. Ukraine is the perfect example.


    Just how united is the United States? That question may have been rhetorical in the past, but it’s extremely topical today. Starting out life as a confederated group, thus bound together in a single body on a voluntary basis, federated by the Constitution, divided by the Civil War (1861-65), then reunited but not reconciled, the states’ exceptionalism is echoed in the breach of grammar that conjugates the plural in the singular: “The United States is…” The confederate gene is still very much alive both de facto and de jure. The attempted coup on January 6, sparked by the outgoing President so he wouldn’t have to leave the White House, is a physical demonstration of that. Given that the nation’s standard-bearer is formally installed in office by the vote of the representatives elected in the individual states, Trump vainly sought his henchmen in Georgia, Arizona, and other federated entities, to dispatch them to Washington in order to subvert the election result. That scenario may well recur in November in the event of the disputed election of Biden, Trump, or anyone else. It’s pope versus anti-pope: half of the citizens loyal to the President, the other half clinging to the anti-president. In domestic geopolitical terms, one group of federated states would be pitting its president against the other. The issue is unlikely to be resolved by a compromise, as it was back in 1877 when the Democratic candidate Tilden accepted the Republican candidate Hayes’ election to the White House simply to prevent the latent split between North and South — a fault line that is still white hot today — from rekindling the season of secessionism.


    Some states already tend today to move as semi-independent entities both on the domestic front, challenging federal power on issues of primary importance, and by developing their own foreign policy, like California with China for example. Some of the stars in the Union are tempted by secession, starting with Texas and California, so that the federal state is in danger of shattering — far worse than the collapse of the USSR. The United States is to the former Soviet Union what a supernova is to our sun — a star which, when it incubates a centrifugal process, ends up exploding with such violence that it scatters filaments into space that can be seen from our planet even in the daytime (the most recent case was Kepler’s supernova in 1604). If Foreign Affairs editors had thought of that metaphor, they wouldn’t have entitled an essay on the federated states’ assertive progress the title The Fractured Superpower — with a thank you and good-bye to Washington, the poisoned capital. [11]


    The fourth factor is the most important, and a condition of the previous factors: language, both in the sense of communication between human beings and on the international level, in any form. We exist because we speak, and in speaking, we understand each other — not because we speak with ourselves, which is tantamount to keeping silent. Have we lost our tongues? It sometimes feels like it, if we listen to the way we don’t communicate. That includes the Americans, both amongst themselves and with others. Yet St. John tells us: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” [12] This should be read together with Genesis, where the Word creates the universe: “And God said…” [13]


    But let’s return to earth and get stuck into the geopolitical fray, a dialectic applied to territorial stakes. The case of the United States in relation to the Soviet Union yesterday and to Russia today, tells us a great deal about this dead silence brimming with sounds. Nothing better illustrates the tribulations of the empire of which we are an accidental province. Washington speaks, and no one listens to it. One is reminded of Говорит Москва (“Moscow Speaks”), the be all and end all of Soviet communication, with which the Third Rome interpreted the dogma of the First Rome: “Roma locuta, causa soluta.” [“Rome has spoken, the matter is settled”] So, silence.


    Between the lines of the Soviet ukaze and the liberal-universalist rhetoric beloved of the White House’s speechwriters, the Soviets and the Americans understood each other far better than what little filters through today in the faltering communication between Russia and the United States. Yes, the Cold War relied on guaranteed mutual destruction: If you kill me, we shall all die. That tremendous blackmail, however, rested on an optimistic premise: The gentlemen or ladies with their fingers on the bomb button are rational human beings who understand one another when they speak with one another. Pax Europaea, our insurance against World War III, expressed a common jargon. World War III piecemeal threatens to spread when people no longer understand each other. Everything boils down to propaganda. Naturally, expedient non-communication has always existed and always will exist — but as propaganda, as an accessory to a clash. It’s a genre in its own right, and the experts are capable of identifying it. But if propaganda is the only thing left, then it’s as though we were all keeping silent — until we take up arms in order to make ourselves understood.


