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  Introduction: The Hour of Reckoning

by Hichem Karoui 



In the long arc of history, empires do not fall in a single day. Their decline is a slow, imperceptible unravelling—a fraying of the threads that once bound them to greatness, a quiet dissolution of the very foundations upon which their supremacy was built. The Roman Empire did not collapse in a moment; nor did the British, the Spanish, or the Dutch before them. Each fell prey to the same inexorable logic that Paul Kennedy so memorably identified: the fatal disjunction between a nation’s ambitions and its means, between the commitments it has made to the world and the resources it possesses to honour them. ¹ The United States, which emerged from the ashes of the Second World War as the most formidable power the world had ever known, now stands at that same precipice. The question is no longer whether American supremacy can endure indefinitely but how much time remains before the edifice cracks beyond repair—and what final folly might hasten its collapse. 
This book is an attempt to read the signs of that collapse. It is not a prophecy of doom for its own sake, nor a gleeful chronicle of American failure. It is, rather, an exercise in mourning: a meditation on what has been lost, on the promises that were made and broken, on the ideals that once shone like beacons and now flicker in the gathering darkness. The chapters that follow trace the anatomy of American decline across multiple registers—the political, the social, the economic, the cultural, and the diplomatic. They examine the corrosion of democratic norms, the paralysis of a bipartisan system that has lost all capacity for compromise, the deepening fractures of a society that seems less united with each passing day, and the slow erosion of the American Dream itself. But they begin with a reckoning that has been thrust upon us not gradually but suddenly: the war against Iran in 2026 and the terrible acceleration of decline that it has brought in its wake.

The War That Broke the Camel’s Back
Every empire has its moment of overreach—that fatal decision from which there is no graceful retreat, the military adventure that exposes the gap between pretension and power. For the United States, the 2026 war against Iran may well prove to be that moment. It was a war that did not need to happen, at least not when it did and how it did. The intelligence was contested, the objectives were vague, and the exit strategy was non-existent. ² What existed, instead, was a toxic convergence of pressures: an Israeli government determined to draw the United States into a confrontation it had long sought, an American administration eager to demonstrate its toughness and loyalty to a key ally, and a political climate in which questioning the march to war had become tantamount to betrayal. ³ The result was a conflict conceived in haste, launched without the broad international support that had characterised even the controversial Iraq War of 2003, and pursued with a hubris that blinded its architects to the realities of the adversary they faced.
The parallels with Iraq are as instructive as they are damning. Chalmers Johnson, writing in the aftermath of September 11, warned of “blowback”—the unintended consequences of American covert action and military intervention abroad, the resentments and reprisals that accumulate like a debt until they come due.⁴ Johnson traced the sorrows of empire to their root: a nation that had come to believe its own mythology of benevolent hegemony, that had convinced itself its interventions were acts of liberation rather than assertions of dominance, and that had thereby sown the seeds of its own undoing across the globe. ⁵ The Iran war represents blowback not merely in the blow-for-blow sense of retaliation but in the deeper, structural sense that Johnson meant: the inevitable consequence of a foreign policy driven by special interests, emotional attachments, and imperial fantasies rather than by sober calculation of the national interest. ⁶
John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, in their landmark study of the Israel lobby’s influence on American foreign policy, documented how a loose coalition of individuals and organisations had succeeded in steering United States Middle East policy in directions that served the interests of another state rather than those of the American people.⁷ They showed how the lobby—comprising not only the formal apparatus of groups like AIPAC but also a wider network of think tanks, media commentators, and political donors—had pushed the United States into confrontations with Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Iran that advanced Israeli strategic objectives while undermining American credibility and security. ⁸ The 2026 war against Iran represents the catastrophic culmination of that dynamic: a war encouraged, promoted, and in large measure orchestrated by actors whose primary loyalty was not to the United States but to the vision of an Israel freed from the threat of its most serious regional adversary.⁹ The result was a strategic disaster for the United States—a war that weakened rather than strengthened its position in the Middle East, that alienated rather than rallied its traditional allies, and that exposed the hollowness of a superpower that had allowed its foreign policy to be hijacked by a narrow sectional interest.

