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Chapter 2

The Struggle for Primacy  
in a Global Society

	 2.1	 Evaluate leadership as one of the important 
constituents of power

	 2.2	 Examine factors that influence the rise and 
fall of great powers

	 2.3	 Analyze the case of the United States to 
highlight strategies adopted by leading 
powers to maintain their international 
position

	 2.4	 Evaluate the political, economic, and 
military backdrop that engendered 
competitive relations between the US and 
China

	 2.5	 Examine the internal, external, and  
nonstate threats to America’s  
leadership

	 Learning Objectives

A country’s military force is one component of its power in the world.  U.S. Navy ships in the 
Pacific are a show of dominance.
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16  Chapter 2

One of the most discussed global issues is the rise of China 
and the decline of the United States. Throughout history, 
great powers—such as Rome, Spain, and Britain—have 
experienced growth and decline through competition and 
internal weakness. Power transition theory, which is an 
offshoot of cycle theories, stresses that the distribution-
of-power changes in countries will rise and fall. 
Dominant countries are often referred to as great powers, 
hegemonies, superpowers, or states that enjoy primacy 
in the international system. Often, these terms are used 
interchangeably. They generally refer to the ability of a 
country or a small group of countries to have extraordinary 
influence over the behavior of the other states.

When there are several hegemons (great powers) the 
international system is defined as being multipolar. An 
example is the international system that existed before 
World War II, when the United States, Britain, France, 
Germany, Japan, Italy, and the Soviet Union were consid-
ered great powers. Following World War II, there were 
clearly two dominant powers: the United States and the 
Soviet Union. The new structure was bipolar. The disin-
tegration of the Soviet Union created a unipolar world 
that was dominated by the United States.

A dominant country exercises significant power, 
has few potential rivals, and leads an international sys-
tem that benefits other powerful countries. Most coun-
tries are at the bottom of the pyramid of power. Power 
is viewed as resembling a three-dimensional chess game. 
On the top chessboard, military power is essentially un-
ipolar. This is where the United States dominates. Power 
is multipolar in the middle, where leading players are the 
United States, China, Western Europe, and Japan. Non-
state actors are on the bottom board.1

This chapter examines the nature of power, factors 
that influence the rise and fall of nations, and the strat-
egies countries use to maintain their dominant position. 
It focuses on the United States and China and concludes 
with a case study on challenges facing China.

2.1:  Power and Leadership
2.1	 Evaluate leadership as one of the  

important constituents of power

Central to the rise and fall of dominant nations is the 
concept of power. Power is generally understood as the 
ability to get others—individuals, groups, or nations—to 
behave in ways that they would ordinarily try to avoid. 
Power capabilities are usually determined by economic 
strength, military strength, and political effectiveness. 
Elements of power include a country’s geographic area 
and location, its population, and its natural resources. 
Other elements of power are intelligence capabilities, the 

quality of national leadership, the level of educational 
and technological achievement,  the openness of 
the political system, the character of the people, 
transportation and communication capabilities, ideology, 
and the appeal of a country’s culture (generally referred 
to as soft power).2

Economic power is often seen as the foundation of mil-
itary and political power. It is measured in terms of the 
gross national product (GNP) or the gross domestic 
product (GDP). The GNP measures the total market value 
of all goods and services produced by resources supplied 
by the residents and businesses of a particular country, 
regardless of where those residents and businesses are 
located. The GDP measures the total market value of all 
goods and services produced within a country. Military 
power is often the most visible and impressive manifes-
tation of national power. As we will discuss, a major chal-
lenge for great powers is to maintain a balance between 
economic strength and military might. Too much empha-
sis on the military often weakens the economy, and ulti-
mately the military itself.

A nation’s strength goes beyond simply possessing the 
various resources that are sources of power. Countries, like 
individuals, must be skilled at converting these resources 
into effective influence. Power conversion is defined as the 
capacity to change potential power, as measured by avail-
able resources, into realized power, which is determined 
by the changed behavior of others. Knowing what re-
sources to use, when, and how will also affect the exercise 
of power. Certain factors—such as globalization, domes-
tic support for policies, and the willingness of citizens to 
support activities associated with international primacy—
must also be considered.

