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Two features have deªned the post–Cold War international political land-
scape: unipolarity—and the United States’ concomitant hegemony—and glob-
alization. U.S. power has underpinned an ever-more connected world
characterized by dramatic increases in the ºow of goods, services, people, and
ideas across international borders. Today, however, it is widely perceived that
the international political system is in ºux and that the post–Cold War era of
American preeminence is winding down.

Over the next two decades, international politics will be shaped by whether
the international system remains unipolar or becomes multipolar. Can the
United States sustain its primacy, or will the emergence of new great powers
reorder the distribution of power in the international system? If U.S. power is
waning, will power transition dynamics result in security competitions and an
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increased possibility of war? In particular, what are the implications of China’s
rapid ascent to great power status? If the United States is unable to preserve
its hegemonic role, what will happen to the security and economic frame-
works that it took the lead in creating after the end of World War II and that
have provided the foundation for the international order ever since? In a
world no longer deªned by U.S. hegemony, what would become of globaliza-
tion and the open international economic system that the United States estab-
lished after World War II and expanded after the Cold War ended? The
publications reviewed in this essay all grapple with these questions.

America’s Long Unipolar Moment

Unipolarity has preoccupied American international relations scholars, policy-
makers, and foreign policy analysts since the Cold War ended and the “unipo-
lar moment” was proclaimed.1 Unipolarity has two aspects. On the one hand,
it describes the post-1991 international system in which U.S. military and eco-
nomic power has dwarfed that of all other states. Unipolarity also has a policy
dimension: since the Soviet Union’s downfall, the maintenance of the United
States’ preeminence in a unipolar system has been the overriding grand strate-
gic goal of every administration beginning with that of President George H.W.
Bush.2 Early indications are that Barack Obama’s administration—the key for-
eign policy positions of which are largely staffed by veterans of the Bill Clinton
administration—will be just as equally wedded to preserving U.S. hegemony.3

By removing the only real check on U.S. power and ambitions, the Soviet
Union’s demise presented the United States with the opportunity to use its ca-
pabilities to exert more control over the international political system, and it
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1. Charles Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs—America and the World, 1990,
special issue, Vol. 70, No. 1 (1990/91), pp. 25–33.
2. For example, the George H.W. Bush administration’s draft Defense Planning Guidance for ªscal
years 1994–99 stated that the United States “must maintain the mechanisms for deterring potential
competitors from even aspiring to a larger regional or global role.” “Excerpts from Pentagon’s
Plan: ‘Prevent the Re-emergence of a New Rival,’” New York Times, March 8, 1992; and Patrick E.
Tyler, “U.S. Strategy Plan Calls for Insuring No Rivals Develop,” New York Times, March 8, 1992.
The Clinton administration declared that the United States is “the world’s preeminent power.”
William J. Clinton, A National Security Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement (Washington, D.C.:
White House, February 1995). According to the George W. Bush administration, the aim of U.S.
grand strategy is to prevent any other power from “surpassing, or equaling, the power of the
United States.” George W. Bush, The National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Wash-
ington, D.C.: White House, September 2002), p. 30.
3. During her conªrmation hearings, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton said the Obama adminis-
tration’s overriding foreign policy aim will be to “strengthen America’s position of global leader-
ship.” Quoted in Daniel Dombey, “Clinton Aims for Pragmatic Diplomacy,” Financial Times,
January 14, 2009.



has taken full advantage to expand both its geopolitical and ideological reach.4

Successive rounds of NATO expansion have extended the alliance not only
into East Central Europe, but also into the territory of the former Soviet Union
itself. Moreover, challenging Moscow in its own backyard, the United States
has projected its power into Central Asia. It invaded Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in
2003 both to consolidate U.S. dominance in the Persian Gulf and to transform
the Middle East by promoting the spread of democracy. The United States has
declared that free-market democracy is the world’s only viable model for polit-
ical and economic development, having fostered an open, globalized interna-
tional economic system based on the “Washington consensus” and multilateral
institutions. The crucial question addressed by the publications reviewed
herein is whether the United States’ primacy is sustainable.

Is U.S. Hegemony Exceptional?

In retrospect, U.S. dominance of the unipolar world since the Soviet Union’s
collapse seems like a foregone conclusion. Yet, almost from that moment, there
has been a vigorous debate involving both the scholarly and policy communi-
ties about the following questions: How long can unipolarity last? Should U.S.
grand strategy seek to maintain unipolarity and American hegemony? Will
other states attempt to balance against the United States?5

Some neorealist scholars warned that unipolarity would boomerang against
the United States.6 They expected that unipolarity would be transitory. Draw-
ing on balance of power theory and defensive realism, these scholars noted
that in international politics there is an almost-ironclad rule that great powers
balance—internally or externally, or both—against aspiring hegemons. They
buttressed their forecasts by pointing to the historical record concerning the
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4. The United States acted as offensive realism predicts: its ambitions expanded as its relative
power increased. On offensive realism, see John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics
(New York: W.W. Norton, 2001); Christopher Layne, The Peace of Illusions: American Grand Strategy
from 1940 to the Present (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2006); Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth
to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1998); Eric J. Labs, “Beyond Victory: Offensive Realism the Expansion of War Aims,” Security
Studies, Vol. 6, No. 4 (Summer 1997), pp. 1–49; Christopher Layne, “The ‘Poster Child for Offensive
Realism’: America as a Global Hegemon,” Security Studies, Vol. 12, No. 2 (Winter 2002/03),
pp. 120–164; and Christopher Layne, “U.S. Hegemony and the Perpetuation of NATO,” Journal of
Strategic Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3 (September 2000), pp. 59–91.
5. For an overview of this debate, see Michael E. Brown, Owen R. Coté Jr., Sean M. Lynn-Jones,
and Steven E. Miller, eds., Primacy and Its Discontents: American Power and International Stability
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2009).
6. Christopher Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion: Why New Great Powers Will Rise,” International Se-
curity, Vol. 17, No. 4 (Spring 1993), pp. 5–51; and Kenneth N. Waltz, “The Emerging Structure of In-
ternational Politics,” International Security, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Fall 1993), pp. 44–79.



fates of past contenders for hegemony: the attempts to gain hegemony in
Europe by the Hapsburgs (under Charles V and Philip II), France (under Louis
XIV and Napoleon), and Germany (under Wilhelm II and Adolph Hitler) were
all defeated by the resistance of other great powers. The United States, they ar-
gued, would suffer the same fate by attempting to maintain its post–Cold War
hegemony. As events transpired, however, the fate of earlier hegemons has not
befallen the United States.7

Whether there has been balancing against U.S. hegemony since 1991 is an in-
tensely debated issue.8 It is beyond dispute, however, that the United States
still enjoys a commanding preponderance of power over its nearest rivals.
Drawing on neorealism, hegemonic stability theory, balance of threat theory,
and liberal international relations theory, a number of prominent American in-
ternational relations theorists have advanced several explanations of why U.S.
hegemony has endured for nearly two decades without any major challenges
and have suggested that the United States can prolong its primacy far into the
future. “Unipolar stability” realists have argued that the present unipolar dis-
tribution of capabilities in America’s favor is insurmountable and that other
states will not counterbalance because they receive important security and eco-
nomic beneªts from U.S. hegemony.9 Invoking balance of threat theory, other
realists claim that the United States has negated counterhegemonic balancing
by adopting accommodative policies that allay others’ fears of American dom-
inance.10 Liberal international relations theorists and balance of threat realists
assert that the United States has been successful because it is a “benevolent”
hegemon.11 Other states, they say, will acquiesce to U.S. hegemony if the
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7. For discussion of why balance of power neorealists got it wrong, see Christopher Layne, “The
Unipolar Illusion Revisited: The Coming End of the United States’ Unipolar Moment,” Interna-
tional Security, Vol. 31, No. 2 (Fall 2006), pp. 7–41.
8. See Robert A. Pape, “Soft Balancing against the United States,” International Security, Vol. 30,
No. 1 (Summer 2005), pp. 7–45; T.V. Paul, “Soft Balancing in the Age of U.S. Primacy,” International
Security, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Summer 2005), pp. 46–71; Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth,
“Hard Times for Soft Balancing,” International Security, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Summer 2005), pp. 72–108;
and Keir A. Lieber and Gerard Alexander, “Waiting for Balancing: Why the World Is Not Pushing
Back,” International Security, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Summer 2005), pp. 109–139.
9. See Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, World Out of Balance: International Relations
and the Challenge of U.S. Primacy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008); William C.
Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” International Security, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Summer
1999), pp. 5–41; William C. Wohlforth, “U.S. Strategy in a Unipolar World,” in G. John Ikenberry,
ed., America Unrivaled: The Future of the Balance of Power (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
2002), pp. 98–120; and Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “American Primacy in Per-
spective,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 81, No. 4 (July/August 2002), pp. 20–33.
10. See, for example, see Michael Mastanduno, “Preserving the Unipolar Moment: Realist The-
ories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold War,” International Security, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Spring
1997), pp. 49–88. The seminal work on balance of threat theory is Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of
Alliances (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987).
11. Ikenberry, America Unrivaled (especially the chapters by Ikenberry, “Democracy, Institutions,
and American Restraint”; Thomas Risse, “U.S. Power in a Liberal Security Community”; John M.



