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HEGEMONY IN WORLD POLITICS

An introduction

Jan Aart Scholte, Tom Casier and Piotr Dutkiewicz

Two features stand out in world politics today: pressing global challenges and shifting
power constellations. On the one hand, the contemporary world faces unprece-
dented demands for global cooperation around problems such as digital networks,
disease control, ecological changes, finance capital, heritage preservation, migration,
military security and much more. On the other hand, the current political situation is
highly volatile, with transformations around the distribution of state power, techno-
logical developments, the nature of capitalism, intercultural relations and so on. What
are the prospects of world order in these uncertain times?

Important answers to this question may lie with hegemony, understood as
legitimated rule by dominant power. Under conditions of hegemony, superior
forces in world politics deploy their concentrations of resources to sponsor ordering
arrangements for world society. Importantly, hegemonically generated rules and
regulatory institutions enjoy substantial legitimacy. That is, although hegemony
largely imposes its ordering framework on the world, many or most of the affected
actors endorse the hegemonic power as being appropriate and rightful.

This quality of legitimacy makes hegemony a special kind of supremacy. Subjects
believe that the dominant force, and the order that it upholds, offer a good situa-
tion. Thus, with hegemony, it is possible to obtain order in world politics without
(so much) overt coercion and covert trickery. Of course, normative theorists can
ask whether actors make correct judgements when they approve and trust the
hegemonic force; however, the sociological point is to observe that subjects do
accord such legitimacy. The social research challenge is to explain how and why
hegemony happens, and based on that analysis to consider what sort of world order
this hegemony could generate today and in the future.

Where might hegemony lie in contemporary world politics? As is elaborated
later in this introduction, and indeed throughout this book, rival accounts locate
hegemony in different places. For some, hegemony emanates from a dominant
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state or group of states. For others, hegemony resides with dominant non-state 
actors, such as leading business corporations or civil society associations. For still 
others, hegemony lies not so much with actors (whether state or non-state), but 
with structural forces. Examples could include a structural hegemony of capitalism 
(on Gramscian accounts), Western imperialism (on postcolonial accounts), certain 
knowledge structures (on constructivist accounts), or anthropocentrism (on political 
ecology accounts). These various competing conceptions of hegemony will occupy 
us at greater length later. For now, at the outset, it should be underlined that the 
character of hegemony sparks intense debate. 

Long-reigning conventional wisdom has it that the United States Government 
(USG) played a hegemonic role in world politics during the middle and late 
twentieth century (Aron 1974; Gilpin 1987; Brilmayer 1994; O’Brien and Clesse 
2002; Foot et al. 2003; Reus-Smit 2004; Bromley 2008; Schake 2009; Norrlof 
2010). On this account, the USG (with the support of strong internationalist wings 
of business and civil society in the USA) grasped a moment of heavy resource 
concentration following the Second World War to underwrite a world order fra­
mework based on principles of liberal multilateralism. The so-called Pax Americana 
(Cox 1981; Hippler 1994; Parchami 2009) or ‘American world order’ (Acharya 
2018) was successfully hegemonic inasmuch as, outside the communist orbit, large 
swathes of elites and general publics around the world approved of this US global 
leadership. Indeed, the collapse of the communist challenge gave US hegemony a 
‘unipolar moment’ in the 1990s (Ikenberry 2004; Brands 2016). 

But what of hegemony in world politics today, facing the twenty-first century? 
The USG no longer has the degree of resource primacy that it held in the 1940s 
and the 1990s. Moreover, contested military interventions (in Vietnam, Iraq, etc.) 
as well as rising economic protectionism have today undercut the moral authority 
of US power in the wider world. Although some observers might still dismiss US 
decline as a myth (Strange 1987; Germain, Chapter 7 this volume), most analysts 
see the era of US world hegemony as passing (Chari 2008; Zakaria 2011; Desai 
2013; Reich and Lebow 2014; Acharya 2018). What, if any, other hegemony then 
could come in its place? 

At the moment, no individual state would appear to hold a hegemonic capacity. 
Some commentators suggest that China could eventually move into such a world-
ordering role (Ross and Zhu 2008; Robinson 2011; Lee 2017). However, it seems 
unlikely that, whatever one makes of assertive steps like the current Belt and Road 
Initiative, China can for the foreseeable future obtain either singular resource 
supremacy in the world or widely legitimated leadership in global regime 
construction. 

Might we then instead expect contemporary hegemony to come from a collec­
tion of major states, such as the Group of Seven (G7) or the Group of Twenty 
(G20) (Bailin 2005; Donnelly 2009)? Or might there emerge a ‘multi-order world’ 
with several co-existing regional hegemonies (Flockhart 2016)? Or do we enter a 
non-hegemonic era where legitimated rules of world order do not depend on any 
dominant state or states (Brem and Stiles 2009)? 
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Or should one let go of the preoccupation with states and look for con­
temporary hegemony elsewhere? Indeed, did even US hegemony of the twentieth 
century more fundamentally emanate from large global corporations rather than 
the USG itself (Gill 1990; Rupert 1995)? Or does contemporary hegemony lie 
with one or the other social structure, such as transnational capitalism or secur­
itisation discourses (Agnew 2005; Balzacq 2011; Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 
2015; Taylor 2017)? Or has hegemony become ‘complex’, with a diffusion of 
legitimated dominant power across multiple actors and structures (Williams 2019; 
Scholte, Chapter 5 this volume)? 
This book explores these issues to discover what, if any, kind of hegemony 

might play out in our present world of proliferating global challenges and profound 
systemic shifts. The title speaks of ‘reimagining power’, since ongoing global 
transformations may require us radically to reconsider how hegemony operates. 
Indeed, we ought perhaps to place ‘hegemonies’ in the plural in order to designate: 
(a) that, in theory, scholars have multiple understandings of the concept; and (b) 
that, in practice, contemporary hegemony may operate from several quarters at 
once. 

Contributions of this volume 

As this book’s lengthy bibliography indicates, researchers have over the years spilt 
much ink on the question of hegemony in world politics. A sceptical reader might 
therefore well ask why one should produce yet another publication on the subject. 
We would underline four distinctive contributions of this volume. 

First, Hegemony and World Order is special for assembling analyses from a range of 
theoretical perspectives. In contrast to many other works, we do not limit ideas of 
hegemony to a single definitional and disciplinary lens. The chapters span con­
structivist, liberal, Gramscian, postcolonial, realist and world-systems theories. In 
terms of academic discipline, the authors stem from comparative politics, global 
studies, international relations, political economy and sociology. The book thereby 
presents readers with the latest innovative thinking across the conceptual spectrum, 
in an ongoing debate about the character of hegemony. 

Second, Hegemony and World Order is exceptional for assembling in one volume 
studies on hegemony from different parts of the world. The authors herald from 
Canada, Central Asia, China, Europe, India, Russia and the USA. Indeed, the 
chapters often explicitly underline how different geopolitical locations understand 
and practice hegemony differently. The book therefore departs from the Western-
centrism that has marked most previous academic discussions of hegemony. 

Third, unlike most other work on the subject, Hegemony and World Order exam­
ines a range of policy fields. The chapters variously consider hegemony as it plays out 
in respect of armaments, finance, ideology, the Internet, knowledge, labour, migra­
tion and money. The book also mixes more macro analyses of encompassing struc­
tures of hegemony with more micro analyses of everyday practices of hegemony. 
The reader thereby obtains both theoretical and substantive breadth. 
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Finally, Hegemony and World Order reaps distinctive benefit from extended 
exchanges across the aforementioned diversities. The authors have had the rare 
privilege to meet together in 4 workshops spread across 16 months between May 
2018 and September 2019. Thus constructivists, liberals, Gramscians, post-
colonialists, realists and world-systems theorists have sat together and learned from 
each other. Likewise, authors from the different regions of the world have met – 
and been changed by – new colleagues. In addition, specialists on different issue-
areas have compared notes across the same table. 

In short, this book addresses one of the most consequential and hotly debated 
issues in contemporary world politics: how might hegemony operate today, and 
with what implications for major – even existential – global challenges? The 
volume makes a distinctive and important contribution to knowledge of world 
order by (a) focusing on the question of hegemony; (b) encompassing a broad 
range of divergent theoretical perspectives; (c) assembling authors from around the 
world; (d) including a broad set of empirical studies; and (e) bringing these diverse 
perspectives into conversation with each other. 

Hegemony: What is it? 

Like most key concepts, hegemony can be interpreted in various ways (Haugaard 
and Lentner 2006; Anderson 2017). Here we understand hegemony to entail 
legitimated rule by dominant power. Hegemony prevails when a supreme force governs 
society ‘top-down’ – and does so in ways that a preponderance of affected actors 
positively endorse. Hegemony therefore combines (a) concentrated control of 
material resources; (b) leadership in setting societal rules and regulatory processes; 
and (c) prevailing perceptions among subjects that the dominant power rules 
appropriately. 

So, crucially, hegemony involves legitimacy. Hegemonic legitimacy is not 
democratic legitimacy, where people have confidence and trust in a regime 
because they themselves control the governing process. Rather, hegemonic 
legitimacy prevails when (decisive portions of) a dominated population embrace 
their domination and positively approve of the dominating force. So, in a hege­
monic situation, prevailing opinion might believe in an autocratic government. 
Or most workers might endorse a capitalist order that subordinates them. Or 
colonised elites might positively sanction an imperial order. Thus hegemony is 
different from overt suppression and involuntary dominion. In a situation of 
hegemony, supreme forces can for the most part avoid active coercion and 
devious manipulation, since their domination has the consent of (crucial quarters 
of) the dominated. 

To be sure, most situations of hegemony also include some counter-hegemonic 
resistance. However, when hegemony is robust this opposition constitutes only a 
fringe force. Thus, for example, protesters periodically took to the streets against 
USG interventions in Vietnam, Iraq and elsewhere, but overall the legitimacy of 
Pax Americana prevailed. Likewise, a counter-hegemony of liberalism has operated 
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in China and Russia, but a preponderance of citizens still endorse the hegemonic 
authoritarian state in those two countries. That said, now and again counter-
hegemony can substantially weaken or even overturn an existing hegemony, as 
seen with the collapse of many communist regimes in 1989–91 and feminist resis­
tance against patriarchy in various parts of the world. At present, populist forces 
seek to undo a hegemony of neoliberal globalisation, and time will tell if they 
succeed. 

To observe and study hegemony is of course not necessarily, as a researcher, to 
adopt a normative position towards it. Hence this book does not per se advocate 
or oppose hegemony, either as a general phenomenon or in any particular man­
ifestation. In this respect it is important to distinguish between sociological legiti­
macy and normative legitimacy. Sociological investigations of legitimacy, as in this 
volume, seek to understand how and why people perceive that a regime exercises 
appropriate authority (Weber 1922; Tallberg et al. 2018). In contrast, normative 
studies of legitimacy seek to develop and apply philosophical principles for jud­
ging the appropriateness or otherwise of a regime (Caney 2005; Buchanan and 
Keohane 2006). Thus researchers can study hegemony as a sociological phe­
nomenon without themselves morally endorsing that hegemony. Indeed, many 
sociological accounts of hegemony – including various chapters in this book – 
also regard it sceptically. For example, a critical theorist might argue that people 
who endorse  a  particular  hegemony  are  mistaken to do so and  suffer from ‘false 
consciousness’. 

Hegemony can operate within a territorial unit. In this case, an authoritarian 
government might use a concentrated command of resources within a country to 
set the rules and regulatory processes for its national society – and do so with the 
general confidence and approval of the resident population. Another reading might 
say that hegemony in a country lies not so much with the state per se as with a 
power elite that controls the government, the economic apparatus, and the cultural 
sphere (Mills 1956). In either case, the key point with domestic hegemony is that 
citizens broadly endorse their domination by superior forces in the country. 
Hegemony can also extend beyond national arenas to operate in world politics. 

It is world-scale hegemony that most concerns this book. As we shall see shortly, 
some accounts understand world hegemony in terms of one or several territorial 
governments having legitimated dominance in an international society of states. 
Other accounts understand world hegemony in terms of one or more social forces 
having legitimated dominance in a global society of peoples. Whichever approach 
one adopts, both cases focus on hegemony as a condition of world affairs rather 
than domestic politics. 

The issue of hegemony in world politics is particularly intriguing given the 
absence of a world state – and little prospect of one emerging in the foreseeable 
future. How can dominant power create legitimated rules and regulatory institu­
tions for world affairs without a centralised planetary government? In this anarchi­
cal situation, does world hegemony function through informal arrangements, such 
as the Concert of Europe in the nineteenth century and the G20 today? Or does 



6 Jan Aart Scholte et al. 

world hegemony operate through formal international law and international orga­
nisation, such as the United Nations (UN) system on a global scale and the Eur­
opean Union (EU) on a regional scale? Or does world hegemony work through 
non-state channels, including private regulatory mechanisms such as the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) and deliberative assemblies such as the World Eco­
nomic Forum (WEF)? Or does world hegemony encompass some combination of 
these various institutional forms? And what deeper structural forces might lie 
behind these institutional expressions of hegemony in world politics? 

Hegemony in world politics: Contending perspectives 

As underlined earlier, different theories offer different propositions about what kind 
of dominant power can achieve hegemony in world politics. The next paragraphs 
first review various perspectives that locate world hegemony in a state or group of 
states. Thereafter we survey a range of approaches that place world hegemony in 
non-state quarters. Needless to say, this rough overview simplifies a complicated 
picture. We brush over some of the diversity within the various schools of thought, 
and we accentuate some of the differences between analytical frameworks. The aim 
is not to give a comprehensive fine-grained account of theories so much as to 
distinguish general contrasting ways to understand world hegemony. 

Liberal theories of world politics have argued that hegemony arises when a 
dominant state uses its supreme control of resources to sponsor international 
regimes that provide collectively beneficial international cooperation. This 
approach was prominently expounded in the 1970s by the economic historian 
Charles Kindleberger (1973), who ascribed international disorder of the 1930s to 
the absence of a hegemonic state. Lacking hegemonically underwritten rules and 
regulatory institutions, so Kindleberger affirmed, the world tumbled into extended 
depression and eventual major war. Liberal theorists in the field of International 
Relations (IR) have highlighted (and with varying degrees of explicitness applau­
ded) the role of the USG in leading multilateral cooperation after 1945 (Keohane 
1984; Nye 1990; Ikenberry 2001). Similarly, the English School scholar Ian Clark 
(2011) has enquired into the possibilities of a ‘good’ hegemonic state whose lea­
dership is acceptable to the rest of international society. 

The liberal suggestion is that, without the internationalist hegemony of the 
USG, the second half of the twentieth century would have seen less economic 
prosperity, more military conflict, less representative democracy and greater human 
rights violations around the world. Looking at contemporary circumstances, liberals 
are principally concerned whether the USG is able and willing to continue its 
(purportedly benevolent) hegemonic leadership. Absent a US hegemon, liberal 
theorists worry for the future of multilateral cooperation through international law 
and international organisation – and the consequences in turn for economic stabi­
lity, human rights, democracy and peace in the world. Possible future hegemony of 
the Chinese state does not appeal to liberals in this regard. Alternatively, according 
to the ‘regime theory’ variant of liberalism, the frameworks of international 
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cooperation that were established under USG predominance may be sufficiently 
embedded to persist without the continued sponsorship of a hegemonic state 
(Keohane 1984). 

Like liberal approaches, realist theories of world politics have located hegemony 
in a dominant state. (Note here that ‘political realism’ in IR is distinct from ‘critical 
realism’ in social theory – see Joseph 2002.) However, whereas liberal accounts 
focus on the readiness of a leading state to sponsor collectively beneficial interna­
tional cooperation, realist arguments explain hegemony in terms of conflict and an 
ongoing interstate competition for power. For realists, hegemony arises in world 
politics when a particular state defies the usual balance of power among states and 
becomes singularly predominant. The hegemonic state then uses its resource 
supremacy (especially superior military capabilities) to create instruments of world 
order that are intended to sustain its primacy. As and when these arrangements do 
not advance the hegemon’s national interest and power, it will abandon them. 
Thus, for example, in realist eyes the USG hegemon established and supported 
multilateral institutions after 1945 as an extension of its self-serving foreign policy. 
Realists chart the rise and fall of hegemonic states in history, usually giving war a 
major role in both the ascendance and the decline (Gilpin 1987, 1988; Kennedy 
1988; Webb and Krasner 1989; Mearsheimer 2001). 

Whereas liberal theorists generally applaud the ‘good’ hegemon that promotes 
universal liberal values, realists tend to examine hegemony without a driving nor­
mative concern about the kind of world order that the dominant state should 
promote. Realists generally seek to understand why hegemonic states arise and 
how they operate rather than to judge whether the resulting hegemonic order is 
desirable. That said, several prominent realists have had moral concerns at the core 
of their analysis and publicly criticised certain policies of the USG hegemon 
(Niebuhr 1932; Murray 1996). 

The rise and fall of hegemonic states has also concerned world-system theory 
and other analyses of world political economy in long-term perspective. These 
accounts have suggested that cycles of world hegemony are a key feature of 
modern (and sometimes also older) history. Authors in this stream variously identify 
hegemonic states to include Portugal in the sixteenth century, the United Pro­
vinces (today’s Netherlands) in the seventeenth century, Britain in the nineteenth 
century, the USA in the twentieth century and (possibly) China in the twenty-first 
century. Whereas realist theories explain the rise and fall of hegemons solely in 
terms of a perpetual interstate struggle for power, world-system perspectives focus 
on an interplay between cycles of interstate relations on the one hand and long 
cycles of capitalist development on the other. Thus hegemony goes through his­
torical phases in connection with the dynamics of surplus accumulation and asso­
ciated social conflicts (Wallerstein 1983; Arrighi and Silver 1999; Friedman and 
Chase-Dunn 2005; also relatedly Modelski 1987). While world-systems theorists 
undertake a sociological analysis of hegemony, they often express explicit norma­
tive sympathies with counter-hegemonic social movements of workers and other 
structurally disadvantaged groups (Arrighi et al. 1989; Smith and Wiest 2012). 
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In this respect, world-systems accounts of hegemony share common ground with 
other critical theories. 

Capitalism is an even more focal driver of hegemony for neo-Gramscian theory 
(Cox 1983; Gill and Law 1989; Burnham 1991; Gill 1993; Overbeek 1993; Kiely 
2005; Morton 2007; McNally and Schwarsmantel 2009; Worth 2015). In a Marxist 
vein, neo-Gramscians explain world politics in terms of surplus accumulation pro­
cesses and accompanying (transnational) class relations. Thus, for neo-Gramscians, 
the state and its international relations are not a dynamic in their own right (as per 
the previously described theories) so much as a regulatory adjunct of the capitalist 
mode of production. Thus, while world hegemony may manifest itself in a leading 
state – such as the USG in the twentieth century – the deeper hegemony for 
Gramscians lies with capitalism and its (transnational) ruling class. Capitalism is the 
dominant (structural) power that governs in ways that a preponderance of opinion 
finds legitimate (even if most people may not be fully conscious that capitalism is 
the ultimate ruler of their society). 

Neo-Gramscians are therefore more interested in governance (i.e. regulation in 
whatever form) than in the state as such. To be sure, capitalist hegemony may at 
some junctures use a dominant state to generate enabling regulation for surplus 
accumulation on a world scale. However, capitalist world order could also be 
achieved through a collective of states such as the G7, or through regional appa­
ratuses such as the EU, or through global multilateralism such as the Bretton 
Woods institutions, or through private regulatory mechanisms such as International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB). Thus, whereas liberal, realist and world-system 
approaches presume that hegemony emanates from a leading state, neo-Gramscian 
theory looks for any governance arrangement (state, interstate, or non-state) that 
secures the structural power of surplus accumulation and the capitalist class. As 
capitalism globalises in contemporary history, its ruling class also acquires an increas­
ingly transnational character (Van der Pijl 1998; Sklair 2001). 

Legitimacy in a neo-Gramscian account of world hegemony arises when sub­
ordinated classes consent to the reigning capitalist order. Whereas non-hegemonic 
capitalism depends on coercion and manipulation to sustain its exploitation, with 
successful hegemony the exploited classes largely believe that the rules which sus­
tain surplus accumulation also serve their interests. Consumerism and mass media – 
nowadays operating on a global scale – could play a pivotal role in generating such 
‘false consciousness’. However, other people may see through this obfuscation and 
mobilise in counter-hegemonic resistance against the world capitalist order. Neo-
Gramscians often celebrate the purported emancipatory potential of these under-
class movements that assemble, for example, landless peasants and the urban poor 
(Gill 2008). 

Resistance to arbitrary social inequality is also a motivating concern for post­
colonial theories of hegemony (Krishna 2009; Rao 2010; Seth 2013; Anievas et al. 
2014). In this perspective, the structural roots of world hegemony lie not so much 
in the state system or capitalism as in the Western modernity of which the nation-
state and capitalism are a part. Originally centred in Europe, the modern social 
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order has spread, via imperialism, to dominate world society as a whole. In that 
sense, ‘the West’ as a social structure is now quite pervasive, including in much of 
the so-called ‘Third World’ or ‘Global South’. In earlier times, imperialism mainly 
took form as direct colonialism, while the contemporary empire of Western 
modernity is usually more informal and subtle, operating for example through the 
UN, global corporations, and nongovernmental organisations (NGOs). 

Legitimacy figures in postcolonial conceptions of hegemony inasmuch as sub­
jects – the ‘colonised’ as well as the ‘colonisers’ – tend to endorse Western mod­
ernity and its hierarchies as a good and ‘natural’ order of things. Even many 
marginalised subjects have embraced the modern promise of progress (so-called 
‘development’) toward (Western understandings of) freedom, prosperity and peace. 
At the same time, however, counter-hegemonic resistance surfaces in what post­
colonial theory characterises as ‘subaltern’ movements: i.e. among people ‘below 
the altar’ of Western modernity, such as aboriginals, persons of colour, Dalits and 
non-Western religions. From a critical theory perspective that looks for social 
transformation – in this case to create worlds beyond Western imperialism – post­
colonial theories usually have normative sympathies with subaltern counter-hege­
monic struggles. 

Some postcolonial approaches to hegemony, picking up on certain strands of 
feminist theory, conceive of world power in terms of intersecting social stratifica­
tions. Whereas neo-Gramscian theories focus on class as the one – allegedly over­
riding – structural hierarchy in world politics, intersectional analyses stress a 
multiplicity of embedded inequalities, including on lines of age, caste, class, (dis) 
ability, gender, language, nationality, race, religion, sexuality and more. In an 
intersectional perspective, none of these axes of subordination has primacy over the 
others. Rather, dominance and subordination in world politics occurs through 
intricate and varying combinations – i.e. ‘intersections’ – of the multiple stratifica­
tions. Thus, resources and power tend to flow most to people who sit atop several 
hierarchies at once: e.g. white, middle-aged, propertied, heterosexual men. Con­
versely, contemporary world order tends to silence ‘the Other’: people identified 
inter alia as black, Dalits, disabled, indigenous, LGBTQ+, proletarian, women and 
youth. Marginalisation is all the more intense for people who are located at the 
intersection of several subordinations. This structural subjection extends to the 
regulatory sphere, where the rules of world order are generally made by – and 
reinforce the predominance of – people at the top end of (combined) social stra­
tifications. This dominance also acquires a hegemonic quality when people, 
including those in the subordinated positions, endorse the rules that produce the 
various axes of structural subordination. 

For constructivist theories, hegemony in world politics resides with a ruling 
knowledge frame. Whereas neo-Gramscian approaches understand hegemony in 
terms of a mode of production, constructivist perspectives look first of all at idea­
tional structure. In this case hegemony – the dominant power that exercises legit­
imate rule in world politics – resides in certain ways of knowing. In constructivist 
notions of hegemony, certain ideational structures control a predominance of 
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resources in world society, construct rules and regulatory institutions for the globe, 
and attract widespread legitimacy. 

For example, there could be a world hegemony of economic growth ideology 
(Schmelzer 2016) or security discourse (Pasha 1996; Hansen 2006). In the first case, 
ideas of economic growth, which mainly spread from the 1930s, are seen to reign 
supreme in world politics, guiding governance on scales local-to-global. With 
hegemony, growth mindsets moreover have legitimacy, in that prevailing opinion 
regards this paradigm as an appropriate ordering principle for world society (even if 
it could generate ecological catastrophe). A similar constructivist argument could 
apply to security, a discourse that initially rose to prominence in the Cold War and 
progressively spread to all areas of social life. Today ideas of ‘security’ constitute a 
structure of world order, as manifested in airport security, cybersecurity, environ­
mental security, food security, military security and so on. Security as a dominant 
knowledge frame is moreover hegemonically legitimate, in that most people most 
of the time believe that preoccupations with security are appropriate and serve their 
interests. Other constructivists have highlighted the discursive power in world 
politics of ‘human rights’ (Keck and Sikkink 1998), ‘sustainable development’ 
(Bernstein 2001), ‘markets’ (Plehwe et al. 2006), ‘humanitarianism’ (Barnett 2011), 
and certain understandings of ‘masculinity’ (Messerschmidt 2016). 

Constructivist approaches vary in their critical stance toward ideational hege­
monies. Some constructivists are principally interested to explain how certain ideas 
become and remain ruling norms in world politics, without seeking through their 
analysis to undermine the power of those ideas. In contrast, constructivists with a 
‘deconstruction’ bent – in the vein of postmodernism and poststructuralism – 
emphasise the historical relativity of reigning discourses and the political con­
sequences of hegemonic ideas in empowering some ways of being and, especially, 
marginalising others (Larner and Walters 2004; Bonditti et al. 2017). Academic 
deconstruction might in this sense be viewed as a counter-hegemonic move. 

A survey of theoretical approaches to hegemony in world politics can also include 
notions of structural anthropocentrism from political ecology. Anthropocentrism refers 
here to a social order – our modern world – in which existence is human-centred and 
the lives of other species are subordinated to human will (Boddice 2011; Kopnina 
et al. 2018; Wapner 2020). Theories of political ecology regard anthropocentrism as 
hegemonic to the extent that: (a) resources of the planet are concentrated on humans 
and human ends; (b) rules and regulatory processes in world society serve this human­
centredness; and (c) prevailing human opinion regards this order of things as appro­
priate. Indeed, the hegemony of anthropocentrism is so strong – perhaps still more 
powerful than that of the state or capitalism – that most people are not even aware of 
this world-order structure and can imagine no alternative mode of ecology. Yet, so 
political ecologists would warn, this hegemony could put at risk the future of life on 
earth. The answer, for these critics, is a counter-hegemonic ‘posthumanism’ in world 
politics (Cudworth and Hobden 2011, 2018). 

In sum, multiple and widely varying understandings of hegemony in world 
politics are available. Liberals, realists, world-systems theorists, neo-Gramscians, 
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postcolonialists, intersectionalists, constructivists and political ecologists understand 
hegemony in very different ways. That said, individual authors may combine sev­
eral strands of thinking. For example, many critical theories invoke Gramscian ideas 
of counter-hegemony without adopting a Marxist analysis of the nature of that 
counter-hegemony. In addition, a complexity approach (as exemplified by Scholte, 
Chapter 5 this volume) may locate hegemony in an interrelation of forces that 
other theories treat separately, so that, for example, hegemony might lie in a 
combination of state, capital, social stratification and discourse. 

The rest of this volume reflects this theoretical diversity. Chapters by Schmidt, 
Sloan, Wang and Zhang develop realist conceptions of hegemony. Silver and 
Payne take forward earlier work in a world-systems vein. Casier, Germain and 
Safranchuk take broadly neo-Gramscian routes. Achkurina, Bajpai and Parashar 
elaborate postcolonial perspectives. Chebankova, Geiger and Pal take constructivist 
paths. Scholte experiments with complexity thinking. Having in this introduction 
mapped the overall terrain, we can now turn to the individual chapters for more 
detailed enquiries. In the book’s conclusion we assess what these chapters collec­
tively suggest about our overarching questions concerning the character and con­
sequences of hegemony in contemporary world politics. 
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1
CRISES OF WORLD HEGEMONY AND
THE SPEEDING UP OF SOCIAL HISTORY

Beverly J. Silver and Corey R. Payne

A new period of global systemic chaos?

Escalating geopolitical tensions and deep internal divisions within the United States,
culminating in the election of Donald Trump, are among the indicators that we are
living through the terminal crisis of United States world hegemony – a crisis that began
with the bursting of the New Economy stock market bubble in 2000–1 and that
deepened with the ongoing blowback from the Bush Administration’s failed Project
for a New American Century and 2003 invasion of Iraq. Whereas in the 1990s, the
United States was almost universally viewed as the world’s sole and unshakable
superpower, by the time of the 2008 financial meltdown, the notion that US hege-
mony was in a deep and potentially terminal crisis moved from the fringes into the
mainstream. Since 2016, the view that we are in the midst of an irremediable break-
down of US hegemony has gained even wider adherence with the intended and
unintended consequences of Trump’s movement to ‘Make America Great Again’.

The current moment is now widely perceived both as a crisis of US hegemony
and a deep crisis for global capitalism on a scale not witnessed since the 1930s.
When historians look back on 2019–2020, two major signs of deep systemic crisis
will stand out. First, the worldwide wave of social protest that swept the globe
following the 2008 financial meltdown, reaching a first peak around 2011 and then
escalating toward a crescendo in 2019. Second, the failure of Western states to
respond in a competent manner to the COVID-19 global pandemic, undermining
the credibility of the West (and especially the United States) in the eyes of both
their own citizens and citizens of the world.

Toward the end of 2019 – before the scale of the COVID-19 crisis was appar-
ent – it looked like the rising wave of global social protest would turn out to be
the story of the decade, given the ‘tsunami of protests that swept across six con-
tinents and engulfed both liberal democracies and ruthless autocracies’ (Wright
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2019). As unrest inundated cities from Paris and La Paz to Hong Kong and San­
tiago, declarations of ‘a global year of protest’ or ‘the year of the street protester’ 
lined the pages of newsstands worldwide (e.g. Diehl 2019; Johnson 2019; Rach­
man 2019; Walsh and Fisher 2019). Mass protest waves came to define the entire 
decade. Already in 2011, Time magazine had declared ‘The Protester’ to be their 
‘Person of the Year’ (Andersen 2011) as popular unrest spread across the globe 
from Occupy Wall Street and anti-austerity movements in Europe to the Arab 
Spring and waves of workers’ strikes in China. Two decades into the twenty-first 
century, it has become clear that popular discontent with the current social setup is 
both wide and deep. 

This explosion of social protest around the world is a clear sign that the social 
foundations of the global order are crumbling. If we conceptualise hegemony as 
‘legitimated rule by dominant power’ (following the introduction to this volume), 
then the breadth and depth of social protest is a clear sign that the legitimacy of 
dominant power(s) has been badly shaken. These twin processes – global protest 
and global pandemic – were laying bare a stunning incapacity of the world’s ruling 
groups to envision, much less implement, changes that could adequately address 
the grievances from below or satisfy the growing demands for safety and security. 

The major waves of global social protest and the incapacity of the declining 
hegemonic power to satisfy demands from below are clear signs that we are in the 
midst of a period of world-hegemonic breakdown. Indeed, as argued elsewhere 
(Arrighi and Silver 1999, chapter 3), past periods of world-hegemonic break­
down – that is, the late eighteenth/early nineteenth century transition from Dutch 
to British hegemony and the early twentieth century transition from British to US 
hegemony – were also characterised by both mass protest from below in the form 
of strikes, revolts, rebellions and revolutions and by a failure of leadership on the 
part of the declining hegemonic power. 

A new world hegemony – if one is to emerge – would require two conditions. 
First, it would require that a new power bloc ‘collectively rise up to the task of 
providing system-level solutions to the system-level problems left behind by U.S. 
hegemony’, Second, if a new world hegemony is to emerge in a non-catastrophic 
fashion, it would require that ‘the main centers of Western civilization [especially the 
United States] adjust to a less exalted status’ as the balance of power on a world-scale 
shifts away from the United States and the West (Arrighi and Silver 1999: 286). 
Seen from 2020, it would appear that the second condition – the graceful 

adjustment by the United States (specifically) and Western powers (more generally) 
to a more equal distribution of power among states – has failed to materialise in a 
spectacular fashion. If the second condition depends mainly on the behaviour of 
the declining hegemonic power, the first condition – the development of system-
level solutions to system-level problems – depends on the capacity of a new power 
bloc to meet the demands emerging from below. 

In the past, a new hegemonic power could lead the system away from chaos 
only by fundamentally reorganising the world system in ways that at least partially 
met the demands for livelihood and protection emanating from mass movements. 
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Put differently, they could become hegemonic only by providing reformist solu­
tions to the revolutionary challenges from below. In this sense, world hegemony 
requires the capacity (and vision) to provide system-level solutions. 

Hegemony and world-systems analysis 

This chapter takes a world-systems approach to ‘hegemony’, as we focus on the 
interrelationship between historical capitalism and successive world hegemonies. 
Moreover, we argue that world hegemonies cannot be understood without 
examining their evolving social and political foundations. As such, our work is part of a 
tradition within the world-systems school that builds out from Antonio Gramsci’s 
conceptualisation of hegemony (see especially Arrighi 1994 [2010], chapter 1). 

A series of what might be called non-debates (or talking at cross-purposes) has 
emerged in the literature on hegemony as a result of the divergent ways in which 
the term is understood.1 Different definitional starting points exist even within 
schools of thought, including within the world-systems perspective. Thus, Immanuel 
Wallerstein (1984: 38–9) defined hegemony as synonymous with domination or 
supremacy – that is, as a ‘situation in which the ongoing rivalry between the so-called 
“great powers” is so unbalanced that one power is truly primus inter pares; that is, one 
power can largely impose its rules and its wishes … in the economic, political, military, 
diplomatic, and even cultural arenas’. Economic supremacy provided the material basis 
for a series of hegemonic states – the United Provinces in the seventeenth century, the 
United Kingdom in the nineteenth century, the United States in the twentieth cen­
tury – to ‘impose its rules and its wishes’ in all spheres. 

Instead, we start from the work of Giovanni Arrighi (1982, 1994 [2010]: 28–9) – 
exponent of another major theoretical strand within the world-systems literature – 
who defines world hegemony as ‘leadership or governance over a system of sovereign 
states’, Building on Gramsci’s writings, Arrighi conceptualises world hegemony as 
something ‘more and different from “domination” pure-and-simple’. It is rather 
‘the power associated with dominance expanded by the exercise of “intellectual 
and moral leadership”’. Whereas dominance rests primarily on coercion, hegemony 
is ‘the additional power that accrues to a dominant group by virtue of its capacity to 
place all issues around which conflicts rage on a “universal” plane’,2 

Hegemonic rule, in practice, combines two elements: consent (leadership) and 
coercion (domination). However, the targets of consent and coercion are different. 
As Gramsci put it: 

the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as ‘domination’ 
and as intellectual and moral leadership’. A social group dominates antagonistic 
groups, which it tends to ‘liquidate’ or to subjugate perhaps by armed force; it 
leads kindred or allied groups (Gramsci 1971: 57). 

In situations of stable world hegemony, the element of consent is strong – its reach 
is relatively wide (geographically) and deep (socially). Social protest is relatively 
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infrequent and tends to be normative in nature (for example, legal strikes within 
the confines of institutionalised collective bargaining). In situations of world-
hegemonic crisis or breakdown (like the present period), the overall balance 
between consent and coercion tilts increasingly toward the latter. Social protest 
tends to escalate and take on increasingly non-normative forms, while the response 
from above takes on increasingly coercive forms (Arrighi and Silver 1999, chapter 3; 
Silver 2003, chapter 4). 

Periods of stable world hegemony are characterised by a situation in which the 
dominant power makes a credible claim to be leading the world system in a 
direction that not only serves the dominant group’s interests but is also perceived as 
serving a more general interest, thereby fostering consent (Arrighi and Silver 1999: 
26–8). As Gramsci put it, with reference to hegemony at the national level: 

It is true that the [hegemon] is seen as the organ of one particular group, 
destined to create favorable conditions for the latter’s maximum expansion. 
But the development and expansion of the particular group are conceived of, 
and presented, as being the motor force of a universal expansion … (Gramsci 1971: 
181–2, emphasis added). 

To be sure, the claim of the dominant power to represent the general interest is 
always more or less fraudulent. Even in situations of stable hegemony, those 
excluded from the hegemonic bloc – Gramsci’s ‘antagonistic groups’ – are pre­
dominately ruled by force. However, in periods of hegemonic breakdown, like the 
present, claims by the dominant power to be acting in the general interest look 
increasingly hollow and self-serving, even in the eyes of the ‘kindred or allied groups’. 
Such claims lose their credibility and/or are abandoned entirely from above. 

Nevertheless, in situations of world hegemony, the claim of the dominant power 
to represent the general interest must have a significant degree of credibility in the 
eyes of allied groups. Thus, for example, in the high period of global Keynesianism 
and Developmentalism,3 the United States was able to credibly claim that an 
expansion of US world power was in a broader (if not universal) interest, by 
establishing global institutional arrangements that fostered employment and welfare 
(immediately in the case of the First World; and as the promised fruit of ‘devel­
opment’ in the case of the Third World); thus, addressing the demands coming 
from the mass labour, socialist and national liberation mobilisations of the early and 
mid-twentieth century. 

Arrighi argues that the willingness of subordinate groups and states to accept a 
new hegemon (or even purely dominant power) becomes especially widespread 
and strong in periods of ‘systemic chaos’ – that is, in ‘situations of total and appar­
ently irremediable lack of organization’. 

As systemic chaos increases, the demand for ‘order’ - the old order, a new 
order, any order! - tends to become more and more general among rulers, or 
among subjects, or both. Whichever state or group of states is in a position to 
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satisfy this system-wide demand for order is thus presented with the opportu­
nity of becoming world hegemonic (Arrighi 1994 [2010], 31).4 

As the early twenty-first century progresses, there is mounting evidence that the 
world has entered into another ‘period of systemic chaos - analogous but not iden­
tical to the systemic chaos of the first half of the twentieth century’ (Silver and 
Arrighi 2011, 68). Moreover, there is mounting evidence of increasingly coercive 
responses from above (cf. Robinson 2014). On both theoretical and historical 
grounds, however, there is every reason to expect that power exercised through 
increasingly coercive means will only succeed in deepening the systemic chaos. 

Instead, a move toward world hegemony and away from systemic chaos would 
require an aspiring hegemonic power to be able to, one, recognise the grievances 
of classes and status groups beyond the dominant group/state and, two, be able to 
lead the world system through a set of transformative actions that (at least in part) 
successfully address those grievances. Transformative actions that succeed in 
widening and deepening consent transform ‘domination pure-and-simple’ into 
hegemony.5 

Put differently, the establishment of a new world-hegemonic order has both a 
‘supply’ side and a ‘demand’ side. The supply side of the problem refers to the 
capacity of the would-be hegemonic power to implement system-level solutions to 
system-level problems. In other words, hegemony is not strictly a matter of ideol­
ogy; it has a material base. The final section of this chapter will return to the 
‘supply’ side of the problem. The next section will focus on elucidating the 
‘demand side’ of world hegemony in the early twenty-first century. 

