

[image: Book cover of ‘After the Fall, From the End of History to the Crisis of Democracy, How Politicians Broke Our World’ by Ian Shapiro. The cover image features a person on a wall with others seated nearby.]




[image: Title page of ‘After the Fall, From the End of History to the Crisis of Democracy, How Politicians Broke Our World’ by Ian Shapiro published by Basic Books.]





Copyright © 2026 by Ian Shapiro

Cover design by Ann Kirchner

Cover images © Stephen Jaffe via Getty Images; © Vandana jain1502 / Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basicbooks.com

First Edition: May 2026

Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Basic Books publications may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Print book interior design by Amy Quinn.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBNs: 9781541606265 (hardcover), 9781541606272 (ebook)

E3-20260528-JV-PC-COR







Introduction

The End of the End of History

The explosion of virulent politics across much of the democratic world since 2016 stands in stunning contrast to the widespread optimism that prevailed a quarter century earlier. Then, the Soviet Union was collapsing and the Cold War was ending. The stagflation of the 1970s and the industrial strife of the 1980s were in the rearview mirror. Economists were debating whether the fine-tuning expertise of central bankers had rendered business cycles obsolete. The trifecta of deregulation, privatization, and free trade—christened neoliberalism at home and the Washington Consensus abroad—reigned supreme. The United Nations had authorized a multinational force to expel Iraq from Kuwait, signaling the advent of a new global order. Democracy was on the march in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and much of Asia. Long-stalled peace negotiations in Northern Ireland and the Middle East were moving forward after decades of bloody gridlock. Amazingly, a peaceful transition was unfolding even in apartheid South Africa. Surviving communist regimes in China and Vietnam were adopting capitalism with the zeal of converts and angling for membership in the World Trade Organization and other international bodies. Russia would soon join the G7, turning it into the G8. Francis Fukuyama became a celebrity for declaring that the end of history had arrived.

All that euphoria had evaporated by 2016. By then, the worst financial crisis since the Depression had shattered American financial hegemony and the Washington Consensus. Emerging economies no longer felt constrained by the US model or its rules of economic engagement. China had rolled out its Belt and Road Initiative, exporting its Beijing Consensus by investing heavily in infrastructure across Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The new international order had been stillborn, battered by the Global War on Terror that had turned into quagmires in Afghanistan and Iraq. NATO’s orchestration of Libya’s collapse had added one more to the trail of failed states that the US was leaving in its wake—along with the remnants of any notion that it could serve as an honest broker to prevent predatory governments from slaughtering their own populations. Russia, whose lobbying—first to join NATO and then to limit its relentless eastward expansion—had repeatedly been brushed aside, had invaded Georgia in 2008 and then Ukraine in 2014, reviving Cold War patterns of interaction with the West. The Middle East peace process was dead. Benjamin Netanyahu’s ultra-right-wing coalitions had won three successive Israeli elections and seemed set to control the government for the foreseeable future, expanding Israel’s grip on the West Bank while Gaza seethed.

Not that Israel was special. Populist parties were on the rise everywhere, selling protectionist, anti-immigrant, and even nakedly authoritarian agendas that posed the first serious threat to liberal democracy since World War II. Debates about expanding an ever-closer European Union had been displaced by worries about whether it could survive, as the European Central Bank flailed at the downstream effects of the financial crisis, and Greece and Italy threatened to follow Britain out of the union. Any hope that Brexit and Donald Trump’s election had been aberrational would be undone in the years that followed. For the first time in American history—other than in 1860, when the country had disintegrated into civil war—the peaceful transition of power would come seriously into question after the 2020 election. Mainstream parties fragmented and antisystem ones flourished in almost all the older democracies. Democracy began atrophying in newer democracies like Poland, Turkey, and Hungary. Netanyahu, back in power after a brief interregnum, was attacking Israel’s legal institutions and would soon become embroiled in a horrific new war in Gaza. Books with titles like How Democracies Die, The Road to Unfreedom, How Democracy Ends, and The Crisis of Democratic Capitalism captured the pessimistic alarmism of the chattering classes. Developing countries were not immune, as slow growth and rampant corruption fed populist candidates in India, Brazil, and South Africa. No one was celebrating the BRICS anymore.1

How did we get from there to here? How could the widespread optimism that prevailed when the Berlin Wall came down give way so quickly to politics whose closest historical parallels are to the 1930s, when fascism and communism obliterated democracies and took the world beyond the brink of catastrophe? Was it inevitable, or did political and economic leaders make decisions that produced our reality, or at least made it much more likely? If the latter, what can we learn from studying those choices and the forgone opportunities, from attending to the paths not taken? Those questions motivate this book.

