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To the scholars, diplomats, and policymakers of tomorrow,
who must navigate the complexities of a multipolar world
with wisdom, restraint, and an unwavering commitment
to peace over conflict.
And to my homeland, Pakistan,
may it find its rightful place
in the emerging global order
as a bridge between civilizations
rather than a battleground
of great power competition.
Finally, to all those who seek truth
over convenient narratives,
who choose understanding
over ideology,
and who believe that honest analysis
can light the path toward
a more stable and just world order.

"The greatest tragedy of hegemonic transitions is not that dominant powers fall, but that they so rarely fall gracefully. History teaches us that nations which understand the cyclical nature of international power, and adapt their strategies accordingly, often maintain more influence in decline than those which rage against the inevitable. The choice before America is not whether to remain dominant—that choice has been made by forces beyond any single nation's control—but whether to lead the world toward a more stable multipolar order or resist until such leadership is wrested away by others less committed to the principles that once made American power legitimate."
—Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
"Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor and Pakistan's Strategic Position," 2024

—Dr. Naim Tahir Baig, 
"Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe  Economic Corridor and Pakistan's Strategic Position,"  2024
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PREFACE

When I first began studying international relations as a doctoral student, the world seemed ordered around a single, undeniable truth: American power was both overwhelming and permanent. The Soviet Union had collapsed, the "End of History" had been proclaimed, and scholars debated not whether American hegemony would continue, but how it would evolve. The question that preoccupied strategic thinkers was how to manage American primacy, not how to prepare for its end.

Yet even then, sitting in seminars where professors confidently predicted centuries of American dominance, I found myself drawn to the historical precedents that suggested otherwise. My study of British hegemonic decline, my examination of how great powers throughout history had risen and fallen, and my observations of emerging economies like China and India convinced me that the unipolar moment was exactly that—a moment, not a permanent condition.

This conviction deepened through my subsequent research on Pakistan's strategic position in the changing global order. As a scholar from a middle power that has historically navigated between great power competitions—from the Cold War rivalry between the United States and Soviet Union to today's strategic competition between America and China—I have had a front-row seat to observe how smaller nations adapt to shifting power dynamics. Pakistan's experience has taught me that the peripheral often sees changes in the center before the center sees them itself.

Writing "The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism From Hegemonic Triumphalism" and "The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India And Pakistan In The Post-Cold War Era" convinced me that American decline was not a future possibility but a present reality. The data was clear: while America remained the world's most powerful nation, its capacity to unilaterally shape global outcomes was steadily eroding. The emergence of BRICS, China's technological catch-up, Europe's pursuit of strategic autonomy, and the increasing assertiveness of middle powers all pointed toward the same conclusion—multipolarity was not coming; it had arrived.

Yet I found that much of the existing literature on this transition suffered from two fundamental flaws. First, it was dominated by American and Western perspectives that either refused to acknowledge decline or treated it as catastrophic failure rather than natural evolution. Second, it lacked the comprehensive framework necessary to understand how multiple factors—technological competition, economic fragmentation, institutional rivalry, and domestic polarization—were interacting to accelerate the transition.

This book represents my attempt to address both shortcomings. Drawing on my three decades of research in international relations, my extensive analysis of South Asian geopolitics, and my observations of how the world looks from outside the Western bubble, I have sought to provide a balanced, comprehensive assessment of the most significant geopolitical transformation of our time.

The research for this book has taken me from analyzing classified documents in archives to conducting interviews with current and former policymakers across multiple continents. I have examined economic data from international organizations, military assessments from defense establishments, and technological analyses from leading research institutions. Most importantly, I have sought to incorporate voices and perspectives from the Global South, whose views are too often marginalized in discussions of global order despite representing the majority of humanity.

My conclusion, after this extensive research, is neither triumphalist nor alarmist. American hegemony is indeed ending, but this need not mean American irrelevance or global chaos. The transition to multipolarity, if managed wisely by all parties, could lead to a more stable and representative international order. The key word is "if"—for the choices made in the next decade will determine whether we see peaceful competition, dangerous confrontation, or systemic breakdown.

As a scholar who has spent his career studying how nations navigate between great powers, I am acutely aware of the responsibilities that come with analyzing such momentous changes. This book does not advocate for any particular power or ideological position. Instead, it seeks to provide the analytical framework necessary for understanding current trends and making informed decisions about future directions.

I have been particularly mindful of my responsibility to present perspectives from all major stakeholders in this transition. While Western voices are well-represented in existing literature, I have made special efforts to include insights from Chinese scholars, Indian strategists, Russian analysts, and thinkers from across the Global South. The future international order will be shaped by how all these actors respond to changing circumstances, not just by decisions made in Washington, D.C.

The writing of this book has been both intellectually stimulating and personally sobering. Intellectually stimulating because it has required synthesizing insights from multiple disciplines—economics, military affairs, technology, sociology, and political science—to understand a phenomenon too complex for any single analytical lens. Personally sobering because it has reinforced my conviction that we are living through changes as significant as any in modern history, yet most people remain unaware of their scope and implications.

I am grateful to the many scholars, practitioners, and institutions that have contributed to this work. Special thanks go to my colleagues in international relations departments across multiple universities, to current and former officials who shared their insights on condition of anonymity, and to the various think tanks and research institutions whose work I have drawn upon extensively.

I am also indebted to my students, whose questions and challenges over the years have forced me to refine my thinking and improve my arguments. Their generational perspective on these changes—they have known no world other than one of American dominance, yet will spend their careers in a multipolar order—has been invaluable in shaping this analysis.

