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    With the Soviet threat now winding down, there is now a chance of concentrating resources upon America’s own internal weaknesses, as both the revivalists and I propose. The difference between us is that I am somewhat more skeptical about the proposed reforms being implemented. In twenty years’ time (which was what the final chapter of The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers was really all about), it will be interesting to see how much “revival” or “decline” has taken place.


    —Paul Kennedy, response to Joseph Nye, the


    New York Review of Books, October 11, 1990

    


  


  We have passed the twentieth anniversary of Kennedy’s reply and can make a judgment. While the United States did have a revival of economic and political influence, the decline since 2000 has left it in the weakest international position since before the First World War. This is not a subjective opinion but an objective fact backed up by statistics. The purpose of this study is to quantify the vague terms in international politics of “dominance” and “hegemony.” It will illustrate the usefulness and limitations of these terms through the lens of the last two hundred years of international history. It will then focus on how the United States achieved first dominance and then hegemony. It will demonstrate how the United States lost hegemony and how it is now on the brink of losing dominance. Finally, it will suggest possibilities to regain dominance.


  What Is Dominance?



  Dominance in a power system indicates that a person, group, or country has the leading role in influencing other persons, groups, or countries. Dominance means that one is “first among equals” and that everyone uses the dominant as a standard. I agree with the Correlates of War project’s definition of power as “the ability of a nation to exercise and resist influence.”1


  For the purposes of this study, dominance indicates the degree of difference between the leading and second-leading economies. The greater that difference, the greater the degree of dominance. Thus, according to the Conference Board Total Economy Database (TED), the United States in 2011, using EKS price-parity adjustments, had a GDP of $14.988 trillion while China, the second-largest economy, had an economy of $12.771 trillion. The American economy was 17 percent larger than the Chinese economy. We give it a dominance index of 1.17.2 The dominant power will always have a number larger than 1; the closer a lagging nation is to a dominance number of 1, the closer it is to dominance.


  What Is Hegemony?



  Hegemony in a power system means an overwhelming dominance such that the country can regularly get its way.


  For the purposes of this study, hegemony is achieved when the largest economy is far larger than the next biggest economy and is also larger than the next three combined. This indicates that even if an alliance could be built among the three next largest, it would not be enough to overcome the power of the hegemon.


  Hegemony can bring political, economical, and cultural benefits. Others must use resources to meet a standard. The hegemon will be consulted on all major actions. While its veto power is not absolute, others will try to avoid offending the hegemon. Trade agreements will usually benefit the hegemon simply by creating a level playing field. Because much of the hegemon’s power rests on its productivity, it can outcompete most others in most sectors as long as there are no grossly discriminatory barriers. The hegemon’s culture also benefits. Its language is learned commonly and may even replace the native languages and cultures in other parts of the world. Others may copy its laws, customs, traditions, religion, inheritance practices, clothing fashion, music, and patterns of sex, marriage, and burial.


  If the American economy of 2011 is compared to the three next largest (China, Japan, and India) it is 54.67 percent of those three; thus the hegemony index would be 54.67. Since this is under 100, the United States is clearly not close to a hegemonical position. This is a disconnection from the pronouncements of American politicians and media figures. In the past thirty years, the world has respected the United States as the dominant, not the hegemon. Even some American allies ignored its boycott of the 1980 Olympic Games. In the 1980s, Western Europe made financial and energy deals with the Soviet Union that were bitterly opposed by the Reagan administration. In 2003, the United States could not bully or persuade a majority of United Nations Security Council members to support the invasion of Iraq. Even Mexico, under a conservative government and in Washington’s shadow, would not lend diplomatic support.


  The Limits of Hegemony



  Hegemony does not mean control. Never has even the strongest hegemon held total control or gotten everything it wanted. Ancient Rome was defeated in the Teutoberg Forest and could not extend its power to the Elbe River. China could not extend its power to Southeast Asia or nearby Japan.


  Distance is a powerful limit on hegemony. With each mile, especially each mile from a sea coast, it becomes harder and harder to exert power. Unless one can bring overwhelming power to bear such as the Europeans on Africa in the late nineteenth century, or the Spanish on America in the sixteenth century, control on a large scale is impossible to maintain. The railroad and internal combustion engine temporarily eased these problems. Even in the cases of the Americas and Africa, the Europeans ultimately relinquished control. Modern technology makes it easier to communicate and transport goods and people across distances, but it also allows for more effective resistance.


  The advent of mutually assured destruction has added another limit to hegemony. The overwhelming power of a hegemon can be balanced by the fear of damage from weapons of mass destruction. Even a relatively low level of damage can serve as a deterrent.


  Modern nationalism has put another curb on the hegemon. Once upon a time, victory in war meant the addition of land with resources and a productive population. Now it means gaining control over a ruined land with a resentful populace. Winning brings few more benefits than
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