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PREFACE


When it comes to pomp and ceremony, dazzling color, and elaborate tradition, republics pale before monarchies. The annual opening of Congress in Washington appears drab when juxtaposed with the ceremonial unveiling of the new session of Parliament by the bejeweled and crowned Queen Elizabeth II. One of the greatest displays of imperial pageantry occurred on January 1, 1877, when Lord Lytton, viceroy of India, convened a durbar (imperial assembly) in a gigantic tented enclosure in Delhi, attended by 84,000 people, including 363 local kings, princes, and title holders in their fineries and diamond-studded turbans, to declare Queen Victoria the empress of India.

An equally historic occasion arose on January 1, 1992, in Washington, DC—the day after the collapse of the Soviet Union. If, by fluke, the protocol of the monarchical Britain had found its way into the contemporary United States by stealth, the world would have heard President George H. W. Bush declared the lord of the universe. Such a scenario had, of course, no chance of being realized. But that did not alter the fact on the ground. The United States of America no longer had a rival on the global scale. It was, quite simply, The Empire.




RISE AND FALL OF THE EMPIRES 

Empires have a long history, and so do their trajectories. The earliest recorded empire-builder was Alexander the Great. A long-necked Macedonian, with deep-set eyes and a prominent nose, he died in 323 BCE, at the age of thirty-two. In terms of the amount of territory he conquered, he comes after Genghis  Khan (born Temujin, 1162-1227) and Tamerlane (aka Timur Beg, 1336-1405), both of them Mongol warriors. A sturdy man of medium height, haughty, slit-eyed, with scraggy, drooping beard and mustache, Genghis Khan (“Lord of the Universe” in Persian) was a military genius of exceptional ability. At 4.86 million square miles, the size of his empire remains unbeaten.

Today, however, it is Tamerlane, noted for his malevolent eyes and knotted cheeks, who looms large. Nearly six centuries after his death, he was resurrected by the post-Communist regime of Uzbekistan. Eager to establish a deep-rooted Uzbek identity, it declared Timur Beg the progenitor of the nation, even though he was not an ethnic Uzbek. Soon, his statues became as ubiquitous in the republic as Vladimir Lenin’s were during the Soviet era.

More important, it was Tamerlane’s great-great-great-grandson, Zahir Uddin Muhammad Babur (1483-1530), who founded the Mughal Empire in the Indian subcontinent—today’s India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. By happenstance, Babur’s mother, Qultuq Nigar Khanum, was a descendant of Genghis Khan. So Babur shared the bloodlines of the world’s greatest conquerors. A stout man, bearded and oval-faced, he coupled his exceptional military prowess with felicity with words, being equally at home with prose and poetry in Turkish, his mother tongue, and Persian, the literary language of the region. He left behind the Babur Nama, the earliest example of autobiographical writing by a ruler.

At its apogee the Mughal Empire was well ahead of the realms of the Ottoman Turks and the Persian Safavids. It began declining, as all empires eventually do, because its overlord, Emperor Aurangzeb, a lean, bearded man with austere looks, overextended his reach. Acquiring the title of alamgir  (“lord of the universe”), he decreed that the coins in his mint be embossed “Emperor Aurangzeb Alamgir.” A staunch Sunni, determined to defeat the Shiite rulers in southern India, he moved his military headquarters from Delhi to the south. “Mission accomplished,” he proclaimed—as the northern Indian hinterland of his empire fractured.

The disintegrating Mughal Empire allowed the (English) East India Company—a commercial entity with its own army and navy—to conquer the subcontinent in stages by exploiting rivalries between the competing native rulers while funding its battles with the land revenue it collected. With the loss of Britain’s American colonies in 1783, the center of its empire shifted to the Indian subcontinent.

The region fell to Britain in the mid-nineteenth century, with its government establishing direct control over it and Queen Victoria declaring herself empress of India. The possession of the vast, heavily populated subcontinent enabled Britain to claim that it ruled a quarter of the human race. Forging ahead of its competitors, France and the Netherlands, it gained the status of a superpower, with its pound sterling as the reserve currency. Britain’s unassailable strength lay in its navy. Overall, it was the major seafaring nations in Europe—Belgium, Britain, France, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain—that sallied forth and built up overseas empires, big and small.

For the people of the subcontinent, the intrusion by Europeans, arriving by sea at first as merchants, was novel. Those who had subjugated the indigenous population before—the Afghan, Turkic, and Mughal warrior tribes from Central Asia—came overland through the Khyber Pass along the subcontinent’s mountainous northwestern frontier. Over time these invaders got absorbed into the native population. This would not be the case with the British. They arrived by sea as fixed-term, contracted employees of the East India Company from a homeland with a distinct identity, to which they returned after their tour of duty. The company’s establishment of trading posts at important Indian ports, followed by its piecemeal usurpation of political power in the hinterland, was unprecedented.

This approach was also deployed by imperial France in Indochina and North Africa and imperial Netherlands in Indonesia. As a category these overseas empires stood apart from the land empires established earlier by Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, and the Russian tsars, who either lacked naval forces or did not use them. By contrast, the United States gained entry into the imperialist club by deploying its navy against its Spanish counterpart in 1898 and seizing Cuba and the Philippines from Spain.

Later, air power would become the dominant element in large-scale conventional wars. By stationing warplanes on naval vessels, the United States would forge an extraordinarily powerful fighting machine. And by fabricating eleven aircraft carriers, it would leave other major powers, friendly or not, trailing far behind.

But, ultimately, wars are waged to capture and hold land. And if the occupying forces stay on for too long, they face resistance by the occupied. This applies to all major powers, however benign their declared intentions. The possession of aircraft carriers and a powerful air force has not enabled the  Pentagon to wage irregular warfare in densely populated countries or urban areas, or in a terrain unsuited to deploying mechanized firepower. Iraq and Afghanistan have highlighted the limits of America’s military power.

In the political arena, the United States had earlier pioneered a softer version of imperialism—economic domination, with American corporations in cahoots with the indigenous elite. By so doing Washington exploited local resources without the expense and opprobrium of maintaining political-administrative control, which was an integral part of European imperialism. Nevertheless, a salient element common to both the political imperialism of Britain and the milder, yet equally exploitative, economic imperialism of America was the active participation by private individuals and companies to establish and then maintain the empire, with the imperial government providing the military umbrella.

Britain’s break with political imperialism came in Iran, where economic imperialism became its template. Having won the contract to explore for oil, the company of a British prospector, William Knox d’Arcy, a colorful character addicted to betting on horses, struck petroleum in 1908 in Masjid-e Suleiman, the first commercially viable oil well in the Middle East. Since then the world has become heavily reliant on oil and gas to maintain or raise the living standards of the human race. And Western imperialism has become increasingly oriented toward exploiting the natural resources and cash crops of Asia, Africa, and South America. The decolonization of the European empires, and the political withdrawal of the United States from the Philippines after World War II, left Western economic domination intact. The prices of cotton and tea, for instance, continued to be determined in London, not in Bombay or Calcutta.

This book examines the world in its late imperial phase. The ideological certainties of the Cold War are gone, but so is the new dogma—aptly captured in the title of Francis Fukuyama’s book The End of History—that cropped up as the Soviet Union collapsed. Top U.S. officials have used different terminology to describe America’s sole superpower status, with U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright calling the United States “the indispensable nation” and a senior aide to President George W. Bush declaring, “We are an empire now.” But with the debacles in Iraq and Afghanistan glaringly obvious, and the U.S.-generated fiscal catastrophe wreaking havoc worldwide, U.S. policymakers are now floundering. One may now ask: What will the world look like, after The Empire?