United States displays self-restraint by exercising its predominance multilater-
ally through international institutions.12 Moreover, the United States’ “soft
power”—the purportedly singular attractiveness of its political and economic
institutions, and its culture—draws other states into Washington’s orbit.

A World in Flux? Creeping Doubts about American Hegemony

Until the fall of 2007, most members of the American foreign policy establish-
ment still took for granted that U.S. primacy would last far into the future. In-
deed, U.S. foreign policy circles were still preoccupied with the “American
Empire” debate that intensiªed following the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001, and the U.S.-sponsored campaign to overthrow the Taliban in
Afghanistan.13 By late 2007, however, whispers of American decline, doubts
about the dollar’s long-term prospects as the international system’s reserve
currency, and murmurings about incipient multipolarity began to creep into
the foreign policy debate.14 As a result of the ªnancial and economic meltdown
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Owen IV, “Transnational Liberalism and American Primacy: or, Benignity Is in the Eye of the Be-
holder”; and Ikenberry, “Conclusion”); Joseph S. Nye Jr., Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of
American Power (New York: Basic Books, 1990); Joseph S. Nye Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in
World Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, 2004); Stephen M. Walt, Taming American Power: The Global
Response to U.S. Primacy (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005); and G. John Ikenberry, “Institutions, Stra-
tegic Restraint, and the Persistence of American Postwar Order,” International Security, Vol. 23,
No. 3 (Winter 1998/99), pp. 43–78. See also John M. Owen IV, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S.
Primacy,” International Security, Vol. 26, No. 3 (Winter 2001/02), pp. 117–152. Owen puts a distinc-
tive constructivist/group identity twist on the standard liberal argument, asserting that the causal
mechanism enabling U.S. primacy is that political elites in many other countries share America’s
liberal values. As he puts it, “Liberal elites the world over tend to perceive a relatively broad coin-
cidence of interest between their country and other liberal countries. They tend to interpret the
United States as benign and devote few state resources to counterbalancing it. In turn, the liberals
who govern the United States tend to treat other liberal countries relatively benignly” (p. 121).
Liberal elites, he argues, “identify with one another’s successes,” and therefore because “the
United States is the leading liberal country, its unprecedented power engenders in most non-
American liberals not fear but acquiescence (actual if not rhetorical)” (p. 151).
12. G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of International
Order after Major Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001); G. John Ikenberry, Liberal
Order and Imperial Ambition (Cambridge: Polity, 2006); Walt, Taming American Power; and G. John
Ikenberry, “Getting Hegemony Right,” National Interest, No. 63 (Spring 2001), pp. 17–24.
13. See, for example, Andrew Bacevich, American Empire: The Realities and Consequences of U.S. Di-
plomacy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002); Niall Ferguson, Colossus: The Rise and
Fall of the American Empire (New York: Penguin, 2005); Chalmers Johnson, Blowback: The Costs and
Consequences of American Empire (New York: Metropolitan, 2000); Christopher Layne and Bradley
A. Thayer, American Empire: A Debate (New York: Routledge, 2006); and Charles S. Maier, Among
Empires: American Ascendency and Its Predecessors (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
2006).
14. In December 2007, the Financial Times editorialized that because of the specter of future
inºation eroding its value, “the primacy of the dollar is no longer to be taken for granted.” “It’s a
Multi-Currency World We Live In,” Financial Times, December 26, 2007. See also Daniel Dombey,
“America Faces a Diplomatic Penalty as the Dollar Dwindles,” Financial Times, December 27, 2007;
and “Losing Faith in the Greenback—The Falling Dollar,” Economist, December 1, 2007. With re-
spect to the end of unipolarity, in December 2007 Secretary of Defense Robert Gates declared, “We



that hit with full force in the fall of 2008—plunging the U.S. and global econo-
mies into the worst downturn since the Great Depression—these sotto voce
doubts have given way to open speculation that the era of U.S. hegemony is
waning. The ªve works reviewed here examine whether the United States can
maintain its dominant position in a unipolar world, as well as the potential im-
plications for international politics if it cannot.

The Transformation of International Politics

For an overview of trends that could affect international politics over the next
two decades, a good starting point is the National Intelligence Council’s
(NIC’s) Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World.15 Global Trends 2025 is not light
reading, but it is signiªcantly more insightful and intellectually courageous
than typical government reports. Its key geopolitical conclusion is that the
U.S.-dominated unipolar world will give way to multipolarity during the next
two decades spurred by two causal mechanisms: the emergence of new great
powers (and potentially important regional powers); and economic, ªnancial,
and domestic political constraints that may erode U.S. capabilities.

China, India, and possibly Russia are emerging great powers.16 As Global
Trends 2025 points out, the rise of China and India to great power status will re-
store each to “the positions they held two centuries ago when China produced
approximately 30 percent and India 15 percent of the world’s wealth” (p. 7).
Their ascent is being propelled by “the global shift in relative wealth and
economic power” from North America and the Euro-Atlantic world to Asia—
a shift “without precedent in modern history” (ibid.). By 2025, China ªgures to
have the world’s second-largest economy (measured by gross domestic prod-
uct [GDP]) and will be a ªrst-rank military power (p. 30). India, buoyed by its
strong economic growth rate, will “strive for a multipolar system with New
Delhi as one of the poles” (ibid.). Although both states could encounter speed
bumps that might slow—or even derail—their ascents to great power status,
the NIC believes that the “chances are good that China and India will continue
to rise” (p. 29).17
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are in a multipolar world now.” Quoted in Jim Hoagland, “A Gates-Style Thaw,” Washington Post,
December 16, 2007. On multipolarity, see also Fred Kaplan, “Downsizing Our Dominance,” Los
Angeles Times, February 3, 2008.
15. National Intelligence Council (NIC), Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Ofªce, November, 2008).
16. In addition to the rising great powers, states such as Iran and Turkey could emerge as impor-
tant regional actors. These are part of what Parag Khanna calls the “second world.” Khanna, The
Second World: Empires and Inºuence in the New Global Order (New York: Random House, 2008).
17. For China, potential hurdles to great power emergence include environmental degradation,



Because of uncertainties about economics, energy prices, domestic gover-
nance issues, and especially demography, Russia’s great power trajectory is
more problematic than China’s or India’s (pp. 31–32).18 Between 2009 and
2025, Russia’s population is forecast to drop from 141 million to below 130 mil-
lion, affecting the availability of manpower for both the military and the labor
pools (pp. 23–24, 30). If Russia overcomes its demographic challenge and con-
tinues its revival as a great power, however, the NIC believes it “will be a lead-
ing force in opposition to U.S. global dominance” (p. 32). Because its great
power status is closely tied to its ability to control both the energy resources
and pipelines of Central Asia and the Caucasus, Russia will also seek to rees-
tablish its sphere of inºuence in the “near abroad” (pp. 32, 82).

