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To what degree is the present world order dependent on Anerican power and its uni que
qualities? Wiat would the future international order be if the US were no | onger
shaping it? Who could replace us? And is our power really declining? These are al
guesti ons asked by historian Robert Kagan in his 2012 book, The World America Made,
di scussed in our |ast colum.

We have not done it alone, of course. Broad historical forces (evolution of science
and technol ogy, availability of natural resources, |ong-term econom c trends,
popul ati on grow h) have certainly played roles. But sone specifically American
institutions have been essential: the great spread of denocracy, the prosperity, the
prol onged great power peace, and an extrenely attractive and influential culture
(popul ar culture, novies, dress, education) have created a gl obal culture.

We have been | ucky, having a geography that has protected us for a long tinme; we have
a political systemthat has ingenious roots, giving us an unusual stability; and we
have a popul ation that is nade of the nost talented and energetic immgrants who |eft
ot her countries lacking this benefit.

The alliances we made with countries with simlar values and econonmies to ours, felt
respected by how we treated them W even had the illusion at the begi nning of the
20t h century when President Teddy Roosevelt said that it was unthinkabl e that
denocraci es should ever go to war with each other, that this was so. Unfortunately,
twice in the rest of the century, two horrific world wars were fought.

| mredi ately after the end of World War |1, we entered another period of rising
conflict that canme close to being Wrld War 111. The western denocraci es defeated the
chal |l enges of the USSR, and it coll apsed---al nost beconi ng a new denocracy. Al npst.
We thought it was inevitable.

We were al so disillusioned when we backed denocratic revolutions in the Arab world
(and el sewhere) that such denobcracies could not undo ignorance, fundanmentali st
religion, and a long tradition of warlords. Such countries got dictatorships, not
partici patory governance.

Yet, this world that Anerica made and supported with arms, popular culture, and
i ncreased health and econonies, is still the norm and we continue to support it.
Anerica deserves this credit.

But what in Anerica made this happen? What in the rest of history nmust be considered
along with principles and trends, the sweep of history? The surprise here is the role
pl ayed by individual s

The good things we have today were not inevitable. Anmerica\222s geography and tal ented
i mm grant popul ati on have benefitted by the nbst unexpected genius of individuals,

the lucky advent of the right person at the right tine. Wthout that person, nothing
was i nevitable.

Looki ng back in history, who could have predicted a Julius Caesar whose brilliance
nade Rone the biggest and best run enpire of its time? Wthout the extraordinary
religious revolution of Jesus and adm nistrative brilliance of St. Paul, there would

never have been the world religion of Christianity.

VWho could have predicted that 18th century France woul d undertake to conquer the
Russi an Enpire? One man, Napol eon, did. And even though he lost (predictable), the
evol ution of European civilization was never the sane.

Ameri ca\ 222s historic direction could not be predicted either. It was shaped by CGeorge
Washi ngt on, Abraham Lincol n, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, none of whom i nevitable.
Wthout three men: Roosevelt, Churchill, and Harry Truman, we m ght have |ost to Naz
Germany or had a nuclear war with the Soviet Union. Qur success was not inevitable.

Evil individuals such as Hitler, Lenin, Stalin, Tojo, and a streamof totalitarian
villains slowed the evolution to denocracy. Because of America\222s unexpected heroes,
Nazi Germany and Fasci st Japan are now decent denocracies in partnership with us and
ot her denpbcr aci es.

If we have | earned one thing under the horrible gallop toward fascism by our forner



(and twice indicted) president, the formerly trusted norns of denobcratic governance
coul d have been destroyed. The only protection we have is law rule of law that can
make governance accountable. W are the beneficiaries of a lucky history and the
nystery of good individuals who appear when we need t hem nost.

We are nore |ucky than virtuous.
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