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Preface

This book is primarily aimed at the general reader, who follows the news, and is conscious that geopolitics is returning to our dinner tables, boardrooms, and public life, but who wishes to look beyond the headlines at where the Great Powers have come from and where they might be going. Unlike those by John Mearsheimer, Kenneth Waltz, and other giants of political science, my book does not seek to offer a general theory of international politics, and it does not aspire to the magisterial sweep of Paul Kennedy’s Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. Instead, the intention here is to provide a brief introduction to our new Great Power world in its wider historical context: where we are, who the main actors are, how we got here, and where we may end up.

Cambridge, 1.9.2025




Introduction

The New Great Power World

The Great Powers are back. Over the past ten years or so, the world has been rocked by the return of what the United States’ 2017 National Security Strategy termed ‘great power competition’. The threat from ‘revisionist powers’ such as Russia and especially China, rather than terrorism, was deemed to be the primary concern. Russia’s nuclear systems were deemed to ‘remain the most significant existential threat to the United States’. Those lines were written in the shadow of Russia’s ­initial invasion of Ukraine in 2014 and the growth of ­Sino-­American ­rivalry in East Asia. Today, after Russia’s ­full-­scale attack on Ukraine in February 2022 and the escalating tension in the Taiwan Strait, there can be no doubt that traditional ‘geopolitics’ has returned with a vengeance.1

For hundreds of years, our world had been one of Great Powers rising and falling. The resulting ­conflicts—­for example, the Napoleonic Wars, the First World War, and the Second World ­War—­came at enormous human cost. Then, after the end of the Cold War, we thought we had transcended the past, with the establishment of a new order based on international law and economic cooperation. Now we are returning to a Great Power system in which raw military might is rated higher than economic heft, the strength of legal arguments, or moral standing. In August 2025, for example, US President Donald Trump told the Ukrainians to ‘make a deal’, because ‘Russia is a very big power and they are not’. His hierarchy would have been immediately familiar to our ancestors, but we are still struggling to understand it.

All this raises the stakes for a world which was already grappling with a series of major challenges: international terrorism, climate change, and illegal migration, to name but a few. None of these threats have gone away, but today the prospect of sudden mass death is much more credible than it was even at the height of the ‘Global War on Terror’ after 2001, with its ‘dirty bombs’, bioweapons, and other ‘weapons of mass destruction’. This is because the danger of a ­full-­scale nuclear exchange, or devastating conventional war, now looms larger than at any time since the height of the Second Cold War in the 1980s, not least because we have unlearned the rituals of deterrence even more comprehensively than we have forgotten the dynamics of Great Power rivalry. Geopolitics is thus the thing that may kill us before climate change does.2

Despite warning signs such as Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008 and China’s increasingly hawkish behaviour in the South China Sea, these developments took Western leaders and publics by surprise. They had become comfortable in what they believed to be an increasingly ‘globalised’ and ‘interdependent’ world in which the main challenges were ‘transnational’ rather than interstate. In 2005, British Prime Minister Tony Blair claimed that to debate globalisation was rather like discussing ‘whether autumn should follow summer’. In this world there were no Great Powers in the traditional sense, only one. It made sense to speak of multilateralism or unipolarity, but not of the kind of ‘multipolarity’ which had been routine in the Great Power world of the past.3

In 2014, immediately after Russia’s occupation of Crimea, German Chancellor Angela Merkel dismissed the Russian leader Vladimir Putin as a man who was living in the old Great Power world of the nineteenth century. Likewise, concerns about the growth of Chinese power were widely dismissed on both sides of the Atlantic, on the grounds that economic ‘engagement’ would turn the People’s Republic (PRC) into a ‘responsible stakeholder’, and that the trading relationship was a rising tide which would lift all political boats, in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East as well as in the developed world. These beliefs were convenient for Western political leaders as they sought to justify economic liberalisation and reductions in military expenditure.4

Now we know better. Sadly, it was Vladimir Putin who was ahead of the times and the chancellor who was trapped in the past. As we shall see, at most points during the past ten years or so, the major global actors have made decisions based on geopolitical rather than economic considerations: Russia over Ukraine, the United Kingdom and the European Union over Brexit, and the United States and the PRC over economic ‘derisking’—­that is, reducing trade and economic connectivity with China in our effort to minimize strategic vulnerabilities. Just as we were shocked by the willingness of Putin, in particular, to jeopardise Russia’s energy markets over Ukraine, so both the Russian Federation and the PRC have underestimated the determination of the West to defend the international order even at considerable economic cost.

This colossal failure of geopolitical understanding extends well beyond government. Universities made big bets on the flow of foreign students from potentially hostile states. Many academics turned their backs on area studies, political and international history, and the study of the Great Powers. Supposedly unsentimental and undogmatic corporations drank heavily from the well of ‘globalisation’, making them huge profits, for sure, but also leaving them with vulnerable supply chains and considerable sunk costs in foreign jurisdictions. Nongovernmental organisations segmented the world into single ­issues—­for example, labour rights, human trafficking, and the ­environment—­but failed to see the larger geostrategic picture. This failure has cost all of those entities, and all of us, dearly.

