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A spectre is haunting the United States — the spectre of decline.
Every kingdom is born to die. The 15th century belonged to the Portuguese, the 16th to Spain, 17th to the Dutch.
France dominated the 18th and Britain the 19th. Bled white and left bankrupt by WWI, the British maintained a
pretence of domination as late as 1935, when the empire reached its greatest geographical extent.
It wasn’t until the 1956 Suez debacle, when Britain was pressured by the U.S., the Soviet Union, and the United
Nations to withdraw its forces from Egypt — which it had invaded along with Israel and France following Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s seizure of the Suez Canal—that it became clear that its imperial days were over.
America’s debut on the world stage was epoch-making. By 1913, it was a major economic power, albeit one with
little interest in global matters. This changed with its intervention in WWI on the side of the Allied Powers, ensuring
their victory.
In 1940, America had a smaller army than Portugal or Bulgaria. Within 4 years, 18 million men and women would
serve in uniform, with millions more working double shifts in mines and factories.
When the Japanese, within 6 weeks of Pearl Harbour, took control of 90% of the world’s rubber supply, the U.S.
dropped the speed limit to 35 mph to protect tires, and, in 3 years, invented from scratch a synthetic-rubber
industry that allowed Allied armies to roll over the Nazis. Shipyards spat out Liberty ships at a rate of two a day for
four years; the record was a ship built in four-and-a-half days. A single American factory, Chrysler’s Detroit Arsenal,
built more tanks than the whole of the Third Reich.
It was US industrial might and the blood of Russian soldiers that won the war.
After the end of WWII, the US gradually replaced the British Empire as a dominant power in much of the world.
With but 6% of the world’s population, it accounted for half of the global economy, including the production of
93% of all automobiles. In under 50 years, America stood victorious, as USSR collapsed.
US domination was morally underpinned by its belief in “manifest destiny” and economically underpinned by the
US dollar as the reserve currency, maintaining the massive gap between its economic might and its nearest rivals
and its control of the airways and oil supply lines, and by its military might.
America boasted a vibrant middle class, a trade union movement that allowed a single breadwinner with limited
education to own a home and a car, support a family, and send his kids to good schools. Affluence allowed for a
truce between capital and labour, opportunity and declining income inequality, marked by high tax rates for the
wealthy, who were by no means the only beneficiaries of a golden age of American capitalism.
But there was a dark side. America never stood down in the wake of victory in WWII. To this day, American troops
are deployed in 150 countries. Since the 1970s, China has not once gone to war; the U.S. has not spent a day at
peace. President Carter recently noted that in its 242-year history, America has enjoyed only 16 years of peace,
making it “the most warlike nation in the history of the world”. Since 2001, the U.S. has spent over $6 trillion on
military operations and war, money that might have been invested in the infrastructure of home. China, meanwhile,
built its nation, pouring more cement every 3 years than America did in the entire 20th century.
The US military has become ever less able to win wars, even as its advantage in spending and in the amount and
sophistication of its armaments has widened over its actual and potential rivals to an unprecedented level.
America’s only unambiguous military victories since WWII came in the first Gulf War of 1991, a war with the strictly

limited objective of expelling Iraq from Kuwait, and in various “police actions” against pathetically small and weak
opponents in the Dominican Republic in 1965, Grenada in 1983 and Panama in 1989. America is unique among the
world’s dominant powers of the past 500 years in its repeated failure to achieve military objectives over decades.
From the arrival at the airport to the high-speed train or subway trip into town, a visit to Europe and East Asia can
seem to an American like a journey to a Tomorrowland, never to be realized in the United States outside of Disney
World.
As America policed the world, the violence came home. On D-Day, June 6, 1944, the Allied death toll was 4,414; in
2019, domestic gun violence had killed that many Americans by the end of April. By June 2019, guns in the hands of
ordinary Americans had caused more casualties than the Allies suffered in Normandy in the first month of a
campaign that consumed the military strength of five nations.
Meanwhile, America lionised the individual at the expense of community and family. It was the sociological
equivalent of splitting the atom. What was gained in terms of mobility and personal freedom came at the expense
of common purpose. In wide swaths of America, the family as an institution lost its grounding. By the 1960s, 40% of
marriages were ending in divorce. Only 6% of American homes had grandparents living beneath the same roof as
grandchildren; elders were abandoned to retirement homes.
People exhausted themselves in jobs that only reinforced their isolation from their families. The nation consumes
69% of the world’s antidepressants. The collapse of the working-class family has been responsible for an opioid
crisis that has displaced car accidents as the leading cause of death for Americans under 50.
Mountains of public and private debt is a ticking time bomb.
At the root of this dysfunctional dystopia is a widening chasm between the haves and the have-nots. When the
promise of a good life for a working family is shattered as factories close and corporate leaders, growing richer by
the day, ship jobs abroad, the social contract is irrevocably broken. For two generations, America has celebrated
globalisation with iconic zeal, when, as a working person can see, it’s nothing more than capital on the prowl in
search of cheap labour.
Black Americans, just 13% of the population, significantly outnumber whites in prisons.
In economic terms, USA of the 1950s resembled Denmark as much as the America of today. Marginal tax rates for
the wealthy were 90%. The salaries of CEOs were, on average, just 20 times that of their mid-management
employees.
Today, the pay of those at the top is 400 times that of their salaried staff, with many earning orders of magnitude
more in stock options and perks. The elite 1% of Americans control $30 trillion of assets, while the bottom half have
more debt than assets. The 3 richest Americans have more money than the poorest 160 million. 20% of American
households have zero or negative net worth, a figure that rises to 37% for black families. The vast majority of
Americans — white, black and brown — are two paychecks removed from bankruptcy. Though living in a nation
that celebrates itself as the wealthiest in history, most Americans live on a high wire, with no safety net to brace a
fall.
The unravelling of US domination has been mostly self-inflected. Its moral dimension started to come apart when
the US invaded Iraq in 2003, disregarding the UN and propagating lies about Saddam Hussein’s WMD. The
credibility of the economic order was damaged by financial meltdown of 2008, when major US financial institutions
collapsed like a house of cards.
In the 2010s, the world witnessed the resurgence of Russia and the emergence of China as the global economic

