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A US-China Power Transition?

American leaders are deeply interested in the direction of China’s economic and military growth and behavior. Donald Trump’s secretary of state, Mike Pompeo said in 2019, “The Chinese Communist Party is a Marxist-Leninist Party focused on struggle and international domination. . . . We need only listen to the words of their leaders” (Westcott 2019). Joe Biden in 2024 said, “For years, I’ve heard many of my Republican and even Democratic friends say that China is on the rise and America has been falling behind” (White House 2024). Even with the damage the COVID-19 pandemic and a financial crisis caused to the Chinese economy, in the mid-2020s, scholars confidently predicted that China will eventually surpass the United States and become the dominant state in the international system (Zhang 2024; Prasad 2023; Deng 2022; Jones 2022; Doshi 2021; Kang 2007). Those who disagree seem to be on the defensive (White House 2024; Kennedy 2023; Feng & He 2020; Jorgensen 2020; Welch 2020; Beckley 2011/12).

Those who foresee a power transition from the United States to China are generally pessimistic about what will come next. The general sense is that China is likely to undermine (and already has undermined) the liberal international economic order and the rule-based international system more generally. This is particularly true with respect to free trade and human rights (Stiles & Oestreich 2023; Beech 2018; Erlanger 2020; Shepherd & Qiu 2017; Bruce-Lockhart 2017). They point to recent aggressive policies in the South China Sea, continued opposition to the activities of the United Nations Human Rights Council, asymmetrical lending and investment practices in its Belt and Road Initiative, and so forth. Some hold out hope that China will not be a “radical revisionist” state and will, in fact, preserve much of the existing global order once it assumes international preeminence (Welch 2020, 62; Elliott & Wearden 2017, Okano-Heijmans et al. 2018, 21).

This book attempts to answer these questions by analyzing every time a great power was displaced by a rising power in the past. We present a general model of power transition that challenges conventional wisdom and provides an analysis of how power transitions have occurred throughout human history. We find considerable commonality across cases, allowing us to offer some conjectures about what the US-China relationship has in store. In the process, we explore mostly systemic and sociological factors to explain both the transition event and, more importantly, the post-transition aftermath and repercussions. We argue that power transitions are generally fairly orderly events, they mostly preserve existing institutions and norms, and they take place with relatively little violence. This goes against the arguments put forward by the mainstream power transition literature and offers a fresh perspective from which to interpret current events.

This chapter will proceed as follows: first, we will review existing perspectives on power transitions, underscoring the problems associated with building theory on events that were merely “power challenges” rather than “power transitions.” We will consider separately arguments about why power transitions occur, how they play out, and what the likely results are. We will then discuss our alternative approach, which combines insights from systemic international relations theories as well as ideas regarding imperial governance, norm dissemination, and socialization. We will present the method that will be applied in this work, which can be summed up as a combination of systematic case comparison and process tracing.



Power Transitions in the Literature

The literature on the “rise and fall” of empires and hegemons is rich and extensive, often rooted in a life-cycle model as found in biology or economics (Zarakol 2022; Strathern 2019; Mandelbaum 2019; Korotayev & Tsirel 2010; Taylor 2008; Kennedy 1989; Shirer 1960; Gibbon 1776/2010). Oddly, few of these studies address the question of what comes after the collapse of an empire or a hegemon. This lacuna was noted in the 1950s by A. F. K. Organski (1958) and later by Robert Gilpin (1981) and George Modelski (1987). They endeavored to understand what brings about the supplanting of one empire by another—a so-called power transition. Briefly, the argument holds that in every global system, countries can be ranked in terms of their capacity (military, economic, and demographic) and their willingness to assert power over others, and that the most powerful actor of them all enjoys privileges that are the envy of the second-tier actors. This includes playing the key role in establishing and maintaining the world’s governance structures (Kindleberger 1986; Ikenberry 2011, 11, 58; Stiles 2023). Some of these second-tier actors will endeavor to displace the top actor in order to enjoy these privileges for themselves. When this happens, a global war is often the result, although the theory is agnostic about whether it is inevitable.