During the Cold War, the United States found its capitalist mode of economic development challenged by the Soviet Union’s socialist model of economic development in the recently independent countries of Asia and Africa, a group that came to be collectively called the Third World. With the demise of the Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has come to offer a viable alternative to the developing world. While its successful Communist revolution in 1949, wrought by an army of peasants, puzzled orthodox Marxists, its economic liberalization, starting three decades later, has befuddled Western experts. It has not led to the erosion of the monopoly over power that the Communist Party of China (CPC) has exercised since the founding of the PRC. Its staggering economic expansion in such a political setup presents a threat to the template imperial America has been exporting since World War II.

Though the Soviet Union is gone, its successor, Russia—accounting for nearly four-fifths of its territory and possessing vast reserves of hydrocarbons and strategic metals as well as a huge arsenal of nuclear weapons—remains a major power. On the other hand, the Kremlin no longer offers an alternative political-economic model to the non-Western world. In the regional context, both Iran and Venezuela—the first South American country to strike oil—stand out. The political and economic models they provide in their respective regions clash with the ones offered by the United States. In that sense, they constitute considerable “resistance” power.

In the 1960s Washington and other Western capitals subscribed to the thesis that Communist China and democratic India were engaged in a race whose outcome would settle the superiority of their competing social systems. Judged in those terms, China has won. But that does not diminish the power, present and potential, of India, home to one-sixth of humanity.

Equally important is the twenty-seven-member European Union, even though it is not a single political entity. It looms large on the economic horizon. The aggregate economies of its sixteen-member Eurozone come close to the GDP of the United States.

Since power is multifaceted, it is important to examine its soft side. The explosive growth in telecommunications along with a steep fall in rates has provided unprecedented opportunities to non-Western powers to challenge the dominance that America enjoyed in soft-power projection in the second half of the last century.

My thesis stands apart in several ways from that of others who have analyzed the emerging international order. After Empire does not revolve around  America. Nor is it dialectical—the United States versus China, the West against Asia, or democracies versus autocracies. The developments I describe in this volume have cumulatively led to an international order with multiple poles, cooperating and competing with one another, with no single pole being allowed to act as the hegemonic power. Quite simply, the age-old balance of power is back at work.

My narrative analysis strives to be realistic and nuanced, shorn of ideological bias or a soft corner for the United States.




A BIPOLAR WORLD AND AFTER 

A glance at the past two decades shows a wide array of change—political, economic, and technological—with the demise of distance caused by the epochal arrival of the Internet. In diplomacy, the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 was the political equivalent of an earthquake. It rearranged the contours of the international order. It proved to be the harbinger of the disintegration of the Soviet Union, one of two poles after World War II.

The rise of a bipolar world divided by ideology, and its existence for nearly two generations in the midst of the Cold War, had no parallels in global history. How the planet turned bipolar, providing an increasing number of freshly independent countries in Asia and Africa an option to choose either Western capitalist democracy or socialist authoritarianism—or to stay neutral—is the theme of Chapter 1.

The forty-five-year struggle between the competing blocs—maintained at the level of a cold war out of the dread of mutually assured destruction (MAD) threatened by the nuclear arsenals of the antagonists—ended with America’s victory. The United States acquired, rightly, the sobriquet of “the Sole Superpower.” In the constellation of 190-plus nations, it became the one and only sun. On the eve of the 2003 Iraq War, while accounting for only 5 percent of the world’s population, it produced a quarter of the global GDP. Its 250,000 troops, posted abroad, guarded its seven hundred bases in 130 countries. This was the zenith of Pax Americana.

Rejoicing in the victory of market forces over Marxist doctrine, most Western intellectuals foresaw liberal, capitalist democracy becoming humanity’s ultimate form of government—the end product of a long process of evolution, requiring mere management and mass education for its sustenance. In  such an international order, American hegemony would remain unchallenged. And the age of imperial America would be secure for the foreseeable future.

Before long, though, events outside North America and Europe put an end to “the end of history” and its corollary of Washington’s everlasting supremacy. The disparate challenges to America’s global primacy stemmed as much from sharpening conflicts over natural resources, particularly oil and natural gas, as from ideological questioning of Western-style democracy and human rights as conceived and promoted primarily by American policymakers. At stake were also varied perceptions of national and imperial identities and history.

The end result was a revival of the pre-Cold War pattern of powers of different magnitude jostling for primary and secondary positions in the global hierarchy, with no single nation sitting at the apex of the pyramid. By now, the pyramid’s pointed top has become jagged, with China and Russia steadily carving out niches for themselves near it.

While neither Beijing nor Moscow is striving to knock Washington off its still dominant position, they are no longer prepared to kowtow to the White House as the Kremlin did under President Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s. Instead, they are engaged in an adroit game of engagement and containment with America, cooperating on certain issues and competing on others.

While reinforcing its commercial links with Washington and accumulating U.S. Treasury bonds by the truckload, Beijing has emerged as the economic fountainhead of East Asia, home to a third of humanity. While cooperating with the United States to contain Islamic extremists in Afghanistan, the Kremlin had succeeded in reducing Washington’s influence in the strategic, resources-rich Central Asia to a near cipher. In any case, American hegemony was not destined to be the exception. The trajectory of empires, rising to a peak and then declining, has remained unchanged since ancient times. Nonetheless, the credit for accelerating America’s fall must go to President George W. Bush.

In overreacting to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks by starting two major wars, while reducing taxes at home, Bush did more damage to the United States than Osama bin Laden—a gangling Saudi fugitive with a shaggy beard and a white turban—could have imagined in his wildest dreams. Bush alienated not only vast swaths of the Muslim world, the non-Muslim parts of Asia and Africa, and Russia, but also Washington’s traditional European allies. His reckless fiscal policies led to the financial tsunami of the century, which engulfed the globe. More important, it discredited the model of capitalism  unveiled in the early 1980s by Bush’s Republican predecessor, Ronald Reagan, to a degree that ardent socialists envied.

Chapter 2 summarizes Bush’s follies—as well as the international achievements of President Bill Clinton during the period when America had its place in the sun. Exercising guardianship over defeated Russia, ruled by Yeltsin, was the Clinton White House’s glaring foreign policy success.

Like a convert to a new faith, the impulsive Yeltsin jumped into the untried waters of laissez-faire capitalism headlong, throwing caution and discretion to the wind. Eventually, though, even he started to balk at the way the White House tried to micromanage the Kremlin and the disdain with which his American overlord, Clinton, treated Russia’s feelings about Serbia and Serbians, culturally akin to Russians, the Orthodox Church and the Cyrillic script being the strong threads binding them.

A late realization that, though defeated in the Cold War, Russia had a vast arsenal of nuclear weapons put some spine into the wayward Yeltsin. This process was bolstered by his foreign minister during 1996-1998, Yevgeny Primakov. By successfully checkmating the United States at the United Nations Security Council on the issue of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction in 1998, Primakov, backed by China, gave the international community a foretaste of a multipolar world. He showed that the title of Sole Superpower did not entitle America to hijack the UN Security Council at will.