    The language of the elite cannot be separate from the dominant language used by its core community. That’s just human nature, and it’s confirmed in reverse by the Soviet paradox. In the homeland of what George Orwell calls “newspeak” (a state jargon codified to repress dissent), it was Stalin in person who settled the dispute on Marxism and linguistics in 1950. In fact, he may even have been indirectly responding to the Trotskyist author of 1984. The Georgia-born Russian dictator proclaimed the immortality of the Russian language, which certain Marxist theorists considered to be a superstructure that could vary according to regime, mode of production, and class. Stalin ruled that: “Language is not a product of one or another base […] but of the whole course of the history of the society […] for many centuries. […] It was created for the satisfaction of the needs of the entire society,” so that he could complacently point out that people in the Soviet Union were still speaking the language of Pushkin. [14] From Stalin to Putin: The language factor is built into the theory of the Russian World and is used to impart legitimacy to the separatism of those Russian speakers who’ve failed to integrate into the post-Soviet states. Today it’s a heated issue in the Donbass, tomorrow who can say where?


    How about the United States? To use Stalin’s yardstick, to what extent does the American language unite the country’s society today? The figures tell us that 78 percent of the population speak various forms of English, followed by the increasing spread of Spanish (13 percent), the trademark of the Latino migrants crossing the Rio Grande/Bravo border. Yet English isn’t the official language of the republic, but it is the official language of 32 out of 50 states — telling of the dyscrasia between the federation and the federated. Politically correct does not help either. In fact it’s Orwell’s newspeak, used to silence anyone using their head. As for woke, which is transforming the melting pot into its opposite — an archipelago of non-communicating sects — in the name of the minorities, it’s distilling its own forms of newspeak with their attendant mini-glossaries. [15] There’s a close parallel between linguistic fragmentation and Balkanization. A perfect example of this is what happened to Yugoslavia, where from one day to the next the Serbo-Croat monoglots discovered that they were polyglots, because each seceding republic endowed its variations of the common idiom with the dignity of a language in its own right, a mark of its independence. Are Texan patriots going to want to invent an official national language? Will it be Texan English, i.e. related to the way people speak in the southern states, or will it be Tejano English, fueled by the state’s proximity to Spanish-speaking Mexico?


    Let’s now change scale, transferring the language issue from the republic to the empire. The problem here is reversed. English is the imperial koine; like the dollar, it applies at home and abroad — more abroad than at home. That’s an exorbitant privilege, but it’s also a slippery trap. The US elites dispense with learning different languages because they assume that the rest of the world speaks and understands English. Nothing could be less certain. Even diplomats, packed off to one or other corner of the world without any particularly relevant expertise, barely take any interest in the way the people hosting their missions speak. To put it bluntly, the imperial center’s envoys don’t speak with the natives even when they’re addressing English speakers.


    Historian Michael Kimmage describes the boomerang effect of the lingua franca on the empire’s geopolitics in this edition (pp. 63-74): “Today, the elite live in a world that only speaks English. The more educated among them have studied law or social science. They’re smart, they know how to speak, but they have little knowledge of other cultures. […] We don’t understand the historical narratives through which other players interpret reality. That kind of dilemma isn’t unusual for an empire. The more powerful you are, the more you think you can close in on yourself; but the less you understand the world, the more mistakes you make. Despite that, the United States’ intellectual insularity sometimes leaves one speechless.” Kimmage is highlighting a cultural deficit with a deep strategic impact. The Washington blob does (not) envision a world that doesn’t exist, replaced by an imaginary avatar to be shaped and developed in its own image and likeness. Kimmage explains that, unless you try to see things through others’ eyes, it might happen that, for example, in mulling the prospect of isolating Russia, you end up isolating yourself. That possibility prompts Kimmage to recall the Cold War: If only we still had figures like George F. Kennan, “capable of looking at the world through Russian eyes.” Along came Kennan.
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George F. Kennan 
(1904-2005)
    