An important component of power is leadership. Lead-
ership is the ability to persuade others to behave in certain 
ways, to shape their interests, and to influence their think-
ing. Leadership implies a capability to get others to coop-
erate to achieve particular objectives. At the foundation of 
leadership is the ability to get others to follow. Leadership 
can be structural, institutional, or situational. Structural 
leadership is derived largely from the control of economic 
resources, military power, technology, and other sources 
of power that enable a small group of countries to shape 
the international system. Structural leadership is often aug-
mented by institutional leadership; that is, the ability to 
determine the rules, principles, procedures, and practices 
that guide the behavior of members of the global commu-
nity. Institutions provide order and predictability and allow 
the dominant power to exercise control. Finally, situational 
leadership is primarily the ability to seize opportunities to 
build or reorient the global system, apart from the distribu-
tion of power and the building of institutions. Often, this 
kind of leadership is associated with a specific individual.
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The Struggle for Primacy in a Global Society   17

2.2:  The Rise and Fall  
of Great Powers
2.2	 Examine factors that influence  

the rise and fall of great powers

States generally expand because of threats and opportunities 
in their international system. States fear power vacuums 
because rival states are likely to take advantage of their 
failure to act. Weaker states tend to gravitate toward a 
rising power and to move away from a declining power. 
Failure to demonstrate strength causes a bandwagoning 
effect, which benefits the rising power. Population 
pressures influence the rise of great powers. Population 
growth puts pressure on available domestic resources. To 
address this problem, countries will venture across oceans 
or land boundaries to obtain raw materials, markets for 
their products, and living space for their people. Uneven 
economic growth enables some countries to enhance their 
power while other countries decline.

Urbanization has usually been associated with free-
dom and innovation. Urban areas attract diverse groups of 
people with differing ideas. They also improve the wealth-
generating, administrative, and political capabilities of a 
rising power. The efficient functioning of great cities de-
pends on a commitment to tolerance, freedom, and trust. 
These characteristics, in turn, attract more talent, wealth, in-
novation, and technology to cities. Trust, for example, is es-
sential for commercial transactions as well as for mundane, 
routine interactions. Cities such as London and Amsterdam 
attracted refugees from religious intolerance and persecu-
tion. During the seventeenth-century religious wars, Prot-
estants and Jews migrated to Amsterdam and other Dutch 
cities that were more tolerant of religious diversity.3

Geography is another factor that influences the rise and 
fall of great powers. Britain and the United States have ben-
efited from their geographic location and, in the case of the 
United States, its continent-size territory. They are not located 
in the middle of warring states, and usually refrain from get-
ting involved in other nations’ conflicts until it is to their ad-
vantage to do so. They can fight in other countries and avoid 
destroying their own. Their geography also enables them to 
concentrate resources on internal consolidation, which ulti-
mately increases their power vis-à-vis other states.

War, which played a crucial role in the formation of 
nation-states, has been a major factor in the rise and fall 
of great powers. It usually increases the power of some 
nations at the detriment of others. Even when countries 
emerge victorious from war, some are so weakened that 
the countries that avoid major damage rise to the top. 
An example is Britain after World War II: It experienced 
declining power as America’s global dominance grew. 
Historically, war has been instrumental in strengthening 

patriotism and nationalism. Historically, Britain went to 
war against France and Spain to engender cohesion among 
England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland.

Many great powers decline because of hubris (i.e., ex-
cessive pride) and imperial arrogance. They tend to over-
estimate their power and expand their military power so 
much that they ultimately erode their economic base. In 
other words, believing that their power is virtually limit-
less, they allow a gap to grow between their global ambi-
tions and the resources they have to fulfill those ambitions. 
This disparity is referred to as the Lippmann gap because 
Walter Lippmann clearly articulated the problem as early 
as 1943; Paul Kennedy, writing in the late 1980s, referred 
to this problem as imperial overstretch.4 Taking resources 
away from domestic programs for military activities abroad 
often leads to the unraveling of domestic political cohesion.

2.3:  Strategies for 
Maintaining Power
2.3	 Analyze the case of the United States to highlight 

strategies adopted by leading powers to maintain 
their international position

Leading powers, facing challenges from rising countries, 
adopt several strategies to preserve their position in the 
international system. Democratic enlargement is a prominent 
strategy in this effort. Potential challengers are restrained 
when they internalize the values, beliefs, and norms 
articulated by the dominant power. The United States, 
for example, has emphasized spreading democracy. But 
the dissemination of values and beliefs by great powers 
does not guarantee indefinite control, a reality that 
Britain had to face as India and other colonies demanded 
for themselves the rights enjoyed by people in Britain, 
including the right to self-government. Great powers also 
build institutions to legitimize their control. They articulate 
concepts of an international normative order, concepts 
that involve principles of order and change within the 
international system as well as normative claims about the 
role of the leading power within that order.

Another strategy used to prevent rising powers 
from creating disorder in the international system is off-
shore balancing. Following Napoleon’s final defeat in 
1815, European powers created the Concert of Europe to 
maintain stability by preserving a relatively equal dis-
tribution of power among them. The main goal was to 
prevent one country from gaining so much power that it 
would dominate the others. Balancing—which basically 
means opposing the stronger or more threatening side in 
a conflict—can be achieved through efforts by individual 
states to strengthen themselves and by building alliances to 
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18  Chapter 2

preserve the balance of power. Closely related to balancing 
is the strategy of containment, which attempts to prevent 
ambitious powers from expanding and destroying order 
and balance in the international system. When the Soviet 
Union marched through Eastern Europe and subjugated 
the countries there, the United States and its European 
allies responded by implementing a policy of containment.