Global social protest and the demand for world hegemony 

The crumbling social foundations of US world hegemony 

The concept of the ‘speeding up of social history’ in this chapter’s title refers to the 
fact that the waves of global social protest that have characterised periods of hege­
monic transition – and the challenges that they pose for declining and aspiring 
hegemons – have become wider and deeper over the longue durée of historical 
capitalism. Relatedly, the social contradictions of each successive hegemony – 
Dutch, British, US – have emerged more quickly from one hegemony to the next; 
thus, periods of relatively stable world hegemony have become shorter and 
shorter.6 In sum, we can observe an evolutionary pattern of increasing social com­
plexity from one world hegemony to the next, as each successive hegemonic power 
has had to accommodate demands from a wider and deeper array of social move­
ments (see Arrighi and Silver 1999, chapters 3, 4 and 5). 

This speeding up of social history and increasing social complexity can be seen 
when we compare the trajectory of US world hegemony to previous world 
hegemonies. As was the case for both Dutch and British world hegemonies, the 
firm establishment of US hegemony did not just depend on the country’s 
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preponderance in military and economic power. Rather it also depended on the 
capacity of the rising hegemons to offer reformist solutions to a string of revolu­
tionary challenges, ranging (in crude short-hand) from the American Revolution to 
the French and Haitian Revolutions in the case of British hegemony, and from the 
Russian through the Chinese Revolutions in the case of US hegemony. But the 
social compact that would undergird US hegemony following the Second World 
War – the mass consumption social contract for workers in the Global North and 
decolonisation and the promise of development for the Global South – was broader 
in geographical scope and reached deeper into the class structure than the social compacts 
upon which either Dutch or British hegemony stood (Arrighi and Silver 1999, 
chapters 3 and 5). 

Relatedly, US hegemony was also the most short-lived since the US-led solu­
tions to the revolutionary challenges of the twentieth century were unsustainable 
in the context of global capitalism. Fully implementing the hegemonic promises of 
mass consumption for the core working class and of ‘catching-up’ development for 
the Third World would quickly bring about a squeeze on profits, given their sub­
stantial redistributive effects (Wallerstein 1995: 25; Silver 2019). Indeed, the initial 
crisis of US hegemony in the late 1960s and 1970s was an intertwined crisis of 
profitability for capital, on the one hand, and a legitimacy crisis, on the other hand. 
A variety of movements – from militant strike waves in the First World to the 
efforts to establish a New International Economic Order emanating from the Third 
World – were in essence demanding a quicker and more complete fulfilment of 
the implicit and explicit promises of US hegemony. 

The financial expansion and neoliberal counter-revolution that began in the 
1980s temporarily resolved these intertwined crises. Financialisation – the massive 
withdrawal of capital out of trade and production and into financial speculation 
and intermediation – had a debilitating effect on social movements worldwide, 
most notably via the mechanism of the debt crisis in the Global South and mass 
layoffs at the heart of the labour movement in the Global North. The result was a 
US belle époque in the 1990s as power and profits were restored; however, as in the 
case of the Dutch and British belles époques, this resurgence of power and profit­
ability turned out, in the words of Braudel (1984), to be a sign of ‘autumn’ rather 
than a new spring for these hegemonies.7 

Financialisation and the neoliberal project marked a shift from hegemony 
toward domination, a tilt away from consent and towards coercion. At the same 
time, however, the process of creative destruction (to use Schumpeter’s term)  has  
been fuelling a political backlash amongst those who had been incorporated as 
junior partners into the mid-twentieth century hegemonic social compact (and 
were now being ejected from it) – most notably male mass production workers in 
core countries. At the same time, new (and increasingly militant) groups and 
classes are being ‘created’ that cannot be easily accommodated in the decaying 
hegemonic order – most notably, an expanding but precariously employed 
working class in the Global South and immigrant working class in the Global 
North. 
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The social foundations of a twenty-first century world hegemony 

We have argued that the exercise of world hegemony requires an aspiring hege­
monic power to be able to, one, recognise the grievances of classes and status 
groups beyond the dominant group/state and, two, be able to lead the world system 
through a set of transformative actions that (at least in part) successfully address 
those grievances. In more general terms, we have argued that a precondition for 
world hegemony in the twenty-first century is the emergence of a new power bloc 
that would ‘collectively rise up to the task of providing system-level solutions to 
the system-level problems left behind by U.S. hegemony’. 

The remainder of this section examines actors and grievances in the early 
twenty-first century wave of global social protest from 2011 to 2019 as a window 
onto the system-level problems that an aspiring hegemon would need to address in 
order to transform domination (coercion) into hegemony (consent), and thus meet 
the ‘demand’ side conditions necessary to bring to a close the phase of deepening 
systemic chaos into which we have now fallen. We pay particular attention to new 
system-level challenges that have emerged over the past half-century – challenges 
that would make a simple return to the US-led postwar social compact inadequate 
to the task at hand. 

Contesting inequality between countries 

A first fundamental difference between the social-political conditions to be 
accommodated within any twenty-first century world hegemony and all previous 
world hegemonies is the significant change in the balance of power between the 
West and ‘The Rest’ (Popov and Dutkiewicz 2017). All previous hegemonies were 
Western hegemonies in a double sense. First, the West had amassed an over­
whelming preponderance of economic and military power vis-à-vis the rest of the 
world. Second, consent (hegemony) applied to allied classes and groups within 
Western states, whereas force (domination) prevailed with few exceptions in the 
non-Western world. 

To be sure, faced with rising national liberation movements in the first half of 
the twentieth century, the United States led a transformation of the world system 
that fostered decolonisation and normalised de jure8 national sovereignty. Never­
theless, the main levers of economic and military power remained firmly controlled 
by the US and Western allies. With the increasing economic power of the non-
West in the twenty-first century, especially but not limited to China, a stable 
Western-dominated world order is no longer possible. Collective action by states in 
the Global South, reflected in institutional innovations such as BRICS and ALBA, 
further signals this impossibility. A new world hegemony (whether led by a single 
state, a coalition of states, or a world state) would have to accommodate this 
greater equality between the Global North and Global South. This changing bal­
ance of power is, in turn, the context in which the search for solutions to major 
system-level problems – such as stark class inequalities within countries, 
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environmental degradation and climate change, and guarantees for physical safety 
and human dignity – will play out in the coming decades. 

Protesting inequality within countries 

One recurrent theme that has animated protest movements over the past decade is 
extreme social inequality. For the Occupy Wall Street movement, which spread 
from Zucotti Park near Wall Street to 951 cities in 82 countries in 2011 (Milkman, 
Luce, and Lewis 2013), a key grievance of the protestors was stark inequality – 
encapsulated in the slogan of the 99% against the 1%. In the years following the 
Occupy Wall Street movement, class inequality became even more extreme in 
most countries, sparking yet another worldwide upheaval in 2019. Protests erupted 
in Hong Kong, India, Chile, Colombia, Bolivia, Lebanon, Iran and Iraq, leaving 
commentators struggling to identify their common theme. ‘But there is one’, 
writes Michael Massing (2020): ‘rage at being left behind. In each instance, the 
match may differ, but the kindling has (in most cases) been furnished by the gross 
inequality produced by global capitalism’. While the ‘matches’ were varied and 
‘seemingly modest’ – a subway fare hike in Chile, a tax on WhatsApp calls in 
Lebanon, cuts to fuel subsidies in Iran and Ecuador, and price increases on bread 
and onions in Sudan and India (respectively) – ‘these uprising aren’t just about a 
few dimes here and there. They’re about an ever-growing majority of the global 
populace that has become fed up with cost of living increases, low wages, [and] the 
erosion of public trusts’ (Silk 2019). 

The early twenty-first century has also seen a return of labour unrest, but in new 
industrial and geographical sites. There were major strike waves featuring new 
working classes – particularly in East and South Asia – that had been ‘formed’ in 
the process of the neoliberal restructuring of the world economy (Karatasli et al. 
2015, 191). China, especially, emerged as a new epicentre of world labour unrest. 
As Friedman (2012) notes: ‘While there are no official statistics, it is certain that 
thousands, if not tens of thousands, of strikes take place each year … with many 
strikers capturing large wage increases above and beyond any legal requirements’ 
(see also Silver and Zhang 2009). 

Even in the Global North, we have seen a rise of labour militancy among the 
sectors of the working class that have grown in size and centrality in the course of 
the past several decades, most notably immigrant workers and workers of colour. 
The majority of these workers are ‘concentrated in low-wage, precarious work in 
such industries as domestic service, agriculture, food and garment manufacturing, 
hotel and restaurant jobs, and construction’. In the process, the struggle for immi­
grant rights is intertwining with the struggle for labour rights (Milkman 2011); for 
example, with US unions being driven to fight on behalf of their members against 
deportation raids in the Trump era (Elk 2018). 

The rise of new working classes in the Global North and Global South has gone 
hand-in-hand with the ‘unmaking’ of the unionized, well-paid and over­
whelmingly white industrial working classes that were junior partners in the 
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twentieth-century world-hegemonic order. Abandoned by capital for cheaper 
locales or, in the case of public sectors workers, seeing their welfare eroded by the 
hollowing out of government functions, these workers have waged defensive 
struggles. The post-2008 protests against austerity in Europe are particularly note­
worthy, but far from the only examples of such defensive struggles (Karatasli et al. 
2015, 190–1). At the same time, we have seen an increase in protests by the 
unemployed and irregularly employed (or to use Marx’s term, the ‘stagnant relative 
surplus population’). This part of the working class played a prominent (and often 
overlooked) role in Egypt, Tunisia, Bahrain, and Yemen in the 2011 Arab Spring 
(see Karatasli et al. 2015, 192–3) and beyond. 

A radical new vision for the twenty-first century is required to meet these 
challenges from below. The US hegemonic promise of mass consumption and 
development was never credible within the context of historical capitalism. Wal­
lerstein’s (1995) claim that capitalism could not accommodate the ‘combined 
demands of the Third World (for relatively little per person but for a lot of people) 
and [of] the Western working class (for relatively few people but for a lot per 
person)’, remains true today. The challenge for the twenty-first century is to 
credibly incorporate the widening and deepening array of working classes and 
movements that are demanding greater equality, both between and within coun­
tries. Needless to say, this precludes a simple return to the twentieth-century US 
world-hegemonic model. 

The fight against environmental degradation and climate change 

All previous world hegemonies of historical capitalism have been based on the 
externalisation of the costs of reproduction of labour and of nature. The natural 
world was treated as a no-cost input, while profitability at the system-level 
depended on paying the vast majority of the world’s workers below the full cost of 
the reproduction of their labour power. The externalisation of the costs of repro­
duction of labour and nature were taken to an extreme with the highly resource-
intensive and wasteful model associated with the ‘American way of life’, 

Almost a century ago, Mohandas Gandhi recognised the unsustainability of the 
Western capitalist model of development. He wrote: 

The economic imperialism of a single tiny island nation [England] is today 
[1928] keeping the world in chains. If an entire nation of 300 million [India’s 
population at the time] took to similar economic exploitation, it would strip 
the world like locusts (quoted in Guha 2000). 

The existential threat posed by the hegemonic promise to universalise the Amer­
ican way of life – fundamentally an updated version of Gandhi’s critique – has been 
taken up by environmental and climate change activists, whose movement has 
gained momentum over the past decade, culminating in the September 2019 
worldwide climate strike of students and young people. As reported by The New 
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York Times, in cities around the world – from Berlin to Melbourne, in Manila, 
Kampala, Nairobi, Mumbai and Rio – the number of strikers was easily in the tens 
of thousands, with many cities seeing hundreds of thousands. ‘Rarely, if ever, has 
the modern world witnessed a youth movement so large and wide, spanning across 
societies rich and poor, tied together by a common if inchoate sense of rage’ 
(Sengupta 2019). 

Demands for physical safety and dignity 

Speaking at the 2019 climate strike in New York, youth climate activist Greta 
Thunberg declared: ‘We demand a safe future. Is that really too much to ask?’ 

Indeed, the credible promise of safety is fundamental to all world hegemonies. 
Today, the threats to safety are multiple, growing and interconnected. Constant, if 
relatively low-intensity, conflicts rage around the world, precipitating the greatest 
refugee crisis since the Second World War. In turn, neo-fascist and far right 
movements have been in resurgence, blaming refugees and immigrants for the (real 
and imagined) insecurities of populations in host countries (e.g. Schultheis 2019; 
Becker 2019). Climate change, militarism, and the refugee crisis are all intertwined 
in a vicious circle that fuels the dynamics of twenty-first century systemic chaos. 

All these processes are playing out in the context of the huge inequalities that 
have grown together with the decay of the US hegemonic world order. The 
global COVID-19 pandemic is bringing this social inequality into stark relief for 
those who did not already have eyes to see (Fisher and Bubola 2020). Meagan Day 
aptly compared the relationship between the pandemic and inequality to analysing 
waterflows with dye tracing: 

A river just looks like a river until the dye is added, and the dye reveals how 
the structural features of the riverbed send the water coursing in specific pat­
terns. A pandemic is like that … [it] shows how the shape of our [social] sys­
tems send people careening in particular directions depending on their 
location upstream. It was happening before, but now it’s a bright color for all to see. 
(Day 2020, emphasis added) 

Likewise, the global pandemic highlighted the pre-existing fault lines in the world 
order – rising inequality, insecurity of employment and livelihoods, the refugee 
crisis and the looming threat of climate change – making these fault lines now clear 
‘for all to see’. As borders closed and the world economy shut down, the collateral 
damage from the pandemic in the form of surging unemployment and the eva­
poration of (already) precarious means of livelihood was breathtaking in scale and 
scope. 

As global systemic chaos deepens, there is, in Arrighi’s words, a growing 
‘demand for order - ‘the old order, a new order, any order!’ (1994 [2010: 31]). 
The initial response from above has been to accelerate an already ongoing global 
shift toward increasingly coercive forms of rule. As we enter the third decade of the 
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twenty-first century, the proliferation of emergency executive powers, police-
enforced shelter-in-place orders, and the domestic deployment of military forces to 
manage the fallout from the pandemic – including anticipated waves of social 
protest – were among the signs of this trend. Nonetheless, such shifts toward 
coercion and away from consent, as argued above, are only likely to further deepen 
the global systemic chaos. 

The supply of world hegemony in the twenty-first century 

‘What, if any, kind of hegemony might play out in our present world of proliferating 
global challenges and profound systemic shifts?’ – this is the central question posed in 
the Introduction to this volume (Scholte et al., this volume, page 3). 

The argument put forward in this chapter leads us to a set of interconnected 
answers. We agree with the claim, implicit in the volume’s title, that answering this 
question requires ‘reimagining power in global politics’. However, we also argue 
that this re-imagining is not a new phenomenon; rather, each successive world 
hegemony of historical capitalism has involved an analogous re-imagining of power 
in global politics. Successive hegemonic powers have responded to global chal­
lenges by promoting the ‘recurrent fundamental restructuring [of the modern 
world system]’ (Arrighi 1994 [2010]: 31–2). 
We have argued that a central driving force behind the successive restructuring 

of global capitalism – and re-imagining of world hegemonies – has been the chal­
lenges posed by major world-scale waves of social protest. The Haitian Revolution 
and mass revolts by enslaved people in the Americas in the late eighteenth century 
forced the rising hegemonic power (the UK) to ‘re-imagine’ global capitalism 
without one of its fundamental pillars – plantation slavery. The upsurge of labour 
movements, socialist revolutions and national liberation movements in the first half 
of the twentieth century forced the rising hegemonic power (the US) to ‘re-ima­
gine’ global capitalism without the fundamental pillars of formal colonialism and 
the restriction of the democratic franchise to property owners. The latest wave of 
global social protest in the early twenty-first century will also require any aspiring 
hegemonic power to re-imagine hegemony in fundamental ways (Arrighi and 
Silver 1999, chapter 3). 

The question that we must pose here, however, is whether we’ve reached the 
limits of ‘re-imagining’ hegemony within a capitalist world system. One common 
feature of all past world hegemonies – Dutch, British, US – is that they succeeded 
in finding reformist solutions to the revolutionary challenges posed by mass move­
ments from below. In other words, each successive hegemony managed to lay the 
foundations for a major new expansion of the capitalist world system. They were, 
for a time, able to resolve the fundamental contradiction between profitability and 
legitimacy that has characterised historical capitalism. 

With the further ‘speeding up of social history’ – with protest today emanating 
from an even wider and deeper array of social movements – the question arises as to 
whether another world hegemony can be imagined, much less successfully 
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implemented, within the context of global capitalism. Put  differently, is it possible to find 
a credible reformist solution to the challenges posed by today’s mass movements? 

Until recently any such reformist efforts were not on the agenda of most global 
governmental and business elites; instead coercive measures and doubling down on 
the neoliberal project were the order of the day (Silver 2019). However, the fallout 
from the global pandemic (itself coming on the heels of a decade of escalating 
worldwide social protest) may have finally shaken the confidence of those in 
power. Thus, for example, the Financial Times’ Editorial Board (2020) opined 
that: ‘Radical reforms [analogous to those pursued in the decades following the 
Second World War] will need to be put on the table’ in order to ‘offer a social 
contract that benefits everyone’, In essence, they are proposing a return to the 
mid-twentieth-century social compacts that undergird US-led world hegemony. 

Regardless of whether such calls for ‘radical reforms’ from global elites fade or 
grow over time, a return to the mid-twentieth-century solution is not sustainable. 
Indeed, as argued above, the US hegemonic project – which proclaimed its goal to 
be the universalisation of the American way of life – fell into a combined crisis of 
profitability and legitimacy just two decades after its launch. 

As Gramsci noted in another context: 

Hegemony (under capitalism) presupposes that ‘the leading group should make 
sacrifices of an economic-corporate kind. But there is also no doubt that such sacrifices 
and such a compromise cannot touch the essential; for though hegemony is ethical-
political, it must also be economic, must necessarily be based on the decisive 
function exercised by the leading group in the decisive nucleus of economic 
activity.’ (Gramsci 1971: 161, emphasis added). 

Thus, without a clear commitment to prioritise the protection of humans and 
nature over the pursuit of profitability, as soon as the social contract begins to 
threaten profitability (as it did in the 1960s and 1970s), it would once again be 
abandoned from above (Silver 2019). A new world hegemony would instead 
require a radical re-imagining of world power and global politics. Social move­
ments will no doubt play a key role in this process, either directly, or by generating 
transformative pressures on aspiring hegemonic powers. Either way, a serious ‘re-
imagining’ of movement ‘strategies, organizational structures and ideologies’ 
including ‘internationalism’ is required (Karatasli 2019) if we are to collectively rise 
up to the task of providing system-level solutions to the system-level problems left 
behind by US world hegemony. 

Notes 
1 For a comprehensive review of the use of the term hegemony – from the ancient Greeks 

through to Barack Obama – see Anderson (2017). 
2 In transporting Gramsci’s concept of social hegemony from intrastate relations to inter­

state relations, Arrighi (1982, 1994 [2010]) takes a similar path as IPE School Gramscians 
such as Cox (1983, 1987), Keohane (1984), Gill (1986, 1993), Gill and Law (1988). 
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3	 See, for example, McMichael (2012). 
4	 ‘Historically, the states that have successfully seized this opportunity did so by recon­

stituting the world system on new and enlarged foundations thereby restoring some 
measure of interstate cooperation’ (Arrighi 1994 [2010], 31–2). 

5	 In emphasizing the transformative nature of hegemony, Arrighi puts forward an evolu­
tionary theory of the longue durée of historical capitalism, which is another key contrast 
between his approach within the world-systems school and that of Wallerstein. For 
Arrighi, the ‘fundamental transformations carried out by successive hegemonic powers” 
means that “world hegemonies have not “risen” and “declined” in a world system that 
expanded independently on the basis of an invariant structure… Rather, the modern 
world system itself has been formed by, and has expanded on the basis of, recurrent fundamental 
restructuring led and governed by successive hegemonic states’ (Arrighi 1994 [2010]: 31–2, emphasis 
added). 

6	 ‘While the governmental and business organizations leading each [systemic cycle of 
accumulation] have become more powerful and complex, the life-cycles of the regimes 
of accumulation have become shorter. The time it has taken for each regime to emerge 
out of the crisis of the preceding dominant regime, to become itself dominant, and to 
attain its limits (as signaled by the beginning of a new financial expansion) was less than 
half, both in the case of the British regime relative to the Genoese and in the case of the 
US regime relative to the Dutch’ (Arrighi 1994 [2010]: 225). 

7	 The three periods of financial expansion discussed by Braudel each led to a dramatic 
resurgence of power and prosperity for the leading capitalist country of the time (e.g. a 
second golden age for the Dutch; the Victorian belle epoque for Britain). Yet in each case, 
the resurgence of world power and prosperity was short-lived. For Braudel, the successive 
shifts by Genoese, Dutch, and British capitalists away from trade and industry and into 
finance were each a sign that the material expansion had reached ‘maturity’. Financiali­
sation turned out to be a prelude to a terminal crisis of world hegemony and to the rise of 
a new geographical centre of world economic and military power (Braudel 1984; Arrighi 
1994 [2010]). 

8	 The extension of legal sovereignty to former colonies was not matched by an equivalent 
extension of de facto sovereignty or effective national self-determination. 
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2
HEGEMONY

A conceptual and theoretical analysis and its
application to the debate on American hegemony

Brian C. Schmidt

The primary aim of this chapter is to provide some conceptual and theoretical
clarity on the diverse manner in which the field of International Relations (IR)
understands the concept of hegemony. A secondary aim is to consider what these
different theoretical accounts have to say about the debate on American hege-
mony. While there are a multiplicity of debates involving the concept of hege-
mony, a case can certainly be made that the debate on whether or not American
hegemony is in decline is a central issue for understanding world politics in the
twenty-first century. Although the concept of hegemony is frequently employed in
the IR literature, it is quite apparent that different meanings are attributed to it.
This is not necessarily surprising because the field itself is divided into different
theoretical perspectives that offer contrasting accounts of key concepts including
hegemony. Even though some have called for a ‘cross-fertilisation between the
different theories of hegemony in IR’, the mainstream view is that this is difficult
to accomplish (Antoniades 2018, 596). It is difficult to deal with the concept of
hegemony in the abstract without linking it to specific schools of thought such as
realism, liberalism and constructivism. Nevertheless, I begin the chapter by pro-
viding a few definitions of hegemony. In this brief section, I aim to establish that
two main ideas can be derived from the various definitions of hegemony. The first
is the notion that hegemony entails overwhelming or preponderant material
power. The second is the idea that hegemony involves the exercise of some form
of leadership. The second section of the chapter examines how different theoretical
approaches in the field comprehend the concept of hegemony. Here I focus pri-
marily on the two main rival theories of realism and liberalism. After discussing
realist and liberal theories of hegemony, I next consider how neo-Gramscians,
constructivists and members of the English School grasp the concept of hegemony.
In the conclusion, I consider what the different theoretical accounts offer to
understanding the current debate about US hegemony.
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The Oxford English Dictionary defines hegemony in the following manner: ‘lea­
dership, predominance, preponderance; especially the leadership or predominant 
authority of one state of a confederacy or union over others’. Here we can already 
see how the definition of hegemony embodies the twin propositions of over­
whelming power (capabilities) and the exercise of leadership. The latter attribute of 
hegemony is emphasised in the definition provided by The International Studies 
Encyclopedia: 

The concept of hegemony refers to international leadership by one political 
subject, be it the state or a ‘historical bloc’ of particular social groupings, 
whereby the reproduction of dominance involves the enrollment of other, 
weaker, less powerful parties (states/classes) constituted by varying degrees of 
consensus, persuasion and, consequently, political legitimacy.1 

The Cambridge Dictionary defines hegemony as ‘the position of being the strongest 
and most powerful and therefore able to control others’.2 This definition accent­
uates the notion of hegemony as encompassing overwhelming power while at the 
same time assuming that this automatically entails the ability of the hegemon to 
exercise control over others. In this manner, hegemony involves a relationship 
between actors whether it be people or states. This relational aspect of hegemony is 
important for those who conceptualise hegemony as the exercise of some form of 
leadership. This leadership can be consensual or dominating, but the important 
point is the idea that hegemony entails a relationship between a preponderant state 
or social group and others. As we will see in the next section, those who emphasise 
domination largely associate hegemony with preponderant material capabilities 
while those who emphasise the leadership dimension argue that this is an insuffi­
cient basis for understanding the concept of hegemony. 

Realism and hegemony 

There is no monolithic theory of realism; instead, there is a diverse family of realist 
theories. Nevertheless, despite some exceptions, realists generally define hegemony 
in terms of first, overwhelming power and second, the ability to use this power to 
dominate others. The predominant tendency among realists, however, is to equate 
hegemony with overwhelming material power. Yet simply equating hegemony 
with a preponderance of power is problematic because power is also a contested 
term.3 Yet this has not stopped realists from labelling the most powerful state in the 
international system as the hegemon. Here the hegemon is identified as a state that 
possesses vastly superior capabilities. Power, according to this view, is synonymous 
with capabilities, and the capabilities of a state represent nothing more than the 
sum total of a number of loosely identified national attributes including ‘size of 
population and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military 
strength, political stability and competence’ (Waltz 1979, 131). Because realists 
believe that violent conflict is always a possibility in the anarchical international 
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system, military power is usually considered the most important foundation of 
hegemony. Barry Posen (2003), for example, argues that the military foundation of 
United States’ hegemony is provided by its command of the commons: the sea, 
space and air. 

Closely connected to the idea that hegemony entails the concentration of 
material capabilities in one state is the related idea that this preponderant state is 
able to dominate all of the subordinate states.4 John Mearsheimer, for example, 
defines a hegemon as a ‘state that is so powerful that it dominates all the other 
states in the system’. He adds, ‘no other state has the military wherewithal to put 
up a serious fight against it’. Hegemony, for Mearsheimer ‘means domination of 
the system, which is usually interpreted to mean the entire world’ (Mearsheimer 
2001, 40). With this definition, we can begin to see how the concept of hegemony 
becomes less an attribute of a single state and more a property of what is termed 
the international system. This is clearly apparent in the work of Robert Gilpin, 
who considers hegemony to be a particular structure that has periodically char­
acterised the international system. For Gilpin, a hegemonic structure exists when ‘a 
single powerful state controls or dominates the lesser states in the system’ (Gilpin 
1981, 29). 

Christopher Layne largely concurs with Gilpin and argues that ‘hegemony is about 
structural change, because if one state achieves hegemony, the system ceases to be 
anarchic and becomes hierarchic’ (Layne 2006, 4). Layne posits that there are four 
features of hegemony. First, and most importantly, is that it entails hard power. Like 
Mearsheimer, Layne argues that hegemons have the most powerful military. They 
also possess economic supremacy to support its pre-eminent military capabilities. 
Second, hegemony is about the dominant power’s ambitions; namely, ‘a hegemon 
acts self-interestedly to create a stable international order that will safeguard its 
security and its economic and ideological interests’. Third, ‘hegemony is about 
polarity’, because if one state (the hegemon) has more power than anyone else, the 
system is by definition unipolar. Finally, ‘hegemony is about will’. Layne writes ‘not 
only must a hegemon possess overwhelming power, it must purposefully exercise 
that power to impose order on the international system’ (Layne 2006, 4). 

Within the realist literature on hegemony, there is a tendency to conflate 
hegemony with unipolarity. Unipolar systems are by definition those with only 
one predominant state. As William Wohlforth explains ‘unipolarity is a structure in 
which one state’s capabilities are too great to be counterbalanced’. According to 
Wohlforth, ‘once capabilities are so concentrated, a structure arises that is funda­
mentally distinct from either multipolarity (a structure comprising three or more 
especially powerful states) or bipolarity (a structure produced when two states are 
substantially more powerful than all others)’ (1999, 9). While both multipolar and 
bipolar systems are characterised by active counterbalancing, unipolar systems, 
according to Wohlforth, do not exhibit any counterbalancing efforts at all. Brooks 
and Wohlforth explain that ‘the balancing constraint may well work on the leading 
state up to a threshold of hegemony or unipolarity’. They continue ‘once a state 
passes this threshold, however, the causal arrows reverse: the stronger the leading 
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state is and the more entrenched its dominance, the more improbable and thus less 
constraining counterbalancing dynamics are’ (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008, 48). 

Those who equate hegemony with unipolarity accentuate the overwhelming 
material power dimension of the hegemon and ignore, or discount, the wilful 
exercise of leadership component of the concept. According to this formula, 
hegemony and unipolarity are essentially synonymous with preponderant material 
power. Many theorists who do not adhere to realist theory reject this formula. 
Instead, these theorists make a distinction between hegemony and unipolarity; they 
are different concepts. As Cornelia Beyer explains, ‘“Hegemony” implies more 
than just having preponderant material capabilities at one’s disposal; additional fac­
tors also play a role, such as the capacity to exercise power based on material cap­
abilities, and “soft power” or ideological power, meaning the capability to change 
others’ behaviour by influencing their belief system, their way of thinking, and 
even their rationality’ (Beyer 2009, 413). According to this alternative formulation, 
‘polarity is a description of the distribution of power across the system, while 
hegemony is the outcome of an active attempt to create and sustain a set of rules’ 
(Fettweis 2017, 432). Thus, whereas unipolarity is characterised by an international 
system with one predominant power, hegemony entails the active exercise of some 
form of leadership to achieve certain ends. According to this conceptualisation, it is 
certainly possible to have a unipolar system without anyone exercising hegemony.5 

The realist variant of hegemonic stability theory does make an attempt to marry 
the dual components of preponderant power and the exercise of leadership. David 
Lake (1993) argues that the theory of hegemonic stability is not a single theory, but 
a research programme composed of two, analytically distinct theories: leadership 
theory and hegemony theory. The starting point of hegemonic stability theory is 
the presence of a single dominant state. In addition to preponderant power, hege­
monic stability theory argues that one of the roles of the hegemon is to ensure 
international order by creating international institutions and norms that facilitate 
international cooperation. Hegemonic stability theory is basically a realist prescrip­
tion of how to achieve international stability in an anarchical international system. 
As Gilpin explains, ‘according to the theory of hegemonic stability as set forth 
initially by Charles Kindleberger an open and liberal world economy requires the 
existence of a hegemonic or dominant power’ (1987, 72). The hegemon, accord­
ing to this theory, provides public goods out of self-interest to achieve an open, 
liberal economic order. The creation of regimes, ‘defined as sets of implicit or 
explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around which 
actors’ expectations converge in a given area of international relations’, is a function 
of the presence of a hegemon who is willing to act in a collectively beneficial 
manner (Krasner 1983, 2). Hegemonic stability theory, according to Keohane, 
‘holds that hegemonic structures of power, dominated by a single country, are 
most conducive to the development of strong international regimes whose rules are 
relatively precise and well obeyed’ (Keohane 1980, 132). The functioning of a 
liberal economic order is contingent upon the existence of a hegemon who is 
willing to exercise the necessary leadership to maintain the system. The liberal 



36 Brian C. Schmidt 

variant of hegemonic stability theory underscores the importance of a hegemon in 
establishing a liberal economic order. As Gilpin explains, hegemonic stability 
theory ‘argues that a particular type of international economic order, a liberal one, 
could not flourish and reach its full development other than in the presence of such 
as hegemonic power’ (Gilpin 1987, 72). When the power of the hegemon begins 
to erode, hegemonic stability theory predicts that there will be a corresponding 
weakening of the liberal economic order. According to the theory, ‘the decline of 
hegemonic structures of power can be expected to presage a decline in the strength 
of corresponding international economic regimes’ (Keohane 1980, 132). This is a 
point that many liberal critics of hegemonic stability theory contest. Keohane, for 
example, believes that cooperation and the perpetuation of international regimes is 
certainly possible once a hegemon declines.6 

Liberalism and hegemony 

Liberal theories of hegemony emphasise the particular type of leadership that is 
exercised by the hegemon. Liberals do not completely discount the importance of 
preponderant material power, but they argue that this alone is insufficient for 
understanding the concept of hegemony. Liberal theorists are interested in the 
mechanisms and processes through which hegemony is exercised. This is also the 
case with other schools of thought including constructivism, neo-Gramscianism 
and the English School. For liberals, hegemony refers less to brute power and 
domination and more to consensus and political leadership. This is certainly the 
view of those who subscribe to liberal conceptions of hegemony. Liberal hege­
mony, according to John Ikenberry, ‘refers to rule and regime-based order created 
by a leading state’. He continues that ‘like empire, it is a form of hierarchical 
order—but in contrast, it is infused with liberal characteristics’ (2011, 70). Iken­
berry argues that there are three institutional features of liberal hegemony: one, 
‘the leading state sponsors and operates within a system of negotiated rules and 
institutions;’ two, ‘the lead state provides some array of public goods;’ and third, 
‘the hegemonic order provides channels and networks for reciprocal communica­
tion and influence’ (2011, 71–2). According to Ikenberry, ‘in a liberal hegemonic 
order, order is also established and maintained through the exercise of power by 
the leading state, but power is used to create a system of rule that weaker and 
secondary states agree to join’ (2011, 74). Unlike hierarchically organised political 
orders based on command, whereby ‘superordinate and subordinate relations are 
established between the leading state and weaker and secondary political entities 
that are arrayed around it’, liberal hegemonic order ‘relies on shared interests and 
the rule of law’ (Ikenberry 2011, 55, 61). 

Ikenberry argues that liberal hegemonic order is based on consensus and is 
characterised by a high degree of constitutionalism: ‘that is, state power is embed­
ded in a system of rules and institutions that restrain and circumscribe its exercise. 
States enter international order out of enlightened self-interest, engaging in self-
restraint and binding themselves to agreed-upon rules and institutions. In this way, 
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order is based on consent’ (Ikenberry 2011, 61). In essence, a grand bargain is made 
between the hegemonic state and the secondary states to create a liberal hegemonic 
order. The latter willingly agree to participate within the order and the dominant 
state agrees to place limits on the exercise of its power.7 The power that is exer­
cised by the hegemon is based on the rule of law. In this manner, Ikenberry argues 
that ‘political authority within the order flows from its legal-constitutional foun­
dation rather than from power capabilities’. Thus, ‘in this situation, hegemony is 
manifest essentially as rule-based leadership’ (Ikenberry 2011, 83). This, in turn, 
helps to legitimate hegemonic liberal order. Gilpin argues that ‘hegemony or lea­
dership is based on a general belief in its legitimacy at the same time that it is 
constrained by the need to maintain it; other states accept the rule of the hegemon 
because of its prestige and status in the international political system’ (1987, 73). 
For Ikenberry, the maintenance of liberal international order, as well as its legiti­
macy, is contingent upon the hegemon abiding by the rules and institutions that it 
helped to create in the first place. 

In addition to the exercise of hegemonic power via rules and institutions, which 
is the foundation of liberal hegemonic order, Ikenberry and Charles Kupchan 
argue that there are two other ways, besides for outright imperial domination, by 
which a hegemonic state can exercise power and gain the acquiescence of other 
states. The first way is by ‘manipulating material incentives’ in such a way that 
acquiescence is gained through coercion. The second way is by ‘altering the sub­
stantive beliefs of leaders in other nations’. Ikenberry and Kupchan explain that 
‘hegemonic control emerges when foreign elites buy into the hegemon’s vision of 
international order and accept it as their own-that is, when they internalise the 
norms and value orientations espoused by the hegemon and accept its normative 
claims about the nature of the international system’ (1990, 285). They identify this 
second way as exercising power through socialisation. Unlike coercive forms of 
hegemony that rely solely on the hegemons preponderant material resources and 
ability to dominate others, hegemony through socialisation enables the hegemon to 
get others to acquiesce without the use of coercive power. In this manner, hege­
mony is achieved more cheaply as other states voluntarily agree to comply with the 
hegemon on the basis of shared interests and a sense of legitimacy. In relation to 
hegemonic power, Ikenberry and Kupchan ‘conceptualize it as the process through 
which national leaders internalize the norms and value orientations espoused by the 
hegemon and, as a consequence, become socialized into the community formed by 
the hegemon and other nations accepting its leadership position’ (1990, 289). 

Neo-Gramscianism, constructivism, the English School and 
hegemony 

The neo-Gramscian approach to hegemony also accepts the view that hegemony is 
about more than just raw material power and domination. For Robert Cox, one of 
the leading neo-Gramscians, ‘dominance by a powerful state may be a necessary 
but not a sufficient condition of hegemony’. According to Cox, the concept of 
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hegemony ‘is based on a coherent conjunction or fit between a configuration of 
material power, the prevalent collective image of world order (including certain 
norms) and a set of institutions which administer the order with a certain sem­
blance of universality’ (1981, 139). Cox combines material power, ideas and insti­
tutions into a comprehensive theory of hegemony. Drawing from the work of 
Antonio Gramsci, Cox argues that hegemony incorporates two elements: force and 
consent. Thus for Cox, hegemony cannot be reduced to pure material domination. 
Hegemony, for Cox, ‘means dominance of a particular kind where the dominant 
state creates an order based ideologically on a broad measure of consent, func­
tioning according to general principles that in fact ensure the continuing supremacy 
of the leading state or states and leading social classes but at the same time offer 
some measure or prospect of satisfaction to the less powerful’ (Cox 1987, 7). 

By conceptualising hegemony as a fit between material power, ideas and insti­
tutions, it is difficult to privilege one set of factors over another. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to argue that international institutions and the process of institutionalisation 
are key components of the neo-Gramscian conception of hegemony. Similar to 
liberal conceptions of hegemony, Cox argues that international institutions help to 
mitigate conflict and reduce the necessity of resorting to force. Crucially, while 
international institutions embody the material interests of the hegemon, they also, 
according to Cox, perform an ideological function in that they help to legitimate 
the norms of world order. By casting its interests as universal, rather than parochial, 
the hegemon is more likely to get secondary states to acquiesce to the existing 
order and accept it as legitimate. This is what Gramsci meant by hegemony. By 
recognising that there is a close connection between institutionalisation and hege­
mony, Cox underlined the importance of ideology in helping to maintain consent 
with minimum recourse to force. Institutions, as well as formal international orga­
nisations, are, for Cox, a key anchor of the hegemons ruling strategy. Cox identi­
fies five features of international organisation that express its hegemonic role: ‘(1) 
they embody the rules which facilitate the expansion of hegemonic world orders; 
(2) they are themselves the product of the hegemonic world order; (3) they ideo­
logically legitimate the norms of the world order: (4) they co-opt the elites from 
the peripheral countries and (5) they absorb counter-hegemonic ideas’ (Cox 1983, 
172). As important as institutions are for Cox, he argues that they are only one 
pillar of a hegemonic order and need to be considered together with material 
capabilities and ideas. 

By emphasising the role of ideas, and recognising that the social world is com­
posed of both material and ideational forces, social constructivist conceptions of 
hegemony are not dissimilar to those put forward by Cox and neo-Gramscians. 
Constructivists, however, are more inclined to emphasise the ideational aspects of 
hegemony over the material. According to Ted Hopf, Cox’s account is still too 
materialistic in the sense that ideas continue to be a manifestation of the dominant 
power’s political economic interests. Yet for Hopf, the importance of Gramsci’s 
conception of hegemony is that it helps us understand why the masses go along 
with and accept a given order. It is not just the ideology of elites that matter, but 
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also how dominant ideas percolate downward and become accepted as taken for 
granted by the broader public. This is what Gramsci meant by ‘common sense’. 
What Hopf attempts to do is provide a ‘neo-Gramscian constructivist account of 
hegemony that restores common sense to a more central theoretical role, a role as a 
structural variable in world politics, akin to distributions of material power or 
national identities’ (2013, 318). He argues that hegemonic power is exercised when 
dominant ideas are embraced by the people in general. Hopf writes that ‘hege­
monic power is maximized to the extent that these ideas become taken for granted 
by the dominated population’. He explains that ‘a taken-for-granted truth is one 
that people assume to be so without questioning its empirical or normative validity’ 
(2013, 321). The degree to which there is a discursive fit between the ideas pro­
pounded by the elites and the ‘common sense’ of the masses is a key indicator of 
the exercise of hegemony. 