With the advent of Vladimir Putin—a lean-faced, muscular judo expert—in the Kremlin, Russia fully recovered its lost confidence and clout, thanks to his strong personality and leadership style as well as soaring oil prices, which hit $147 a barrel in July 2008, funneling $1 billion a day into the Russian treasury.

Chapter 3 traces the chronicle of the Russian Federation under Yeltsin and Putin. The link to Chapter 4 is provided by hydrocarbons—with Iran, the pioneering petroleum state in the Persian Gulf region, sharing space with Venezuela, the first South American country to find oil. Oil has played a critical role in shaping both states. While Shiite Islam and turbaned mullahs in black cloaks have been a crucial element in Iran’s history, generals in medal-covered, starched uniforms have been leading characters in the annals of Venezuela. After all, Simon Bolivar, the liberator of Venezuela and five other South American republics from the yoke of imperial Spain, was a general. Such a past helps to bring into focus the ascent of Hugo Chavez, a former military officer whose earthy humor, issuing from his well-formed mouth in a jowled face, is as repulsive to U.S. politicians as it is attractive to the poor in Venezuela.  What grates the elite in his republic most are his mixed Amerindian, African, and Spanish origins.

The Chavez phenomenon is symptomatic of the rising political consciousness of the peoples of Amerindian and African antecedents who have taken to using the ballot to win power at the expense of white settlers favored by Washington. Equally threatening to the United States is the continuing, viable existence of the Islamic Republic of Iran. By holding regular elections for parliament and president, its regime shows the rest of the world—particularly the autocratic monarchs of the oil-rich Gulf states—that the relationship between Islam and representative government is symbiotic.

A much greater and more fundamental challenge to the concept and practice of Western democracy comes from the People’s Republic of China, the globe’s most populous nation and its third largest economy, after America and Japan. Chapter 5 outlines the chronicle of China since World War II. Like the earlier superpowers, America and the Soviet Union, the ascent of the PRC to great-power status has been fitful rather than linear. My narrative covers the period from the rule of Mao Zedong—a chubby-faced, stocky man seldom without his tunic—to Hu Jintao—a bespectacled figure, neatly coiffured, in a business suit—through Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin. It traces the evolution of the Communist Party of China from a vanguard revolutionary party representing the interests of the toiling masses to a governing party representing the vast majority of the people, including capitalists. What the CPC has retained is its Leninist party structure and its monopoly of power.

My text provides earlier examples of China blazing a unique trail of its own. Contradicting Karl Marx’s thesis that only the industrial proletariat in urban areas could be the vanguard of class revolution, Mao transformed peasants in an overwhelmingly agrarian China into a revolutionary army to smash the traditional class structure. By combining an armed struggle against the imperialism of Japan occupying parts of China with furthering socialism, Mao led a movement that had no precedence. (His example would later be followed by Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam.) Neither the Bolshevik nor the French revolution was anti-imperialist. And the anti-imperialist American revolution left property and class relations untouched.

The PRC’s admission to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 accelerated its integration into the global capitalist order. This was viewed by most Western China-watchers as paving the way for the PRC to turn into a multiparty democracy. They took their cue from Taiwan, South Korea, and  Singapore, which, at their inception as independent states, were ruled by authoritarian leaders. But as their economies expanded, they morphed into multiparty democratic entities. My narrative shows that their expectations about the PRC were misplaced, and explains why.

As a leading WTO member, with its exports amounting to more than a third of its GDP, the PRC could not escape the consequences of the economic slump that afflicted the United States in 2008 and spread across the globe. But its control of the critical banking sector has protected it from the worst fallout of the fiscal morass. This was also the case with India, a founding member of the WTO but, in stark contrast to China, a vigorous, multiparty democracy. The reason for feeling the heat but not getting burned by the financial meltdown was the same as with the PRC: government control of the banking industry. Nearly three-quarters of the banking in India is nationalized.

Chapter 6 outlines the economic and political chronicle of India. It traces India’s gradual colonization by the British, starting in the mid-eighteenth century with the East India Company, and leads to the present day, when the country is a leader in information and communications technology. While it deserves its much-flaunted title of the “world’s largest democracy”—with its many political parties, an independent judiciary, and lively media—it suffers from certain major weaknesses. Principal among these are the absence of a strong government at the center and the presence of rampant corruption, mind-numbing red tape, and a scandalously skewed distribution of wealth, with seven out of ten Indians living below $2 a day. It has no chance of ever catching up with the PRC. Yet its possession of nuclear bombs and its advanced missile and space programs entitle it to be considered a major power in this survey.

The continuing progress—not to say viability—of a multiethnic, multilingual Republic of India remains an unstated inspiration for the architects of the twenty-seven-member European Union. But the two cases are widely varied. The salient difference is that the Indian subcontinent was welded into a single administrative-political unit by imperial Britain. The task that befell the democratic successors to the departed Britons on the eve of the independence and partition of the subcontinent was to keep administering an existing entity with a long history. But melding more than two dozen European nations with diverse histories and perceptions, dating back many centuries, into a single identity is a truly Herculean assignment. It is beyond the capabilities of even the most adroit politicians and statesmen. So it has proved—with the  fairly modest 2007 Reform/Lisbon Treaty yet to be ratified by its recalcitrant member, Ireland—a salient point made in Chapter 7.

When viewed from the setting of 1950, the year the complex process began with the joint management of the state-owned coal and steel industries of France and West Germany, the progress of economic—and other—integration of Europe has been impressive. But in the absence of a federal or confederal structure, neither of which is on the horizon, the European Union will remain a hobbled giant.

The jump in EU membership came with the disintegration of the Soviet bloc in 1990. With that, a whole clutch of countries became eligible for admission since they met the condition of being ruled by a government elected in a free and fair poll. That remains the bottom-line definition of democracy, to which are added the concept of separation of the executive, legislative, and judicial organs of the state. However, in the case of constitutional monarchies (such as Britain) or indirectly elected presidents (as in Germany), the legislative and executive arms are combined.

There are other variants of democracy, according to Chapter 8, not least the Islamic version as practiced in Iran. This chapter also explains how China’s leaders perceive democracy and how in their view the PRC is making progress in that field. Equally important are the concepts of freedom and human rights: Whereas Western leaders keep stressing political rights, many of their non-Western counterparts emphasize economic, cultural, and social rights. Preeminent among the latter have been the Chinese.

It was at the instigation of PRC leaders that the scholars of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) delved into the concept of power in all its manifestations. CASS came up with a formula to quantify comprehensive national power (CNP). Consisting of sixty-four indexes, the all-encompassing CNP statistic takes into account “soft power,” as defined by Joseph Nye of Harvard University. Chapter 9 outlines the challenges to the soft power of America, particularly outside Europe, by examining the role of television news channels, cinema, and such prestigious projects as hosting the Olympics and undertaking space exploration.

The impact of globalization and ongoing nonviolent competition in the field of soft power does not preclude the world’s hot spots bursting into flames. This is the subject of Chapter 10. The future flashpoints between the major powers belong to one of the following categories: (a) perceived threat to national security, (b) control of disputed territories, (c) competition for  vital resources such as oil and natural gas, and (d) currency and trade. Washington’s insistence on erecting anti-missile defense facilities in Eastern Europe is a prime candidate for causing a clash between the United States and Russia. Equally, the Iranian regime’s fear of being toppled by the United States has the potential to go critical.

