The Breakup Signals the End of America's World Leadership

Zoltän Grossman

Military overspending, ethnic conflict, and the other forces that caused the demise of the Soviet Union will also lead to the demise of the United States, Zoltän Grossman asserts in the fol​lowing viewpoint. Grossman argues that the cold war enabled the United States to maintain its status as one of the world's two superpowers. Now that the cold war is over, Grossman con​cludes, America has no leadership role in the world. It will de​cline and Europe and Asia will replace it as the world's leading regions. Grossman, a cartographer and writer in Madison, Wis​consin, is an activist for anti-war and native American causes.

Historically speaking, the break-up of the Soviet Union is not that big a deal. To us cartographers, the fall of empires and their replacement by new empires is old news. Ort a history textbook project, a cartographer usually compiles a new empire map each day-from the Romans and the Mongols to the Austrians and Ottomans. The disintegration of the old Russian Empire is just one part of a much larger picture-the musical chairs of empires, the shift of superpowers.

Since the Mercantile Revolution began 500 years ago, the world stage has generally been dominated by two superpowers at a time; by Spain and Portugal until the mid-1700s, by Britain and France until the early 1900s, by Germany and Japan until 1945, and by the U.S. and USSR until today. In each instance, the pursuit of empire tallied up such high political and socio​economic costs that it not only ended, but dragged down the imperial power with it.

The Demise of Nations

The current shift of superpowers is combined with a profound revolution in communication that is dismantling the very con​cept of the nation-state. The new superpowers are likely to be economically based regional alliances, containing autonomous or even independent ethnic nations. New definitions of sovereignty, whether in the Commonwealth of Independent States, or in plans for European political unity, will make it harder to even make maps. The world is getting both smaller and larger at the same time-breaking up nation-states into eth​nic enclaves, but then in turn uniting those ethnic enclaves in larger economic associations.

The two best candidates for superpower status by the 21st century are a European alliance, with Germany at its hub, and an East Asian alliance, with Japan at the economic center. Having emphasized economic growth over military prowess, and integration of national economies over internal trade wars, Europe and East Asia are replacing the U.S. and USSR as the two preeminent world powers. The process will be marked by inconsistencies, setbacks, and the periodic reassertion of the old order. But the overall trend is unmistakable.

While the U.S. may maintain status as a third superpower for a short interim period, it is folly to think it immune from the forces that brought down the USSR-military overspending, a crumbling civilian infrastructure, ethnic conflict, ecological de​struction, a sense of popular powerlessness, and the loss of satellite states. When the current shift is completed, the U.S. may end up looking like Britain after the loss of its empire a strong but second-rate power, licking its domestic wounds.. . . The unification of Germany, the break-up of Yugoslavia and the USSR, the attacks on foreigners, the resignation of Margaret Thatcher, the adoption of a single currency, the opening of the Channel tunnel, and the lowering of trade barriers-all fit into a larger picture: the elimination of obstacles to European unity. The integration of Europe is now an irreversible process, with NATO bound to go the way of the Warsaw Pact. Its replacement would be a core alliance of nations in Western and Central Europe, with cooperative economic, political and military structures. They will be coupled with a periphery in Eastern and Southeastern Europe that will provide a ready labor pool. By the end of the decade, Europe will be seen as a single entity, as a superpower.

This trend was predicted by the late Trinidadian activist C.L.R. James, when he said in 1985:

Already the whole of Western Europe is ready for one society, one army, one government ... Marx and Engels foresaw that with the development of the economy, means of communica​tions, regularity and similarity in ways of life, there will be an increasing community. And that's what's taking place ... The objection to Europe forming a community is Moscow...There used to be the town, the town-cities. Later there were town​cities brought into the country and formed the country . . . The whole tendency of modern society in its basic structure is the unification of large areas.

A united Europe would have four component parts: first, the nations of the European Community (EC), which eliminated trade barriers on January 1, 1993; second, the "neutral" nations of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) planning to join the EC; third, the former Communist nations of Central Europe; and fourth, the Eastern Orthodox and Muslim regions of Europe. At least in the short term, the nations in the first three groups would retain their sovereignty, but turn more and more power over to a united parliament, a central bank, and an inte​grated military structure. The future has already been prefig​ured in the recently formed Franco-German military force, the EC-EFTA formation of the new European Economic Area, and the Maastricht treaty on currency and political union.