Binding and engagement are also important state 
responses to rising powers. The European Union (EU), 
as we have seen, has its origins in efforts by France and 
other countries after World War II to avoid the nightmare 
of another war in Europe by forming economic and polit-
ical alliances with Germany, which had initiated the con-
flict. Binding aims at controlling the behavior of the rising 
or threatening country by embedding it into bilateral or 
multilateral alliances. By making the rising state a member 
of the alliance, dominant countries allow it to participate 
in decisions and to contribute to building the institutions 
that maintain the status quo. Engagement attempts to min-
imize conflict with a rising power and to strengthen those 
aspects of its behavior that are consistent with the status 
quo and the interests of the great powers. Eventually, the 
rising power will have too great a stake in preserving the 
international order to challenge it.

2.3.1:  America’s Rise to Dominance
The strength of the U.S. military is unprecedented in 
the history of great powers. America spends roughly 
$700  billion annually on its military. That is about 
40 percent of global military spending. It spends three 
times as much on military research and development 
as the next six powers combined. America’s economic 
might is also undisputed. With 5 percent of the world’s 
population, the United States produces about a quarter 
of the world’s GDP. Its economy is worth approximately 
$17.1 trillion. That is more than the economies of China, 
Japan, Germany, and France combined. The United States 
has a per capita income of around $52,000, compared 
to $6,000 for China. It has the best universities in the 
world, and its culture is dominant globally. Culturally, 
intellectually, scientifically, and politically, America 
dominates the global system.

America’s emergence as the most powerful country 
in history was a complex and relatively gradual process. 
The United States, like previous civilizations, borrowed 
heavily from others and built on foundations created by 
others. America, in many ways, was a continuation of 
British society in the New World. The Pilgrims who ar-
rived in 1620 on the Mayflower at Plymouth in Massachu-
setts were English people who brought English values 
and institutions with them. The United States utilized 
strategies very similar to those used by other great pow-
ers to achieve its dominant position. It also benefited 

from the protection of the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans and 
unthreatening neighbors on its borders. The expansion of 
the United States occurred over land through the acquisi-
tion of Native American territories. Similar to other great 
powers, America relied heavily on military force to ex-
pand and consolidate its power. Believing in the concept 
of manifest destiny, it eventually expanded its territory 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The Mexican-American 
War (1846–1848) resulted in America’s acquisition of two-
fifths of Mexico’s territory, including California and the 
present American Southwest, in the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo, which ended the conflict. However, the issue of 
slavery divided the United States into two warring fac-
tions, leading to the bloodiest war in American history. 
Even so, the American Civil War removed a serious ob-
stacle to the United States’ rise as a great power. In es-
sence, the Civil War forged a common American culture 
and internal unification.

Internal stability enabled the United States to concen-
trate on building its economy and broadening its interests. 
The Civil War produced advancements in American mili-
tary organization and technologies. However, after the war, 
the United States demobilized the army, scrapped over half 
its warships, and allowed the rest to rot. The government 
declined to remain ahead of other countries in construction 
of iron-clad steamships.5 As a continental-size power, the 
United States remained largely preoccupied with domestic 
and regional affairs. Furthermore, America believed that it 
could be “a City on a Hill” and an example to other nations, 
albeit from a distance and without getting entangled in their 
problems. This proclivity toward isolationism has always 
been an essential component of American foreign policy. 
But isolationism also emanated from the reality that until 
the late 1880s, America was far behind great powers such 
as Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and 
Italy. In fact, when the sultan of Turkey decided to reduce 
expenses in 1880, he closed Turkey’s diplomatic missions in 
Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands, and the United States.6  
Yet America’s vast territory, abundant natural resources, 
spirit of freedom and innovation, ability to attract immi-
grants and investments, institutional stability, and cultural 
values contributed to its phenomenal growth in the 1880s. 
The United States became a leading producer of agricultural 
products, coal, iron, and steel. Its banking and manufactur-
ing sectors surpassed those of the major countries. By 1890, 
the United States had decided to strengthen its navy to be 
competitive with European navies. This development was 
fueled partly by America’s imperial ambitions, evidenced 
by its conquest of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Guam 
and its increased influence in Cuba and Hawaii as a con-
sequence of its victory in the Spanish-American War in 
1898. By ending Spain’s declining position in the Americas 
and the Pacific, the United States established itself as the he-
gemon of the Western Hemisphere, thereby achieving the 
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The Struggle for Primacy in a Global Society   19

objective of the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, namely, diminish-
ing European involvement in the Americas.