According to the NIC, in addition to relative decline, the United States will
confront other constraints on its international role. U.S. military supremacy
will no longer be as dominant as it has been since the Cold War’s end (p. 93).
The United States’ soft power may diminish as its liberal model of political
and economic development is challenged by authoritarian/statist alternatives
(pp. 3, 8–9, 13–14). At home, economic and political constraints may under-
mine U.S. hegemony.

Global Trends 2025 was published just before the full scope of the global
ªnancial and economic crisis became apparent. Nevertheless, the NIC did
have an inkling of the meltdown’s potential long-term implications for U.S.
power. In particular, Global Trends predicts that over the next two decades,
the dollar’s role as the international economy’s preeminent reserve currency
will erode. Although at the time this issue went to press, the dollar remained
strong and will continue to be the reserve currency for some time to come,
China’s spring 2009 call to replace the dollar with a new reserve currency sig-
nals that the NIC’s long-term worries may be justiªed.19
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corruption, an inadequate social safety net, and growing income disparities (especially between
the rural interior and the prosperous coastal regions). NIC, Global Trends 2025, pp. 29–30. Also, if
China’s growth does not rebound quickly from the global economic downturn, massive unem-
ployment could threaten domestic social and political stability. For India, impediments to great
power status could include both economic factors (inadequate infrastructure and shortages of
skilled labor) and political factors (domestic political fragmentation and regional and ethnic insur-
gencies). Ibid., pp. 30–31.
18. As the NIC points out, Russia could be a geopolitical winner from global climate change. At
the same time, however, although “demography is not destiny,” the NIC notes that Russia faces
demographic challenges, including an underpopulated Siberia, a rising percentage of Muslims in
its population, and a sharp contraction in population (ibid., pp. 31–32, 52). Nevertheless, notwith-
standing projected demographic decline, in 2025 Russia still will be the most populous state in
Europe.
19. David Barboza, “China Urges New Money Reserve to Replace the Dollar,” New York Times,
March 23, 2009; Jamil Anderlini, “China Wants to Oust Dollar as International Reserve Currency,”
Financial Times, March 24, 2009; and Andrew Batson, “China Takes Aim at Dollar,” Wall Street Jour-



As the NIC observes, the ªnancial privileges conferred on the United States
by the dollar’s unchallenged reserve currency status have underpinned the
preeminent role of the United States in international politics since the end of
World War II. Thus, “the dollar’s decline may force the United States into
difªcult tradeoffs between achieving ambitious foreign policy goals and the
high domestic costs of supporting those objectives” (pp. 12, 94, 97). Moreover,
the growing dependence of the United States on foreign capital inºows “may
curtail U.S. freedom of action in unanticipated ways” (p. 97). The NIC con-
cludes that America’s “interest and willingness to play a leadership role may
be more constrained as the economic, military, and opportunity costs of being
the world’s leader are reassessed by American voters” (p. 93). Ultimately, al-
though the United States will probably be primus inter pares in a multipolar
international system twenty years from now, it will have less power—and for-
eign policy options—than it has been accustomed to having since 1945 (ibid.).

What will multipolarity mean? The NIC’s answer is equivocal. Although it
predicts that, along with Europe, new great powers will oppose a continuation
of a U.S.-dominated unipolar system, Global Trends 2025 does not anticipate
that the emerging great powers will seek to radically alter the international
system as Germany and Japan did in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
(p. 84).20 Still, there are factors that could lead to a more fraught international
environment, including: the declining credibility of U.S. extended deterrence
security guarantees, which could fuel new regional arms races (p. 97); compe-
tition for control of natural resources—especially energy—which could drive
great power competitions (pp. 63–66)21; and fallout from the ªnancial and eco-
nomic crisis, which could cause the international economic system to become
more mercantilist (pp. 93–94). Finally, in a multipolar world, established inter-
national institutions may not be able to deal with the challenges posed by eco-
nomic and ªnancial turmoil, energy scarcity, and global climate change. In
such a world, a nonhegemonic United States will lack the capability to revital-
ize them (p. 81). Although no one can be certain how events will unfold in
coming decades, Global Trends 2025 makes a strong argument that a multipolar
world will be fundamentally different than the post–Cold War era of U.S.
preeminence.
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nal, March 24, 2009. China’s proposals are attributable partly to its fear that the value of its huge
dollar holdings is undermined by the United States’ bleak long-term ªscal prospects. Michael
Wines, Keith Bradsher, and Mark Landler, “China’s Leader Says He Is ‘Worried’ over U.S. Trea-
suries,” New York Times, March 13, 2009.
20. As the NIC states, “We anticipate that arms races, territorial expansion, and military rivalries
that characterized the late 19th-century multipolarity will be less signiªcant in the emerging one,
but we cannot rule out such possibilities.” NIC, Global Trends 2025, p. 82.
21. The risk of great power competition to control energy resources is especially great in Central
Asia. Ibid.



Asia Up—The United States Down

In The Post-American World, Fareed Zakaria argues that both China and India
are rising great powers and are destined to emerge as the number two and
three economies in the world during the next several decades (p. 21). But, in an
odd formulation, he says that his book is “not about the decline of America but
rather about the rise of everyone else” (p. 1).22 Indeed, Zakaria’s view of the
United States’ power trajectory is remarkably sanguine. Instead of mounting
traditional geopolitical challenges, he argues, China and India are focusing on
soft power challenges to U.S. primacy. Thus, China has adopted an “asymmet-
ric” strategy comprising skillful diplomacy and economic statecraft, and high-
lighting its own model of political and economic development, to make itself
“an attractive partner, especially in a world in which the United States is seen
as an overbearing hegemon” (p. 127).23

Although his book’s title is provocative, Zakaria engages in the literary
equivalent of bait and switch, because he concludes that U.S. relative power, in
fact, is not declining signiªcantly. Although paying lip service to the notion
that the post-1991 unipolar order is waning, Zakaria maintains that the United
States can retain most of its international political dominance. Such decline as
the United States is experiencing, he says, is economic—not geopolitical—and
shallow, not steep (pp. 42–45).24 Zakaria argues, moreover, that the problems
besetting the U.S. economy—overconsumption, low savings, current account
and budget deªcits, and reliance on foreign creditors—could be ªxed except
that a dysfunctional U.S. political system is incapable of undertaking needed
reforms (pp. 210–214).

When Zakaria looks at U.S. “decline,” he sees a glass still nearly full rather
than one half-empty and leaking. The world, he says, is moving America’s
way with respect to modernization, globalization, human rights, and democ-
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22. Given that students of great power politics are concerned with the relative power positions of
rival states, it is perplexing that Zakaria—author of a widely praised scholarly book about the
United States’ rise to great power status—suggests that other states can rise without a correspond-
ing decline in U.S. relative power.
23. Sometimes described as the “Beijing Consensus,” China’s socioeconomic model emphasizes
state-directed, top-down economic development and subordinates political liberalization to eco-
nomic reforms that stimulate growth and modernization. The term was coined in Joshua Cooper
Ramo, The Beijing Consensus (London: Foreign Policy Center, 2004).
24. As Zakaria argues, “The United States does face larger, deeper, and broader challenges than it
has ever faced in its history, and the rise of the rest does mean that it will lose some share of global
GDP. But the process will look nothing like Britain’s slide in the twentieth century, when the coun-
try lost the lead in innovation, energy, and entrepreneurship. America will remain a vital, vibrant
economy, at the forefront of the next revolutions in science technology, and industry—as long as it
can embrace and adjust to the challenges confronting it.” Fareed Zakaria, The Post-American World
(New York: W.W. Norton, 2008), p. 182. In fairness, Zakaria completed his book before the magni-
tude of the current global economic and ªnancial crisis was fully apparent.



racy (p. 218). The United States has the opportunity to “remain the pivotal
player in a richer, more dynamic, more exciting world” (p. 219). All it must do
is to renounce the unilateralism and blunderbuss diplomacy that characterized
the George W. Bush administration, and revert to its tradition of working
through multilateral institutions and relying on diplomacy and persuasion.
Zakaria argues that the United States can remain at the center of the interna-
tional system for a long time to come because there is “still a strong market for
American power, for both geopolitical and economic reasons. But even more
centrally, there remains a strong ideological demand for it” (p. 234). The
United States can remain the pivot of international politics by assuaging the
need of rising powers for validation of their status; avoiding the imposition of
its preferences on the rest of the world; and engaging in “consultation, cooper-
ation, and even compromise” (p. 233).25 For the United States, Zakaria argues,
the way to retain preeminence in the emerging international system is through
soft power, not hard power.