The misplaced optimism about the direction of the world and the inability to spot the return of Great Power rivalry rested on mistaken assumptions about history, about globalisation and the superiority of economics over geopolitics and national cultures, and about the nature of Russia and China. Given the events in former Yugoslavia in ­1991–­1999 and in New York in September 2001, not many believed that ‘history had ended’ with the disintegration of the Soviet Bloc in 1989, but most were convinced that the time of Great Power conflict was firmly past. ‘Global governance’, not ‘balance of power’, and ‘complex emergencies’, not ‘peer competition’, were the watchwords. The world economic order which emerged after the collapse of the communist regimes in Europe and China’s economic shift away from Marxism was variously described as ‘­neo-­liberal’, ‘globalised’, and ‘interdependent’. In this ‘flat’ world, states and boundaries mattered less and less. Capital and labour flowed increasingly freely across borders. Technology was supposedly annihilating distance. Those who had not yet arrived at the ‘West’, in particular China and Russia, would eventually end up there through a process of ‘engagement’.5

There were many critiques of this model, with its winners and losers, but few made the obvious point that globalisation was bound to fail in a Great Power world. The two were not merely incompatible conceptually, but strategically and operationally as well, as the Ukraine war in 2022 was to show. Great Power rivalry made a mockery of economic interdependence, because ­dependencies—­such as ­energy—­could be weaponised. Worse still, it put a big question mark over outsourcing, technology transfer, and just about every other economic practice. Once secure supply chains suddenly looked vulnerable. The world was no longer flat, and at the key ‘chokepoints’ it suddenly seemed very narrow. Interdependence, as some had long warned, could be ‘weaponized’. As Larry Fink, the legendary head of the world’s largest asset manager, BlackRock, put it in March 2022, ‘The Russian invasion of Ukraine has put an end to the globalization we have experienced over the last three decades.’6

When westerners ask ‘who lost Russia and China’ or ‘why’ they did so, they forget that these countries were not theirs to lose. Contrary to what many hoped or believed, the PRC and the Russian Federation were never really headed in a liberal democratic direction, and they were consequently not derailed from that path, at least not by the West. Instead, both polities were and are exploring alternative paths to modernity which would enable them to constitute separate ‘poles’ in a world dominated by Western power.

The result is a completely different international environment to the one which we became used to after the end of the Cold War. World events are primarily driven by geopolitics, not economics or law. Transnational ‘governance’ is receding as the major powers jostle for primacy. The new ­question—­which previous generations frequently asked ­themselves—­is whether these players will maintain a balance between each other, or one of them will achieve complete dominance over the others. Weaker actors, who had long sheltered under the umbrella of the ­rules-­based international order, are running for cover. In this new world, states matter, and the biggest states, the Great Powers, matter most of all.

That said, the Great Powers do not determine everything and sometimes they fail to get their way. Having avoided the ‘globalist’ snares, we must not fall into the ‘realist’ trap of exalting the strong and dismissing the apparently weak. The United States was unable to defeat the Taliban in Afghanistan, and the Russian Federation is failing to impose its will on Ukraine. Moreover, the Great Power world ­is—­by ­definition—­dynamic. Historically, powers have risen and fallen, and they will continue to do so. Some polities are footballs for centuries until they are not. In 1871, unification turned Germany from an object of the Great Powers into a Great Power itself. In 2022, ­Ukraine—­for hundreds of years a thoroughfare for the Great ­Powers—­defied Russia and became a factor in world politics in its own right.

Furthermore, if smaller actors sometimes risk being crushed by or between the Great Powers, they can also play them off against each other. The North Italian Duchy of Savoy did this for hundreds of years before the nineteenth century; many ‘Third World’ states did it during the Cold War; and much of the ‘Global South’ has been trying to do this in the face of the war in Ukraine. Indeed, sometimes smaller states can ‘wag the dog’ by manipulating stronger sponsors into conflicts they had not intended to join. Today, there are more countries in the world than ever before, and the ­neutrals—­or ­non-­aligned ­ones—­are much stronger than they have been for a very long time.7

Nor does the return of the Great Powers mean that we can dismiss ­non-­state actors. If the West was shocked by the revival of Russian territorial ambitions with the annexation of Crimea in early 2014, it was soon reminded of the importance of radical Islamism by the triumph of ISIS later that summer. If it was thunderstruck by the Russian ­full-­scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, it was reminded of the importance of ­non-­state actors by the Hamas attacks on Israel of October 2023 and their ramifications throughout the Middle East and more widely. ‘Realists’, who often discount the role and rights of ­non–­Great Power actors, thus often create a hierarchy which does not exist.

It is also true that the Great Powers are to a greater or lesser extent constrained by international institutions. It is not simply the case that, as the Greek historian Thucydides famously put it in his ‘Melian Dialogue’, ‘the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must’. That has happened, does happen, and will continue to happen, but the world is not just a jungle. The Great Powers operate within a system of institutions, rules, and norms which are not always obeyed but cannot be disregarded without cost. Here we confront a paradox. The Great Powers create international institutions which both empower and constrain them, such as the World Trade Organization, the International Criminal Court, and other structures. This is because the hegemon of the day hopes that the regional or global architecture it established will outlive its military dominance. It often does, but only until the point when the tension between the institutional superstructure and the changed underlying power dynamics becomes too great. The resulting conflict then produces a new balance and a new set of structures.8

Finally, the global powers both shape and are shaped by wider global processes. Economic growth, in both its state and corporate variants, changes the relationships between states. The stupendous ‘rise’ of China, for example, has fuelled Beijing’s challenge not merely to the ­Indo-­Pacific but to the global order. The American response, be it President Joe Biden’s ‘derisking’ or Trump’s planned ‘decoupling’, has had significant implications for the world economy. Technological progress, often driven by interstate ambition, adds new domains to Great Power contention, such as space and cyber, and if asymmetrical, can shift the balance of power between the Great Powers. Demographic ­shifts—­whether from birthrates, migration, or settler ­colonialism—­are often caused by the actions of Great Powers and can profoundly change the relationships between them. Cultural and ideological ­shifts—­for example, the growth of ­environmentalism—­can change geopolitical dynamics.9



The natural world, too, is in constant flux. The ‘geography’ in geopolitics is not as variable as the ‘politics’, but it is by no means fixed. Technological change made the Suez and Panama Canals possible, completely altering not merely the physical but also the strategic geography of their regions. Climate change causes rivers to run low, lakes to dry up, deserts to grow, ice to melt, and sea levels to rise. In the Arctic, this has already changed the geopolitical picture by opening up more of the region to transit trade, resource extraction, and military competition. In the Pacific and Indian Oceans, whole islands, some of them of vital strategic importance, are threatened with submergence. The ‘green transition’ drives a new scramble for resources as states seek to secure the precious ‘critical metals’ needed to power it.

