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   We publish here the preface to A Quarter Century of War: The US
Drive for Global Hegemony, 1990-2016 by David North. The book is
available for preorder today at Mehring Books in both softcover and 
hardcover, for delivery in the first week of August.

   “In the period of crisis the hegemony of the United States will
operate more completely, more openly, and more ruthlessly than in
the period of boom.”
   — Leon Trotsky, 1928
   “U.S. capitalism is up against the same problems that pushed
Germany in 1914 on the path of war. The world is divided? It must
be redivided. For Germany it was a question of ‘organizing Europe.’
The United States must ‘organize’ the world. History is bringing
mankind face to face with the volcanic eruption of American
imperialism.”
   — Leon Trotsky, 1934

   This volume consists of political reports, public lectures, party
statements, essays, and polemics that document the response of the
International Committee of the Fourth International (ICFI) to the quarter
century of US-led wars that began in 1990–91. The analyses of events
presented here, although written as they were unfolding, stand the test of
time. The International Committee does not possess a crystal ball. But its
work is informed by a Marxist understanding of the contradictions of
American and world imperialism. Moreover, the Marxist method of
analysis examines events not as a sequence of isolated episodes, but as
moments in the unfolding of a broader historical process. This historically
oriented approach serves as a safeguard against an impressionistic
response to the latest political developments. It recognizes that the 
essential cause of an event is rarely apparent at the moment of its
occurrence.
   Much of what passes for analysis in the bourgeois press consists of
nothing more than equating an impressionistic description of a given
event with its deeper cause. This sort of political analysis legitimizes US
wars as necessary responses to one or another personification of evil, such
as Saddam Hussein in Iraq, the “warlord” Farah Aideed in Somalia,
Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia, Osama bin Laden of Al Qaeda, the Mullah
Omar in Afghanistan, Muammar Gaddafi in Libya; and, most recently,
Bashar al Assad in Syria, Kim Jong Un in Korea, and Vladimir Putin in
Russia. New names are continually added to the United States’ infinitely
expandable list of monsters requiring destruction.
   The material in this volume is the record of a very different and far

more substantial approach to the examination of the foreign policy of the
United States.
   First, and most important, the International Committee interpreted the
collapse of the Stalinist regimes in Eastern Europe in 1989–90, and the
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, as an existential crisis of the
entire global nation-state system, as it emerged from the ashes of World
War II. Second, the ICFI anticipated that the breakdown of the established
postwar equilibrium would lead rapidly to a resurgence of imperialist
militarism. As far back as August 1990—twenty-six years ago—it was able
to foresee the long-term implications of the Bush administration’s war
against Iraq:

   It marks the beginning of a new imperialist redivision of the world.
The end of the postwar era means the end of the postcolonial era. As
it proclaims the “failure of socialism,” the imperialist bourgeoisie, in
deeds if not yet in words, proclaims the failure of independence. The
deepening crisis confronting all the major imperialist powers
compels them to secure control over strategic resources and markets.
Former colonies, which had achieved a degree of political
independence, must be resubjugated. In its brutal assault against Iraq,
imperialism is giving notice that it intends to restore the type of
unrestrained domination of the backward countries that existed prior
to World War II. [1]

   This historically grounded analysis provided the essential framework for
an understanding, not only of the 1990–91 Gulf War, but also of the wars
that were launched later in the decade, as well as the post-9/11 “War on
Terror.”
   In a recently published front-page article, the New York Times called
attention to a significant milestone in the presidency of Barack Obama:
“He has now been at war longer than Mr. Bush, or any other American
president.” But with several months remaining in his term in office, he is
on target to set yet another record. The Times wrote:

   If the United States remains in combat in Afghanistan, Iraq and
Syria until the end of Mr. Obama’s term—a near-certainty given the
president’s recent announcement that he will send 250 additional
Special Operations forces to Syria—he will leave behind an
improbable legacy as the only president in American history to serve
two complete terms with the nation at war. [2]
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   On the way to setting his record, Mr. Obama has overseen lethal
military actions in a total of seven countries: Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria,
Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen. The number of countries is
growing, as the United States escalates its military operations in Africa.
The efforts to suppress the Boko Haram insurgency involve a buildup of
US forces in Nigeria, Cameroon, Niger, and Chad.
   Without any sense of irony, Mark Landler, author of the Times article,
notes Obama’s status as a Nobel Peace Prize winner in 2009. He portrays
the president as “trying to fulfill the promises he made as an antiwar
candidate. . . .” Obama “has wrestled with this immutable reality [of war]
from his first year in the White House . . .”
   Landler informs his readers that Obama “went for a walk among the
tombstones at Arlington National Cemetery before giving the order to
send 30,000 additional troops into Afghanistan.” He recalls a passage
from Obama’s 2009 speech accepting the Nobel Prize, in which the
president wearily lamented that humanity needed to reconcile “two
seemingly irreconcilable truths—that war is sometimes necessary, and war
at some level is an expression of human folly.”
   During the Obama years, folly has clearly held the upper hand. But
there is nothing that Landler’s hero can do. Obama has found his wars
“maddeningly hard to end.”
   The Times’ portrayal of Obama lacks the essential element required by
genuine tragedy: the identification of objective forces, beyond his control,
that frustrated and overwhelmed the lofty ideals and humanitarian
aspirations of the president. If Mr. Landler wants his readers to shed a tear
for this peace-loving man who, upon becoming president, made drone
killings his personal specialty, and turned into something akin to a moral
monster, the Times correspondent should have attempted to identify the
historical circumstances that determined Obama’s “tragic” fate.
   But this is a challenge the Times avoids. It fails to relate Obama’s
war-making record to the entire course of American foreign policy over
the past quarter century. Even before Obama entered office in 2009, the
United States had been at war on an almost continuous basis since the first
US-Iraq War of 1990–91.
   The pretext for the Gulf War was Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait in
August 1990. But the violent US reaction to Iraqi President Saddam
Hussein’s dispute with the emir of Kuwait was determined by broader
global conditions and considerations. The historical context of the US
military operation was the imminent dissolution of the Soviet Union,
which was finally carried out in December 1991. The first President Bush
declared the beginning of a “New World Order.” [3] What Bush meant by
this phrase was that the United States was now free to restructure the
world in the interests of the American capitalist class, unencumbered by
either the reality of the countervailing military power of the Soviet Union
or the specter of socialist revolution. The dissolution of the USSR, hailed
by Francis Fukuyama as the “End of History,” signified for the strategists
of American imperialism the end of military restraint.
   It is one of the great ironies of history that the definitive emergence of
the United States as the dominant imperialist power, amid the catastrophe
of World War I, coincided with the outbreak of the 1917 Russian
Revolution, which culminated in the establishment of the first socialist
workers state in history, under the leadership of the Bolshevik Party. On
April 3, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson delivered his war message to
the US Congress and led the United States into the global imperialist
conflict. Two weeks later, V.I. Lenin returned to Russia, which was in the
throes of revolution, and reoriented the Bolshevik Party toward the fight
to overthrow the bourgeois Provisional Government.
   Lenin and his principal political ally, Leon Trotsky, insisted that the
struggle for socialism was indissolubly linked to the struggle against war.
As the historian R. Craig Nation has argued:

   For Lenin there was no doubt that the revolution was the result of a
crisis of imperialism and that the dilemmas which it posed could
only be resolved on the international level. The campaign for
proletarian hegemony in Russia, the fight against the war, and the
international struggle against imperialism were now one and the
same. [4]

   Just as the United States was striving to establish its position as the
arbiter of the world’s destiny, it faced a challenge, in the form of the
Bolshevik Revolution, not only to the authority of American imperialism,
but also to the economic, political, and even moral legitimacy of the entire
capitalist world order. “The rhetoric and actions of the Bolsheviks,”
historian Melvyn P. Leffler has written, “ignited fear, revulsion and
uncertainty in Washington.” [5]
   Another perceptive historian of US foreign policy explained:

   The great majority of American leaders were so deeply concerned
with the Bolshevik Revolution because they were so uneasy about
what President Wilson called the “general feeling of revolt” against
the existing order, and about the increasing intensity of that
dissatisfaction. The Bolshevik Revolution became in their minds the
symbol of all the revolutions that grew out of that discontent. And
that is perhaps the crucial insight into the tragedy of American
diplomacy. [6]

   In a desperate effort to destroy the new revolutionary regime, Wilson
sent an expeditionary force to Russia in 1918, in support of
counterrevolutionary forces in the brutal civil war. The intervention was
an ignominious failure.
   It was not until 1933 that the United States finally granted diplomatic
recognition to the Soviet Union. The diplomatic rapprochement was
facilitated in part by the fact that the Soviet regime, now under Stalin’s
bureaucratic dictatorship, was in the process of repudiating the
revolutionary internationalism that had inspired the Bolsheviks in 1917. It
was abandoning the perspective of world revolution in favor of alliances
with imperialist states on the basis of “collective security.” Unable to
secure such an alliance with Britain and France, Stalin signed the
notorious Non-Aggression Pact with Hitler in August 1939. Following
Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, and the entry of the
United States into World War II in December 1941, the exigencies of the
struggle against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan required that the
administration of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt forge a military
alliance with the Soviet Union. But once Germany and Japan were
defeated, relations between the United States and the Soviet Union rapidly
deteriorated. The Truman administration, opposing the extension of
Soviet influence into Eastern Europe, and frightened by the growth of
Communist parties in Western Europe, launched the Marshall Plan in
1948 and triggered the onset of the Cold War.
   The Kremlin regime pursued nationalistic policies, based on the
Stalinist program of “socialism in one country,” and betrayed working
class and anti-imperialist movements all over the world. But the very
existence of a regime that arose out of a socialist revolution had a
politically radicalizing impact throughout the world. William Appleman
Williams was certainly correct in his view that “American leaders were
for many, many years more afraid of the implicit and indirect challenge of
the revolution than they were of the actual power of the Soviet Union.” [7
]
   In the decades that followed World War II, the United States was unable
to ignore the existence of the Soviet Union. To the extent that the Soviet
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Union and the People’s Republic of China, which was established in
1949, provided limited political and material support to anti-imperialist
movements in the “Third World,” they denied the US ruling class a free
hand in the pursuit of its own interests. These limitations were
demonstrated—to cite the most notable examples—by the US defeats in
Korea and Vietnam, the compromise settlement of the Cuban missile
crisis, and the acceptance of Soviet domination of the Baltic region and
Eastern Europe.
   The existence of the Soviet Union and an anticapitalist regime in China
deprived the United States of the possibility of unrestricted access to and
exploitation of the human labor, raw materials, and potential markets of a
large portion of the globe, especially the Eurasian land mass. It compelled
the United States to compromise, to a greater degree than it would have
preferred, in negotiations over economic and strategic issues with its
major allies in Europe and Asia, as well as with smaller countries that
exploited the tactical opportunities provided by the US-Soviet Cold War.
   The dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991, combined with
the restoration of capitalism in China following the Tiananmen Square
massacre of June 1989, was seen by the American ruling class as an
opportunity to repudiate the compromises of the post-World War II era,
and to carry out a restructuring of global geopolitics, with the aim of
establishing the hegemony of the United States.
   There was no small element of self-delusion in the grandiose American
response to the breakup of the Soviet Union. The bombastic claims that
the United States had won the Cold War were based far more on myth
than reality. In fact, the sudden dissolution of the Soviet Union took the
entire Washington foreign policy establishment by surprise. In February
1987, the Council on Foreign Relations published an assessment of
US-Soviet relations, authored by two of its most eminent Sovietologists,
Strobe Talbott and Michael Mandelbaum. Analyzing the discussions
between Reagan and Gorbachev at meetings in Geneva and Reykjavik in
1986, the two experts concluded:

   No matter how Gorbachev comes to define perestroika in practice
and no matter how he modifies the official definition of security, the
Soviet Union will resist pressure for change, whether it comes from
without or within, from the top or the bottom. The fundamental
conditions of Soviet-American relations are therefore likely to
persist. This, in turn, means that the ritual of Soviet-American
summitry is likely to have a long run. . . . [8]