    3. East Berlin is a rural borough with a population of 1,500 in Adams County, southern Pennsylvania. Founded by German, Dutch, and Irish settlers in the 18th century, it was christened Berlin by a Prussian named John Frankenberger in honor of his homeland’s capital in 1764. It was soon renamed East Berlin to avoid confusion with a neighboring community of the same name, thus foreshadowing the future partition of Berlin, Germany, during the Cold War by almost two hundred years. Another quirk of fate is that it was in this rural neighborhood that US diplomat Georg F. Kennan (photo) bought a farm in 1942 and made it his country retreat of choice for the rest of his life (1904-2005). It was here that the Kennan family hosted Svetlana Stalin, the Soviet dictator’s rebel daughter, in 1967, after she fled the KGB’s clutches and sought refuge in the United States. This is unquestionably one of those fateful “places that contain others” as though by magic, like in a Borges tale.


    Kennan was the US government’s most sophisticated and stubborn contrarian, a merciless critic of mainstream thinking, a countermodel of US solipsism by culture and by (pigheaded) temperament, to the point where he spent the second half of his life contradicting himself — or rather, contradicting the Washington apparatchiks’ interpretation of the positions expressed in an essay he wrote in 1947 and signed using the pseudonym “X”, on the fundamentals of Soviet strategy and how to counter it. The previous year, he had entrusted the containment theory, which he developed while serving in Stalin’s Moscow, to a secret “long telegram” offering a foretaste of his idea. [16] His doctrine postulated the need for firm but patient resistance to the threat posed by the Communist empire which, he argued, was intrinsically expanionist but which was fated to fold in on itself on account of its contradictions. Of that vision, President Truman and virtually all of his successors emphasized his analysis of the Red threat to stir up a militaristic counterstrategy in line with the traditional impulse for armed intervention (map 3) — as embodied in NATO and in its gradual expansion, with the endless bass note of nuclear deterrence throbbing in the background. That was a disaster, in Kennan’s view, and in fact, he was to spend the rest of his life trying to put out the fire that he’d unwittingly started, to contain the containment on steroids that the military and intelligence apparatchiks had artfully deduced from his warnings in the immediate postwar period to prove that, just like the United States, so the Soviet Union (and then Russia), too, had a single supreme national interest: namely, to consolidate and expand its sphere of influence — a strategy to be contained through diplomacy in order to establish a balance of power capable of guaranteeing peace.
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    Kennan’s greatest biographer, Frank Costigliola, summed it up thus: “In 1946-47 Kennan painted the portrait of a monster that he thought should be contained, not destroyed. Yet, tragically, he had illuminated the beast with such vivid colors that the Americans deduced from that that they needed to destroy it.” [17] Kennan resigned from the Department of State in 1950 because he couldn’t subscribe to the militarization of containment, the first step on the path to preemptive warfare. He feared that his country would betray President John Quincy Adams’ warning: “America goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy.” [18] That was 1821, but refusal or acceptance of that maxim is still being debated today by the elite that sets itself at the head of US geopolitics.


    Kennan got his (empty) vengeance in 1953, when Eisenhower summoned him to take part in the Solarium, the code name for a seminar reserved for the leadership of the deep state, with which the President planned to return the clash with Moscow to the strait and narrow by setting in motion a return to soft power, in the awareness that his military-industrial apparatus wasn’t ruling out the hypothesis of a surprise nuclear attack. Eisenhower charged Kennan with illustrating the change of course to his erstwhile superiors, a task Kennan accomplished with gusto before his archenemy, then Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. The President concluded the secret diatribe, which was only made public in 1984, sounding almost more like Kennan than Kennan himself: “What would we do with Russia, if we should win a global war? […] The colossal job of occupying the territories of the defeated enemy would be far beyond the resources of the United States at the end of such a war. […] The only thing worse than losing a global war is winning one. […] There would be no more individual liberty.” In a nutshell: “Global war as defense of freedom. Almost a contradiction in terms.” [19] For Kennan — but above all, for Eisenhower — it was a Pyrrhic victory. One minute after the Solarium ended, the apparatus began to sabotage its provisions. This eccentric figure in US diplomacy is of interest to us here not so much for his positions, but because he based those positions on the need to identify with the adversary in order to interpret his intentions and moves. Such an exercise was well nigh unthinkable for virtually all of his compatriots. Kennan was so keenly aware of that fact, that in a letter to his sister Jennifer penned in 1935, he admitted that he was “clearly not American.” [20] Like the good conservative with reactionary traits and pioneering ecologist that he was, he loathed the civilization of machines and he loved nature. He was passionately interested in Russian literature. He loved Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard. His command of Russian was unimpeachable, with just a touch of snobbery marked by his use of a pleasingly antiquated vocabulary. Dismissive of US monolingualism, he spoke German, French, Polish, Serbo-Croat, Portuguese, and Norwegian, driven by the intellectual curiosity spawned by his belief that a good diplomat has to know at least the language of the country where he’s serving, because it’s the key to penetrating that country’s soul. 