Taiwan’s status leads the list in category b. Besides Taiwan, the United States will be the main antagonist of the PRC. That will also be the case when the normal commercial competition for hydrocarbons between Washington and Beijing escalates to deploying force to gain possession of oil and gas fields. This was the root cause of the conflict between America and Japan, leading to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941.

Less dramatic yet no less important is the spat between Washington and Beijing about currency and commerce. Many American politicians as well as some Obama administration officials are accusing the PRC of manipulating its currency, the yuan, to boost its exports and accumulate U.S. dollars to be used as a political lever in the future. If the American administration were to declare officially that China was manipulating the currency and take compensatory measures, such as imposing tariffs on Chinese imports, then Beijing would retaliate by unloading its vast portfolio of U.S. Treasury bonds. That would send tremors through the capital markets worldwide.

The concluding chapter provides a sketch of how a multipolar world will look and function in a post-empire era. Imagine a group of knights in armor fencing with one another, each one trying to get the better of his immediate challenger while being ready to help a fellow knight in distress, the common aim of all of them being to ensure that none of them emerges as the unchallenged champion to demand and receive tribute from the rest. In that ceaseless jousting, the knights will go on changing their partners and adversaries to achieve the overarching objective of keeping the field free of an overlord—a privilege enjoyed until recently by America.

The epilogue takes the narrative to October 2009. It is not indexed.

I am indebted to my editor, Carl Bromley, for his unflagging interest and support.
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CHAPTER 1

RISE AND FALL OF THE BIPOLAR WORLD


Global history after World War II was dominated by two superpowers—the United States and the Soviet Union—engaged in a cold war, which included competing for loyalties of the uncommitted countries, collectively called the Third World. This era, likely to go down in the world chronicle as unique, lasted for four and a half decades.

The essence of that struggle was aptly encapsulated by President Harry Truman in 1950 and the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev a decade later. “In a shrinking world . . . it is not an adequate objective to seek to check the Kremlin design, for the absence of order among nations is becoming less and less tolerable,” said Truman. “This fact imposes on us, in our own interests, the responsibility for world leadership.” As expected, Khrushchev viewed the growing list of independent nations in Asia and Africa differently. “The renovation of the world along the principles of freedom, democracy and socialism, in which we are now taking part, is a great historical process,” he declared. “The success of national liberation movement, due in large measure to the victories of socialism, in turn strengthens the international position of socialism in the struggle against imperialism.”1


Divided by contrasting ideologies yet coexisting in a “balance of terror” due to the deployment of fearsome nuclear arsenals, in the end both overextended their reach, thereby inducing their decline—the Soviet Union in Afghanistan in the 1980s and the United States in Iraq two decades later.

Tracing the rise of these superpowers shows that their ascent to the pinnacle was fitful—jagged rather than smooth. America came into its own because  it joined World War II, but only after it was attacked by Japan. And during the second half of the twentieth century, it was seriously challenged by the Kremlin. The Soviet Union offered an alternative civilization free of the profit motive driving the capitalist system. Its rapid industrialization and impressive literacy gains appealed to the leaders of the rising Third World of independent Asian and African countries.




AMERICA RISES TO THE FORE 

In 1900 America had the second largest European population after tsarist Russia. But it was an imperial weakling. Though the U.S. Navy’s fleet carried out exercises in the Pacific in 1907, President Teddy Roosevelt recognized it as a junior partner to the British Navy—“the guarantor of the peace in the world,” where the gold-based British pound was the reserve currency. A decade and a half later, on the eve of World War I (1914-1918), America had become the world’s largest manufacturer on earth, though it exported only 5 percent of its GDP. The United Kingdom, in comparison, exported 25 percent of its GDP, typical of an imperial power of its time.

America entered World War I in April 1917 on the strict understanding that any postwar peace settlement would concede its demand for an open door to trade and investment in Europe and its overseas markets, while accommodating the European victors’ territorial ambitions. Its entry facilitated the Allied victory: with two-thirds of the globe’s oil output of 1.38 million barrels per day, it supplied three-fourths of the petroleum needs of the Allies until the end of the war in November 1918.

But after the war Britain and France stuck to their old policies of exclusion. When, for example, new oil fields were discovered in northern Iraq, British and French oil companies tried to exclude American petroleum companies. Washington pressed the case of its oil corporations vigorously. It succeeded. Two U.S. oil companies became part of the consortium in 1931 to explore the gigantic Kirkuk oil field.

In the preceding decade, American companies had started penetrating the markets of Europe and its areas of influence, turning the United States into a global commercial power.2 Yet this did not turn them or their government into unqualified champions of free trade. At the first indication of a serious economic challenge from abroad, Washington resorted to protectionism with  its Emergency Tariff Act of 1921, followed by the Fordney-McCumber Act of 1922. Earlier, in 1920, the Senate had blocked Wilson’s move to join the League of Nations.

There was little, then, to suggest that the twentieth century would be dubbed “the American Century.” Most U.S. politicians were ill at ease with the outside world. And American morale collapsed in the wake of the stock market crash on October 24, 1929. On that day the Dow Jones Industrial Average nosedived by 22.6 percent, with 13 million shares changing hands, resulting in losses of $5 billion, or, in today’s terms, $680 billion. In another fire sale of 16.4 million shares that followed, the market lost a further $14 billion.3


U.S. lawmakers raised further tariff barriers by adopting the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930, and European governments reciprocated. World trade declined by a staggering 60 percent between 1929 and 1932. The economic downslide continued in the United States. Between 1929 and 1933, America’s farm output fell by half, and industrial capacity stagnated at 40 percent. More than 9,000 banks, two-fifths of the total, went bust, with losses of $2.5 billion—today’s $340 billion—to depositors and shareholders. The fall in money supply led to deflation of 24 percent. Unemployment soared eightfold to 25 percent, with 12.8 million jobless.4 Even those in work were on short time and short wages. By the time the presidential election in November 1932 had led to the victory of Franklin Delano Roosevelt—winning 57 percent of the vote and all but six states—the stock market had lost 89 percent of its value from its peak on September 3, 1929.

The situation was so bleak that in 1931 more than 100,000 Americans applied to the New York-based trade mission of the Soviet Union (which then lacked full diplomatic relations with the United States) to emigrate. But only 10,000 were accepted—chiefly engineers, factory workers, teachers, and artists.5


The Great Depression engendered an acute crisis of confidence that persisted throughout the 1930s, with many thoughtful Americans questioning their social system based on laissez-faire capitalism. In that environment, the New Deal acted as a palliative. In Roosevelt’s words, it imposed “practical control over blind economic forces and blindly selfish men” through governmental intervention in managing the economy.

During 1933-1937 the money supply grew, and the GDP rose by 10 percent a year, three times the normal rate. It gave Roosevelt enough confidence to declare in his second inaugural speech in 1937, “We have always known that  heedless self-interest was bad morals; we know now it is bad economics [too].”6 But the economic gains of his first administration vanished when Roosevelt reversed his policies. In order to balance the budget, he slashed public spending, cutting the Works Progress Administration by half, and upped taxes. And by raising the reserve requirements for banks, he reduced money supply and caused deflation. Recession returned in 1937-1938.