Perhaps 1989 was a naive fantasy. After all, history is littered with end-of-history prognosticators who wound up with egg on their faces. Hegel, various Marxists, modernization theorists, Daniel Bell, and many others who have trumpeted the arrival of ever-more rational and benevolent politics have been forced to backtrack by events. Why should this time be different? Maybe we are living through a dispiriting regression to the mean.

This book contends that 1989 wasn’t a fantasy. To be sure, nothing in history is inevitable or even irreversible, but the Soviet empire’s collapse presented rare opportunities. Rigid constraints that had shaped politics after World War II suddenly became fluid, offering unusual opportunities for creative change. There was a real chance to extend and deepen the rules-based international order that Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman had started building at the end of the Second World War but was frozen when the Iron Curtain came down. There were opportunities to refashion Cold War alliances into different security arrangements that would have reinforced this emerging order. There were also opportunities to rethink economic policies that excluded millions of voters from the benefits of capitalism’s triumph in ways that eventually would come home to roost. Rather than seize the moment, Western leaders mismanaged relations with the former Soviet bloc, undermined the emerging global order with their war on terror and their bungled efforts at regime change in the Middle East, and doubled down on neoliberal economic orthodoxy even after the 2008 financial crisis had shattered its political legitimacy. Rather than entrench and build on the post–World War II order, they manufactured a world that is more like the disastrously unstable one that the victorious powers established after World War I.

The future that the paths not taken would have opened up is unknowable, but there are good reasons to think that different and vastly superior possibilities would have emerged instead of the world we find ourselves in today. And this is not twenty-twenty hindsight. Serious people inside and outside government made credible arguments that offered prospects for a better future. Those arguments were brushed off or ignored. Instead of taking advantage of opportunities to fashion a better world, short-sighted leaders on the left and the right squandered them. Today, tens of millions of people are paying the price. In excavating the forgotten arguments, my goal is to give readers a better grasp of why we are where we are and how best to think about the challenges and opportunities going forward.

Opportunities for creative change in the fundamentals of politics are rare and often fleeting. Much of the time, political leaders’ freedom of action is tightly constrained. Prevailing institutions, constellations of interests, and entrenched ideologies limit what people will accept—and often what they can even conceive—as viable options. But occasionally these structures loosen up or even disintegrate, widening the scope for innovative change until new structures solidify. That is what happened when communist economies collapsed and the Cold War ended.

This quickly became obvious in the Soviet bloc countries. Almost overnight, people found that they could buy things that previously had been off-limits: apartments, financial assets, and shares in newly privatizing firms. Some officials overseeing privatization became instant millionaires, as did others who saw ways to cash in on the rapid changes. For the first time in their lives, many people could travel unhindered to the West, start businesses, and pursue new legal and professional careers. Consumer products from Levi’s jeans to McDonald’s burgers and Hollywood films proliferated alongside more down-market American fare, some of it—like the Desert Storm condoms that I saw on sale in Moscow’s Arbat street market in March 1991—kitschily comical (Desert Shield might have made better sense). Black markets became redundant. The GUM department store on Red Square in Moscow, whose shelves had been empty in the terminal years of the old order, exemplified the change as it filled up with luxury goods—mostly from abroad. It would soon be flanked by the three-story underground Okhotny Ryad shopping mall opposite the Kremlin, which was packed with dozens of stores selling expensive jewelry and designer clothes. Western visitors—especially Americans—could be seen everywhere. For the first time in living memory, no one was afraid of the secret police.

New dynamics also emerged in the West. Some commentators expected that the political left—newly immune from charges that social democracy was a nefarious way station on the road to serfdom, as Friedrich Hayek had put it in his polemic against creeping big government—would be strengthened. They were soon proved wrong. The end of the Cold War accelerated the global integration of labor markets and the accompanying decline of trade unions that had been underway in most capitalist democracies for decades. Organized labor’s declining industrial might was matched by diminished political clout, so that governments became more focused on—and responsive to—business interests. With capitalism now the only game in town, left-of-center parties junked the last vestiges of Keynesian thinking and began selling themselves to voters and lobbyists as more Catholic than the Pope: better stewards than center-right parties of fiscal austerity and neoliberal orthodoxy. Economic elites—especially financial elites—suddenly found themselves with more political power than they had wielded at any time since the nineteenth century, perhaps ever. How they would use that power was an open question.