    Perhaps no one else in Washington has so radically embodied the precept that George Friedman, a luminary of US geopolitics, raised to the status of guiding star for his method, citing St. Matthew: “Love your enemies.” [21] Kennan’s love of Russia’s culture, history, and language — in fact, for the very essence of Russia — was so great that to some people he may have seemed more Russian than American. No other member of the Washington establishment was capable of so intimately grasping the Soviet decisionmakers’ viewpoint; of trying to put himself in their place — and he, a convinced anti-Communist — and discovering that it wasn’t only possible, it was absolutely necessary, to negotiate with the Russian bear. On that empathetic basis, Kennan managed to devise, as an alternative to NATO and the Warsaw Pact, a pan-European security organization based on dual US and Russian disengagement from their respective Old World empires through the unification and neutralization of the two Germanies. He clung to that idea even after the end of the Cold War, deploring the “fatal error” of Atlantic penetration into the former Soviet empire. [22]


    His loathing of the Communist regime was that of a Russianist irritated by the eagle-eyed Behemoth that obstructed his spontaneous contact with that beloved people, at the very moment when the US establishment — with his mission chief, Joseph E. Davies, heading the list — was turning a blind eye to Stalin’s rule of terror. [23] When, in September 1945, Kennan arrived in a Leningrad destroyed by the siege (map 4), he wrote in his diary (a diary meant to be read): “It’s like coming home. I know that in this city in which I’ve never lived, by some strange quirk of fate — possibly a previous life? — there lies a part of my ability to feel and to love, in short, a portion of my life; something that no American will ever understand and that no Russian will ever believe.” [24]


    The crowning moment of his empathy was to be his meeting with Gorbačëv at the Soviet Embassy in Washington on December 9th, 1987. The last Bolshevik leader embraced Kennan, placed his hands on his elbows, and said, staring him in the eye: “Mr. Kennan, we in our country believe that a person can be a friend of another country, while remaining a loyal and devoted citizen of his own country. That is how we see you.” Deeply moved, Kennan noted bitterly: “If you can’t get this kind of recognition from your own government, it’s nice to finally receive it from your erstwhile adversary.” [25] It’s one of history’s ironies that it was to be precisely Gorbachevism that certified Kennan’s theory regarding the suicidal vein present in the Soviet system. Like many others, Kennan wanted to hope that the USSR could be reformed, while in fact it was falling apart. Above all, he never relinquished his belief that the fates of Russia and the United States were intertwined. He was to admit as much to Gorbačëv’s right-hand man, Aleksandr Yakovlev, in 1990. He sounded almost prophetic: “The dangers that the United States is going to have to face are more serious than yours. We have major problems due to the poverty at the heart of our big cities, drugs, the drop in educational standards, and our financial system. Perhaps one day you Russians will be able to help us the way we’re helping you.” [26]
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    4. The United States of America is at once a republic and an empire. It cannot choose between one and the other. Its rise from a tier-three power to queen of the world, a rise accomplished between the end of the 19th century and the middle of the 20th, was based on parallelism between the nation’s two souls. The rise was accompanied by the background noise of the endless dispute between the republicans (in the geopolitical sense) and the imperials, branded “isolationists” and “internationalists” or given other academic-cum-media labels, but these were drugs typical of elite thinking circles that never really stirred the US grassroots. After winning the Cold War because its Soviet sparring partner had thrown in the towel, the magnificent couple split up, confirming that there are two tragedies in life: not having what you want, and having it. [27]