Finally, I must acknowledge the particular perspective I bring to this subject as a scholar from Pakistan. My country has lived through multiple hegemonic transitions—from British colonial rule to independence, from the bipolar Cold War to American unipolarity, and now toward the emerging multipolar order. This experience has taught me that transitions, while disruptive, can also create opportunities for nations willing to adapt their strategies to new realities.

The ultimate goal of this book is not to predict the future—prediction in international affairs is a fool's errand—but to provide a framework for understanding the present. Only by accurately diagnosing where we are can we make informed decisions about where we want to go.

The transition from American hegemony to multipolarity is not a choice; it is a reality. How that transition unfolds, however, remains very much a choice—one that will be made through the accumulated decisions of leaders and nations around the world. My hope is that this book contributes to making those decisions more informed, and therefore more likely to serve the cause of peace, prosperity, and justice for all nations.


Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Islamabad, Pakistan
July 2025



Chapter 1: The Unipolar Moment That Wasn't

Opening Contrast: From Triumphalism to Reality


In the euphoric summer of 1991, as the Berlin Wall's rubble was still being carted away and the Soviet Union gasped its final breaths, two influential American thinkers declared that history itself had reached its end point. Francis Fukuyama, writing in The National Interest, proclaimed that liberal democracy represented "the end-point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government."¹ His colleague Charles Krauthammer, in that same pivotal year, christened the emerging era "the unipolar moment," predicting that American dominance would be so complete that "the center of world power is the unchallenged superpower, the United States, attended by its Western allies."²


Fast-forward to January 2025, and the world these scholars envisioned appears almost quaint in its optimism. Rather than permanent American hegemony, we witness what the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) now identifies as the "highest likelihood outcome" for global order: not unipolarity or even bipolar competition, but "loose multipolarity."³ The geopolitical distance of trade—a measure of how much countries trade with political allies versus rivals—has fallen by approximately 7 percent between 2017 and 2024, indicating a fundamental realignment away from the U.S.-centered order that Krauthammer thought would endure for decades.⁴

The contrast is stark and sobering. Where 1991's prophets saw the permanent triumph of American values and power, 2025 reveals a world where, as one analysis notes, "economies at each end of the geopolitical spectrum have been trading less with one another: China, Germany, and the United States have seen sharp reductions in the geopolitical distance of trade."⁵ The unipolar moment, it turns out, was indeed a moment—briefer and more fragile than its champions imagined.

The Prediction Problem: Why 1990s Forecasts Failed


The spectacular failure of end-of-history predictions reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the cyclical nature of great power politics and the inevitable self-correcting mechanisms within international systems. Fukuyama's thesis, expanded from his 1989 essay into his 1992 book The End of History and the Last Man, argued that liberal democracy had definitively solved the fundamental contradictions that drove historical change.⁶ Krauthammer's complementary vision saw American military and economic dominance as so overwhelming that potential rivals would either bandwagon with the United States or remain permanently subordinated.


Yet both analyses suffered from what Harvard's Graham Allison now recognizes as a common flaw in hegemonic thinking: the assumption that current advantages are permanent rather than historically contingent. As Allison has observed through his study of hegemonic transitions, "over the past 500 years, [power transition] conditions have occurred sixteen times. War broke out in twelve of them."⁷ The 1990s optimists failed to account for the inevitable rise of competitors and the structural pressures that multipolarity creates.

The predictions also underestimated what Joseph Nye identifies as "power diffusion"—the way modern technology and globalization distribute capabilities beyond traditional state actors.⁸ In 1991, the United States and Soviet Union alone possessed satellite imaging capabilities that could view any spot on Earth. Today, as Nye notes, "anybody can view such images by using Google Earth, a free program. This is an extraordinary lowering of the barriers to entry."⁹ The information revolution didn't just change how power works; it fundamentally challenged the concentration of power that made unipolarity possible.

Perhaps most critically, the triumphalists of 1991 ignored what might be called the "success trap" of hegemony. American dominance enabled the very global integration and institutional development that would eventually empower competitors. China's rise owes much to its integration into U.S.-designed economic institutions, the World Trade Organization chief among them. As the McKinsey Global Institute notes in its 2025 analysis, "the most significant ongoing shift in trade patterns is a fall in the average geopolitical distance of trade," driven by countries like China, Germany, and the United States reducing their trade with geopolitical rivals by 4 to 10 percent each since 2017.¹⁰

Measuring Decline: Beyond Traditional Metrics

The failure of unipolar predictions reflects not just analytical errors but measurement problems. Traditional indicators of national power—military spending, GDP, nuclear arsenals—provided a misleading picture of sustainable dominance. While the United States still spends more on defense than the next nine countries combined, with $916 billion allocated in 2023 representing over 40 percent of global military expenditure, this overwhelming advantage no longer translates into the ability to shape global outcomes unilaterally.¹¹

More sophisticated analyses reveal the complex nature of 21st-century power transitions. China, despite controlling only about 15 percent of total global AI computing capacity compared to America's 75 percent, has achieved something remarkable: "the capability gap between leading U.S. and Chinese AI models has essentially disappeared."¹² This demonstrates how traditional resource advantages can be overcome through focused innovation and strategic resource allocation.

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) data reveals the broader pattern. Global military expenditure reached $2.44 trillion in 2023, marking the ninth consecutive year of increases and representing an all-time high.¹³ Yet this militarization occurs in a context where, as the World Economic Forum observes, "global rules, norms, and institutions designed in the mid-twentieth century to prevent military escalation and foster economic cooperation are increasingly under pressure."¹⁴

Economic indicators tell a similar story of relative decline masked by absolute growth. While the U.S. economy continues expanding, other powers are growing faster and gaining influence through alternative institutions. The expansion of BRICS to include 10 full members plus 8 partner countries now represents "roughly half of global population and 41% of world GDP (PPP)."¹⁵ This isn't just economic competition; it's institutional competition that challenges the Western-led order that Fukuyama and Krauthammer assumed would be permanent.