WORLD WAR II LIFTS AMERICA 

The American economy only started to recover with the onset of World War II. The destruction caused by total war in occupied Europe forced the rest of the continent to place orders in the United States. Once Washington joined the fray in December 1941, the draft wiped out mass unemployment. And the fiscal stimulus needed to wage war finally lifted America from the Great Depression. The wartime demands of the Allies, which now included the Soviet Union, accelerated the nation’s economic growth. Little wonder that between 1939 and 1945, the GDP of the United States rose by an average of 9 percent.7


Washington’s entry into the war on the Allied side ensured the defeat of the Axis Powers. At 410,000 dead, America’s human loss was minimal compared to other participants. The war also left the United States in possession of nearly two-thirds of the globe’s gold reserves and more than half of its industry. 8 In stark contrast, the conflict left the victorious European imperialist powers—Britain, France, and the Netherlands—exhausted and nearly bankrupt. The collapse of the British, French, and Dutch forces in southeast Asia in the face of the Japanese invasion destroyed the image of the white man’s invincibility in the eyes of the local peoples. Therefore it became an uphill task for the European imperial powers to reestablish their rule over their colonies in Asia. This led to political decolonization in Asia—a process advocated by both America and the Soviet Union. They emerged as the two true victors of World War II, which ended in Europe in May 1945 and three months later in Asia, after the Pentagon had dropped two atom bombs on Japan, killing nearly 200,000 people.

Victory in the war coupled with their booming economy at home made Americans and their politicians regain faith in their way of life and economic system after a decade of despair. In their newfound euphoria they came to believe that their way of life would now appeal to all those who lived beyond America’s shores.

Intent on avoiding the recession that had followed World War I, the United States took a lead in complementing the postwar international body, named the United Nations—a virtual successor to the League of Nations—with economic institutions. The Allied nations that gathered at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in July 1944 agreed to establish the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (later renamed the World Bank) to provide soft loans and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to cover short-term imbalances in international trade to stabilize exchange rates. It also decided to hammer out a General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). It declared the U.S. dollar, pegged to gold at $35 an ounce, as the international reserve currency. Washington would use its control of the World Bank and the IMF as an effective weapon in the Cold War with Moscow, denying credits and loans to the regime it disapproved.

In the postwar years Washington’s Marshall Plan revived the economies in Western Europe. By deciding to station U.S. warships in the Mediterranean, and giving military aid to Greece and Turkey in 1947, President Truman signaled the arrival of America as a superpower. The next year, following the political coup in Czechoslovakia—with the Czech Communist Party engineering the exit of its non-Communist partners in the coalition government while the military remained neutral—Washington increased its defense budget, raising the size of its peacetime volunteer army to a record 660,000 soldiers. With the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949, the United States became the accepted leader of the West.

This set the scene for the postwar White House to popularize Americana through “soft power”—consumer goods, flashy cars, and large, well-furnished houses displayed in Hollywood movies, as well as the multifarious ideas of liberty.

The Soviet Union and Eastern Europe spurned the offer of U.S. bounty. With the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Communism emerged as a strong rival to U.S.-led capitalism.

A military challenge to America came in June 1950, when Communist North Korea attacked South Korea. Truman rallied the Western allies and, because of the Soviet boycott of the UN Security Council, got a UN mandate to reverse the North Korean invasion. But when the U.S.-led forces of the UN expelled the North Koreans from the south within months, Truman ordered them to advance into North Korea. They almost reached the Chinese border. This led the PRC to intervene on a massive scale. By the spring of 1951 the war  was stalemated around the line partitioning the Korean peninsula into two halves.

The Korean War, which claimed more than 36,500 American lives, proved so unpopular that Truman’s approval rating plunged to 22 percent in 1952—a record until 2008, when it was broken by President George W. Bush with his approval rating down to 20 percent.

Truman’s Republican successor, (Retired) General Dwight Eisenhower, who won the presidential contest on a promise to end the Korean War, proved adroit enough to note that there was a point beyond which his fellow citizens were unwilling to make sacrifices to advance Pax Americana. He therefore opted for clandestine intervention abroad with the assistance of the local vested interests. Out of this strategy emerged the successful coups engineered by the Central Intelligence Agency in Iran and Guatemala in 1953 and 1954, respectively. It was hardly surprising, therefore, to find that U.S. foreign aid was 95 percent military. By now, in the heat of the Cold War, any differences between Republicans and Democrats on foreign policy disappeared.

The bipartisan stance on external affairs in Washington reached its apogee in Vietnam in the next decade under Democratic presidents. John F. Kennedy sent military advisers to South Vietnam in 1963, and two years later Lyndon Johnson dispatched combat troops. The decade-long war consumed the lives of nearly 3 million Vietnamese—in the North and the South—and almost 40,000 Americans. Like Mao Zedong in China before him, Vietnamese Communist leader Ho Chi Minh produced an indomitable force by combining anti-imperialism—directed first against France and then America—with socialism.

The Pentagon’s military intervention in the Vietnamese civil war, which caused deep divisions in American society, took the shine off America. The subsequent expense, peaking at 9 percent of the nation’s GDP, led to high inflation and burgeoning budget deficits. As gold reserves at the U.S. Bullion Depository at Fort Knox, Kentucky, fell, currency traders staged dollar raids, exchanging dollars for gold bars at the Bretton Woods rate of $35 per ounce, to test the American Treasury’s resolve. President Richard Nixon faced an acute dilemma.

The only way to dissuade foreigners from seeking Fort Knox gold was to raise interest rates, which would have caused recession. So in 1971 Nixon coupled his package of wage and price controls, tax cuts, and higher tariffs with  taking the dollar off the gold standard. He thus followed in the footsteps of Britain, the earlier superpower. It had unpegged the British pound from gold four decades ago, the first sign of declining economic muscle.

In their long battle with the Americans, the Vietnamese received moral and material assistance from neighboring Communist China as well as the Soviet Union, one of the two superpowers. The Kremlin acquired that status in August 1949, when it tested its first atom bomb and ended Washington’s monopoly on nuclear arms.




RISE OF THE SOVIET UNION 

Moscow achieved parity with Washington in the scale of destruction it could cause with a single weapon just six decades after tsarist Russia entered the industrial age in a meaningful way. Its annual iron and steel output stood at 4 million tons on the eve of World War I. In that conflict, the tsar sided with Britain, France, and Japan against Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the Ottoman Empire.

The protracted bloodiness of the conflict, which erupted on August 1, 1914, led to a revolution in Russia on February 27, 1917. The abdication of Tsar Nicholas II on March 2 was followed by the official inauguration of the provisional government, led first by Prince Gregory Lvov and then Alexander Kerensky of the Social Revolutionary Party. The Kerensky government found itself assaulted from the right and the left. Compared to the right, the left was well organized under the Bolshevik faction of the Russian Social-Democratic Labor Party led by Vladimir I. Lenin, then in exile.

In the background was the bloody combat between the Allies and the Central Powers, which had necessitated the deployment of half a million Russian troops in the Caucasus to frustrate the Ottoman plans for a major offensive. The war created such acute political and economic crises that the Kerensky government became weak and vulnerable. Sensing this, Lenin concluded that the time had come to deliver a coup de grâce to the system.

Bolsheviks seized power in the capital, Petrograd (now St. Petersburg), on November 7, 1917—or October 25, according to the Julian calendar then in vogue in Russia—when their forces overthrew the provisional government. Within hours of the revolution, power passed to the 650 delegates of the Second All-Russian Congress of the Soviets of Workers’, Peasants’ and Soldiers’  Deputies, which assembled in the capital. They elected the Council of People’s Commissars, the new Soviet government, headed by Lenin.