Qingxin Wang applauds constructivists for the attention they pay to the idea­
tional dimension of hegemony, but, like Hopf, argues that too much of the focus 
has been placed on the ideas of the ruling elites and not enough on mass public 
opinion. Hegemony, Wang argues, entails more than just gaining the acquiescence 
of elites in secondary states, but the mass public as well. According to Wang, 
constructivists conceptualise hegemony as ‘a type of hierarchical international order 
whereby the dominant state in the international system exercises transnational 
authority over secondary states’ (Wang 2003, 101). While admitting that the 
emphasis that constructivists place on the ideational dimension of hegemony is a 
significant improvement over purely materialist accounts, Wang, like Hopf, 
believes that the mass public’s attitudes toward hegemony deserves serious 
attention. 

The English School approach to international relations emphasises yet another 
aspect of hegemony: social recognition. According to this view, hegemony is not 
equivalent to predominant material power. Neither is it solely an attribute of the 
dominant state itself. Rather it is, as Ian Clark puts it, ‘a status bestowed by others, 
and rests on recognition by them’. Clark defines hegemony as ‘an institutionalized 
practice of special rights and responsibilities conferred on a state with the resources 
to lead’ (2009, 24). In reviewing the English School literature, Clark finds that 
there has been a general reluctance among its members to engage the concept of 
hegemony. Yet given the pre-eminence of the United States since the end of the 
Cold War, Clark argues that it is necessary for the English School to engage ser­
iously the concept of hegemony. Building on the work of Hedley Bull, Clark 
proposes that we consider hegemony as an institution of international society. His 
book Hegemony in International Society ‘is intended as an exploration of the role of 
international legitimacy in a context, not of equilibrium, but of considerable con­
centration and preponderance of material power’. Clark’s core claim is ‘that this is 
best approached conceptually through hegemony, and theoretically by regarding 
that hegemony as a putative institution of international society’ (2011, 5). Clark 
finds that it is possible for international order to be compatible with a concentra­
tion of power in one actor. 
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Clark does insist that a distinction be made between primacy, as conceptualised 
in terms of preponderant material resources, and hegemony as the exercise of some 
form of legitimate leadership. He is quite clear that primacy and hegemony are 
different concepts: ‘hegemony is than an institutionalized practice, legitimated 
within international society, whereas primacy depicts nothing beyond a distribution 
of power in which one state enjoys predominance’ (Clark 2011, 34). Clark draws 
on the work that the English School, especially Bull, devoted to the institution of 
the great powers in facilitating international order. The great powers were defined 
not simply in terms of their material capabilities but also by the special managerial 
functions they performed as one of the key institutions of international society. Just 
as the great powers helped to make anarchy compatible with international society, 
Clark, by extension, finds this to be true with the institution of hegemony. For 
Clark, ‘it is this institutional dimension that marks a clear separation between 
hegemony and primacy; hegemony is then an institutionalized practice, legitimated 
within international society, whereas primacy depicts nothing beyond a distribution 
of power in which one state enjoys predominance’ (2011, 34). It is only by con­
ceptualising hegemony as an institutionalised practice that can help the English 
School to overcome their belief that hegemony is incompatible with an anarchical 
society. 

Reasoning by analogy, Clark finds that the institution of hegemony functions in 
a manner similar to that of the great powers. This is one of the reasons that he 
argues that social recognition is a key component of hegemony. The institution of 
the great powers was not reducible to a set of material assets, but instead rested on 
a shared normative framework in which others bestowed status and recognition on 
those who performed a managerial function in international society. Clark explains 
that ‘what hegemony adds to primacy then is not just some further supplement to 
the resources of the leading state, but instead the social capital needed to pursue 
collective interests’ (2011, 242). As with the case of the institution of the great 
powers, Clark argues that legitimacy is a core component of hegemony. Reiterat­
ing one of his main points that hegemony cannot be simply assessed in terms of 
material power alone, Clark argues that it needs to be assessed ‘just as importantly 
in terms of the distinctive legitimacy dynamics that come into play between the 
hegemon and its various constituencies’ (2011, 51). 

US hegemony 

Given the diversity that exists among how the different theories comprehend the 
concept of hegemony, it is not surprising that there have been endless debates 
about the character and durability of US hegemony. Two questions about US 
hegemony have become fundamental today: one, does the maintenance of hege­
mony continue to serve American interests; and two, is American hegemony in 
decline? The answers to these two questions are actually interrelated. If one 
believes that hegemony is beneficial for the United States, as both proponents of 
primacy and liberalism assert, then every effort should be made to preserve it. 
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Conversely, if one does not believe that hegemony serves American interests, 
which is the position of balance of power realists and offensive realists, then instead 
of pursuing policies to maintain it, the United States should begin adjusting to the 
reality of inevitable hegemonic decline. The debate about the decline of US 
hegemony has a long history stretching back to the 1970s, but it has recently 
intensified because of the rise of China.8 And while support for a liberal interna­
tional order underwritten by US hegemony has been a cornerstone of American 
foreign policy since 1945, it has greatly weakened under the presidency of Donald 
Trump. 

One of the advantages of the realist conception of hegemony is its focus on the 
material basis of hegemony: military and economic strength. Yet even while 
agreeing that material capabilities are the cornerstone of hegemony, there are a 
number of contending views on the relative power position of the United States 
today. A key point of contention among realists is the degree to which the United 
States continues to have unrivalled capabilities. 

In Layne’s terminology, ‘unipolar optimists believe that American hegemony 
will last for a very long time and that it is beneficial for the United States and for 
the international system as a whole’ (2006, 134). The best representatives of this 
view are William Wohlforth and Stephen Brooks. They dispute the popular view 
that China’s rise represents a challenge to US hegemony insisting that the United 
States continues to have unrivalled material capabilities that are vastly greater than 
any other state.9 According to Brookes and Wohlforth, American hegemony is 
beneficial to both the United States and the world primarily because it greatly 
reduces security competition by rendering the balance of power inoperable and 
continues to confer significant benefits to the United States. This view is consistent 
with what Doug Stokes terms the ‘the structurally advantaged hegemon, whereby 
‘leadership gives the hegemon the capacity to shape world order in ways that 
confer upon it advantages that will enable it not only to recover the costs of sup­
plying public goods, but to accrue other positional advantages’ (Stokes 2018, 141). 
While recognising the need for US leadership, primarily in terms of maintaining 
security commitments to key allies, Wohlforth and Brookes accentuate the material 
advantages that continue to place the United States as the predominant power in 
the current international system. For Brookes and Wohlforth, it is of vital impor­
tant that the United States continue to pursue a grand strategy of primacy or ‘deep 
engagement’ in order to prevent a return of balance of power politics, which they 
argue is not possible in a unipolar system.10 In addition to the problems of con­
flating hegemony with unipolarity and of accentuating material factors over all 
others, plenty of critics challenge the notion that America’s power is not declining 
as well as the idea that unipolarity under American primacy is conducive to 

11peace.
This leads to a second position that Layne terms ‘unipolar pessimists’, who not 

only believe that the United States’ relative power position is declining but also see 
the grand strategy of primacy to be antithetical to American interests. Most struc­
tural realists believe that global hegemony is either impossible to achieve or 
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fleeting. There are various reasons for this belief. One reason stems from the 
manner in which structural realists conceptualise hegemony in terms of domina­
tion. It is difficult to dominate the entire globe. A second reason is specific to  
Mearsheimer’s theory of offensive realism; namely his claim about the ‘stopping 
power of water’ (Mearsheimer 2001, 40–2). He argues that it is impossible to 
project power across large bodies of water to dominate distant territories. The best 
a state can achieve, according to Mearsheimer, is a position of regional hegemony. 
The third, and most fundamental, reason is that most structural realists adhere to 
balance of power theory. The core claim of balance of power theory is that states 
will engage in balancing behaviour to prevent anyone state from achieving a pre­
ponderant position. Contrary to unipolar optimists such as Brookes and Wohlforth, 
structural realists do not believe that balancing has failed to take place since the 
dawn of the unipolar moment following the end of the Cold War. 

It is for the very reason that active balancing is taking place, especially on the 
part of China and Russia, that many structural realists argue that the United States 
needs to abandon the grand strategy of primacy and adopt a grand strategy of 
restraint or offshore balancing.12 This is certainly the case for scholars who argue 
that American power is declining relative to rising powers such as China. The 
argument is that unipolarity was an aberration and the distribution of power is 
shifting in the direction of multipolarity. Proponents of an offshore balancing grand 
strategy argue that unlike the current hegemonic grand strategy of perpetuating 
unipolarity, offshore balancing is for a multipolar world ‘and therefore it would 
accommodate the rise of new great powers while simultaneously shifting, or 
devolving, to Eurasia’s major powers the primary responsibility for their own 
defense’ (Layne 2006, 160). Offshore balancing is only committed to maintaining 
the United States position as a regional hegemon and therefore seeks to preserve 
America’s relative power position by shifting the burden of providing defence to 
other states and distancing itself from the power struggles taking place in Europe 
and Asia. 

Liberal conceptions of hegemony have much to offer on the debate about US 
hegemony. Instead of simply emphasising material capabilities, proponents of lib­
eral hegemony accentuate the leadership and institutionalised components of 
hegemony. However, like unipolar optimists, those adhering to liberal versions of 
hegemonic stability theory argue that American hegemony is beneficial to both the 
United Sates and the world. The prevailing view among liberals is that it was 
American hegemony after World War Two that led to the creation and main­
tenance of the current liberal international order. An advantage of liberal concep­
tions of hegemony is the equal emphasis placed on both power and leadership. 
Like primacists, liberal internationalists agree that it is in the United States’ interest 
to preserve its pre-eminent position in the world and are not in favour of 
retrenchment.13 The argument is that the United States is better able to pursue a 
liberal grand strategy – democracy promotion, free trade, interdependence and 
multilateral institutionalism—when it has unrivalled capabilities.14 With respect to 
whether or not the United States can maintain its hegemonic position indefinitely, 



Hegemony 43 

liberals are, in Layne’s terminology, unipolar agnostics. The issue of the durability 
of American hegemony is not simply about trends in the relative distribution of 
power, but about the character of American leadership. 

According to liberal conceptions of hegemonic stability theory, US power is not 
used to dominate others, but rather to provide the leadership that is necessary for 
an open, liberal international order to exist. This is the crux of Ikenberry’s story of 
how the United States built and maintained a liberal hegemonic order that has 
produced peace and prosperity for the world. According to Ikenberry, the United 
States did not use its preponderant power after World War Two to dominate the 
world and create an empire. Instead, American hegemonic leadership was wisely 
used to strike a grand bargain and establish the foundations of a liberal international 
order. Ikenberry explains: ‘The United States would open itself up and bind itself 
to its partners; in return, European and East states would accept American leader­
ship and operate within the liberal hegemonic order.’ He continues ‘the order 
would remain hierarchical, but it would be made more consensual, cooperative, 
and integrative than coercive’ (Ikenberry 2011, 213). While Ikenberry argues that 
American hegemony is benevolent and its power rendered safe for the world, 
plenty of critics challenge this conception.15 

With the rise of new powers, the growth of right-wing populism, the turn to 
authoritarianism, and the election of Donald Trump, the durability of the liberal 
international order is being called into question (Norrlof 2018). Yet most liberals 
remain confident that the liberal international order will endure, even if the cur­
rent US president does not believe it any longer serves American interests. As both 
Keohane and Ikenberry explain, the institutionalised aspect of the American liberal 
hegemonic order means that it can survive even if American hegemony is declin­
ing. The argument is that the institutions that the United States helped build under 
Pax Americana will persist making it difficult for revisionist states to change funda­
mentally the liberal international order. Ikenberry, for example, argues ‘that 
although America’s hegemonic position may be declining, the liberal international 
characteristics of order—openness, rules, multilateral cooperation—are deeply 
rooted and likely to persist’ (2018, 18).16 This, of course, is an open question that 
only can be answered in time. 

The English School and constructivism’s advantage, as well as that of Cox’s neo-
Gramscian perspective, in thinking about the character of American hegemony is 
the emphasis that they all place on the ideational aspect of hegemony in general 
and the role of legitimacy in particular. For the English School and constructivism, 
relative material capabilities are less important than how those capabilities are uti­
lised to legitimise the exercise of American hegemony. This is also true of Cox 
who conceptualises hegemony as a fit between power, ideas and institutions. 
Sometimes these three elements come together, such as during the Pax Britannica 
in the mid-nineteenth century and Pax Americana in the mid-twentieth century, 
and other times they do not. In terms of the debate about the durability of 
American hegemony, Cox takes a distinctive position arguing that it essentially 
ended in the mid-1970s. Given the preponderant military and economic power of 
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the United States, especially after the end of the Cold War, it is clearly apparent 
that hegemony, for Cox, means more than the dominance of single world power. 
As noted above, dominance is of a particular kind for Cox, whereby the dominant 
state relies less on coercion and more an ideology to create an international order 
based on consent. When that consent is waning, which appears to be the case 
today, it opens up the possibility of both a non-hegemonic or post-hegemonic 
world, which several chapters in this volume discuss. 

The English School and social constructivism move the discussion of American 
hegemony away from raw material capabilities to the dynamics of legitimacy. 
Instead of engaging in the endless debate about China’s rise and the future of US 
power, the English School and constructivism emphasise the role of legitimacy in 
maintaining any given hegemonic order. After all, even hegemon have to act in a 
legitimate manner in order for their power to be seen as consensual rather than 
dominating, and here is another area where under the Trump administration, the 
future of American hegemony is in trouble.17 While Ikenberry and others might 
be correct to argue that this was the case when US policymakers set out to build a 
liberal hegemonic order after World War Two, legitimacy has been much more 
difficult to achieve in the unipolar era and especially under an administration that 
pursues an American first agenda. Only time will tell if future US presidents will be 
able to reclaim a legitimate liberal order or if China is able to provide the legiti­
macy necessary either to take over leadership of the liberal international order or 
offer an alternative vision.18 

Conclusion 

As evidenced by the review of the literature, hegemony is a multifaceted and 
complex concept. Different theories of international relations offer competing 
conceptions of hegemony. All of the theories, however, emphasise two elements of 
hegemony: preponderant material power and the exercise of some form of lea­
dership. Although some theories simply accentuate the preponderant power com­
ponent of hegemony most theories emphasise, in different degrees, both 
components. Realist theories of hegemony are notorious for their tendency to 
conflate hegemony with overwhelming material power. Realist inspired hege­
monic stability theory does bring the leadership component of hegemony back 
into the picture. While the starting point of hegemonic stability theory is the pre­
sence of a materially preponderant state, the crux of the theory centres on the 
leadership function the hegemon provides to establish and maintain an interna­
tional order. This is especially the case with liberal versions of hegemonic stability 
theory that argue that liberal hegemons exercise a particular form of leadership to 
ensure an open, liberal economic order. This is why liberal theorists emphasise the 
leadership functions that successful hegemons fulfil in establishing a liberal interna­
tional order. The other theories surveyed in this chapter, especially the English 
School and constructivism, highlighted the role of legitimacy in the exercise of 
hegemony. 
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This is why many are asking whether the liberal international order is in trouble 
today. It is not simply a question of how the relative distribution of power is 
changing today, but about the role of the United States in continuing to the play 
the leading role in upholding the liberal international order and exercising its 
power in a legitimate manner. The second half of this chapter has attempted to 
illustrate how the different theories of hegemony contribute to the debate on 
American hegemony. Questions about the character and durability of American 
hegemony cannot be answered in the abstract; they are beholden to a particular 
theoretical framework. The theoretical debate about the meaning of hegemony is 
directly related to the foreign policy debate about how the United State should act 
in a world undergoing shifts in the distribution of power. I would conclude by 
arguing that we need theory to help sort out the different positions that both aca­
demics and politicians are taking on this fundamental question. 
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3
UNRAVELLING POWER AND
HEGEMONY

Why shifting power relations do not equal
a change of international order

Tom Casier

Introduction

A profound shift of power relations in the world does not automatically entail a
reversal of international order. To grasp how power relations and hegemonic
orders are shifting in today’s world, it is essential to understand how both concepts
differ from and relate to each other. Power is inherently dynamic, fluid and com-
plex. Hegemony is a relatively stable structure based on a close configuration of
mutually reinforcing factors. Understanding the relation between both concepts is
complicated by the tendency in much of the International Relations literature to
reduce the concepts of power and hegemony to a single dimension, central to one
particular theoretical approach, for example material capabilities. Yet, both power
and hegemony continuously operate along multiple dimensions. To reflect this,
power and hegemony are explored in this chapter through two influential and
integrative models of power (Barnett and Duvall’s taxonomy of power) and hege-
mony (Robert Cox). Both take a pluralistic approach, looking at power and
hegemony as differentiated or multi-dimensional. In other words, both models
recognise that power and hegemony have different dimensions, which together
produce certain outcomes but cannot be reduced to one single dimension. The
chapter seeks to understand fundamental differences and to establish links between
the approaches. Surprisingly, bridging hegemony and power is still largely undis-
covered terrain. As Mark Haugaard argued, ‘there is remarkably little literature
which theorises both concepts’ (Haugaard 2006, 45).

In the second part of the chapter, both models of power and hegemony are used
to compare two main challengers of the current US-led hegemonic order, China
and Russia, in terms of their power and their capacity to shape an alternative
hegemonic order. It will be argued that China is much better positioned than
Russia to do so. Yet – and leaving debates on China’s intentions aside – it will be
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argued that there may be material and ideational factors that weaken the prob­
ability of China to effectively take over the hegemonic position of the US in the 
future. Finally, two bigger questions are raised about the change of hegemonic 
structure: first whether the current hegemonic international order could survive 
even in case of a decline of its traditional hegemon; secondly the possibility of 
complex ‘multi-order’ world (Flockhart) is discussed as a potential replacement of a 
global hegemonic order.1 

Conceptualising hegemony 

Hegemony is typically a concept that covers very diverse meanings in different 
theoretical approaches. Such approaches share a vague idea of dominance but 
diverge strongly in terms of what makes up hegemony – material capabilities 
and/or ideology – and who the actors are – states versus non-state actors.2 Two 
influential but highly different concepts of hegemony are used in structural rea­
lism and neo-Gramscian theory. For structural realism, hegemony results from 
the relative distribution of power. It refers to the dominant position of a state due 
to its relative share of material capabilities. In the Gramscian tradition, hegemony 
is seen as a combination of coercion and consent. While backed up by the 
hegemon’s material capabilities, a historic bloc guarantees a reproduction of ideas, 
making them widely accepted by those who are subjugated to the hegemon. This 
bloc does not consist of states only, but consists equally of non-state actors, such 
as international institutions or networks of private and public actors (see also 
Puchala 2005). 

This chapter builds on the approach of Robert Cox (1981) and his concept of 
‘historical structures’ (or ‘international orders’). Cox uses a historical materialist 
angle, but the core elements of his model can also be used outside this context, as 
this analysis will do. For Cox, a historical structure is ‘a particular configuration of 
forces’ (Cox 1981, 135), ‘in a particular sphere of human activity’ (Cox 1981, 137), 
rather than representing the world as a whole. It does not prescribe players’ actions 
in a deterministic way but provides the context of ‘habits, pressures, expectations 
and constraints within which actions take place’. A historical structure can be 
resisted or approved but never ignored (Cox 1981, 135). The structure is formed 
by the interaction of three forces: material capabilities; ideas; and institutions. There 
is no a priori hierarchy or unilateral determinism among them. The three forces 
co-determine each other in a reciprocal way. 

Material capabilities refer to factors such as technology and organisational capacity, 
natural resources, industry, infrastructure or military force. They make up the 
material pillar of power. 

Cox defines ideas as ‘intersubjective meanings’ and ‘collective images of social 
order’ (Cox 1981, 136). The first category may, for example, refer to the notion 
that people are organised into states who have the ultimate authority over terri­
tories or subjects. In a case of conflict, certain types of behaviour such as diplomatic 
negotiations or the outbreak of a war can be expected to occur. The second 
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category refers to what we consider to be just or legitimate. Intersubjective mean­
ings are mainly shared during a certain historical structure and provide the basis for 
social interaction. Collective images on the other hand can be multiple and con­
tested. Clashes of collective images can lead to the rise of alternative or even new 
historical structures. 

Institutions serve the purpose of ‘stabilising and perpetuating a particular order’ 
and are a reflection of the power relations at the time of their creation (Cox 1981, 
136). They provide a forum for dealing with conflicts and therefore contribute to a 
reduced use of force. 

The three forces interact, reinforce each other, and form a ‘framework for 
action’, which ‘does not determine actions in any direct, mechanical way but 
imposes pressures and constraints’ (Cox 1981, 135). Hegemony implies ‘a fit 
between power, ideas and institutions’ (Cox 1981, 139). 

Institutionalisation is particularly important to understand hegemony, but hege­
mony cannot be reduced to institutions. ‘Institutionalisation is a means of stabilising 
and perpetuating a particular order. Institutions reflect the power relations prevail­
ing at their point of origin and tend, at least initially, to encourage collective 
images consistent with these power relations … Institutions are particular amalgams 
of ideas and material power which in turn influence the development of ideas and 
material capabilities’ (Cox 1981, 136–37). Institutions play an important role in 
forging consent, so that dominance can be maintained without necessarily resorting 
to the use of force. Cox argues: ‘Institutions may become the anchor of [a] hege­
monic strategy since they lend themselves both to the representations of diverse 
interests and to the universalisation of policy’ (Cox 1981, 137). In his dialectical 
model of historical structures, there needs to be a focus on the emergence of rival 
(non-hegemonic) historical structures. 

A successful international order is thus a relatively stable hegemonic historical 
structure. It is based on ‘a coherent conjunction or fit between a configuration of 
material power, the prevalent collective image of world order (including certain 
norms) and a set of institutions which administer the order with a certain sem­
blance of universality’ (Cox 1981, 139). 

Following Keohane’s discussion of hegemonic structure, Cox looks into two 
examples: the pax Britannica of the mid-nineteenth century and the pax 
Americana after World War Two. The first was based on Britain’s role  as  a  sea  
power, its economic power, including the liberal economic ideas and institu­
tions sustaining it – for example the Gold Standard, separation of economics 
and politics – and its capacity to balance power within Europe. The three 
reinforced each other, guaranteeing the world order a certain longevity, out­
living the decline of British power. The pax Americana, in turn, was based on 
American nuclear power and military alliances, its economic power, the norms 
and ideas of revised liberalism, and the Bretton Woods institutions. Again, the 
three forces reinforced each other. The Bretton Woods institutions reproduced 
liberal ideas, but were also sustained by them. They reflected American power, 
but also supported it. 
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Understanding the complexity of power 

Hegemony – as a particular configuration of forces – refers to a state of affairs 
which is assumed to have a certain durability. World orders have ‘relative stability’ 
(Cox 1981, 139), even if changing and challenged by rival structures. This 
assumption of relative stability is not present in Barnett and Duvall’s pluralistic 
concept of power (Barnett and Duvall 2005). In their taxonomy of power, they 
tried to integrate different approaches to power. They show power in it various 
guises of ‘compulsion, institutional bias, privilege and unequal constraints on 
action’ (Barnett and Duvall 2005 62). With their taxonomy, Barnett and Duvall 
seek to overcome the classic dichotomies in approaches to power: between power 
over and power to; and between agent-centred and structural views of power (see 
Haugaard 2006). What their differentiated model of power teaches us is that power 
and thus hegemony – which it feeds – can only be understood in terms of its 
multiple, complex dimensions. 

Barnett and Duvall define power as ‘the production in and through social rela­
tions, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to determine their circumstances 
and fate’ (Barnett and Duvall 2005, 42). They conceptually distinguish forms of 
power along two dimensions. The first dimension concerns ‘the kinds of social 
relations through which power works’ (Barnett and Duvall 2005, 42), taking either 
the form of interaction or of constitution. In the former case power is an attribute: 
actors are assumed to be given, pre-constituted. In the case of constitution, power 
refers to ‘a social process of constituting … their social identities and capacities’ 
(Barnett and Duvall 2005, 42). The second dimension refers to ‘the specificity of 
social relations through which effects on actors’ capacities are produced’ (Barnett 
and Duvall 2005, 42), which are either socially specific and direct – assuming an 
immediate connection – or socially diffuse and indirect. 
On the basis of these two dimensions, Barnett and Duvall present a taxonomy 

with four types of power: compulsory power (referring to the direct capacity to 
control another actor’s action or circumstances, for example through military 
power or economic dependence), institutional power (referring to indirect control 
over other actors, for example through institutions or treaties distributing costs and 
benefits unevenly over states), structural power (derived from social identities pro­
duced through interaction, forming relatively stable structures of super- and sub­
ordination) and productive power (referring to diffuse networks of social forces 
shaping each other through the creation of ‘systems of signification’, p. 55). 
An important feature in Barnett and Duvall’s approach is that they do not sup­

pose power to be intentional. Power may exist, in different forms, even without 
the intention to have power. This avoids one of the major issues in International 
Relations, namely the difficulty in detecting motivations and intentions in actors. 
Furthermore, perception also plays a crucial role. Power exists if there is a percep­
tion of power. In the case of power as an attribute, it is not only the perception of 
capabilities which matters but also the perception of the willingness to use these 
capabilities for a particular purpose. This implies that power may play out very 
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differently in diverse contexts, but also that it has a considerably stretchable ele­
ment, i.e. there may be diverging understandings of power with given capabilities 
in different contexts, by different actors. 

Connecting hegemony and power 

If we compare both models, which self-evidently engage in different categorisa­
tions, we can summarise the main differences as follows. Hegemony refers to a 
dominant coherent configuration of forces. What is important is the fit of material 
capabilities, ideas and institutions. The latter gives hegemony a ‘semblance of uni­
versality’ (Cox). A hegemonic structure is relatively stable, but may be challenged 
by rival structures. Hegemony in this approach is thus something more static: a 
given configuration of forces over a certain period of time. 
Power refers to the continuous ‘effects that shape the capacity of other actors’. 

These effects result from an omnipresent, non-stop, evolving set of multi-dimen­
sional social relations. This implies power is a complex outcome of many different 
factors which all undergo continuous changes, but do not per se alter more durable 
relations of hierarchy and subordination. Power in this approach is thus something 
dynamic: constantly fluctuating and highly complex. 
As a result, hegemony is not an instance of power, as Haugaard (2006) argues, 

but the three pillars – material capabilities, ideas, institutions – are all three rooted 
in and fed by the dynamics of power. Continuously evolving, multifaceted power 
relations ultimately determine the success and relative stability of certain hegemonic 
structures. In the same way, it is through complex processes of power that these 
hegemonic structures may be successfully challenged. Yet, a hegemonic historical 
structure may also come to an end because the mutually reinforcing links between 
material capabilities, ideas and institutions break. This implies that, while power 
relations fluctuate constantly, hegemonies may collapse rather suddenly. In sum, 
power feeds hegemony, but because of the latter’s relative autonomy, shifting 
power relations are not per se a sufficient condition for a change of hegemonic 
order. 

Power, hegemony and counter-hegemony today 

The US-dominated hegemonic configuration of forces is seen by many analysts to 
be under pressure and to be facing increasing resistance. This resistance is coming 
from rising or aspiring powers, who wish to see their economic power translated 
into political voice and seek to gain status.3 The flood of literature about the 
decline of the West contrasts strongly with the views in the ‘rising’ countries, 
where the focus is on rapid rise and development as a tale of mass emancipation 
from poverty and of return to normality after centuries of exceptional Western 
domination (see for example Mahbubani 2013). 

In what follows, the models of hegemony and power will be used to reflect on 
the role of two major – but very different – contenders to the current hegemonic 
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order, Russia and China. Reflecting compulsory, institutional and constitutive 
forms of power, this section compares the evolution of material capabilities 
between China and Russia, their capacity to set up international institutions and 
their ability to determine identities and hierarchies among them. The next section 
explores the strategies of both countries and their potential to develop alternative 
hegemonic structures. 

Comparing material capabilities 

Both China and Russia are – in distinctly different ways – challengers of the cur­
rent US-dominated hegemonic order. Putin has regularly spoken out against the 
‘unilateral Diktat’ the West is seeking to impose. Xi Jinping (2017) referred to the 
need to replace ‘superiority by coexistence’ (p. 53). Both countries are unhappy 
with the current international structures of governance, which they find unrepre­
sentative and unjust. Yet, the power position and counter-hegemonic strategies of 
both countries diverge strongly. The next section compares capabilities of the 
relevant actors before turning to institutional and structural aspects of power. 

When looking at economic capabilities, the gap between China and Russia is 
remarkable. It is even more remarkable if we consider the evolution over time (see 
Table 3.1). Back in 1992, the first year following the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
China and Russia represented a comparable share of the global economy with a 
GDP of approximately 5% of the world’s total. Twenty-five years later, in 2017, 
this share has increased for China to 18.22% (at similar levels with the EU-28 and 
the US) but has fallen for Russia in relative terms to 3.15%. 

When looking at military capabilities, Russia’s power rests mainly on its nuclear 
arsenal, which remains on par with that of the US (see Table 3.2). This nuclear 
deterrence capacity is crucial to uphold the country’s claims to great power status. 
China’s nuclear stockpile is much smaller, in the same category as France and the 
UK. When it comes to military expenditure, however, China has well surpassed 
Russia (Table 3.3). As the second-highest military spender, China accounts for 13% 
of global military expenditure compared to 3.8% for Russia. 

TABLE 3.1	 Gross domestic product based on purchasing power parity (PPP) share of world 
total (US, EU, Russia and China) 

1992 2017 

United States 19.89% 15.26% 

European Union 24.71% 16.51% 

China 4.49% 18.22% 

Russia 5.18% 3.15% 

Source: International Monetary Fund 2018. 



54 Tom Casier	 

TABLE 3.2 Estimated numbers of nuclear weapons in 2017 (five major nuclear powers)	 

Russia 7,000 

United States 6,800 

France 300 

China 270 

United Kingdom 215 

Source: Kile and Kristensen 2017. 

TABLE 3.3	 Comparison of share of global military expenditure of US, China, and Russia, 
2017 

United States 35% 

China 13% 

Russia 3.8% 

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 2018. 

Institutional arrangements 

China has invested in the construction of sustainable international networks, of 
which some complement or form possible alternatives for global institutions. This is 
most notably the case of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). It 
includes 102 members, many of which are European countries. China holds 28.7% 
of voting rights, implying that power relations within the bank are distributed in a 
significantly different way than in the World Bank or the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), where China holds only 4.59% of the votes. In terms of trade and 
infrastructure, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has been the flagship. China has 
also invested in closer economic relations with several neighbours. Overall, it fol­
lows a non-alliance policy and regards cooperation as non-exclusionary. Finally, it 
holds the largest foreign exchange reserves. 

Russia, on the other hand, finds itself in a position of relative isolation. It is not part 
of the main international organisations in Europe and has seen both NATO and the 
EU extend further to and towards its borders. Its security organisation, the Collective 
Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), is incomparable to NATO. The Eurasian 
Economic Union (EAEU) now includes five members but represents a small share of 
the global economy overall. Only 5% of Russia’s trade is with other EAEU members. 
Moscow is one of the main promotors of the BRICS consultations (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa), yet this does not represent a close coalition of any sort. 
The BRICS countries have strongly diverging interests, and the group’s future 
depends on China’s willingness to participate. The same holds, to a lesser extent, for 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, which has increased its visibility but forms all 
but a platform for a future counter-hegemonic network. 

In sum, China is developing global institutional networks that will further 
enhance its economic power. It may not yet be in a prime position to influence 
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the ideas, norms and rules of today’s economy, but the possibility undoubtedly 
exists for the future. How things develop will depend on many factors, not least 
the economic conjuncture, investors’ trust in the American dollar and the degree 
to which the US and the EU will seek to diffuse similar norms. 

Identities and hierarchies 

Both China and Russia are status seekers in the international system. Both believe 
that the current system is biased in favour of the West and the US specifically and 
have claimed fairer representation. China, which has long been recognised for its 
global economic position, strives to see this translated into better political repre­
sentation. Within an international order they consider inimical, both Moscow and 
Beijing have logically declared themselves ardent supporters of the principles of 
sovereignty and non-interference. 

China has embraced the free trade norms of the Western hegemonic order and 
thrived on it as an export-oriented economy. Yet it has done so on the basis of a 
revised version of the neoliberal model. Some have referred to this as the ‘Beijing 
consensus’, suggesting an alternative for the Washington consensus. The term was 
coined by Joshua Cooper Ramo (2004) to refer to a model of innovation-based 
development, an emphasis on sustainability and self-determination for China, 
independently from the US. Others have used this and similar terms to refer to 
state capitalism and a rejection of political liberalism in creating economic devel­
opment and export-based growth. The latter implies deviance from the US model 
where free trade and liberal political principles are traditionally professed as part of 
one and the same philosophy. In this sense, it could form an attractive alternative 
development model for other, non-democratic countries. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia has slowly integrated itself into 
the world economy. It has done so on the basis of a system of ‘bureaucratic capit­
alism’ (Sakwa 2010), whereby the state protects weak industries in a competitive 
global economy and maintains control over strategic sectors such as energy. When 
it comes to political and social values, Russia has profiled itself as the defender of 
‘genuine’ European values against a (Western) Europe that has betrayed its own 
traditional family and religious values. It goes without saying that this is a very 
conservative interpretation of what European values stand for, which in some elite 
circles has taken the form of a ‘paleo-conservative ideology’ (Morozov 2018, 36). 
It is a deliberate positioning against the idea of a decadent Europe. 

What we can conclude from this is that there is definitely important reposi­
tioning going on when it comes to the norms and basic rules of international 
economic and political interaction. While the Chinese model may inspire leaders in 
other states as a blueprint for development, it remains doubtful whether consider­
able power is derived from this. For this to be the case, the model and associated 
norms should weigh heavily on international institutions and global practices. 
Moreover, although this model contests some principles of neoliberalism and 
applies different accents, it does not object to the core idea of free trade, which is 
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in itself essential for China’s export-oriented economy. Nor can we say that China 
and Russia are in a strong position to define the identities of others or to overhaul 
existing hierarchies; creating categories and hierarchies of ‘acceptability’ remains 
largely the prerogative of the West. However, the emphasis on alternative models 
(divorced from political liberalism) and on sovereignty have created a potential 
platform for contestation. 

Rising to hegemony? 

All of the above confirms that power relations are changing – and rapidly. Yet a 
new, alternative hegemonic structure is not necessarily in the making. As outlined 
above, the latter would require a coherent fit between material capabilities, insti­
tutions and ideas in such a way that they are mutually reinforcing. 

The next question that needs to be answered, concerns the attitude of both 
powers towards the current hegemonic order and the strategies they pursue vis-à­
vis this order. In this respect an interesting paradox can be noted between China as 
‘cautious riser’ within this hegemonic order versus Russia as ‘desperate challenger’ 
of the hegemonic order (Krickovic 2017). As Krickovic notes, these positions go 
against the assumptions of Power Transition Theory, that expects rising powers to 
be the most likely challengers of an international order (Krickovic 2017, 299). He 
explains this as follows. In line with some of the findings above, Russia is a rela­
tively declining power that hopes to reverse its decline by changing the interna­
tional order. China, on the other hand, is a steeply rising power that has grown 
within the current international order and is freeriding on it (Krickovic 2017, 
309–16). As will be outlined below, it has benefited from the neoliberal economic 
features of the established order and has little interest in overhauling it. 

Russia’s strategy 

In terms of strategy, Russia has gone through an interesting evolution. During the 
1990s, its strategy was mainly one of social mobility, whereby it strove to gain 
status by imitating the Western model, hoping this would lead to its integration 
into the leading community of (Western) states (Larson & Shevchenko 2014). This 
approach was replaced by strategies in which Russia aimed to gain status through 
competition and by challenging the dominant position of the West. Repeatedly 
and loudly, it voiced its opposition against the West that sought to impose its 
‘unilateral Diktat’. As Putin (2014) stated, ‘Essentially, the unipolar world is simply 
a means of justifying dictatorship over people and countries.’ In foreign policy 
rhetoric, Russia has profiled itself as an alternative to the West and has done so 
with an assertiveness that is hardly substantiated by its real power. In other words, 
Russia is loudly voicing its opposition to Western domination but is doing so from 
a position of relative weakness. 

Moscow is drawing on a ‘full spectrum approach’ (Monaghan 2017, 3). It dis­
plays and pushes the limits of its power on many different fronts at the same time: 
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in its rhetoric; through military action in Syria; through surprise actions ‘by denial’, 
such as the green men in Crimea (Allison, 2014); by showcasing its new weapons; 
by promoting conservative values; and through Internet trolls, election meddling 
and other means. Again, subjectivity is crucial: a country’s power is as great as it is 
perceived to be. It can be argued that Russia has been quite successful in being 
perceived as far more powerful than its real power base suggests; in other words, 
Russia has been punching above its weight. Whether this is temporary or has the 
capacity to last remains to be seen. Most likely, Moscow’s approach is more tactical 
manoeuvring than a strategic master plan (Monaghan, 2017). In contrast to short-
term gains, Russia has clearly also lost long-term opportunities. Its role in Ukraine, 
for example, has undoubtedly burnt many bridges and opportunities for influence 
in this country for years to come. 

China’s strategy and implications for a change of order 

Beijing’s strategy may be to work towards a potentially counter-hegemonic struc­
ture, following a cautious and long-term strategy, but – in contrast to Russia – 
acting from a position of strength. On one hand, China is building up its cap­
abilities economically as well as militarily. It has framed the development of tech­
nology and infrastructure as key priorities. It is establishing alternative global 
institutions and steadily extending its networks. On the other hand, it is doing so 
within a rhetoric of non-exclusionary cooperation, win-win situations, and 
responsibility within a ‘community of shared destiny’.4 Based on the model of
Cox, Figure 3.1 compares the US hegemonic order in the economic sphere with 
the alternative structure China is developing. 

FIGURE 3.1 US hegemony in the economic sphere and Chinese counter-hegemonic 
structure. 
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While this figure suggests a strong potential for China to lay the basis for a riv­
alling hegemonic structure, two factors may prove to form a considerable obstacle 
to create the neat ‘configuration of forces’ required for a stable hegemonic struc­
ture. The first one is an ideational factor, labelled as the ‘distribution of identity’ 
(Allan, Sucetic, Hopf 2018). The second is a material factor of particular impor­
tance to create a neat configuration of forces in Cox’s scheme of hegemony, 
namely alliance formation. 