powerhouse, while signs of the internal socio-political crisis in America started to emerge, reflected in the rise of
Trumpism, the growing racial injustice that triggered the Black Lives Matter movement and the collapse of the
health system amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
With the COVID crisis, 40 million Americans lost their jobs, and 3.3 million businesses shut down. The pandemic
simply revealed what had long been forsaken. A country that once turned out fighter planes by the hour could not
manage to produce paper masks or cotton swabs. The nation that defeated smallpox and polio, and led the world
for generations in medical innovation and discovery, was reduced to a laughing stock as an odious buffoon of a
president advocated, like a carnival barker, the use of household disinfectants as a treatment for a disease that
intellectually he could not begin to understand.
With less than 4% of the global population, the U.S. soon accounted for more than a fifth of COVID deaths.
For the first time, the international community felt compelled to send disaster relief to America. For more than two
centuries, reported the Irish Times, “the United States has stirred a very wide range of feelings in the rest of the
world: love and hatred, fear and hope, envy and contempt, awe and anger. But there is one emotion that has never
been directed towards the U.S. until now: pity.” As American doctors and nurses eagerly awaited emergency airlifts
of basic supplies from China, the hinge of history opened to the Asian century.
As America responded to the crisis like a corrupt tin pot dictatorship, tin pot dictators of the world seized the high
ground, relishing a rare sense of moral superiority, especially in the wake of the killing of George Floyd. The
autocratic leader of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, chastised America for “maliciously violating ordinary citizens’
rights”. North Korean newspapers objected to “police brutality” in America. Quoted in the Iranian press, Ayatollah
Khamenei gloated, “America has begun the process of its own destruction.” When an American official raised the
issue of human rights on Twitter, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman, invoking the killing of George Floyd, replied,
“I can’t breathe.”
The American political process made possible the ascendancy to the highest office in the land a national disgrace, a
morally and ethically compromised demagogue. As a British writer quipped, “There have always been stupid
people, and plenty of nasty people too. But rarely has stupidity been so nasty, or nastiness so stupid.”
Trump is less the cause of America’s decline than a product of its descent. In a complete abandonment of the
collective good, U.S. laws define freedom as an individual’s inalienable right to own a personal arsenal of weaponry.
The American cult of the individual denies the very idea of society. What every prosperous democracy deems to be
fundamental rights — universal health care, equal access to quality public education, a social safety net for the
weak, elderly, and infirm — America dismisses as socialist indulgences. American politicians dismiss the
Scandinavian model as creeping socialism, communism lite.
Asked what he thought of Western civilisation, Mahatma Gandhi famously replied, “I think that would be a good
idea.” The remark accurately reflects the view of America as seen from the perspective of any modern social
democracy. Oscar Wilde quipped that the United States was the only country to go from barbarism to decadence
without passing through civilisation.
These are evidences of such terminal decadence.
In this perspective, the humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan, one can say that the century of American
dominance may well be coming to an end.
The US remains the biggest military power. The size and sway of its economy remains formidable. What has
changed, however, is its appetite for direct and indirect conflict to maintain its power. Its allies – in Afghanistan and

elsewhere – are the first to feel this growing American aversion to global dominance.
As Henry Kissinger said, “It may be dangerous to be America’s enemy, but to be America’s friend is fatal.”