The Illusion of Swift Victory
The war’s architects promised a quick and decisive campaign. American air power, they assured the public, would degrade Iran’s military capabilities within weeks; precision strikes would eliminate its nuclear programme, decapitate its leadership, and leave its populace eager for regime change. ¹⁰ It was the same promise made before Iraq, the same delusion of shock and awe, the same failure to understand that nations do not capitulate merely because their infrastructure has been bombed. Iran, unlike the adversaries America had grown accustomed to defeating, proved to be a resilient and resourceful foe. Its military doctrine, honed over decades of facing American encirclement, was built around the very asymmetries that American technological superiority could not easily overcome: dispersed command structures, underground facilities, proxy networks across the region, and a strategic culture that had long prepared for precisely this confrontation. ¹¹
What followed was not the swift victory promised by the administration but a grinding, attritional conflict that exposed the vulnerabilities of the American military model. Iran’s response was not confined to its own territory. Through its network of allies and proxies—the Houthis in Yemen, militias in Iraq, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and Palestinian factions in Gaza and the West Bank—it struck at American interests across the region. ¹² But it was Iran’s direct military retaliation that proved most devastating. Iranian missiles and drones, launched in sustained waves, targeted American military installations across the Persian Gulf with a precision that surprised even the Pentagon’s own assessments. ¹³ At least sixteen American installations across eight countries were struck; critical radar systems were destroyed, communications infrastructure was crippled, and strategic assets including a half-billion-dollar Boeing E-3 Sentry AWACS aircraft were obliterated on the tarmac. ¹⁴ The damage was so extensive that, within weeks, many of the thirteen American bases in the region had been rendered all but uninhabitable, forcing troops to work remotely from hotels and office spaces—a surreal indignity for the world’s supposed military superpower. ¹⁵
The vulnerability of these bases was not merely a tactical setback; it was a strategic revelation. For decades, the United States had maintained a global network of military installations—what Chalmers Johnson termed 'Baseworld'—that served as the physical infrastructure of American hegemony. ¹⁶ These bases were not merely operational platforms; they were symbols of American commitment, tangible evidence of the superpower’s presence and permanence. Their sudden, catastrophic vulnerability shattered that illusion. Iran’s acquisition of Chinese satellite imaging capabilities, combined with Russian intelligence support, had given it targeting precision that rendered the traditional American model of forward deployment—large, concentrated bases in hostile territory—obsolete and dangerous. ¹⁷ The war demonstrated what military strategists had long suspected but politicians had refused to acknowledge: in an era of precision munitions and satellite surveillance, forward bases had become liabilities rather than assets, inviting targets rather than projecting power. ¹⁸

The betrayal of the Gulf
The devastation was not confined to American military infrastructure. The Gulf Arab states—Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain—found themselves caught in a conflict they had not sought and could not control. Iranian retaliation struck not only at American bases but also at the ports, oil facilities, and urban centres of these American "allies", transforming them into collateral damage of a war they had been powerless to prevent. ¹⁹ The explicit message was clear: proximity to the United States was no longer a guarantee of security; it had become a source of danger. The implicit message was equally devastating: the United States, for all its military might, had proven unable or unwilling to protect its closest Arab partners from the consequences of a war it had chosen to fight. ²⁰
The rupture was existential. A Saudi source, speaking to international media, articulated what had become the consensus view across the Gulf: “The war has shown Saudi Arabia—the U.S.’s longest-standing Arab ally—that the alliance with the U.S. cannot be exclusive and it is not impregnable.” ²¹ An Emirati commentator with close ties to his country’s leadership went further, suggesting openly that the UAE no longer needed American protection and that the American bases had become “a burden and not a strategic asset". ²² State Department cables, leaked to the press, revealed deepening concern among American diplomats that the war was destroying decades of carefully cultivated relationships—that public perceptions across the Gulf increasingly viewed the United States as having abandoned its Arab allies to focus on protecting Israel and that the American military presence had made these countries targets rather than shielding them from danger. ²³
The geopolitical implications of this rupture extend far beyond the immediate region. The Gulf Arab states, long the anchor of American strategy in the Middle East, have begun a fundamental reorientation of their foreign policy. Hedging their bets, they have accelerated their engagement with China—their largest trading partner and, increasingly, their security partner of choice. ²⁴ They have deepened ties with Russia, explored new diplomatic arrangements with Iran itself, and invested in indigenous defence capabilities designed to reduce their dependence on American protection. ²⁵ The American security umbrella, which for half a century had been the foundation of Gulf stability and the guarantee of American influence over the world’s largest reserves of oil and gas, has been revealed as a flimsy construct—easily penetrated by Iranian missiles, easily withdrawn by American presidents, and easily redirected toward the protection of another ally at the Arabs’ expense.