Allan et al. formulate a Constructivist theory of hegemonic stability, contending 
that ‘the distribution of identity among the great powers constrains and shapes the 
dynamics of hegemonic stability and transition. When the reigning hegemonic 
ideology is supported by the distribution of identity, then the hegemonic order is 
likely to remain stable even if the leading state is declining’ (Allan, Sucetic, Hopf 
2018, 840).5 Building on the Gramscian notion of mass common sense,6 the dis­
tribution of identity should be understood within the concept of ‘thick hegemony’, 
in which the rule based order is based on the beliefs of both masses and elites (and 
not only of the latter, as in the case of ‘thin hegemony’). (Allan, Sucetic, Hopf 
2018, 843). The authors claim that ‘a counterhegemonic coalition is likely to be 
successful only if it can draw ideological strength from the distribution of identity 
itself. Otherwise, other states will not find the alternative order appealing or 
desirable and the challenger will be unable to build support for it’ (Allan, Sucetic, 
Hopf 2018, 840). The authors claim that in many great powers there is quite 
widespread belief in the hegemonic discourse of democracy and neoliberalism, 
even in cases where there is no strong support for Western hegemony (for example 
Japan). China’s national identity discourse – such as Xi’s concept of the ‘Chinese 
dream’ or ‘rejuvenation’ – is regarded as too ‘insular’ to attract followers or change 
the hegemonic ideology from within (Allan, Sucetic, Hopf 2018, 841). As a result, 
the distribution of identity presents a ‘system-level barrier to a Chinese hegemonic 
succession’ (Allan, Sucetic, Hopf 2018, 841).7 Other authors have also stressed that 
China has not developed a model that others emulate and nor has Russia 
(Krickovic 2017, 308). 

A second factor that may inhibit the rise of a new global hegemonic order is the 
role of alliances. They may be regarded as a material capability in itself and a 
vehicle for enhancing a state’s power by pooling military capabilities of different 
countries. But alliances can also be regarded as the glue, fostering and reinforcing 
the configuration of capabilities, institutions and ideas. They form ‘secondary 
institutions’ themselves and may serve as powerful instruments for distributing 
rules, norms and ideas. Moreover, they generate interdependent views on security, 
threats and key interests. While China has invested a lot in the development of a 
widespread network of infrastructure and trade (BRI), creating interdependencies 
with other states, it is not the leader of an alliance. Even more so, its foreign policy 
discourse is based on the principle of non-alliance. Nor can China and Russia be 
seen as forming a solid counter-hegemonic coalition. Clearly, they have common 
concerns about American dominance, but this is predominantly a negative basis for 
cooperation: it is the anti-Western attitude that determines their common attitude 
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rather than a positive choice to form a coalition. Lo has argued that current rela­
tions between Moscow and Beijing are based on a fragile balance, whereby China 
recognises Russia’s military primacy and Russia recognises China’s economic pri­
macy (Lo 2016). With China’s military power growing, this balance increasingly 
comes under pressure. 

The survival of a hegemonic structure without a hegemon? 

Of key importance in Figure 3.1 is the idea of (economic) neoliberalism as an 
organising idea of the international economic order, which is shared both by the 
current hegemon, the United States and by China. This brings up the crucial 
question whether the changing concentration of power (the relative decline of the 
US and the rise of China) will erode the international economic order or not. 
According to Hegemonic Stability Theory (for example Keohane 1980), the 
international economic order is related to the distribution of power in the inter­
national system and reflects the preferences of the hegemon. In case the latter is 
liberal economic (the US), the theory expects trade structures will be open. 
However, when this hegemon is in decline, the trade structures will be weakened 
and less open (Lang 2008). 

Ruggie has argued against this, contending that hegemonic orders may survive 
even in the case of decline of the hegemon (Ruggie 1982). According to Ruggie 
the internationalised political authority that sustains an international economic 
order does not only depend on the distribution of power, but is based on a fusion 
of power and legitimate social purpose.8 If the legitimate social purpose is constant, 
a change of hegemon does not need to imply a change of international economic 
order: ‘as long as purpose is held constant, there is no reason to suppose that the 
normative framework of regimes must change as well’ (Ruggie 1982, 384). In 
other words, international regimes have a ‘relative autonomy’, because they are 
based on principles reflecting a shared social purpose and rely on an ‘intersubjective 
framework of meaning’ (Ruggie 1982, 385 and 380). In a situation where there is 
no clear hegemon, but there is congruence of social purpose among leading eco­
nomic countries, Ruggie expects ‘norm governed change’, rather than ‘norm 
transforming change’ (Ruggie 1982, 384). This means that the normative frame­
work (the neoliberal principles and norms of free trade) will remain unchanged, 
but the instruments (rules and procedures related to free trade) will change.9 

Translated to the rise of China, this means that as long as China and other 
leading economies (the US, the EU, Japan, India in the future) continue to agree 
on the liberal norms and principles of the current international economic order, the 
latter may very well survive the decline of American hegemony. Given that China 
needs free trade to sustain high growth levels in its export-oriented economy, there 
is little reason to assume a fundamental change in China’s attitude. Where we may 
expect change is in the instruments of the order, for example new institutional 
frameworks producing their own procedures and rules reflecting the ‘Beijing con­
sensus’ and China’s position. 
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Buzan and Lawson (2014, 2015) make a similar argument claiming that power is 
getting more dispersed, but there is a largely shared ideological adherence of great 
powers to capitalism. This convergence stands in sharp contrast with great power 
competition in the 1930s when ideological differences ran deep, also about the 
preferred type of political economy (Buzan and Lawson 2014, 86). They define the 
emerging world order as ‘decentred globalism’, in contrast to earlier Western-
centred globalism (Buzan and Lawson 2014, 72). The core question becomes ‘how 
to manage relations between diverse modes of capitalist governance’ (p. 72). Buzan 
and Lawson present two possible scenarios: a more conflictual scenario of ‘inter­
capitalist competition’ or a more cooperative ‘concert of capitalist powers’, in  
which great powers manage capitalist interaction (p. 86). They expect a setting of 
‘soft geo-economics’ to be most likely, whereby capitalist powers both compete 
and cooperate (p. 89). 

An analysis like this assumes a clear separation of ideas of economic liberalism 
and political liberalism, whereby the latter is seen as primarily a domestic issue 
rather than a building stone of hegemonic order. The (perceived) link between 
economic actors and states may potentially be of essence: are companies seen as 
operating on their own behalf or seen as closely intertwined with the states from 
which they operate? In this respect the trend to securitisation of trade issues by the 
Trump administration may indicate that a spill-over of economic competition into 
geopolitical competition is definitely possible, but of course it is too early for 
conclusions. Also the role of transnational actors is of key importance: which role 
do they play in determining the normative framework of the international eco­
nomic order and how do they relate to states? 

One or multiple international orders? 

John Ikenberry opens his article ‘The end of liberal international order?’ with this 
sentence: ‘For seven decades the world has been dominated by a western liberal 
order’ (Ikenberry 2018, 7). Acharya, in contrast, refers to the idea of a US-led 
liberal hegemonic order covering most of the world since the Second World War 
as a myth. During the Cold War, this order did not include the Eastern bloc and 
the non-aligned countries. Therefore it was a ‘limited international order’ based on 
a ‘US-UK-West Europe-Australasian configuration’, rather than ‘an inclusive 
global order’ (Acharya 2017, 271).10 

The bigger question to be answered is thus whether it makes sense to think in 
terms of one global hegemonic order. Acharya expects an evolution towards a 
‘multiplex world order’, in which elements of the liberal order survive, but are 
‘subsumed in a complex of multiple, crosscutting international orders’ (Acharya 
2017, 272). From an English School perspective, Flockhart makes a somewhat 
similar point.11 What emerges is a ‘multi-order system’, an international system 
consisting of ‘several “orders” with multiple overlapping and diverging character­
istics nested within an overall international system in which a complex network of 
“inter-order” relationships will determine the character of the coming “multi-order 



Unravelling power and hegemony 61 

world”’ (Flockhart 2016, 5). These orders should not be thought in geographic, 
regional terms, but will more likely be determined by a shared identity. The central 
dynamics in a multi-order world are likely to be ‘within and between different 
orders, rather than between multiple sovereign states’ (Flockhart 2016, 23). This 
implies that the liberal order will not have global reach and the world will be 
characterised by ‘new forms of relationships between composite and diverse actors 
across complex lines of division and convergence’ (Flockhart 2016, 3). 

If the new international order is a complex patchwork of orders and dividing 
lines, rather than a homogeneous global order, this sheds new light on the role 
of rising powers. Many of their policies can be understood as attempts to estab­
lish or lead one of multiple orders. Russia, for example, has made a clear turn 
towards geographically determined Eurasian cooperation, but struggles to find a 
common identity for this order (see for example Katzenstein and Weygandt 
2017; Lewis 2018). In the case of China, the emphasis is less on regional coop­
eration, but on more extended international networks (BRI and targeted 
investments). These can create strong interdependencies and leverage for China, 
but it is far from sure whether they have the potential to create a strong shared 
identity. 

Conclusion 

Power and hegemony are intrinsically linked, but have usually been theorised 
separately. This chapter has looked at two influential models, sharing a pluralist, 
integrative approach to hegemony and power. The Robert Cox model under­
stands hegemony as a historical structure based on a relatively stable configuration 
of forces – material capabilities, ideas and institutions – which form a perfect fit and 
reinforce each other. In Barnett and Duvall’s taxonomy, power operates con­
tinuously in different dimensions, producing diverse and changing effects. Power is 
the complex, evolving dynamic which ultimately determines the possibility of 
‘static’ hegemonic and counter-hegemonic historical structures, but does not form 
a sufficient condition for such a hegemonic structure. 

The current US-led hegemonic structure is traditionally based on the enlace­
ment of American economic and military capabilities, neoliberal ideas and insti­
tutions such as the dollar and the Bretton Woods institutions. Today, this 
hegemonic order is challenged. This chapter compared China and Russia, two 
main challengers of Western hegemony, along different dimensions of power and 
along their capacity to form alternative hegemonic structures. China is operating 
from a position of relative and increasing strength but follows a rather cautious 
and gradual strategy, coined in a rhetoric of non-exclusionary cooperation. 
Russia, on the other hand, scores low on many power indicators but voices its 
protest against Western dominance loudly. By using a wide variety of power 
instruments, it seeks short-term status gains, often de facto punching above its 
weight. When it comes to hegemonic structures, only China seems to effectively 
establish new structures, built on its economic success, an adapted Beijing version 
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of the idea of free trade and alternative institutional networks (such as the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank or the Belt and Road Initiative). At this point in 
time, this does not indicate that China is about to displace US-led hegemony, but 
only that it has potential to put a substitute on the table. 

Eventually, before we even consider the possible shift to a new international 
order, some bigger questions need to be answered. First, as hegemonic orders are 
rather stable, they may well survive without a hegemon. In particular the fact that 
China broadly shares the (neo-)liberal ideas behind the international economic 
order and trade regime, could imply that we will evolve to a world of ‘inter­
capitalist competition’ or ‘a concert of capitalist powers’ (Buzan and Lawson), 
rather than a replacement of the current hegemonic historical structure. Moreover, 
the question needs to be raised whether the world will continue to be dominated 
by one global hegemonic order or rather develop into multiple hegemonic orders, 
in which the interests and preferences of great powers converge and collide along 
complex lines. China is likely to be well prepared for such a complex multi-order 
world. 

Notes 
1 This chapter draws on earlier work (Casier 2018a, 2018b, 2018c). 
2 According to Owen Worth, hegemony has mainly been understood as ‘a leading state 

and a form of ideology’ (Worth 2015, 1). 
3	 Some authors have suggested that hegemony is also threatened from within, with a US 

administration under Trump that does not seem to uphold beliefs in the key ideas at the 
heart of its own model, such as free trade (see also Kupchan 2018, Ikenberry 2018). 

4	 Based on the content analysis of 108 Chinese academic articles, Zeng finds that there is a 
considerable diversity in Chinese views on how to defend core interests. The emphasis 
overall is on diplomacy, but also on military capability. The latter, however, does not 
equal the actual willingness to use military force in current circumstances (Zeng 2017). 

5	 From a very different theoretical perspective, Ikenberry argues that ‘the more general 
organizing idea and impulses of liberal internationalism run deep in world politics’ and 
are more than ‘a creature of American hegemony’ (Ikenberry, 2018, 8 and 9). 

6	 Gramsci refers to the common sense of the masses as ‘the conceptualisation of the world 
that is uncritically absorbed’ (Gramsci, quoted in Allan, Vucetic and Hopf, 2018, 846). 

7	 However, it should be noted that the meaning and significance of the ‘Chinese model’ 
for developing countries, as an alternative to the ‘American model’, is a matter of debate 
(see for example He 2018). 

8	 Social purpose refers to the role of the state in relation to the market and leads Ruggie 
to speak of ‘embedded liberalism’ as social purpose of the post-World War II interna­
tional economic order. 

9	 A change of instruments can, for example, be witnessed in the ‘shift from multilateralism 
to polycentrism’ in global governance, seeing the rise of new ‘informal, private, multi-
stakeholder’ institutional frameworks (Scholte 2018). 

10	 Acharya also reproaches the discipline of – predominantly Western – IR to be based on 
‘false universalisms’ (Acharya 2011). 

11	 For Flockhart the concept of international order coincides with the English School 
concept of international society: ‘an ideal-typical international society can be thought of 
as a cluster of sovereign states (usually) converging around a leading state, where the 
society will be defined by power and identity and by its primary and secondary institu­
tions’ (Flockhart 2016, 15). 
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Introduction

The present chapter is built on two assumptions about hegemony – meaning one
state’s ability to sustainably impose and enforce arrangements on others, i.e. legiti-
mated rule by dominant power. First, hegemony rests on both material and
non-material components – which is to say power and consent. Second, the
implementation of hegemony is dependent not only on who implements it and
how, but even more on the circumstances within which it is to occur. In accor-
dance with these two assumptions, a broader context is useful to understand
hegemony. This context is provided by the distinction between material globali-
sation and ideational universalism, where the former refers to the world’s inter-
dependent physical infrastructure and the latter refers to the sharing of norms, ideals
and values. Two combinations of material globalisation and ideational universalism
are defined for the post-Cold War period: first, the convergence of material glo-
balisation and ideational universalism, both on the rise; and second, the decline of
ideational universalism and the resulting divergence of these material and
non-material components. Although these combinations may have multiple appli-
cations, this chapter is focused on them as structural realities for hegemony in
international relations.
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Globalisation and universalism: On the rise and converging 

The Age of Discovery and the colonisation of vast areas by European empires resulted 
in global interconnectedness by the beginning of the twentieth century. Two world 
wars and the dislocations of decolonisation did not halt that trend, which evolved into 
worldwide interdependence, and then globalisation. This long historic trend was cor­
related with a vast increase in Western material power and its geographical expansion. 
That material power was made possible through the advent of European Modernity 
(D’Souza 2002, 64, 66; Diamond 1998; Lewis 2002, 150). 

Western expansion and then globalisation was not only material. Colonisation, 
despite its terrible cost to the colonised, contributed to social interconnectedness 
(D’Souza 2002, 40–1, 60). Communication infrastructure (including newspapers, 
publishing houses,and later radio), which colonisers had initially established for 
themselves, eventually attracted locals, and over time more and more of them. This 
infrastructure combined the activities and interests of both colonisers and colonised 
and both colonies and metropoles into a common web. 

During the course of World War II, substantial ideational unity was achieved 
within this common web. On the one hand, wartime censorship curbed debates on 
issues about which there was widespread disagreement; on the other, wartime 
sacrifices brought colonisers and colonised together in a shared dedication to 
defeating fascism. The enemy was viewed within the essential moral dichotomy 
‘good vs. evil’ so that the unity was value-based. This dramatically increased self-
consciousness in colonies. With the end of WWII, censorship eased but the 
increased self-consciousness among the colonised could not be reversed. Conse­
quently, debates in colonies, and in metropoles about colonies, became more 
intense: colonised peoples acquired more rights to debate with colonisers on equal 
terms, and the latter could not resist this. 
Decolonisation, taking the form of national self-determination, was a strong 

contravention of ideational universalism. At the same time, the Cold War advanced 
universalism though two competing systems clashed over its particular expression. 
This resolved into a stand-off between two alternative universalities reaching for 
the same roots in European philosophical egalitarianism. Competing sides tended 
to extend their camps to achieve a geopolitical advantage, as well as to prove the 
success of their models. The two Cold War contenders provided economic and 
technical assistance on the condition that the beneficiaries lean toward the com­
peting version of universal values represented by the donor state. The two super­
powers had implicit belief in what was conceptualised in the second half of the 
twentieth century by modernisation theory, which provided that material progress 
is incompatible with traditional values and instead is linked to social progress (Lipset 
1960, 45–76). Ultimately, to secure the victory of their universality system, each of 
the two competing camps sought to materially globalise and ideationally uni­
versalise the rest of the world. 

The end of the Cold War, which brought the removal of political and security 
restrictions, had the effect of strengthening the combination of material 
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globalisation and ideational universalisation even more. But this far-reaching com­
bination did not go to validate the analytical model of either of the leading theories 
of international relations – institutional liberalism and structural realism. Contrary 
to what structural realism had theorised, the distribution of capabilities – military 
most of all – became so asymmetrical that it demotivated state actors from com­
peting against the United States. States other than those with no chance of recon­
ciling with the US, whom the US consigned to the ‘axis of evil’, sought to 
accommodate to US superiority rather than to balance it, let alone challenge it. On 
the other hand, contrary to the theory of institutional liberalism, the effects of 
interdependence that were supposed to rule out hegemony were far outweighed 
by the overwhelming superiority of the hard power of the US. 

Even more important was the revival of ideational universalism and the accep­
tance of idealism from which neoliberalism had substantially departed. The con­
temporary understanding of universality emerged after the shift from metaphysics 
to the humanities, occurring in the spirit of the Enlightenment and leading to the 
dramatic progress occurring with the rise of empirical methods. With that shift, the 
previous understanding of what constitutes universal as the first principles of things 
was not needed anymore to explain the workings of nature. Instead, the philoso­
phy of idealism asserted the possibility of the rational cognition of truths, absolute 
and universal. Fukuyama referred to Hegel, an icon of idealism, and even more to 
Alexandre Kojève when he declared that the conclusion of the Cold War brought 
with it the ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 1989). In the great battle between the two 
universals, the capitalist thesis withstood the Marxist communist antithesis, com­
pleting the Hegelian dialectic and crowning liberal universality the victor. This 
idealism did coincide with reality in the eyes of many. Popular culture proclaimed 
‘We Are the World’, reflecting how much that world, suddenly freed from gen­
erations-long fear and prejudice, came to take for granted the unity of material 
globalisation and ideational universalism, now fully fused in the notion of globali­
sation, which overtook the minds of many in elites and among the masses. 

However, idealistic universalism has a theoretical trap. Fukuyama claimed ‘the 
end of history’ and, at the same time, described the world as being divided into 
‘states at the end of history’ and ‘states still in history’, in which the latter continued 
their unresolved grievances while the former could also be attacked (Fukuyama 
1989, 17). However, Hegel anticipated that at ‘the end of history’ all elements of 
the world would become manifestations of the Absolute Spirit. Kojève too envi­
sioned ‘the end of history’ as being universal, meaning non-expandable, and 
homogeneous, meaning non-transformable (Kojève 1969, 90, 95). The theoretical 
puzzle of idealistic universalism is how the two ‘ends’ are to meet – ’the end of 
history’ as the completion of the dialectic in a process of political evolution and 
‘the end of history’ as the total manifestation of the Absolute, the state of culmi­
nation? Idealistic universalism implies that somehow this is to happen naturally. 

But those who needed to act practically around the time the Cold War ended 
did not observe the victorious liberal principles be fully realised all over the world 
naturally and automatically. They saw the need for a benign force for this initial 
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phase of the global-universal world, with that role being assigned to the United 
States. Besides, in the 1980s, progress in the direction of the liberal ‘after hege­
mony’ world had turned out to be exceedingly challenging (Wood 1987, 10–17). 
Given the aforementioned conditions, when hegemonic stability (with a strong 
liberal gene) once again became materially possible, there was little opposition to it 
from proponents of institutional liberalism. 

All this contributed to the acceptance of American super-hegemony by the 
majority in the international community – even anticipation. That was not the 
acceptance of a hegemon in the traditional understanding of hegemony as a power 
able to establish and endorse arrangements in line with its interests, also providing 
absolute, even if unequal, gains for others, which legitimises one’s hegemony. It 
was instead the acceptance of a super-hegemon in an idealistic interpretation: the 
leader whose intention is to forge and implement the practical design of the new 
world order based on victorious liberal universality, and whose legitimacy to exe­
cute hegemony arises from the premise of this mission. Figuratively, it was the 
acceptance of a version of the god Zeus who would behave like the titan Pro­
metheus: an absolute power serving the universal interests of all. 

Many scholars have paid attention to how the missionary interpretation of 
American exceptionalism developed (Huntington 2004; Sardar and Davies 2003; 
McDougall 1997). This culminated in the nineteenth-century doctrine of Manifest 
Destiny emerging in the context of the inevitability and justifiability of the terri­
torial expansion of the US throughout the North American continent. This doc­
trine and others conceived of America as divinely favoured, with a mission both 
universal and global. The universal mission is to ‘smite unto death the tyranny of 
kings, hierarchs, and oligarchs, and carry the glad tidings of peace and good will 
where myriads now endure an existence scarcely more enviable than the beasts of 
the field’. The global mission originates in the ‘right of our manifest destiny to 
spread over this whole continent’; figuratively, ‘Its floor shall be a hemisphere – its 
roof the firmament of the star-studded heavens, and its congregation an Union of 
many Republics’ [sic] (Pratt 1927, 797). When that notion was developed the US 
was far from being materially capable to fulfil the task. Later, after engaging with 
the world at the beginning of the twentieth century, America took for a ‘central 
drama’ that ‘it would have to implement its ideals in a world less blessed than its 
own’ (Kissinger 1994, 54–5). The emerging global-universal world made the mis­
sion more implementable. 

Besides this deeply rooted idea consistent with the role of super-hegemony, 
there was also a political force in the latter third of the twentieth century favouring 
the US to take the role: American ‘reassertionism’. Claiming that ‘confidence in 
ourselves (is) the crucial psychological element in any foreign policy’ (Feinberg 
1983, 15–16), ‘reassertionism’ treated the perceived setback of Vietnam and the 
setback in Iran during the Carter presidency as a self-fulfilling prophecy. Not sur­
prisingly, the active stance of ‘reassertionism’ was taken up by the Reagan 
Administration (Sewell, Feinberg, Kallab 1985, 3–30), and it did not imply a new 
setback after capitalism’s victory in the Cold War. 
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The problem was that no school of political thought promised success to super-
hegemony: both classical and neo-realism foresaw relative decline of the US 
(Kennedy 1988, 418–535) and did not allow for the possibility of super-hegemony, 
while neoliberalism regarded any hegemony as being less possible and instead 
looked forward ‘after hegemony’, a world free of hegemony in general (Keohane 
1984). But suddenly the neoliberal camp reinterpreted the nature of power, in 
particular, America’s power, proclaiming that leadership was possible and advisable 
on the basis of soft (non-coercive) power (Nye 1990). America, with its strong 
union of values and interests, soft and hard power, was given a chance to lead. 
Undeniably, after the end of the Cold War, progress was made in constructing 

the liberal world order via the development of international institutions based on 
liberal principles. Structural realism was critical to that development because this 
theory viewed it unsustainable and driven by disillusion. Institutional liberalism 
nonetheless favoured this development even though the construction of institutions 
was progressing not in a world without hegemony, as the theory had envisioned, 
but instead under the auspices of the American super-hegemony. 

Globalisation with declining universalism 

The processes of material globalisation persisted in the twenty-first century. 
Though it did not progress much further after the 2008–2009 world economic 
crisis, it was not dramatically reversed either. The same could not be said about the 
worldwide adherence to the principle of ideationally universal values. 

Regional conflicts of the 1990s and the worsening problem of failed states were 
regarded at that time as remnants of the past, persisting only because some historic 
processes were still incomplete. The 9/11 terrorist attacks were also initially inter­
preted as being rooted in recent history, and especially in the Cold War end game. 
The 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS) of the US claimed that the ‘great 
struggle of the twentieth century between liberty and totalitarianism ended with 
the decisive victory of the forces of freedom – and a single sustainable model for 
national success: freedom, democracy, and free enterprise’. In this context, terror­
ism was considered a threat from remnant forces of unfreedom. The 2006 NSS also 
linked terrorism to unfreedom and tyranny, combining the war on terror and the 
promotion of freedom as two inseparable priorities, but ceased to understand ter­
rorism as a remnant of the past. Instead, the war on terror was presented as a pro­
longed struggle against a new totalitarian ideology (equating to fascism and 
communism in the recent past). Islamist terrorists were reinterpreted into ‘evil­
doers’, and the war against them into a Just War. Moreover, some saw it taking 
inter-civilisational shape (Mann 2003, 164). Voices against this inter-civilisational 
veneer of counter-terrorism and rare voices against it as a war against ‘evildoers’ 
(Brzezinski 2004, 28–2; Harvey 2003, 96) did not stop the US-led ‘war on terror’ 
from turning into the Just War (with some elements of inter-civilisational inter­
pretation). This undermined the perception of an emerging ideationally universal 
world. 
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The new Just War theory was not the only development that contravened the 
anticipation of universalism. Modernisation theory asserted that developing socie­
ties should abandon their traditional values if they are to make progress toward 
economic prosperity. But what authors of that theory took for universal social law 
looked more like a deal in developing countries: they were to make some admin­
istrative reforms and social modernisation and in return they would get some for­
eign technical assistance and capital for economic development (provided by 
foreigners, majorly the two competing universalities). Developing countries did not 
see themselves as mere objects of social law, but rather conscious subjects making a 
rational choice in response to a given dilemma. Not surprisingly, with their 
acquired material capability they sought to defend their cultural and ideational 
uniqueness instead of melting in the thaw of universalism. In the natural course of 
development, successful followers of the West began to be critical of many of its 
ways, as Lee Kuan Yew demonstrated in his famous conversation with Fareed 
Zakaria for Foreign Affairs (Zakaria 1994). 

The world economic crisis of 2008–2009 contributed to the reverse of uni­
versalism with a negative power even greater than the previous growth. That crisis 
had a tremendous and enduring impact on the worldview of developing countries; 
for them, it was not just another cyclic economic setback. Previously material 
success had often been viewed as a result of social and political modernisation (and 
for those practising a catch-up model of development, a reward). In the aftermath 
of the crisis, the calculus changed. Now the developing world saw the West even 
more as the cornucopia of Modernity, shopping it for technology, capital and other 
material inputs, but not for norms, models of economic development, socio­
political order or cultural practices. 

In the domain of global governance, opportunities to harmonise rule-setting 
were also missed. At the turn of the millennium, there were many rational and 
persuasively delivered calls for reforming global policymaking. Importantly, the 
strongest of them originated within the core of the global economic system, i.e. 
with the Western financial corporations. In 2001 Goldman Sachs stressed the 
increasing global economic impact of Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRIC) and 
further endorsed that thesis in 2003 by forecasting that BRIC together with the US 
and Japan would be the six largest world economies by 2040–2050. Those same 
voices from the West called for institutional reforms to reduce the international 
influence of Western nations (Stiglitz 2002, 130). The G7 countries hesitated to 
move in that direction. This finally happened in the aftermath of the 2008–2009 
crisis, when the G20 became the new platform of global policymaking. By that 
time the momentum for a universal economic agenda had already been lost. 
Instead, the members of the G20 with the largest economies quickly consolidated 
into two factions: the G7 and BRICS (Denisov, Kazantsev, Lukyanov and Safran­
chuk 2019, 491–92, 496). The result: the G20 turned into a global but ideologi­
cally split – global but non-universal – body. 

Socially, conventional wisdom at the beginning of the millennium suggested 
that the Internet and later social media – those truly global technical platforms, 
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which have substantially contributed to material globalisation – should become 
powerful instruments of universalisation, unequivocally spreading the only post-
Cold War ideational universality from the West to the rest of the world. Some 
expected that individuals could not be successful in the globalised world without a 
sort of socialisation: ‘to self-include and self-identify in the context of the global 
information and communication flows is to self-exclude and dis-identify from the 
national flows’ (Lash 2002, 5). In practice, however, the world did not harmonise 
with that brand of globalisation (Nye 2003, 95–9). On the contrary, it got onto the 
track of solidifying various identities (Castells 2010). In such circumstances, 
democracy could be found conflicting with liberalism (Zakaria 2003). Indeed, 
global technical platforms unleashed local initiatives and peoples’ energies, which 
are hard to confine within universal ideations. Smaller and weaker actors got more 
voice and expanded opportunities, for the most part using this not to join the 
ideational universality but to enforce local and regional voices that can be incon­
sistent with liberal universalism. 

This situation can be analogised to George Orwell’s statement about the link 
between weapons and democracy: expensive and difficult to make weapons are 
‘inherently tyrannical’ because they are not available to masses, thus ages when such 
weapons dominate are ages of despotism; on the contrary, cheap and simple weapons 
are ‘inherently democratic’, when they dominate ‘people have a chance’ to struggle for 
democracy (Orwell 1945). In the same way, the Internet and particularly social media 
became new ‘democratic weapons’. People with something to say, in unprecedented 
numbers, gained access to the means of production of content and its dissemination; 
this inevitably has contributed to pluralism and is empowering those people who are 
unready or unwilling to accept ideational universality. 

From all these different perspectives, the universality that was victorious by the end 
of the Cold War was undermined and even reversed. It is not that this universality was 
challenged with a new antithesis. Rather, a substantial part of the world consciously 
chose to resist being taken into the thesis, and this voluntary self-exclusion was too 
deep and widespread in scope not to undermine universalisation. 

Worst of all, American culture failed to produce a working and comfortable com­
bination of Zeus-like and Prometheus-like models of leadership and hegemony. The 
alternative view resolved into the conviction that if globalisation is a social process, 
then it needs to be properly managed to sustain ‘good globalization’ and prevent ‘bad 
globalization’ (Sachs 2005; De Soto 2000; Stiglitz 2002; Stiglitz 2003). To accomplish 
that degree of management implies less rigid control of the world powers, America 
first and foremost, together with increasing regulation of international norms and 
institutions (Bhagwati 2004; Drucker 1999; Soros 2004) – the very thing institutional 
liberalism had originally argued for. What this means, in essence, is that America is to 
be prepared to accept a future of decline: ‘over the longer term, we can expect glo­
balization itself to spread technological and economic capabilities and thus reduce the 
extent of American dominance’ (Nye 2003, 95). 

In line with the neoliberal approach, the recommended solution is for the US to 
become more reconciled to multilateralism, shifting its hegemonic powers from 
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itself to international institutions, norms and values (Stiglitz 2002; Brzezinski 2004). 
In other words, America was urged to cease striving to use its massive economic 
and military might to be the Olympian god of globalisation and universalisation. 
Instead, the US was expected to abandon its self-assigned role as the world’s uni­
versalising force and to accept its becoming no more than another object for uni­
versalisation on the same basis as all other states. Such a decisive shift, from 
universalising to being universalised, is viewed by many in America’s leadership 
circles as a radical demotion and a fundamental denial of the exceptionalism on 
which the national identity has been founded for more than a century. American 
resistance to this alleged demotion, as the systems of globalisation gather steam, 
critically contributes to the divergence of universalism and globalisation in opposite 
directions. 

Arguably, this reality – the materially globalising world order marching forward 
while ideational universalism is set on a declining course – is unique in the history 
of humankind. Prior to the modern era, the old world could be described as 
lacking global economic and political systems yet bound by strong universal ideas 
and values, mostly derived from deeply held religious beliefs. The emergence of 
the modern era has featured a prolonged trend of ever stronger globalisation 
together with a rise in secular universalism characterised by an ever-extending 
commitment to egalitarianism. By the end of the twentieth century, the world 
reached the threshold of globalised economic and political order in combination 
with strong universal values. 

As the new millennium progresses, the globalising trends continue while incli­
nations toward universalism are quite noticeably in decline. Perhaps an analogy can 
be made between contemporary history and parallel developments at the turn of 
the nineteen century. During that transition, the world was growing materially 
interconnected, however far from the present pace of globalisation, and emerging 
national identities confronted old imperial identities and (although to a lesser 
extent) universal religious values. At the same time, universal ideas rooted in Eur­
opean Enlightenment philosophy such as egalitarianism ploughed into history on 
their way to becoming guidelines for new national identities, world politics and 
international order. 

Finally, after two world wars and the subsequent consolidation of the world into 
two competing universalistic systems under the banners of Marxist communism 
and liberal capitalism, both globalisation and universalisation made further progress. 
Now, however, the reversal of universalism’s progress looks to be a more lasting 
development, with some specific effects. 

In this materially globalised world with declining ideational universalism, the 
phenomenon of interdependence acquires new features and seems to be working 
in a different way. Just as before, great states are sensitive to destabilisation. But 
beyond this, there are new mechanisms contributing to the tectonic power shift. 
The direct coercion of states by militarily supreme powers has become too costly, 
whether the goal is victory via offence or denying victory in defences – in parti­
cular in nuclear define. The projection of power against militarily weaker enemies 
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in asymmetric conflicts has a controversial record of outcomes, for example from 
Vietnam to Afghanistan, and ultimately it is also found to be too costly. The 
greater the cost, the greater must be the appeal to universal values if that cost is to 
seem justifiable – especially when costs are measured in human casualties. Although 
Clausewitz advised sovereigns to stick to political objectives in war, in reality nei­
ther democratic nor authoritarian societies are inclined to sacrifice sufficient 
casualties to achieve merely material, practical fruits of victory. Universalistic claims 
are indispensable for mobilising masses for the extreme self-sacrifice warfare 
demands, shifting from the ancient battle cries to defend king and country to uni­
versal ideations like making the world safe for democracy. The ideational decline 
reduces the military power of major states because they lack justification required 
to unleash it in full force. 

From the perspective of a certain level of interdependence, the materially glo­
balised world integrates itself into a single system. Then it becomes subject to the 
second law of thermodynamics having to do with the idea of entropy as adapted to 
information theory (Hart and Gregor 2005). Entropy in this context is a quantifi­
cation of randomness, uncertainty and disorganisation that must be released into 
the environment in order to maintain the stability of the system from which it 
originates; otherwise, the system will destabilise and collapse. This leads to the 
controversial question: what can be treated as the environment into which the 
single system of human beings and their social interactions can expel its entropy? 
The most obvious response is the natural environment that suffers the con­
sequences of human activity. However, not all sorts of entropy produced by 
human systems can be discharged into nature. Even worse, nature itself produces 
entropy, an example of which is climate change, which at first is a by-product of 
human activity that then becomes a cycle negatively affecting human civilisation as 
a whole. The materially globalised world can be seen as a closed system since it is 
not located within an environment into which it can discharge its entropy. 
According to information theory, the causal closure of a system maximises entropy. 

In addition, entropy increases not only with the closure of a system but also with 
its complexity. In the Flat World (Friedman 2007) there are myriad connections on 
different levels between different actors. This becomes a network de facto with 
minimal structural holes, which minimises the benefits of information and control 
that formerly empowered the major players, as network theory reasons (Burt 1992, 
8–49). Consequently, in an increasingly globalised world, human interactions occur 
on various levels among individuals, non-state entities, states and international 
entities. The interactions of these actors are conditioned by varying attitudes 
toward one another (friends, enemies, etc.) on multiple issues (political, security-
related, economic, material, ideational, etc.). Such interactions cause subjects, 
objects and circumstances to increase in quantity and to diversify in quality. This 
increases the number of possible microstates that can be randomly formed by ele­
ments of the system; the larger the number of microstates, the greater the overall 
complexity of the system. From this perspective, the globalised world becomes an 
increasingly complex closed system, within which entropy is maximised. 
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This description suggests that it is in the interest of the global system that 
entropy in the form of disorganisation and chaos should be minimised. The crucial 
question is: how can that be accomplished? Several ways are possible. Force and 
coercion can reduce entropy if successfully employed: due to the physical liquida­
tion of elements, complexity decreases. But the use of coercion may not bring a 
clear resolution, either because the use of force is unsuccessful, or because the bal­
ance of power results in constraints from deterrence relationships, or else because a 
state may be reluctant to use force even though it may possess military primacy. 
Any and all of these are current realities and contribute to the complexity of the 
system and thus to the generation of entropy. 

To co-opt with strong ideas is another way to reduce entropy. The triumph of 
universalism, as viewed by idealism as the ‘end of history’ with total ideational 
reconciliation, theoretically should stop the production of entropy from human 
activity, especially from social interactions. Progressing toward its terminal state but 
not yet completed, universalisation may have opposite effects – increasing or 
decreasing entropy – depending on the circumstances that prevail. 

Universalistic alternatives can clash with one another as they did during the Cold 
War and thereby generate entropy; at the same time the competing systems uni­
versalised other actors and by doing so decreased the complexity of the system, 
which in turn decreased entropy. If one set of ideas wins the struggle to achieve 
universality, as in the outcome of the Cold War, but is not yet commonly accep­
ted, then the victor needs to achieve general acceptance and then global pre­
eminence. In that case, the means by which it is promoted on a global scale may 
generate more or less entropy, depending on what methods are applied. As a 
general rule, coercing uncommitted actors is likely to maximise entropy far more 
effectively than attempting to co-opt them. However, when universalism in gen­
eral declines it becomes less likely that co-opting will work, which overall adds to 
the maximisation of entropy even more than when it is progressing in its accep­
tance but is not yet completed. 

Cooperation is another technique through which the generation of entropy can 
be limited. In contrast to successful coercion or co-opting meant to decrease 
complexity, cooperation causes a system to be more able to manage complexity. 
However, the sources underpinning cooperation may vary, which determines the 
patterns of cooperation. Cooperation may be rooted in a belief in universalistic 
ideas. In that case, the strength of the universalistic idea determines the extent of 
cooperation. Alternatively, cooperation may originate from an absence of uni­
versalistic ideas. Thus cooperation can benefit from either the presence of strong 
shared universalistic ideas, but also from the absence of those ideas. 

The central structural element of the current world is the mismatch between 
material globalisation and ideational universalism – the former continuing its 
ascendance while the latter declines. This mismatch leads to an erosion of the bal­
ance between entropy and an organising force – as seen by would-be hegemons’ 
loss of power not only due to the effects of interdependence from material globa­
lisation but even more because of the decline of ideational universalism. That 
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makes states less capable of managing the global growth of entropy as it is gener­
ated in a closed complex system of the materially globalised world. 

As ideational universalism falls into decline at the same time material globalisa­
tion continues, it can be observed that the latter has started working against the 
former with no less power than that with which it had once contributed to it. 
When globalisation and universalism converged into an integrated force, globali­
sation had empowered the melting pot of universalism. The rational decision for 
interconnected and interdependent entities was to choose universalism as the 
ideational ground on which their engines of material growth could prosper – 
whether those entities were societies or individuals, economies or cultures. But as 
the universalistic momentum leaks away, various elements get mixed by the power 
of material globalisation in various ways, yet they cannot be combined to form 
something new and common. 