Dominant states and empires have a key role to play in the governance of the world—often projecting their domestic order onto the known world (Ikenberry 2011, 11, 58). They assume a leadership role while others in the region accept various subordinate roles, and the system is essentially predictable and at peace (Lake 2009, 35; Zarakol 2017, 1). That said, the primary states and empires are never permanent, even though they are often resilient (Wohlforth 1999). Due to changes in the world economy, technological developments, new ideas and identities, climate change and natural disasters, as well as the inherent difficulty of managing vast and diverse political systems, dominant actors all eventually lose their edge (Cox 1981; Ward 2017, 33). On the other hand, a more nimble and ambitious second-tier actor will almost always take advantage of changes to the economic and political environment and challenge the aging empire. The upstart will challenge the status quo with new ideas for ordering the world—aiming to create a new system that naturally serves its purposes. One fateful day, the great battle for the future of the world takes place and the upstart supplants the incumbent (albeit not always on the first try). The result is a new primary state or empire and with it a new world order (Ikenberry & Nexon 2019, 399; Organski 1958, 325).

Some argue that even without an actual power transition, the changing relative power of key actors shapes how each behaves toward the other. Kugler and Organski (2011), for example, explore how in modern times the relative nuclear capability of two states can shape whether they attempt to influence the other and what the likely result will be. They argue that the relative number and characteristics of nuclear weapons matter a great deal (contrary to Kenneth Waltz—see Goldberg & Khanna 2020). Much of power transition theory focuses on the cases of Germany in 1914 and 1939 along with Japan in 1939 to explain why the challenger decided to launch offensive military operations when they did (Matthijs 2022). Oddly, the objective measures of capability are not generally useful in predicting the outbreak of war since states tend to misperceive their relative capabilities (Tuchman 1962).

Using these historical cases also distorts the dependent variable since Germany and Japan failed in their efforts to supplant the dominant states in the system, namely the United Kingdom and the United States. Instead, they were either subjugated by the victors or absorbed into their post-war world order and internalized the values and practices of their erstwhile enemies. The only actual power transition that is addressed in the mainstream literature is the replacement of the United Kingdom by the United States, although scholars in the power transition literature tend to give this episode short shrift, perhaps because it does not seem to resonate with their often pessimistic bias (Matthijs 2022). In particular, the UK-US case demonstrates that there is no reason to expect that a power transition need involve a revisionist state intent on upending the existing world order, or that the transition will be opposed by the declining power.

In this book, we will focus entirely on power transitions that were completed. Hence, the ideas in this work deserve the moniker “power transition theory.” We argue that actual power transitions are likely to involve two actors that share a great deal with respect to governing styles, norms and values, and practices. As we will discuss, it might be better to think of power transitions in terms of something less fraught, such as “succession” or “replacement.” This is not to say that all declining powers retire gracefully, but rather that the rising power need not be assumed to be hostile or contrarian. This depends on a variety of factors—most of them domestic.


Political Economy and Discourse Approaches

Political economy arguments about power transition emphasize the tendency of liberal economic orders to bring about a shuffling of countries by rank since the burden of leadership might inhibit the capacity of the hegemon to maintain its status (Keohane 1984). For instance, it seems that American leaders were well aware that the US share of global GDP would decline once it put in place the Bretton Woods system (Stiles 1995). On the other hand, some radical scholars and many mainstream economists argue that no number of formal agreements can prevent capitalism and technological innovation from rewarding nimble, second-tier states. They argue that innovation, in particular, rewards states that have not invested too heavily in the previous generation of technology since these “sunk costs” will divert investment away from new, disruptive methods. The result, for some, is a predictable series of rises and falls as new adopters ride a wave of expansion on the latest innovations while others sink under the weight of the old ways (Korotayev & Tsirel 2010). Still others attribute the rise and fall of empires and hegemons to such exogenous forces as natural disasters, plagues, and climate change (Harper 2017; Stein 2023). The implication is that some states may rise because of forces beyond their ken. Perhaps this is why Fukuyama (2012) warns that there is no reason to think that empires or hegemons will endure.

More recent work on power transitions has indeed focused on two dimensions that are neglected in the mainstream work: rhetoric and domestic audiences. Goddard (2018) explains how leaders of rising powers are expected to choose their words carefully and emphasize their endorsement of existing norms and institutions, even as they expand and grow. This type of rhetoric is closely scrutinized by the dominant actors in order to ascertain whether the rising power is a genuine threat. Miller (2021) agrees that as states grow and place themselves in a position to challenge the prevailing hierarchy, they reformulate their basic foreign policy aims and even their nations’ identities. Hanhimäki (2021) argues that what binds the Western nations is more than capacity and technology, but primarily an agreement on roles within the system. All of this is generally consistent with Walt’s “balance of threat” ideas, although rhetoric and discourse are more clearly placed at the center (Walt 1985).