The Chinese Challenge: Peer Competitor Emerges

Perhaps nothing illustrates the failure of unipolar predictions more clearly than China's emergence as what can only be described as a peer competitor. In 1991, China's economy was roughly one-twentieth the size of America's; by 2024, most economists project Chinese GDP will surpass the United States within the decade, even as growth rates slow from the previous decades.¹⁶

China's military spending tells a similar story of rapid catch-up. SIPRI data shows Chinese defense expenditure increased 7 percent to $314 billion in 2024, marking "the 29th consecutive year-on-year rise in China's military expenditure."¹⁷ When adjusted for purchasing power parity, estimates suggest China's real military spending ranges from $454-732 billion, approximately 36 percent of comparable U.S. spending—a far cry from the negligible threat it posed in 1991.¹⁸

Yet China's rise also illustrates why simple power transition theories fail to capture contemporary dynamics. As Graham Allison has noted from his conversations with Chinese leadership, they understand "that China has 17 huge, almost-insurmountable challenges within its own borders"—from governance and demographic decline to environmental degradation and debt burdens.¹⁹ China's leaders display what Allison calls "hyper-realistic" assessments of their limitations and "determination to do whatever is required to, in Xi's words, 'avoid Thucydides's Trap.'"²⁰

This complexity defies the binary logic of 1990s predictions. Rather than simply replacing American hegemony, China appears destined to share leadership in what CSIS analysts describe as a world where "the relative strength of both the United States and China would be diluted or balanced by the influence and independent foreign and security policies of India, Japan, Germany, France, the United Kingdom, and others."²¹

Global Realignment: The Evidence Accumulates

The shift from unipolarity to multipolarity is visible across multiple dimensions of international relations. Trade patterns provide perhaps the clearest evidence. McKinsey's 2025 analysis documents how "economies are increasingly trading more with geopolitically aligned partners and less with rivals," with "the United States and China at the center of the realignment."²²

Specific examples abound. Germany's trade relationships illustrate the broader pattern: between 2017 and 2024, Germany reduced trade with Russia while significantly increasing commerce with the United States, which "overtook China as Germany's largest extra-regional trade partner in 2024."²³ Meanwhile, China has increasingly "tilted toward developing economies, particularly ASEAN countries, Latin America and Russia," with developing economies accounting for "the majority of China's imports and exports" by 2024.²⁴

The financial system shows similar fragmentation. BRICS countries are actively "exploring de-dollarization through local currency trading and alternative payment systems," while central banks collectively "added 1,045 metric tons to gold reserves in 2024."²⁵ This isn't wholesale abandonment of the dollar—which maintains approximately 80 percent of trade finance—but rather what economists call "selective decoupling" that reduces dependence on U.S.-controlled systems.²⁶

Military alliances reflect the same multipolar pressures. While NATO spending reached $1.5 trillion in 2024, with European members "taking greater responsibility for regional security," these allies simultaneously pursue "strategic autonomy initiatives that reduce dependence on the United States."²⁷ The contradiction captures the essence of contemporary multipolarity: continued cooperation combined with hedging strategies that preserve independence.

Expert Voices: Revising the Consensus

Leading international relations scholars have substantially revised their assessments since the optimistic 1990s. Graham Allison, whose work on Thucydides' Trap initially emphasized the dangers of great power transitions, adopted what he calls "a more optimistic view on China-U.S. relations" as of 2024, noting that both countries are "actively steering away from the Thucydides Trap."²⁸ This reflects growing recognition that hegemonic transitions need not result in catastrophic conflict.

Joseph Nye, the scholar who coined the term "soft power," emphasizes that "power diffusion may be a greater threat than power transition" in the contemporary era.²⁹ His analysis suggests that the traditional focus on which country will be "number one" misses the more fundamental reality that all states "are less powerful than they were, relative to the power of individuals and non-state groups."³⁰ This insight helps explain why even massive military spending fails to produce the control that previous hegemons enjoyed.

The Carnegie Endowment's analysis reaches similar conclusions, projecting U.S.-China relations moving toward "rough parity" economically by the 2030s rather than clear Chinese dominance.³¹ This suggests a future more complex than either 1990s triumphalism or contemporary decline scenarios anticipate. Instead of the "end of history," we face what scholars increasingly recognize as its resumption in multipolar form.

Ian Bremmer's concept of the "G-Zero world"—where no single power or alliance can drive international agenda—has proven more prescient than Fukuyama's "end of history."³² As current global challenges from climate change to pandemic response demonstrate, effective governance increasingly requires cooperation among multiple power centers, none of which possesses sufficient leverage to impose solutions unilaterally.

Historical Parallels: The British Experience

The current American transition bears striking resemblance to British hegemonic decline between 1870 and 1945. Like the United States today, Britain remained militarily and economically powerful while losing relative dominance to rising competitors. Paul Kennedy's analysis of "imperial overstretch" identified how global commitments eventually exceeded sustainable resource allocation—a pattern visible in contemporary American debates over defense spending and fiscal sustainability.³²

The British experience suggests that hegemonic decline need not be catastrophic. London managed its transition by developing alliance systems, international institutions, and diplomatic strategies that preserved core interests while accommodating new power realities. The Concert of Europe (1815-1854) provides one model for how great powers can manage competitive coexistence, though as Henry Kissinger observed, such systems require exceptional statesmanship and "work until they don't."³³

Earlier examples from Dutch commercial supremacy in the 17th century and Spanish dominance in the 16th century reveal similar patterns. Hegemonic powers typically peak when their success enables competitors to develop alternative systems and capabilities. The Dutch lost commercial dominance not through military defeat but through competitors adopting and improving upon Dutch innovations. Spanish imperial decline resulted partly from the fiscal burden of global commitments exceeding sustainable revenue—a warning particularly relevant to contemporary American debates over national debt.