The worldwide collapse of communism also raised new questions about how countries would pursue their geopolitical interests. Would NATO endure? If so, who would belong and what would it do? What were the alternatives for global security? How might they be pursued? Would a triumphant US reign supreme, or would other structures prevail—perhaps something more like the balance of powers the European countries established in Vienna after the Napoleonic Wars? Or something altogether new? How would Russia and the former Soviet republics fit into the emerging architecture, not to mention countries like China, Vietnam, and North Korea? Different leaders and analysts pushed for a great variety of arrangements in the years after 1989, including outright abolition of NATO, immediate admission of all former Soviet bloc countries, including Russia, to the alliance, and various agendas for its gradual expansion. There were spirited debates in the US and other Western governments about how to proceed. No one knew what the terrain would look like once the dust settled. Major powers changed their approaches multiple times, even before al-Qaeda’s September 11, 2001, attacks on the US scrambled reality again.

Ideologies that had long been ossified by Cold War oppositions also became fluid, with possibilities that had been unthinkable before 1989 suddenly coming into play. Intellectuals who had for decades been gaming out different scenarios for transitions from capitalism to socialism found themselves contemplating the reverse, often in the company of strange bedfellows. By the early 1990s, people as different as the Polish former Marxist Adam Przeworski, the conservative Hungarian economist János Kornai, and the American technocrat Jeffrey Sachs were all extolling the virtues of shock therapy to get people through the transitional pain and socialized into the new reality as fast as possible.2 Nor was it just intellectuals. In the spring of 1991—even before the USSR collapsed—Western visitors were shocked to encounter Soviet Politburo members openly declaring their system to be bankrupt and in urgent need of dismantling.3 In South Africa, the Marxist African National Congress turned on a dime—one of Nelson Mandela’s first foreign trips after prison had been to Havana to proclaim Fidel Castro “a source of inspiration to all freedom-loving people.”4 Within months of taking office, the ANC had discarded sacrosanct shibboleths, was openly collaborating with white big businesses like the mining conglomerate Anglo American, and was adopting the standard neoliberal economic policy diet. In this they were mimicking Britain’s New Labour, the American New Democrats, and many European Social Democratic parties. The last vestiges of the Eurocommunism of the 1970s and 1980s soon faded away.

Long-stable institutions were also changing. The World Trade Organization started admitting former communist countries soon after the Berlin Wall came down. The United Nations General Assembly began adopting new mandates and asserting itself in unprecedented ways. The idea that national sovereignty was sacrosanct, enshrined in the UN Charter since its inception, was giving way to the doctrine that governments can be held accountable for gross human rights violations—both by prosecuting perpetrators in the International Criminal Court and even by staging military interventions within sovereign countries when authorized by the Security Council. By formalizing these doctrines in 2005 with its World Summit Outcome Document, which declared that all governments have an enforceable responsibility to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity, the General Assembly was, for the first time, asserting itself as a kind of global legislative body.

Institutions, ideologies, and interests need not all loosen up together for far-reaching change to become possible. Richard Nixon’s opening to China in 1972, which created hitherto unimaginable possibilities for American business, involved a dramatic reordering of interests without questioning Cold War ideologies or the existing structure of institutions. Indeed, Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, saw it as a shrewd strategic move against the Soviets. Lyndon Johnson’s decision to get behind civil rights in 1964 and 1965 was a frontal assault on Southern white ideology, yet he did so within the prevailing framework of electoral institutions and economic interests. But when all three loosen up at once, as they did at the end of the Cold War, an unusually broad scope for change opens that will not likely persist for long.

And indeed, it has not. Today, resurgent protectionism among the world’s biggest economies limits the possibilities for growth, trade, and travel. Trade wars, like shooting wars, are a lot harder to end than to start. In the democratic countries, large numbers of angry, anxious, alienated voters continue deserting establishment parties when they cannot transform them, making it hard to see where the political impetus to begin reversing these changes can come from. Much of the West is once again in a standoff with Russia and China over Ukraine and Taiwan, with many countries from the Global South lining up as they did during the Cold War. NATO’s eastward expansion has buttressed those divisions, even as Donald Trump has thrown the alliance’s future viability into question. Institutions like the UN and the WTO, which used to blunt many of these tensions, are floundering, though it remains unclear what—if anything—will replace them. Communist economic ideologies have not resurfaced, but the benign cosmopolitanism that had so widely been anticipated at the end of the Cold War is on life support if it has not been obliterated. Donald Trump’s resuscitation of Charles Lindbergh’s America First ideology from the 1940s has been matched by aggressive nationalism elsewhere, not to mention the resurgence of both Islamic fundamentalism and Islamophobia—all of which limit the possibilities for international cooperation.