    History offers us examples of successful coexistence between a republic and an empire — Rome, for example — but on two conditions: The first is that the former must serve as a mask for the latter, and the second is that the latter should not aspire to be universal. At its height, the Fourth Rome did not admit to being an empire, a trademark at once both too European and too English, yet it openly displayed its global hegemony. But then, empires have been part of the world since history began, either at peace or at war with their counterparts. Between 1991 and 2001 — between the collapse of the USSR and the jihadist attack on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon — the sole superpower (another splendid contradiction) congratulated itself on being global, with a plethora of retrograde dissertations on the tendentially universal nature of the Western way, the word “Western” becoming synonymous with “American.” The famous word “globalization” became a master key which, in an effort to mean everything, meant nothing, unless we identify it with the so-called Washington Consensus, to which a large part of mankind never consented — one of the reasons being that they were barred from the banquet.


    All hegemony needs a persuasive moral base for those who acknowledge it. An empire that aspires to being global cannot enjoy that condition on account of the multiplicity of interests, values, and opinions that is a feature of us humans. A global empire is either totalitarian or else it cannot exist. The United States contradicted its own principles when it appointed itself prince of the planet at the turn of the millennium. It has discovered, possibly belatedly and with horror, that it’s ruining itself, dazzled by a goal at once impossible to achieve and nefarious, incompatible with the story it’s been telling itself from day one. The United States cannot be the world, and the world cannot become American. The empire, not the world, is the right size for the republic of Washington — with its limes, its moveable border between partners and adversaries. The alternative is losing both the republic and the empire — or what’s considered to be that. It doesn’t look as though a sufficient critical mass has consolidated around this item on the agenda to implement it.


    There is an ingrained reason why the United States doesn’t wish to call itself an empire in the classic sense of the term: Its soul is religious, not geopolitical. It is absolute, not relative. It is superordinate. Thus, while others bicker over territories, we dominate them from above (and with our bases), because we are the United States. We have Mrs. Thatcher to thank for the brocard whereby Europe is a child of history while the United States is a child of philosophy. It’s we Europeans, unshakeable historicists, who consider US domination to be imperial, while the proper American takes shelter behind the Clinton maxim: “Don’t ask, don’tell,” a symptom of the asymmetry between the two sides that make up “the West.”


    For the European powers, the crowning wreath was the title of Number One, first among non-equals, i.e. what the United States is today and is in danger of soon being no longer. But for the US superpower, the highest place on the podium is still a comedown, because it brings it into line with its inferiors. An eccentric Texan enamored of soccer explained to Limes a few years ago that: “We’re like the English nation, which didn’t take part in the first three World Cups because it felt superior to the others, only to then win only one, and with a nonexistent goal at that.” Or as another well-known soccer fan, Henry Kissinger, put it: “Empires aren’t interested in operating within an international system because they aspire to be that system. Empires don’t need a balance of power. That’s how the United States has conducted its foreign policy in the Americas, the same way China has in Asia for most of its history.” [28] An ace can’t downgrade himself to merely being top of the class.


    In that sense, the formula Washington likes to adopt to define what the empire is for us common mortals — “rules-based order” — appears to be pregnant with meaning. We shall let others decide whether there’s any point in engineering a semantic and epistemological divide between relative and absolute empires. The matter is of immense interest, but pending the ruling, we should note, in the meantime, how the United States is undermining its own superordination. Naturally, it’s still fond of defending “rules-based order” as though such a thing still existed (it never has, but we won’t go into that here). It’s the teddy bear from which it can’t bear to be parted. But a debate is currently raging in the state apparatus over how to reduce imperial overexposure, a term that entails foregoing the absolute empire, or whatever you wish to call it (map 5, and color map 1).