The New Reality: Accepting Multipolarity

By 2025, the evidence for multipolar transition has become overwhelming. The World Economic Forum's assessment that we face "a multipolar reality" where "power is more distributed across states, companies, and non-state actors" reflects growing analytical consensus.³⁴ Even American officials increasingly acknowledge this shift. President Biden's 2021 National Security Strategy explicitly referenced "strategic competition" rather than dominance, marking a rhetorical shift from the unipolar confidence of previous decades.

The implications extend beyond great power politics to fundamental questions about global governance. Climate change, pandemic response, financial stability, and technological governance all require coordination among multiple power centers. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that even the world's most powerful country cannot manage global challenges unilaterally. Success increasingly depends on what Joseph Nye calls "smart power"—the ability to combine hard and soft power resources in ways that attract cooperation rather than compel compliance.³⁵

Contemporary surveys support this assessment. The Pew Research Center's 2024 polling across 24 countries found that while "majorities in most countries found the United States more attractive than China," the margins are narrowing and preferences vary significantly by region.³⁶ This suggests competition for influence rather than automatic deference to American leadership.

Regional variations illustrate the complexity of emerging multipolarity. In the Asia-Pacific, ASEAN has become "China's largest trading partner region in 2024, surpassing the Europe 30 bloc," while simultaneously maintaining security ties with the United States.³⁷ In Latin America, countries pursue economic integration with China while preserving diplomatic relationships with Washington. These hedging strategies reflect rational adaptation to multipolar realities rather than ideological alignment with either superpower.

Strategic Implications: Beyond Zero-Sum Thinking

The failure of unipolar predictions requires fundamental revision of strategic thinking. Rather than viewing international relations through the lens of single-country dominance, policymakers must adapt to what CSIS characterizes as "loose multipolarity" where "there emerged in the scenarios a growing number of contestations of U.S. power and influence—in particular due to the 'spoiler' or other nefarious behavior of Russia, Iran, and North Korea."³⁸

This doesn't mean American decline in absolute terms. The United States retains formidable advantages in military technology, higher education, innovation capacity, and alliance relationships. Rather, it means the end of the unusual historical moment when a single country could shape global outcomes largely through unilateral action. As Joseph Nye observes, "the problem of American power is what to do in light of the realization that even the largest country cannot achieve the outcomes it wants without the help of others."³⁹

The economic data supports this interpretation. While global growth projections have fallen to 2.3 percent in 2025 due to "rising trade barriers and elevated uncertainty," this reflects adjustment to new realities rather than systemic collapse.⁴⁰ Trade flows are realigning along geopolitical lines, but total volumes continue growing. Financial systems are diversifying, but the dollar maintains dominant reserve currency status. Military spending increases globally, but no single country approaches the dominance the United States enjoyed in the 1990s.

For American strategy, this suggests the need for what scholars call "competitive coexistence"—accepting multipolar realities while maintaining competitive advantages. The alternative approaches visible in contemporary debate—either nostalgic attempts to restore unipolarity or premature accommodation to decline—both misread current dynamics. The United States remains powerful enough to shape outcomes but not powerful enough to control them.

Conclusion: History Resumes

The unipolar moment of the 1990s now appears as an historical anomaly rather than a permanent condition. Francis Fukuyama's "end of history" lasted roughly two decades—from the Soviet collapse in 1991 to the global financial crisis and Chinese acceleration after 2008. Charles Krauthammer's "unipolar moment" proved even briefer, ending when other powers developed sufficient capabilities to constrain American action and offer alternative pathways for global engagement.

This doesn't represent American failure so much as historical normality reasserting itself. Multipolarity has been the dominant pattern of international relations throughout most of human history. The unusual concentration of power in American hands after 1991 reflected specific circumstances—Soviet collapse, Chinese underdevelopment, European integration challenges, Japanese stagnation—that were unlikely to persist indefinitely.

Understanding this transition is essential for developing realistic strategies for the emerging era. The United States retains enormous advantages and will likely remain the single most powerful country for decades to come. But power will be more diffused, influence more contested, and outcomes more dependent on cooperation than coercion. Success will require the kind of strategic adaptation that allowed Britain to manage its hegemonic transition while preserving core interests and values.

The choice facing American leaders is not between dominance and decline but between intelligent adaptation and nostalgic overextension. As the CSIS analysis suggests, "loose multipolarity" offers opportunities for continued American leadership through alliance building, institutional innovation, and competitive strategies that acknowledge new realities while preserving vital interests.⁴¹ The unipolar moment is over; the multipolar era has begun. The sooner American strategy adapts to this reality, the better positioned the United States will be to thrive in the emerging system.