Reluctantly, America began abandoning its policy of 
isolationism during World War I in response to dangers 
of war in Europe and indiscriminate German subma-
rine warfare. President Woodrow Wilson accelerated the 
construction of military weapons and warships, drafted 
young men, and trained them to fight. World War I stim-
ulated a rapid growth in the foreign-policy establishment 
and brought out a strong American commitment to free 
trade, the promotion of democracy, support for national 
self-determination, and an emphasis on international co-
operation to achieve world peace through organizations 
such as the League of Nations. American power was ap-
plied to protect its growing interests abroad. The United 
States’ rise to global prominence meant that it could no 
longer avoid entanglement in European affairs, a re-
ality made clearer by World War II. President Franklin  
D. Roosevelt, even before Japan bombed the American 
fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, expressed an 
urgent need to strengthen the military. He created the U.S. 
Air Force in 1947 and a two-ocean navy in 1940. The mil-
itary draft was reinstated, military cooperation with Brit-
ain was enhanced, and military assistance was extended 
to Britain, the Soviet Union, and China. America’s en-
try into World War II unleashed unprecedented military 
growth. By the end of the war, the United States was in-
disputably the dominant global power. But the Soviet 
Union, especially after it acquired intercontinental nuclear 
weapons, also gained superpower status. As Table 2.1 
shows, the major European powers and Japan, destroyed 
by war, declined. Figure 2.1 demonstrates the global reach 
of America’s military power.

America’s hegemony or primacy rests not only on its 
dominant power but also on its ability to legitimize that 
power by making it acceptable to potential challengers in 
particular and members of the global community in gen-
eral. Cooperation, integration, and multilateralism became 
cornerstones of the American-led postwar order. Certain 
institutions—such as the United Nations, the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund, and the General Agree-
ment on Tariffs and Trade—benefited most countries and 
induced them to accept American leadership. Institu-
tionalization and increasing globalization meant that the 
United States and other countries would be constrained to 
varying degrees and would embrace multilateralism and 
cooperation instead of unilateralism. As the global leader, 
America would play a major role in providing collective 
benefits or public goods (i.e., services such as security, 
stability, open markets, and economic opportunities). By 
doing so, the United States would minimize the possi-
bility of envy and resentment that could escalate into the 
fear and loathing that spawn hostile alliances designed to 
balance power.7

2.4:  Challenging American 
Hegemony
2.4	 Evaluate the political, economic, and military 

backdrop that engendered competitive relations 
between the US and China

Combined with what many countries viewed as 
unilateralism, U.S. military superiority deepened fissures 
between America and other countries such as France, 
Germany, Russia, and China. Instead of being perceived 
as promoting the global welfare, American foreign policy 
was increasingly seen as being preoccupied with narrowly 
defined American interests. Instead of consulting, 
Washington was perceived to be issuing demands and 
ultimatums. America’s preference for a unipolar system 
and American global hegemony threatened other great 
powers, most of which favored a multipolar system. This 
section discusses the principal challenges to American 
power.

2.4.1:  China
China has been one of the world’s leading powers for at 
least four thousand years. China was once far superior to 
Western Europe in virtually every human endeavor. These 
historical achievements reinforce China’s self-perception 
as a great power. China’s many contributions to human 
civilization, its population of more than 1.3 billion, its 
rapid economic growth, and the spread of its culture 
across continents combine to strengthen its view that it 
is entitled to play a major role in world affairs. Just as an 
individual’s identity helps influence his or her perception 
of his or her role in the world, a nation’s identity is crucial 
in its determination of its global status. China’s identity is 
that of a great power. China has traditionally emphasized 

Table 2.1  Great Powers from 1495 to Present

Period Great Powers

1495–1521 France, England, Austrian Hapsburgs, Spain, 
Ottoman Empire, Portugal

1604–1618 France, England, Austria, Spain, Ottoman Empire, 
Holland, Sweden

1648–1702 France, England, Austrian Hapsburgs, Spain, 
Ottoman Empire, Holland, Sweden

1713–1792 France, Great Britain, Austrian Hapsburgs, Spain, 
Sweden, Russia, Prussia

1815–1914 France, Great Britain, Austria-Hungary, Russia, 
Prussia/Germany, Italy, United States, Japan

1919–1939 France, Great Britain, Soviet Union, Germany, 
Italy, United States, Japan

1945–1989 Soviet Union, United States

1989–present United States

M02_PAYN2051_05_SE_C02.indd   19 12/17/15   3:35 PM

SAMPLE



JA
PA

N
SO

U
TH

 K
O

RE
A

TH
A

IL
A

N
D

SI
N

G
A

PO
RE

PH
IL

IP
PI

N
ES

BE
RM

U
D

A
CU

BA
H

O
N

D
U

RA
S

CO
LO

M
BI

A
O

M
A

N
U

.A
.E

.
Q

AT
A

R
YE

M
EN

D
JI

BO
U

TI
   

   
 D

IE
G

O
 G

A
RC

IA

G
U

A
M

N
IG

E
R

A
LB

A
N

IA

G
R

E
E

C
E

E
G

Y
P

T

JO
R

D
A

N

S
A

U
D

I A
R

A
B

IA
A

U
S

TR
A

LI
A

N
O

RW
AY

N
ET

H
ER

LA
N

D
S

BE
LG

IU
M

BR
IT

A
IN

G
ER

M
A

N
Y

IT
A

LY
SP

A
IN

PO
RT

U
G

A
L

KO
SO

VO
SY

RI
A

TU
RK

EY
   

   
   