While the discourse approach is sometimes agnostic about the origins of accommodating rhetoric—other than the aim to prevent a harsh backlash from the dominant actors (meaning that the language may be insincere)—some have pointed out that domestic audiences are key players. Ward (2017), in particular, argues that governments that adopt radical revisionist policies are typically working to forge a pro-expansion domestic coalition that includes groups that otherwise would not naturally collaborate. Goddard also argues that domestic audiences are often given different, more bellicose messages even as governments of revisionist states attempt to mollify elites in the dominant states (Goddard 2018, 15). Musgrave (2019) points out that leaders of revisionist states engage in aggressive rhetoric in part because domestic audiences are the ones paying a price for the country’s militarization and must therefore be constantly reminded of their expansionist destiny.

While the material on discourse is important, it sometimes leaves open its actual source. Perhaps, in addition to material incentives justified by insincere rhetoric, state elites may latch onto new and powerful ideas and feelings such as a new ideology, religion, or identity (Nelson 2022). Dominant states must be on guard for all of these types of non-material, ideational forces in the world (Lascurettes 2022).



Power Transition as Leadership Transition

This leads to a different set of questions regarding the maintenance of international order. As explained by Lake (2009), the international system is best understood as primarily hierarchical rather than anarchic, with dominant states pursuing status through authority rather than coercion. Under coercion, the weaker state is obligated to do the stronger state’s will and has constrained behavior but isn’t expected to endorse the arrangement. Under authority, the weaker state decides to submit to the authority of the stronger state in exchange for services such as order, security, and governance. These concepts apply to the maintenance of global institutions as well as empires. The empire/hegemon can share just enough power and authority in the global institutions to allow second-tier states to feel invested and willingly support the leadership of the dominant state (MacDonald 2017). This is at the heart of the liberal bargain discussed by neoliberal institutionalists (Ikenberry 2011), but it is also central to maintaining hierarchy in general. One aim is to convince subordinates that the hierarchy is somehow “natural” and benign (Herlihy-Mera 2018). This can be done by sharing power (Wilkinson 2023, 2; Fisher 1994), bargaining (Davie 2000), or indoctrination (Hamm & Smandych 2005; wa Thiong’o 1986). Cross-cultural socialization involves interaction between metropolitan and indigenous values and norms, such as how some imperialists injected their religions by coopting local deities (Damian 1994) or abducted the sons of conquered rulers to bring them to the capital for socialization (Allsen 1987, 73).

In this book, we also take into account sociological and ideational factors to explain the emergence of rivals to the dominant actors and to explain how this rivalry is expressed. Specifically, we anticipate that in most cases the second-tier polities and the various rebel provinces and vassals (or colonies or protectorates) will be led by individuals who are well acquainted with the norms and institutions of the declining power. We expect that they will have had numerous interactions with their counterparts in the empire or hegemon and will have been instructed in its ways. This may involve some coercive indoctrination or mentoring. Some elites in the rising states may have served as administrators or as members of the royal household. In the process, they may have felt empowered and validated—and they may have been able to witness the effectiveness of the empire’s administration. They may have internalized these imperial ways, to the point that they may not have known of any other legitimate form of governance. It may have developed a “taken-for-granted” character in the minds of rising state elites (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998, 892). If nothing else, they may have noted the degree to which other second-tier actors accepted the imperial system. They may infer from this that these other people would prefer to see this system persist. The result is likely to be the adoption of these same norms and practices once the rising power is in a dominant position in the system, whether as a matter of conviction or calculation. The implication is that a power transition involves a transfer of loyalty from a set of subordinates to a new dominant authority—a “leadership transition,” as it were.

In the event of a power transition, we predict that the elites of the rising power will end up merely substituting themselves for the declining primary state or empire, opting to replicate those features that they found most effective. This sometimes involves the outsider simply replacing the governing elite of the declining power such that ordinary people and even second-tier officials see little change. Either that, or they mimic the former empire by setting up a parallel empire that behaves in much the same way for most of the same reasons (Chan et al. 2021).

This means that, for the most part, power transitions do not lead to a dramatic change in the global order. On the contrary, global orders usually change only because of some dramatic shift within the dominant state. Put simply, primary states and empires are very hard to dislodge, and when they finally fall, the world changes little as a result. Institutions and ideas are far more resilient than is generally acknowledged (Keohane 1984; Hopf 2013, 319).