The predictions of 1991 failed not because their authors lacked intelligence or insight, but because they underestimated the self-correcting mechanisms inherent in international systems. Dominance creates the conditions for competition; success enables rivals; and even the most overwhelming advantages prove temporary when viewed against the long arc of history. As we navigate the transition ahead, these lessons from the brief unipolar moment will prove more valuable than the illusions of permanent hegemony that it briefly sustained.
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Chapter 2: The Hegemon's Dilemma

The Contradiction at the Heart of Global Leadership

In the early months of 2024, a stark fiscal reality emerged that crystallized America's fundamental challenge as a global hegemon. For the first time in modern history, federal interest payments on the national debt—reaching $514 billion in the first seven months of fiscal year 2024—surpassed spending on both national defense ($498 billion) and Medicare ($465 billion) combined.¹ This milestone represented more than an accounting anomaly; it embodied the deepest contradiction of hegemonic power: the mounting costs of global leadership eventually exceed its benefits, creating the conditions for decline even amid apparent strength.

By the end of fiscal year 2024, net interest costs reached $870 billion, making debt service the second-largest line item in the federal budget after Social Security.² Spending on interest exceeded all money spent on veterans, education, and transportation combined, illustrating how global leadership's financial burden increasingly crowds out domestic priorities. This represents what Yale historian Paul Kennedy identified in 1987 as "imperial overstretch"—the point where a great power's global commitments become too expensive to sustain relative to its economic base.³

The United States now faces the classic hegemon's dilemma: success in building global order creates the very conditions that undermine continued dominance. As military expenses and global commitments grow, they reduce investments in economic growth, which eventually "leads to the downward spiral of slower growth, heavier taxes, deepening domestic splits over spending priorities, and weakening capacity to bear the burdens of defense."⁴ This chapter examines how the inherent contradictions of hegemonic power manifest in contemporary America, drawing parallels to historical precedents while analyzing the unique challenges facing the world's sole remaining superpower.

1. The Cost Crisis: Current Fiscal Pressures from Global Commitments

Escalating Financial Burden

The magnitude of America's fiscal challenge becomes clear when examining long-term projections. The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) projects that federal debt held by the public will rise from 99 percent of GDP at the end of 2024 to 118 percent by 2035—exceeding any previous peacetime level.⁵ The federal deficit, already projected at $1.9 trillion for fiscal year 2025, is expected to grow to $2.8 trillion by 2034, representing 6.5 percent of GDP.⁶

This trajectory violates fundamental economic thresholds. Research consistently shows that countries with debt-to-GDP ratios above 77 percent experience significant economic slowdowns, yet the United States has maintained levels above this threshold since 2009.⁷ As of the end of 2024, U.S. debt-to-GDP reached 124.30 percent, well into the danger zone that historically constrains great power projection.⁸

The Penn Wharton Budget Model estimates that financial markets cannot sustain more than the next 20 years of accumulated deficits under current fiscal policy, suggesting that the United States faces a hard constraint on its ability to maintain current spending levels.⁹ Interest payments alone are projected to reach $1.8 trillion by 2035—1.7 times higher than defense spending that year.¹⁰

Military Spending in Global Context

Despite these fiscal pressures, the United States maintains extraordinary defense expenditures driven by global commitments. According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), U.S. military spending reached $997 billion in 2024, representing 37 percent of world military expenditure and more than the next nine countries combined.¹¹ This figure actually understates total military-related spending, which includes veterans' benefits, military retirement, and various security-related expenditures scattered throughout the federal budget.

The scale of American military dominance remains remarkable. European NATO members, despite increasing their combined spending to $454 billion in 2024, still account for only 30 percent of total alliance spending, with the United States providing 66 percent.¹² This burden-sharing disparity illustrates how hegemonic responsibilities concentrate costs on the dominant power even when allies increase their contributions.

However, the relative sustainability of this spending has deteriorated. Defense spending as a share of GDP is projected to decline from 2.9 percent in 2025 to 2.4 percent in 2035, below the 50-year average of 4.2 percent.¹³ This decline occurs not because of reduced threats or commitments, but because mounting debt service costs increasingly constrain defense budgets. The Peter G. Peterson Foundation notes that in 2024, debt interest payments exceeded domestic military spending by $31 billion—a gap that will only widen.¹⁴

The Vicious Cycle of Debt and Defense

The interaction between fiscal constraints and security commitments creates what economists call a "vicious cycle." As debt grows, interest payments consume an increasing share of federal revenue, reducing fiscal space for other priorities including defense modernization. Meanwhile, global responsibilities and strategic competition with China require sustained military investment to maintain credible deterrence.

This dynamic forces increasingly difficult tradeoffs. The 2024 defense budget allocated significant resources to modernizing nuclear capabilities and maintaining strategic advantage over Russia and China.¹⁵ Yet these investments compete with urgent domestic needs—infrastructure, education, healthcare, and climate adaptation—that undergird long-term competitiveness. The Congressional Budget Office projects that over the next decade, interest payments will total $12.4 trillion, with costs potentially reaching $15 trillion if rates are just one percentage point above projections.¹⁶

The fiscal arithmetic is unforgiving. With revenues projected to remain near 18 percent of GDP through 2035, but spending rising from 23.5 percent to 24.9 percent of GDP, deficits will continue expanding.¹⁷ This structural imbalance means that any major crisis—military conflict, economic recession, or natural disaster—could rapidly accelerate fiscal deterioration, constraining America's ability to respond effectively.

2. Historical Pattern: How Previous Hegemons Faced Similar Dilemmas

The British Precedent

The decline of British hegemony provides the most relevant historical parallel to America's current situation. Like the United States today, Britain remained the world's strongest power well into its period of relative decline, maintaining global commitments even as its economic foundation eroded. The process unfolded over decades rather than years, marked by increasing fiscal strain rather than sudden collapse.