In short, the Great Powers made and make our world, and yet they do not do so entirely according to their own desires, but subject to context, contingency, and forces beyond their direct control.

The Great Powers contend at two levels, the global and the regional. Globally, they compete over the ‘commons’, especially the ­sea-­lanes on which so much of the world’s commerce depends; over access to resources, especially energy and food; over regulatory dominance; over internet domains; and over the political and moral high ground, which can be translated into geopolitical advantage through ‘narratives’. Across the globe, the Great Powers intervene in domestic politics, through democracy promotion or autocracy protection, in order to defend allies, ­destabilise or ‘flip’ enemies, and attract neutrals.

Regionally, Russia and its competitors face off in Europe, in particular Ukraine, the Baltic, the Arctic, and the Eastern Mediterranean; the PRC and their only formal ally, North Korea, confront the United States, Japan, India, and their allies in the ­Indo-­Pacific, notably in the Himalayas, the South China Sea, the East China Sea, Taiwan, and the South Pacific. Africa and Latin America are increasingly caught up in Great Power struggles over influence, bases, and resource extraction. The Middle East is contested by most of the Great Powers, sometimes directly, but usually via proxies; this fact is one of the few things all the protagonists in the region can agree on. Only Antarctica remains, by treaty, an area barred to Great Power interference. The global and the regional meet in the critical chokepoints, such as the Panama Canal, Gibraltar, the Suez Canal, the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, the Strait of Hormuz, and the Strait of Malacca.

This new Great Power world is fluid and confusing; even its basic geometry is unclear. In the early 2020s, much of the globe seemed to be grouping into two camps or ‘orders’. On the one side, there was the Western camp, consisting of the United States, the United Kingdom, the EU (or most of it), and their allies. On the other side, there was the authoritarian camp, consisting of the PRC, the Russian Federation, and their allies. Some powers, including very impor­tant ones like India, which is close to Russia but hostile to China, and therefore open to limited cooperation with the West, straddled the two orders. Then the second Trump administration, inaugurated in January 2025, seemed to set the United States on a collision course with its closest allies in the Western camp. The world suddenly looked multipolar rather than bi-order.

The interplay between the Great Powers should not be understood as a bloodless ‘system’ which operates according to a commonly agreed rationality, or even a ‘society’ based on shared values. No Great Power thinks or acts like another. They all have distinct identities which have developed over time. This makes history critical to understanding not merely the origins of the Great Powers but their trajectory. For example, as we shall see, the United States was born as both a Great Power and an ­anti–­Great Power project, a tension which has characterised its position in the world from the start. Modern Germany and modern Japan both originated in defeat and disgrace nearly eighty years ago, and this heritage continues to shape their engagement with the world today.

It is among the ‘challenger’ powers, though, where the importance of the past is most obvious. The actual history here is less impor­tant than the remembered history, and especially the way in which it is re-interpreted for political purposes. ‘The past’, as the novelist Georgi Gospodinov says in Time Shelter, ‘is not just that which happened to you. Sometimes it is that which you just imagined.’ Vladimir Putin signalled his plan to attack Ukraine with a series of increasingly strident ‘history’ lectures. The growing re-interpretation of its ­pre-­communist past shows that China believes that it is not so much ‘rising’ as resuming its natural place. Likewise, the rediscovery of India’s ‘past glory’ under Prime Minister Narendra Modi signals his intent for the future. If you want to know where a Great Power may be heading, look at where it thinks it came from.10

Of course, history is neither a prison nor a crystal ball. The Great Powers are not like atoms or molecules. We cannot predict with certainty how they will behave, particularly not when they are under pressure. The Great Powers are led by human beings, sometimes just by a single individual, and they do not act according to a common or agreed rationality, but according to their own different rationalities. This is a phenomenon which our current age and temperament is peculiarly unsuited to comprehend. There is no ‘data’, only historical precedent, and there are no definitive ‘answers’, only degrees of understanding.

The Great Powers are thus a force for diversity in the world. As we shall see, the principal purpose of ‘Great Powerness’ for states like Russia, India, and the PRC is to enable them to defend and promote their separate identities and all that these entail, such as culture, a political system, and an economic orientation. If this capability is often intended to be to the detriment or even the exclusion of other identities, the resulting balance between the Great Powers has in practice tended to preserve rather than eliminate difference. The return of the Great Powers over the past twenty years or so is therefore partly an inevitable righting of the balance after an era of US unipolarity and partly a reaction against the homogenising effects of globalisation. Of course, the price for avoiding a global monologue in which everyone says more or less the same thing is that we often have to listen to things we would rather not hear.

The human and economic cost of this diversity, though, is enormous. In Ukraine, to take just one example, by the end of 2024, Russia’s Great Power ambitions have killed or injured more than forty thousand Ukrainian civilians, perhaps one hundred thousand Ukrainian soldiers, and maybe up to a million Russians. Figures vary considerably, but the scale of the bloodshed is not in doubt. Nor is the financial price: The United Nations reckons it will cost $486 billion to reconstruct the country. More broadly, the global expenditure on nuclear weapons alone represents a huge drain on resources which ­could—­if the world were a better ­place—­be spent on improving the lot of populations in ­nuclear-­armed states. Global diversity does not come for free: There is always a hefty, and often bloody, fee.

Finally, the contest of the Great Powers is not, and never has been, a simple morality play. To be sure, a westerner might argue, and this author would argue, that the ­Anglo-­American world order which emerged in the late nineteenth century, and which later developed into the ‘liberal international order’, is the world’s best bet today. But even if that is ­true—­and most of the rest of the globe and many in the West itself would deny ­it—­it is also the case that the attempts to defend and expand this order have had morally complicated consequences. This is what has been called the ‘tragedy’ of the Great Powers. The tension between order and justice, and the clash between irreconcilable rights and interests, lie at the heart of the whole system and cannot be resolved so long as there are Great Powers.11

This book is divided into four parts and fifteen chapters. Part I deals with the background. Chapter One examines what makes a Great Power. This is followed by a brief synoptic account of the formation of the modern Great Power system in Chapter Two. Chapter Three describes the temporary eclipse of the Great Powers after the end of the Cold War. Chapter Four deals with the return of ‘peer competition’ after the apparent triumph of unipolarity and globalisation around the turn of the millennium, taking the story from the second decade of the century to the present day.