The implication of this model is that dramatic power transitions followed by changes in the global order, as predicted by conventional theory, are likely to be in fact rare and idiosyncratic. On the other hand, global order persistence is likely to be high, even during power transitions. However, it begs the question of why there have been so many changes to the global order across history. We will argue that changes in the global order stem primarily from internal upheaval in the dominant actors, which leads to dramatic changes in their internal ordering principles. As these new rules and institutions become consolidated and legitimated, the dominant actor will make changes to the global order. Changing the global order from the vantage of global dominance is not easy since many actors have a stake in the status quo, but it is far easier than when it happens as a result of a power transition. Going beyond Goddard’s analysis (2018), we argue that even where the reassuring rhetoric of continuity was employed insincerely by the leaders of a rising power, once in a dominant position they will be constrained to keep their promises, given the expectations of all the other members of the system. A prime example of this is the way British world ordering shifted during the nineteenth century as it adopted democratic norms more fully at home. This ultimately led Great Britain to become an advocate for parliamentary diplomacy, peaceful dispute settlement (including the use of international courts), and greater respect for human rights, including its campaign against the slave trade.

This approach leads to another set of post hoc predictions with respect to the way power transitions play out. Not only is the final state of the system likely to resemble its pre-transition arrangement, but it is likely to get there relatively peacefully. Although for the dominant actor to decline to the point that it is vulnerable may have required some degree of upheaval and violence (although a simple royal succession crisis may suffice), since those moving into the dominant position generally accept the legitimacy of the system, they may take the preeminent position with little violence. While failed transitions of the sort we covered earlier have sometimes been sometimes cataclysmic bloodbaths, we anticipate that most successful power transitions will involve just enough force to persuade the dominant state to accept its being replaced. This may consist of a single, decisive battle, a siege, or even just an ultimatum. It may simply occur when a group of rulers of the rising power force their way into the imperial palace and assume its thrones and offices. The existing cadre of civil servants may simply be asked to switch their loyalties in a quiet ceremony. At any rate, we reject the idea that power transitions are inevitably catastrophic. Rather, we anticipate that in most cases ordinary subjects and citizens will scarcely be aware of changes taking place in the capital. Many will simply pay their taxes to a new official who dresses oddly and speaks with an accent.

Something else this perspective highlights is that the dominant actor is most vulnerable when it fails to fulfill its duties. In other words, rather than assuming a declining empire or hegemon falls because it can no longer defend itself militarily, perhaps it will be supplanted when it is no longer able to provide basic services or protect its vassals and allies from external threats. Likewise, if the dominant state’s elites seem to have betrayed the system’s institutions, it may become especially vulnerable. This is likely to be true of hegemons that only loosely manage a global order. Note, for instance, that during the Trump administration, China “volunteered” to take the lead in preserving the global free trade system in the event the United States abandoned it (Elliott & Wearden 2017).

A dynastic crisis, evidence of widespread corruption, the unjust raising of taxes or application of the judicial code, adoption of a radical new religion, or some other sign of turning away from tried and true principles and practices may be the thing that opens the door to a power transition. Of course, a simple lack of resources, such that the declining power cannot act on its best intentions, may be enough. Perhaps even more important, the rising power will likely underscore its own firm commitment to those very principles and institutions to secure the support of second-tier actors. This message will need to be clearly communicated—something that will be more likely if the rising power has a clear locus of authority such that it can speak with one voice. So, rather than being radical revisionists, we anticipate that many, if not most, rising powers will actually be conservative purists. They will claim to stand for the very things that the declining power also embodied. So while the system might go through significant changes in the years prior to the transition, the new dominant power will bring things back to the status quo ante.

To sum up, we intend to focus on successful power transitions rather than failed ones. We anticipate that prior to the transition, the elites in the rising power will be socialized to the norms of the declining power, with the result that the transition itself will be relatively nonviolent and minimally disruptive to the institutions and norms in place prior to the transition. We test these propositions by means of the first-ever comprehensive collection of case studies of successful power transitions.