British economic growth averaged just 1.8 percent annually between 1873 and 1913, while the United States and Germany averaged 4.8 percent and 3.9 percent respectively.¹⁸ This "Great Depression" of the late 19th century was characterized primarily by price deflation and declining profitability, forcing Britain to reduce investment both overseas and domestically. Investment as a percentage of national wealth fell from 12.6 percent between 1870-1874 to 9.7 percent between 1875-1896.¹⁹

The First World War accelerated British decline by forcing the country to exhaust its financial reserves and borrow heavily from the United States. The war cost Britain £7.5 billion in financial terms, while simultaneously creating massive debts to America.²⁰ Britain entered the war as the world's creditor; it emerged as a debtor, fundamentally altering the global financial balance.

Most critically, the costs of empire began exceeding its benefits. After 1945, Britain faced what historian Jim Tomlinson calls the empire's transformation from asset to "expensive liability."²¹ Maintaining global commitments required resources that could have been invested in economic modernization, creating the classic overstretch dilemma. The Suez Crisis of 1956 starkly revealed Britain's new limitations, demonstrating that it could "no longer act without at least the acquiescence, if not the full support, of the United States."²²

Roman and Spanish Precedents

Earlier hegemonic transitions offer additional insights. The Roman Empire faced what contemporary analysts recognize as classic imperial overstretch when expansion costs exceeded the resources gained from conquest.²³ Geographic overextension, military commitments beyond sustainable capacity, and domestic resource depletion combined to weaken central authority and military effectiveness.

The Spanish Empire of the 16th and 17th centuries provides another instructive case. Despite vast wealth from New World colonies, Spain experienced repeated bankruptcies—in 1557, 1575, 1596, 1607, 1627, 1647, 1656, 1662, and 1666—as military expenditures consistently exceeded revenue.²⁴ Each fiscal crisis forced temporary retrenchment, but underlying commitments remained unchanged, ensuring repeated overstretch.

These historical patterns reveal common elements: global commitments that outlast the economic capacity to sustain them, domestic political resistance to reducing international roles, and competitor states that exploit hegemonic overextension. As Paul Kennedy observed, "the task facing American statesmen over the next decades, therefore, is to recognize that broad trends are under way, and that there is a need to 'manage' affairs so that the relative erosion of the United States' position takes place slowly and smoothly."²⁵

The Soviet Counter-Example

The collapse of the Soviet Union demonstrates imperial overstretch in its most extreme form. Despite achieving nuclear parity with the United States and maintaining global influence, the USSR could not sustain the economic burden of superpower competition. Defense spending consumed an estimated 15-20 percent of Soviet GDP by the 1980s, compared to roughly 6 percent for the United States at the peak of the Reagan buildup.²⁶

The Soviet case illustrates how authoritarian systems can disguise overstretch longer than democratic ones, but ultimately face more severe adjustment crises. When Mikhail Gorbachev attempted to reduce military spending and reform the economy, the entire system collapsed rather than adapting gradually. This pattern suggests that early recognition of overstretch constraints, however politically difficult, may be preferable to denial followed by sudden crisis.

3. The Success Trap: How U.S. Achievements Enabled Competitor Development

Creating Competitors Through Success

America's hegemonic success paradoxically created the conditions for its own relative decline by enabling potential competitors to develop within U.S.-created systems. The liberal international order built after 1945 provided stability, open markets, and technological diffusion that allowed other nations to rapidly modernize while free-riding on American security guarantees.

China exemplifies this dynamic. Chinese economic development occurred within the global trading system that America constructed and guaranteed. World Trade Organization membership in 2001 gave China access to global markets, technology, and capital flows that accelerated its rise. From 2001 to 2020, Chinese GDP grew from $1.3 trillion to $14.7 trillion, making it the world's second-largest economy.²⁷ This growth occurred not despite American hegemony but because of the opportunities it created.

The technology sector demonstrates the success trap most clearly. American universities educated Chinese scientists and engineers who returned home with cutting-edge knowledge. U.S. companies invested in Chinese facilities, transferring production capabilities and technical expertise. Silicon Valley venture capital funded Chinese startups that became global competitors. The very openness that made American hegemony attractive enabled rapid knowledge transfer to potential rivals.

Alliance Success Creates Independence

America's success in building capable allies created similar contradictions. NATO members, protected by U.S. security guarantees, could invest in economic development rather than defense during the Cold War. This allowed European nations to rebuild and eventually assert greater autonomy. Today, European NATO members increased their military spending by 17 percent to $454 billion in 2024, representing growing capability that enables greater independence from American leadership.²⁸

The pattern extends beyond military affairs. American-led institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund taught emerging economies how to develop financial systems and manage currencies. These capabilities eventually enabled the creation of alternative institutions—the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, BRICS Development Bank, and various regional financial arrangements—that compete with U.S.-led frameworks.

In technology, American standard-setting in telecommunications, computing, and internet protocols enabled global connectivity and innovation. However, this also provided templates for countries like China to develop alternative standards—5G networks, digital currencies, internet governance systems—that challenge American technological leadership.

Economic Integration's Double Edge

The economic benefits of hegemony—access to global markets, ability to run persistent trade deficits, and dollar dominance—also created vulnerabilities. The U.S. current account deficit reached $450.2 billion in Q1 2025, representing 6 percent of GDP and requiring continuous foreign financing.²⁹ This dependence on foreign capital flows constrains policy autonomy and creates potential leverage points for competitors.

Dollar dominance, while providing significant advantages, also motivates efforts to create alternatives. BRICS countries are exploring alternative payment systems and increasing gold reserves—central banks added 1,045 metric tons in 2024—to reduce dollar dependence.³⁰ While the dollar remains dominant at 80 percent of trade finance, gradual erosion through alternative systems represents a long-term threat to American financial leverage.