"Europe" has always been a political definition. Geograph​ically, it exists only as a peninsula on the huge Eurasian land mass. The 19th century geographers who delimited Europe gen​erally used a racial definition, drawing what they saw as the borders of the white race and "Western civilization." Yet Europe includes peoples outside the mainstream of that civilization, whose technical and cultural level is not judged adequate by Western European elites.

Western Europe is showing increased acceptance of the Catholic and Protestant regions of Central Europe, which were once part of its economic and political domain, and is letting them into the new Europe. Poland, the Baltic states, and the states formerly under Austrian rule (The Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary Slove​nia, and Croatia) are again fulfilling their traditional role as a halfway house between Western and Eastern Europe.. . .

The East Asian Superpower

While most world attention has centered on European integra​tion, a similar process is taking place in East Asia. Though less defined than the process in Europe, it is potentially more dra​matic in its global implications. Japan's emergence as an eco​nomic superpower-much like Germany's-cannot be viewed in isolation from its growing interrelationship with neighboring nations. Just as European integration led to the reunification of Germany, East Asian integration will almost certainly lead to the reunification of Korea, and possibly the reunification of China and Taiwan. It could also lead to tensions along the for​mer Sino-Soviet frontier, where the two new superpowers would meet head-to-head, and in the Middle East, the main sup​plier of oil to both Europe and Japan.

Japan, like Germany, launched World War II to achieve domi​nance over surrounding resources, markets, and labor supplies. The Japanese put forth their "Co-Prosperity Sphere" as a mutu​ally beneficial system for East Asians, but it turned out to be an​other exploitative imperial system with Japan at the center. As a militaristic formula, it failed to win substantial support among the conquered peoples, and came into fatal conflict with U.S. and British interests in the region. The current trends in East Asia point toward a new "Co-Prosperity Sphere," but based on economics and politics instead of Japanese military power. In other words, though Japan would play the pivotal role, this al​liance would be more genuinely "co-prosperous." The two cen​terpieces would remain Japan and China.

While both Japan and China openly aspire to be superpowers, neither is capable of going it alone. China has what Japan needs, and Japan has what China needs. Japan has the capital reserves, high technology, and refined technical and managerial skills-pre​cisely the formula that modernizing China is looking for. China has a gargantuan, cheap labor supply, a huge standing army, and natural resources-precisely what energy-poor and partly demili​tarized Japan lacks. The developing Sino-Japanese partnership, based more on trade than investment at this point, could blossom to joint superpower status. Japan is already the largest aid donor to China, a status cemented by Prime Minister Kaifu's 1991 visit to Beijing and the 1993 visit of the Japanese Emperor.

The incorporation of the other East Asian industrial economies in the formula could further strengthen a regional al​liance. Hong Kong is already due to become part of China in 1997. Regional integration would speed up the reincorporation of Taiwan, since it would no longer be forced to mold itself into a Chinese province, but into an integral part of a larger region. Similarly, bringing both Koreas into a regional alliance would render their political division moot. Largely ethnic Chinese Sin​gapore would also lend technical expertise. The formation of the Asia-Pacific Economic Forum (APEF) prefigures the future of the region, though for the moment it includes the United States. Malaysia has advocated an Asian alliance that excludes Wash​ington, but this may be slow in coming. By 2000, projections show that the level of U.S. trade across the Pacific will be twice that of U.S. trade across the Atlantic.

The East Asian regional alliance would be divided into three sections. The first would be the capitalist industrial economies​Japan, southern Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and cer​tain Chinese provinces such as Guangdong and Fujian. The sec​ond would contain the state-controlled labor and military pool in the other Chinese provinces, northern Korea and perhaps In​dochina. The third would be the presently Western-aligned na​tions such as the Philippines and Indonesia, which would con​tinue to provide resources and labor to the industrial centers.. . .

Like in Europe, the process of integration can be uneven and sporadic. It can even at times resemble intense Sino Japanese com​petition, as Tokyo and Beijing jockey for position, and the Japanese economy fluctuates. These changes take place as International Monetary Fund releases new 1993 data showing China as the world's 3rd strongest economy-behind the U.S. and Japan, but ahead of Germany and Russia. The East Asian superpower could potentially dwarf anything Europe or North America have to offer. 