Kishore Mahbubani’s The New Asian Hemisphere: The Inevitable Shift of Global
Power to the East shares a common starting point with Zakaria’s Post-American
World: international politics is being transformed by the dramatic shift in
power from the United States (and Europe) to East Asia—especially China and
India. From here, however, Mahbubani goes in a different direction. He cele-
brates Asia’s rise and condemns the West for being trapped in the past, unable
to accept that the age of Western global dominance is drawing to a close
(pp. 1–4, 9).26 Given Mahbubani’s reputation as a cheerleader for “Asian val-
ues,” it is unsurprising that The New Asian Hemisphere delivers a series of
roundhouse blows against the West, including its political and economic dom-
inance and—interestingly—its claim to a monopoly on soft power.

As Mahbubani sees it, the West should welcome Asia’s rise because Asia
represents a culture of peace (pp. 78–79). In particular, he asserts, China truly
is committed to a “peaceful rise” (pp. 84, 173). In contrast to Zakaria,
Mahbubani believes that Asia’s soft power has far more appeal than that of the
United States because Asia enjoys more “true freedom” than the West. Ar-
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25. Zakaria acknowledges that his work on foreign policy prescriptions build on that of Ikenberry,
Josef Joffe, Nye, and Wohlforth. He speciªcally cites G. John Ikenberry, “The Rise of China and the
Future of the West,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 1 (January/February 2008), pp. 23–37; Josef Joffe,
“How America Does It,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 76, No. 5 (September/October 1997), pp. 13–27; and
Wohlforth, “Stability of a Unipolar World.” Zakaria, Post-American World, pp. 232–235, 241.
26. As Kishore Mahbubani says, “The past twenty years have probably seen some of the greatest
changes in world history. The biggest shift is that the 88 percent of the world’s populations who
live outside the West have stopped being the objects of world history and have become its sub-
jects. They have decided to take control of their own destinies and not have their destinies deter-
mined by Western-dominated global processes and institutions. They believe that the time has
come for the West to cease its continuing domination of the globe.” Mahbubani, The New Asian
Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of Global Power to the East (New York: PublicAffairs, 2008), p. 125.



guing that the West inappropriately deªnes freedom in absolute rather than
relative terms, he deªnes human freedom as including freedom from want,
freedom of security (i.e., the absence of political instability), freedom to choose
one’s employment, and freedom to think (pp. 133–140).27 Using China as an il-
lustration, Mahbubani argues that today’s Asians enjoy these freedoms in far
greater abundance than ever before in their history.28

Mahbubani’s bottom line is that Asia is a juggernaut that the West should
accommodate; otherwise it risks being steamrollered. “The time to restructure
the world order has come,” he writes, “We should do it now” (p. 235). Given
what he terms the “incompetence” of the United States and the European
Union (EU) as global leaders, the West should start by democratizing global
governance to accommodate Asia’s increased clout (pp. 235–237).29 Interna-
tional institutions—the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and
the World Bank—should be revamped to reºect the emerging distribution of
power in Asia’s favor. “The West knows,” Mahbubani claims, “that the
amount of political and economic space it occupies in the world is shrinking.
The logical consequence is that the Western domination of several global insti-
tutions will have to diminish—not a prospect that many Western countries
will relish” (p. 242). Mahbubani, however, clearly relishes the West’s decline.
Global leadership, he says, historically is provided by emerging powers—
today, China—and the West had better adjust to this transition (pp. 237–238).
Perhaps so. But whether the West should welcome Asia’s rise, as Mahbubani
urges, is an open question.

A Clash of Empires?

Parag Khanna’s The Second World: Empires and Inºuence in the New Global Order
argues that international politics in the coming decades will be shaped by two
forces: (1) globalization and (2) the geopolitical competition among three
empires—the United States, the EU, and China—for global leadership and the
allegiance of the “second world.”30 The second world comprises states strad-
dling the ªrst-world/third-world divide and is located in the geographic
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27. Mahbubani believes that in Asia, China is beating the United States at the soft power game.
Ibid., pp. 229–234.
28. As Mahbubani states, although for the West the “idea that freedom can be relative and can in-
deed take many forms is alien,” for Asians, “if they compare their lives today with their lives a few
decades ago—they have achieved much greater freedom.” Ibid., p. 134.
29. Mahbubani argues that the “role and purpose” of the major multilateral international institu-
tions “has been distorted by the Western powers.” Ibid., p. 114. For his critique of Western compe-
tence in managing the international system, see chap. 5.
30. As Khanna sees the world, Russia, Japan, and India will be distinctly subordinate players in
the great game of geopolitics. The Second World, p. xvi.



spaces where geopolitics and globalization collide—such as Russia, Ukraine,
Southeast Asia, North Africa, the Middle East, the Balkans, and Central Asia.
In contrast to Zakaria’s (purportedly) post-American world, Khanna thinks
that the United States will need to adapt to a non-American world in which its
inºuence is challenged and contained by the EU and China.31 The rise of these
two entities renders international politics intensely competitive, because glob-
alization facilitates the intrusion of each of the three empires into the spheres
of inºuence of the others. Khanna declares, “Globalization was once thought
to be synonymous with Americanization; instead it drastically accelerates the
demise of Pax Americana” (p. xxiii).

The EU features importantly in Khanna’s story. Yet, the ultimate success of
the EU as an empire remains an open question because whether Brussels has
the institutional cohesion to maintain the thrust of expansion as it reaches into
ever-more unstable areas remains unclear (pp. 60–61). Although ambivalent
about the outcome of the EU’s imperial project, Khanna is bullish about
China’s rising empire. China poses a double strategic threat because it can
challenge the EU for control of the Eurasian heartland and the United States
for control of the Paciªc rimland.32 With a potent combination of economic and
soft power—and growing military muscle—China is becoming preeminent in
Asia. Indeed, throughout East and Southeast Asia, states are banking on the
likelihood that U.S. primacy will soon be eclipsed by a rising China (pp. 261,
300–306). China’s emergence as an imperial power center in East Asia is,
Khanna says, simply a matter of back to the future—China is regaining its his-
toric Middle Kingdom status as the regional hegemon (p. 302).

Khanna paints a stark picture of an America in decline. The United States,
China, and the EU are locked in an increasingly ªerce competition for global
dominance and the allegiance of the second world—a competition that the
United States is unlikely to win (pp. 323–325). U.S. power, Khanna claims, is
on a downward arc due to imperial overstretch, domestic political malfunc-
tion, economic weakness, and diminishing soft power (pp. 326–334). “With
neither its hard power nor its soft power functioning effectively,” Khanna
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31. Khanna argues, “The world’s superpower map is being rebalanced—but without a single cen-
ter. By challenging America’s position in the global hierarchy and securing allies and loyalty
around the world, the EU and China have engineered a palpable shift toward three relatively
equal centers of inºuence: Washington, Brussels, and Beijing.” Ibid., p. xv.
32. Ibid., pp. 260–261. Khanna echoes the Mackinder versus Mahan debate about land power ver-
sus naval supremacy. See H.J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” Geographical Jour-
nal, Vol. 22, No. 4 (April 1904), pp. 421–437; A.T. Mahan, The Inºuence of Sea Power upon History,
1660–1783 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1939); Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery
(London: Ashªeld, 1983), pp. 177–204; and Nicholas J. Spykman, America’s Strategy in World Poli-
tics: The United States and the Balance of Power (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1942).



writes, “the United States is learning that history happens to everyone—even
Americans” (p. 323).