Conclusion 

The end of the Cold War made a return to world hegemony possible but only in a 
very specific form: liberal super-hegemony. That was inconsistent with the expecta­
tions of institutional liberalism and structural realism alike: with the former’s ‘after 
hegemony’ thinking and the latter’s balance of power among competing hegemonies. 
The US liberal super-hegemony that emerged rested on the seeming culmination of 
the centuries-long trend of converging material globalisation and ideational uni­
versalisation. However, soon material globalisation and ideational universalism 
diverged, and as a consequence the foundation for super-hegemony is fading. 
In today’s materially globalised world, with the characteristics of a closed com­

plex system, the production of entropy is unabated. But the major actors and 
especially the would-be hegemons now lack the means to effect its reduction. 
Universalistic aspirations are too weak now to sustain the use of co-optation or 
coercion with full force. At the same time, universalistic aspirations are still too 
strong for some powerful states to allow their genuine cooperation with other 
actors. Material globalisation and ideational universalism are mismatched in a kind 
of limbo, which defines the structural realities of the current world system. 

This can be interpreted to support argument of institutional liberalism and 
structural realism alike. On the one hand, the decline of universalism enforces the 
argument of structural realism that harmonious liberal international design is a 
grand delusion (Mearsheimer 2018). On the other hand, the production of entropy 
in the materially globalised world rationalises a ‘liberalism of fear’: since unchecked 
power is too dangerous, institutional liberalism offers ‘a source of hope for 
improvement coupled with institutional checks against retrogression’ (Keohane 
2012, 136). 

In fact, the aforementioned ambivalent structural realities are terra incognita for 
power politics. There is no map, no bible to guide powerful actors toward their 
objectives in the materially globalised world whose foundation of universal ideas 
continues to erode. 
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Would-be hegemons tend to undertake spontaneous rather than thoughtful 
attempts to adjust their ventures to fit within these structural constraints. So far it is 
an open question as to what the great powers will finally do. Will they reshape the 
realities of the world by re-introducing strong and compelling universal ideas, in 
which case institutional liberalism would have more power to explain and guide; 
or by de-globalising the world so that it leans more toward economic and political 
nationalism, in which case structural realism would better explain and guide? Or 
might they learn to cope in the emerging global non-universal world with all its 
entropy and diversity? 
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5
RETHINKING HEGEMONY AS
COMPLEXITY

Jan Aart Scholte

Introduction

As elaborated in the introduction to this volume, hegemony in world politics can
be theorised in diverse ways. The preceding four chapters have developed several
of those perspectives (i.e. world-systems, realist and neo-Gramscian approaches),
updating them in the light of current world politics. Now this chapter asks whether
contemporary circumstances warrant a more fundamental rethink of hegemony,
not only drawing upon past theories, but also going beyond them to an alternative
conception, here dubbed ‘complex hegemony’.

Most established theories of (world) hegemony locate legitimated rule by
dominant power in one principal force. Thus liberalism and realism situate hege-
mony in a leading state. Neo-Gramscian analysis roots hegemony in capitalism.
Postcolonialism grounds hegemony in Western imperialism. Poststructuralism
attributes hegemony to a disciplining knowledge structure. In all of these cases,
hegemony appears to emanate in linear fashion from a single primary source.

Certainly these reductionist diagnoses of hegemony offer attractions of relative
simplicity and parsimony; however, one may also ask whether they unduly
oversimplify the dynamics of world politics. Already we have seen that world-
system theory explains hegemony in terms of an interplay between capitalist
development and interstate relations, whereby each of these two forces recipro-
cally shapes the other, and neither is reducible to the other. Similarly, the prin-
ciple of intersectionality, discussed in the introduction to this volume, suggests
that hegemony involves a combination of social stratifications (class, gender, race,
etc.) rather than one primary structural hierarchy. World-systems and intersec-
tional accounts find it unsustainable – theoretically and empirically – to pare
hegemony down to a one-dimensional core. As such, they point in the direction
of complexity.
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This chapter foregrounds still more the principle of complexity: i.e. the notion 
that hegemony operates in complicated and substantially unpredictable ways 
through a co-constitution of multiple forces. The first section below sets out 
complexity as a general metatheoretical premise. The second section then relates 
the complexity principle more particularly to hegemony in contemporary world 
politics. The third section develops a more concrete account of complex hege­
mony in the context of today’s global Internet governance. The conclusion sug­
gests directions for future research of complex hegemony in world politics. 

Turning to complexity 

Rethinking hegemony in terms of complexity fits with a broader trend in con­
temporary scholarship. Since the late twentieth century, many quarters of natural 
and social sciences have undergone ‘a paradigm shift’ (Bogg and Geyer 2007, 1) 
with ‘the complexity turn’ (Urry 2005). Within this wider development, notions of 
complexity have also spread to theories of world politics (Rosenau 2003; Harrison 
2006; Kavalski 2007, 2013; Kissane 2011). At least one other scholar has already 
brought a complexity perspective to the study of hegemony, albeit not world 
hegemony more specifically (Williams 2019). To this extent, the present chapter’s 
exploration of complex hegemony in world politics treads an unbeaten path. 

As invoked here, ‘complexity’ involves not a precise explanatory theory, but a 
general metatheoretical orientation. Nor does the present discussion engage with 
certain more technical concepts of complex systems science concerning ‘emer­
gence’, ‘feedback loops’, ‘punctuated equilibria’, ‘adaptation’, and so on (Holland 
1995; Arthur et al. 1997; Gould 2007). Rather, complexity is invoked here as a 
more generic way to understand the character of reality and build knowledge 
about that reality. In particular, a complexity approach reacts against the reduc­
tionism and linearity that have dominated modern science. Instead, complexity 
conceives of reality – including the realities of hegemony in world politics – in 
terms of systems with multiple co-constituting forces. 

At its most elementary, complexity means not simple. Complexity rejects the 
premium that modern – frequently dubbed ‘Newtonian’ – science places on par­
simony, i.e. on the quest to identify one or a few discrete causes to explain a 
phenomenon. This epistemology promises to discover precisely measurable impact 
for each key variable and, with that knowledge, to acquire the capacity to predict 
outcomes and to control a situation through the manipulation of the driver vari­
ables. For example, a parsimonious theory of world politics might pare causality 
down to the utilitarian calculations of states, or to the effective operation of insti­
tutions, or to the class dialectic of globalising capitalism, or to patriarchal gender 
subordination, or to some other discrete primary force. In all such cases, scholarship 
expects to explain and predict – and policy practice expects to control – world 
politics in terms of singular factors. 

In contrast, a complexity orientation says that reality is qualitatively more com­
plicated. This approach rejects parsimonious explanation – and associated 
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prediction and control – as an untenable oversimplification. From a complexity 
perspective, world politics (as any other reality) is complicated because it involves 
multiple non-reducible forces. Here ‘multiple’ means more than a few, and ‘non­
reducible’ means that none of these forces is wholly an outcome of another. In the 
words of complexity thinker John Urry, ‘global ordering is so immensely compli­
cated that it cannot be “known” through a simple concept or set of processes’ 
(2003, 15). In a similar vein, James Rosenau has understood world politics in terms 
of ‘turbulence’, ‘cascades’ and ‘fragmegration’ (1990; 2003). 

Hence, for a complexity analysis of world politics, the question is not whether 
states or non-state actors prevail, but how these various entities co-exist and inter­
relate. Likewise, the question for complexity thinking is not the primacy of either 
ideational forces (e.g. associated with culture and psychology) or material forces (e. 
g. associated with ecology and economy), but their interconnections and reciprocal 
effects on each other (Scholte 1993). Causality lies not in either structure (i.e. social 
ordering patterns) or actor (i.e. behavioural unit), but in their co-constitution (Gid­
dens 1984; Wendt 1999). A complexity approach assumes not a single determining 
world-order framework (be it the states system, liberal norms, capitalism, gender 
hierarchy, anthropocentrism, or other), but multiple interwoven and mutually shap­
ing structures. Similarly, complexity reasoning presumes not one dynamic of history 
(be it a balance of power mechanism, progressive modernisation, a Polanyian double 
movement, a Kondratiev cycle, or whatever), but concurrent multidirectional tra­
jectories, none of which consistently overrides the others. 

In refusing reductionism, complexity rejects the ontological practice of breaking 
down a condition (such as world politics) into separate parts and then distributing 
discrete causal forces among these elements. Colin Wight speaks in this vein of 
‘potentially hundreds of interacting feedback loops … making it very difficult, if 
not impossible, to untangle the contribution of individual causal mechanisms, or 
combinations of them, in explaining specific outcomes’ (2015, 63). Instead, com­
plexity considers a situation as a whole and locates causation in the interconnec­
tions which form that whole. 

For example, reductionism might divide world politics into separate countries 
and give each country its discrete force in shaping developments. In contrast, a 
complexity approach would treat world politics as a distinct whole whose own 
systemic properties – i.e. forces that interlink the countries – also constitute major 
drivers of events. On similar lines, a reductionist orientation might separate issue-
areas in world affairs (culture, ecology, economy, military, etc.) and their respective 
regulatory arrangements (the environmental regime, the human rights regime, the 
peacebuilding regime, the trade regime, etc.). In contrast, a complexity perspective 
would focus on the interrelations and mutual effects of these policy fields. Another 
reductionist ontology might isolate and measure distinct structural forces of, say, 
multipolarity, capitalism, anthropocentrism, heterosexism, etc. In contrast, the 
holism of complexity would suppose intersecting and co-constituting world-order 
patterns. Reductionist thinking might imagine a single and even teleological course 
of history, whereas complexity thinking with its eye on multiple interrelated forces 
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would regard the future to be substantially indeterminate and largely 
uncontrollable. 

As preceding references to ‘interconnection’, ‘interlinkage’, ‘interrelation’ and 
‘intersection’ indicate, complexity analysis rejects modern Newtonian notions of 
linear causation. Instead, says William Connolly, think of ‘a world composed of 
heterogeneous, partially open, interacting force-fields’ (2011, 215). Reductionist 
science formulates explanation in terms of unidirectional flows from cause to effect, 
whereby certain elements (often designated as ‘independent variables’) are the 
driver whereas others (‘dependent variables’) are the driven. The underlying pre­
sumption suggests that cause and effect can be ontologically separated. In contrast, 
complexity science speaks in terms of mutual determination, reciprocal effects and 
co-constitution. Causation thereby lies not only or even primarily in the parts, but 
in the systemic relations that interweave the elements. In this vein, for example, 
several historical sociologists have analysed world politics in terms of four inter­
related sources of power (economic, ideological, military and political) (Giddens 
1985; Mann 1986, ch. 1). Similarly, intersectional accounts of global inequality 
have situated its causation in interplays of age, class, gender, race and other social 
stratifications (Walby 2009; Collins and Bilge 2016). From another angle, political 
ecologists have embedded world politics in a planetary web of life (Cudworth and 
Hobden 2011). Certain liberal institutionalists have understood global governance 
in terms of ‘regime complexes’ that interlink multiple regulatory bodies (Alter and 
Meunier 2009; Orsini et al. 2013, 2019). 

As the preceding discussion has intimated, complexity entails not a specific 
theory, but a metatheoretical orientation. There is no paradigmatic ‘complexity 
theory’ that offers a specific explanatory formula to rival other approaches to world 
politics such as liberalism, realism, Marxism, feminism and so on. Rather, corner­
stones of complexity thinking such as complication, holism, co-constitution, and 
indeterminacy can be elaborated in diverse ways, including through world-systems 
theory, intersectional analysis, political ecology and more. Hence, the rest of this 
chapter presents not a definitive ‘complexity theory’ of hegemony, but offers just 
one possible complexity perspective on legitimated rule by dominant power in 
contemporary world politics. 

Of course, critics of complexity thinking can object that this metatheoretical 
orientation makes knowledge – and the scientific methods to obtain knowledge – 
overly messy. Reductionism and linear causation have the attraction of generating 
neater and more manageable explanations – and explanations that answer modern 
demands for predictability and control of nature and society. Moreover, we have 
long experience of – and huge literature based on – reductionist methods, many of 
them by now highly sophisticated. Undeniably, modern strivings after parsimo­
nious explanations have borne many advances of knowledge and practice. Hence, 
wholesale dismissal of Newtonian approaches would not be advisable. 

Yet it is also clear that modern science based on parsimony, reductionism, line­
arity and promises of prediction and control has important limits, including for the 
study of world politics and the more specific topic of hegemony. The focus on 
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certain variables to the exclusion of others conceals as well as reveals: e.g., state-
centrism hides societal actors, political economy hides ecology, class-centrism hides 
gender, and so on. Moreover, for all of the decades of efforts, reductionism in 
empirical research of world politics has arguably under-delivered in providing 
reliable and significant explanations of real-world conditions. As for predictability, 
reductionist social science has generally supplied poor forecasts of wars, reconfi­
gurations of states, economic crises, technological developments, cultural trends, 
ecological changes, etc. Which Kremlinologists foresaw the end of the Cold War? 
Which reductionist economists anticipated the financial crisis of 2008? What linear 
theory predicted the Internet or can now confidently foretell the future of digiti­
sation and artificial intelligence? What Newtonian model can with any precision 
anticipate the social consequences of global warming? 

One answer to these criticisms is to say that the problem lies not with New­
tonian principles, but with their as yet insufficient development: the project of 
modern science just needs more time and effort. Critics of reductionism, too, can 
acknowledge that the cup is half-full as well as half-empty and not throw the baby 
out with the bathwater. Our understanding of world politics has become much 
greater with modern science than without it; so one might continue to develop 
reductionist knowledge while also acknowledging (more than in the past) its 
limitations. 

Those limitations provide strong arguments for pursuing a complexity alter­
native. The principle of multiple co-constituting forces with substantially inde­
terminate outcomes makes intuitive sense from concrete experience. Complexity 
orientations have already yielded some important insights into world politics 
through the aforementioned research. However, the overall promise of complexity 
thinking is thus far underdeveloped. In particular, the approach has little entered 
the study of hegemony in world politics, apart from previously noted partial steps 
in respect of world-systems theory and intersectionality. The moment can be ripe 
to push these explorations further. 

Complex hegemony in world politics 

As already underlined, complexity is a broad metatheoretical principle that can be 
developed in many different ways, including with respect to world politics. For 
example, complexity ideas go in diverse directions when liberal institutionalists 
speak of regime complexes, Marxists elaborate world-system theory, and feminists 
turn to the intersectionality concept. One might also expect complexity theories to 
vary over time, since the forces that shape world politics do not remain constant. 
For instance, non-state actors and anthropogenic ecological changes figure more in 
the complexity mix today than in the past. In addition, particular versions of 
complexity theory could vary depending on the object of study: for example, 
whether the research focuses on cultural heritage or on international migration. 

Hence, the account of complex hegemony that is developed in this chapter 
reflects a theoretical proclivity (i.e. my perspective of critical global political 
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sociology), its moment in time (i.e. the early twenty-first century), and the focus of 
my current empirical research (i.e. global Internet governance). So I do not claim 
here to offer the complexity theory of world hegemony, but rather give an illus­
tration of how complexity thinking can be elaborated in a particular context. 
Another author, working at another time, and on another issue-area, might come 
to a quite different kind of complexity analysis. 

My methodology in formulating the following conception of complex hege­
mony has been one of abduction (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009). That is, I have 
pursued neither deduction (i.e. imposing a pre-set theory on concrete circum­
stances) nor induction (deriving an explanation solely from a particular empirical 
context, without any theoretical presuppositions). As a third approach, abduction 
involves taking an array of existing theoretical propositions to a given context of 
empirical research and considering which of those notions – perhaps several, or 
even new ones – seem helpful to understand that situation. 

In the present case, the relevant array of theories are those related to world-scale 
hegemony (as surveyed in the introduction to this volume), and the empirical 
context is the regulation of global Internet infrastructure. So on the table are a full 
range of possible drivers of hegemony and counter-hegemony in world politics, 
including: 

� a leading state or group of states (as per liberal and realist theories) 
� regime complexes (as per institutionalist theories) 
� elite networks and social movements (as per theories of transnationalism) 
� capitalism (as per Marxist theories) 
� dominant norms and discourses (as per constructivist theories) 
� Western-modern imperialism (as per postcolonial theories) 
� anthropocentrism (as per political ecology theories) 
� social stratifications (as per feminist, queer and other theories of hierarchy). 

Moreover, a complexity perspective allows – even expects – that a combination 
of forces taken from several theories could elucidate the workings of hegemony in 
world politics. Thus, hegemony would not need to lie only in a leading state, or 
only in capitalism, or only in dominant discourses, and so on. Each of these pro­
positions (and more) could be identifying an important dimension of hegemony, 
without capturing its entirety. As the case of Internet governance will illustrate 
below, the problem arises when reductionist theories, in their quest for parsimony, 
insist to limit hegemony in world politics to one aspect, to the exclusion of other 
forces that together could comprise (complex) hegemony. 

Invoking the complexity principle, an alternative approach could consider 
whether a combination of forces that various reductionist theories highlight indi­
vidually might generate hegemony together, through reciprocal relationships. 
Thus, one can examine a given concrete circumstance (such as global Internet 
governance) and ask whether empirical evidence from that setting corroborates the 
presence of the type of hegemonic force that different theories of world politics 
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postulate. So, for example, does hegemony in that context involve a leading state 
or group of states that sponsors the rules, with the confidence and trust of other 
parties who are subject to those rules? Does the hegemonic situation in question 
have a regime complex, with legitimated (i.e. generally endorsed) dominance by a 
network of regulators that spans multiple interrelated institutions? Does the cir­
cumstance involve approved supremacy of capitalism and a transnational bour­
geoisie? Of ruling discourses concerning, say, ‘security’, ‘development’, or  ‘human 
rights’? Of the principles and values of Western modernity? Of anthropocentrism 
and hyperextractivism vis-à-vis the web of life on earth? Of social hierarchies by 
age, class, gender, race, etc.? Moreover, might empirical evidence from the context 
under investigation suggest the presence of additional hegemonic forces that exist­
ing reductionist theories have not discerned? 

To be sure, a complexity approach is interested not only in identifying various 
force fields that figure in a given situation, but also in teasing out how they inter­
connect as a systemic whole. Hence, a complexity analysis would explore how the 
various dimensions of hegemony in world politics reinforce and/or contradict each 
other. In the case of global Internet governance, for instance, how far might forces 
around a leading state, a regime complex, capitalism, reigning discourses, Western 
dominance, anthropocentrism and social stratifications buttress each other? Alter­
natively, and perhaps concurrently, how far might regulation of the global Internet 
evince tensions between these and potentially further dimensions of hegemony? 
Again, a complexity approach focuses on the relationships between and co-con­
stitution of the elements rather than on the elements as discrete forces. 

Finally, a complexity analysis could assess the overall strength or fragility of the 
multifaceted hegemony in question. If one considers the general balance of rein­
forcing and contradictory tendencies among the various forces comprising a given 
complex hegemony, does this legitimated dominance in world politics seem 
ensconced and stable, or instead unsettled and liable to change? To the extent that 
change is in prospect, does it entail shifts within the existing system structures: e.g. 
from one leading state to another, or from one capitalist faction to another, etc.? 
Alternatively, could the change be more transformative of the system structures 
themselves: e.g. with an end of hegemony through leading states, or with a trans­
cendence of capitalism, or with a shift to new modes of gender relations, etc.? 

Complex hegemony in contemporary global Internet governance 

We now relate the more abstract questions raised above to the concrete circum­
stances of governing today’s global Internet. The growth of a transplanetary digital 
communications network is one of the most striking developments in world poli­
tics of recent decades. The World Wide Web went public in 1991, and less than 
three decades later, as of 2019, the Internet had 4.5 billion regular users, amounting 
to 58% of humanity (Internet World Stats 2019; Statista 2019a). 

This uncanny growth depended not only on technological innovations, com­
mercial drivers and user interests, but crucially also on enabling global governance 
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arrangements. To connect 4.5 billion people across the planet in one network 
requires substantial global standards and coordination: e.g. concerning cables, 
exchange points, accessible devices, addresses, data transmission, as well as some 
trans-border regulation of content and data. Thousands of such globally applied 
measures underpin today’s Internet (Brown 2013; Nye 2014; Kurbalija 2016). 
Moreover, the adoption of one rule rather than another for the Internet has sig­
nificant implications. It can deeply affect culture (e.g. the fate of languages), ecol­
ogy (e.g. production of energy to operate the network), economy (e.g. who gains 
and loses from digital capitalism), geography (e.g. the growth and features of virtual 
spaces), politics (e.g. the nature and results of election campaigns) and psychology 
(e.g. modes of human consciousness and behaviour). 

How has it been possible to produce and implement this mass of global Internet 
regulation, with all of its far-reaching consequences, and in such a relatively short 
time? Clearly a lot of governing capacity has been required. Yet no centralised 
world state has been available, let alone a world government legitimated with 
global democracy. Nor has the early twenty-first century presented a situation like 
1945 or 1991, when the United States Government (USG) had sufficient con­
centrations of resources and power to exert hegemonic leadership. So where, if at 
all, has hegemony lain in global Internet governance? 

The next paragraphs consider a number of candidate forces in turn, taken from 
various existing theories of hegemony in world politics. Empirically I draw upon five 
years of participant observation and interviews with nearly 700 participants in Internet 
governance, especially regarding the so-called Internet Assigned Numbers Authority 
(IANA) functions. These rules cover critical resources such as Internet Protocol (IP) 
addresses, the domain name system (DNS), and protocol parameters (i.e. technical 
standards for transmission of data across the Internet). Abduction between a menu of 
theories on the one hand and the Internet governance context on the other leads me 
to the particular notion of complex hegemony elaborated below. 

Certainly the USG has played a leading regulatory role vis-à-vis the Internet, 
particularly in earlier phases of its development (Abbate 1999). The Advanced 
Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET), created in 1969 within the US 
Department of Defense, laid core technical foundations for the Internet. The USG 
also sponsored the creation in 1986 of the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF), 
to this day the main source of protocol parameters. Twelve years later, the USG 
established – under formal oversight of the Department of Commerce – the 
Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) to govern the 
domain name system and to manage the IANA functions. So far in our account, 
then, evidence points toward world hegemony through a single dominant state. 

Yet criticism of USG leadership in Internet governance mounted as globalisation 
of the network accelerated in the new millennium. In particular, the World 
Summit on the Information Society, with global conferences in 2003 and 2005, 
saw major attacks on the situation where one state (through its unilateral oversight 
of ICANN and IANA) controlled an increasingly vital global resource. The 
George W. Bush Administration dismissed these critiques, but opposition mounted 



86 Jan Aart Scholte 

still further at the World Conference on International Telecommunications in 
2012 and following the 2013 Snowden revelations of global Internet surveillance 
by the US National Security Agency. The Obama Administration in several steps 
loosened the USG hold, culminating in the termination of Washington’s ‘stew­
ardship’ of ICANN and the IANA functions in 2016. Today the USG is formally 
just one state amongst 177 other members in ICANN’s Government Advisory 
Committee. 

That said, on other evidence the retreat of USG hegemony in global Internet 
governance is not complete. As of 2020, ICANN headquarters and the IANA 
office (now called PTI, Public Technical Identifiers) remain in Los Angeles under 
State of California law. Management of the root zone, the pinnacle of the DNS, 
still lies with Verisign, a US corporation with head offices in the suburbs of 
Washington, DC. In addition, administration of 9 of the 12 root servers remains 
based in the USA. The quarterly Root Key Signing Key Ceremony (the core of 
security provisions for the DNS) alternates between El Segundo, California and 
Culpeper, Virginia. The IETF Secretariat is located in Fremont, California, while 
the IETF policy arm, the Internet Society, also has its main office near 
Washington. 

None of these US-centred circumstances of global Internet regulation has 
attracted substantial criticism since the IANA stewardship transition. On the con­
trary, Internet governance insiders (including from seemingly unlikely quarters such 
as China, Iran and Russia) sooner voice positive support of these continuing US 
roles, inter alia citing technical soundness of the arrangements, the integrity of US 
courts, and USG support of human rights (author interviews 2016–2018). Thus 
some notable elements of legitimated dominance by US government and society in 
global Internet governance persist. 

However, hegemony in Internet governance is by no means reducible to the 
USG. For example, realists and world-system theorists who anticipate a rise of Pax 
Sinica in the twenty-first century can find certain evidence to support their case 
(Arrighi 2005; Kueh 2013). China now has by far the largest number of regular 
online users by country, some 850 million people as of 2019 (Internet World Stats 
2019). Five of the world’s 20 largest Internet companies by market capitalisation 
are currently headquartered in China (Statista 2019b), and China-based firms have 
in recent years become more active at the IETF. Since 2014 the Chinese Gov­
ernment has hosted an annual World Internet Conference at Wuzhen as a Sino­
centric site of deliberations about Internet governance. The Chinese Government 
has also convened an annual International Conference on ICT and Post-2015 
Education at Quigdao. In 2016 China for the first time took a Vice Chair position 
in the Government Advisory Committee at ICANN. The Chinese Government 
and Communist Party have also articulated an alternative legitimating discourse for 
global Internet governance with ideas such as ‘Internet sovereignty’, ‘harmonious 
society’ and ‘civilized citizenry’ (Svensson 2017). 

Still, more affirmative Chinese state involvement in global Internet governance 
by no means equates to hegemony. For one thing, Chinese Government and 
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business hardly have an overriding material resource position in the global Internet. 
In addition, China-based actors have thus far played but a modest role in con­
structing rules for global digital communications, and the Chinese Government’s 
rival legitimating discourse has attracted little international following. Some Inter­
net governance insiders believe that ‘China has a very long game’ (author inter­
views), but the foreseeable future shows no shift of hegemonic pivot in global 
Internet governance to Beijing. 

Indeed, no state looks to have – or acquire – a hegemonic position on its own in 
contemporary global digital politics. Alongside the USA and China, the European 
Union (EU) has taken various significant initiatives concerning the global Internet, 
such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), implemented from 
2018. Moreover, several EU member states including France and Germany have 
gained international attention for their distinctive visions for Internet governance. 
The Brazilian Government has also taken a lead in developing general principles 
for Internet governance, inter alia with its multistakeholder Internet Steering 
Committee (CGI.br), established in 1995, and its Civil Rights Framework for the 
Internet (Marco civil da Internet), passed in 2014 (Knight 2014; Fraundorfer 2018, 
ch 6). In terms of collectives of leading states, Internet matters have figured reg­
ularly in declarations and initiatives of the Group of Seven (G7) and the Group of 
Twenty (G20) (G20 Information Centre 2020). 

So, to the extent that the state feeds into world hegemony vis-à-vis today’s 
Internet, it is a diffuse state hegemony. Certainly it is not a hegemony without 
states. However, resource dominance, sponsorship of rules and legitimation activ­
ities do not come from a single state. Several states take leading roles. Nor do those 
leading states always follow a common line on Internet policy. For example, the 
President of France, Emmanuel Macron, has distinguished three contending paths 
in current global Internet governance: a ‘Californian model’ of ‘self-management’, 
a ‘Chinese model’ of ‘government control’, and a ‘European model’ of ‘regulation’ 
(Macron 2018). 

That said, hegemonic actors in today’s global Internet governance also extend 
beyond states. True, relevant multilateral institutions such as the International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU) and the World Intellectual Property Organiza­
tion (WIPO) rest on state membership. However, governments have little formal 
or practical role in a range of other important global standard-setting and coordi­
nation bodies for the Internet, including the IETF, the Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineers (IEEE), the Regional Internet Registries (RIRs), Unicode, 
the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), and regional associations of Internet 
exchange points (IXPs). Meanwhile, states play a secondary and mainly advisory 
role at ICANN, the European Telecommunications Standards Institute (ETSI), and 
the deliberative Internet Governance Forum (IGF). 

Instead of multilateralism, these many institutions approach Internet regulation in a 
so-called ‘multistakeholder’ fashion, where rules emanate from collaborations among 
leaders from various affected sectors of society (Hallström and Bolström 2010; Ray­
mond and DeNardis 2015). In the Internet sphere, these stakeholders generally include 
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academe, business, civil society, government, technical experts, and users/general 
public. Multistakeholder institutions such as ICANN, IETF, IGF and the RIRs 
involve representatives of these different sectors together in deliberation and policy-
making processes. Indeed, the past three decades of global Internet governance have 
seen more growth in multistakeholder arrangements than multilateral bodies (Mueller 
2010; Antonova 2011; Flyverbom 2011; Mathew 2014). 

All components of what Internet governance parlance calls ‘the multistakeholder 
community’ are elites. That is, whatever sector they come from, the stakeholder 
representatives in global Internet governance hold positions of influence in orga­
nisations that strive to be politically influential. Moreover, they are a transnational 
elite that heralds from many countries. Indeed, ‘the multistakeholder community’ 
is generally more united by its common preoccupation with Internet governance 
than it is divided by national differences. It resonates of what other research has 
termed ‘transnational social fields’, ‘epistemic communities’, and a ‘transnational 
capitalist class’ (Haas 1992; Sklair 2001; Levitt and Schiller 2004). In the present 
context we might speak of a ‘global elite network’ in Internet governance. 

This global elite network fits into complex hegemony for global Internet govern­
ance. In line with hegemony, this conglomerate of rule-makers comes from organisa­
tions that collectively hold a preponderance of resources in the Internet sphere. ‘The 
multistakeholder community’ also in hegemonic fashion envelops itself in legitimating 
discourses: for example, concerning ‘free and open Internet’, ‘bottom-up policy-
making’, ‘transparency and accountability’, and  ‘global public interest’. 

To be sure, this hegemonic elite in global Internet governance is far from 
monolithic. Academics, activists, bureaucrats, engineers and entrepreneurs approach 
Internet governance with diverse and sometimes contradictory mindsets. Divisions 
can also split the different sectors individually, as companies compete with each 
other for market share, civil society organisations promote opposing political 
visions, states pursue clashing goals, and academics espouse contending theories. 
Yet an underlying structural glue also bonds the global elite network across these 
internal differences. Several decades of institutionalised trans-sectoral collaboration 
in Internet governance has created a whole that is more than the sum of its parts. A 
supraterritorial nomadic tribe of sorts, ‘the multistakeholder community’ wanders 
together through world conference centres, airport lounges and online mailing lists. 
As a distinctive ‘community of practice’ (Wenger 1998), this global elite has its 
own unifying language, codes, rituals and friendships. In the words of two partici­
pants, ‘we learn to work together’ and ‘relationships built in the dialogue are quite 
durable’ (author interviews). With this solidarity and experience, transnationalism 
has proved far more effective than state-centrism in generating rules that enable a 
planet-spanning Internet. 

Yet the global elite network cannot claim full hegemony in Internet govern­
ance, without supplementary involvement and backing from major states. The 
Brazilian and US governments were major sponsors of multistakeholder regulation 
for the Internet, and these arrangements would collapse if leading states in this 
issue-area opposed this model. Moreover, transnational trans-sectoral governance of 
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the Internet has some fragile legitimacy. True, participants in multistakeholder 
Internet governance generally give these processes reasonably high confidence and 
trust. However, outside these insider circles – among broader elites and the general 
public – legitimacy for multistakeholder institutions is more limited. Most people 
are not even aware that these governance processes for the Internet exist, while 
informed outsiders often hold concerns about low democratic accountability and 
special-interest capture in multistakeholder arrangements (Gleckman 2018; Jongen 
and Scholte forthcoming; Scholte et al. 2019). As one fervent promoter has 
observed, ‘the legitimacy point is perhaps the most critical component as we think 
about extending the multistakeholder process’ (Strickling 2016). 

Thus, hegemony in contemporary global Internet governance involves not only 
a shift from the USG to multiple major states, but also an extension beyond the 
states system to a transnational elite network with predominantly non-state com­
ponents. Neither of these two dimensions – leading states and the global elite – 
succeeds on its own to generate world hegemony in the Internet arena. The major 
states have lacked adequate coordination, technical competence and institutional 
innovation to provide the necessary governance foundations for an exponentially 
growing global Internet. Meanwhile the multistakeholder elite network has lacked 
enough legitimacy in wider society to hold hegemony on its own. 

Indeed, one may ask whether even the combination of major states and trans­
sectoral elites generates sufficient legitimated rule by dominant power to qualify as 
hegemony in contemporary global Internet governance. Given the limitations just 
noted, it may be necessary to look beyond actors to discover the fuller dynamics of 
hegemony. After all, various theories suggest that power in world politics derives 
not only from actors (i.e. the features and motivations of behavioural units), but 
also from structures (i.e. the ordering patterns that frame social relations). As noted 
early on in this chapter, the complexity principle as applied to world politics 
encourages one to find hegemony in a co-constitution of actors and structures. 
Moreover, social structures could bring order to the ‘chaos’ of having many scat­
tered hegemonic actors in today’s Internet regulation (Raymond and Smith 2014). 

Regarding specific structural forces that figure in global Internet governance, 
field observations suggest an important structural hegemony of ‘technicism’. In  
other words, regulation of the Internet has generally both reflected and reinforced 
a mode of knowledge and practice that emphasises instrumental problem-solving 
through engineering fixes. Internet regulation has rested on a pretty well undis­
puted premise that the technology is inherently good, and the overriding priority 
has been to bring ever more connectivity and functionality to ever more people. 
Even when the Internet has raised social, political and ecological concerns, people 
have usually expected technical solutions, through the development of alternative 
devices and protocols. Reflective of structural power, the more technical bodies in 
global Internet governance – such as the IETF and the RIRs – attract the highest 
average levels of legitimacy beliefs, significantly more than nation-states or the 
intergovernmental International Telecommunication Union (ITU) (Jongen and 
Scholte forthcoming). 
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Under a hegemony of technicism, Internet governance has consistently accorded 
major and largely unquestioned authority to hardware and software ‘techies’. In  
comparison, government officials and civil society activists have often struggled to 
obtain influence. Engineers by far outnumber any other vocational group in the 
‘Internet Hall of Fame’. Some technical pioneers are even draped in quasi-religious 
language as ‘technology evangelists’ (Kawasaki 1990). 

Technicism also shapes the language of legitimation in global Internet govern­
ance. Litanies such as ‘security, stability and resiliency’ rank among the most per­
vasive narratives around the Internet: to invoke this vocabulary is to call 
uncontested power to one’s side. Most Internet governance institutions insistently 
characterise themselves as ‘technical’ bodies, well aware that this descriptor can 
insulate them from political contestation. 

That said, technicism lacks full structural hegemony by itself in global Internet 
governance. Certainly technical fixes satisfy engineering circles, and other con­
stituencies gain confidence and trust when the Internet functions technically. 
However, more than technology per se has driven the exponential growth of the 
Internet, and many rules of Internet governance go beyond technical rationales. 
While technically oriented military and academic concerns underpinned the early 
Internet, commercial and consumer interests became major stimulants for globali­
sation of the digital communications network from the 1990s onwards. 

Commercialisation draws attention to the hegemony of capitalism in con­
temporary global Internet governance. Indeed, most Internet engineers today work 
for corporate business rather than governments, universities and social movements. 
The Internet lies at the heart of contemporary surplus accumulation (Schiller 1999; 
Castells 2009). The global digital network is a vital enabling infrastructure for 
capitalism in general and furthermore has become a major focus of accumulation in 
its own right. Internet hardware, software, data and content all offer lucrative 
profit-making opportunities. Internet companies now rank among the largest firms 
on the leading stock exchanges. 

Not surprisingly, then, capitalism has been a dominant power in the past quarter-
century of Internet governance. The rules exist largely to facilitate surplus accumula­
tion through digital channels. Indeed, business corporations participate centrally in the 
main global Internet governance processes: domain name entrepreneurs and intellec­
tual property firms at ICANN; Internet service providers at the RIRs; e-commerce 
concerns, social media giants and search engine companies at the IETF; etc. For-profit 
companies are also the main financial sponsors of these regimes, paying the main 
membership dues and splashing their logos across the meeting halls. In this context, the 
director of a leading institution in the field has mused that ‘sometimes I think Internet 
governance is a commercial association’, while a leader at the IETF has affirmed that 
‘the money factor is a big thing’ (author interviews). Tellingly, most US-based Internet 
corporations actively supported the IANA transition, suggesting that at this juncture 
capitalist hegemony outweighed USG hegemony. 

For the most part, in conformity with hegemony, the dominant power of capital 
in global Internet governance attracts considerable legitimacy. Most participants in 
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the regulatory processes view the leading forces of the profit motive and the busi­
ness sector as unproblematic or positively appropriate (Jongen and Scholte unpub­
lished). Although leading states and the global elite in Internet governance almost 
never call ‘surplus accumulation’ by name, they inhabit a neoliberal imaginary that 
embraces ‘the market’ (code for capitalism) as an unquestioned good. 

That said, critiques of capitalism also circulate around Internet governance and 
suggest that this structural hegemony is not sufficiently strong to stand on its own. 
For example, iconic Internet pioneers such as Vint Cerf and Tim Berners-Lee have 
spoken against big money in the DNS. Likewise, many in the RIRs have ‘frowned 
upon’ the commercialisation of Internet Protocol addresses as ‘unethical’ (author 
interviews). Some reformists in hegemonic states and global elite circles have raised 
‘public interest’ concerns about possible corporate capture of global Internet gov­
ernance. Meanwhile some social movement groups have articulated foundational 
critiques of the capitalist Internet (cf. Just Net Coalition 2014). These cracks in the 
neoliberal consensus suggest that capitalist rule in Internet governance is not fully 
secure and needs supplementary buttressing from other facets of complex 
hegemony. 

Such reinforcement comes not only from major states, global elites and techni­
cism, as identified earlier, but also from mental structures in the shape of dis­
ciplining discourses. We consider these linguistic and narrative dimensions of 
complex hegemony since: (a) conceptually, critical theories underline the legit­
imating consequences of ideology (Froomkin 2003); and (b) empirically, field 
observations reveal pervasive legitimating discourses in global Internet governance. 
The ‘disciplining’ quality of these discourses lies in their power to normalise certain 
frames of consciousness as ‘common sense’ and to marginalise alternative ways of 
being and knowing. In particular, hegemonic discourses silence – usually subtly but 
sometimes overtly – consciousness that could subvert the governing power of 
major states, global elites, technicism and capitalism in the Internet. 

Hegemonic discourses take multiple forms in contemporary global Internet 
regulation. Different scripts tap into different modern touchstones of legitimacy, 
especially around the triumvirate of technocracy, democracy and fairness (Scholte 
and Tallberg 2018). Regarding the first, technocratic discourse affirms that a given 
governance arrangement provides efficiency, expertise and problem-solving effec­
tiveness. In contemporary global Internet governance, technocratic legitimation 
often occurs with language concerning ‘security, stability and resiliency’, ‘market 
forces’, and ‘customer satisfaction’. Second, democratic discourse asserts that a given 
political situation offers all affected people due involvement and control. In today’s 
global Internet governance, common discursive touchstones for democratic legit­
imation include ‘multistakeholder participation’, ‘free and open Internet’, ‘trans­
parency’, ‘accountability’, ‘global public interest’ and ‘bottom-up policymaking’. 
Third, fairness discourse claims that a governance framework fulfils criteria such as 
impartial treatment, dignity for all and distributive justice. Common markers of 
fairness legitimation in contemporary global Internet regulation include ‘diversity’ 
and ‘human rights’. 
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To emphasise again, these various discourses serve a disciplining function for 
hegemony. Thus people who invoke the legitimating scripts just mentioned are 
more likely to gain entry to and influence in the conversation of Internet govern­
ance. In contrast, actors who neglect these key linguistic signals tend to struggle to 
get a hearing until they shift their language to fall into line with prevailing dis­
cursive frameworks. Meanwhile counter-hegemonic voices (such as the aforemen­
tioned Just Net Coalition) that openly challenge the dominant discourses usually 
face marginalisation, if not open ridicule from the mainstream. After all, how can 
one not believe in ‘security’, ‘freedom’, ‘transparency’, and the like? 