Thus ended the short-lived democratic experiment in Russia. There was no time for the cardinal principles of Western democracy—separation of powers, independent judiciary, and free press—to strike roots in Russian soil. The country moved from one narrowly based dictatorship of the monarch to another—dictatorship of the proletariat—from the autocratic rule of the small exploiter minority to the authoritarian rule of the large exploited majority, with state power vested with the Bolsheviks.

Bolshevik Communists believed that their program of investing the working population of peasants, workers, and soldiers with power while suppressing the exploiting bourgeoisie had a universal appeal, beyond the bounds of nation and country. Their belief chimed with the sentiment of Benjamin Franklin at the time of the American Revolution of 1776: “The cause of America is the cause of all mankind.” In Franklin’s case, the mission was to transfer sovereignty from the hereditary monarch to citizens of a republic who would invest their democratically chosen representatives with the authority to rule for a fixed period of time. Two and a half centuries later, hereditary monarchs were still thriving, with the one in Saudi Arabia sitting atop a quarter of the reserves of the world’s petroleum, a mineral more precious than gold and the one that opened a new chapter in civilization.

By mid-1918 Russia was in the midst of a civil war, with the Bolshevik Red Army being opposed by regular and irregular armed men called the White Guards, local nationalist elements, and Russia’s erstwhile Allies in World War I, including Britain, France, America, and Japan. The civil war ended with the Bolshevik victory in 1920. Two years later came the formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). After Lenin’s death in 1924, his successor, Joseph V. Stalin, mercilessly purged the party of his rivals and launched the first Five Year Plan in 1928.

A series of five-year plans converted privately owned agricultural land into cooperative and state farms, achieved almost universal literacy, and brought about rapid industrialization while consolidating the power of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. These achievements would prove crucial in mobilizing the USSR during World War II and producing a literate, highly motivated, and disciplined force—a contrast from the demoralized army of illiterate serfs who were drafted to fight in World War I by the tsarist regime. 


Stalin at first stayed out of World War II, which erupted in September 1939; he described it as a fight between imperialists. That changed when Nazi Germany, having overrun continental Europe (except its ally Italy and the Iberian Peninsula), invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941. This was a classical example of an imperialist power overextending itself.

Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union transformed the imperialists’ war into the “people’s war,” according to Stalin. The subsequent welcoming of the dictatorial Soviet Union into the democratic camp of Britain and America was yet another historic instance of the formation of an opportunistic alliance to achieve a balance of power.

Adolf Hitler’s aggression enabled Stalin to merge successfully the Bolshevik revolution with Russian nationalism and help unify nearly 140 ethnic groups living in the Soviet Union. Nazi Germany ended up deploying three-quarters of all its troops on the Eastern Front, which resulted in nearly 70 percent of total German casualties in more land combat than the rest of the war theaters combined.9 Moscow’s reward for routing the lethal German military came in February 1945 at the Yalta Conference, where the United States and the USSR carved out their respective spheres of influence.

The acquisition of the atom bomb in 1949 conferred on the Soviet Union the title of a superpower—an ascent that had been far from smooth. The war consumed 23 million Soviet lives and destroyed a quarter of the Union’s physical assets. Yet Stalin, determined not to abandon the cardinal principle of self-reliance in peacetime, spurned the offer of financial aid from Washington in the form of the Marshall Plan. By the time Stalin died in 1953, the Soviet Union, unaided by outsiders, had achieved high growth rates comparable to those of postwar West Germany and Japan, which had received generous funds from Washington for reconstruction.

In 1955 the Soviet union signed a Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance with Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, and Romania to form the Warsaw Pact as a counterforce to NATO. At the end of that decade, the Kremlin had the second largest navy. It beat the United States in launching Sputnik into outer space in 1957, thus demonstrating to the world that science and technology advanced faster and better under socialism than capitalism.

In the increasingly independent Third World, many leaders found the Soviet model of development compatible with the state-centered and  justice-centered ideals they cherished during their decades of struggle against European imperialism. It was a path to modernity and industrialization without the continued subservience to Western corporations that had operated in their lands under the umbrella of a European imperial power.

Those nationalist leaders from Asia and Africa who had visited the Soviet Union before World War II were impressed by the progress it had made in the two decades after the Bolshevik Revolution and the civil war. The Indian nationalist leader Jawaharlal Nehru, an intellectual and historian of high caliber, was an admirer. He praised “the tremendous flowering of science” in the Soviet Union and “the application of that science to the betterment of human beings who live in those vast territories.”10 Another salient feature that impressed Nehru and other nationalist Afro-Asian leaders was the welcome absence of profit motive in the centrally planned, rapid industrialization of the Soviet Union.

Under the rubric of fighting Communism, Washington got involved in the Vietnamese civil war between North Vietnam and South Vietnam, from 1963 onward. The long war caused widespread protest in the United States, with middle-class men, resistant to the draft, at the forefront. While the American nation became bitterly split, its prestige fell drastically in the Third World. The budget deficits, inflation, and weakening U.S. dollar forced Nixon to devalue the dollar.

A further humiliation awaited the United States when, following the victory of the North Vietnamese forces over the South Vietnamese in April 1975, American diplomats had to flee the embassy in Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) by helicopter. America’s standing in the Third World plunged.

That debacle taught Washington to use force only in extremis, to safeguard its vital interests. It would be a decade later when the Kremlin would draw a similar lesson from its ill-considered 1979 military intervention in Afghanistan, which violated the superpower détente, formalized in the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and the 1975 Helsinki “Final Act,” making international borders in Europe inviolable. The Kremlin overextended itself at a time when its economy was declining, and when China under Deng Xiaoping changed tracks from socialism to state capitalism, which weakened the Soviet Union in its ideological rivalry with America.

After assuming power in March 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev tried to salvage the situation by initiating perestroika (i.e., restructuring) and glasnost (i.e.,  transparency) at home and completing the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan by February 1989. Seven months later, at the UN General Assembly in New York, he made a grand gesture, calling for the “demilitarization of international relations.” He announced the immediate withdrawal of six Soviet tank divisions from East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. That voluntary step led to the fall of the twenty-eight-year-old Berlin Wall in November, with German reunification following almost a year later.

Gorbachev and President Bush agreed to end the Cold War “with no winners and no losers.” That led to the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact in July 1991. Five months later the Soviet Union disintegrated, and Washington felt free to disregard its understanding of “no winners, no losers.” On January 28, 1992, in his State of the Union address, George H. W. Bush said, “By the grace of God, America won the Cold War.” The United States readily donned the mantle of the victor and pressed its advantage.





CHAPTER 2

 AMERICA’S PLACE IN THE SUN—ECLIPSED BY WARS AND A FISCAL MELTDOWN


What is exceptional about the term “the New World Order” is the speed with which its meaning changed. When Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi uttered the phrase for the first time in November 1988, after his meeting with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, it meant a globe characterized by “nonviolence and the principles of peaceful coexistence.” Within two years, President George H. W. Bush had appropriated the term and declared that its future depended on Washington and Moscow responding to Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait, which occurred in August 1990. As the Pentagon prepared to advance into Iraqi-occupied Kuwait in January 1991, Gorbachev appealed to Bush to give President Saddam Hussein a last chance to withdraw—but to no avail. Later, having triumphed in the First Gulf War, Bush stated that in the New World Order, America would be “obligated” to lead the world community to “an unprecedented degree.”