The credibility gap
What has been lost in this war is not merely territory, infrastructure, or alliances. What has been lost is credibility—the most precious commodity in international relations and the one most difficult to rebuild once squandered. Joseph Nye’s concept of “soft power”—the ability to shape the preferences of others through attraction rather than coercion—rests fundamentally on credibility: the belief that the United States stands for something beyond its immediate interests, that its commitments can be trusted, and that its word carries weight. ²⁶ The Iran war has done more to destroy that credibility than any policy decision since the invasion of Iraq in 2003—and perhaps more, because Iraq at least involved a broad international coalition and a pretence of global legitimacy. The 2026 war had neither. It was perceived, across the Arab world and well beyond it, as an American war fought for Israeli interests, launched without international authorisation, pursued without strategic coherence, and concluded—if it can be said to be concluded—with the United States humiliated, its bases in ruins, its allies alienated, and its adversary still standing.²⁷
The credibility gap extends far beyond the Middle East. American allies in Europe, already shaken by the Trump administration’s erratic diplomacy and its disregard for traditional partnerships, watched the Iran war with a mixture of horror and resignation. ²⁸ They saw an ally rushing into a conflict without consultation, ignoring the pleas of its closest friends for restraint, and then discovering that its military machine was far more vulnerable than its boasts had suggested. ²⁹ They saw, in short, a superpower that had lost the capacity for strategic reflection—a nation driven by impulse and ideology rather than by the careful calibration of means and ends that had once distinguished American statecraft at its best. ³⁰ The damage to NATO, already strained by years of American unilateralism, has been profound. The damage to American prestige in the Global South—where the war was widely perceived as yet another act of Western aggression against a Muslim nation—has been equally severe. ³¹

The Acceleration of Decline
It is the argument of this book that the 2026 war against Iran represents not merely a foreign policy failure but an acceleration of the deeper processes of American decline that this volume documents. The war has acted as a catalyst, compressing into months developments that might otherwise have taken decades to unfold. It has exposed the fragility of American military supremacy in an era of asymmetric warfare. It has shattered the network of alliances that underpinned American hegemony in the world’s most strategically vital region. It has bankrupted the treasury at a moment of already acute fiscal stress—$25 billion spent in weeks, with billions more required merely to repair the damage to bases and equipment, even as domestic infrastructure crumbles and social programmes face austerity. ³² And it has confirmed, for all the world to see, that the United States has become a nation that stumbles into wars without clear purpose and extricates itself from them without clear victory—a pattern that Andrew Bacevich, the soldier-scholar of American militarism, traced across decades of “permanent war” sustained by a “Washington consensus” that privileged military intervention over diplomatic engagement and the cultivation of republican virtue at home. ³³
Paul Kennedy’s concept of “imperial overstretch”—the condition in which a great power’s global commitments exceed its economic capacity to maintain them—finds in the Iran war its most dramatic contemporary illustration. ³⁴ The United States maintains military bases in some eighty countries, deploys troops across every continent, and spends more on its military than the next ten nations combined. ³⁵ Yet it has discovered, in the Persian Gulf, that this vast apparatus cannot protect itself from the retaliation of a middle power fighting in its own neighbourhood with relatively inexpensive missiles and drones. ³⁶ The empire of bases, which Johnson warned was bleeding the republic dry, has proved to be not merely expensive but strategically counterproductive—a provocation to adversaries, a magnet for attack, and a reassurance to allies that dissolves the moment it is tested. ³⁷
Robert Gilpin, in his theory of hegemonic war, argued that the decline of a dominant power is typically marked by a series of escalating conflicts in which the hegemon, unwilling to accept the redistribution of power that its own relative decline has made inevitable, lashes out at challengers in ways that only hasten its fall. ³⁸ The Iran war fits this pattern precisely: a declining superpower, confronted with the rise of new powers and the erosion of its own position, attempts to reassert its dominance through military force—and, in doing so, reveals the very weakness it sought to conceal. The war has not restored American supremacy; it has advertised its limits. It has not deterred future challengers; it has emboldened them. And it has not rallied the world to America’s side; it has confirmed the fears of allies and the hopes of adversaries that the American era is indeed drawing to a close.