The countries or unions which have failed to sustain or articulate Great Power ambitions today are dealt with in Part II: Japan (Chapter Five), France (Chapter Six), Germany (Chapter Seven), India (Chapter Eight), and the European Union (Chapter Nine). Part III explains why there are only four real Great Powers in the world today: the People’s Republic of China (Chapter Ten), Russia (Chapter Eleven), the United Kingdom (Chapter Twelve), and the United States (Chapter Thirteen). Finally, Part IV looks at the future of the Great Powers, with Chapter Fourteen reflecting on how the future of the Great Powers might look at the global level, and Chapter Fifteen doing so from the regional perspective.



This approach requires a shift of voice between the parts and sometimes between chapters. The opening three historical chapters, and the concluding ones on the futures of the Great Powers, are written from the Western vantage point of the author. I then try to understand each power on its own ­terms—­what it wants to do, and probably will ­do—­before moving on to what it should do. This book does not draw out any overarching historical ‘lessons’ or set out an alternative strategy for the West or for anyone else. Instead, my purpose is to provide a sense of where the most impor­tant state actors today came from, where they think they came from, and where they might be headed.

Each country chapter ­is—­roughly—­divided into five sections. The first section deals with the historical background up to the start of the second decade of the ­twenty-­first century and includes an assessment of whether the past acts as a motor or as a constraint for the country’s positioning in the world. This is followed, secondly, by an assessment of the extent to which the country regards itself as a Great Power and why. Third, I turn to the strategic preoccupations of that power over the past ten years or so, both globally and regionally, before discussing that country’s responses to those challenges in the fourth section. Wherever possible, I try to allow the protagonists to speak for themselves.

In the fifth section of the country chapters, I assess the putative Great Power of today according to four criteria. First of all, Resources: Does the state in question have the absolute and relative economic, demographic, military, raw material, and other resources to sustain a Great Power position over time? Second, Reach: Is the state a global or merely a regional power, and how willing and able is it to deploy force far from home? Does it have a recognised ‘sphere of influence’? Third, Reputation: Is that state considered a Great Power by others, especially other Great Powers, and, almost as impor­tantly, does it consider itself a Great Power? Does it have the necessary ambition? Fourth, Resilience: How much pain can the state’s society and economy absorb over a long period of time? The historical performance will play an impor­tant role here.

In the final part of the book, I ruminate on where the Great Powers might go over the next ten years or so. Will they succumb, as Russia already seems to be doing, to ‘overstretch’? Might they even coalesce in a planetary ­coalition—­for example, to combat climate change? Which powers will ‘rise’ and which will ‘fall’? Will any of them lose Great Power status, newly attain it, or recover it? I will address these questions in the knowledge that many distinguished scholars have tried and failed in the past to predict the future.

I will conclude that, while there are significant power differentials between the Great Powers today, with the United States and China far ahead of Russia and the United Kingdom, all four states have attributes which mark them out from the next ten or so major actors on the world scene. There is also one country, France, whose Great Power status is unclear. Although the balance between the actors has shifted considerably, this configuration is in some respects similar to the order erected in 1945, in which there were five permanent members of the UN Security ­Council—­the Soviet Union, (Nationalist) China, Britain, France, and the United States.

So for all the profound changes we have experienced in other areas, the Great Powers of today would have been recognisable not merely to our grandparents but our ­great-­grandparents. In all likelihood, they will remain so to our children and grandchildren. And yet, as this book also shows, the Great Powers will certainly interact and clash in ways that are new and unsettling. They will shape our lives whether we like it or not. To adapt a phrase attributed to Leon Trotsky, even if you are not interested in the Great Powers, they are certainly interested in us.




Part I

The Rise, Eclipse, and Return of the Great Powers




One

What Is a Great Power?

It is easier to speak about the Great Powers than to define them. Some of the best books on the subject make no systematic attempt to do so: The Great Powers are either taken for granted or emerge in the telling. Besides, any definition is bound to be hotly debated not merely by scholars but by the states and statesmen themselves. Disagreement over Great Power status, and especially over which power is great or the ‘greatest’, has characterised not only the system itself today and in times past but also later historical accounts. Which powers rose and which fell often remains contested, even in retrospect. There is, in fact, neither a commonly accepted definition of what constituted or constitutes a ‘Great Power’ nor any consensus over such basic questions as how many Great Powers there were or are.

What makes a Great Power has always been geographically and culturally bounded. When Renaissance Italians referred to the ‘big powers’—­potenze ­grosse—­they meant states that were big to them and close by. They did not mean China or Persia, though they were much bigger, and they were perfectly aware of the existence of those states. We might therefore reproach them, and those who came after, for their ‘Eurocentricity’, but there would be little point in doing so. Likewise, participants in the ­eighteenth-­century European ‘balance of power’ system were very much aware of the importance of overseas territories for the European equilibrium, but they did not take much account of ­extra-­European actors, except perhaps the Ottoman Empire, and later Spain, France, and England’s American colonies. Towards the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the ‘Leading Powers’ were defined in the preparatory memorandum to the Congress of Vienna as ‘the Powers most competent to frame for consideration a project of European settlement’.1

Yet, the Western system of Great Powers was only one of several, at least before 1800. In the Middle East, the Ottoman Empire, Safavid Persia, and Moghul India were locked in a complicated dance. Farther east, China was long so dominant that we cannot really speak of Great Powers or a balance of power in that region. China’s emperor presided over a hierarchical relationship in which neighbouring polities paid ‘tribute’ to the ‘Middle Kingdom’ which lay at the heart of the regional order. He showed little interest in the wider world, and his subjects would have been mystified at the notion that there could be any Great Power other than China. It is therefore only from the late nineteenth century, with the rise of the United States and Japan, and now the ascent of the People’s Republic of China, that it makes sense to speak of a truly ‘global’ Great Power system.