   

IC
E

LA
N

D

IR
AQ

KU
W

A
IT

G
EO

RG
IA

U
Z

B
E

K
IS

TA
N

K
Y

R
G

Y
Z

S
TA

N
TA

JI
K

IS
TA

N
A

FG
H

A
N

IS
TA

N
B

A
H

R
A

IN

FI
G

U
R

E
 2

.1
 L

oc
at

io
n 

of
 U

.S
. M

ili
ta

ry
 F

or
ce

s

20

M02_PAYN2051_05_SE_C02.indd   20 12/18/15   1:22 PM

SAMPLE



The Struggle for Primacy in a Global Society   21

protecting its borders, fostering domestic integration and 
stability, and reducing regional threats.

But China is now widely viewed as a major challenger 
to America’s dominance of the global system. It is using its 
financial power to acquire companies and gain access to 
much-needed natural resources. To obtain these resources, 
Chinese companies are forming partnerships and joint 
ventures in the United States, Canada, and Latin Amer-
ica. China has established strong economic ties with oil-
producing countries in Latin America, the Middle East, and 
Africa. As the United States became preoccupied with wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, fighting global terrorism, and 
preventing nuclear proliferation in Iran and Korea, China 
strengthened its navy and increased its defense spending. 
Both China’s perception of its growing global power and 
America’s perception of the loss of its dominant position in 
the international system, heightened by the global financial 
and economic crisis, combine to engender antagonistic re-
lations between the two countries. Each country perceives 
the other as a threat to its power and ambitions.

China’s economic growth has been spectacular since 
it implemented far-reaching economic reforms and im-
proved relations with the United States in the 1970s. The 
economy has consistently grown by around 10 percent a 
year, even during periods when the American economy 
experienced recession. Even when most of the industrial-
ized world experienced a severe economic recession due to 
the financial crisis, China’s economic growth was roughly 
7.2 percent. China’s economic growth was spurred by de-
liberate and often draconian policies to reduce population 
growth, by the adoption of the free market, by increased 

privatization of the economy, by promotion of entrepre-
neurship, and by efforts to attract foreign investments 
through the creation of special enterprise zones. China has 
roughly $2.6 trillion in foreign exchange reserves. It over-
took Japan to become the world’s second-largest economy. 
It has vast dollar reserves and holds 22 percent of Ameri-
ca’s treasury debt. In other words, America is indebted to 
China.

Companies from around the world established sub-
sidiaries in China to take advantage of low production 
costs as well as the growing Chinese market. Despite 
strained relations with Taiwan, which China claims to 
be part of its territory, many Taiwanese engineers and 
high-technology companies have moved to China to take 
advantage of business opportunities. China’s own en-
gineering and technological schools and universities are 
producing experts in information technology. China’s 
economic might also enables it to convince leading global 
companies to transfer advanced technologies to it. Such 
advantages in technology improve China’s economic 
competitiveness as well as its military capabilities. Faced 
with declining exports due to the global recession, China 
focused on increasing domestic investing and consumer 
spending.

Although largely preoccupied with regional security, 
especially the significant U.S. military presence in the 
area, China developed nuclear weapons as a deterrent to 
threats from the Soviet Union and the United States. In 
addition to acquiring advanced Russian military technol-
ogy, China is making a concerted effort to build a new gen-
eration of nuclear-powered submarines that can launch 

The building of infrastructure in Africa, like this light rail network being 
built in Addis Ababa by a Chinese company, is essential for promoting trade and 
development.
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intercontinental nuclear missiles. It is also modernizing 
its air force and reorganizing its army to enable it to be a 
mobile and technologically competent force able to fight 
limited wars under high-technology conditions. Growing 
perceptions of America’s unilateralism and its willingness 
to use its military might reinforce China’s determination 
to balance American power, especially in Asia. However, 
China is also careful not to jeopardize its strong economic 
links with the United States or its rapid economic develop-
ment by allocating an overwhelming share of its resources 
to expanding its military.

China is building alliances with Russia, symbolized 
by the Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation of July 
2001, to challenge the American framework for inter-
national security. It is also strengthening relations with 
India and resolved the border dispute between the two 
countries. In July 2006, they reopened the Nathu La 
Pass, which was closed for forty-four years, to facilitate 
trade. With a third of the world’s population, the alli-
ance between China and India has the potential to sig-
nificantly impact global affairs. China is India’s largest 
trading partner, and there are numerous economic and 
investment ties between the two countries. The United 
States is strengthening its ties with India to counteract 
China’s rise.