The broad range of legitimating scripts ensures that linguistic tools of power are 
available for pretty well every audience and every situation in global Internet 
governance. Thus, people and circumstances that want technocratic narratives can 
turn to ‘security, stability and resiliency’, etc. Contexts that want democratic 
assurances can appeal to ‘multistakeholder participation’, etc. Moments that want a 
fairness story can call upon the language of ‘diversity’, etc. Often scenarios in global 
Internet governance want a combination of technocratic, democratic and fairness 
scripts in order to realise hegemonic power. Hence, no single disciplining discourse 
suffices on its own to provide overall hegemony in the Internet sphere: multiple 
narratives in combination are required. 

Indeed, certain legitimating scripts can become sources of vulnerability rather 
than power when actual conditions in Internet governance appear to contradict 
them. For example, charges of weak accountability have spurred several major 
reforms of ICANN. Other critics have despaired at inefficiencies and infighting of 
(facetiously termed) ‘multisnakeholder’ participation. Hierarchies of regions, gen­
ders, languages, races, etc. have exposed all quarters of global Internet governance 
to critiques regarding inadequate diversity, unequal access and unfair distribution of 
benefits. Many participants in Internet governance look warily upon the intro­
duction of human rights discourse, seeing it as potentially disruptive of commercial 
and technical operations. 

With such notable weak points, disciplining discourses cannot provide full 
structural hegemony in global Internet governance, without additional (and mostly 
complementary) forces from technicism and capitalism. As complexity thinking 
would suggest, ideational and material dimensions of hegemony are mutually 
dependent. Thus, as with the co-constitution of major states and the global elite 
network in actor aspects of hegemony, none of the structural facets of complex 
hegemony – technicism, capitalism or disciplining discourses – suffices on its own 
or sits causally prior to the others. 

Finally, to unite the whole that makes complex hegemony in contemporary 
global Internet governance, the various actors and structures are co-determining in 
a process of interrelation that Anthony Giddens (1984) has evocatively called 
‘structuration’. From this perspective, the core of complex hegemony lies in a five-
faceted interconnection of technicism, leading states, capitalism, global elite net­
works and disciplining discourses. The hegemonic actors have not led so much 
through their own resources and initiatives, but through their general alignment 
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with certain powerful patterns of world order. Conversely, the hegemonic struc­
tures have not guided global Internet governance so much through their own 
forces, but through their general alignment with the motivations and decisions of 
powerful actors. In structuration dynamics, neither actors or structures are causally 
prior and only exist in combination. 

Nor is the overall complex of hegemony depicted here necessarily stable. Cer­
tainly this chapter has noted many points of mutual reinforcement between the 
various facets of complex hegemony in relation to global Internet governance. 
However, the discussion has also identified points of inconsistency and weakness, 
including certain contrasting priorities among actors and contestation around cer­
tain disciplining discourses. These tensions indicate that the system of complex 
hegemony does not necessarily revert to equilibrium. On the contrary, the past 
three decades of global Internet governance show considerable fluidity and change 
in complex hegemony. To cite just two shifts, USG hegemony has given way to 
multi-state hegemony, and human rights scripts that were out of bounds in early 
years have recently moved toward the mainstream. One should expect such sys­
temic dynamism to bring further (and perhaps quite unexpected) changes to the 
contours of complex hegemony in future global Internet governance. 

Conclusion 

Hegemony is a key aspect of contemporary world politics, including global gov­
ernance in particular. Today’s more global world requires substantial planet-span­
ning rules. Otherwise a global Internet, global finance, global disease control, 
global peacebuilding, and so on are not possible. Global governance, like any 
governance, requires substantial power for its creation and maintenance. That 
power can benefit enormously from legitimacy, inasmuch as legitimacy allows the 
governors to avoid burdens of coercion, manipulation and stealth vis-à-vis the 
governed. Hence, world-scale hegemony – legitimated rule by dominant power 
that has a planetary reach – can be a boon for global governance. Under conditions 
of world hegemony, regulation of global matters faces a minimum of resistance and 
needs little or no compulsion. 

This chapter has advanced a proposition that, contrary to traditional reductionist 
theories, contemporary world hegemony does not reside in a discrete site. Thus, 
the ‘dominant power’ that exerts ‘legitimated rule’ today does not take form as one 
particular actor (e.g. a leading state) or one particular structure (e.g. capitalism). 
Instead, world hegemony in the twenty-first century involves a complex of inter­
weaving forces. This ‘complex hegemony’ is more challenging to tease out analy­
tically and empirically, but this more diffuse and nebulous character does not make 
the hegemonic power any less strong. 

The second half of the chapter has engaged with global Internet governance to 
identify specific contours of complex hegemony in that context. The analysis star­
ted by examining the USG, given that much established theory has conceived of 
hegemony in terms of a single leading state, as well as that historical evidence 
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shows much USG initiative, especially in the early development of the Internet. 
Yet our examination revealed significant limits to USG hegemony; so the discus­
sion turned to other major states and concluded that legitimated rule by dominant 
power in today’s Internet is spread across multiple leading governments. However, 
we also noted that much of the actual governing of the Internet occurs through 
non-governmental actors, many of them with substantial power and resources apart 
from states. We therefore expanded our concept of complex hegemony to 
encompass an interplay of leading states and the global elite network of a ‘multi­
stakeholder community’. 

At this point we posited that geographically and sectorally scattered hegemonic 
state and non-state actors would need some kind of structural power to bring 
relative coherence to the overall complex. The hegemonic role of techno-scientific 
problem-solving knowledge – or ‘technicism’ – is evident from the earliest days of 
Internet governance. Later, structural forces of capitalism complemented techni­
cism to generate regulatory frameworks that enabled the rapid global expansion of 
the Internet. Meanwhile hegemonic disciplining discourses have played a key role 
to pre-empt contestation of the emergent global Internet regime. Just as neither 
leading states nor the global elite network could exert hegemony without the 
other, so technicism, capitalism and disciplining discourses have been mutually 
dependent. 

In sum, then, complex hegemony in today’s global Internet governance has 
comprised: (a) an interconnection of states and a global elite network in respect of 
actors; (b) an interrelation of technicism, capitalism and disciplining discourses in 
respect of structures; and (c) a co-constitution of these actors and structures through 
processes of ‘complex structuration’. Each facet by itself is insufficient to generate 
world hegemony in current Internet governance. However, through their combi­
nation – where each quality is generally reinforcing (though also sometimes con­
tradicting) the others – the whole entails more than the parts. 

Admittedly, this chapter has only offered an exploratory sketch of complex 
hegemony in contemporary world politics. The concept wants further elaboration, 
including more specification than this chapter has offered concerning the dynamics 
that interweave the various dimensions of the complex. Moreover, additional 
empirical analysis beyond global Internet governance is called for, in order to see 
how complex hegemony might operate similarly or differently across various issue-
areas. Methodologically, we need to see whether and how the mathematics of 
complexity science might be adapted to quantitative analysis of complex hegemony 
and/or how to develop suitable qualitative research techniques. This chapter has 
also not brought normative theory to bear on complex hegemony: what moral 
implications arise, for example, in terms of democracy, justice and responsibility? 

However, such next steps regarding theory and evidence are for later. This 
chapter’s more limited objective, in the context of the present volume on ‘reima­
gining power in global politics’, has been to suggest that contemporary world 
politics and global governance require a wholesale rethink of hegemony. Old 
forms of legitimated rule by dominant power may have passed, but a complexity 
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perspective opens up alternative conceptions of hegemony that shed new light on 
where world politics is today and might go in the future. 
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6
HYBRID WAR AND HEGEMONIC
POWER

Elinor Sloan

One of the salient features of the contemporary global landscape is that major state
actors are seeking novel ways through which to maintain, achieve or re-establish
hegemony at the regional or global level. ‘Hegemony’, here, refers to a state
exercising preponderant influence over another actor or actors, usually one or
more states. The central ingredient for hegemony is ‘power’, a concept that can be
understood both in terms of tangible and intangible inputs (population, GDP, size
of military, soft power, etc.), and in terms of outcomes – the ability to get others to
do something they otherwise would not do, or to achieve a circumstance to their
liking that other actors would not choose.1 In between inputs and outcomes there
is necessarily a translation aspect, a strategy that bridges means with ends. Today,
one of these ‘intervening strategies’ is hybrid war.

In pursing hybrid war, states are achieving a degree of power and influence over
other actors beyond that which would be predicted or possible if the state were to
confine itself to traditional tangible and intangible inputs. Hybrid war therefore does
not fit into the realist conception of hegemony, which centres on controlling or
dominating others through the exercise of overwhelming preponderant material
power (Schmidt, Chapter 2 this volume). But neither does hybrid war accord with
existing liberal theorist conceptions of hegemony. Writing in this volume, Schmidt
notes that for liberals such as John Ikenberry, Charles Kupchan and, we might add,
Joseph Nye, brute power is not enough to understand hegemony. Rather, we also
must look at processes, mechanisms, socialisation and leadership. But theirs is a sunny
picture, neatly captured by Nye’s famous idea of ‘soft power’ – controlling or influ-
encing others by ‘getting others to want what you want’ (Nye 1990, 31). Hybrid war,
by contrast, is not a particularly sunny picture; it can be insidious, sneaky, smart and
calculated, and might best be characterised as the dark side of soft power.

This chapter examines how states are using tools and techniques of hybrid
warfare to increase their power, exercise influence over other actors and achieve
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self-interested outcomes. Although both state and non-state actors pursue hybrid 
war, and indeed the term was first applied to non-state actors (see below), this 
chapter contributes to the more recent and less extensive literature on state actors 
and hybrid war. The first section outlines the parameters of what is meant by 
hybrid war, highlights key characteristics of this form of warfare, and raises some 
possible reasons why states are pursuing hybrid war today. Working from this basis, 
section two specifies some indicators to look for when determining if and to what 
degree a state is following a hybrid war approach and examines the actions of 
several states in terms of these indicators. While Russia is the country that is most 
often associated with hybrid war approaches, it is by no means the only state actor 
to see its benefits and adopt its methods. 

Section I: Setting the stage 

What is hybrid war? 

At the most basic level, the ‘hybrid’ in hybrid warfare refers to the coordinated use 
of conventional and irregular tools of warfare within the same battlespace. Con­
ventional weapons include all military instruments that are not weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD), i.e. not nuclear, biological or chemical. Irregular tools of 
warfare have traditionally included terrorism, criminal activity, insurgency and 
guerrilla war (the tactics of ‘hit and run’). More recent ‘novel’ irregular approaches 
include cyber war or digital attack against adversary computer systems, the use of 
special operations forces, and the use of unmarked soldiers and proxies. 

Some scholars and policy makers include wider, non-military tools as part of 
hybrid war. From this perspective, a hybrid threat is an adversary that simulta­
neously employs a combination of conventional and irregular methods along with 
political, military, economic, social and information means.2 Examples might 
include intense diplomatic pressure, large military exercises along borders, control­
ling access to key economic assets like oil and gas resources, exploiting nationalist 
identities and cultural differences, and waging a media campaign of false informa­
tion on the Internet.3 For some, the return of political warfare – the employment 
of military, intelligence, diplomatic, financial and other means, short of conven­
tional war, to achieve national objectives – is the defining feature of the con­
temporary security environment (Jones 2018). 

New ways of waging information operations are a core component of what is 
conceived today as hybrid war. Information operations are measures designed to 
influence or corrupt adversary information. Types of information operations 
include cyber war, psychological operations (PSYOPS), electronic warfare, and 
even the kinetic strike of command and control sites. PSYOPS, an age-old com­
ponent of war, are meant to induce emotions in enemy thinking that are amenable 
to one’s own side. Such operations can range from the non-technical dropping of 
leaflets on adversary populations to today’s Internet-based spread of ‘fake news’ 
through social media. The degree to which adversaries are waging media 
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campaigns of false information via the Internet is such that cyber-related activity is 
increasingly the centrepiece of hybrid war discussions.4 Thus when it comes to 
hegemony, or a state exercising preponderant influence over another actor or 
actors, the concept of hybrid war points us to the idea of a state using a full range 
of tactical, operational and/or strategic approaches to achieve its goals. For those 
who would wage hybrid war the digitally connected world creates new opportu­
nities, especially, at the operational level. 

Hybrid war then and now 

The types of actors involved in hybrid war have changed over the past few dec­
ades. As originally conceived in the 1990s and early 2000s, hybrid war described an 
activity carried out by non-state actors. Scholars characterised the Chechen struggle 
against Russia as hybrid, for example, because the Chechens employed, alongside 
their predominant guerrilla tactics, modern military communications technology 
and large coordinated military operations that are normally associated with state-
based warfare.5 Similarly, during and after the 2006 Israeli war against Lebanon 
scholars described Hezbollah as waging hybrid war because it combined terrorist 
activity and cyber war with the use of high-tech military capabilities like anti-
satellite weapons to stymie Israeli objectives (Hoffman 2006, 37; 2007). 

It was not until after the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 that hybrid war 
became associated with state behaviour. Casting around for a descriptor of Russian 
action in Crimea and Ukraine, NATO argued that the Russian method was one of 
hybrid war.6 Since then scholars and policy makers have focused on hybrid war as a 
state-led activity that incorporates non-state actors and other components. 

With the change in primary actor has come a change in objectives. Both state-
led and non-state-led hybrid wars target the adversary’s military forces and civilian 
population. Their goals, however, will differ. Non-state actors wage a hybrid war 
for things like secession, or to forestall a state actor from intervening. A state actor, 
by contrast, will have in its mind objectives that are larger in geographic scale or 
strategic in nature. Whether waged by a non-state or state actor, hybrid war targets 
state actors. This can be contrasted with counterinsurgency and civil war where 
state and non-state actors, respectively, target non-state actors. 

Today, observers and experts often characterise hybrid war as existing in the 
‘grey zone’ between peace and war because states seek to carry out their objectives 
without crossing the threshold to open conventional war. Since the traditional 
trigger to conventional war is clear-cut military aggression, states waging hybrid 
war pursue activities that are amenable to non-detection, non-attribution, plausible 
denial of responsibility, or a ‘masquerade of non-involvement’ (Bachmann and 
Gunneriusson 2015, 202). Hybrid war is about as far away from a formal declara­
tion of war, the overt statement of an impending or existing use of military force, 
as a conflict can get. It may involve very limited actual combat, defined as ‘violent 
struggle’ (Cooper and Shearer 2017, 307), or even no combat at all. The idea is to 
create enough ambiguity in the mind of the state’s adversary to forestall any 



104 Elinor Sloan 

conventional military response. Those who wage hybrid war pursue a ‘long game’ 
of seeking, below the radar of open conventional war, cumulative tactical successes 
that ultimately add up to a situation where the state has exercised preponderant 
influence over one or more states and thereby achieved hegemony. 

The importance of non-attribution for keeping tensions below the use of force 
threshold points us to the central role cyber war can play in a hybrid war. Depending 
on the skill of the perpetrator, it can be very difficult to determine who or what entity 
launches a cyber attack. Cyber attack is thus particularly amenable to non-attribution. 
For some, the challenges associated with the identification of perpetrators in cyber 
space mean that ‘cyberspace will be the crux of future hybrid war’ (Saalman 2016– 
2017, 145). Although at one time it was thought the cyber domain could level the 
playing field between state actors and non-state actors like terrorists, in fact it is states 
that have proven to be the most formidable cyber warriors because of the substantial 
resources that they can devote to capability development. 

Why hybrid war? 

In adopting a hybrid war approach, major powers are calculating that their interests 
are best served by pursuing their objectives without triggering a major conflict or 
waging conventional war. Why are states going to pains to pursue their objectives 
indirectly, patiently, through sustained measures just short of war, when in another 
age they might have simply gone to war? 

A fundamental reason great powers seek to achieve their goals through hostile 
measures short of overt war is the existence of nuclear weapons and the risk that a 
conventional war between the great powers will escalate. This situation, of course, 
is not new, so nuclear weapons alone do not explain the contemporary currency of 
hybrid war. But nuclear weapons remain ‘the ultimate disincentive for great 
powers to wage [conventional] war against each other’7 and thus a critical backdrop 
to other factors. 

The rise of hybrid war as a state-led strategy might also be a response to over­
whelming conventional US power. Dramatic advances in America’s conventional 
military capabilities, particularly in the areas of command, control, communications, 
intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance and precision strike, were first revealed during 
the 1991 Gulf War and subsequently reinforced in other wars of the 1990s and 2000s. 
In the intervening years America’s conventional strength has only grown; since 2010 
the United States has been pursuing a concept called Conventional Prompt Global 
Strike, with the goal of being able to strike anywhere in the world with con­
ventionally armed long-range precision weapons within one hour. 

The message US opponents have taken, today and from the early days of the 
post-Cold War period, is to avoid America’s overwhelming conventional strengths 
and seek alternative paths. ‘Asymmetric’ warfare was the term that originally 
appeared in the late 1990s and early 2000s by US thinkers)8 to describe adversaries 
who sought to target America’s weaknesses and vulnerabilities, rather than engage 
in a direct confrontation. By waging hybrid war, America’s opponents avoid 



Hybrid war and hegemonic power 105 

exposing themselves to severe conventional force retribution, whether by the 
United States or a wider US-led coalition of countries. 

Third, waging hybrid war allows powers to seek goals in circumstances where 
existing laws of war and global norms would not permit a use of force. Scholars 
note that in traditional just war doctrine the jus ad bellum (or ‘war decision’) 
included the right to wage an offensive war to protect vital interests that had been 
unjustly threatened or injured (O’Brien 1981, 22). For centuries after the rise of 
the inter-state system in the 1600s, states accepted ‘reprisals’ as an international 
norm. However, the UN Charter framework removed this option. Under the UN 
Charter, all members must refrain in their use of force against the territorial integ­
rity or political independence of any other state. Apart from collective security 
measures authorised by the UN Security Council, the only permitted use of force 
is self-defence when a threat is apparent or imminent. 

Over the past several decades, global norms against war, conquest and territorial 
violations have continued to strengthen (Lanoszka 2016, 180). While they have not 
stopped conflict, they have forced great power leaders to attempt to justify their 
actions in normative terms. Waging war without waging war enables states to 
make their way around this framework. Hybrid war, and particularly its cyber 
component, allows states to bypass international legal norms regarding the use of 
force and territorial sovereignty (Bachmann and Gunneriusson 2015, 205), in pur­
suit of territorial gain or what in another era might have been called reprisals. 

Finally, the rise of contemporary hybrid war cannot be divorced from changes in 
the structure of the international system. During the Cold War, under a bipolar 
structure of power, the United States and the Soviet Union pursued a hybrid 
approach particular to the time: nuclear stand-off combined with proxy wars. In 
the unipolar era of the 1990s America’s overwhelming power precluded con­
tenders. Since then, competitors’ relative increases in power, as defined in tangible 
terms of economic capacity and military strength (including nuclear), are allowing 
them to push back against the US-led order. The nascent return to a multipolar 
world, now taking place for the first time in a nuclear era, is incentivising great 
powers to seek hybrid warfare approaches as means as pursuing hegemony, i.e. 
their power of influence, over others. 

Section II: Assessing the contenders 

With this short discussion of hybrid war’s parameters and characteristics in mind, it 
is possible to identify some themes we can look for when determining if a state is 
following a hybrid war approach. For ease of reference the first three sets of criteria 
can be referred to as activities at the tactical, operational and strategic levels, 
respectively. 

�	 At the tactical level, is the state engaged in the coordinated use of conven­
tional tools of warfare (traditional military instruments) and irregular tools of 
warfare (terrorism, criminal activity, insurgency, guerrilla war, cyber war/ 
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digital attack, special operations forces, and/or unmarked soldiers and proxies) 
within the same battlespace? 

�	 At the operational level, is the state employing conventional and irregular tools 
of warfare in combination with political (e.g. diplomatic pressure), military 
(e.g. large military exercises), economic (e.g. controlling access to key eco­
nomic assets like oil and gas resources), social (e.g. exploiting nationalist 
identities and cultural differences), and/or information (e.g. waging a media 
campaign of false information on the Internet) means? 

�	 At the strategic level, is the state pursuing a series of activities that lie below 
the threshold to conventional war, the cumulative success of which will add 
up to a changed strategic situation (i.e. ‘grey zone’ tactics)? Is the state engaged 
in political warfare, using all means short of war (political, military, economic, 
social and informational) to achieve its objectives? 

�	 Is a state’s involvement in activities in any of these levels amenable to, or 
pursued in the context of, a plausible denial of responsibility or a ‘masquerade 
of non-involvement’? 

The West 

An ironic aspect of the contemporary hybrid war dialogue is that while the West 
sees state-waged hybrid war as the Russian approach to conflict (see below), in fact 
Russia attributes it to Western actions and behaviours over the past several years 
and even decades. In 2013 Russian General Valery Gerasimov wrote an article in 
which he stated the ‘role of non-military means of achieving political and strategic 
goals has grown, and, in many cases, they have exceeded the power of force of 
weapons in their effectiveness’. Those means included the use of special operations 
forces and propaganda to create an operating front within enemy territory.9 The 
article itself was little known until Russia invaded and annexed Crimea, and sup­
ported separatists in the Donbass, prompting the West to interpret Gerasimov’s 
words as presaging what was to come. But in his article Gerasimov, who continues 
to hold his post as Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces, was 
describing his view of Western behaviour, i.e. a new US way of war, not Russian 
doctrine. The notion of a ‘Gerasimov doctrine’ on Russian hybrid war has become 
so misattributed that the original purveyor has sought to correct the record 
(Galeotti 2018). 

For Russia, it is the West that carries out hybrid war. Gerasimov’s article 
reflected how the Kremlin interpreted the Arab Spring uprisings of 2010–11, and 
the colour revolutions in Russia’s neighbourhood against Moscow-friendly regimes 
(Ukraine 2004, Georgia 2012 and, ultimately, Ukraine 2014). Moscow’s perspec­
tive is that these events were the result of planned Western interventions using 
hybrid warfare (Allen and Moore 2018, 60). ‘The Russians honestly – however 
wrongly – believe that these were not genuine protests against brutal and corrupt 
governments, but regime changes orchestrated in Washington, or rather, Langley’ 
(Galeotti 2018). At an international security conference in Moscow in 2014 Russia 
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blamed the West for instigating colour revolutions, fomenting protests and desta­
bilising countries through political warfare (Kofman and Rojansky 2015). Thus, in 
essence, each side believes the 2014 revolution in Ukraine represents the others’ 
successful hybrid operation Charap 2015–2016, 57). 

If one were to characterise the West as using hybrid war, it would be primarily 
at the strategic level, i.e. political, military, economic, social and/or informational 
measures that do not involve actual combat. Russia views many US policies, 
especially long-standing democracy promotion programmes, as a form of political 
warfare targeting Moscow’s interests (Chivvis 2017b, 320). It believes the colour 
revolutions were sparked by the West’s use of technology and information to 
manipulate a population’s protest potential (Thomas 2016, 558). Chinese authors, 
too, also draw a link between the West and the various colour revolutions, arguing 
that America engaged in proxy warfare using non-governmental organisations and 
online propaganda (Saalman 2016–2017, 139). Some Russian commentators go so 
far as to argue Russia has been under sustained information attack from the West 
for decades, with perestroika from the 1980s and multilateral organisations like the 
IMF and World Bank all considered instruments of irregular war designed to 
destabilise Russia.10 

Economically, the European Union’s move towards a (political and economic) 
Association Agreement with Ukraine and a related Deep and Comprehensive Free 
Trade Area agreement played an important and well-known contextual role in the 
2014 Ukrainian revolution. Russia had wanted Ukraine to join not the EU but a 
Russia-led customs union. The Ukrainian government’s decision in the autumn of 
2013 to back away from signing the EU agreement helped catalyse massive anti­
government street protests, which ultimately became violent and led to the over­
throw of the government. 

In the politico-military realm, since 2014 NATO and its member states have 
launched an expanding series of complex military exercises in close proximity to 
Russia’s western border and in the adjacent seas and airspace (Clem 2018). 
NATO’s biggest military exercise since the Cold War, Trident Juncture, took place 
in fall 2018 in and around Norway, a country so geographically close to Russia 
that it shares a 200-kilometre border. By contrast, a previous large NATO exercise 
took place off the coast of Spain, thousands of kilometres from Russian territory. 
Trident Juncture involved more than 50,000 sea, land and air forces drawn from 
almost all 29 NATO allies. Still closer to Russian ‘home’, in the autumn of 2018 
NATO also launched, for the first time, a large-scale multinational air exercise in 
Ukraine, a country which is not part of NATO and over which Russia seeks to 
have influence and secure a strategic buffer. In Russian eyes, NATO’s incorpora­
tion of non-NATO countries into exercises, and promoting interoperability 
between NATO and non-NATO forces (such as those of Georgia and Ukraine), 
might be seen as a Western version of grey zone tactics, i.e. a cumulative series of 
activities short of war that add up to a changed strategic situation. 

If one includes special operations forces in the list of irregular warfare tools, as 
the schema noted above does, then the West has arguably engaged in hybrid war at 
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the tactical level on several occasions since the turn of the century. ‘One of the 
striking developments in the conduct of war [in the 2000s]’, I have pointed out 
elsewhere, ‘was the degree to which SOF and conventional forces were integrated 
at the tactical level’ (Sloan 2017, 31) America used SOF during World War Two 
and the Cold War, but these forces really ‘came of age’ in the period after 9/11, 
playing important roles, in conjunction with conventional forces, in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Libya and Syria.11 In Afghanistan in the autumn of 2001, for example, US 
Special Forces worked with indigenous Afghan forces to overthrow the ruling 
Taliban. Observers have criticised recent US administrations for relying so much 
on special operations forces to achieve foreign policy objections, but they also 
acknowledge the value of SOF to the US as a means of applying American military 
power in the growing number of circumstances where competitors operate below 
a threshold that would trigger a direct response (Lohaus 2018). 

Cyber war and digital attack are also elements of ‘tactical’ hybrid war that one 
might see in Western behaviour. It is widely believed, for example, that the Stux­
net computer worm used to attack Iranian nuclear facilities a decade ago was 
developed by the United States and Israel. Computer network attack, although not 
without its shortcomings (Sloan 2017, 153–4), is an attractive as a tool of warfare 
because it can be used to achieve military and political objectives through means 
that do not involve bloodshed. 

Russia 

The evidence suggests that Russia is pursuing hybrid war at the tactical, operational 
and strategic levels. In Crimea in February 2014 Russia engaged in the coordinated 
use of irregular and, to minimum degree possible, conventional tools of warfare 
within the same battlespace to achieve political objectives. Russia inserted 
unmarked militia groups to occupy official governmental buildings in the capital, 
Simferopol (Lanoszka 2016, 175), occupy other key objectives like the Simferopol 
Airport (Schnaufer 2017, 26), block military and police facilities, and set up barri­
cades and checkpoints all over Crimea (Veljovski, Taneski and Dojchinovski 2017, 
296). Russia also employed a computer network attack in the Crimean theatre, 
isolating the Ukrainian security services in a massive electronic knockdown (Allen 
and Moore 2018, 64). These actions paved the way for Russia to use regular forces 
stationed at the Sevastopol naval base, home of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, to seize 
control of the peninsula. Russia also engaged in a ‘masquerade of non-involve­
ment’ as it repeatedly denied it had any role in events. The militias themselves 
indicated they had ‘self mobilized’ (Woo Pyung-Kyun 2015, 390); the armed men 
wearing Russian style uniforms with no markings would not reveal their state of 
origin but told reporters they were simply volunteers (Schnaufer 2017, 26). 

At the operational level, Russia coordinated conventional and irregular tactics 
with a wide range of political, military, economic, cultural and informational 
means. In the lead up to the actual annexation Russia fomented local pro-Russian 
demonstrations and then oversaw a disputed referendum a month later in an effort 
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to lend an air of legitimacy to the action (Lanoszka 2016, 175). This was preceded 
by a long-standing information operation campaign along cultural and ethnic lines 
in which Russia sought to influence the Russian diaspora in Crimea, convincing 
them that Ukraine was not a real country and had no independent culture separate 
from Russia. As a result, ‘instead of waking up in a different country, Crimeans 
woke up in a country they had been conditioned to believe was theirs all along’ 
(Allen and Moore 2018, 64). 

Roughly concurrent with the Crimea operation, in the Donbass region of east­
ern Ukraine, Russia deployed special operations forces in support of separatists in 
Ukraine (Johnson 2018, 142), and provided the separatists with sophisticated 
armaments and equipment (Veljovski et al. 2017, 296), all the while denying it was 
directly involved in armed hostilities between Kiev and the separatists (Lanoszka 
2016, 175). Evidence suggested the Russian-backed separatists attempted to orga­
nise along conventional lines, rather than strictly as insurgents (Savage 2018, 81). At 
this tactical level, Russia also engaged in cyber war or computer network attack. 
Press reports indicate Russia’s move into Ukraine was accompanied by distributed 
denial-of-service attacks against computers in Kiev and Poland, as well as the 
European Parliament and European Commission (Wirtz 2017, 108). As the conflict 
progressed and the separatists proved ineffectual, Russian battalion tactical groups 
intervened directly in combat against the Ukrainian army, thereby combining 
irregular war with the conventional use of force. Fighting involved armoured, 
artillery and infantry forces, along with the use of drones for surveillance and target 
acquisition (Giegerich 2016, 85). But Russia was careful not to use its air force in 
the conflict, so as to not give up its ability to deny direct involvement in the 
conflict (Bachmann and Gunneriusson 2015, 206). 

At the ‘operational’ level of hybrid war in the Donbass, before hostilities broke 
out Russia provoked historical sentiments, vowed to protect the Russian-speaking 
population, and encouraged separatist sentiments and pro-Russian groups through 
its intelligence services (Savage 2018, 81). It deployed military forces on the border 
with Ukraine in a show of force (Veljovski et al. 2017, 302), while Russian-backed 
separatists carried out phased operations in coordination with negotiations at the 
diplomatic level, often escalating activity before and after ceasefire talks with 
Ukraine (Snegovaya 2015, 13). Russia also attempted to blackmail Ukraine over 
gas supplies; in 2015 Gazprom halted its gas supplies to Ukraine while continuing 
to export to the European Union. During this period NATO described Russia’s 
actions ‘a combination of military action, covert action and, in particular, an 
aggressive program of disinformation’.12 

In Eastern Ukraine Russia was able to maintain its actions below the threshold 
to major conventional war, but not to conventional war itself, notes one analyst, 
despite the massing of Russian forces across the border, and the provision of 
logistics and special operations support, cyber operations and airspace dominance, 
without the ultimate deployment of Russian military force the rebels would have 
been defeated by the Ukrainian army (Charap 2015–2016, 55). ‘In the event, the 
regular Russian military intervened in a very old-fashioned, non-hybrid way, using 
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artillery barrages’ (ibid.). Russia’s direct military intervention was necessary, at least 
in part, because unlike in Crimea the Russian-speaking Ukrainian population did 
not respond strongly enough to the cultural narrative to sustain an entirely indi­
genous uprising (Kofman and Rojansky 2015). 

In the period since 2014 and 2015 Russia has continued hybrid war activities at 
the strategic level. It engages in information operations to shape the political nar­
rative in many countries through such outlets as Sputnik News and Russia Today; 
uses targeted television programming; and employs fake news farms to spread 
misinformation through the Internet Chivvis 2017a, 3). Russian trolls, i.e. indivi­
duals who spread false information online, report on events that never happened 
with the hope that legitimate news media in the West will pick it up and report on 
it without fact-checking (Schnaufer 2017, 27). 

Just as Russian information operations along cultural lines began in Ukraine 
several years, even decades, before Russia’s intervention, so too is Russia increasing 
its political and social pressure in the Baltic (Wither 2016, 83). Russia provides 
funds to pro-Russian groups and to some political parties (Chivvis 2017a, 7), 
notably the Harmony party in Latvia which is openly aligned with Russian Pre­
sident Vladimir Putin’s United Russia Party (Chivvis 2017b, 318). Scholars also 
document renewed Russian political warfare efforts in the Balkans, building on its 
historical ties to the region (ibid.). It is thought, for example, that Russia is seeking 
to establish a ‘humanitarian operations centre’ in Serbia, a traditional ally of Russia, 
as a base from which to conduct covert operations across the Balkans (Chivvis 
2017a, 6). 

The strategic use of military exercises and activities in the context of political 
warfare has emerged as a prominent feature of Russian behaviour. Russian forces 
operate on an almost continual basis near NATO territory, whether it be aircraft, 
ships or submarines. To intimidate and shape public opinion in Europe it has 
undertaken unannounced ‘snap’ exercises along NATO’s borders (Chivvis 2017b, 
317), and conducted large military exercises on Russian territory in areas close to 
NATO, such as Zapad in 2017 in the Baltic Sea region, Western Russia and 
Belarus. Russia has also deployed an extensive air defence system around its Wes­
tern perimeter, extending over eastern NATO territory, leading the United States 
and its allies to characterise this as an ‘anti-access, area-denial “bubble”’ (Clem 
2018). In all cases, Russia is careful to pursue these military activities below the 
threshold to war, i.e. in a manner that does not trigger NATO’s use of conven­
tional force (Lanoszka 2016, 190). 

Russia’s hybrid war approach to warfare is not unique to the contemporary era. 
During the 2008 war in Georgia, for example, Russia combined conventional 
forces with special operations forces and South Ossetian and Abkhazian militias 
(Wither 2016, 75). These tactics mirrored those used by the Soviet Union in the 
initial stages of the invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, which began with 700 special 
forces troops wearing Afghan uniforms (Popescu 2015). Similarly, Russian’s infor­
mation operations and political warfare efforts against Europe are nothing new and 
were pursued in the Soviet era. As an example, the Soviet Union established a web 
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of foreign-language news outlets and sympathetic thinks tanks in Western coun­
tries, a practice Russia continues today (Snegovaya 2015, 14). What is new is the 
tools and opportunities to engage in elements of political warfare. With the advent 
of the Internet, cable news and above all social media the volume and ambition of 
Russia’s information campaigns are much greater (Chivvis 2017a, 8). 

China 

China is also characterised as being engaged in hybrid war efforts, especially within 
the strategic arena of ‘grey zone’ tactics that incrementally seek a changed strategic 
situation via cumulative efforts below the threshold to war (sometimes referred to 
as ‘salami’ tactics). The best-known element is China’s progressive building of 
islands in the South China Sea. Since 2015 China has been pouring sand and 
concrete onto various reefs – seven disputed features in the Spratly Islands all told – 
to create artificial islands and building upon them sophisticated military facilities. 
These islands create a changed strategic situation by virtue of the potential for 
China to control access to the Strait of Malacca, a critical ocean fairway between 
East Asia and Africa/the Middle East. China has installed anti-ship cruise missiles 
and surface-to-air missile systems on three of its fortified outposts in the South 
China Sea (Macias 2018). It has also deployed anti-jamming equipment in the 
region, but it has not yet deployed military forces (ibid.). 

China’s political warfare has been evident in several other areas. The country 
rejected an international tribunal’s ruling on Beijing’s South China Sea claims; 
deployed an oil rig into waters claimed by Vietnam; has engaged in economic 
coercion, such as limiting rare earth exports to Japan and fruit imports from the 
Philippines; and unexpectedly established, in 2013, an air defence authorisation 
zone in the East China Sea which covers contested islands with Japan. China carries 
out extensive cyber espionage efforts against Western governments and companies, 
targeting especially its industry and research centres (such as universities) for tech­
nological information that can assist the country economically. It is also conducting 
a sophisticated propaganda campaign aimed at an international audience. Whereas 
at one time the government’s efforts to shape opinion centred overwhelmingly on 
its domestic audience, today and for the past several years it has sought to shape its 
image abroad. This has involved, among other things, inserting supplements in 
respected international publications, establishing Chinese TV satellite offices around 
the world and hiring local journalists, and paying for foreign journalists to go to 
China to complete free graduate programmes in communications (Lim and Bergin 
2018). As some observers note, ‘In information warfare – as in so much else – 
Deng Xiaoping’s famous maxim of “hide your strength and bide your time” is 
over’ (ibid.). 

Yet it is not just at the strategic level in terms of political warfare that we can see 
Chinese hybrid war activity. At the tactical level China mixes conventional naval 
platforms with coast guard assets and a fleet of civilian shipping vessels to enforce 
claims both in the South and East China Sea. For example, China contests 
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ownership of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea, also claimed by 
Japan, with a combination of Peoples Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) ships, coast 
guard ships and fishing vessels (Burke et al. 2018, 9). 

Over the past several years a growing number of Chinese fishing vessels and 
small trawlers, now in the thousands, have appeared to act in concert with, or in 
place of, the PLAN to achieve Chinese maritime and ultimately political objec­
tives. Sometimes referred to as ‘little blue men’ (in reference to the ‘little green 
men’ of the Crimean theatre) (Saalman 2016–2017, 143), this ‘maritime militia’ is 
controlled by, or at least acts in coordination with, the Chinese military. In mar­
itime areas of dispute a small or large number of fishing vessels will suddenly come 
together to disrupt, block or harass the ships of other countries (Cavas 2016a). On 
one occasion, Chinese fishing vessels blocked a US Navy surveillance ship and tried 
to grab away its towed listening gear (Cavas 2016b). In its 2018 report to Congress 
on Chinese military capabilities the Pentagon referenced the force directly, even 
assigning it an acronym – the People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia or PAFMM. 
It argues the PAFMM assists and trains with the coast guard and navy and has been 
involved in several coercive activities since 2009 to achieve China’s political goals 
by means short of war (Department of Defense 2018, 72). 

Like Russia, China counters that it is the United States that is engaged in hybrid 
war. Chinese scholars point to America’s soft power as one means by which the 
United States has undertaken a long-standing war of economic penetration and poli­
tical subversion of China. This includes, among other things, the spread of democratic 
principles through non-governmental organisations, online propaganda and exchange 
students.13 They also speak of America as instigating proxy warfare against China by 
neighbouring countries with which it has historical disputes (ibid.). ‘Much as in the 
case of Moscow’s dealings with Ukraine, Beijing has repeatedly pointed to Washing­
ton’s enabling of China’s neighbors. Chinese analysts categorise Beijing’s actions in the 
East China Sea, South China Sea and elsewhere as “reactive” or “forced” behavior 
driven by American actions’ (Saalman 2016–2017, 147). 

Iran 

Finally, Iran is also a country that noticeably pursues its political objectives in the 
space short of conventional war. To gain increased influence in the Middle East, a 
central goal of the government, it supports local groups in Syria to bolster the 
regime of President Bashar al-Assad, and proxy groups like Houthis in Yemen and 
Hezbollah in Lebanon (Dalton 2017, 313). The latter group is especially important 
to Iran because Hezbollah acts as a ‘strategic asset that extends Iranian influence to 
the Mediterranean’ (Feltman 2019). Like China, Iran’s hybrid war activity at the 
tactical level has a notable maritime dimension. Iran has two navies, the conven­
tional Islamic Republic of Iran Navy and the Islamic Republican Guard Corps 
Navy, which is a paramilitary force. The latter operates in the Persian Gulf and 
Strait of Hormuz and uses small vessels to swarm US naval ships, carry out naval 
ambushes and conduct hit and run operations. Operating close to home, the force 
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takes advantage of the element of surprise as well as its greater manoeuvrability as 
compared to the large US ships (Dalton 2017, 313). 