What does it all mean? Here, Khanna wafºes. On the one hand, if the United
States, China, and the EU establish geopolitical equilibrium, there could be
peace and stability (pp. 338–341). If they cannot, there are plenty of sparks that
could trigger armed conºict among them. As to which outcome will prevail,
Khanna says the “answer remains unknown” (p. 341).

America Uber Alles

The four works discussed above are linked by several common themes: the
distribution of global power is shifting from the United States and Europe
to Asia; China and India are rising powers, and the United States is a declining
one; the world is multipolar (or fast becoming so); and the United States’ abil-
ity to shape international politics is diminishing. In World Out of Balance:
International Relations and the Challenge of American Primacy, Stephen Brooks
and William Wohlforth vigorously contest these claims.

The—apparent—crux of the Brooks/Wohlforth argument is that the world
will remain unipolar for a long time.33 Consequently, there are no structural
constraints that impinge seriously on U.S. power.34 Although they attack mul-
tiple international relations theory perspectives, the authors’ main target—
somewhat ironically given that Wohlforth himself is a realist—is neorealist
balance of power theory. Contrary to neorealist predictions, they note, other
states have not formed a counterhegemonic coalition to balance U.S. unipolar
power, nor have other states engaged in internal balancing by undertaking
major military buildups aimed at countering U.S. military preponderance
(p. 23). Neorealist balance of power theory—which is about how states re-
spond to rising hegemons—is inapplicable to international systems dominated
by an extant hegemon (pp. 4, 7, 22–23). Indeed, where hegemony prevails, they
argue, neorealist balance of power theory is ºipped on its head: once a state at-
tains hegemony, “it has passed a threshold, and the effect of increasing power
is reversed: the stronger the leading state and the more entrenched its domi-
nance, the more unlikely and thus less constraining are counterbalancing dy-
namics” (pp. 23, 35).

Because it uniquely combines overwhelming economic and military power,
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33. As the authors state, “Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, no other power—not Japan,
China, India, or Russia, nor any European country, nor the EU—has increased its capabilities
sufªciently to transform itself into a pole.” Brooks and Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, p. 13.
34. For the authors’ deªnition of “structural constraints,” see ibid., pp. 13–15.



the United States enjoys unchallenged preeminence in the international system
(pp. 34–35). Its huge military edge over potential challengers dissuades others
from competing against it. Moreover, combined with collective-action prob-
lems, U.S. hard power advantages pose an insuperable barrier to states that
might want to engage in external balancing against the United States (pp. 35–
37). Also, Brooks and Wohlforth say, other states will not balance against the
United States because the “threat” posed by a hegemonic—but geographically
distant—United States pales in comparison to the regional security threats
that they confront in their own neighborhoods (pp. 39, 40–41). Brooks and
Wohlforth also argue that there is no structurally induced soft balancing
against the United States. Although other states may favor “multipolarity”
rhetorically, they simultaneously want to enjoy the beneªts of cooperation
with the United States and, hence, will not balance against it (pp. 62–63, 71).35

Additionally, because there are no systemic constraints on the exercise of its
power, the United States, Brooks and Wohlforth argue, has both the opportu-
nity and the incentive to use its hegemony to change the international system
by reshaping “international institutions, standards of legitimacy, and eco-
nomic globalization” (p. 209).36 In a unipolar world, the United States can
change the international system without fearing a counterhegemonic backlash
from other states (p. 216).37 Invoking E.H. Carr, they argue that the United
States should take advantage of the “twenty years’ opportunity” it now has to
reshape the international system to advance its security interests (p. 218).

Polarity, U.S. Power, and International Relations Theory

The ªve works reviewed here raise issues about the structure of the interna-
tional system in coming years, the role of the United States in world politics,
and the validity of contending theories of international politics. To some de-
gree, each of these works addresses three speciªc questions. First, during the
next several decades, will the international system change from unipolarity to
multipolarity or bipolarity? Second is U.S. power in decline, and, if so, why?
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35. As Brooks and Wohlforth describe it, theirs is an argument based on opportunity costs: “After
all, hemming in the United States is not the only motivation of other states. They seek economic
growth, local security, and other objectives that may be compromised by attempts to constrain the
United States, especially if they provoke retaliation.” Ibid., p. 63.
36. Here, as Brooks and Wohlforth acknowledge, they are building on Robert Gilpin, War and
Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). Ibid., p. 215.
37. As Brooks and Wohlforth state, “The unprecedented concentration of power resources in the
United States generally renders inoperative the constraining effects of the systemic properties long
central to research in international relations. Given the likely longevity of American primacy, this
general ªnding has important repercussions for thinking about international relations scholarship
and U.S. foreign policy.” Ibid., p. 3.



Third, if U.S. hegemony ends, what are the implications for globalization and
international economic openness?

the emerging structure of the international system
Unipolarity remains the focus of intense debate among international relations
scholars.38 As noted above, on this issue realists are split into three camps: the
unipolar stability school (of whom Brooks and Wohlforth are the chief exam-
ples);39 the balance of power realist school;40 and balance of threat real-
ists (who are closely allied with liberal institutionalists and soft power
proponents).41

unipolar stability? Superªcially, Brooks and Wohlforth make a strong
case for unipolar stability. But there is less to their argument than meets the
eye.42 Their case is based on a freeze-frame view of the distribution of capabili-
ties in the international system; they do not engage the argument that, like all
hegemonic systems, the American era of unipolarity contains the seeds of its
own demise. Hegemons sprint to the front of the great power pack because of
economic leadership based on productivity and technological innovation.
Over time, however, know-how, technology, and managerial skills diffuse
throughout the international economic system, which allows other states to
catch up. Similarly, leadership costs sap the hegemon’s power and push it into
decline.43 A key question is whether the early decades of the twenty-ªrst cen-
tury will witness the decline of U.S. hegemony. In this respect, the debate
about unipolar stability is misleading. After all, despite their claim at the be-
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38. See World Politics, special issue, Vol. 61, No. 1 (January 2009). Wohlforth argues for unipolar
stability. Wohlforth, “Unipolarity, Status Competition, and Great Power War,” pp. 28–57. Although
they approach the issue from different theoretical perspectives, both Martha Finnemore and
Stephen M. Walt argue that the United States should exercise self-restraint and bolster the legiti-
macy of its hegemony by acting multilaterally. See Finnemore, “Legitimacy, Hypocrisy, and the So-
cial Structure of Unipolarity: Why Being a Unipole Isn’t all Its Cracked Up to Be,” pp. 58–85; and
Walt, “Alliances in a Unipolar World,” pp. 86–120.
39. See Pape, “Soft Balancing against the United States”; Paul, “Soft Balancing in the Age of U.S.
Primacy”; Brooks and Wohlforth, “Hard Times for Soft Balancing”; and Lieber and Alexander,
“Waiting for Balancing.”
40. Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion”; and Waltz, “The Emerging Structure of International Politics.”
41. Walt, Taming American Power; and Walt, “Keeping the World Off Balance.”
42. Their argument is actually tautological: in a unipolar world, they say, the lopsided concentra-
tion of power in the unipole’s favor makes counterbalancing impossible. In other words, the world
will remain unipolar because it is unipolar. John Owen noted this ºaw several years ago. See
Owen, “Transnational Liberalism and U.S. Primacy,” p. 118 n. 3.
43. See Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Joshua Goldstein, Long Cycles: Prosperity and War
in the Modern Age (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1988); Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall
of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conºict from 1500 to 2000 (New York: Random
House, 1987); and George Modelski and William R. Thompson, Leading Sectors and World Politics:
The Coevolution of Global Economics and Politics (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
1996).



ginning of World Out of Balance that unipolarity is robust and that U.S. hegem-
ony will endure well into the future, Brooks and Wohlforth actually concede
that unipolarity is not likely to last more than another twenty years, which is
not very long at all.44 Not only is this a weak case for unipolarity; it is also an
implicit admission that—although it has yet to bear fruit—other states are en-
gaged in counterbalancing the United States, and this is spurring an ongoing
process of multipolarization.45

toward multipolarity? The ascent of new great powers would be the
strongest evidence of multipolarization, and the two most important indica-
tors of whether this is happening are relative growth rates and shares of world
GDP.46 Here, there is evidence that as the NIC, Khanna, Mahbubani, and, to a
point, Zakaria contend, global economic power is ºowing from the United
States and Europe to Asia.47 The shift of economic clout to East Asia is impor-
tant because it could propel China’s ascent—thus hastening the relative de-
cline of U.S. power—and also because emerging regional multipolarity could
trigger future major power war.