The speed with which these exclusionary ideologies have erupted should alert us to the fact that they don’t have to be with us indefinitely. Dialing them down will be hard, however, even if their political champions peddle remedies that amount to little more than bloodletting. It is unlikely to work unless mainstream politicians and economic leaders do what so many of them have failed to do for decades: get behind industrial and ameliorative policies that address the economic insecurities that lead so many voters to embrace exclusionary ideologies in the first place. Failing that, there will be more economic anxiety and political alienation. More Donald Trumps, Marine Le Pens, Vladimir Putins, and Viktor Orbáns.

Things are much more constrained today, but not hopeless. The new Cold War is not cast in stone, but political leaders will need to become alert to ways of escaping today’s destructive dynamics—even if the opportunities to do so are unlikely to materialize until new leaders take the helm in the US, Russia, and China. The always fragile institutions that foster international cooperation have been dangerously weakened. Reviving them will require leaders who can relearn the tit-for-tat benefits of acting with restraint, lessons that were cavalierly tossed aside in the 1990s and 2000s. It will likely mean taking baby constructive steps before bigger ones become viable. NATO might conceivably evolve into a constructive force to limit aggression between—and in some circumstances even within—countries, but this will require rethinking its mission and governance in ways that the US and the other leading members of the alliance have not yet been willing to do. That, in turn, will require a better understanding of how the alliance came to be what it is and the missed opportunities along the way.

The prospects for interrupting the baleful dynamics that have swamped so much of our politics are daunting, but giving up is neither productive nor warranted. The early years after World War II must have seemed at least as dispiriting for people with democratic sensibilities who aspired to leave their children a better world than they had inherited. The Great Depression had ushered in extraordinary levels of unemployment and inequality, widespread insecurity, fascism, the Holocaust, and the most devastating war in history that by conservative estimates killed at least sixty million people and shattered the lives of countless millions more. Few, then, would have predicted the economic and political renaissance that subsequent decades would bring: unprecedented levels of wealth and economic growth whose benefits were widely shared; the Great Society in the US and stable democratic welfare states in many countries that had been devastated by the war; and international peace—at least when compared with the first half of the century. The superpowers managed to limit their continuing tensions to proxy conflicts in the developing world, avoid the Damoclean threat of nuclear catastrophe, and navigate a peaceful exit from the Cold War.

Except that “the decades” didn’t “bring” these changes. It took sustained imagination and focused effort to design, fund, and implement the Marshall Plan in Europe and the economic revitalization of Japan; to create and then sustain the UN where previously the League of Nations had faltered and failed; and to negotiate arms reduction treaties and a phased disengagement from nuclear brinkmanship. Effective leadership was required, to be sure, but leaders also had to mobilize broad public support behind what they were doing. As Albert Hirschman once said, people need to be convinced that their government is creating a better world if they are to support establishment institutions.5 The resulting positive feedback loops that sustained postwar Western democracies have atrophied. The challenge is to create new ones.

We should be encouraged that Western elites have begun learning the costs of their blinkered pursuit of self-interest. They are discovering that desperate people do desperate things, that people who aren’t surfing the waves of new global supply chains and technologies can be mobilized by charlatans and demagogues to support trade wars, protectionism, and other political movements that many among the elites find alarming. The Business Roundtable has called for revising models of corporate governance that are based on maximizing shareholder return to the exclusion of other stakeholders, and business school curriculums are starting to follow suit. These shifting attitudes create openings for political leaders to garner business support for policies that will promote inclusive growth, support that will be vital in an era when private-sector unions have all but disappeared and the political power of organized labor is moribund. Just as mainstream parties once converged on economic policies whose benefits accrued to the very rich, undermining social democracy in Europe and the New Deal–Great Society consensus in the US, they must now converge on policies whose benefits are widely shared.