As we have seen, financial and economic power is 
widely regarded as the foundation of global political 
power. Countries whose economies suffer severe declines 
often experience a diminution of power. America’s wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rapid decline of its manu-
facturing sector, huge budget deficits, and its reliance on 
borrowing from China and other countries to fund its 
expenditures have contributed to the relative increase in 
China’s power. The financial crisis exposed America’s vul-
nerabilities and raised serious questions about America’s 
capitalism. China clearly perceives itself as the leading ris-
ing global power. Although China is unlikely to directly 
confront the United States for global leadership, its finan-
cial and economic strength has influenced it to demand 
greater recognition and influence in global affairs. China’s 
rise, in contrast to America’s decline, is also fueling Chi-
nese nationalism and changing America’s relationship 
with China. U.S. perceptions of and responses to China 
play a crucial role in shaping relations between the two 
countries. If China is perceived as a military and economic 
threat rather than a competitor that also cooperates with 
the United States, a hostile relationship will be fostered. 
On the other hand, given the transformation of the interna-
tional system in an information age that allows individuals 
to exert influence on international relations, cultural ties 
and increased understanding between the two countries 
could override threat perceptions. As the case study at the 

end of this chapter demonstrates, China will be restrained 
by many of its own problems.

2.5:  Threats to U.S. Power: 
Emerging Powers and 
Nonstate Actors
2.5	 Examine the internal, external, and nonstate  

threats to America’s leadership

Emerging market economy countries pose challenges 
to America’s leadership and are diffusing power in the 
international system. Ian Bremmer and Nouriel Roubini 
argue that the global financial crisis and the economic 
recession sent a much larger shock wave through the 
international system than anything that followed the 
collapse of the Soviet bloc.8 Combined with other forces of 
globalization discussed in Chapter 1, these developments 
have further eroded the potency of military might and have 
enhanced economic power. Emerging market economies 
such as China, India, and Brazil are posing challenges 
to American dominance. Confident of their growing 
economic power, these countries are changing what they 
perceive to be an outmoded world order established by the 
United States and Western Europe. The diffusion of power 
is demonstrated by the transition of power from the G-7 
(group of leading industrial countries) to the G-20, a group 
composed of the world’s largest economies, including 
emerging market countries.

When faced with overwhelming power, represented 
by the giant Goliath, the Israelites employed a boy, David, 
with a slingshot to counteract that power. In Jonathan 
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, the Lilliputians are able to restrain 
the giant through cooperation. These stories illustrate the 
paradox of being a superpower. Instead of using conven-
tional weapons to engage a country that possesses over-
whelming power, the weak usually confront the strong in 
unorthodox ways. Suicide bombings by terrorist organiza-
tions challenge America’s military and economic power. 
The United States is fighting its longest war against ter-
rorist groups. This strategy of counteracting the dominant 
power of a hegemon is called asymmetrical warfare. It 
enables the weaker side to gain military advantages and 
level the playing field to some extent by using compara-
tively unsophisticated weapons and strategies. Joseph Nye 
argues that for all the fashionable predictions of China 
surpassing the United States, the greatest threat may come 
from nonstate actors. In an information-based world, 
power diffusion may pose a bigger danger than power 
transition.9
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2.5.1:  Domestic Threats to American 
Hegemony
Empires decline not only because of challenges from 
rising powers but also because of decisions made by their 
leaders and the general attitudes and beliefs of ordinary 
citizens. In other words, empires are usually their own 
worst enemy. More important than what others do to 
them, often what they do to themselves is what ultimately 
hastens their fall.

The collapse of the financial system created by the 
United States and the accompanying global economic 
recession eroded global confidence in America’s leader-
ship. America’s access to easy credit and its failure to ef-
fectively regulate the financial system covered up many 
fundamental weaknesses. The manufacturing sector de-
clined, and many of its high school graduates were unpre-
pared to compete effectively in a global economy. In many 
ways, America’s policies contributed to its relative de-
cline. America became the world’s biggest borrower, and 
its budget deficits continue to escalate. America seemed to 
lack the fiscal and political discipline necessary to rein in 
its debt. For the first time in its history, America’s triple-A 
credit rating was downgraded to a double-A-plus rating 
by Standard and Poor’s. This development reinforced 
global perceptions of America’s relative decline and influ-
enced China, which holds more than $1.3 trillion of U.S. 
debt, to advocate replacing the U.S. dollar with a new 
reserve currency. Niall Ferguson argues that most domi-
nant countries fall due to fiscal crises.10 The inability of the 
legislative and executive branches of government to work 
together pushed America dangerously close to default-
ing. This further shattered global confidence in Ameri-
ca’s leadership.11 Extreme economic, political, and social 
inequality, and growing barriers to upward mobility and 
achievement of the American Dream, discussed in Chap-
ter 9, seriously challenge America’s global leadership.