   The “long run,” Talbott and Mandelbaum predicted, would continue not
only during the reign of “Gorbachev’s successor,” but also his
“successor’s successor.” No substantial changes in relations between the
United States and the Soviet Union were to be expected. The two prophets
from the Council on Foreign Relations concluded:

   Whoever they are, and whatever changes have occurred in the
meantime, the American and Soviet leaders of the next century will
be wrestling with the same great issue—how to manage their rivalry
so as to avoid nuclear catastrophe—that has engaged the energies, in
the latter half of the 1980s, of Ronald Reagan and Mikhail
Gorbachev. [9]

   In contrast to the Washington experts, who foresaw nothing, the
International Committee recognized that the Gorbachev regime marked a
climactic stage in the crisis of Stalinism. “The crisis of Gorbachev,” it
declared in a statement dated March 23, 1987, “has emerged as every

section of world Stalinism confronts economic convulsions and upheavals
by the masses. In every case—from Beijing to Belgrade—the response of
the Stalinist bureaucrats has been to turn ever more openly toward
capitalist restorationism.” [10]
   The Cold War victory narrative encouraged, within the ruling elite, a
disastrous overestimation of the power and potential of American
capitalism. The drive for hegemony assumed the ability of the US to
contain the economic and political centrifugal forces unleashed by the
operation of global capitalism. Even at the height of its power, such an
immense project was well beyond the capacities of the United States. But
amid the euphoria generated by the end of the Soviet Union, the ruling
class chose to ignore the deep-rooted and protracted crisis of American
society. An objective observer, examining the conditions of both the
United States and the Soviet Union between 1960 and 1990, might well
have wondered which regime was in greater crisis. During the three
decades that preceded the dissolution of the USSR, the United States
exhibited high levels of political, social, and economic instability.
   Consider the fate of the presidential administrations in power during
those three decades: (1) The Kennedy administration ended tragically in
November 1963 with a political assassination, in the midst of escalating
social tensions and international crises; (2) Lyndon B. Johnson,
Kennedy’s successor, was unable to seek reelection in 1968, as a result of
urban riots and mass opposition to the US invasion of Vietnam; (3)
Richard Nixon was compelled to resign from office in August 1974, after
the House of Representatives’ Judiciary Committee voted for his
impeachment on charges related to his criminal subversion of the
Constitution; (4) Gerald Ford, who became president upon Nixon’s
resignation, was defeated in the November 1976 election amid popular
revulsion over Nixon’s crimes and the US military debacle in Vietnam;
(5) Jimmy Carter’s one term in office was dominated by an inflationary
crisis that sent the federal prime interest rate to 20 percent, a bitter three
month national coal miners strike, and the aftershocks generated by the
Iranian Revolution; and (6) Ronald Reagan’s years in office, despite all
the ballyhoo about “morning in America,” was characterized by
recession, bitter social tension, and a series of foreign policy disasters in
the Middle East and Central America. The exposure of an illegal scheme
to finance paramilitary operations in Nicaragua (the Iran-Contra crisis)
brought Reagan to the very brink of impeachment. His administration was
saved by the leadership of the Democratic Party, which had no desire to
remove from office a president who was politically weakened and already
exhibiting signs of dementia.
   The one persistent factor that confronted all these administrations, from
Kennedy to Reagan, was the erosion in the global economic position of
the United States. The unquestioned dominance of American finance and
industry at the end of World War II provided the economic underpinnings
of the Bretton Woods system of dollar-gold convertibility that formed the
basis of global capitalist growth and stability. By the late 1950s, the
system was coming under increasing strain. It was during the Kennedy
administration that unfavorable tendencies in the US balance of trade first
began to arouse significant concern. On August 15, 1971, Nixon suddenly
ended the Bretton Woods system of fixed international exchange rates,
pegged to a US dollar convertible at the rate of $35 per ounce of gold.
During the 1970s and 1980s, the decline in the exchange rate of the dollar
mirrored the deterioration of the American economy.
   The belligerent response of the United States to the 1991 dissolution of
the Soviet Union reflected the weakness, not the strength, of American
capitalism. The overwhelming support within the ruling elite for a highly
aggressive foreign policy arose from the delusion that the United States
could reverse the protracted erosion of its global economic position
through the deployment of its immense military power.
   The Defense Planning Guidance, drafted by the Department of Defense
in February 1992, unambiguously asserted the hegemonic ambitions of
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US imperialism:

   There are other potential nations or coalitions that could, in the
further future, develop strategic aims and a defense posture of
region-wide or global domination. Our strategy must now refocus on
precluding the emergence of any potential future global competitor. [
11]

   The 1990s saw a persistent use of US military power, most notably in
the first Gulf War, followed by its campaign to break up Yugoslavia. The
brutal restructuring of the Balkan states, which provoked a fratricidal civil
war, culminated in the US-led 1999 bombing campaign to compel Serbia
to accept the secession of the province of Kosovo. Other major military
operations during that decade included the intervention in Somalia, which
ended in disaster, the military occupation of Haiti, the bombing of Sudan
and Afghanistan, and repeated bombing attacks on Iraq.
   The events of September 11, 2001 provided the opportunity to launch
the “War on Terror,” a propaganda slogan that provided an all-purpose
justification for military operations throughout the Middle East, Central
Asia and, with increasing frequency, Africa. They furnished the Bush
administration with a pretext to institutionalize war as a legitimate and
normal instrument of American foreign policy.
   The administration of the second President Bush ordered the invasion of
Afghanistan in the autumn of 2001. In speeches that followed 9/11, Bush
used the phrase “wars of the twenty-first century.” In this case, the
normally inarticulate president spoke with precision. The “War on
Terror” was, from the beginning, conceived as an unending series of
military operations all over the globe. One war would necessarily lead to
another. Afghanistan proved to be a dress rehearsal for the invasion of
Iraq.
   The military strategy of the United States was revised in line with the
new doctrine of “preventive warfare,” adopted by the US in 2002. This
doctrine, which violated existing international law, decreed that the
United States could attack any country in the world judged to pose a
potential threat—not only of a military, but also of an economic
character—to American interests.
   In a verbal sleight of hand, the Bush administration justified the
invasion of Iraq as a preemptive war, undertaken in response to the
imminent threat posed by the country’s “weapons of mass destruction” to
the national security of the United States. Of course, the threat was as
non-existent as were Saddam Hussein’s WMDs. In any event, the Bush
administration rendered the distinction between preemptive and
preventive war meaningless, by asserting the right of the United States to
attack any country, regardless of the existence or non-existence of an
imminent threat to American national security. Whatever the terminology
employed for propaganda purposes by American presidents, the United
States adheres to the illegal doctrine of preventive war.
   The scope of military operations continuously widened. New wars were
started while the old ones continued. The cynical invocation of human
rights was used to wage war against Libya and overthrow the regime of
Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. The same hypocritical pretext was employed
to organize a proxy war in Syria. The consequences of these crimes, in
terms of human lives and suffering, are incalculable.
   The last quarter century of US-instigated wars must be studied as a
chain of interconnected events. The strategic logic of the US drive for
global hegemony extends beyond the neocolonial operations in the
Middle East and Africa. The ongoing regional wars are component
elements of the rapidly escalating confrontation of the United States with
Russia and China.
   It is through the prism of America’s efforts to assert control of the

strategically critical Eurasian landmass, that the essential significance of
the events of 1990–91 is being revealed. But this latest stage in the
ongoing struggle for world hegemony, which lies at the heart of the
conflict with Russia and China, is bringing to the forefront latent and
potentially explosive tensions between the United States and its
present-day imperialist allies, including—to name the most significant
potential adversary—Germany. The two world wars of the twentieth
century were not the product of misunderstandings. The past is prologue.
As the International Committee foresaw in 1990–91, the American bid for
global hegemony has rekindled interimperialist rivalries simmering
beneath the surface of world politics. Within Europe, dissatisfaction with
the US role as the final arbiter of world affairs is being openly voiced. In
a provocative essay, published in Foreign Affairs, the journal of the
authoritative US Council on Foreign Relations, German Foreign Minister
Frank-Walter Steinmeier has bluntly challenged Washington’s
presumption of US global dominance:

   As the United States reeled from the effects of the Iraq war and the
EU struggled through a series of crises, Germany held its ground. . . .
   Today both the United States and Europe are struggling to provide
global leadership. The 2003 invasion of Iraq damaged the United
States’ standing in the world. After the ouster of Saddam Hussein,
sectarian violence ripped Iraq apart, and U.S. power in the region
began to weaken. Not only did the George W. Bush administration
fail to reorder the region through force, but the political, economic,
and soft-power costs of this adventure undermined the United
States’ overall position. The illusion of a unipolar world faded. [12]

   In a rebuke to the United States, Steinmeier writes: “Our historical
experience has destroyed any belief in national exceptionalism—for any
nation.” [13]
   The journalists and academics, who work within the framework of the
official narrative of the defense of human rights and the “War on Terror,”
cannot explain the progression of conflicts, from the 1990–91 Gulf War,
to the current expansion of NATO eight hundred miles eastward, and the
American “pivot to Asia.” On a regular basis, the United States and its
allies stage war games in Eastern Europe, in close proximity to the
borders of Russia, and in strategically critical waters off the coast of
China. It is not difficult to conceive of a situation in which events—either
as a result of deliberate calculation or of reckless miscalculation—erupt
into a clash between nuclear-armed powers. In 2014, as the centenary of
World War I approached, a growing number of scholarly papers called
attention to the similarities between the conditions that precipitated the
disaster of August 1914 and present-day tensions.
   One parallel between today and 1914 is the growing sense among
political and military strategists that war between the United States and
China and/or Russia may be inevitable. As this fatalistic premise
increasingly informs the judgments and actions of the key decision
makers at the highest level of the state, it becomes a dynamic factor that
makes the actual outbreak of war more likely. A specialist in international
geopolitics has recently written:

   Once war is assumed to be unavoidable, the calculations of leaders
and militaries change. The question is no longer whether there will
or should be a war, but when the war can be fought most
advantageously. Even those neither eager for nor optimistic about
war may opt to fight when operating in the framework of
inevitability. [14]
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   Not since the end of World War II has there existed so great a danger of
world war. The danger is heightened by the fact that the level of popular
awareness of the threat remains very limited. What percentage of the
American population, one must ask, realizes that President Barack Obama
has formally committed the United States to go to war in defense of
Estonia, in the event of a conflict between the small Baltic country and
Russia? The media has politely refrained from asking the president to
state how many human beings would die in the event of a nuclear war
between the United States and either Russia or China, or both at the same
time.
   On the eve of World War II, Leon Trotsky warned that a catastrophe
threatened the entire culture of mankind. He was proven correct. Within
less than a decade, the Second World War claimed the lives of more than
fifty million people. The alarm must once again be sounded. The working
class and youth within the United States and throughout the world must
be told the truth.
   The progressive development of a globally integrated world economy is
incompatible with capitalism and the nation-state system. If war is to be
stopped and a global catastrophe averted, a new and powerful mass
international movement, based on a socialist program, and strategically
guided by the principles of revolutionary class struggle, must be built. In
opposition to imperialist geopolitics, in which national states fight
brutally for regional and global dominance, the International Committee
counterposes the strategy of world socialist revolution. As Trotsky
advised, we “follow not the war map but the map of the class struggle. . .
.” [15]
   In the weeks prior to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, there were mass
protests against the war policies of the United States and its allies.
Millions took to the streets. But after the war began, public opposition
virtually disappeared. The absence of popular protest did not signify
support for the war. Rather, it reflected the repudiation, by the old
middle-class protest movement, of its former Vietnam-era opposition to
imperialism.
   There are mounting signs of political radicalization among significant
sections of the working class and youth. It is only a matter of time before
this radicalization gives rise to conscious opposition to war. It is the aim
of this volume to impart to the new antiwar movement a revolutionary
socialist and internationalist perspective and program.
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