And it’s vital to grasp that things can get worse. History never repeats itself exactly, but many of the economic, social, and political dynamics that fostered the horrific democratic breakdowns of the 1930s are disconcertingly familiar in today’s world. That decade did not end well. In 1919, John Maynard Keynes predicted much of what subsequently transpired in The Economic Consequences of the Peace. Keynes turned out to be shouting at the wind, as parliaments fragmented and political elites—in thrall to retributive economic nationalisms—ignored the destabilizing consequences of structural economic change. This book is written to help reduce the likelihood of a comparably malignant future. First we must understand how we got here.
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Chapter One

Waging a Global War on Terror

When President Joe Biden withdrew the last American forces from Afghanistan in August 2021, he was ending the longest and most expensive war in American history. Together with the $2 trillion cost of the Iraq War, the $2.3 trillion price tag of the intervention in Afghanistan amounted to just over half the $8 trillion that the US had spent on its war on terror since the original invasion two decades earlier. Some 2,300 American soldiers had died in Afghanistan, along with 1,100 allied troops, 500 journalists and humanitarian workers, and almost 4,000 US military contractors. The conflict had claimed 170,000 Afghan lives, 46,000 of them civilians. Comparable numbers for Iraq were 4,600 US military killed, as well as over 300 allied troops, 3,600 military contractors, 300 journalists and humanitarian workers, and 300,000 Iraqis, two-thirds of them civilians.1

Both wars were ignominious failures. The Iraq that the US left in 2011 was a failed state. The Islamic State, or ISIS, would soon control 40 percent of the country, spawning new terrorist nightmares for the West and hundreds of thousands of Iraqi and Syrian civilians. In Afghanistan, the Taliban chased American-backed President Ashraf Ghani out of the country and seized power before the US left. Within months, the regime was sheltering al-Qaeda leaders in violation of the US departure agreement. A year later, it reinstated bans on women in higher education, government jobs, most professions, gyms, and parks, and required them to wear all-encompassing burkas with face coverings in public. The UN would soon declare Afghanistan the most repressive country on earth for girls and women. Public floggings of accused adulterers resumed. The twenty-year war had accomplished virtually nothing.2

The staggering human and financial costs of these fiascos were the tip of the iceberg. To grasp what else the US and the world lost, we need to recall America’s global standing between November 9, 1989, when crowds of Germans began dismantling the Berlin Wall, and March 20, 2003, when the George W. Bush administration began its war that would topple Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. This interregnum marked the high point of America’s post–Cold War legitimacy and prestige, when anything seemed possible.

It was America’s unipolar moment. The Washington Consensus was unrivaled. Democratic capitalism and American consumer goods proliferated across much of the former Soviet bloc and the developing world. The new Russian economy was limping along, heavily dependent on the West, and its nascent democracy was struggling. China was emerging as the premier Asian tiger, but its crackdown on peaceful protesters in Tiananmen Square had tarnished its global image. The country enjoyed head-turning growth rates, but they began from such a low base that by the turn of the millennium, China’s economy was still less than half the size of Japan’s and a fifth that of the US. China’s per capita income was less than $1,000 at the turn of the millennium, about one thirty-sixth of the US number. No one saw China—yet—as a serious challenger.3

By themselves, the 9/11 attacks did nothing to undermine America’s global standing. If anything, they enhanced it. The United Nations condemned them immediately, soon following up with resolutions requiring member states to criminalize support for terrorism. The Security Council did not explicitly authorize the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, but it quickly endorsed it. Governments and regional organizations all over the world declared support for the US. Despite sporadic street celebrations of the attacks in some Islamic countries, almost all Muslim religious leaders condemned them outright, as did the Palestinian Authority and the Egyptian, Syrian, Iranian, Pakistani, and Libyan governments. Muammar Gaddafi even offered to share intelligence with the US in the run-up to the invasion. Vladimir Putin was one of the first leaders to call President Bush, pledging full Russian cooperation. A “shocked” Chinese President Jiang Zemin declared his solidarity. Le Monde captured the moment, declaring, “Nous sommes tous Américains.” It would be hard to identify another time when geopolitical support for the US was as widespread. It would be equally hard to identify another time when an American government squandered its moral and strategic capital as gratuitously or completely.4

Stopping the Bully Without Becoming One

George W. Bush’s father had ushered in the era of unparalleled American prestige. It wasn’t his management of the Western response to the imploding Soviet empire that was decisive. True, that involved perilous moments that someone less levelheaded might have handled more clumsily, but for the most part, he and other Western leaders were startled bystanders to the events that began snowballing across Eastern Europe in late 1989 and climaxed with the peaceful dissolution of the USSR two years later. Taking credit for them would have been like a rooster taking credit for the rising sun and, in any case, they missed important opportunities during and after those transitions, as we will see. It was in response to events that unfolded nineteen hundred miles from Moscow when Bush rose to the occasion and started etching vital new rules and norms into the architecture of post–Cold War international politics.

Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 was the first time after the Cold War that one country attacked another. No NATO country was threatened, and there was no meaningful risk of the conflict escalating into a nuclear confrontation between the major powers, so the question was cleanly put: How would the international community now respond to gratuitous international aggression? Much was at stake. The invasion almost doubled the oil reserves Iraq controlled to a fifth of the world’s supply. More alarming, it raised the specter that Hussein, facing virtual bankruptcy after Iraq’s devastating but inconclusive war with Iran in the 1980s, would set his sights on neighboring Saudi Arabia next. Iraq, with more than 1,000,000 soldiers under arms, had rolled over Kuwait’s 25,000 troops in two days. The Saudis, with fewer than 150,000 troops, seemed unlikely to fare much better. If Iraq also took control of Saudi Arabia’s oil, Hussein would control close to half of the world’s proven reserves. With the risks so high, there was little chance that the world would do nothing. But what? And how?5

Bush understood the stakes, but also the possibilities they presented. “We stand today at a unique and extraordinary moment,” he declared to a joint session of Congress shortly after the invasion. The crisis created a “rare opportunity” to foster a “new world order” in which “the rule of law supplants the rule of the jungle” and nations ensure collectively that “the strong respect the rights of the weak.” Bush further understood that for this new world order to have a fighting chance, he would need to act decisively but also with robust legal authorization and the widest international support that could be mustered. That would mean making a convincing case at home and abroad that nations would be better served by respecting the rules-based order he was seeking to establish than by acting with impunity whenever they could. As the world’s most powerful country, the US would need to lead by example.6

Acting legally meant working closely with the UN throughout the crisis, seeking authority for his actions, and operating within the Security Council’s mandates. The council quickly condemned the invasion, demanding Iraq’s immediate and unconditional withdrawal. But Hussein defied SC 660 and five additional resolutions reiterating it, even though the council also authorized a trade embargo with a naval blockade to enforce it. It soon became obvious that Hussein would not leave Kuwait—which he had declared was Iraq’s nineteenth province—without a credible threat of force, and even that might not be enough. Accordingly, at the end of November, the council adopted SC 678, which required Iraqi forces to leave by January 15, 1991, and authorized other countries to use “all necessary means” to expel them if they did not. This would be the legal authorization for war. The resolution requested all countries to provide “appropriate support” to intervening ones—who were merely asked to keep the Security Council “informed” of their actions. It took intense American lobbying to secure the adoption of this sweeping resolution, with only Cuba and Yemen opposing and China abstaining. If Bush wanted it to be precedent-setting, he would need to act carefully and with restraint.

It was also vital that his actions not be seen as a US or Western power grab. To that end, Bush assembled a forty-two-nation coalition of countries from all over the world. Importantly, he recruited many predominantly Muslim countries: Egypt, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Syria, Turkey, Pakistan, and Morocco. Assembling the coalition required a heavy diplomatic lift from Bush and his secretary of state, James Baker. Holding it together would be an ongoing challenge that would require close adherence to the Security Council’s mandate. It would also mean acting with dispatch. The longer the episode dragged on, the more likely countries would begin peeling off—especially if it began to look as if Saddam Hussein’s defiance might succeed. Bush had to prevail quickly.

Bush had other reasons for ensuring a swift, decisive result. Ever since the Vietnam War, American political and military leaders had been loath to take on open-ended military conflicts, especially those that were not demonstrably essential to America’s national security. The decade-long Vietnam disaster had killed more than 58,000 American soldiers, wounded 300,000, and cost $140 billion (about $1 trillion today), not to mention the humiliating blow it dealt to America’s prestige abroad and the damaging rift in the social fabric at home. The war had also been a textbook case of mission creep. Lyndon Johnson first committed 3,500 combat troops in 1965 after military advisors proved insufficient to sustain the South Vietnamese regime, a number that kept rising to more than 540,000 four years later—all to no avail. The war was by then so unpopular that Johnson had to deny requests for even more troops from General William Westmoreland. He also had to abandon his reelection plans in 1968, even though he had won the presidency by one of the greatest landslides in American history four years earlier, enabling him to enact his Great Society programs. None of Johnson’s successors wanted to risk suffering a comparable fate.7