Disclaimers

That said, there are situations that make this model more or less likely, related mostly to the degree to which the elites in the rising power are committed to the norms and institutions of the declining power. A not uncommon scenario involves a province on the periphery of the empire that grows faster than the center and seeks to take power for itself. These types of actors are more likely to emerge when there is widespread discontent about onerous taxes and heavy burdens of military service combined with inadequate public services and protection from enemies. Local authorities are more likely to resent constraints imposed by the empire as a failure to acknowledge what they perceive as newly earned rights to self-government. This will be exacerbated by the emergence among them of new religious or ideological beliefs or national identities that make submission intolerable. In such a situation, the restive provinces are often able to mobilize other provincial leaders to form a competing power center to challenge the core elite. We are excluding cases of secession and independence without any immediate attempt to displace the empire (although this may happen eventually, as in the case of the United States and United Kingdom—see chapter 15). In this type of scenario, our model is likely to be especially predictive. The rising power is especially likely to invoke symbols and ideals of the declining power and then operate on very similar principles once in power.

A second scenario involves a small state located just beyond the fringes of the empire that is able to recruit neighbors who feel threatened by the dominant actor. This is most likely when it engages in aggression on the frontier while evincing weaknesses—such as a succession crisis or a rebellion in some province. The challengers that succeed in supplanting the declining power are most likely to be former allies or vassals that, again, invoke many of its governing principles while promising a more democratic or liberal policy program. In these cases, continuity is still likely, although we would expect some greater departures from the status quo since the rising power’s elites would not have internalized the declining power’s governing ethos to the same degree as in the previous case.

Finally, there are those rare cases of a power emerging over the horizon and launching a surprise attack on the empire. Those governing these types of rising powers will be motivated by their own principles and values that will probably not overlap with those of the declining power. We have only found five historical cases that fit this description: Alexander the Great’s conquest of Persia in 334 BC, Genghis Khan’s invasions of Khwarezmian and Jin territories in the mid-thirteenth century, and Spain’s invasions of Mexico and Peru in the early sixteenth century. In these cases, the model is not expected to be particularly accurate. We anticipate considerable violence, dramatic upheavals, and a great deal of discontinuity.

Although the historical data on battle deaths are generally unreliable, in this book we will consider deaths on the order of 1 percent of the parties’ populations as the boundary between the type of extraordinary carnage anticipated in conventional power transition theory and something more middling or low, as discussed earlier. This figure allows one to separate protracted, bloody conflicts such as the eradication of the Khwarezmian Empire by the Mongols (see chapter 10) and the Thirty Years War (see chapter 14) on the one hand, and shorter conflicts involving only a few battles, such as the destruction of the Persian army by Alexander (see chapter 3). The bloodiest battle in history, the siege and liberation of Stalingrad on July–February 2, 1943, cost more than two million lives, but only about one-half of 1 percent of the German and Soviet populations. And so, a transition involving only a few battles falls well below our threshold for extreme violence. This is the type of transition we anticipate will be typical.




Definitions and Research Method

To begin, we define dominant states and empires as do Walt and Mearsheimer, namely as actors that “enjoy an asymmetry of power” even though they “cannot physically control the entire globe and thus cannot compel states to do whatever [they want]” (Walt 2005, 31; see also Mearsheimer 2014). Generally, we think of empires as the epitome of hierarchical entities that dominate a wide range of diverse societies both near and far, but other actors can qualify, such as nation-states or feudal federations (Phillips 2017, 43; Lake 2009, 52; Ikenberry & Nexon 2019, 409, 411). Watson defines “empire” and “hegemony” in this way:


Empire: direct administration of different communities from an imperial centre. The freedom of action even of imperial governments is limited in practice by the constraints which involvement with other communities imposes. Hegemony: some power or authority in a system is able to “lay down the law” about the operation of the system, that is to determine to some extent the external relations between member states, while leaving them domestically independent. (Watson 2009, 15, 16)