The Shape of This Book
The chapters that follow trace the contours of that ending. They examine, first, the psychological and cultural dimensions of American decline—the disillusionment that has settled upon a nation that once believed itself exempt from history, the erosion of collective values, the fragmentation of a social fabric already strained by decades of inequality and polarisation. They explore the deformations of the Trump presidency, which both expressed and exacerbated these deeper tendencies—the norm-breaking, the institutional vandalism, and the cultivation of cruelty as a political style. They document the deepening of social divisions along lines of race, class, religion, and geography; the corrosion of democratic norms; and the paralysis of a political system that has lost the capacity for self-correction. They trace the economic foundations of decline—the hollowing out of manufacturing, the financialisation of the economy, the concentration of wealth, the abandonment of the working class to precarity and despair. And they examine the geopolitical consequences—the dissolution of alliances, the rise of rival powers, the emergence of a multipolar world in which the United States retains formidable assets but no longer enjoys the preponderance it once took for granted.
What unites these chapters is a concern with the moral and spiritual dimensions of decline. This is not a work of quantitative social science, though it draws on the findings of such work. It is, rather, an exercise in what the philosopher Charles Taylor has called “social imaginaries”—the ways in which a society understands itself, the stories it tells about its past and its future, and the hopes and fears that animate its collective life. ³⁹ The American social imaginary, which for so long was fuelled by a belief in progress, in exceptionalism, and in the promise of a more perfect union, has been profoundly shaken. The chapters that follow are an attempt to understand that shaking—to listen, as it were, to the tremors beneath the surface of everyday life and to discern what they portend.
The reader will find in these pages no easy redemption, no policy prescriptions for national renewal, no false optimism. The question this book poses is not how America can be made great again, but how it might come to terms with a world in which its greatness, while still real, is no longer singular. It is a book about loss and mourning, about the difficult work of acknowledging failure and accepting limits. But it is also, in its way, a book about hope—not the hope of restoration, but the hope that attends any honest reckoning with reality. For it is only when illusions are shattered that new possibilities emerge. It is only when a nation ceases to believe its own mythology that it can begin to imagine a different relationship with itself and with the world.
The war against Iran has brought that reckoning closer. It has stripped away the pretences of American omnipotence and exposed the painful truth that even the mightiest empire is subject to the same laws of history that have governed all empires before it. What remains to be seen is whether the American people can absorb this truth—whether they can abandon the fantasies of unlimited power and exceptional virtue that have sustained their national self-image for so long and begin the difficult, humbling work of building a different kind of society in a different kind of world. The chapters that follow are offered in the hope that such a reckoning, however painful, may yet lead not to despair but to renewal—not the renewal of supremacy, but the renewal of purpose; not the renewal of dominance, but the renewal of wisdom.
For empires do fall. But nations, if they are willing to learn from their failures, can endure. The question that hovers over every page of this book is whether the United States, in this hour of its greatest trial, can yet find the courage to let go of what it has been and become what it must be.
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