    This trend is being taken to the level of a state doctrine with the document on “geopolitics for the middle class” that the Biden Administration has been waving aloft like a banner [29] — which is something not even a German think tank would have thought of back in the days when Bonn was the capital city. It’s so un-American that McCarthy must be turning in his grave.


    The fashionable establishment poses as “an-American,” but not like Kennan. They flagellate themselves in public like Shiites on Ashura. This volume documents that fact. Thus Elbridge Colby, close to the Pentagon, says: “We thought we’d enjoy hegemony forever and that we’d forge a global liberal empire. The result is that we’ve overreached, we’ve eroded our sources of power, and we’ve also lost the support of the American people.” (pp. 117-125) While the writer Michael Bible, as a tribute to his family name, is downright apocalyptic: “America has become a disparate nation of individuals who mutually kill each other to achieve a luxurious lifestyle that, in all likelihood, they will never attain.” (pp. 179-183) Stop. Let’s rewind the tape and return to the nation/empire dilemma.


    While it’s true that Washington cannot dispense with either one or the other, it’s in danger of losing them both, because the republic can no longer support the empire and the empire is corroding the republic. That’s very bad news for us, who are camping under a US umbrella that no longer offers any shelter. The experience of history teaches us that when a protector is struggling to breathe, he loses his dignity and latches onto anyone who can help him. We should get prepared: We’re going to move from being recipients of aid to dispensers of it. Of course, that may not necessarily be a problem.
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    5. Several years ago, while sipping a soda at a bar with a view over the Capitol in Rome, a US officer turned to an Italian colleague with a heartfelt “Thank you!” “Thank you for what?” “For calling this magnificent square after Capitol Hill!” Times have changed since American friends could reverse the chronological order of the capita mundi in the firm belief that they embodied the paradigm we were talking about. Mother America, troubled and unsure of herself, is suffering from an identity crisis. She no longer knows either who she is or, more importantly, what she wants to be. But she does know something she would have preferred not to know, namely that she cannot afford to get bogged down in a real war, especially not if it’s a simultaneous war against her greatest rivals, Russia and China. She simply doesn’t have the military wherewithal, short of the nuclear option. Nor would the country’s domestic front be prepared to back such a war. Above all, the American people are no longer prepared to die for their “friends and allies,” in fact maybe not even for their homeland. Putting it plainly, if the Russians hypothetically attack us Europeans, it’s our business. US involvement would be either minimal, thus of little use, or total, i.e. nuclear, thus all too decisive — also because we would be its first victims. The likelihood of such a scenario occurring is minimal, but it’s no longer nonexistent.


    Competition between the U.S., China and Russia turned hot, a situation Limes calls Broad War. This leaves NATO’s European members with a very low guard (color map 2). Leaving Macron’s trumpet-blowing aside, we know that, in the event of aggression on the part of Russia or some other nuclear power, the question isn’t how long we can hold out but whether we’ll be able to find the time to surrender, or to sacrifice ourselves down to the last man, with US and British assistance. That’s the lesson that the Ukrainians are teaching us right now.


    Washington has no strategy. In its place, it opts for a tactic adaptable to various theaters and degrees of conflict, known as war by proxy. To avoid getting heavily involved in potentially endless wars, which are too costly in both human and economic terms, our depressed Number One is reducing its exposure on fronts that are either improbable or, in any case, secondary, while recruiting clients wherever and however it can.


