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What I originally wanted to discuss is how the world order gets changed when a hegemon declines, the system becomes chaotic, and there is no clear way to reestablish order. During such periods there seems to be two options.  One is a grand coalition in which the major powers of the world come to some agreement on a new set of rules that are mutually beneficial.  The other is a global war in which the major powers fight it out until one emerges as the new hegemon, usually one that managed to avoid most of the fighting. The two options are not mutually exclusive, as the hegemon that emerges from a global war will usually turn its allies and even its vanquished enemies into members of a grand coalition to enforce its new world order. The U.S. had the U.N. The U.K. had the Concert of Europe. Interestingly, the coalition outlasts the hegemon. 

Of greatest interest to me is that it is exactly during the formation of a new world order that revolutions and social movements from below can have the greatest influence on the shape of the world system. When the system is in chaos and when the world is at war, states are weak. Resources spent on fighting wars or overcoming chaotic global economic conditions cannot be used to appease internal critics. Without a hegemon to act as an enforcer of last resort, a single social revolution can reset the boundaries of enforceable order. Class and other social conflicts thus become more dangerous.   The consequences of such conflicts are far greater for particular societies and for the system as a whole. In addition, conflicts are also more costly in literal terms, because of security costs, war taxes, military losses, and so on. Social protest, much less revolutionary action, during periods of national crisis risks intense repression.  Although often initially popular, repression is also costly and adds to the financial burden.  Widespread repression can eventually erode regime support and undermine the economy. To prevent a full-scale revolt, especially if a revolution has succeeded elsewhere, and to end the costly spiral of conflict, states will accept the terms of a less oppressive world order. Thus, a bunched series of societal revolts can spark a world revolution, even if only one is “successful.” This is especially true if states are weakened by war and there is no hegemon.  

What I have laid out above is the theory of the relationship between hegemonic decline and world revolution, with global war intervening as it so often does.  I originally intended to outline briefly the historical patterns of world revolutions, global wars and hegemony, drawing on my recently published book with Chris Chase-Dunn. But for this paper, I am going to skip that discussion and go directly to the relevance of this theory to the current world situation. Besides, I am sure that you have all already read our book. 

I came up with the idea for this essay well before September 11. Now, we have entered a situation in which three things have become clear that seem to either confirm or challenge the theory. One, we are witnessing a two-pronged worldwide revolt against American led globalization: massive street protests against globalization have been organized by labor and environmental groups in the core, while in the periphery, there has been violent action against U.S.-led globalization organized along religious lines.  This revolt could someday well be referred to as a world revolution. Two, the US and its allies have begun what some people are calling a global war against terrorism. The coincidence of global war and worldwide revolts fits both a historical pattern and the expectations of the theory. But, a third issue is that we are now seeing not a declining hegemon, rather, the United States is finally demonstrating what it means to be the only superpower. 

Let me try and throw a little mud on what seems to be such a clear picture of the current situation by turning each of the three pieces of accepted wisdom into questions for research. Has the U.S. restored its position of hegemony in the world system? Is the current conflict really a global war? And finally, are the revolts against globalization the beginnings of a world revolution?  

These are the three questions it seems to me that we need to be investigating at this point in time.  To be honest, I cannot say that I have a definitive answer to any of them, but I do think they are the right questions.  A definitive answer has never stopped me before, so let me give you my best guess about how I would answer these three questions at this point in time.  No, the U.S. has not restored itself.  The current war is not a global one, at least not yet.  And, the makings of a world revolution have stalled.  

I would like to elaborate.  The best I can do for this short essay is to choose one of the three questions.  Given the theme of hegemony, I have concentrated on the first question: Is America a declining hegemon?  

Hegemonic Decline?