The success in creating global supply chains also generated dependencies. Critical mineral supplies, manufacturing capacity, and technology components are now distributed globally, creating vulnerabilities during crises. The COVID-19 pandemic and recent supply chain disruptions revealed how American economic success in promoting globalization reduced domestic resilience and self-sufficiency.

4. Domestic Erosion: Political Constraints on Sustained Global Leadership

Political Polarization's Strategic Impact

The Vanderbilt Unity Index, which measures Americans' general faith and trust in political institutions, showed the United States "continuing its trend toward increased polarization, ending 2023 down nearly three points from the start of the year."³¹ This polarization creates systematic constraints on the elite consensus necessary for sustained global leadership.

The index, measuring political and ideological extremism, congressional polarization, social trust, and related factors, reached 46.48 on a 100-point scale in the fourth quarter of 2023.³² Congressional polarization specifically scored 88.55—up from the previous year and representing the highest level since measurement began in 1981.³³ This institutional dysfunction impedes long-term strategic planning and consistent policy implementation essential for effective hegemony.

Political polarization manifests in several ways that constrain global leadership. First, congressional gridlock makes it difficult to authorize and fund long-term commitments. Military interventions, alliance agreements, and economic programs require sustained political support that becomes impossible when parties view foreign policy through partisan lenses. Second, policy whiplash between administrations reduces allied confidence in American reliability. European allies, for instance, now pursue "strategic autonomy" partly because they cannot predict American policy continuity across election cycles.

Trust in Institutions Declining

The broader erosion of institutional trust compounds these challenges. Americans increasingly lack confidence in the federal government's competence and legitimacy, making it harder to sustain the domestic consensus required for global leadership. According to recent polling, 82 percent of Americans view the country as "somewhat or mostly divided," while 62 percent think it unlikely that Americans will unite to solve important problems.³⁴

This domestic fragmentation has international implications. Authoritarian competitors like China and Russia exploit American political divisions through information warfare and targeted influence operations. When Americans doubt their own system's effectiveness, it becomes harder to promote democratic values globally or maintain credibility as a model for other societies.

The decline in what political scientists call "social trust" also matters for hegemonic leadership. Only 10 percent of Americans report talking about politics with someone holding opposing viewpoints more than once a week, with 58 percent having such conversations only a few times per year, if at all.³⁵ This polarization makes it difficult to build the broad consensus necessary for sustained international commitments.

Electoral Constraints on Strategy

Democratic electoral cycles create inherent challenges for hegemonic strategy, but polarization has made these constraints more severe. Each election potentially reverses previous policies, making long-term planning difficult and alliance management uncertain. The 2024 election highlighted these dynamics, with foreign policy positions varying dramatically between candidates.

Domestic political pressure also pushes leaders toward short-term thinking that conflicts with hegemonic requirements. Maintaining global leadership requires patient capital investment—in alliances, institutions, military capabilities, and economic relationships—that may not produce visible benefits within electoral timeframes. Politicians face incentives to prioritize immediately visible domestic spending over long-term international commitments.

The fiscal constraints discussed earlier interact with political polarization to create additional pressures. As debt service crowds out other spending, competition for resources intensifies, making it harder to maintain both domestic programs and international commitments. Political coalitions that might previously have supported global leadership fracture when forced to choose between international spending and domestic priorities.

5. The Allies' Dilemma: Partners Seeking Autonomy While Maintaining Benefits

European Strategic Autonomy

The evolution of European attitudes toward American leadership illustrates the allies' dilemma. European NATO members significantly increased defense spending—rising 17 percent to $454 billion in 2024—while simultaneously pursuing "strategic autonomy" initiatives designed to reduce dependence on the United States.³⁶ This apparent contradiction reflects a fundamental shift: allies now seek security benefits while minimizing subordination.

European strategic autonomy encompasses multiple dimensions beyond defense. The European Union has developed its own technological standards, privacy regulations (GDPR), and digital governance frameworks that sometimes conflict with American preferences. European leaders increasingly resist American economic sanctions when they conflict with European commercial interests, as seen in disputes over Iran sanctions and technology trade with China.

The driver behind this shift is European recognition that American political polarization creates unreliable partnership. European officials privately express concerns about American domestic stability and question whether the United States can maintain consistent policies across electoral cycles. This uncertainty motivates efforts to develop autonomous capabilities as insurance against American unreliability or disengagement.

Asian Allies' Hedging Strategies

Asian allies demonstrate even more complex hedging behaviors. Countries like South Korea, Japan, and Australia maintain security partnerships with the United States while developing economic relationships with China that sometimes conflict with American preferences. This reflects the geographic reality that China represents both the primary security threat and the largest economic opportunity for many Asian nations.

Japan's approach exemplifies sophisticated hedging. Tokyo has significantly increased defense spending and acquired long-range strike capabilities that enhance both bilateral security cooperation and autonomous defense capacity. Simultaneously, Japan maintains substantial economic relationships with China and participates in regional institutions that include both countries. This allows Japan to benefit from American security guarantees while preserving flexibility in economic and diplomatic relations.

The AUKUS partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States represents an interesting evolution in alliance structures. Rather than traditional hub-and-spoke arrangements centered on American leadership, AUKUS involves more equal partnership in developing advanced military technologies. This model may represent the future of American alliances—less hierarchical relationships where partners contribute more equally and maintain greater autonomy.

Middle Power Autonomy

The rise of middle powers further complicates alliance management. Countries like India, Brazil, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia increasingly resist pressure to choose sides in great power competition, instead pursuing what scholars call "strategic non-alignment." These nations seek to benefit from relationships with multiple powers while avoiding subordination to any single hegemon.