    This war by proxy isn’t necessarily military. It’s often economic, involving sanctions against the enemy. For the critical mass to be sufficient, it’s necessary to recruit partners prepared to follow the United States down that road, agreeing to bear the unequal cost that it entails. The Western Europeans and “Western” Asians (Japan and South Korea deserve that title) are all too aware of that, but also third countries suffer on the rebound — or profit from the situation, like India, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates, and not only in connection with Ukraine. Hence the collateral yet considerable damage done to the Americans and the Europeans. In the former case, the circumvention of sanctions — a universal sport, with its attendant experts — deals a blow to the primacy of the dollar via currency swaps and other ploys. In our case, the bombardment of sanctions against the energy bond between Russia and Europe, particularly Germany and Italy, deals a blow to economies dependent on first Soviet then Russian gas and oil. The dogged hounding of the Germans, hit and sunk in the greatest symbol and tool of their gas ties with Moscow, the North Stream pipeline, may remind the forgetful of the ever topical mantra that the purpose of NATO is “to keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down.” Seen from Washington, certain allies remain adversaries (Germany), unreliable (Turkey), or pointless apart from the bases they host (Italy). They’re often old friends and current interlocutors, whether above board or below the waterline, of the Enemy par excellence. Thus Germany is suffering from the burden of sanctions more than Russia, while confirming its position as a state with (self-)limited sovereignty, a position certified by its failure to react to the sabotage of the North Stream pipeline and by its totally supine attitude toward Israel over the war in Gaza. The post-historical country by definition is succumbing beneath the weight of a non-historicized history. Germany without grief is caught up in a permanent state of mourning because it’s failing to complete the grieving process. [30]


    And lastly, there is the propaganda war. The slogan is “democracies versus autocracies,” an echo of the showdown between the free world and Communist dictatorships at the height of the Cold War, yet far less effective, because the quality of our democracies is now being questioned by the very grass roots that benefit from them. Worse, the autocracies — a stigma attaching only to those hostile to us, of course — can count on support that’s often higher than that enjoyed by the Western democracies. And then there’s the so-called Global South, which is quite other than sympathetic toward the West, for which it harbors gut-wrenching resentment. Even when it condemns the Russian invasion, it carries on merrily trading with Beijing and even with Moscow itself.


    A variant of the main slogan is the reductio ad Hitlerum. This expression was coined in 1953 by the philosopher Leo Strauss — (wrongly) considered to be the father of the Neoconservatives — to dispute the alleged nihilism of Max Weber’s doctrine of values, which would result in reductio ad absurdum: “A point of view is not disproved simply by the fact that it was subscribed to by Hitler.” [31] The reductio serves to focus on the enemy’s leader the hatred that you can hardly feel for its people as a whole. This is a technique typical of contemporary wars. We’ve likened to Hitler virtually all the leaders of our enemies of the day, from Milošević and Saddam to Khomeini and al-Qaḍḍafi, but the most unscrupulous politician to make use of this perversion is our current archenemy Putin, in whose view Zelens’kyj is the reincarnation of the Führer. We all know how these things end up: If all the “bad guys” are Hitler, then the leadership of the Third Reich is reassessed — possibly by the people who denounce denialists. It’s the banalization of evil.


    6. While we Europeans debate European defense without knowing where to start, American strategic circles are already hard at work on it — on the basis of their own interests and with a view to their imperial goal, which is to reduce their military overexposure in Europe. It’s a long-term project involving offloading responsibility for most of our defense onto our shoulders within a decade at most — and that includes nuclear deterrence, albeit integrated into US dissuasion. The probability that this intention will achieve the opposite of what it aims to achieve appears to be fairly high. This, for four reasons that are unlikely to change any time soon.


    First. There’s no such thing as a European state, so there cannot be European Armed Forces, short of setting up a European Wagner (rechristening it Beethoven?) on a voluntary, thus mercenary, basis: European legionnaires along French lines. Some private businessmen may even make the attempt, but just how these European legionnaires would fit into NATO is something we can’t even begin to imagine.


    Second. A European state doesn’t exist, because Europe’s countries nurture different interests backed by emphatic national, or even subnational, identities; and the smaller the territory and the population involved, the more ingrained those identities are. If the United States were, hypothetically, to force the Euro-Atlantic armies to join forces in a single cohort, it would have to take absolute command of that cohort, de facto integrating our troops into its own Armed Forces. And short of subverting democracy, we would have to Americanize our countries along with our troops: from the expansion of NATO to the expansion of the United States.