One way or another, when contemporaries spoke of the Great Powers, they meant the principal actors who shaped their world. That’s still what we mean now, though instead of the Europe of ages past, we’re referring to a new global balance. But how does one decide which power is ‘great’ and which not? Who or what confers this status?

In 1833, Leopold von Ranke, the legendary ­great-­grandfather of the historical profession, penned his iconic essay on ‘The Great Powers’. This was written for a magazine established at the request of the Prussian Foreign Office and was thus no mere scholarly exercise. Ranke defined a Great Power in maximal terms: one which could survive an attack by all the other powers in the system. He also believed that the Great Powers were not simply carbon copies of each other, but instead represented a particular principle, be it religious, cultural, or political.2

To the celebrated late ­nineteenth-­century and early ­twentieth-­century American naval historian Alfred Thayer Mahan, the key to global power was control of the sea, which is why he regarded the British Empire and the rising United States as the true global hegemons. The pioneering British geographer Sir Halford Mackinder argued, by contrast, that the future lay with the great land powers, the Tsarist Empire and the growing Wilhelmine Reich, which held sway over the Eurasian ­landmass—­the Russian ‘Heartland’ and its surrounding ­Afro-­Eurasian ‘World Island’—­with the help of a rapidly expanding railway network. ‘Whoever rules Eastern Europe will rule the Heartland,’ Mackinder pronounced, ‘whoever rules the Heartland will rule the World Island, and whoever rules the World Island will rule the World.’3

Both Mahan’s and Mackinder’s ­arguments—­which, as we shall see, still have widespread currency ­today—­chimed with a contemporary discourse which saw size as the key to power. To the ‘World Power’ theorists around the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was axiomatic that Great Power standing could not rest on European possessions alone. On their reading, the fate of the world lay in the hands of the vast territorial empires: Britain, on whose flag the sun famously never set, and Tsarist Russia, France, the United States, and upstart Japan. During the Third Reich this thinking culminated in the Grossraum, or ‘Great Spaces’, theory of the German international lawyer Carl Schmitt. In his view, which has enjoyed a renaissance in Russia and the PRC in recent years, the world was, or should be, dominated by a number of territorially defined and ideologically distinct hegemons whose authority radiates out into their neighbourhoods.4

Before the First World War some distinguished between the established Great Powers, such as the British Empire, which controlled the world’s resources, and ‘young’ powers, such as the German Reich, which were striving to join or supplant them. During the interwar period, E. H. Carr, in many ways the founder of the British discipline of international relations, contrasted the ‘have’ ­powers—­Britain, France, and the United ­States—­with the ‘­have-­not’ challenger powers. ‘The fundamental division’, he wrote, ‘is between those who are in the main satisfied with the present international distribution of the world’s goods and those who are not.’5

Over the next fifty years or so, the study of the Great Powers remained a staple of often very good historical and political science research, but little of it moved the needle much in terms of wider public thinking on the subject. That changed in the late 1980s with the appearance of the historian Paul Kennedy’s renowned Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. He was concerned with a different sort of size: that of the economy. Though he was not the first to make this argument, Kennedy made the most eloquent and authoritative case so far that power rested on an economic base and that power shifts were largely presaged by economic ones. This could take the form of either a decline, brought on by attempting too many tasks at the same ­time—‘imperial ­over-­stretch’—­or a rise powered by endogenous economic growth. There might well be a time lag between the two, but ultimately, economic strength would translate into global power.6

Kennedy’s Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, published at a time of intense American angst about its economic performance in the face of rapid German and (especially) Japanese growth, was not only ‘falling out of briefcases’ all over Washington but also featured in the 1990 Hollywood blockbuster Navy Seals; more recently, it was found in the library of the Islamist terrorist leader Osama bin Laden at his hideout in Abbottabad, Pakistan.

During the past thirty years or so, categorisation of the Great Powers has taken two broad forms. The ‘realist’ perspective was most robustly expressed by John Mearsheimer in his seminal The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. He identified military capacity, especially on land, as the key attribute. ­Some—­still broadly within the realist tradition, such as Edward ­Luttwak—­argued that economic power was more impor­tant, that ‘­geo-­economics’ had superseded traditional geopolitics. Others pointed to more intangible factors. The ­scholar-­practitioner Joseph Nye, for example, distinguished between ‘hard’ military or economic power and the ‘soft’ power of attraction. Getting people to want to be like you was more effective than forcing them to be so. John Ikenberry argued that the Great Powers were characterised by their ability to create legitimate supranational institutions which would outlast their purely military superiority. Like the United Nations Security Council, these structures were at one and the same time products of Great Power politics, instruments of Great Power policy, and bodies which aspirant Great Powers lobbied to join.7

More recently, popular understanding of the Great Powers has been heavily influenced by Graham Allison’s book on the Thucydides Trap. The ancient Athenian historian Thucydides wrote in his book The Peloponnesian War that ‘it was the rise of Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable’. ‘Thucydides’s Trap’, Allison explained, ‘refers to the natural, inevitable discombobulation that occurs when a rising power threatens to displace a ruling power.’ In his view, ‘when a rising power threatens to displace a ruling power, the resulting structural stress makes a violent clash the rule, not the exception’. It is not hard to see why this idea resonated at a time when publics were routinely being warned of a looming clash between the United States and the People’s Republic of China.8