The U.S. is the unparalleled military superpower. Since the fall of the Soviet Union there has been no real military competition for world leadership. I am making a distinction here between leadership and hegemony.  Leadership is mainly a military concept that means the ability to project one’s power and interests around the world. World leaders will have a concentration of weaponry with global reach and a sizable difference over their nearest competitors.   Hegemony has a more economic focus in which one country dominates the world economy to such an extent that most of the rest of the world have an interest in the health of the hegemon.  Gramsci describes how the dependence of economic growth on profitability gives capitalists a hegemonic position over state and cultural institutions even without instrumental control.  In world-system theory, a hegemon is a state that predominates over the world-economy to such an extent that it sets “universal” rules of the world order that apply to everyone equally, but which match its own interests.  All hegemons are world leaders, but not all leaders achieve hegemony.  

 Modelski and Thompson [1988] have measured world leadership in terms of naval capacity with global reach over the last 500 years. They show a U.S. world leadership emerging during WWII with a near monopoly on sea power with global reach, which deteriorated steadily up to the 1970s. In case there is any doubt about the remarkable restoration of the U.S. as the sole world leader, Tables 1 and 2 updates the data on naval capacity to the year 2000. Here we see that the U.S. has 60% of the world’s naval capacity with global reach. This level is similar to the seventies, with the huge difference that, with the demise of Soviet Union, there is no near competitor.  

SEA POWER CONCENTRATION, 1999*
Table 1 – Naval Capital Capabilities.

	Nation
	CV
	ac
	SSN
	SLCM
	SSBN
	msl

	USA
	12
	936
	66
	3538
	18
	432

	UK
	3
	60
	12
	1
	3
	48

	France
	1
	39
	6
	-
	4
	64

	Spain
	1
	20
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Italy
	1
	18
	-
	-
	-
	-

	EU Total
	6
	137
	18
	1
	7
	112

	Japan
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Russia
	1
	35
	46
	169
	26
	412

	China
	-
	-
	5
	-
	1
	12

	India
	1
	20
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Brazil
	1
	15
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Thailand
	1
	12
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Global Total
	22
	1155
	135
	3708
	52
	968

	Sources: All data is current through 1999 as reported by the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), The Military Balance 1998/99.  Supplementary SSN information - IISS, The Military Balance 1997/1998.  Supplementary SLCM information - IISS, The Military Balance 1997/98, 1995/96.  


Table 2 – Seapower Concentration as a Percentage of World Total.

	Nation
	CV
	ac
	SSN
	SLCM
	SSBN
	msl
	S.C.

	USA
	54.5%
	81.0%
	48.9%
	95.4%
	34.6%
	44.6%
	59.8%

	EU
	27.2%
	11.9%
	13%
	0.0%
	13.3%
	11.6%
	12.8%

	Japan
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Russia
	4.5%
	3.0%
	34.0%
	4.6%
	50.0%
	42.5%
	23.1%

	China
	-
	-
	3.7%
	-
	1.9%
	1.2%
	1.1%

	India
	4.5%
	1.7%
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1.0%

	Brazil
	4.5%
	1.3%
	-
	-
	-
	-
	>1%

	Thailand
	4.5%
	1.0%
	-
	-
	-
	-
	>1%


Key: aircraft carriers (CV), ocean launched attack aircraft (ac), nuclear powered attack submarines (SSN), advanced sea launched cruise missile platforms (SLCM), strategic submarines equipped with ballistic missiles (SSBN), and total number of ballistic missiles mounted on strategic submarines (msl).  

*(from America Ascending,  2000,  by Joshua Kane)

One might quibble with these data, saying that they inflate the U.S. by emphasizing cruise missiles or that they underestimate the US by including aircraft carriers held by Thailand, Brazil, or India, which don’t really have global reach. US power is also underestimated due to its technological advantage, which is more important.  However, I imagine someone out there is saying, “what about hijackers and suicide bombers, don’t they make the comparisons invalid?”  To which I reply that, if the goal is killing civilians, cruise missiles or atom bombs are far more effective. Ask the Japanese.  We can debate later if killing civilians is ever an effective way to achieve any political goal.  I’ll take the negative position.  Overall, it is hard to argue with the evidence that the U.S. can project its power around the world in a manner that is unmatched by any other country.