Vietnam had prompted a major rethinking of America’s approach to national security. First spelled out by Ronald Reagan’s defense secretary Caspar Weinberger—though better known as the Powell Doctrine, for Colin Powell, who held senior positions in the Reagan, Clinton, and both Bush administrations—it required that the US become involved in wars only when stringent conditions are met. A vital national interest must be at stake. War must be a last resort after every other avenue for dealing with the threat has been exhausted. The US must prosecute the war “wholeheartedly, with a clear intention of winning,” which in turn means being able to sustain congressional—and therefore public—support for the war’s duration. To meet these conditions, an administration that goes to war must deploy overwhelming force to achieve clearly attainable objectives and have a viable exit strategy once they are achieved.8

Powell, who was George H. W. Bush’s chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff when Iraq invaded Kuwait, acted accordingly. “Our strategy to go after this army,” Powell said of the Iraqi army in Kuwait, “is very, very simple. First, we’re going to cut it off, and then we’re going to kill it.” He doubled initial estimates of what would be required to an American commitment of 500,000 troops, which eventually became almost 700,000. This was supplemented by another 300,000 troops from other coalition partners, mainly Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Britain, Syria, France, Morocco, and Kuwait, by significant contributions from Oman, Pakistan, Canada, the UAE, Bangladesh, Qatar, and by lesser commitments from other coalition partners, including even 300 Afghan Mujahideen (jihadist) fighters. The vast ground assault through the Saudi desert began in late February after a devastating six-week bombing campaign had destroyed much of Iraq’s air force, radar, and other defensive infrastructure. Iraqi forces fled almost immediately. The war ended in a ceasefire on February 28, a hundred hours after the invasion began, when all Iraqi forces had left Kuwait and Saddam Hussein had abandoned his claim that it was part of Iraq. Battle plans seldom survive their implementation, but as General David Petraeus has noted, this one came remarkably close. It was a stunning success that vindicated the Powell Doctrine and restored much of the US military luster that had been so badly tarnished in Vietnam.9

The success owed a lot to meticulous preparation and planning, but also to Bush and Baker’s diplomatic tenacity in holding the coalition together. A particular challenge had been to keep Israel out of the war, as its involvement would have threatened to escalate the conflict in ways the coalition could not have survived. Saddam Hussein tried to engineer that outcome by firing over forty Scud missiles at Haifa and Tel Aviv as soon as the conflict began. The US had deployed batteries of Patriot surface-to-air missiles to Israel to defend against that eventuality, but they were only partly effective. Two Israeli civilians were killed by direct Scud hits, and many more were injured. Few governments would suffer military attacks from another country without responding. Certainly not Israel, which had not done so before and hasn’t since. Preventing Israel from becoming involved was a notable diplomatic feat.

Another vital decision Bush took was to resist the calls from neoconservatives inside and outside the administration to “finish the job”—go to Baghdad and topple the Iraqi regime. That would have exceeded SC 678, which was limited to expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait. It would also have involved protracted urban conflict with significantly more than the 292 casualties that the coalition forces actually suffered. And it would have meant occupying Iraq, which few coalition members—and probably no Arab countries—would have supported. Indeed, many of them would have been infuriated because it would have left them vulnerable to charges that they had been duped into helping the US occupy an oil-rich Arab country in the heart of the Middle East. A US invasion of Iraq would have shattered the coalition. More important, it would have scuttled the chances of forming similar coalitions in the future as well as the possibility of securing comparable mandates from the Security Council.

And it would have meant junking the Powell Doctrine. Toppling the Iraqi regime might have been quick and easy, but installing a viable alternative was another matter. Questions abounded. Was it possible to install a government, and if so, what would its makeup be? How long would it take? When would the new regime be secure enough for American forces to leave? What would the cost be in American blood and treasure? Could those costs be sold to American voters? Bush’s defense secretary Dick Cheney put it bluntly when fending off their critics:


If you’re going to go in and try to topple Saddam Hussein, you have to go to Baghdad. Once you’ve got Baghdad, it’s not clear what you do with it. It’s not clear what kind of government you would put in place of the one that’s currently there now. Is it going to be a Shia regime, a Sunni regime or a Kurdish regime? Or one that tilts toward the Ba’athists, or one that tilts toward the Islamic fundamentalists? How much credibility is that government going to have if it’s set up by the United States military when it’s there? How long does the United States military have to stay to protect the people that sign on for that government, and what happens to it once we leave?10