The distinction between empires, hegemonies, and states is useful, but the reader should understand that, given the breadth of this study, we will use some of these terms loosely to allow for comparison across cases. This is consistent with the “historical international relations” tradition that is growing in significance (Spruyt 2020; Zarakol 2002; Buzan & Lawson 2015; Watson 2009; Reus-Smit 1999). It builds on various traditions ranging from the English School of Bull (1977) and Watson (2009) to the “longue durée” concept of Fernand Braudel (1979). As explained by Kessler and Leira (2024), international relations work overlaps with world history in that we as scholars must tell the stories that describe humanity’s evolution. While we must take care not to project modern concepts and sensibilities too inflexibly on the past, we may certainly borrow heavily from categories and ideas across time to make some sense of it all. For that matter, there has been a tendency to both strip away what is “modern” from the past and to reify all that is modern (Zarakol 2002). The Westphalian system of sovereign states, for instance, is better understood as an unrealized ideal-type, full of exceptions and buried in a system of actors that resembles more the chaotic hodge-podge of feudal Europe than what was argued by theorists such as Bodin and Hobbes (1576/2013 and 1651/2009 respectively). This is one inference from modern work on sovereignty and hierarchy in international relations (Krasner 1999; Lake 2009). Consider, for instance, the status of the United States between 1775 and 1865. During the Revolutionary War period, it lacked juridical independence but enjoyed considerable autonomy and self-government, so much so that the French, Spanish, and Dutch were willing to provide it with considerable material and diplomatic support. But it was not until 1815 that Britain fully acknowledged its sovereignty. For that matter, much the same could be said about the Confederate States of America—which was nearly granted recognition by Great Britain until it lost the Battle of Antietam (Jones 1999). The process of acknowledging the status of an important state actor has been fraught with ambiguity and even confusion across the modern period, bringing its practices far closer to earlier historical eras than many would like to admit (Stiles 2023, chapter 3). Likewise, the status of provinces and vassals among early empires was much more ambiguous than is generally acknowledged among political scientists today. As we will see again and again, the farther from the capital, the more autonomy was retained by dependent actors—to the point that most were able to govern themselves, raise armies, and adopt their own foreign policy—so long as it was compatible with the center’s. It was not so different from the status of sovereign states like Belgium or Canada with respect to the United States during the Cold War (see chapter 15). So long as concepts are kept broad and flexible, there can be many comparisons made across the centuries—or at the very least what we observe in the past can inspire our thinking about today’s problems.

With respect to the size and scope of the actor’s rank and status, we distinguish between those that dominate a continent-sized area (viz. Mali and Songhay in 1325) and those that dominated smaller—albeit large—domains (viz. Khmer and Ayutthaya in 1431) and include only the former. This naturally leaves out a number of smaller kingdoms that were overthrown by Europeans—some of which were minor actors in Europe itself. Note that we avoid the use of the term “hegemon” since, in many theoretical traditions in international relations, the term is defined with reference to a state’s role in creating global orders, while this role is contingent in our model (Keohane 1984, 33; Parmar 2019). We will also endeavor to separate capability from influence in that states are not dominant unless they use their capabilities to exercise authority over other actors, regardless of their wealth or military capability (viz. the United States in 1890). We also recognize that dominant actors employ multiple means to achieve this, including coercion, persuasion, institution-building, and norm-creation.

To be included in the study, both the predecessor and successor must qualify as dominant states or empires and enjoy a decades-long period of authority. We also selected cases where the upstart assumes power within a few years (<10) of the predecessor’s decline. We exclude cases of great power collapse that resulted in a period of upheaval and/or disintegration of the central order, as in the case of the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century AD or the end of the Zhou Dynasty in the third century BC. We opted to ignore cases of short-lived powers (viz. Napoleonic France) since it would be difficult to assess continuity. We also leave out the Byzantines because they experienced several “falls” followed by several “rises.” By the time the Ottomans finally conquered Constantinople in 1453, Byzantium was no longer the dominant power in the region. Naturally, we also exclude all the failed attempts at power transition that have been the focus of previous power transition work.

To be included in the study, the rising power must also must have a distinct identity from that of the declining power and enjoy a considerable degree of autonomy during its rise, such that it could gather an army and/or organize a coalition to defeat the declining power. This might include actors that are nominally subservient to it, but not those that are directly administered and controlled by it. This excludes palace coups and other purely internal power transitions within the declining power. It does, however, include some dynastic transitions, such as the successive Islamic empires of the early Middle Ages (Rashidun-Umayyad-Abbasid) and the Yuan and Ming of the fourteenth century, since the rising dynasty was able to establish an independent identity.

As discussed, many of the resulting cases involve a challenge by a province or vassal or ally of the declining power. In these cases, we would expect to see the social dynamic discussed above play a key role. One might even anticipate that some senior officials of the declining power would choose to switch sides and join the rising power. This sort of movement would likely be welcomed by the rising power as it would provide them with a cadre of experienced bureaucrats and commanders. We might also see oracles and prophets announcing that heaven had switched sides and that the rising power now enjoyed the blessings of the gods. We might even see cases where those ruling the rising power would simply walk into the capital of the declining power and occupy the spaces and offices of the former elites. Such a transition might be welcomed by the declining power’s allies and vassals, who might accept the assumption of the same roles under the new regime.