China, of course, is the poster child for Asia’s rise, and many analysts—
including the NIC, Khanna, and (implicitly) Mahbubani and Zakaria—agree
that China is the rising power most likely to challenge U.S. hegemony.48 Un-
surprisingly, Brooks and Wohlforth are skeptical about China’s rise, and they
dismiss the idea that China could become a viable counterweight to a hege-
monic United States within any meaningful time frame.49 Their analysis, how-
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44. Brooks and Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, pp. 17, 218. In a recent piece, Wohlforth and his
coauthors admit that “unipolarity will not last indeªnitely.” G. John Ikenberry, Michael
Mastanduno, and William C. Wohlforth, “Unipolarity, State Behavior, and Systemic Conse-
quences,” World Politics, Vol. 61, No. 1 (January 2009), p. 4. In light of this admission, Brooks and
Wohlforth’s failure to provide signposts that would enable scholars and policymakers to recognize
the key transition points from unipolarity to multipolarity is a glaring omission.
45. Brooks and Wohlforth conºate a systemic outcome (the lack of a balance of power in a unipo-
lar world) with unit-level behavior (ongoing balancing by states). See Layne, “The Unipolar Illu-
sion Revisited.”
46. Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; and Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers.
47. For overviews of this economic shift, and its possible geopolitical consequences, see Bill
Emmott, Rivals: How the Power Struggle between China, India, and Japan Will Shape Our Next Decade
(Orlando, Fla.: Harcourt, 2008); James Kynge, China Shakes the World: A Titan’s Rise and Troubled Fu-
ture—And the Challenge for America (New York: Houghton Mifºin, 2006); and William H. Overholt,
Asia, America, and the Transformation of Geopolitics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
48. Space constraints do not permit discussion of the great power prospects for India, Japan, Rus-
sia, and the EU. I focus on China because it is closest to becoming a new pole of power; there is in-
creasing speculation about whether China’s rise will lead to Sino-American conºict; and, in
contrast to the doubts about great power prospects of the others, there is widespread agreement
that China is close to becoming a peer competitor of the United States.
49. Brooks and Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, pp. 40–45. On China’s great power rise, see Robert
Ross and Zhu Feng, eds., China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and the Future of International Politics
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2008); David Michael Lampton, The Three Faces of Chinese
Power: Might, Money, and Minds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008); Bates Gill, Rising



ever, is static. For sure, the United States still has an impressive lead in the
categories they measure.50 Looking ahead, however, the trend lines appear to
favor China, which already has overtaken the United States as the world’s
leading manufacturer—a crown the United States wore for more than a cen-
tury.51 China also may overtake the United States in GDP in the next ten to ªf-
teen years. In 2003 Goldman Sachs predicted that China would pass the
United States in GDP by 2041, but in 2008 it revised the time frame to 2028.52

And, in early 2009, the Economist Intelligence Unit predicted that China’s
GDP would surpass the United States’ in 2021.53 Empirically, then, there are
indications that the unipolar era is drawing to a close, and that the coming de-
cades could witness a power transition.54

These trends, however, do not conclusively demonstrate that the interna-
tional system is becoming multipolar. Projections of future GDP alone do not
mean that states such as China (or India, Russia, Japan, or the EU) will become
new poles of power in the international system. International relations theory
still has not produced a uniªed theory of great power emergence, notwith-
standing that some scholars have made important contributions that enhance
understanding of this geopolitical phenomenon.55 We do know, however, that
great power emergence results from the complex interplay of structural con-
straints (concern for security) and unit-level decisions (rising states must de-
cide to convert their increasing wealth into hard power and geopolitical
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Star: China’s New Security Diplomacy (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2007); Avery
Goldstein, Rising to the Challenge: China’s Grand Strategy and International Security (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2005); Aaron L. Friedberg, “The Future of U.S.-China Relations: Is
Conºict Inevitable?” International Security, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Fall 2005), pp. 7–45; and Thomas J.
Christensen, “Fostering Stability or Creating a Monster? The Rise of China and U.S. Policy toward
East Asia,” International Security, Vol. 31, No. 1 (Summer 2006), pp. 81–126.
50. These include defense spending; defense spending as a percentage of total great power de-
fense expenditures; defense research and development spending; defense spending as a percent-
age of GDP; GDP; GDP per capita; and GDP as a percentage of great power GDP. See Brooks and
Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, pp. 27–35.
51. Geoff Dyer, “China Moves Up Economic League Table,” Financial Times, January 15, 2009; and
Peter Marsh, “China Reverting to Form as the World’s Workshop,” Financial Times, August 11,
2008.
52. See Dominic Wilson and Roopa Purushothaman, “Dreaming with BRICs: The Path to 2050,”
Goldman Sachs. Global Economics Paper, No. 99 (New York: Goldman Sachs, October 1, 2003),
pp. 3, 10. See Jim O’Neill, head of Global Economic Research, Goldman Sachs, video interview,
February 2008, http://www2.goldmansachs.com/ideas/brics/index.html.
53. Economist Intelligence Unit, “All Country Data Set,” April 20, 2009, http://store.eiu.com/
products.html.
54. On power transition theory, see A.F.K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1968); A.F.K. Organski and Jacek Kugler, The War Ledger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1980); and Jacek Kugler and Douglas Lemke, eds., Parity and War: Evaluations and Extensions of the
War Ledger (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996).
55. See Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers;
Zakaria, From Wealth to Power; and Layne, “The Unipolar Illusion.”



inºuence). Moreover, merely aspiring to great power status does not assure
success. Mobilizing and converting economic and social resources into mili-
tary power and diplomatic inºuence is not easy, and states often are plagued
by what David Baldwin called the “paradox of unrealized power.”56 Here, the
issue of state capacity—the effectiveness of the state’s administrative and po-
litical machinery, and quality of its leaders—comes to the forefront.57

Assessing the prospects for multipolarity or bipolarity is further compli-
cated because measuring state power is hard.58 Consider, for example, the
spectacularly wrong widespread belief in the 1970s and 1980s that Japan
would overtake the United States as the world’s dominant economic power
and possibly become a full-ºedged superpower.59 Proponents of this view
missed the important factors that ultimately held Japan back, including the
Japanese economic bubble; insufªcient state capacity and political corruption;
and adverse demographic trends.

The “rise of China” school could be wrong for similar reasons. Although
China experienced annual growth rates in the double digits from the mid-
1980s through 2006, this does not necessarily mean that it can sustain simi-
lar growth over the next two decades.60 Straight-line projections of present
growth rates into the future may be wrong. Moreover, the long-term effects of
the current global ªnancial and economic crisis are an important wild card,
and it is unclear how the relative growth rates of the United States and China
will be affected. Opinion is divided on the question of which country is more
likely to gain relative advantage.61 Finally, other factors—for example, domes-
tic political instability, environmental degradation, public health issues, and
demographic trends—could derail China’s ascent to great power status.62 If,