If there was once a deep conceptual gulf separating West and East over the idea of the Great Powers, this has long ceased to be the case. Today, Chinese leaders and writers routinely refer to ‘Big Country Diplomacy’ or ‘Major Country Diplomacy’. They take for granted that the People’s Republic is a ‘big country’ or ‘major country’, which entitles it to greater rights than the ‘little countries’. ‘China is a big country,’ a Chinese foreign minister told his Singaporean counterpart fifteen years ago, ‘and other countries are little countries, and that’s just a fact.’ Moreover, the enthusiastic adoption by the Chinese leader Xi Jinping of the idea of a ‘Thucydides Trap’ shows just how much the idea of a Great Power world has become common global parlance.9

The Great Powers have never been ‘representative’; they reflect realities rather than global diversity. One might lament this fact, but doing so would not greatly increase our understanding. To be sure, the supposedly ‘rising powers’ of today, the ‘BRICS’ (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) are often seen as the protagonists of the ‘Global South’. India affects to be a ‘different kind of great power’. The PRC, which is now very much a ‘risen’ power, still presents as a ‘developing’ state. Russia, a ­long-­standing Great Power, nevertheless claims to protect the interests of the wretched of the earth. The BRICS are the new ‘­have-­nots’ who are challenging the Western ‘haves’ to allow them access to their fair share of the world’s resources.

Determining Great Powerness is an art, not a science. If the categorisation of the Great Powers followed an agreed body of knowledge, there would be no need for the arbitration of war. Great Powerness is profoundly subjective, in that status has to be conferred as well as sought, and yet it is by no means arbitrary either. Impostors will sooner or later find their claims rejected, either peacefully or militarily. A Great Power is as a Great Power does. It will behave and be accepted as one, until it doesn’t or isn’t. The Irish historian William Mulligan, writing in the Oxford Dictionary of World History, calls this the ‘Duck’ test: ‘If it acts like a Great Power and is treated like a Great Power, then it is a Great Power.’10

We can distinguish the Great Powers, past and present, by a set of characteristics. They expect to shape, or at least be consulted on, the main global issues of the day. Great Powers are the principal axes around which the world turns. They make their presence felt, and their absence creates a vacuum to be filled. ‘The theory, like the story, of international relations’, the celebrated political scientist Kenneth Waltz writes, ‘is written in terms of the Great Powers of an era.’ This role gives them special rights, but also special duties. ‘The price of greatness’, Winston Churchill once said, ‘is responsibility.’11

Often, Great Powers will insist on their own absolute sovereignty but admit only the qualified sovereignty of lesser powers, especially if they are nearby. In extremis, they reserve the right to change regimes which threaten or displease them, but are able completely to deny any such right with respect to themselves. This marks them out from the middling and smaller players, which at best have a choice of pole around which to orbit, but frequently have even that decision made for them. At times, the Great Powers will claim to be above international law. At other times, they will make a virtue of vindicating that law, or claim to set and defend international norms. The Great Powers, in other words, have the power to make the rules and also to break them; they are never just ­rule-­takers. They are the orderers, not the ordered.12

Contrary to what Mearsheimer claims, though, a Great Power will not always seek domination, or at least not global mastery. Many challengers have sought, and still seek, no more than the co-management of the world, as they understood or understand it. Moreover, the Great Powers do not invariably act in a way that we consider rational or ­self-­interested. They will go to war for what seem like quixotic reasons. They make mistakes or succumb to passion and hubris. They act out of fear or a sense of honour. Usually, though, they simply follow their own rationality, which may be very different from our own.13

What enables the Great Powers to behave in this way are their superior capabilities compared to the middling and smaller states. There are many ways of measuring ­capabilities—­for example, as defined by the International Institute for Strategic Studies’ Military Balance, the European Council on Foreign Relations’ Power Atlas, the Best Countries Rankings (BAV Group and the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania), the Global Firepower Index, the Correlates of War Project, the Global Power Index, the Composite Index of National Capability, and the Audit of Geopolitical Capability. Drawing on these and other approaches, this book assesses the capabilities of today’s Great Powers according to four criteria: resources, reach, reputation, and resilience.

The first is Resources. Does the state in question have the military capacity to impose its will or to resist that of others? Does it have enough operational tanks, armoured personnel carriers, artillery pieces, aircraft, ships, drones, and trained servicemen and women? Relatedly, does the state have the technological and innovative edge to enable that military force, or to prevent its disabling, and to maintain connectivity across government and society? There is no entirely satisfactory way of assessing military strength, but how much the state spends on its military, and how effectively, is a rough measure of its defence capabilities.

Deployable nuclear weapons are a vital component of Great Powerness today. The guaranteed ability to deliver an atomic bomb and thus to deter a nuclear attack gives a state a special position in the world. This is why the Great Powers take on the resulting immense burdens of planning, researching, maintaining, storing, training, and safeguarding associated with those weapons. Of course, nuclear weapons have their limitations. Their absence did not mean that the Soviet Union was not a Great Power between 1945 and 1950, and having them did not save it from dissolution forty years later. Today, although the possession of nuclear weapons may not in itself be a sufficient condition for Great Powerness, it is certainly an indispensable one. Not all nuclear powers are Great Powers, but all Great Powers are nuclear.



Demography is also very impor­tant. Is the state populous enough to support Great Power ambitions? Are its inhabitants sufficiently healthy and fit? Of course, size alone is not decisive. Some very populous countries are not considered to be Great ­Powers—­for example, Bangladesh has more inhabitants than Britain and France combined. Having said that, a small country, however ­well-­armed and ­well-­organised, will struggle to make the list. Israel is clearly a major regional actor, and it looms large in the global imagination, for various reasons. But few serious observers would regard a country of about ten million people as a Great Power.