Iran also makes extensive use of computer network attack. Its cyber war/digital 
attack capabilities, though still inferior to those of Russia, China and the United 
States, are growing in sophistication and impact. It is thought that Iran is behind an 
‘unprecedented’ number of cyber attacks in recent years against governments and 
communications infrastructure across the Middle East, Europe and North America 
(Tweed 2019). Its information warfare measures extend from the tactical to strate­
gic levels, from video footage of detained US sailors to give an inflated image of 
Iranian power (Dalton 2017, 313), to a systematic disinformation campaign abroad 
that promotes anti-Saudi, anti-Israeli and pro-Palestinian themes in line with Ira­
nian foreign policy (Tabatabai 2018). Scholars note that for Iran, information 
warfare is nothing new. It was practised extensively in the 1970s as a means of 
toppling the Shah and bringing into power Ayatollah Khomeini, albeit without the 
facilitating force of today’s online technology (ibid.). 

Conclusion 

Key state actors today are using hybrid war to increase their power and influence 
over other actors and thereby seek their self-interested objectives. Operating at just 
below the threshold to open warfare, hybrid war enables states to pursue their 
interests without risking nuclear escalation and/or conventional annihilation, and 
to do so in a manner that plausibly maintains their behaviour within global norms 
on the use of force. While Russia is operating across all three levels of hybrid war, 
it is not the only power to do so. Since the turn of the century the West has on 
occasion engaged in activities that are associated with tactical hybrid war, and at the 
strategic level it is charged in some quarters with having pursued political warfare 
for decades. China operates primarily at the strategic level of grey zone behaviour, 
with some tactical hybrid war components, while Iran’s behaviour lies primarily in 
the tactical realm while capitalising on the strategic potential of cyber attack and 
digital information warfare. 

There is no obvious place for hybrid war in existing theoretical understandings 
of hegemony. Realists equate hegemony with preponderant military power, but 
Russia, China and Iran are using hybrid war to dominate others specifically because 
they do not have preponderant military power in their region. Idealists start from 
the view that material power alone is not sufficient for hegemony, but their asser­
tion of what is necessary focuses on objectively positive things like consensus-
building, leadership and the provision of public goods. The tools and techniques of 
hybrid war do not fit well with this ‘glass half full’ perspective. There is room for 
future theoretical work on where to place hybrid war within the international 
relations literature on hegemony. 

Hybrid war is not new and even these limited cases include examples that go 
back decades. Nonetheless, states across the spectrum are stepping up their pursuit 
of hybrid war. The particular tools available to them today are especially amenable 
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to this form of warfare; the alternative is to risk nuclear escalation and/or conven­
tional annihilation; hybrid war allows states to operate outside the bounds of global 
norms on the use of force; and the decline in America’s relative power vis à vis 
other states has opened up opportunities for countries to act on their discontent 
with the US-led world order. Unanswered in all of this is how state actors can use 
hybrid war to influence non-state actors, an important area of future research. 

Most importantly in the context of this chapter’s overall theme, hybrid war is 
proving to be particularly amenable to hegemony, to the ability of a state actor to 
exercise preponderant influence over other state actors. The West really has 
expanded NATO to Russian borders; Russia really has incorporated Crimea and 
parts of Ukraine into Russian territory; China really has dramatically increased its 
control over the South China Sea with progressive island building. In this era of 
growing great power tension hybrid war is likely remain a central feature of the 
global security environment. The next challenge will centre on how major powers 
respond to one another. 

Notes 
1	 The literature on defining power is vast. See, for example, Hans Morgenthau (1973, 9 

and 28), Robert Dahl (1057, 202–3), Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye ( 2001, 10), 
Kenneth Waltz (1979, 191–2) and John Mearsheimer (2001, 57). 

2	 See, for example, Russell Glenn (2009). 
3	 Others argue that this sort of grand strategic approach, where tactical aspects of hybrid 

war are only part of a larger subversive and indirect weakening of the enemy, is better 
labelled ‘non-linear warfare’. See Tad Schnaufer (2017, 22). 

4 See for example Sorin Ducaru (2016).	 
5 W.J. Nemeth (2002) as discussed in Andras Racz (2015, 28).	 
6 ‘Hybrid War – Hybrid Response?’ NATO Review video posted 3 July 2014 at https://	 

www.nato.int/docu/review/2014/Russia-Ukraine-Nato-crisis/Russia-Ukraine-crisis-war/ 
EN/index.htm (accessed 11 May 2018). 

7 ‘The Odds on a Conflict between the Great Powers’, Economist, 27 January 2018, special 
report, p. 6. 

8 See, for example, Winn Schwartau (2000). For an overview of the discussion of asym­
metrical war at the turn of the century, see Elinor C. Sloan (2002), chapter 7. 

9 As quoted in Michael Charap (2015–2016, 53). 
10 As paraphrased in James Wither (2016, 80). 
11 Stephen J. Cimbala (2005, 28), as quoted in Sloan (2017, 32). 
12 As quoted in Wither (2016, 76). 
13 Chinese scholars as referenced in Saalman (2016–2017, 141). 
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7
GLOBAL HEGEMONY FROM A LONGUE
DURÉE PERSPECTIVE

The dollar and the world economy

Randall Germain

Introduction: The dollar and global hegemony

The US dollar has been the world’s ‘global currency’ since the end of World
War II.1 There are many reasons offered for this role: the size of the US economy
relative to other major economies; the centrality of US financial and stock markets
in the global financial system; the role of US multinational firms in international
transactions; the global reach of the US alliance system; the paramount political
position of the US in international relations; and the central role of the dollar in
foreign exchange markets. Over the past decade, however, many have questioned
the viability of the US dollar to continue acting as the world’s global currency
(Helleiner and Kirshner 2008; Cohen 2019). Is it a reliable store of value? Do
persistent and large American budgetary and current account deficits spell out a
future in which the supply of dollars will outstrip demand? With the rise of
emerging market economies and especially China’s determined effort to inter-
nationalise the renminbi (RMB), not to mention the establishment of the euro as a
fully fledged reserve currency, many feel justified in questioning how much longer
the dollar will maintain its historic role.

In this chapter I consider how much longer we can expect the dollar to con-
tinue in its role as the world’s most important currency through an engagement
with the work of the French historian Fernand Braudel. The hallmark of Braudel’s
work is what might be termed his world-economy framework, in which he assesses
the structural characteristics of a world economy in terms of its coherence as a
singular totality, albeit one that can be divided in several different ways. I shall
divide the world-economy in two ways: between overlapping social spaces and
interrelated social times. By outlining the world-economy in this way, I advance a
conceptual framework that suggests a somewhat different way to apprehend the
production and sanctioning of global currencies. It is a framework organised
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around a set of dialectical relationships that anticipates how the US dollar will 
continue to act as the world’s global currency into the immediate and medium-
term future, due to the particular way in which American-style capitalism has 
become infused with key structural features of the world-economy. 

I proceed by first outlining Braudel’s conceptual framework, drawing special 
attention to the way in which he conceives a world-economy as organised through 
overlapping social spaces and interrelated social times, which are in turn refracted 
through the juxtaposition of competing ensembles of political, economic, cultural 
and social hierarchies. I then ask how such a framework might consider the fit 
between global hegemony and a global currency. Two historical cases are used to 
illustrate the operation of a global currency within a hegemonic world-economy: 
sterling during the era of the pre-1914 international gold standard, and the dollar 
during the contemporary period. Considering these two cases reveals in a different 
way the enduring features of the dollar’s status as the world’s global currency. 

A Braudelian framework for thinking about global hegemony: 
Overlapping social spaces and interrelated social times 

Carving up social space: Capitalism, market economy, material life 

The term hegemony (much less global hegemony) is not part of Braudel’s lexicon, 
yet I want to suggest that he provides us with a valuable framework through which 
to consider the coherence and durability of global hegemony, framed around four 
sets of dialectical relations. His starting point is that history is connected and its 
parts are comprehensible in terms of the whole. He defines this whole in political 
economy terms as a ‘world-economy’, an  ‘economically autonomous section of the 
planet able to provide for most of its own needs, a section to which its internal 
links and exchanges give a certain organic unity’ (Braudel 1984, 22). Relating part 
to whole in this way provides the first key dialectical relationship through which 
we can consider global hegemony as a multi-dimensional phenomenon. It allows 
us to place problems such as the provision of a global currency into a broad con­
text, rather than to define it singularly as either a ‘political’ or an ‘economic’ 
phenomenon. 

Once established, the coherence of a world-economy may be mapped in several 
ways: through boundaries that mark one world-economy off from others; through 
its central axis of power, which for Braudel runs through cities; and through its 
hierarchical zones, extending from core to periphery (Braudel 1984, 25–44). 
Within the context of his historical materialist method, this coherence is in part a 
function of the application of political power and the ongoing effects of a fusion 
between state prerogatives and market activities. But Braudel also directs our 
attention to the linkages between what he describes as a world-economy’s ‘core’ 
building blocks, which he identifies as the social arenas of capitalism, market 
economy and material life. These are the separate yet interrelated terrains of social 
space that provide the ‘envelope’ within which we can situate the history of 
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discrete parts. The ‘whole’ of the world-economy is constituted by these terrains, 
whose parts are in turn moved by quite different rhythms, dynamics, agents and 
forms of contestation. These intricate interrelations mark out the second dialectical 
feature of Braudel’s approach. 

Here, we enter into one of the most controversial aspects of a Braudelian fra­
mework, due to his insistence (i) that capitalism does not (indeed cannot) subsume 
every aspect of social life under its purview, (ii) that it is as old as the hills, and (iii) 
that social space is not homogeneous in its organisation and experience. These 
claims allow him to consider not only that the historicity of capitalism extends as 
far back as recorded time but also that capitalism needs to be distinguished from 
markets and the market economy. Contrary to common usage, Braudel asks us to 
accept that capitalists and their preferred arena of activity – capitalism – differ sub­
stantially from all other producers, traders and consumers in their many and over­
lapping interactions. Most importantly, for him capitalism is the terrain in which 
competition is minimal, monopoly and oligopoly are the norm, transparency is 
rare, information is necessarily asymmetric in its generation and availability, and 
power is explicitly recognised and exercised in economic and commercial activities. 
It is as far from the transparent, competitive market economy as one can imagine; 
indeed, on occasion he refers to capitalism as the ‘counter-market’. As I will sug­
gest below, it is the natural ‘home’ of global hegemonic practices. 

Braudel sketches the architecture of the world-economy in terms of a pyramid, 
with the smallest, top-most section reserved for the terrain of capitalists. Even if we 
agree with Braudel that the world-economy might be portrayed as a pyramid, this 
is a counter-intuitive inversion of the standard depiction. For most of us, the eco­
nomic imagination we deploy sees the terrain of capitalism as the largest section of 
the pyramid – its biggest, most powerful portion – precisely because this captures 
the enormous sway that capitalism exerts over the economy. In fact, for most of us 
capitalism and the economy are inseparable; capitalism is the economy. Con­
temporary arguments about global capitalism tell us that today it is busy drawing 
more and more extensive lands and peoples into its maw. To argue that capitalism 
is not this super-dominant system is to go against the grain of nearly all modern 
political economy analyses. 

Yet, this is exactly what Braudel asks us to do. For him, if the idea of capital is to 
be treated in an historically accurate manner, it should be most centrally connected 
to money, to the form of wealth which is directed to reproducing itself through 
accumulation and for the purposes of accumulation (Braudel 1982, 232–43). 
Capital is moneyed wealth, built up over time rather than consumed. This is why 
until very recently capital has almost always been a property of families: the con­
nection between family and capital has enabled capitalism to become an organised 
terrain of activity (Braudel 1977, 66–75). Most importantly, of course, it has been 
merchant families who have engaged in accumulation; hence their association with 
capitalism as he defines it.2 

For Braudel, the defining characteristic of capitalists has always been their capa­
city to choose where to deploy their capital, and thus to shift the means of 
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accumulation according to the profitability of particular types of activities. Long-
distance trade and money-lending, for example, have long been chosen preserves 
of capitalists. It was only in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that produc­
tion became profitable enough to warrant their attention. Today it is speculative 
activities along many fronts – finance, property, technology – that mostly capture 
their attention. We can think of venture capitalists as practising the purest form of 
capitalism. The point Braudel brings home is that capitalists have never desired to 
control the entire economy; rather they insert themselves into the commanding 
heights of economic and commercial activity where the easiest and juiciest profit 
margins lie. As for the rest of the economy, the ‘market economy’, capitalists are 
often happy to leave that to others. 

This market economy encompasses the middle section of our economic pyr­
amid, changing in size over time. Transparency is its defining feature. The eco­
nomic and commercial activities which mark out the market economy are well-
understood, easily calculable because of the wide availability of information, open 
to competition and capable of sustaining many participants. Over the years and 
centuries the market economy has organised and entertained the kinds of routine 
exchange that have in turn sustained villages, cities and even nations. These range 
from the provision of basic necessities to local services to the stable economies 
associated with trade in non-luxury items produced through comparative speciali­
sation: olives for wine; cloth for timber; and in our time, metals and commodities 
for manufactured products. 

The crucial point about the market economy is that it is entirely about the 
production, exchange and consumption of everyday items, where the possibility of 
realising super-profits does not exist outside rare and unusual circumstances. The 
economic and commercial activities that constitute the market economy are 
obviously profit-oriented, but these profits are not themselves directed for the most 
part towards accumulation. Of course, some people will begin in the market 
economy and move into the arena of capitalism – that is to say, they will become 
capitalists – but this is not a widespread occurrence and most importantly it is not 
one which upsets the essential stability of the market economy. At the same time, 
the market economy is vulnerable to incursions from capitalists, such as when new 
technologies provide new economies of scale that recalibrate profit margins in 
established sectors, or when special circumstances transform stable commodities 
into highly profitable opportunities (as for example during a drought or famine). 
But this is not a common development. As Braudel reminds us, there are simply 
too few profitable opportunities (in an accumulation sense) for capitalists to bother 
with the market economy on a grand scale. It is not the preferred site of global 
hegemonic practices, most simply because it is not worth the expenditure of effort. 

Distinguishing between capitalism and the market economy allows Braudel to 
negotiate two problems that plague much contemporary analysis. The first is the 
tendency to assume the homogeneity of social space, wherein we are compelled to 
designate an entire social space such as an economy in only one manner (i.e. 
capitalist, socialist, feudal, etc.). While this may offer a tempting form of analytical 
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parsimony, Braudel is convinced that this is factually inaccurate, especially if one 
examines the kinds of dynamics and imperatives which move actual historical 
agents.3 Distinguishing between the structural characteristics of capitalism and the 
market economy is helpful in this respect, for it helps us to locate the preferred 
terrain of hegemony, which as Braudel suggests is the arena of capitalism. 

The second problem is the tendency to assume a monochromatic reading of 
causality. Braudel’s framework introduces multiple and competing causal factors 
that push and pull historical agents in different directions depending upon the ter­
rain of activity in which they are involved. The terrain of capitalism responds to 
markedly different dynamics than those at work in the market economy, and we 
need to be aware of these distinctions if we are to accurately evaluate future trends 
and possibilities. Here the utility of Braudel’s insistence that capitalism is a specia­
lised terrain of activity is useful, precisely because it alerts us to the different kinds 
of push-and-pull factors that animate human agency. This allows us to conceive of 
a world-economy that is structured and organised around a multiplicity of historical 
imperatives, rather like the unfolding of social life itself. 

The last part of the world economy pyramid Braudel identifies is the terrain of 
material life, that vast pool of activities dominated by routine, repetition and unre­
flective behaviour. It is the domain of what is often portrayed as the ‘natural order 
of things’, what some have called ‘the political economy of the everyday’, and 
which Antonio Gramsci famously called ‘common sense’. For the eras which most 
occupy Braudel – the Mediterranean world during the reign of Philip II of Spain, 
and the European world economy from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries – the 
domain of material life constituted the single largest arena of social activity, simply 
because most people were involved in webs of exchange that extended no further 
than a few miles, and which were directed primarily towards reproducing family 
and village life on a subsistence basis. The money economy – the hallmark of the 
market economy and vitally necessary for capitalism – was not widely entrenched, 
and many forms of economic exchange were wrapped up in non-economic or un­
economic demands. The parallel here with Karl Polanyi’s (1944/1957) under­
standing of an ‘embedded economy’ is clear. 

Braudel conceives of material life as comprised of ‘those aspects of life that 
control us without our even being aware of them; habit or, better yet, routine – 
those thousands of acts that flower and reach fruition without anyone’s having 
made a decision …’ (Braudel 1977, 6–7). He offers the historical choice of grain 
for foodstuff as a prime example: wheat in Europe, maize in the Americas, and rice 
throughout Asia. Each crop demanded different techniques and imposed particular 
consequences upon the social organisation of its respective economy (Braudel 
1977, 11–12). At the same time, even though each foodstuff was initially confined 
to the domain of material life, over time it became subject to routine long-distance 
trade – a sign of inclusion in the market economy – and even, in unusual cir­
cumstances, capitalism itself, as when it became a plaything of capitalists during 
famines or unusual trading circumstances (Braudel 1982, 457). Historically, human 
organisation has been mostly imprisoned, as Braudel would have it, within the lived 
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experience of material life; it is one of the hallmarks of modernity that increasing 
swathes of our lives have become part of the market economy, where new ideas, 
inclusive participation and fluidity and mobility can be so impactful. Another way 
of emphasising this point is to note that for most people, most of the time, they 
have almost no real lived experience of global hegemony, because so much of their 
everyday lives take place outside the social arena of capitalism. 

Braudel’s world-economy framework is thus pitched as a triptych, a three-
dimensional model that sets the basic structural parameters within which human 
agency takes form. Yet, this structural framework also works through another set of 
macro-constraints, which he identifies as a ‘set of sets’, or as the ensemble of polity, 
economy, society, and culture (Braudel 1984, 45–70). On this front the dialectical 
nature of Braudel’s framework becomes explicit, for if the economy is capable of 
invading other terrains, so too is it open to incursions from other forms of activity. 
He presents this as a possible set of equations: 

1 politics + economics + culture = society 
2 economics + culture + society = politics 
3 culture + society + politics = economics 
4 society + politics + economics = culture 

In fact, we may identify this as the third dialectical feature of Braudel’s frame­
work, namely the holistic and interactive web of his history, which demands that 
we employ not only a global historical perspective but also a holistic one that sets 
different forms of activity into tension and contestation with one another. 

The particular conflict that Braudel emphasises is the way in which the terrain of 
capitalism sets upon and utilises for its own purposes the various social hierarchies it 
encounters. This idea is crucial, because for Braudel capitalists are able to seize 
control of, or insert themselves into, the commanding heights of the economy 
precisely by taking advantage of pre-existing social hierarchies. This is how capit­
alism grows and expands; not so much by devouring its own as through a search to 
exploit the differences which these hierarchies present to those with capital, infor­
mation, power and resources. Once the niche yields its treasure, however, the 
capitalist moves on. This refusal to specialise is in fact the key to their ability to 
survive: capitalists simply pick up and move on when loopholes are closed to them 
and the hierarchies they feed on are ameliorated. 
Braudel’s framework, by conceptualising a world-economy in terms of three 

terrains which are overlapped by the hierarchies associated with politics, econom­
ics, society and culture, enables us to consider the question of global hegemony in 
terms of how deeply it penetrates into a world-economy, and the particular way in 
which its key practices extend, reinforce or undercut existing hierarchies. A global 
currency epitomises one such practice, as a global currency extends the arc of 
economic exchange, reinforces the fusion of political and economic power, and 
can fasten onto existing hierarchies by channelling resources towards those agents 
who are entangled in the accumulation of capital. As we shall see, the US dollar 
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today has a more extensive role than the pound sterling did in the pre-1914 gold 
standard period; we might say that the dollar’s role extends beyond the usual ter­
rain of an internationally used currency, which is more typically associated only 
with the terrain of capitalism. For this reason the US dollar today is a critical sup­
port element to the practice of American global hegemony. 

To sum up this section, Braudel’s framework suggests that we draw our attention to 
three key features of the world-economy: the constant movement between individual 
agency and global context, or part and whole; the conflicts and tensions between 
actors situated in different terrains of  activity  (capitalism,  market economy  and  material  
life); and the conflicts inherent to different social hierarchies as they are exploited by 
capitalists, who in Braudel’s universe  are  the  flag-bearer’s of  hegemony.  But these  
dialectical features are not simply organised spatially. Crucially for Braudel, they are 
also informed by the differential movement of social time. 

Carving up social time: The event, the conjuncture, the longue durée 

I suggest that one of Braudel’s key insights concerns how the prism of time affects 
our understanding of events. He is here reacting to the idea that history is primarily 
about great men’ or singular events. This vision of history is marked out by the 
short time span, or what Braudel identifies as histoire événementielle, the time of the 
event. It focuses upon what some see as the surface appearance of history, dis­
connected from deeper structures which might enable its narrative to be given 
meaning. While Braudel recognises the lure of this method of thinking about time, 
he is not a fan: it is history ‘in the raw’, focusing on the time span that is ‘the most 
capricious and the most delusive of all’ (Braudel 1980, 28–9). Ultimately, such a 
view of social time fails to provide history with any depth. 

To gain access to historical depth involves conceiving of a longer time span that 
can be measured over decades. What Braudel terms the conjuncture is a time span 
that can chart movements from 10 to about 50 years (which is the timespan of the 
Kondratiev wave, a price series named after the early twentieth century Russian 
economist who initially formulated it). This medium-term time span is valuable 
precisely because it sets the time of the event into a more appropriate context, to 
enable connections to be made between collective action and structural context. 
One example of the conjuncture is the business cycle, that staple of supply and 
demand which demonstrates how different elements of economic activity (pro­
duction, exchange and consumption) are balanced out over a set period of time. 

As this example indicates, the conjuncture is a time span whose greatest utility can 
be found within the context of the market economy. Here, with supply and demand 
a function of competition, transparency and routine transactions, prices move in rela­
tively regular cycles which can be plotted and mapped in order to explore their 
appropriate causal factors. Thus we have commodity booms and busts, trends which 
can be identified and linked to industrialisation, inflation, technological developments 
and population changes. By plotting such cycles the market economy becomes visible 
and almost – within certain parameters – predictable. 
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But it is not the conjuncture which is Braudel’s main concern in his writing, 
despite its importance. The timespan which commands his primary attention is the 
longue durée, a timespan that stretches over many decades and can even extend over 
centuries. The longue durée is as much a mentalité or mental framework as it is a 
timespan; that is, it is a mode of experience through which history is encountered. 
One expression of the longue durée is the secular price level, which moves in slow 
and undulating cycles over centuries, but yet which can be severed at certain cru­
cial points. This is for Braudel the key aspect of social time, and the principal 
reason why we need to recognise its different ‘moments’: time, while continuous, 
can also be broken or ruptured, and in order to recognise these points we need to 
be able to contrast the fast paced time of the event to the slower-paced movement 
of the conjuncture, and contrast both to the ‘common sense’ glacial stream of the 
longue durée (Braudel 1980, 26). 

The longue durée is most commonly applicable to the terrain of material life, 
where the long-term span of time is composed of routine practices and hereditary 
actions that change only slowly. This is where our most basic habits are formed and 
our most durable predispositions are shaped. Such predispositions may sometimes 
be equated with ‘human nature’, but really these are simply the settled preferences 
which become our ‘common sense’. Examples drawn from the early modern 
period might include the power with which seasonal changes ruled agricultural 
communities, dictating many aspects of behaviour, or the capacity which religious 
belief possessed to reinforce particular status hierarchies. Contemporary examples 
might include in western industrialised countries the stubborn persistence of the 
idea of individual responsibility, which infuses values across widely disparate 
income groups, or the equally stubborn and paradoxical valorisation of nationalist 
impulses, which seem in so many ways to be counter-intuitive to the thrust of 
globalisation. Braudel’s point here is that even in today’s world, there are long-held 
ideas and material practices which remain almost impervious to the onslaught of 
commercial pressures. 

This points to the fourth dialectical relationship that a Braudelian framework 
highlights: the tensions produced by different experiences of time. Just as we need 
to relate parts to the whole, we need also to be mindful of how the short and 
medium-term relate to the longue durée. As he put it in an important article first 
written over 60 years ago: 

nothing is more important, nothing comes closer to the crux of social reality 
than this living, intimate, infinitely repeated opposition between the instant of 
time and that time which flows only slowly. Whether it is a question of past or 
of the present, a clear awareness of this plurality of social time is indispensable 
to the communal methodologies of the human sciences. (Braudel 1980, 26) 

These tensions should not be conceived as disembodied, abstract experiences of 
time, but rather as lived experiences in which the rhythms and cycles of practices 
organised across different terrains of social space interact and shape our 
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understandings of what is possible for human agents to achieve within their given 
circumstances. It is an awareness that time and space are historical categories which 
push and pull at our values and objectives, and through this exert an impact on the 
consequences of our actions. It is above all a call to recognise that the social sci­
ences are on the same plane as the historical sciences, and that we may approach 
issues commonly associated with the social sciences through what might be termed, 
following Robert Cox (1981, 131), an historical mode of thought. 

We have now arrived at the point where we can outline a Braudelian frame­
work for understanding global hegemony, and establish how this might provide 
insights into the question of the future of the US dollar as a global currency. Such a 
framework begins by establishing the global context of such a currency, which is 
nothing more than a description of the extent of global hegemony, and then jux­
taposes the social terrains through which the global currency is active, to determine 
how deeply entrenched it is in relation to the extent of its hegemonic context. 
Next it sets up the hierarchies that are central to how and where the currency 
operates, and then finally considers the long-term mentalité that underpins and/or 
undermines its form, which can then be juxtaposed to short- and medium-term 
time-frames. It is this last element that sets the entire framework in motion. I now 
consider this framework with reference to the examples of sterling and the dollar as 
global currencies. 

A ‘world-economy’ view of global currencies: Sterling versus 
the dollar 

Parts and wholes 

Braudel’s first dialectical relationship concerns parts and wholes, which is the rela­
tive depth and strength of a world-economy’s structural coherence. A global cur­
rency is an important part of this coherence; thus our first question must be to 
gauge in some manner the coherence of the contemporary world-economy in 
comparison with its pre-1914 antecedent. The nineteenth-century world-economy 
was marked out by the predominant political and economic position of Great 
Britain and the City of London, the spread of the values and ethos of liberal 
capitalism, the consolidation of the bourgeoisie as a class across many nations, the 
rise and then decline of free trade in relation to the renaissance of what some 
termed the ‘new imperialism’, and the incorporation of new geographic areas into 
the orbit of capitalist development together with the rapid industrialisation of many 
non-European countries (e.g. Japan, Canada, Australia, Germany and the US). 

Within this context, sterling played a very important role. It was first and fore­
most the currency used by the London markets, together with all of Great Britain’s 
colonies and dependencies when they raised funds in the City. The use of sterling 
as the principal currency for international credit meant that the international 
financial system in effect functioned on a sterling standard rather than the nominal 
gold standard that is often used to describe it (Germain 1997). In Braudel’s terms, 
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we may say that sterling received a good part of its capacity to act as a global cur­
rency from the strength and breadth of the terrain of capitalism. 

Beyond the domain of capitalism, however, throughout the market economy 
and material life, sterling was much less prominent, even in Britain’s colonies. Few 
British colonies used sterling for everyday transactions, although of course sterling 
did function throughout these economies as high-powered money, backing up 
colonial currencies as foreign reserves. And there were some countries, such as 
Argentina, Russia and the US, which maintained large sterling balances in London, 
thus further supporting the reserve role of sterling. Nevertheless, the reach of ster­
ling into other social arenas was not striking, which indicates that while the domain 
of capitalism certainly supported the use of sterling as a global currency, its reach 
did not travel too deeply into the remaining fabric of the extant world-economy. 

This position can be contrasted to the contemporary period, when the use of the 
dollar both in the terrain of capitalism and beyond is much more widespread. With 
the growth in the number of countries drawn into the web of the world-econ­
omy – especially since 1989 – the actual reach of the dollar as a global currency has 
expanded. In particular, the use of the dollar by China and many other countries as 
their key foreign currency reserve dwarfs any similar use made of sterling during 
the nineteenth century. At the same time, due to the growing dollarisation of 
many economies, the dollar has extended its role into the market economy. 
Examples can be found throughout Central and Latin America of de facto and de 
jure dollarisation, but similar developments can also be found in other parts of the 
world. Here what is important to note is that the dollar is playing a larger role 
throughout the world-economy than sterling did in its heyday. This may be one 
indication that, despite many recent challenges to American hegemony, the 
coherence of the contemporary world-economy remains robust. 

Indeed, if we consider the extent of American power today versus that of Britain 
in the pre-1914 era, we cannot help but be impressed by the ideational and 
material supremacy of the United States. Ideationally, despite the spread of dis­
satisfaction with and opposition to American government policies, the resilience, or 
better, the reservoir of belief in a version of America’s founding ideals continues to 
run deep. To the extent that these ideals remain in character a pragmatic (rather 
than fundamentalist) version of liberalism, they will continue to resonate with the 
hopes and aspirations of many across the industrialised and even the developing 
world as witnessed by the continued numbers of people who are intent on fleeing 
or moving to America, or who simply desire to trade with American companies 
(cf. Hardt and Negri 2000). In this sense the Pax Americana has much more social 
depth than the Pax Britannica ever possessed: today’s world-economy is more 
thoroughly Americanised than the nineteenth-century version was Anglicised. 

Social arenas 

Another way in which we might think of this coherence or fit is by  asking  how  
deeply the terrain of capitalism extends into and is able to influence the terrains of the 
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market economy and material life. For Braudel, the nineteenth century represented a 
new structural turn in the evolution of capitalism, as capitalists discovered and entered 
the field of production and in the process cemented a new relationship to both the 
state and the market economy. But, even as capitalists entered new fields, they left 
alone large sections of existing economies, which continued to operate outside full-
blown market relations. In India and China, for example, large parts of their econo­
mies and societies remained firmly tethered to the arena of material life, largely orga­
nised around village life and subsistence economic exchange. Even as the coastal 
fringes of Africa were being exploited and drawn into the terrain of capitalism through 
the slave trade, much of its inland social organisation followed older norms and cus­
toms (Wolf 1982). That is to say, what marked out the expansion of the world-
economy during this period was the extension of capitalism to new parts of the world 
through investment into infrastructure and state-building, which required massive 
capital sums. But capitalist encroachment on the market economy and material life was 
neither extensive nor transformative. Large domains of social activity remained subject 
to pre-existing rhythms and dynamics. 

The post-1945 era, in contrast, saw the geographic range of capitalism shrink 
with the consolidation of the Cold War, which divided the world into an Amer­
ican trading area and a relatively autarchic Soviet zone. Additionally, China with­
drew from the world-economy and India turned towards self-reliance after 
independence. Denied its previous geographic range, capitalism turned inward and 
began instead to encroach upon both the market economy and material life. These 
arenas became the necessary sites of capitalist accumulation, which deepened the 
reach of capitalism within national economies. The 1950s and 1960s especially saw 
this incursion most vividly, as large swathes of the American national economy 
were brought into the orbit of capitalist operations as Braudel would comprehend 
them. This incursion was associated most clearly with the rise of large corporations 
and the growth of conglomerates, which attempted to gain control over entire 
production and distribution systems. 

This deepening of capitalism gained a new fillip in the late twentieth century 
with the opening up of China, the moderate liberalising of India and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. When coupled with developments associated with the 
resurgence of a renewed liberalism – often identified as neoliberalism and associated 
with the Washington Consensus – capitalism once again recaptured its historic 
globality and sought windfall profits in the transition economies of central and 
eastern Europe and newly opened ‘emerging markets’, especially in Asia. At the 
same time, the market economy also expanded on the back of the ethos of com­
mercialising activities which had heretofore resided outside the cash nexus. The 
result is that today the world-economy has been reconstituted with an enhanced 
arena of capitalism, a bolstered market economy and a diminished arena of material 
life. In other words, the natural terrain of global hegemony – the arena of capital­
ism – has expanded considerably. 

What this means today for the role of the US dollar as the global currency is that 
the enabling conditions of the world-economy are more robust in the 
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contemporary period than they were during the era of sterling. The arenas of 
capitalism and the market economy are stronger and more deeply entrenched 
compared with the arena of material life, providing increased scope for the dollar 
to circulate as the world’s global currency. It is in this sense that the dollar is more 
strongly embedded in the contemporary structure of the world-economy than was 
sterling under the Pax Britannica. As a global hegemonic practice, the US dollar 
today occupies a strengthened position as compared to its nineteenth-century 
counterpart. 

Hierarchies 

Hierarchies and inequalities are a central organising feature of the world-economy, 
and even though capitalism did not create them it is well positioned to exploit 
them for its own uses. The main hierarchy which capitalism utilises today is the 
international hierarchy of political power, and here we may suggest that the role of 
the US dollar is stronger now than was sterling previously, precisely because the 
ambit and reach of American state power outweighs and outdistances its nine­
teenth-century British counterpart. It does so in two ways, one internal to the 
organisation of the American state and one external to it in terms of the interna­
tional balance of power. 

Internally, the American state benefits from an extremely durable state-society 
complex, which provides it with access to resources that are more wide-ranging 
than its competitors. Because it is a democracy, its capacity to tax its citizens and 
honour its debt obligations has enabled the American state to support global mili­
tary and political operations on a scale that vastly surpasses anything the British state 
could support during the nineteenth century, or the Soviet state during the Cold 
War. From our perspective, what is important to note here is that the United 
States has been at war almost continuously over the past 80 years, without harming 
the role or value of the dollar. This is truly an astonishing feat that reflects the tight 
fit between the operation of global hegemony and the global status of the dollar. 

This internal ability to generate resources is complemented by an external 
component, which is the capacity of the US to attract funds from abroad. Since the 
mid-1980s, when the US became a net international debtor (first on its current 
account, and then subsequently on its capital account), this capacity took the form 
of what Susan Strange (1987) called a ‘super-exorbitant’ privilege, which is nothing 
else than the ability to exploit the international political hierarchy. This hierarchy 
of course is clearly buttressed by the international balance of military power, whose 
apex the US has held since 1945. It is also reinforced by the global institutionali­
sation of American power through a network of political, military and economic 
institutions standing guard over the evolution of a multilateral world-economy. 
Together, the fusion of these internal and external elements constitutes a formid­
able structure of American power. 

This international political hierarchy, as several chapters in this volume suggest, is 
now in certain respects under stress. With the re-emergence of China and to a 
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more limited extent Russia as political and economic powers, the rise of India and 
even Brazil, it appears that this external element of American power is eroding. 
Direct challenges to America’s military supremacy may not yet exist; but the ability 
of the US to prosecute two wars at the same time has become stretched, while the 
ability of the US to draw on the international institutional fabric of the post-1945 
world order appears constrained. UN backing for the war on Iraq was not granted, 
and the divisions that emerged within NATO over the Afghanistan mission further 
indicate that the US must sometimes push harder to maintain its dominant hold 
over the international political hierarchy. And throughout most of its term, the 
Trump administration has oddly attacked the existing international balance of 
power as tilted against its own interests. 

Nevertheless, this erosion is not unequivocal. The US has not had problems 
financing its current account and budgetary deficits at a very reasonable cost. Its 
consumer-driven economy is still a magnet for the exports of developing (and 
developed) economies. Its corporations remain among the biggest, best capitalised, 
most innovative and highly profitable on the planet (Starrs 2013). And when it 
comes to devising the rules for the global economy, America’s interests are rarely 
ignored or trammelled upon, even when the US government seems to call existing 
rules into question. In short, the US is and will undoubtedly remain for some time 
the richest and most militarily powerful country in the world, and this position will 
continue to generate resources for it to use and exploit. 

Time 

The temporal aspect of Braudel’s world-economy framework draws our attention 
to two elements. The first is a common sense element: global currencies and their 
role change only slowly, thus providing their issuers with many opportunities to 
stem the tide (Cohen 2019). The second element is more complex: the use of 
global currencies depends crucially upon a particular mentalité, which is itself con­
stituted by several ideational and cultural features. A longue durée view of the 
question of global currencies embraces a range of factors above and beyond a nar­
rowly ‘economic’ rationale for their use. Global currencies are part of a world-
economy that is itself composed of a ‘set of sets’ that extends beyond the strictly 
economic. 

As Cohen (2019) points out, global currencies are historical creations, and have 
come and gone throughout history. They can take a long time to depart the 
scene: indeed, sterling still retains its position as a (minor) international reserve 
currency to this day, which is part of the role played by all global currencies. 
Even if the dollar is in decline, this will take quite some time to run its course. 
However, if we turn to consider the ideational supports for a potential rival to act 
as a global currency, we need to ask if such currencies can match the enduring 
global appeal of the American economy’s mentalité? In  terms  of  countries  or  
regions that can potentially exert this kind of pull – as witnessed by a desire to 
trade with or migrate to it – only one appears to offer such a rival mentalité: the  
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EU and the euro. This is partly because it is a magnet for refugees and economic 
migrants (unlike the much more limited appeal here of China, Japan, India, Brazil 
and Russia), and partly because it shares with the US a version of liberalism that 
seems to resonate beyond its borders. Although this appeal is not quite as strong 
or global as that of America’s, it at least resonates with a similar set of values. The 
lack of alternatives on this front suggests that throughout the contemporary 
world-economy, it is the US that will continue to hold fast to the world’s eco­
nomic imagination, and thus it will continue to provide the core mentalité for the 
dollar to uphold the global currency role.4 

The dollar’s longue durée 

I have advanced a conceptual framework that explores the enabling conditions 
required to provide and sanction a global currency. The crucial point stressed 
throughout is to consider the question of global currencies in the light of the 
overall structural organisation of the world-economy, which is the material 
underpinning of global hegemony. Until the basic structure of a world-economy is 
altered, the provision of its global currency is unlikely to change. From this per­
spective, the most important question to pose is whether the world-economy itself 
is being transformed? 

There are two main components involved in answering this question. First, are 
the basic structural arrangements of the world-economy under threat? The answer 
provided above is: not really. The different arenas of activity (capitalism, market 
economy and material life) are indeed changing, as they have throughout history, 
but they are not yet changing at a pace that is genuinely transformative. Indeed, an 
important change has already occurred, namely the squeezing of the terrain of 
material life by the market economy, but this has not resulted in a diminution of 
the role of the US dollar as the world’s single most important currency. Quite the 
contrary in fact: it has widened the scope for the use of the dollar. The main reason 
is that the arena of capitalism has inserted itself more forcefully into the arenas of 
the market economy and material life, and the dollar has followed in this slip­
stream. The US dollar has legs, and they are grounded in the strong material 
support afforded to the dollar by the continuing hegemonic structure of the world-
economy. 