International Security 34:1 164

56. David A. Baldwin, “Power Analysis and World Politics: New Trends versus Old Tendencies,”
World Politics, Vol. 31, No. 2 (January 1979), pp. 163–164.
57. Zakaria, From Wealth to Power.
58. For approaches to measuring state power, see Ashley J. Tellis, Janice L. Bially, Christopher
Layne, and Melissa McPherson, Measuring National Power in the Post-Industrial Age (Santa Monica,
Calif.: RAND, 2000); and Gregory F. Treverton and Seth G. Jones, Measuring National Power (Santa
Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2005).
59. See Ezra F. Vogel, Japan as Number One: Lessons for America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1979); Herman Kahn, Emerging Japanese Superstate: Challenge and Response
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970); and Clyde V. Prestowitz Jr., Trading Places: How We
Are Giving Our Future to Japan and How to Reclaim It (New York: Basic Books, 1988).
60. Although its leaders insist that China’s economy will grow by at least 8 percent in 2009, inde-
pendent forecasts suggest a ªgure of about 6 percent.
61. For the view that the global economic and ªnancial crisis will work to China’s relative advan-
tage, see Roger C. Altman, “The Great Credit Crash, 2008: A Geopolitical Setback for the West,”
Foreign Affairs, Vol. 88, No. 1 (January/February 2009), pp. 2–14. As Altman says (p. 12), “Al-
though China, too, has been hurt by the crisis, its economic and ªnancial power have been
strengthened relative to those of the West. China’s global inºuence will thus increase, and Beijing
will be able to undertake initiatives to increase it further.”
62. For analysis of the factors that could side-track China, see Susan Shirk, China: Fragile Super-



however, China remains on track (as all the publications reviewed herein ex-
cept for World Out of Balance predict), it soon will be both a potent military and
economic force in the international system. In that event, based on what his-
tory and offensive realist theory tell us, we should expect to see an increas-
ingly wealthy China convert its economic strength into military muscle and to
seek hegemony in Asia.63

preservation of american hegemony with soft power. Like many U.S.
international relations scholars and foreign policy analysts, Zakaria believes
that by using its soft power the United States can preserve its “pivotal” status
in international politics.64 As the NIC and Mahbubani argue, however, soft
power may be signiªcantly less potent a force for bolstering U.S. preponder-
ance than Zakaria (and others believe). This is so for two reasons.

First, the global ªnancial and economic crisis has discredited one of the pil-
lars of U.S. soft power: American free-market capitalism and, more generally,
liberalism itself (economically and institutionally). As former U.S. Deputy
Treasury Secretary Roger Altman puts it, the meltdown has “put the American
model of free market capitalism under a cloud.”65 Second, as Mahbubani
rightly notes, the United States is not the only country that possesses soft
power. China, especially, has become increasingly adept in this regard.66 If
China weathers the economic storm better than the United States, it will be in a
position to expand its role in the developing world.67 Even before the melt-
down, China was taking advantage of the United States’ preoccupation with
the “war on terror” to project its soft power into East and Southeast Asia.68

China also is making inroads in Latin America, Africa, and Central Asia, by
providing development assistance without strings and increasing its weapons
sales.69 Similarly, China is using its ªnancial clout to buy up huge quantities of
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power: How China’s Internal Politics Could Derail Its Peaceful Rise (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007).
63. On the United States’ rise to great power status and regional hegemony, see Zakaria, From
Wealth to Power; and Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. For the argument that the tra-
jectory of a rising China’s will be similar to that of the United States from 1890 to 1914, see John J.
Mearsheimer, “China’s Unpeaceful Rise,” Current History, Vol. 105, No. 690 (April 2006), pp. 160–
162.
64. Zakaria, The Post-American World, pp. 234–235. Leading works on soft power are Joseph S. Nye
Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, 2004); Nye, Bound to
Lead; and Joseph S. Nye Jr, “Public Diplomacy and Soft Power,” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science, Vol. 616, No. 1 (March 2008), pp. 94–109.
65. Altman, “The Great Credit Crash,” p. 2.
66. See Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power Is Transforming the World (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2007).
67. Altman, “The Great Credit Crash,” p. 12.
68. See Guy Dinmore, Anna Fiªeld, and Victor Mallet, “The Rivals: Washington’s Sway in Asia Is
Challenged by China,” Financial Times, March 18, 2005; and Jane Perlez, “Across Asia, Beijing’s
Star Is in Ascendance,” New York Times, August 28, 2004.
69. See Simon Romero and Alexei Barrionuevo, “Deals Help China Expand Sway in Latin Amer-



raw materials and natural resources worldwide, thereby bringing states into
its political orbit.70

american hegemony and international institutions. Brooks and
Wohlforth, and Zakaria, believe that international institutions can help perpet-
uate U.S. dominance. By strengthening these institutions, the United States can
“lock in” the hegemonic order that it built after World War II and thereby en-
sure that it persists after unipolarity ends.71 Brooks and Wohlforth also main-
tain that unipolarity affords the United States a twenty-year window of
opportunity to recast the international system in ways that will bolster the le-
gitimacy of its power and advance its security interests.72 Ironically, however,
it is in the very arena of international institutions where a truly post-American
world may be taking shape, and where multipolarization’s effects are ªrst be-
ing felt.

Although a consensus exists that international institutions need to be over-
hauled, pressures for reform are pushing in the opposite direction than the one
prescribed by Brooks and Wohlforth, because the impetus for change is com-
ing from China and the other emerging powers. This became evident during
the lead-up to the April 2009 London meeting of the Group of 20, when China
and other rising powers argued that international institutions need to be re-
vamped to give them a greater voice, and also that the international privileges
enjoyed by the United States and Europe need to be rolled back. These devel-
opments highlight a weakness in the institutional “lock in” and “twenty years’
opportunity” arguments: if they perceive that the United States is in decline,
rising powers such as China need to wait only a decade or two to reshape the
international system themselves. Moreover, because of the perception that the
United States’ hard power is declining, and because of the hit its soft power
has taken as a result of the meltdown, there is a real question about whether
the U.S. hegemon retains the credibility and legitimacy to take the lead in insti-
tutional reform.73
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ica,” New York Times, April 15, 2009; “Friends of Opportunity,” Economist, November 27, 2008,
pp. 41–42; Tom Burgis, “Beijing to Boost Spending in Africa Fund,” Financial Times, March 16, 2009;
and William McNamara, “China Eyes Developed Mine Assets,” Financial Times, January 5, 2009.
70. Unlike the United States and the EU, China now is in a “position to assist other nations
ªnancially and make key investments in, for example, natural resources at a time when the West
cannot.” Altman, “The Great Crash,” p. 3.
71. Ikenberry, After Victory. See also Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in
the World Political Economy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984).
72. Brooks and Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, pp. 216–218.
73. Financial Times columnist Martin Wolf observes, “The ability of the west in general and the
U.S. in particular to inºuence the course of events will also be damaged. The collapse of the west-
ern ªnancial system, while China’s ºourishes, marks a humiliating end to the ‘unipolar moment.’
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the united states in decline?
The publications reviewed in this essay examine whether the United States is
in (or is headed for) relative decline.74 Brooks and Wohlforth purport to deny
the possibility that America is in relative decline, but a growing number of an-
alysts disagree.75 The long-term impact of the current economic crisis largely
will determine who is right (and to be fair, Brooks and Wohlforth wrote their
book before its effects became evident). Yet, even before the meltdown, long-
term structural weaknesses that have been accumulating for more than three
decades were causing U.S. economic power to wane.76