A state’s resources also encompass its economy. Is the state strong enough to survive the financial headwinds of geopolitical competition and to sustain a substantial military effort? Usually, economic strength is measured by gross domestic product (GDP), which covers everything produced within a state’s borders, and sometimes by gross national product (GNP), which also includes everything its citizens and businesses produce beyond its borders. Here we need to be wary of manipulated data, and of the fact that GDP measures all economic activity rather than liabilities and assets. It is rather like judging a company by its turnover rather than its profits and asset balances.14

Moreover, both GDP and GNP take no account of actual buying power. The alternative metric of purchasing power parity (PPP) takes into account how far a sum of money goes in the domestic economy. This metric privileges ­non-­Western countries with lower standards of living and production costs. It is for this reason that assessments of Russian power based primarily on GDP have been so awry. The country is ­self-­sufficient in energy and contains all the raw materials needed for weapons manufacturing. It also boasts a state capitalist economy and shadow financial system largely independent of Western oversight. This enables Russia to punch very considerably beyond its apparent economic weight and helped it to mitigate international sanctions in ways not open to other powers.

Drilling down a bit further, we need to ask what access the state has to energy and key raw materials: oil, gas, coal, wind, solar, iron ore, and the rare metals needed to power the green transition. Does it have the infrastructure and shipping necessary to transport them? Can it feed itself, or does it at least enjoy secure access to foodstuffs? Can it produce or source, if necessary, the additional military equipment needed to sustain Great Power status in the event of armed conflict? If it is impor­tant in our ­post-­industrial age not to fetishize manufacturing base, the experience of the Ukraine war has underlined the importance of being able to replace materiel quickly, reliably, and independently.15

Economic power is clearly impor­tant, but it is not conclusive. Today, economically significant actors such as Germany lack the ambition or capabilities, such as nuclear weapons or conventional military reach, to be Great Powers. Likewise, some states, such as Russia, draw heavily on their energy resources to support their Great Power ambitions, while others, such as the PRC, are relatively resource poor, at least with regard to foodstuffs, fossil fuel energy, and most raw materials.16

Very impor­tant, and very difficult to assess, is the question how national these resources are. Peacetime GDP, GDP in a conflictual situation, and wartime GDP are three very different things. Cut a state off from its markets, sources of credit, raw materials, and food supply through tariffs, sanctions, or a blockade, and its economy will soon take on a completely different aspect. This is where command of the global commons outside the jurisdiction of any one ­state—­particularly the world’s ­sea-­lanes—­is so impor­tant to determining Great Power status, or at least the hierarchy among the Great Powers.

In short, resources themselves are not decisive. The state must also have the capacity to mobilise its potential. As we shall see, past assessments of Great Power capabilities have sometimes gone seriously awry, and it stands to reason that many of today’s assessments will not stand up when put to the test.

The second criterion I use in the assessment of Great Powers is Reach. Is the state a global or merely a regional power, and how willing and able is it to deploy force far from home? Does it have a recognised geographical ‘sphere of influence’ in which its hegemony is recognized, and perhaps even welcomed or requested? Can that state draw on a global network of bases? Does it control key transport nodes and chokepoints? Can its intelligence agencies provide ­top-­quality information on most parts of the world, as well as for cyberspace and space? Does it have a large and sophisticated diplomatic service? Can it practice sophisticated statecraft? Has it a large overseas aid budget? Reach can be both geographic and virtual. A Great Power will have the capacity to make its presence felt well beyond its own region, but it will also have the capacity to influence or even co-opt global institutions such as the United Nations, the markets, or other fora.17

Reach is impor­tant for two reasons. First, it is what differentiates a Great Power from the stronger ‘middle powers’, such as Turkey and Nigeria, which might dominate parts of their wider neighbourhood but lack the capability to project militarily across the world. The importance of reach was vividly illustrated when Vladimir Putin took such umbrage of President Barack Obama’s description of Russia as a merely ‘regional’ power, and therefore not a Great Power. Second, reach is critical to guaranteeing what the American political scientist Barry Posen termed the ‘Command of the Commons’. The ability to protect one’s own supply chains and energy supplies, and to disrupt those of adversaries, is central to global power.18

Today, reach is very unevenly distributed among powers. The United States stands out through its network of military bases, which spans much of the globe. Britain does not enjoy the same global position it once did, but still maintains impor­tant sovereign bases worldwide, including Gibraltar, Cyprus, and the Falkland Islands; it also has a presence in places like Duqm in Oman on the Indian Ocean. France still enjoys a lot of influence in Africa and has a significant presence in the ­Indo-­Pacific. Russia not merely claims a sphere of influence in its ‘­near-­abroad’ but has recently intervened in Syria and other places. Russia also enjoys global reach in the fields of propaganda, disinformation, and disruptive digital activity. The PRC, too, is becoming a major global military player, with a base in Djibouti and a large paramilitary presence protecting infrastructural projects across the world. Its real global reach, though, lies in its partial control of the world’s supply chains and critical minerals (such as lithium) needed to power the technological and green revolutions. By contrast, Germany, Japan, India, Indonesia, and Brazil have purely regional military reach.

The third criterion is Reputation. Is the state considered a Great Power by others, especially other Great Powers, and, almost as impor­tantly, does it consider itself a Great Power? Does it have the necessary ambition? Some polities, like the late ­nineteenth-­century United States, might have been objectively Great Powers, but without generally thinking of themselves in those terms. By contrast, there have been many countries, such as ­mid-­twentieth-­century Italy or ­post–­World War II France, which considered themselves Great Powers but were not in fact any such thing. Today, it is quite common to hail various contenders, such as India, Brazil, and even South Korea and Indonesia, as new Great Powers. In this book I will draw on opinion polling and other metrics, qualitative judgements by informed observers and protagonists, and the rich literature on Great Power status to assess which states consider themselves to be Great Powers and which are considered to be so by others.19

Moreover, a Great Power always stands for something beyond just brute force. Its greatness is cultural and ideological as well as military. Today, the United Kingdom and other Western powers stand for a liberal international order based on democratic principles and free trade. Other powers have positioned themselves in more civilisational terms. For example, Xi Jinping has said that the PRC, as a ‘major country’, should conduct ‘a distinctive’ diplomacy marked by ‘a salient Chinese feature and a Chinese vision’. India represents an ancient culture and ­non-­alignment. Even Russia, perhaps the most brutal of the Great Powers, and which constantly emphasises its military and especially nuclear might, claims that it represents ‘Christian’ and ‘family’ values globally against the ‘soulless’ West. What exactly the United States stands for after the second coming of Donald Trump in 2025 is not yet clear.20