Scope Issues

One might ask why we are pulling together all of the cases across recorded history that fit these criteria, given the considerable variety between them. While we are not unaware that comparisons across such disparate cases present problems (Stiles 2023), we argue that one of the things that seems common across human existence is the desire to dominate one’s neighbors. Those that can dominate often do. Acquiring a vast surplus allows those at the top to live lives of influence and opulence. Acquiring land and controlling people gives one resources that—at least in the medium term—make it easier to control adjacent lands. Ideology and religion are often recruited to justify these ambitions, making the whole experience extremely fulfilling for all elites: they are both living well and doing the gods’ will (Gibbon 1776; Motyl 2001; Taylor 2008; Strathern 2019). At the same time, there seems to be a common thread across history that these imperial ambitions reach an apogee and then begin to collapse (Kennedy 1989). Larger empires are, after all, more difficult to manage, which usually leads to a degradation in the quality of administration and control, opening up the opportunity for challengers to step in. So long as the vocabulary of our description and analysis is sufficiently broad, we believe it will be possible to harmonize our comparisons. And if it is possible to identify patterns across so many different cases, the persuasiveness of the argument will be all the stronger.

Our focus will not be on predicting which rising powers will challenge the status quo or which declining powers will be supplanted. This is certainly an important topic, but a full-fledged study of this phenomenon and the previous phenomena would require a massive study of year-by-year major-power interactions. That said, the evidence, as mentioned previously, will allow us to offer some tentative conjectures—in particular with respect to the possibility of a China-US power transition and all this implies.



Structure of the Cases, Sources, and Drafting Process

The cases are organized into chapters on the basis of when and where they occurred, meaning that some chapters include several cases—either in succession or in parallel. Thus, we see the Islamic empires and the Medieval Central Asian empires each consolidated into their own chapters with two transitions each. The early Mongol invasions of northern and then southern China and its obliteration of the Khwarezmians in Iran are also presented in one chapter. In each case, we explore the status of the declining power and the rising power just before the transition to trace similarities, differences, and interactions. We are interested in the nature of governance—especially norms and institutions—and both systemic and sociological forces at work. Then we discuss the transition in some detail to determine whether it was violent or profoundly disruptive. Finally, we describe the conditions in the rising power after the transition to ascertain whether it has, in fact, adopted the practices, norms, and institutions of its predecessor. By so doing, we can test the book’s key theoretical propositions. Also, by so doing we can make available to an audience that is most likely not familiar with all of the cases enough material to think about other connections and perhaps begin a new research program. In the concluding chapter, we will assess the usefulness of the argument and draw further implications.

Regarding sources, while many original sources are used, the bulk of the material comes from historical accounts by scholars—thus the book is mostly an exercise in historiography. In most cases, there are firsthand records written by historians and officials of the two major powers that are of fairly high reliability. In many cases, these are supplemented by archaeological evidence and by accounts written by foreign observers. In still other cases, there are scriptures, plays, novels, and other more informal accounts that allow for some inferences to be drawn, although these are naturally of lower reliability. Every effort is made to triangulate historical events from multiple sources and scholarship, but appropriate caveats are given where this isn’t possible. Naturally, great powers whose histories have not yet been uncovered are not addressed in this project, but it is always possible that still more power transitions will be exposed in the future.

The drafting of the cases involved a team approach. While the principal author takes full responsibility for all of the material, he was aided by thirteen undergraduate students who worked under his close supervision beginning in 2021. Each was assigned to collect information and begin crafting narratives for the various cases. For some chapters, the students were able to complete a first draft which the principal author then reshaped and supplemented. In other cases, the material collected served as a starting point for writing the chapter. In still other cases, the principal author collected all the material and wrote the chapters himself. The net result is a series of case studies that address the same questions using the same type of material. Given their level of engagement, students have been given authorship credit where appropriate. But this is not an anthology in the traditional sense. Needless to say, the principal author is grateful for and impressed with the considerable effort and talent on display in these students’ achievements.



