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Immanuel Wallerstein Alternatives : The United States Confronts the World (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2004, 173pp.) “The great events of history are often due to secular changes in the growth of population and other fundamental economic causes, which, escaping by their gradual character the notice of contemporary observers, are attributed to the follies of statesmen or the fanaticism of atheists.” John Maynard Keynes In this book, Immanuel Wallerstein presents a reflection on the contemporary world scene, in particular the U.S.-led war in Iraq, from the perspective of the long term. The key long-term factor is the relative decline of the USA as a superpower. “The U.S. decline is structural, the result of the predictable loss of the enormous economic edge the United States temporarily had after 1945 vis-à-vis everyone, including all the other so-called industrialized countries. In a capitalist system, such an edge — especially the outsized advantage the U.S. had in the 1950s and 1960s — is impossible to maintain, since others can and will copy the technology and organization that make it momentarily possible…The decline of an erstwhile hegemonic power is really less about its own decline than about the rise of the others. Thus its decline is initially only relative (it commands an ever-smaller proportion of world value produced and capital accumulated). And decline can be slow. But it is not something that can be reversed in any fundamental way.” This decline was widely recognized by U.S. administrations but rarely described as a decline. The recognition of the decline by Presidents Nixon, Carter, Reagan, and Clinton led to a policy that Wallerstein calls ‘soft multilateralism’. “The primary object of this strategy was to slow down as much as possible the process of decline of U.S. primacy in the world that had resulted from the loss of the once-unquestioned supremacy of the United States in industrial production. The three main pillars of this Nixon-to-Clinton strategy were (1) partnership:- the attempt to keep our allies from striking off on independent political (and military) paths by emphasizing past politico-moral debts and continuing common enemies, and offering them a right of prior consultation on new initiatives in their role as ‘partners’; (2) Nuclear oligopoly: maintenance of the status quo in the list of nuclear powers by persuading and/or intimidating middle powers (especially Third World countries) to avoid pursuing any and all roads to nuclear proliferation; and (3) globalization: the reorganization of world economic macrostructures by persuading and pressuring countries of the South — the peripheral zones located primarily in Asia, Africa and Latin America — to renounce protectionist, developmentalist policies in favour of opening their economic frontiers, especially their financial borders.” However, with the administration of George W. Bush, the ‘hawks’ who have always been around but not in full control came to policy-making power. As Wallerstein notes “The hawks in the United States were never in political power from 1941 to 2001. They chafed. After 9/11, they finally seized the reins of power in Washington. Their view of the world is that decline is real, but that its cause is the weak will and misguided policies of the U.S. government (all U.S. governments from Roosevelt to the present president before 9/11). They believe that U.S. potential power is unbeatable provided only that it is exercised. They are not unilateralists by default, but unilateralists by preference. They believe that unilateralism is itself a demonstration of power and a reinforcement of power.” This attitude of the hawks led to the war on Iraq. Yet war, as Clausewitz reminds us “ is only the continuation of politics by other means. It is not a substitute for politics. Military prowess is hollow without political



strength. And politically, the United States is weaker, not stronger, as a result of the Iraq war…Military power never has been sufficient, in the history of the world, to maintain supremacy. Legitimacy is essential — at least legitimacy recognized by a significant part of the world. The U.S. hawks have undermined the claim of the U.S. to legitimacy very fundamentally. And thus they have weakened the U.S. irremediably in the geopolitical arena.” As Wallerstein writes “Today, the United States is a superpower that lacks true power, a world leader nobody follows and few respect, and a nation drifting dangerously amidst a global chaos it cannot control.” There is no easy path from global chaos to global order, but we all need creative will to form new patterns and new institutions. As Wallerstein writes at the end of this useful analysis “ We are faced, all of us, with a very difficult and unpleasant age of transition — one dangerous for us individually and collectively, and one that on the surface is very confusing. But this is also a period of great creative possibilities, one in which we have more leeway to shape our collective futures than people normally have when the world-system in which they live is relatively stable and therefore less malleable.” Rene Wadlow
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