In practice, it meant turning the United Nations into a handmaiden of the State Department and having Washington’s version of democracy and human rights adopted as the agenda of the UN Security Council. The White House succeeded in this mission to a large extent for almost a decade.

Sometimes unexpected events occurred dramatically in the course of implementing this policy. If these were captured in searing or gruesome television images—highlighting an unacceptable price to be paid for extending Washington’s power and influence to unfamiliar corners of the globe—public opinion  in America turned sour. That forced top U.S. decision makers to reverse course. Such was the case in Somalia, but not in Haiti or Iraq.

Molded largely by Mark Bowden’s book Blackhawk Down and the subsequent Hollywood movie by the same name, the lingering impression that Somalia has left on the American public is that eighteen U.S. soldiers lost their lives in pursuit of a Good Samaritan mission in a faraway place, trying to catch the archetypical bad guy, Muhammad Farrah Aideed, a Somali warlord.

The truth is startlingly different. In his conversations with a London-based Arab journalist, Osama bin Laden revealed that it was Al Qaida-affiliated Arabs operating in Mogadishu—not Aideed’s militia—who had downed the two Blackhawk helicopters.1 They had honed their skills by targeting Soviet helicopters in Afghanistan during the mid-1980s with the U.S.-made, shoulder-held, ground-to-air missiles supplied by the CIA ex gratia.

Somalia was, however, a small fish compared to post-Soviet Russia. The self-appointed task of taming the old Russian bear into the civilized ways of the capitalist world was, by any measure, gigantic. In the end, the zeal with which the Clinton administration pursued this aim—disregarding some of the basic tenets of the sovereignty of nations—destroyed whatever legitimacy a seriously ill Boris Yeltsin had at the beginning of his second term in 1996. A sycophant of America and all things American at the start, he found Washington’s relentless pressure humiliating. To recover some of the esteem he had lost among Russians as a result of his craven behavior, and to show them that he was not irretrievably spineless, he started making defiant statements toward the end of his second term. In the case of Russia, therefore, the Clinton administration overshot the mark and turned its overall performance into a mixed bag—just as Bush had in Iraq after expelling the Iraqi forces from Kuwait.




IRAQ: A MIXED BAG 

Iraqi president Saddam Hussein’s brutal invasion of Kuwait in 1990 appalled the popular imagination in America. Bush’s rallying of twenty-eight nations to reverse Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait, sanctified by the UN Security Council, succeeded in its objective in March 1991. The Iraqi army was routed in Kuwait and expelled. Bush then tried to push a strictly American agenda for postwar Iraq through the Security Council.

Backed by Britain, the United States proposed a resolution at the council to aid Kurds in northern Iraq—repressed under Saddam’s rule partly because they fought alongside the Iranians during the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War—under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which had been invoked in all previous resolutions on Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. China protested, referring to the UN Charter’s Article 2, paragraph 1: “The organization is based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all its Members.” It failed to see how Chapter VII—“Action with respect to threats to the peace, breaches of the peace, and acts of aggression”—could apply to the fate of the Kurdish minority in Iraq. Arguing that the draft resolution interfered in the domestic affairs of a sovereign state, China threatened to veto it. Washington relented.

So the preamble to Security Council Resolution 688 referred to the UN Charter’s Article 2, paragraph 7: “Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state, or shall require the Members to submit such matters to settlement under the present Charter; but this principle shall not prejudice the application of enforcement measurements under Chapter VII.”

Even then China abstained. So did India, then a nonpermanent member of the council.2 The central governments in Beijing and Delhi—with ethnic minorities along their borders agitating for independence—rightly viewed this resolution as a dangerous precedent threatening the unity of their mega-nations. The joint stand taken by China and India showed that when it came to safeguarding the territorial integrity of a country, there was no difference between a democracy and an autocracy. With three other council members opposing, the resolution secured ten votes, one more than the minimum required.

After condemning the repression of the civilian population in many parts of Iraq, “including most recently in Kurdish-populated areas,” Resolution 688 demanded that the Iraqi government should allow access by international organizations to those needing assistance. Led by Washington, the council’s three Western permanent members declared that Resolution 688 entitled them to send troops to northern Iraq and establish safe encampments to provide supplies for Kurdish refugees. Baghdad’s protest that this was blatant interference in its internal affairs fell on deaf ears.

Under Operation Provide Comfort, the United States, backed by Britain and France, set up a safe haven in a 3,600-square-mile “security zone” adjoining  the Iraqi-Turkish border and deployed 16,000 troops. In June they barred the Baghdad government from flying its aircraft beyond the Thirty-sixth Parallel by declaring it an “Air Exclusion Zone,” thus depriving Iraq of sovereignty over part of its air space.

But the matter did not rest there. Intent on overthrowing Saddam Hussein’s regime, the policymakers in Washington highlighted the regime’s campaign in the southern marshes to flush out Shiite fugitives in the summer of 1992. At the UN Security Council, they called on Max van der Stoel, the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights in Iraq, to submit his findings on the condition in the marshes. China, India, Zimbabwe, and Ecuador objected. They argued that the Security Council was concerned with international security and peace, not human rights, a subject covered by the UN Human Rights Commission.

To spike the critics’ charge that he was exploiting a major foreign policy decision for partisan ends while accepting the Republican Party’s renomination as its presidential candidate, Bush drafted British Prime Minister John Major to state that America, Britain, and France had decided to impose an air exclusion zone for Iraqi planes below the Thirty-second Parallel to safeguard the Shiites in the marshes. Saddam Hussein refrained from ordering his military to attack the patrolling Western aircraft. That would have given Bush an opportunity to flex his military muscle and boost his electoral chances.3 By getting away with his latest move, unchallenged, Bush deprived Iraq of sovereignty over two-fifths of its air space. That whetted his appetite.

He then extended his misuse of the UN Security Council to Somalia.




SOMALIA: A STEP TOO FAR 

The amalgamation of the British colony of Somaliland and the Italian protectorate of Somalia, on the eve of their independence in July 1960, led to the formation of the Somali Republic, popularly known as Somalia. A strategic country on the Horn of Africa, independent Somalia inherited deeply embedded clan and regional loyalties.

A military coup in 1969 brought Major General Muhammad Siad Barre to power. He tilted toward the Soviet Union, which had been supplying arms to the republic since its inception. But in 1977 he switched sides and joined the U.S.-led camp. In exchange for generous economic and military aid by the  Reagan administration (1981-1989), he allowed the Pentagon the use of air and naval facilities at Somalia’s ports of Berbera and Mogadishu for a decade.

When the anti-Barre guerrilla groups began gaining control over northern and central Somalia, Barre became more authoritarian and repressive. He reinforced ties with Washington by granting American oil companies exploratory and production rights in nearly two-thirds of the republic. He was overthrown in January 1991 by the militia of the United Somali Congress (USC) led by General Aideed. The USC captured the capital, Mogadishu.

Soon the USC split, with the faction led by Aideed controlling southern Mogadishu, including its seaport and airport, and his rival Ali Mahdi Muhammad administering central Mogadishu and its northern suburbs. The fighting between the warring factions prevented farmers from planting and harvesting crops. That led to a famine in parts of the country. A UN-mediated cease-fire reduced the extent of the fighting, but Mogadishu remained bitterly divided.