    Third. Ancient or recent history — or ancient history translated into recent history, a fashionable pursuit — shows that the Europeans don’t share the same enemies. Even an invasion by Martians might not get us to agree.


    Fourth, and most seriously of all. Since the end of the Cold War, which was based on a close commonality of interests between the U.S. and European NATO members — i.e. not ending up under Moscow’s heel — the Atlantic has widened. Not even Russia’s attack on Ukraine has firmed up the partners’ unity. If anything, it has exposed the fault lines both within and between the ocean’s two shores.


    We need to take on board the fact that we’re not collectively protected by the US umbrella, and that Washington needs to rebalance its war machine to tailor it to its priority, China. Thus either we forego defending ourselves, or we come down from the firmament of pro European rhetoric and return to the real world. Let us learn from US pragmatism. Its relations with the Europeans are de facto bilateral, calibrated on a case-by-case basis in accordance with the hub-spoke principle. The Atlantic Alliance is the algebraic sum of those relations, and it’s never static. Or should we believe that North Macedonia carries the same weight as the United Kingdom, and Latvia the same weight as Germany?


    Conclusion: European defense is not of this world. Even if it isn’t swamped by the current crisis, Washington will be able to use the name to christen a new arrangement of its allies’ military tools based on its own interests: the defense of the United States in Europe, peddled as European defense. Welcome to the real world.
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    Those countries that wish to remain in the European Empire of America (EEA) in a reduced and flexible format will be part of this evolving system. At last, we have one certainty: Italy says, and will always say, yes to the EEA, whatever shape or size it may acquire — with (hopefully) an emphasis on bilateral ties based on Italy shouldering responsibility in areas that are crucial for us, from the Balkans to Africa and the Levant, and taking on some of the tasks that the United States neither can nor wishes to perform itself any longer, in exchange for specific diplomatic, logistical, and intelligence support (color maps 3 and 4). A review of the open or confidential accords between Italy and the United States that were drafted in the postwar era in a condition of total subordination would seem to be an appropriate premise for a new kind of cooperation between consenting adults.


    But we don’t have ten years to do this in — in fact, maybe not even two. Once upon a time there was our “near abroad,” a translation from the Russian to describe our strategic periphery. In the accelerating maelstrom of history, this “abroad” is less and less “near” but increasingly important — especially in relation to our ties with the United States.


    The latest developments in Niger, the Sahel linchpin of the part of Africa that concerns us, aren’t very promising. The local junta, pro-Russian and dripping with pan-Africanist ideology, has announced the expulsion of the US military contingent stationed on its soil with a base in Agadez, the crossroads of every kind of trafficking and a migrant hub. Here the Russians want to build a station on the trans-Saharan railroad from Tripoli to Niger’s capital Niamey, with a branch leading to N’Djamena in Chad (map 6). The Italian government has just extended our military mission in Niger. Now that the French have been hounded out and the Americans left, Italy shall have to shoulder far greater responsibilities than those formalized to date involving training the Nigerien Army, a task brilliantly managed with an Italian soft touch. With the Americans gone, the Russians are surely back on the scene. Having the Italians in the area might be useful for the Pentagon, and it certainly will be for us, given Niger’s mineral wealth and its urgent infrastructure needs.


    As our strategic culture stands today, though, it’s hard to see us being so active. We’ll either discreetly leave, or act as though nothing were happening — which amounts to the same thing. US patience with our passive attitude is, however, limited. We should never forget Henry Kissinger: “It may be dangerous to be America’s enemy, but to be America’s friend is fatal.” [32]


    (translated by Stephen Tobins)
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  AMERICA AFTER AMERICA


  Part I


  The Limits of America


  
    EIGHT PATHOLOGIES
OF AMERICA


    How and why the United States abandoned strategic thinking? Answers abound: from post-historicism to the abuse of force, from the decline of civic sense to bureaucratic and institutional chaos. If not opposed, this drift will prevent the U.S. from reacting to the next big shock.
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