India exemplifies this approach. New Delhi maintains strong security cooperation with the United States through the Quad partnership and other arrangements, while simultaneously preserving relationships with Russia and developing economic ties with China. Indian leaders explicitly reject pressure to choose between the United States and China, instead pursuing what they call "multi-alignment."

This trend represents a fundamental challenge to American hegemony. Traditional alliance systems depended on countries accepting subordinate status in exchange for security and economic benefits. However, growing capabilities and multiple partnership options enable middle powers to resist such arrangements. They can now pick and choose elements of relationships with different great powers rather than accepting comprehensive alignment with any single one.

Alliance Adaptation Pressures

These dynamics force adaptation in American alliance management. Traditional approaches that emphasized American leadership and allied followership become less effective when partners possess autonomous capabilities and multiple options. The United States increasingly must treat allies as partners rather than subordinates, sharing decision-making authority and accepting allied perspectives on global issues.

This evolution creates both opportunities and challenges. More capable allies can shoulder greater responsibilities, potentially reducing burdens on American resources. However, they also demand greater voice in alliance decision-making and may resist American initiatives that conflict with their interests. Managing these partnerships requires diplomatic skills and compromises that were unnecessary when American dominance was unquestioned.

The NATO experience in Ukraine illustrates these changing dynamics. European allies have taken significant leadership roles in supporting Ukraine, providing both military aid and economic assistance. However, they have also constrained American options by insisting on limitations on certain weapons systems and maintaining economic relationships with Russia that some American officials oppose. This represents a more complex alliance relationship where partners both support and constrain each other.

6. Strategic Implications: Why Decline Follows Logically from Hegemonic Success

The Mathematics of Hegemonic Decay

The evidence presented in this chapter demonstrates that hegemonic decline follows logically from the inherent contradictions of global leadership rather than from policy failures or external defeats. The fiscal arithmetic alone makes this clear: when debt service exceeds spending on defense and major domestic programs, when interest payments will reach $1.8 trillion by 2035, and when debt-to-GDP ratios approach levels historically associated with imperial collapse, mathematical constraints override political preferences.

Paul Kennedy's original insight about imperial overstretch proves remarkably prescient. "Military and naval endeavors may not always have been the raison d'être of the new nation-states, but it certainly was their most expensive and pressing activity," he wrote, and this remains true until a power's decline.³⁷ The current trajectory of American spending—with interest, defense, and major entitlements consuming increasing shares of federal revenue—leaves diminishing resources for the investments in infrastructure, education, technology, and industrial capacity that underpin long-term competitiveness.

The Center for American Progress calculates that stabilizing the debt-to-GDP ratio at current levels would require reducing primary deficits by 2.1 percentage points of GDP annually for the next 30 years.³⁸ This represents approximately $500 billion in annual deficit reduction—equivalent to eliminating the entire State Department, foreign aid, NASA, and multiple other agencies combined. Such cuts would necessarily reduce America's global presence and capabilities.

The Success Trap's Inevitable Logic

The success trap identified earlier operates with inexorable logic. Hegemonic powers create international systems that enable other countries to develop rapidly while the hegemon bears disproportionate costs for maintaining order. Over time, this produces a world where multiple powers possess significant capabilities but the hegemon retains most responsibilities.

This dynamic is self-reinforcing. As other powers develop, they demand greater voice in international affairs while contributing less to global public goods. They can free-ride on American security guarantees while pursuing independent economic and diplomatic policies. Meanwhile, the United States faces mounting costs for maintaining systems that increasingly benefit competitors more than itself.

The technological dimension of this trap is particularly important. American leadership in creating global telecommunications networks, internet governance systems, and technological standards enabled worldwide connectivity and innovation. However, it also provided templates for China and other countries to develop alternative systems that challenge American technological dominance. The very success of American innovation created the knowledge base that competitors use to develop rival capabilities.

Political Economy of Decline

The interaction between domestic political constraints and international challenges creates what political economists call a "scissors crisis"—pressures that squeeze from both sides simultaneously. Domestically, fiscal constraints and political polarization limit the resources and consensus available for global leadership. Internationally, rising competitors and assertive allies demand adjustments that may conflict with domestic preferences.

This dynamic appears in multiple policy areas. Trade policy illustrates the challenge clearly: maintaining global economic leadership requires supporting international institutions and rules-based trade, but domestic political pressures favor protectionism and economic nationalism. Defense policy faces similar tensions: credible deterrence requires sustained military spending, but fiscal constraints and domestic priorities limit available resources.

The political economy of hegemonic decline suggests that these pressures will intensify rather than moderate. As fiscal constraints tighten, competition for resources will increase, making it harder to maintain broad consensus for international commitments. As competitors develop greater capabilities, they will demand more accommodating policies from the United States while offering less in return. These trends point toward managed decline rather than sustained dominance.

Strategic Adaptation Requirements

Understanding hegemonic decline as an inevitable consequence of success rather than failure has important strategic implications. It suggests that American leaders should focus on managing the transition effectively rather than attempting to prevent it entirely. This requires what Kennedy called "managing affairs so that the relative erosion of the United States' position takes place slowly and smoothly."³⁹

Such management involves several elements: prioritizing commitments based on vital interests rather than attempting to maintain global dominance across all domains; sharing responsibilities with allies and partners rather than bearing disproportionate burdens; investing in competitive advantages—technology, education, infrastructure—rather than simply maintaining military superiority; and building institutions that can function effectively in a multipolar world rather than depending on American leadership.
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