Keen to maintain U.S. oil corporations’ interests in Somalia, the Bush administration activated the UN Security Council to intervene militarily in the Somali civil war. Resolution 751, passed in April 1992, led to the creation of UNOSOM I (United Nations Operations in Somalia I) to oversee the UN’s arms embargo against Somalia and restore order.

Washington’s move upset not just the Somali warlords but also the public. The arrival of predominantly Western troops revived Somalis’ fear of a return of European imperialism. They were opposed to foreign intervention under any garb. They noted the link between American oil companies and government when they saw Bush’s special envoy using the headquarters of Phillips-Conoco, an American oil company, as his base. The warlords showed scant respect for UNOSOM I troops, who were authorized to use force only in self-defense.

In the face of such opposition, Bush should have turned to the Organization of African Unity (OAU), whose charter included mediation between warring parties, to settle the Somali crisis. He did not. Instead, he pressed the UN Security Council to further his foreign policy in the Horn of Africa. He succeeded. In November 1992 the council decided to establish the United Task Force (UNITAF) under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. It was authorized to use “all necessary means” to establish a secure environment for “humanitarian operations” in Somalia. This would prove to be the thin end of the wedge.

Supplying three-quarters of the 34,000-strong force, the Pentagon led the UNITAF, with Pakistan providing the second largest contingent. It arrived in  Somalia in early 1993 under the auspices of Operation Restore Hope. Initially, the heavily armed UNITAF succeeded in imposing an uneasy peace on the fractious clans and transported supplies to the famine-stricken areas.

Meeting in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, the warring factions reached an agreement in March to end hostilities and form a transitional National Council to function as the central authority for two years. But the accord would soon unravel.

Following the bipartisan approach to foreign policy, Democratic President Clinton stayed on the path created by his Republican predecessor. At his administration’s behest, the UN Security Council decided in March 1993 to set up UNOSOM II to support the new Somali accord at Addis Ababa and initiate nation building, including disarming various militias, restoring law and order, and helping the people to set up a representative government—a grossly overambitious mission.

Initially, Somalis welcomed the rations that U.S.-led forces distributed. But soon word spread that the Americans had come to convert Somalis to Christianity, a dismaying prospect that reminded the locals of earlier attempts by the Italian rulers at proselytizing. The Americans traced the origins of this rumor to Aideed’s camp.

The arduous task of disarming the militias fell to the Pakistanis. In June 1993, a Somali militia killed twenty-four Pakistani soldiers in an ambush. The next day, at Washington’s behest, the UN Security Council Resolution 837 called for the apprehension of those responsible for the killings—the militia of Aideed. Soon the U.S. Navy acted on its own by announcing a $25,000 award for Aideed’s arrest.

The frequent gun battles between Aideed’s militia and the Pakistanis led to civilian casualties, which alienated the locals from UNOSOM II. That helped militia leaders to present UNOSOM II forces as evil, foreign interlopers. This environment won recruits for Al Qaida (Arabic for “The Base”), led by bin Laden, based in neighboring Sudan since April 1991. Al Qaida recruits used Islam as a rallying cry against UNOSOM II. The Pentagon acted as it always has—by raising the military stakes. What was worse was that after getting the UN involved militarily in a bitter civil strife, Washington began acting unilaterally at the same time. By August 1993, it had deployed its Special Forces, such as Rangers and Delta, to operate outside UN control.  Thus Clinton did what Bush had done before: He bent the UN Security  Council to his will as far as he could while retaining, and using, the power to act unilaterally.

In early October, the Americans launched a concerted attack on Aideed’s forces. In the fighting, two U.S. Blackhawk helicopters were shot down, and three others damaged, by shoulder-held missiles and rocket-propelled grenades. Several wounded Americans remained trapped at the crash sites all night. At daylight, a large force of the U.S. Tenth Mountain Division, backed by Malaysian and Pakistani troops, riding more than a hundred vehicles, tanks, and armored personnel carriers, with an air cover of helicopters, battled Aideed’s militia. They rescued the American survivors at one site. But they were unable to reach the second, where a single survivor was being protected by two American snipers. They were overrun by Aideed’s fighters.

By the time the Battle of Mogadishu was over, some 500 to 1,000 Somali militia and civilians were dead—as were eighteen Americans, including the two snipers. Their corpses were dragged through the streets as the locals cheered—an event captured by TV cameras. The news clips disgusted American viewers. Public opinion turned sharply against U.S. participation in the Somali civil war—an intervention that had gone largely unnoticed by ordinary Americans so far. It would have been unwise of Bush—who made his first million as an oil man—to explain to his fellow Americans that he was risking U.S. blood and treasure to protect the interests of petroleum corporations. Clinton had found no reason to backtrack.

When Washington blamed Aideed for the loss of the Blackhawk helicopters, he denied the charge. Rightly so. Three years later, at his Afghan hideout, bin Laden would own up to the responsibility for downing the helicopters.

Responding to popular pressure at home, Clinton set the deadline of March 31, 1994, for total American withdrawal from Somalia. (While Somalis welcomed the news, bin Laden and his followers were dismayed to see their prime quarry depart.) Other nations announced their exit. Accepting the fait accompli, the UN Security Council redefined UNOSOM II’s mission as peace-making and reconstruction with a deadline of March 1995.

In sum, it was a chastened recognition by the United States and others that the Washington-led strategy of coercion and force had failed in Somalia. In comparison, the U.S. administration fared better in its familiar backyard—in Haiti.




HAITI: A FAMILIAR STOMPING GROUND 

Though an independent republic since 1804, Haiti has always existed in the shadow of the United States.

After occupying it from 1915 until nearly two decades later, the United States maintained a strong influence in Haiti until 1947. Ten years later, backed by the army, Doctor François Duvalier (aka Papa Doc) was elected president. He retained the high office through fraudulent elections until his death in 1971. His son Jean-Claude Duvalier (aka Baby Doc) succeeded him as an ill-formed dictator at the age of nineteen.

When the Militia of National Security Volunteers—the infamous secret police, known as Tonton Macoutes, meaning Uncle Gunnysack4—proved inadequate to curb rising popular unrest, and the military commanders withdrew their support from him in 1986, Jean-Claude Duvalier turned to the U.S. embassy in Port-au-Prince. It helped him to flee, and he ended up in France.

Mounting violence on the eve of the 1987 presidential poll led the military to postpone the election. In the subsequent poll in late 1990, to the surprise of many, Jean Bertrand Aristide, a slightly built former Catholic priest popular among the poor, won the presidency with 67 percent of the vote. But his rule lasted only seven months. He was overthrown by the military commanders in September 1991 and replaced by their nominee, Joseph Netette, with real power resting with General Raoul Cedras.

Aristide spent his exile first in Venezuela and then in the United States, where he gained support for his cause. He caught the attention of the White House.

Clinton had the option of urging the Organization of American States (OAS) or the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) to defuse Haiti’s crisis. Or he could have interfered directly in Haiti’s affairs, as Washington had done repeatedly in the past—or taken unilateral military action as Reagan and Bush had done in the respective cases of Grenada and Panama in 1983 and 1989. But Clinton chose to pursue the grand strategy of using the UN Security Council as an instrument of U.S. foreign policy. At his urging, the council imposed nominal economic sanctions against Haiti and then intensified them in the spring of 1994. They hurt common people rather than the military junta and its hangers-on.

Finally, Washington succeeded in getting the Security Council to adopt Resolution 940 in July 1994 to authorize a U.S.-led multinational force “to uphold 
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