The warning signs with respect to U.S. decline are a looming ªscal crisis and
doubts about the future of the dollar as the reserve currency, both of which are
linked to the fear that after recovery, the United States will face a serious
inºationary threat.77 Optimists contend that once the United States recovers,
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74. Brooks and Wohlforth are the outliers among the works reviewed. For them, claims about U.S.
relative decline and incipient multipolarity reºect a change in perceptions about the distribution
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versity Press, 1993); and William C. Wohlforth, “The Perception of Power: Russia in the Pre-1914
Balance,” World Politics, Vol. 39, No. 3 (April 1987), pp. 353–381. The growing belief that the world
has become (or rapidly is becoming) multipolar has profound implications for international poli-
tics because states do act on their perceptions, and China clearly sees itself on the upswing and the
United States in decline. See “Brieªng: China and the West,” Economist, March 21, 2009, pp. 27–29.
Speaking to the annual Lone Star National Security Forum (San Antonio, Texas, April 4, 2009),
Yang Jiemain—president of the prestigious Shanghai Institute for International Affairs (and
brother of China’s foreign minister)—said that the era of multipolarization has begun; China is an
emerging global power; and Beijing will have a major voice in reshaping the emerging interna-
tional order.
75. Robert A. Pape, “Empire Falls,” National Interest, No. 99 (January/February 2009), pp. 21–34;
Christopher Layne, “Impotent Power: Re-examining the Nature of America’s Hegemonic Power,”
National Interest, No. 85 (September/October 2006), pp. 41–47; and Niall Ferguson and Laurence J.
Kotlikoff, “Going Critical: American Power and the Consequences of Fiscal Overstretch,” National
Interest, No. 73 (Fall 2003), pp. 22–32.
76. What Gilpin wrote about the United States’ plight in 1987 seems even truer in 2009: “With a
decreased rate of economic growth and a low rate of national savings, the United States was living
and defending commitments far beyond its means. In order to bring its commitments and power
back into balance once again, the United States would one day have to cut back further on its over-
seas commitments, reduce the American standard of living, or decrease domestic productive in-
vestment even more than it already had. In the meantime, American hegemony was threatened by
a potentially devastating ªscal crisis.” Robert Gilpin, The Political Economy of International Relations
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1987), pp. 347–348. In light of contemporary develop-
ments, it is time for scholars to update the 1980s’ debate on U.S. decline. See David Calleo, The Im-
perious Economy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982); James Chace, Solvency, the
Price of Survival: An Essay on American Foreign Policy (New York: Random House, 1981); Gilpin, The
Political Economy of International Relations; Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers; and Sam-
uel P. Huntington, “Coping with the Lippmann Gap,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 66, No. 3 (1987), pp. 453–
477.
77. Martin Feldstein, “Inºation Is Looming on America’s Horizon,” Financial Times, April 20, 2009.



fears of a ªscal crisis will fade: the country faced a larger debt to GDP ratio af-
ter World War II, and yet embarked on a sustained era of growth. The postwar
era, however, was a golden age of U.S. industrial and ªnancial dominance,
trade surpluses, and sustained high growth rates. The United States of 2009 is
far different from the United States of 1945, however, which is why many
economists believe that even in the best case, it will emerge from the current
crisis with serious macroeconomic handicaps.78 Chief among these handicaps
are the increase in the money supply (caused by the massive amount of dollars
the Federal Reserve and Treasury have pumped into circulation to rescue the
economy), and the $1 trillion plus budget deªcits that the Brookings Institu-
tion and the Congressional Budget Ofªce (CBO) project the United States will
incur for at least a decade.79 When the projected deªcits are bundled with the
persistent U.S. current account deªcit, the entitlements overhang, and the cost
of two ongoing wars, there is reason to worry about the United States’ long-
term ªscal stability.80 The CBO states, “Even if the recovery occurs as projected
and the stimulus bill is allowed to expire, the country will face the highest
debt/GDP ratio in 50 years and an increasingly urgent and unsustainable ªs-
cal problem.”81 If the Congressional Budget Ofªce is right, it spells trouble
ahead for the dollar.

As Jonathan Kirshner noted on the eve of the meltdown, the dollar’s vulner-
ability “presents potentially signiªcant and underappreciated restraints upon
contemporary American political and military predominance.”82 The dollar’s
loss of reserve currency status would undermine U.S. dominance, and recent
events have magniªed concerns that predated the ªnancial and economic cri-
sis.83 First, the other big players in the international economy now are either
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78. The worst case is that a “recovery” simply puts the United States back in the same unsustain-
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ington Post, March 15, 2009.
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Update of CBO’s Budget and Economic Outlook” (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Budget
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Three Trillion Dollar War: The True Cost of the Iraq Conºict (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008); and James
Glantz, “The Economic Cost of War,” New York Times, March 1, 2009.
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83. Ibid., pp. 419–421. See also Eric Helleiner, “Political Determinants of International Currencies:
What Future for the U.S. Dollar?” Review of International Political Economy, Vol. 15, No. 3 (August
2008), pp. 370–371.



military rivals (China) or ambiguous “allies” (Europe) that have their own am-
bitions and no longer require U.S. protection from the Soviet threat. Second,
the dollar faces an uncertain future because of concerns that its value will di-
minish over time. Because of these two factors, as Eric Helleiner notes, if the
dollar experiences dramatic depreciation in the future, there is a “risk of defec-
tions generating a herd-like momentum” away from it.84

To defend the dollar, in coming years the United States will be under in-
creasing pressure to prevent runaway inºation through some combination of
budget cuts, tax increases, and interest-rate hikes.85 Given that the last two op-
tions could choke off renewed growth, there is likely to be strong pressure to
slash the federal budget. For several reasons, it will be almost impossible
to make meaningful cuts in federal spending without deep reductions in de-
fense expenditures. First, discretionary nondefense spending accounts for only
about 20 percent of annual federal outlays.86 Second, there are obvious “guns
or butter” choices. As Kirshner points out, with U.S. defense spending at such
high absolute levels, domestic political pressure to make steep cuts in defense
spending is likely to increase greatly.87 If this analysis is correct, the United
States may be compelled to retract its overseas military commitments.88

globalization’s future
Globalization has been made possible by America’s military and economic
dominance of the post-1991 unipolar system. Indeed, it has been suggested
that, in many respects, globalization is really Americanization (and liberaliza-
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tion).89 As Jonathan Kirshner has written, however, “globalization is neither
irresistible nor irreversible.”90 To the extent that globalization rests on the
foundations of American power (and preferences), therefore, the coming years
could put hegemonic stability theory to the test.

Hegemonic stability theory holds that an open international economic sys-
tem requires a single hegemonic power that performs critical military and eco-
nomic tasks.91 Militarily, the hegemon is responsible for stabilizing key regions
and for guarding the global commons. Economically, the hegemon provides
public goods by opening its domestic market to other states, supplying liquid-
ity for the global economy, and providing a reserve currency.

Whether the United States will be able to continue to act as a hegemonic sta-
bilizer is an open question, because the looming ªscal crisis could compel it to
retrench strategically. Economically, it already is doubtful that the United
States is still a hegemon. At the April 2009 Group of 20 meeting in London,
President Barack Obama acknowledged that the United States no longer is
able to play this role, and the world increasingly is looking to China (and India
and other emerging market states) to be the locomotives of global recovery.92

Additionally, the United States’ liberal preferences have suffered a setback. In-
stitutions have failed to produce a coordinated response to the ªnancial and
economic crisis: through the actions of national governments, the state has
been brought back in to regulate economic policy; and states have responded
to the crisis by adopting nationalistic policies rather than through increasing
international cooperation.93 What these trends mean for the future remains to
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be seen. Sufªce it to say, Robert Keohane’s “after hegemony” thesis and the in-
stitutional “lock in” theory will undergo real-world tests.94 It is unclear if inter-
national trade will contract in a deglobalized world, and whether states will
revert to mercantilist policies, and, if so, whether less economic openness
would lead to an increase in geopolitical turbulence. One way or another, how-
ever, we are certain to ªnd out.

Conclusion

Against the backdrop of the economic and ªnancial meltdown, the ªve works
reviewed in this essay help to deªne a research agenda for international rela-
tions scholars and diplomatic historians that focuses on timeless questions that
are more relevant than ever. What factors would drive a shift to multipolarity?
What does power transition theory imply about evolving U.S.-China relations?
Why do great powers rise—and why do they decline? What causes great
power security competition and war?95 What do the pre–World War I and the
1929–39 periods tell us about the coming era of international politics? What is
the connection between international political economy and great power poli-
tics? What grand strategic options are available to declining hegemons? What
is the relation between U.S. power and the international system’s current insti-
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tutional structure? If the present institutional architecture cannot be main-
tained or reformed, what will come next—and which states will have the most
to say about the creation of a new international order?

As Yogi Berra said, “Making predictions is hard—especially about the fu-
ture.” Whether unipolarity and U.S. hegemony will end during the next two
decades is a topic of contention. If they do, however, international politics
could look very different—especially if the end of U.S. hegemony triggers
deglobalization. In that case, liberal constraints against great power war could
diminish, and the coming decades could be an era of rising nationalism and
mercantilism, geopolitical instability, and great power competition.96 In other
words, having enjoyed a long holiday from history under the Pax Americana,
international politics could be headed back to the future.97 If that, indeed, is
the direction we are headed, the United States will need to rethink its own
world role and grand strategic posture.
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