History, of course, is a major part of a Great Power’s reputation, because it will look to the past for confirmation of its distinct and constitutive role in the world today. It will often insist on the vindication of ‘historic rights’, such as those articulated by the PRC towards Taiwan and the South China Sea, and those asserted by Russia against Ukraine, to name only the most prominent examples. Great Powers believe themselves to have had a ‘great past’, but this history is not actually ­past—­it is constantly evolving, and indeed changing, to support ­present-­day ambitions.21

Reputation is central to ‘soft power’, the ability to get others to want what you want or at least not to oppose it. Among the Great Powers this is in essence a ‘­story-­telling competition’. It is a clash of narratives in which Hollywood, Broadway, Facebook, Twitter, the British Council, the Premier League, the Louvre, Alibaba, TikTok, and other ­non-­state actors supplement (sometimes intentionally, more usually unintentionally) the efforts of governments to promote their countries on the international scene. There is, again, no generally accepted way of establishing soft power, but we can draw on a number of assessments to inform our analysis. Beyond cultural exports, Great Power reputations can be based on political values, institutional trust, and international legitimacy. For example, until recently the United States drew great strength from its role as the defender of the ‘­rules-­based international order’.22

Reputation, or status, is often an end in itself for a Great Power. Having it does not necessarily make a people happy, but the perceived lack of Great Power status often makes elites, and the wider population, very unhappy, at least in those countries where such ambitions remain strong. Anger and humiliation, grounded in either historical or contemporary grievances, are strong drivers of Great Power politics. So are loyalty and honour. Does a power have a record of supporting allies, and is its assistance worth having? The domestic audience here is also vital. Does the principle for which the state stands in the world command support at home? The United States navigated a low point in the late 1960s and 1970s, when it was losing in Vietnam and beset by domestic turmoil, but it was able to retell its national narrative in a compelling way when President Ronald Reagan articulated a fresh vision of American greatness. The Soviet Union, by contrast, lost ideological legitimacy, and this played an impor­tant role in its collapse.23

The fourth criterion, Resilience, concerns how much pain a society and its economy can absorb over a long period of time. This builds on the qualities discussed above, but also goes beyond them. Historical performance plays an impor­tant role here. In the past, victory has not always gone to those who can inflict the most, but, sometimes, to those who can suffer the most. Past Great Powers, such as the Habsburg Empire, showed enormous staying power in adversity. Losing and recovering is as critical as winning. Successful and apparently invincible states can sometimes be astonishingly brittle when ­challenged—­they are no more than shooting stars. The Great Powers don’t always win, but they always, as the historian Tim Blanning once said about the Habsburgs, have an army and an idea.24

The most resilient powers over time have been Britain and the United ­States—­they have proved able to maintain long contests and to recover from serious defeats. Russia and the PRC, by contrast, are relatively young powers in their current form, and both have recent memory of political trauma and fragmentation. Like so much else, therefore, resilience is rooted in history, and especially in the development of social cohesion over time. It is, of course, difficult to measure resilience today, but we shall attempt to do so by assessing the relative responses to military threats, terrorism, the global economic crisis, the COVID pandemic, and other challenges, all of which may indicate the extent to which societies and economies are able to satisfy the demands of Great Power status. A state may command extensive resources, and enjoy an impressive reach and reputation, and yet fall short as a Great Power if it lacks resilience.25

The extent to which the Great Powers command these four capabilities, and the balance between these capabilities, will vary considerably. No Great Power is configured quite like any other Great Power, and they differ considerably in capacity and vulnerabilities. In the past, none of the Great Powers were exactly as strong as any other, and some were considerably weaker than ­others—­for example, ­eighteenth-­century Prussia and late ­nineteenth-­century Austria Hungary. Likewise, we will find that the Great Powers of today differ considerably from each other both in terms of individual strengths and overall strength.

The Great Powers are defined by both continuity and change. On the one hand, they are not ephemeral. A Great Power endures over ­time—­it is no mere flash in the pan. On the other hand, the Great Powers are not ­static—­they rise and fall. Usually, they will ‘rise’ slowly over time, such as in ­eighteenth-­century Russia, or China today. Sometimes, as with Frederick the Great’s Prussia, a Great Power will burst onto the scene unexpectedly. Like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s bankruptcies, the Great Powers decline gradually and then fall suddenly. Three of the great empires which entered the First World ­War—­Turkey, Austria Hungary, and Tsarist ­Russia—­had ceased to exist by its end. We can therefore safely assume that while some of the Great Powers of today will retain their status over time, others may disappear with little notice. Great Powers look too big to fail until they do.

As we shall see, the rise and fall of the Great Powers has historically been driven by shifts in the global distribution of resources, reach, reputation, and resilience. If these shifts began as processes, they culminated in events. It was only when confrontation or conflict erupted that the new hierarchy became clear for all to see.

Most power transitions, but not all, have therefore involved the use of armed force. Usually, victory was a matter of attrition, but sometimes it was a question of military or diplomatic skill. Very rarely, as in the case of Britain and the United States, the transition has been completely peaceful, partly because both powers made common cause against third parties, and partly because a shared torch was being passed from one to the other rather than seized. In some instances, such as the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the ostensible cause was domestic collapse, but this was brought on by the pressures of the superpower conflict.

It is true that, as the distinguished British international relations scholar Sir Lawrence Freedman writes, the advent of nuclear weapons made Great Power war too costly to contemplate. Today, however, with the Russian nuclear threats over Ukraine, it is clear that just because such a conflict is unthinkable does not mean that it is impossible. War or the threat of war has been, and remains, central to the relationship between the Great Powers, and thus critical to all our futures.26
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