Most Americans support a volunteer army, one com-
posed of people who generally come from less-privileged 
economic backgrounds. The country as a whole has 
demonstrated a low tolerance for combat fatalities and 
long-term military involvement in dangerous regions. 
Americans remain primarily concerned with economic 
issues and the implications of economic globalization. 
They have constantly viewed economic rather than mili-
tary power as the more important determinant of global 
dominance. However, their own financial problems,  
political stalemate and extreme partisanship, and failure 
to reduce the budget deficit are undermining America’s 
economic power and strengthening calls for U.S. retrench-
ment and a sharper focus on narrower national security 
interests.

2.5.2:  Will the United States Remain  
the Dominant Power?
As American troops marched across Iraq and U.S. planes 
and ships bombed Baghdad to effectuate what the 
Pentagon called “shock and awe,” the rest of the world 
watched the most awesome military force it has ever 
known unilaterally impose its will on another country. 
America clearly demonstrated that it is a hegemon with a 
preponderance of power. On the other hand, some scholars, 
such as Paul Kennedy, caution that overwhelming power 
often leads a country to engage in imperial overstretch 
or to expand its interests and obligations to such a great 
degree that it overburdens its resource base and is unable 
to defend all of its interests simultaneously.12 America’s 
difficulties in Iraq made this obvious. Another concern was 
America’s emphasis on unilateralism. Stanley Hoffmann, a 
leading scholar of international relations, argued that there 
is nothing more dangerous for a hyperpower than the 
temptation of unilateralism. It may well believe that the 
constraints of international agreements and organizations 
are not necessary. But those constraints provide for better 
opportunities for leadership than does the arrogant 
demonstration of contempt for the behavior of other 
states.13 The danger for the United States, it is argued, is 
that its unprecedented power is likely to influence it to 
become insensitive to other nations’ fear and interests. 
Great powers often succumb to hubris. This hubris often 
leads the dominant nation to believe that it is a benevolent 
hegemon and that it is immunized from a backlash against 
its preponderance by the attractiveness of its ideology 
and culture. But because states are competitive and worry 
about the predominant country’s capabilities, they are 
likely to coalesce against what they perceive to be a threat. 
On the other hand, rising powers now accept the realities 
of globalization. They strive to increase their power within 
the existing global framework.

Many scholars argue that discussions of America’s 
decline are routine and wrong and that the country is 
likely to remain the dominant power for the foreseeable 
future. Samuel P. Huntington, for example, identified five 
waves of declinism that turned out to be wrong. The first 
wave occurred with the launch of Sputnik by the Sovi-
ets in 1957. The second wave was at the end of the 1960s, 
when the United States and the Soviet Union were per-
ceived to be losing to rising economic powers such as Ja-
pan and Western Europe. The third wave came with the 
oil embargo by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) in 1973. The fourth wave was marked 
by America’s defeat in Vietnam, the Watergate crisis that 
undermined public confidence in U.S. government and 
institutions, and the upsurge in Soviet-Cuban expansion  
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Case Study

Challenges Facing China
Discussions of China’s rapid economic growth and its challenge 
to the United States for global leadership generally ignore not 
only the uncertainty of the future but also real and predictable 
problems confronting China. For example, natural disasters, as 
we will see in the case of Japan, can derail economic plans and 
have severe social and political consequences. China routinely 
suffers from earthquakes, destructive floods, and other natural 
disasters. Generational change and the forces of globalization 
are undermining authoritarian governments. China has managed 
to retain Communist control during a period of unprecedented 
economic growth. Growth also engenders conditions that em-
power individuals to seek more autonomy, freedom, and political 
participation. The challenge facing China is how to manage a 
transition to a more democratic society without creating domes-
tic instability.

China’s power is largely one-dimensional. Its economic 
power is not combined with military and political power, espe-
cially when compared with the United States. China’s overall 
power is not a potent force globally. In general, China has a defi-
cit of soft power, a key ingredient in the rise of great powers. 
Soft power is the ability to attract and to be admired by oth-
ers. Unlike the United States, China is not a universal or global 

nation that is composed of immigrants from every corner of the 
earth. How does a Scandinavian, a Nigerian, or an Indian be-
come Chinese? Excessive pollution discourages the migration of 
highly talented individuals from around the world. Many talented 
Chinese are leaving due to China’s dangerously unhealthy envi-
ronment. They believe that they would be better off elsewhere. 
Nor does China’s political and social system provide the free-
dom that is essential for cultivating sustained creativity and inno-
vation. China’s failure to attract large numbers of immigrants is 
compounded by its demographic deterioration, caused partly by 
its one-child policy. China has a subreplacement fertility rate and 
will experience an explosive growth of older people. Addressing 
the needs of an elderly population will exert great pressure on 
the country’s resources and impede both economic growth and 
military power.