The United States
With such momentous changes around the world, it is laugh​able that the leadership of the United States assumes that it will remain unscathed, that the U.S. is an island of calm in the middle of the storm. The "euphoria" of a military victory over Iraq and a political victory over the USSR can only be short​lived. The crushing debt load from years of military deficit spending, the two-tiered educational system leading to a two​class society, the spontaneous uprisings in Los Angeles and other cities, are only a few of the early warning signs of what lies ahead. As Boris Kagarlitsky has said, "If one superpower col​lapsed, why not try to change things in the other hemisphere?"

For the past four decades, the projection of U.S. power around the world has depended on the Soviet bogeyman, the alter ego to the land of democracy. Now, simultaneously, not only is the "evil empire" not there to kick around anymore, but U.S. paramountcy is threatened by competition from the new Euro​pean and East Asian superpowers. Washington is trying to stave off the inevitable by mimicking their regional integration plans, negotiating the North American Free Trade Alliance (NAFTA) pact with Canada, Mexico, and other nations in the hemisphere. But the effort is crippled by the lack of powerful partners, and inadequate resources in technical research and development. You heard it here first: no Americans will be shouting "We're Number One!" at the 2000 Olympic Games. Already, the Ger​man auto giant BMW is building a plant in South Carolina to take advantage of cheap labor.

Former CIA officer John Stockwell has detailed the use of U.S. foreign policy as a method of controlling the population of the U.S. itself. He asserts that the federal government not only opportunistically uses foreign crises to distract attention from domestic problems, but actually searches for and in some cases creates new enemies in order to reinforce its legitimacy. A long string of demonized scapegoats-Khomeini, Qaddafi, Noriega, Saddam-attests to this strategy. But in the absence of a looming threat from a major power, can such a "search for enemies" pacify enough U.S. citizens? The new rallying cries against Middle Eastern dictators and Latin American drug lords are hardly enough to sustain a superpower through times like these. The decline of the U.S. is already proving more violent for the rest of the world-from Panama to Iraq-than the decline of the USSR. War abroad also provides the perfect framework for the militarization of domestic life. The police-state conditions in neighborhoods of Los Angeles and other cities, increased FBI political harassment, the use of 4,500 Canadian troops against the Mohawks, and U.S. contingency plans for martial law-all are extreme versions of an overall trend.

U.S. Colonies

Unlike Russia, the United States did not manage to annex most of its sphere of influence in the 19th and 20th centuries. It did annex many Indian nations and northern Mexico to estab​lish a territorial base. It made colonies out of Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, Hawaii, the Philippines, and five other Pacific is​land groups. lt also hoisted protectorate status on Panama, Nicaragua, Honduras, Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Liberia, guaranteeing those countries a special instability that persists to the present day. Its economic sphere of influence was also extended over nearly all of the Americas and parts of Asia, including South Korea and Israel.

Also unlike Russia, the U.S. is not about to withdraw its in​vestments and troops without a fight. Quite the contrary: Wash​ington is returning in force to its former colonies and protec​torates. Since 1988, it has directly used military force in Nicaragua, Honduras, Panama, the Virgin Islands, the Philip​pines, and Liberia. It has virtually extended protectorate status over six oil-rich Persian Gulf states, especially Kuwait and the nearby strategic outpost of Somalia....

Just as Hiroshima was intended more as a message to the Soviets than to the Japanese, any new U.S. intervention is care​fully calculated to impress Washington's emerging competitors. Former conservative French Premier Jacques Chirac correctly viewed the U.S. role in the Gulf War as securing control over the energy supply of Western Europe and Japan. Placing U.S. troops in the middle of Kurdish uprisings in Iraq and Turkey guarantees a U.S. role in the carving of new borders in the en​tire oil-rich Transcaucasian region. A foray into South America, such as Peru or Colombia, would assert the Monroe Doctrine against new economic competition. And a second Korean War would project U.S. power right between Japan, China, and Russia, just at the time it's most needed.. . .

As R.P. Lester wrote in his book Genghis Khan, "When a man has achieved great power, what is there left for him to achieve but more power? When he has overcome all his enemies, what does he find but more enemies?"