The Cases

The book covers twenty-two distinct cases of hegemonic transition (see table 0.1). These span all the epochs of humanity’s recorded history and nearly all the earth’s continents. Ten occurred during Antiquity, eight during the Middle Ages, and the rest occurred since 1500 AD. Nine transitions took place in Western Asia, Central Asia, and the eastern Mediterranean, while five occurred in East Asia, and the rest were in Europe, Africa, South Asia, and the Americas. Some cases happened in arid and inhospitable regions such as Mongolia and areas east of the Caspian Sea, while others occurred in tropical and fertile areas such as the Gangetic Plain.


Table 0.1  The Cases


	
Declining Power


	
Rising Power


	
Chapter


	
Period


	
Region





	
Shang


	
Western Zhou


	
2


	
1100 BC


	
East Asia





	
Neo-Assyria


	
Neo-Babylonia


	
3


	
600 BC


	
West Asia





	
Neo-Babylonia


	
Persia/Achaemenid


	
4


	
500 BC


	
West Asia





	
Persia/Achaemenid


	
Macedonia


	
4


	
300 BC


	
West Asia





	
Nanda


	
Maurya


	
5


	
350 BC


	
South Asia





	
Seleucid


	
Rome


	
6


	
200 BC


	
Mediterranean





	
Carthage


	
Rome


	
6


	
200 BC


	
Mediterranean





	
Qin


	
Han


	
7


	
200 BC


	
East Asia





	
Parthia


	
Sassania


	
8


	
230 AD


	
West Asia





	
Rashidun


	
Umayyad


	
9


	
660 AD


	
West Asia





	
Umayyad


	
Abbasid


	
9


	
750 AD


	
West Asia





	
Samanid


	
Ghaznavid


	
10


	
1030 AD


	
Central Asia





	
Ghaznavid


	
Seljuk


	
10


	
1050 AD


	
Central Asia





	
Khwarezmia


	
Mongol


	
11


	
1250 AD


	
West Asia





	
Jin


	
Mongol


	
11


	
1260 AD


	
East Asia





	
Song


	
Mongol/Yuan


	
11


	
1280 AD


	
East Asia





	
Yuan


	
Ming


	
12


	
1360 AD


	
East Asia





	
Mali


	
Songhay


	
13


	
1450 AD


	
Africa





	
Aztec


	
Spain


	
14


	
1530 AD


	
Americas





	
Inca


	
Spain


	
14


	
1530 AD


	
Americas





	
Habsburg Spain


	
Bourbon France


	
15


	
1650 AD


	
Europe





	
United Kingdom


	
United States


	
16


	
1940 AD


	
Atlantic







The people living in the areas affected by power transitions had relatively little in common. Some were heavily invested in farming, while others were ranchers. Some were urban societies while others were nomadic steppe peoples. Some were monotheistic, others not. Some practiced various forms of democratic or participatory government, while most were governed by hierarchical structures with priest-king traditions.

What do these cases have in common, other than power transition? Not a great deal, other than a fairly centralized and ambitious elite in the rising power. What is perhaps surprising is that in several cases the declining power was not experiencing the types of symptoms one normally associates with decline. For example, the Persians under Darius III were powerful and prosperous. This was also true of the Carthaginians, the Nanda, and the Song. Few observers at the time predicted that these powers were on the verge of collapse. On the other hand, almost all the rising powers in our accounts were focused and determined to dominate. Looking over the cases reminds one of the power of personality and skill as well, and we anticipate discussing the outsized roles of Cyrus the Great, Alexander the Great, Scipio Africanus and Hannibal, Chandragupta, Mohammed, Temüjin, and Louis XIV. But most of these ambitious leaders and commanders were constrained by systemic, societal, and geographical constraints, and so only rarely were they able to carry out all of their plans on schedule.

To be sure, it seems unlikely that a common causal dynamic would carry across so many different historical moments, but this is the central premise of this project. We expect to see that in the vast majority of cases, the rising power will have become well acquainted with the personnel of the declining power and their institutions and norms and will adopt and implement these in their new dominant position. It is also hoped that presenting this abundance of historical information will serve as a starting point for future research—a convenient compendium of cases as it were.

As mentioned, we will be considering mostly governance-related factors to assess whether the transitions were mostly peaceful and resulted in continuity. Our model will be undermined in cases where the transitions were especially violent and disruptive—something we will address in conclusion. This will be especially important if these types of transitions occurred where the elites of the rising power were closely associated with those of the declining power, and there were indications that there was agreement on governing principles and institutions.




Note


	1. I would like to thank Elle Diether and Colton Osguthorpe for their research assistance.
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