Conflicts with China’s neighbors, especially India and 
Japan, complicate China’s rise to global leadership. Neighbor-
ing countries are likely to form alliances or to coordinate ac-
tions to counteract Chinese power if they perceive China as a 
threat. China will therefore have to allocate significant resources 
to resolving various conflicts and managing regional affairs. In-
dia, with its own global ambitions, will balance China’s power. 
Numerous conflicts exist between the two countries. There are 

in Angola, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Ethiopia, and 
Mozambique. Finally, the fifth wave came in the late 1980s 
as a result of growing U.S. trade and budget deficits and 
Japan’s economic might.14 All of these waves subsided, 
leaving the United States as a dominant power.

Huntington and Joseph S. Nye contend that the 
United States will remain the dominant power. Hunting-
ton states that the ultimate test of a great power is its abil-
ity to renew itself and that the United States meets this 
test to a far greater extent than past or present great pow-
ers. The forces of renewal are competition, mobility, and 
immigration. Furthermore, America’s strength is multi-
dimensional, meaning that it is based on military might, 
economic power, technological capabilities, cultural ap-
peal, political leadership and influence in international 
institutions, an abundance of natural resources, and social 
cohesion and political stability at home. Nye argues that 
the American problem is different from that of Britain, 
which faced challenges from a rising Germany and the 
United States itself. Instead, the United States will remain 
the dominant power but will have to cope with unprec-
edented problems of globalization that cannot be solved 
unilaterally. In Nye’s view, the problem of American 
power in the twenty-first century is not one of decline, but 
what to do in light of the realization that even the largest 
country cannot achieve the outcomes it wants without the 
help of others.15

Political participation and freedom are increasing 
as a result of growth in China.  A dispute over censorship 
at a Chinese newspaper in Guangdong province resulted in protestors 
gathering. This woman’s mask has words referring to free speech.
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Summary
This chapter examined the rise and fall of great powers 
and the essential role of politics, economics, and culture 
in that process. Countries with strong economies and 
well-managed political systems are able to spread their 
culture globally and to exercise power over other states. 
A state, or in some cases a small group of states, that has 
extraordinary influence over the behavior of other states 
is said to have international primacy. States that enjoy 
international primacy are generally said to have diverse 
interests. When several great powers are in the interna-
tional system, it is defined as being multipolar. During 
the Cold War, when the United States and the Soviet 
Union were superpowers, the system was bipolar. Today, 
the United States remains the dominant country in an in-
creasingly multipolar world that is characterized by the 
diffusion of power.

States and groups of states become powerful and lose their 
power for many reasons. War is one major factor. Although 
investing in military power can help turn a state into a 
great power, it can also lead to its fall as a great nation. 
Many great powers decline because of hubris, or excessive 
pride, and imperial arrogance. These nations tend to over-
estimate their power and expand their military power so 
much that they ultimately erode their economic base. We 
discussed some challenges to the United States. Some of 
these challenges come from nations that are quickly ad-
vancing economically, such as China, India, and Brazil. We 
discussed the challenge to American power from nonstate 
actors, such as terrorist organizations, that try to under-
mine the strength of great nations. Finally, we examined 
how America’s domestic problems, especially its growing 
budget deficits, threaten American power.

Discussion Questions
1.	 Economic power and military power are often dis-

cussed as the two most important factors that make 
up a great power. What are some other elements of 
power? How might they contribute to a nation’s rise 
to superpower status?

2.	 What are the three types of leadership? Provide some 
examples of how the United States and past world 
powers have exercised these types of leadership.

3.	 What are some strategies for maintaining power  
and preventing rising powers from creating disorder 

in the international system? Provide some  
examples of countries that have used some of these 
strategies.

4.	 What are some current examples of challenges to 
American hegemony? What are the strongest chal-
lenges the United States faces to maintain its status as 
a great power? Explain.

5.	 Does China pose a major threat to the United States? 
How can U.S.-China relations be managed in light of 
increased competition?

also longstanding border disputes, disagreements about Tibet 
and Kashmir, and conflicts over China’s construction of huge 
dams in Tibet that could divert water from rivers flowing into In-
dia. Disputes between China and Japan over islands in the East 
China Sea known as the Diaoyu in China and the Senkakusin 
in Japan have influenced Japan to increase defense spending. 
Furthermore, the United States, as a Pacific power, has strength-
ened military, economic, and political ties with countries in the 
region. China also faces economic competition from other low-
cost manufacturing countries such as Indonesia and Vietnam. 
Rising standards of living and demands for higher wages will di-
minish China’s competitive advantage. China can resolve many 

of these challenges by accepting its global political responsi-
bilities and working largely within the framework of established 
global institutions even as it seeks to modify them to reflect its 
growing power and that of emerging economic powers. By de-
veloping strong economic and political ties with its neighbors 
and maintaining a strong but not threatening military, China can 
reduce tensions and decrease chances of other countries form-
ing alliances to balance against it. Power tends to breed hubris, 
and hubris often leads to unnecessary conflicts, as we will see in 
the case of the United States. If China can avoid the arrogance 
of power, its rise will be perceived as less of a threat.
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