Ironic as these words sound in view of Cheney’s full-throated backing of regime change in Iraq twelve years later, they were not new. British Prime Minister H. H. Asquith expressed similar misgivings in 1915 when considering whether, if Britain beat the Turks in the Great War, they should take over Mesopotamia, as Iraq was then called. He demurred on the grounds that it would mean spending millions of pounds on basic infrastructure, sustaining “a large army white & coloured in an unfamiliar country, tackling every kind of tangled administrative question, worse than we ever had it in India, with a hornet’s nest of Arab tribes, and even if that were set right having a perpetual menace to our flank in Kurdistan just like Afghanistan & the Pathan tribes who overshadow the Punjab.”11

Little had changed by 1991. Iraq had never become a democracy. When government changed hands, it did so violently. Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athists had most recently come to power in a coup in 1968 and held the country’s centrifugal elements together with an iron fist. Sunni Muslims, who dominated the regime and its military, comprised less than a third of a population that was sharply divided along sectarian lines. History suggested that they would do whatever it took to hold on to power and to get it back if they lost it. Iraq’s six million Kurds, some 15–20 percent of the population, had their own national aspirations. They lived in one of the most oil-rich parts of a country in which there were few other valuable resources. They also constituted part of the world’s largest ethnic minority—the Kurds are spread across contiguous areas of Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Turkey—who lacked their own country but wanted one. Getting them voluntarily to subordinate their separatist ambitions to an Iraqi national state would have been a tall order. Cheney knew whereof he spoke in 1991.

In any case, Bush’s larger agenda would have been thwarted by flouting the Security Council and destroying the coalition. The UN was innovating in responding to Saddam Hussein’s gambit, so the way Bush used the power authorized in SC 678 was bound to become precedent-setting. Sticking to the resolution’s terms and maintaining broad international support had the potential both to discourage comparable adventures and to become a template to manage them when deterrence failed. To be sure, the template would have to be followed in future conflicts to become entrenched into norms and expectations. But it would be a major start for a world in which there was no longer a high-stakes standoff between superpowers that had enabled and incentivized them to constrain the behavior of their allies and satellites. Otherwise, it would become open season for more powerful states to gobble up less powerful ones with impunity, with no realistic prospect of garnering Security Council support to stop them. Bush’s military and diplomatic self-restraint—to stop the bully without becoming one—opened up the possibility of a better future.

This is not to defend everything Bush did in Iraq. His administration took significant criticism for failing to warn Hussein not to attack Kuwait before the invasion, and perhaps even encouraging him to think that it didn’t oppose the invasion. Perhaps because the administration was preoccupied with intense negotiations with the Soviets over Germany’s imminent reunification, it kept silent while hundreds of thousands of Iraqi troops began massing on Kuwait’s border in July 1990. Whether this was just bandwidth overload or reflected more nefarious motives, as Ross Perot would contend in his 1992 election campaign, members of the Bush administration were asleep at the switch. Bush also took justified criticism for encouraging a Shiite uprising in southern Iraq and then failing to support it. Knowing that he had no plans to topple Saddam Hussein, this was, at a minimum, a tragic lapse of judgment that led to the avoidable slaughter of countless thousands of Iraqis when the inevitable crackdown came. But these failures should not obscure Bush’s major achievement in charting a constructive new course for managing international aggression in the post–Cold War era. Had it become a template for the future, the world would be in a much better place than it is. His son’s response to the September 11, 2001, attacks destroyed that possibility.12

Paths Not Taken in Afghanistan

Those attacks were shocking by any measure. Almost three thousand people were killed that day, more than in the attack on Pearl Harbor six decades earlier and orders of magnitude more than in any other terrorist attack in memory. Perpetrated by a terrorist group rather than a government, they were not strictly an act of war, but the sheer scale of attacks targeted on the nation’s commercial, military, and political centers ensured that the Bush administration would treat them as aggression against the United States that demanded a military response. Eight years earlier, a Pakistani terrorist, Ramzi Yousef, had detonated over thirteen hundred pounds of urea nitrate explosives in the basement parking lot of the World Trade Center in New York City. Perhaps because there were only six fatalities—though over a thousand were injured—and Yousef’s goal to collapse the towers failed, the attack was dealt with through the criminal justice system. He was caught in Islamabad, extradited to the US, tried and convicted in the Southern District of New York, and given two life sentences plus 240 years in prison
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