Leadership versus Hegemony 

Most people who study such things argue that U.S. hegemony has been in decline since the 1970s. Has there been a restoration of U.S. hegemony in economic terms during the expansion of the 1990s as there was restoration of U.S. military world leadership? In Table 3 we find data on the percentage of the world economy held by each of the major powers of the world along with different world regions. It is clear that the U.S. is by far the world’s largest national economy. But, it is also clear that the U.S. is not an overwhelming presence at 26% of the total.  If we consider the European Union a viable unit, then there are two world economic powers of about equal size.  After the US and EU, then there is Japan which is half again as large, and a mess of other countries none of which are viable competitors for hegemony. 

TABLE 3: DIVISIONS OF THE WORLD *


Total World GDP

1990

1999

Region/Country

North America


30.143%
31.708%

USA




26.316%
27.845%

Central & South America

  4.244%
  3.878%

Western Europe


32.501%
31.266%

France



  5.513%
  5.079%

West Germany


  6.818%

Germany





  6.965%

Italy




  4.999%
  4.513%

United Kingdom


  4.488%
  4.299%

European Union




30.534%

East Europe & Former USSR
  5.483%
  3.192%

USSR




  4.299%

Russia





  1.308%

Middle East



  3.693%
  4.007%

Iran 




  2.440%
  2.682%

Iraq




    N/A              N/A

Syria




  0.108%
  0.128%

Africa




  2.057%
  1.879%

Far East & Oceania

20.872%
24.183%

China



  1.763%



China & Hong Kong



  3.727

Japan




13.455%
12.069%

Source: Appendix A

*Percentage of World Gross Domestic Product at Market Exchange

Rates, 1990-1999

What about China?  China’s rapid growth has attracted the attention of some in this audience as a future hegemon.  China holds a share of the world economy that, after a decade of extraordinary growth, has grown to rival Italy.  Italy. To be sure, continued rapid growth at extraordinary levels for decades might change the situation, but unlike the US or EU or Japan, China faces a huge impoverished peasantry. 

I will admit to having said nothing about the location of leading sectors, innovations, or long-term growth trends. I have argued elsewhere that the ability to organize a multinational state such as the E.U. is itself a major innovation for the next hegemon (Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000). However, this is a debate for a longer paper. I just want to demonstrate that at present and for the foreseeable future only the U.S. and the E.U. are viable competitors. By foreseeable, I mean the next 20-30 years. Even if China were to continue to double its market share every decade, it will take 30 years to match the current U.S. share. This would be a difficult task simply because the bigger an economy gets the more there is to double. Not to mention, the U.S. and its European ally have pledged to prevent any country from becoming a viable competitor. 

Conclusion

What can we conclude about U.S. world leadership and hegemony?  During the first twenty-five years of the post World War II period, the U.S. held both leadership and hegemony.  For the last twenty-five years, both have been in decline.  Throughout this period, the U.S. faced a constant challenge to its world leadership from the Soviet Union in the bipolar Cold War.  Now that the bipolar Cold War is over, U.S. world leadership is unchallenged.  However, the world economy has become increasingly bipolar between the U.S. and the E.U. as friendly competitors.

Having a declining hegemon but world leader of superpower status means we must expect our analysis to be different than just comparisons to prior hegemons.  For instance, world leaders would deter major war, but pursue imperial ventures.  The major difference is, unlike a hegemon, a world leader may pursue its own national interests rather than universal ones.  That difference is, I think, the key to understanding foreign policy conflicts and changes in the U.S.  Pursuing a global war on terrorism would benefit any country whose sovereignty is threatened, the main beneficiaries of U.S. largess being Russia and the central Asian republics.  This contrasts with a series of wars against countries whose regimes are contrary to U.S. interests and who also happen to be involved in terrorism.  Right now it is unclear what will happen.  But, the policy of fighting the “axis of evil” strongly suggests that we are pursuing the latter policy. Instead of a world where what benefits the whole system will benefit the hegemon, and vice versa, the U.S. pursues its interests in more narrowly nationalistic terms. According to Kennedy (1988), this has the added effect of overextending U.S. resources, driving up deficits, and like all hegemons before it, hastening its decline. 
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