Reinforcing this material condition is the ideational support provided to the 
dollar by the prevailing mentalité that inclines commercial and other agents to 
consider the dollar as part of a broader political economy framework associated 
with liberalism, open economies and international transactions. From a longue durée 
perspective, this mentalité affords the dollar as much support as does the unparalleled 
liquidity for its assets and the complete openness of the US capital account. Global 
hegemony is a deep, multilayered structure that Braudel’s world-economy frame­
work is well positioned to capture. Until this structure fractures, the dollar will 
continue to remain the world’s most important – indeed indispensable – global 
currency. 
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Notes 
1	 I am using the term ‘global currency’ here in a way that encompasses but also goes 

beyond the more common term ‘international reserve currency’. It is akin to what Susan 
Strange (1971) and Benjamin Cohen (1998) identify as a Top Currency. A top currency 
(a global currency in my terminology) is more than a reserve currency (used by govern­
ments for their foreign reserves); it is the dominant currency used for international eco­
nomic transactions and credit flows around the world. Recent assessments which 
demonstrate the continued dominance of the US dollar include Thimann (2008) and 
Cohen and Benney (2014). 

2	 Interestingly, many contemporary efforts to ‘map’ class formation and circuits of capital at 
the global level note the continuing significance of families as repositories of serious 
wealth (Carroll 2010). 

3	 J.K. Gibson-Graham (1996) offer a further reason to join Braudel in resisting a homo­
geneous conception of social space: it restricts our imagination for considering alter­
natives, in this case to capitalist social relations. 

4	 Harold James (2011) makes this same point in his consideration of whether China might 
provide an alternative set of core values around which a potential challenge to American 
global hegemony might cohere. 
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8
THE ROLE OF IDEAS

Western liberalism and Russian left conservatism
in search of international hegemony

Elena Chebankova

Ideational factors in sustaining hegemony

Hegel claimed the Absolute (the eternal spirit) elevates some states to a position of
‘world historical hero’, grants those states a moment of geopolitical glory, and then
that same spirit forces them to fade from the historical scene (Pinkard 2002).
Indeed, many areas of the world have experienced periods of geopolitical triumph
by building impressive empires and ruling vast landmasses before eventually losing
such positions to new claimants. Eschewing the Hegelian explanation of the eternal
spirit, which factors have been decisive in the rise and fall of such empires? From a
rationalist perspective, it could be argued that, while economic and military factors
play an important role in constructing world hegemonies, ideational components
exert a significant, if not decisive influence. In most cases, world leaders had eco-
nomic and military resources to maintain their hegemony, but were undermined
by ideational limitations. These included the corrosion of spiritual consolidation
within society, the dissolution of a base consensus on core values, internal corrup-
tion, the breakdown of consensus among the domestic elite, and changes in the
political and ideational environment in the wider world.

A closer look at military and economic factors points to their dependence on
ideational aspects. The military dimension of hegemony, for example, necessitates a
state of exception in which war becomes a possibility and during which the sacri-
fice of life may sensibly be demanded. Such a political (in Schmittian terms) state of
affairs calls for the elite’s ideological commitments to advance their hegemonic
plans and to request their citizens’ readiness to die in defence of the community.
Equally, it demands an adequate level of public commitment and trust to volunteer
one’s life for the benefit of the community. Economic hegemony can hardly be
seen as fully fledged hegemony as in general terms it contains an anti-political
force. The unimpeded pursuit of economic freedoms creates a world of mere
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entertainment, illusory comfort and hedonism; it devalues the meaning of human 
life and threatens to reduce humanity to the Hobbesian ‘ideal of civilisation’ – one 
in which humanity becomes a partnership between ‘production and consumption’ 
(Meier 2006, 34). In its logical conclusion, personal freedoms move to an increas­
ingly borderless, self-indulgent, transitory and commitment-free plane. Such a 
society becomes open to manipulation and unable to resist the tyranny of external 
and domestic claimants. It is powerless to assert world hegemony as a result. 

From this perspective, hegemony is achieved mainly via the ability of a particular 
civilisation to invoke a positive response to its core values in the rest of the world, 
to become a metaphysical inspiration, an example to follow, and a rival to envy. In 
Fichtean terms, it is the ability to produce and advance a specific Kultur (culture, 
ideology, and metaphysical environment) that will exert a claim on discursive 
hegemony, establish a specific ‘regime of truth’ (Foucault), and produce knowledge 
that appeals to the compelling desire of humans to resolve existential issues such as 
‘the nature of … happiness and reality’ (Berlin 2002, 32–3). A reliance on idea­
tional factors as sites of domination, resistance and change represents, according to 
Lévi-Strauss, a universal condition of humankind that sustains all human societies, 
be it the modern Western community or beyond (Giddens 1979, 21; Harkin 2009, 
45–6). Claims over the authorship of hegemonic ideas grants countries, civilisations 
and cultures the ability to take hold of intellectual, cultural, and economic leader­
ship (Ikenberry and Kupchan 1990, 285–6; Keohane 1984). 

Discursive ideas were agents of the rise and fall of civilisational hegemony well 
before the Age of Communication and the Industrial Revolution. A brief look at 
history sustains this. Dissemination of Christianity, Islam, and Confucianism had a 
decisive impact on the evolution of different world civilisations (Fukuyama 2015, 
534–5). European crusades to Jerusalem and the Eastern Roman Empire led to the 
emergence of Thomism, scholasticism and the adoption of the Justinian legal code 
which ultimately fuelled the developments of the Renaissance, Reform of the 
Church and Industrial Revolution – ideas that subsequently secured Western 
accession to world hegemony (Frankopan 2013; Herrin 2007; Meyendorff 1989). 
Advances in the communication technologies of the twenty-first century sig­
nificantly facilitated the interchange of knowledge and made the entire political 
process ever more dependent on the discursive mapping of historical and spatial 
redistributions. 

The contemporary West and the crisis of hegemony 

Western Europe began to secure its discursive and civilisational hegemony from the 
fifteenth century onward. Admittedly, the West still enjoys a leading position in 
the economic and military spheres. At the same time, a range of ideological and 
political dilemmas are currently chasing the Western world from its hegemonic 
heights. While the Western intellectual tradition encompasses different lines of 
thought, the liberal trend lent its tenets to the foundations of the contemporary 
moral, political and institutional timber of the West. At the same time, the 
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twentieth century unfolded under the banner of anti-liberalism, or liberal revi­
sionism. Liberalism was seriously challenged by fascism and communism, as well as 
various non-totalitarian centre right and centre left collectivist doctrines, intellec­
tually upheld by Joseph Schumpeter and Karl Polanyi. These competitors, how­
ever, left the political scene one by one during the course of the twentieth century. 
Fascism collapsed at the end of World War Two. The political and institutional 
waning of socialism, communism and other forms of collectivism occurred 
between the 1970s and 1990s. Ideological disaffection with Soviet socialism within 
the USSR and the rest of the Warsaw Pact countries made a significant contribu­
tion to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, as well as the collapse of communist 
states in Eastern Europe and the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. 

Around the same time, neoliberalism emerged as the triumphant public doctrine 
to inform policy in Western society and soon conquered global hegemonic dis­
course. Liberalism was viewed not as just another ideology but as an endogenous 
part of behaviour informing human conduct. The ideas of liberalism have been 
proclaimed as leading to the most effective economic growth and social develop­
ment. The application of any other ideological doctrine was regarded as ‘fanciful, 
utopian and fraught with highly damaging unintended consequences’ (Gamble 
1996, 5–10). The Western realm, as the politico-institutional heartland of the lib­
eral doctrine, has become a natural leader and political mentor to other states 
wishing to join the ‘correct’ way of social development. At the same time, the 
demise of existing ideological alternatives has been fraught with various forms of 
ideological tyranny that, in the long run, began to dampen the liberal victory – and 
with it the Western grip on global ideational hegemony. 

What is responsible for this possible tyranny? David Runciman (2006, 25–6) 
foresaw the emergence of oppression from within the realm of the modern nation-
state; a force that will attempt to harness increasingly aloof and non-committed 
liberal citizens to its political and ideational logic. However, one could argue that 
the idea of the modern nation-state has been significantly redefined since the end 
of World War Two and that the nation-state itself has been in danger of rising 
ideological oppression and control. The watershed event was the adoption of the 
Universal Declaration on Human Rights by the United Nations in 1948. Here, it 
was admitted that there are universal matters more important than the sovereignty 
of a particular state. This signified a shift from the Hobbesian idea of the state as an 
imaginary being that represents historical territory, its people, its leaders, and its 
particular institutions to a supra-national mechanism dependent on international 
bureaucracy and the overarching ideology of human rights. The latter began to 
manipulate the modern nation-state to act in its interest and to advance its political 
and economic agenda. 

In this light, Foucault (1991, 90–1) draws a theoretical distinction between the 
state and government. The reason of the state is primarily concerned with the exercise 
of sovereignty, while the reason of a government is responsible for managing the 
well-being of its citizens, setting the rules for the growth of its population, and other 
practical matters. In the contemporary context the state and the government enter 
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into a form of existential conflict in which sovereignty becomes at odds with the 
interests of global business and international organisations. The rapid growth of such 
organisations together with the global reach of multinational corporations led to the 
expansion of instruments by which such actors could influence, manipulate and even 
coerce the state via the instrument of government. By the end of the 1990s the 
practical application of new liberalism had begun to stagger and the consequences of 
that process have become evident. New forms of soft tyranny exercised in thought 
control, political manipulation, the production of ideational simulacra, and political 
hypocrisy have surfaced. This model has threatened Western hegemony and inflicted 
damage on its global moral authority. The West experienced this process on four 
separate planes involving the economic, ideological and social spheres. 

First, economic crises and radical redistribution of wealth towards the rich 
revived debates on the nature of contemporary capitalist society. Liberalism can 
only exist within the bounds of the market economy generating significant eco­
nomic inequality. Liberals welcome this inequality as an instrument of innovation 
and growth although they argue that this political structure must guarantee equal 
access to the economic system. The equality of such access became highly proble­
matic because, in the apt observation by Francis Fukuyama (2015, 464–6), political 
and economic elites sought to convert their wealth into unequal political influence. 
Since the launch of neoliberal reforms, excessive monopolisation of power coupled 
with extreme socio-economic inequality became the main challengers to the sta­
bility of the Western political system. It drained the attractiveness of the Western 
way of life and undermined its socio-political myth as to the overall richness, 
prosperity and wealth of the so-called ‘golden billion’. 

From this perspective, classical liberalism is still viewed in Voltaire’s original sense 
as an appreciation of personal autonomy understood as the absence of external 
arbitrary interference implemented with impunity. At the same time, it is also 
regarded as an ideology that originated with the birth of modernity, obtained some 
universal purchasing power during the course of its life and had ceased to be the 
unique property of the West by the end of the twentieth century. Contemporary 
liberalism (or neoliberalism), on the other hand, has been increasingly seen as a 
distinct Washington Consensus product. Hence, it is often narrated in rather crude 
terms as an institutional and value system that serves the interests of global financial 
and industrial capital. It is also seen as a system that submerges multiple aspects of 
human life to the economic needs of the market. Among those are the founda­
tional principles of modern social existence such as a broad education, social soli­
darity, commitments to local and national community, social justice and cultural 
preservation. From this angle, liberalism is experiencing difficulties with its dis­
cursive hegemony in both Western and non-Western realms. The Trump pre­
sidential victory, as well as the successful performance of the maverick Democratic 
candidate Bernie Sanders, was not accidental. The same could be said of radical 
European parties on both the right and left ends of the political spectrum. These 
developments demonstrate a serious disaffection among ordinary people with their 
political leaders as well as the extant political system. 
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Second, contemporary Western discourse shifted from its original liberal, and in 
many ways idealistic, ambition of promoting a value neutral state that ensures the 
survival of differing ideas of the good life. This was seen in the political and media 
marginalisation of non-liberal and traditionalist lifestyles pursued by the political 
liberals. From this point of view, the neoliberal state began to exercise thought 
control via the politics of political correctness, identity and toleration resulting in 
self-censorship among those who shared traditionalist principles. This in turn raised 
doubts about the extent to which an individual could exercise a choice between 
meaningful alternative lifestyles. Carl Schmitt’s observation that within liberal 
society an individual is left alone to be ‘his own priest … his own poet, his own 
philosopher, his own king, and his own master-builder in the cathedral of his 
personality’ (cited in McCormick 1997, 20) seems dated now. Demands placed on 
a person to search for ‘individual self-expression’ and ‘identity’ developed into a 
mass phenomenon that has pushed liberal society to the brink of becoming a mass-
based society. 

Third, the traditional morality of modernity, which had been the crux of the 
moral attraction of the West since the Enlightenment, began to give way to new 
forms of postmodern morality. In the wake of this process, the nature of liberal 
morality has made a transition from the Morality of Right (Recht or Droit) into the 
Morality of Emancipation (Lukes 1985).1 While the classical liberal state claims to 
pursue the morality of right, its postmodern version has concerned itself with the 
morality of emancipation. This was seen in the furthering of the rhetoric of lifestyle 
or self-actualisation and brought various political, economic and social minorities to 
the centre of public discourse (Giddens 1998, 156). 

It is also important that while the morality of emancipation is originally Marxist, its 
contemporary postmodern left liberal legacy exhibits some crucial differences. The 
object of emancipation is different in both cases. The new process of emancipation is 
mainly concerned with ‘subaltern minorities’ instead of the Marxian masses of 
exploited classes. Contemporary liberal discourse has focused mainly on emancipating 
an individual from various forms of oppressive collective identities. Dispensing with 
these redundant identities served the needs of a rapidly growing global capitalism. 
Among these ‘oppressive’ identities have been nationality, culture, ethnicity, gender, 
family, food preference, age group, and several others. And while the new liberal 
morality of emancipation cast aside the notion of class struggle, it nevertheless 
adopted the very Marxist idea of shaking the bondage of history and changing our 
traditional understanding of human nature to fit new economic and socio-political 
realities. Modern assumptions about human physical capabilities, attitudes to work, 
home, locality and family life have been significantly recast. 

Consequently, ideological rigidity and a single-minded obsession with the 
defence of ‘cultural diversity’ and minority rights tends to reduce Western liberal­
ism to its most radical agenda. This moral environment opens the floodgates to 
irrationalism and fanaticism and also induces the desire for a stronger state to 
enforce newly obtained freedoms, as per Erich Fromm’s suggestions. It also silences 
far more important issues confronting the Western world, which as Christopher 
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Lasch (1995, 91) observes, include ‘the crisis of competence, the lack of genuine 
beliefs in institutions, the spread of apathy; the fear of speaking one’s mind due to 
the universal enforcement of politically correct language and thought’ (see also 
Glazer 1987). 

Fourth, the crisis of leadership forms part of this larger picture and seriously 
impacts the hegemony of the West. The contemporary climate pushes out inspir­
ing intellectuals and outstanding leaders on the fringes of the political process. 
Figures like Henry Kissinger and the late Zbigniev Brzezinski began to represent 
rapidly vanishing exceptions among the contemporary cohort of Western politi­
cians. Instead, careerists and mediocre conformists climbed up the political ladder. 
This contrasts with the period of high modernity during which intellectuals secured 
a tight grip over the political process and consolidated Western intellectual hege­
mony. François Guizot, John Stuart Mill, William Gladstone, Benjamin Disraeli 
and Woodrow Wilson were all outstanding intellectuals and produced academic 
and literary works of the highest quality (Mezhuyev 2018). In the contemporary 
world, however, intellectuals of that calibre are removed from public echelons of 
political power. Systematic research into this problem shows that the government is 
the last place where intellectuals wishing to effect socio-political, economic and 
ideational change choose as the field of their professional activity (Light 2008, 126; 
Volker 1989 and Volker 2003; Fukuyama 2015, 460). Fukuyama (2015, 461) 
argues that the American bureaucracy has moved away from the Weberian ideal of 
an energetic, motivated, talented, well-educated and mission-driven cohort. The 
system no longer employs people who are motivated by the ideals of service or any 
other idealistic considerations. 

These developments have serious repercussions on the validity of the ideational 
doctrine that informed much of Western foreign and domestic policy as well as its 
discursive hegemony in the global arena. Clearly, the Western world is undergoing 
what Gramsci branded a ‘conjuncture’ moment, in which elites are trying to cling 
to their carefully constructed political order, though the public is deeply sceptical 
about its nature. At the same time, countries dominated by non-liberal collectivist 
and traditionalist public doctrines began to present a challenge to Western-style 
technocratic government and demonstrated impressive economic growth. A 
number of alternative developmental patterns have emerged and the erstwhile 
argument as to the variety of world civilisations has resurfaced. Indeed, as civilisa­
tional paradigms become more subjective, the Western liberal ‘regime of truth’ 
seems to have exhausted its professed universality. A large number of non-Western 
countries and regions such as Japan, Turkey, Latin America have begun to drift 
away from the Western geopolitical orbit, while Iran, Russia and China have once 
again begun to emerge as serious contenders to international hegemony.2 

Russia’s claims to alternative hegemony 

At this point I would like to focus on the nature of those alternative claims to 
Western liberal hegemony. Let me select Russia as a potential contender for the 
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holder of global (or regional) hegemonic discourse. It is important to note at the 
outset that Russia’s political scene is divided into two separate streams: pro-Wes­
tern liberal and traditionalist. The first group does not seek to challenge Western 
hegemony and is eager to follow cultural, ideological and economic suit of the 
Euro-Atlantic community. The traditionalist group, however, actively constructs 
counter-hegemonic discourse. It seeks to challenge Western intellectual hegemony 
and confront it at the level of politics and civil society, both domestic and inter­
national. Many thinkers falling into the second group roam broadly over various 
metaphysical theories of the West and seek to develop an alternative to the existing 
international political order. Their critique outspokenly focuses on the problematic 
aspects of contemporary Western development outlined above and proposes alter­
native cultural solutions which we will treat in detail below. A large number of 
such thinkers form public opinion via electronic media, discussion clubs, educa­
tional institutions, and a number of governmental agencies and social movements. 
Sergey Glaziev and Andrey Belousov were former consultants to the president on 
economic matters. Sergey Kurginyan actively participates in political processes and 
helps in forming Russia’s discursive agenda. Evgeny Spitsyn, Mikhail Delyagin and 
Mikhail Khazin all exert influence on the media and educational institutions. There 
is a large number of such thinkers in the realm of cinematic art and literature. Their 
median ideological inclination is to combine the ideas of social justice and human 
development with the Christian moral imperatives that created Western European 
civilisation. It is hoped that such discourse could attract the rest of the world 
spiritually and make Russia a beacon of hope defending humanity and traditional 
cultures. 

This proposal combines both left and conservative ideas. The ideas of social 
justice, equality, economic redistribution, reification of men and liberation from 
capitalist imperialism represented the left side of its story, while the traditional 
lenience towards Abrahamic morality and Mosaic law and the insistence on cultural 
distinctiveness stood for the conservative side of the spectrum. Soviet thinkers 
enshrined this complex idea in the Moral Code of the Builder of Communism 
with its general assumptions about the nature of human conduct. Contemporary 
Russian thinkers follow this left conservative stance by openly declaring their desire 
to adhere to traditionalist morality – and also some core principles of European 
modernity – while at the same time advancing the socialist idea of emancipating 
human beings from the chains of economic oppression. Let us examine the ‘left’ 
and ‘conservative’ elements of Russia’s contemporary philosophical critique. 
The idea of emancipation of humans represents its foremost left-leaning ingre­

dient. Returning to our earlier distinction between the Morality of Recht (Droit) 
and Morality of Emancipation, these distinct moral dynamics buttress the right and 
left ethical paradigms respectively. Left-leaning ideas are founded in the cardinal 
trajectories of emancipation, while right-leaning perceptions pursue the procedural 
commitments to rights that remain indifferent to inequality. The idea of emanci­
pation goes hand in hand with the idealistic treatment of humans and feeds into the 
left-leaning spectrum of the contemporary Russian idea. Indeed, Maxim Gorky’s 
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famous phrase ‘mankind that sounds proud’ became their existential motto. How­
ever, a closer look at the nature and the object of emancipation returns a more 
nuanced picture and divorces Russia’s left conservatism from the left (or social in the 
US terminology) liberalism emanating mainly from the West. Both these left-
leaning ideas share the same methodological source. Namely, the constructivist 
rationalism which praises human reason and sets forth belief in the power of 
knowledge, human will and the possibility of reconstructing human society and its 
institutions to eradicate social evils such as poverty, violence, and ignorance 
(Gamble 1996, 32–3). 

Such rationalism is focused on creating a ‘new’ type of ‘emancipated’ individual. 
At the same time, the left conservative endeavour mainly relies on past human 
experiences and accounts for physical realities, human contingencies and appeals to 
idealistic creative tasks. The left liberal variant, on the other hand, focuses on the 
material, sensual and bodily aspects of the changes around intersectional issues of 
lifestyle, ethnicity, race and gender liberation. Gamble (1996, 33) argues that con­
structivist rationalism at large originated in the nineteenth-century British liberalism 
that laid the foundation for socialism in the twentieth century. Gamble’s theorisa­
tions, however, must be refined. We should instead claim that two types of ‘soci­
alism’ have emerged from this nineteenth-century doctrine: liberal-leaning 
‘socialism’ and conservative-leaning ‘socialism’. 

The left conservative variant of emancipation also concerns itself with the task of 
liberating humans from the chains of global capitalism that, in conjunction with 
technical progress, aims to subvert humanity to its practical needs. Western liber­
alism, it is argued, has learned how to develop in the realm of technical progress, 
but has not learned how to develop a human being alongside such progress. 
Instead, contemporary Western ideologues seek to harness human anthropology to 
the needs of the market, economic and technical progress, which will inevitably 
result in a diminishing population and extreme inequality – economic as well as 
physical. Rapidly globalising markets require highly effective and highly mobile 
labour that can quickly relocate to different parts of the world to follow the 
movement of capital. Globalising capitalism also seeks to reduce the world popu­
lation to match the rapid mechanisation of the production process. Advancing 
various forms of lifestyle emancipation politics becomes fundamental to such tasks. 
Russia’s left argue that this kind of political dynamic considers profit and capital as 
the highest value and expresses contempt towards humanity. This approach turns 
human beings into an instrument of enrichment, a tool for gaining power and 
votes, or a mere servant of capital and property. At the same time, humans are 
being fooled by the market-enabling simulacra of emancipation of the left liberal 
nature, which detract from the practical dangers facing humanity. In other words, 
humanity is being taken away from people using the very slogans of humanism 
(Kurginyan 2018). 

Russian left conservatism appeals to the desire to liberate humans from the 
dictum of globalising markets. This endeavour comes across as a claim to counter-
hegemony for it has an air of hope for masses of ordinary people around the world. 
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Education comes across as the main instrument of this plan. The Soviet educational 
system was praised for producing world-leading scientists in the fields of natural 
sciences. It also ensured that ordinary Soviet people had an impressive breadth of 
knowledge. From this point of view, higher-quality education – away from the 
market-driven European ‘Bologna’ system – is considered a primary aspect of 
human emancipation. Left conservatism aspires to promote the exercise of ‘higher 
pleasures’, understood in J.S. Mill’s view as metaphysical aspirations for intellectual, 
scientific, artistic and professional achievements. Indeed, J.S. Mill’s initial assessment 
of man as a progressive being was responded to in subsequent left conservative 
theories on human intellectual growth and self-mastery, as well as corresponding 
socialist policies towards the development of human talent. 

Let us discuss purely conservative aspects now. Conservatism is normally pre­
occupied with community and tradition; it is also a standpoint (rather than a 
value-package) political ideology that strives to preserve some existing state of 
affairs (Huntington). From this perspective, Russian ideologues insist on some 
inviolable moral principles (usually derived from Abrahamic religions) that indi­
viduals must follow. These thinkers single out faith and family as two important 
conservative ideals that in their mind form the cornerstone of European civilisa­
tion. Family, as the most effective disseminator of conservative values, was con­
sidered a particularly important institution that could defend the state and ensure 
public obedience during the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century. In 
early modernity, family was often likened to the state and was deployed in 
defence of the institution of monarchy, as seen in Robert Filmer’s work  
(Pateman 1988, 77–115). 

Faith was another conservative value that reinforced public order. As Hayek 
rightly notes, only those religions that promoted family and property were able to 
survive into the modern European era (Gamble 1996, 30). The situation began to 
change by the middle of the twentieth century. The introduction of the institution 
of unlimited credit and unlimited consumption during the 1960s and 1970s 
ensured those values were no longer needed to defend public order. Hence, they 
were to be reconstructed to accommodate new social realities (Khazin 2018). The 
conservatism of Russia’s left-wing thinkers is also evident through their tireless 
defence of the core principles of modernity. These include the nation-state, will to 
reason and the social-democratic economic welfare package that was adopted in 
modern European states during the twentieth century, but is now gradually being 
dismantled by the neoliberals. 

Finally, the merger between the left and conservative ideals is seen in the striving 
for universal solidarity and peace among humans albeit based on the principles of 
mutual recognition of cultures, traditions, and civilisational differences. On the one 
hand, it is the recognition of equality and solidarity; on the other, it admits the 
importance of culture, community and tradition. Russian left conservatism follows 
the writings of Nikolay Danilevsky and Nikolay Strakhov, Arnold Toynbee, 
Oswald Spengler, Ferdinand Braudel and Samuel Huntington with its claims that 
the world is composed of different civilisations whose institutions, customs and 



The role of ideas 143 

habits have been formed throughout generations. Hence, existing social arrange­
ments within those civilisations reflect the experience of multiple individuals 
whose cumulative wisdom is higher than that of any particular individual pro­
posing to radically reform one or another society to suit the experience of more 
economically developed communities. Russia’s left conservatives believe the 
notion of civilisational difference translated into the multipolar world order doc­
trine would give Russia a chance to become a new moral authority in the 
international arena. This facet of left conservative thinking has been internalised 
by Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept in 2016 (The Foreign Policy Concept of the 
Russian Federation 2016). As opposed to the Western realm that demands 
countries to follow their ideological doctrines in order to forge positive economic 
and political relations, Russia offers to keep economics, politics and culture 
strictly separate and allows countries freedom to choose their cultural and idea­
tional path. This feature represents a potential point of attraction for the rest of 
the world, which could give Russian foregin policy a fair chance in challenging 
the extant Western hegemony. 

Links to Western modernity 

Russia’s left conservative thinking is lodged in the overarching Western civilisa­
tional matrix of modernity, yet draws on its subordinate counter-discursive 
dimensions. Let us examine this matrix. Figure 8.1 illustrates redistribution of the 
most significant ideologies, although we must bear in mind that such water-tight 
examples do not exist in real-life politics. The left–right axis runs horizontally. It 
depicts the aforementioned difference between ideas of emancipation coupled with 
social justice and discourse on rights coupled with procedural commitment to legal 
equality. The vertical axis distinguishes between liberal and conservative realms. 

FIGURE 8.1 Distribution of Ideological Variants in the Western Ideational Matrix. 
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Let us assume here that liberalism seeks to remove external constraints on indivi­
dual conduct and ensure that society is engaged in granting an ever-expanding 
range of rights to its participant members. Conservatism emphasises duties to 
community, shared tradition, solidarity and mutual obligation. The triangles sym­
bolise the relative significance of the existing ideological quadrants during the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries before and after the collapse of communism. 

How was this modernist matrix formed? Western Europe passed through an 
important moment of metaphysical bifurcation during the Renaissance period. The 
dominant moral identity of Western modernity, as well as the prevailing conven­
tions and dominant ideology of the era, were conceived during that time. The 
fateful choice was between two competing metaphysical bases: republican human­
ism (roughly located in Quadrant 3) and juridical liberalism (located in Quadrant 1) 
(Tully 1988, 17). The latter secured the position of a dominant ideology, while the 
former has become a subordinate counter-ideology. Among many nuances that 
separate these two systems, the idea of freedom buttressing the subsequent devel­
opment of polity seems the most important. Juridical liberalism sought to grant the 
maximum number of individuals equal access to the maximum number of rights. 
Such a path to freedom is linked to the contemporary idea of negative liberty, 
which states that an individual needs to be left alone without external interference 
to pursue his/her happiness to the best possible outcome. This approach suited the 
nascent bourgeoisie of the early industrial age (Skinner 2002), yet it is also 
responsible for the nihilistic crisis of today, which we discussed above. The focus 
on liberal rights, liberties, free market and a compact state is evident, and this 
dominant discourse of modernity falls into the liberal right category located in 
Quadrant 1. 

The humanist alternative sees freedom in satisfying a psychological need of 
humans to be part of a social structure and to exhibit virtues such as courage, 
responsibility, nobility and prudence. This approach assumed that certain duties 
needed to be performed at the expense of purely individual and private ends if 
freedom were to be assured to all community members. This ideology also aims to 
achieve greater equality among individuals. Initially, it sought to break the links 
between noble heritage and virtue with the ideas of Thomas More being the prime 
example. Here, we are able to trace both left and conservative inclinations of this 
thought and can place such discourse in Quadrant 3. Quadrants 2 and 4 are com­
plementary to the first two. Left liberal Quadrant 4 emerged as the postmodernist 
offspring of Quadrant 1 and shares most of its globalist, rights-focused agenda. It 
emphasises social justice understood mainly in the intersectional cultural identity 
terms. Quadrant 2 also focuses on solidarities, duties and traditions, yet it is con­
cerned with the procedural idea of merit more than with the striving for justice 
and emancipation. 

Until the collapse of communism at the end of the twentieth century, Quadrants 
1, 2 and 3 were at the apex of Western political discourse. Right liberal and right 
conservative options, however, occupied the political mainstream in the West, 
with left conservatism acting as a subordinate challenger. At the same time, with all 
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its successes and shortcomings, Quadrant 3 has been adopted by nearly one-third of 
the planet and was clear in the political rhetoric of the USSR, states within the 
Soviet sphere of influence, political practice of Scandinavian socialism, the idea­
tional rhetoric of Eurocommunism as well as Latin American Salvador Allende and 
others. The situation changed with the demise of the Soviet Union. Right liberal 
ideology (Quadrant 1) consolidated its dominant position in the guise of the 
globalist neoliberalism of Thatcher, Reagan and similar types. The main axis of the 
political mainstream switched to a dialogue between Quadrants 1 and 4, thereby 
supressing the prior importance of Quadrant 2. Contemporary Quadrant 2 repre­
sents the nation-state focused alternative to globalist liberalism and is currently 
reflected in contemporary right-wing and nationalist parties in Europe and the 
Make America Great Again movement in the United States. It was the collusion 
between Quadrants 1 and 4 that propelled the backlash of this Right-Conservatism 
in its most radical version. Curiously, contemporary left conservatism stands as an 
alternative to left and right liberalism and forms a situational alliance with right­
conservatism.3

The final aspect of this discussion, however, pertains to the ability of the world 
to remain within the existing ideological quadrants of modernity. Pitirim Sorokin 
in his Social and Cultural Dynamics distinguished three types of human societies: 
ideational (spiritual, rigorous, and doctrine-oriented); idealistic (encompassing 
scholastic revision of doctrine to match material realities); and sensate (in which 
bodily and material functions have been liberated from the constraints of a spiritual 
soul). These types follow each other in strict sequence. It means that when our 
current sensate, materialist world loses its discursive hegemony, it must be followed 
by some rigorous ideational doctrine. The nature of this doctrine is unclear. It 
might grow organically out of the totalitarian inclinations of left liberal Quadrant 4 
or appear in an entirely new ideational guise. One fundamentally different route 
could lie in the adoption of an entirely new and previously unexplored matrix. 
Russia’s proposed option to meaningfully explore Quadrant 3 represents a mere 
perpetuation of Western modernist idealism and it is far from clear whether this 
possibility is still on the table. 

Conclusion 

This discussion has shown that ideational factors play a crucial role in creating 
world hegemonies. It has also been argued that recent decades revealed the crisis of 
liberalism as the core ideology buttressing the West’s victory over the world’s 
hegemonic discourse. Economic factors raised a range of existential ideological 
dilemmas, while customisation of the formerly inviolable values and assumptions 
on human conduct around the needs of the global market and political goals of 
international elites fuelled further scepticism. In this environment, alternative cen­
tres of power began to emerge. Ideologically, large segments of Russian discourse 
proposed a left conservative doctrine that claims to mitigate the dilemmas of con­
temporary liberalism and assert new claims to discursive hegemony. At the same 
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time, the extent to which the Russian ideational doctrines could become a new 
hegemonic alternative is questionable. As we have seen, Russia’s left conservative 
theorising resembles a number of modern Western doctrines. From that perspec­
tive, Russia is mainly proposing a return to the Western ideational positions that 
were relevant during the mid-twentieth century. The nature of the subsequent 
trajectory of this return remains open, as does the practical success of such hege­
monic claims. 

Notes 
1	 To clarify, the former is concerned with ensuring the rights of men as members of civil 

society and with granting everyone equal economic and civil liberties (Marx and Engels 
1848, 162). Morality of Right originates from the ideals of the 1789 French Revolution 
and the Civil Code developed by Napoleon. The Civil Code, or the Code Napoleon, 
guaranteed property rights, called for legal equality, and invoked the principles of social 
mobility (Fukuyama 2015, 15–8). This morality laid the foundation for the modern 
bureaucratic machine in Europe and represented a feature of a broad European socio­
political consensus. Significantly, this type of morality has a distinct liberal foundation. 
Morality of emancipation, on the other hand, takes its source from Marx and refers to the 
liberation of large masses of population from the chains of injustice, inequality and ser­
vitude. It is aimed at the creation of free people liberated from the bondage of history, 
culminated in the idea of exploitation. It also refers to the ideal of social unity and indi­
vidual self-realisation. 

2	 There is an argument that both Japan and Turkey actively search to balance their invol­
vement in the Western orbit by more active cooperation with Russia, Iran, China and 
other South-East Asian nations in the spheres of energy and trade. Equally, both countries 
have some serious left-wing opposition. Japanese left-wing opposition, in particular, 
represents the third largest party in the country and argues in favour of greater coopera­
tion with Russia and lesser involvement with the United States. 

3	 With this in mind, it comes as no surprise that Trump finds an affinity with Putin in that 
they could be viewed as situational ideological allies in their existential struggles with liberals. 
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TWILIGHT OF HEGEMONY

The T20 and the defensive re-imagining of global
order

Leslie A. Pal

There is widespread agreement that the prevailing, hegemonic world order is fra-
gile and fractured (Acharya 2014). It was an order ‘organized around American
hegemonic authority, open markets, cooperative security, multilateral institutions,
social bargains, and democratic community’ (Ikenberry 2011: 193). The crisis can
be seen as being of economic and political institutions, including American lea-
dership, dominance and support (Bremmer 2018; Diamond, Plattner, and Walker,
2016; World Economic Forum 2018), or of liberal-democracy and cosmopolitan
values (Deneen 2018; Eatwell and Goodwin 2018; Mounk 2018). This pessimism
is now a matter of routine punditry, and long foretold, at least with respect to
American dominance of that order (Keohane 1984). In a 12 July 2018 column in
the Washington Post, Robert Kagan, a Senior Fellow at the Brookings Institution
and no friend of the current American administration, wrote: ‘The democratic
alliance that has been the bedrock of the American-led liberal world order is
unraveling. At some point, and probably sooner than we expect, the global peace
that that alliance and that order undergirded will unravel, too. Despite our human
desire to hope for the best, things will not be okay. The world crisis is upon us’
(Kagan 2018).

This chapter takes the crisis of global hegemony as given, and focuses on how
that hegemonic order is responding, primarily through how it is re-imagining itself.
Defenders and re-imaginers are everywhere of course, within the media and aca-
deme, and even within governments that appear to be chaffing at the order (e.g.
elements of the Trump administration). As we explain below, we take one net-
work as our empirical example (the T20 network of global think tanks, and
engagement group of the G20), and examine its evolution and contributions to
global debates and reformulations. Its version of re-imagining of the current order
consists of both a strong defence of core norms and their extension to broader
inclusiveness and equity.
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Hegemony: Defence and Re-imagining as ‘neural networks’ 

Hegemonies in crisis do not go gentle into that good night. Definitions and 
debates over hegemony are rehearsed in other chapters in this book, but it has both 
material and non-material sources (Clark 2011). In this chapter we emphasise the 
non-material, or ideological dimension of hegemony, of how hegemonic orders 
legitimise themselves. This legitimacy is a key ingredient in defending and ratio­
nalising the order (Gilpin 1987: 73) Hegemonies rely on a web of discursive 
rationales and norms, in this case in support of a ‘liberal world order’ with its 
normative, institutional and material foundations. When hegemony is at its zenith, 
these discursive rationales, even when they are routinely contested, appear as affir­
mations of the system’s obvious and unassailable logic. When hegemony is fragile 
and challenged, the discursive rationales have to be reconstituted, adjusted, revised 
and renovated in order to defend, not simply affirm. Some important recent work 
in international relations theory has focused on contestation of norms (Deitelhoff 
and Zimmermann 2013; Krook and True 2010; Lantis and Wunderlich 2018), but 
less so on overarching or hegemonic regimes. The question we address in this 
chapter is the nature of these defensive strategies in re-imagining the hegemonic 
world order. 

How to locate discourses designed to defend, renovate and, if necessary, re-
imagine the hegemonic order? The conventional research strategy would be to 
round up the usual suspects of global governance – the UN, the World Bank, 
World Economic Forum, the OECD, the IMF, etc. – and parse the speeches of 
their leaders and proponents. But the order, as a hegemonic one, was embedded in 
a complex network of international organisations and institutional processes, most 
of which reflected US and Western (broadly defined as the major developed 
economies) interests, but which were broader than the interests of a single hege­
mon or even some peak organisations. A good example is the global trade regime – 
progressively freer trade at first was broadly supported by the US because it served 
its interests, but once embedded in the world system could be used to the advan­
tage of other emerging economies as well, China being the textbook example. 
Now that the US faces some serious competitors in that system, it is pushing to 
change it (attacking the WTO, pulling out of TPP), and the system (the institu­
tions that make it up, and those who support it both within and outside the US) is 
fighting back defensively. 

The irony is that the old global hegemonic order, while initially American-led, 
became bigger than the US, and now must defend itself against a crisis partially 
initiated by American (Trumpian) assertiveness. But how does a ‘global hegemonic 
order’ respond to crisis, especially if the government of its leading member is part 
of that crisis? This chapter argues that we can conceive of the global order as 
containing a ‘neural network’ consisting of governments, international organisa­
tions, think tanks, NGOs, universities, political parties and media who loosely but 
consistently ‘think’ and ‘imagine’ that order, and indeed constitute it through their 
publications and debates, their statements and re-statements of the order itself. 
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There is no central coordination to this messaging, but there is an emergent con­
sistency that comes through the self-referential nature of the defensive networks, 
and their entanglements and overlaps and mutually reinforcing interactions (as we 
show below). A truly hegemonic world order, even a fragile one, will be supported 
by a deep and extensive ‘neural network’ of experts and analysts in traditional 
media (e.g. The New York Times), academe, think tanks and foundations, supple­
mented by platoons of like-minded NGOs. We use this metaphor of a neural 
network deliberately, in that it captures the distributed nature of ideas and how 
they flow and are shaped in support of a regime, with endless iterations, incon­
sistencies, debates and resolutions, producing not a single coherent ideological 
system of beliefs, but a synaptic flaring of ideas and concepts that create a con­
ceptual justificatory space. 

We think the notion of a ‘neural network’ is a useful rendering of how these 
discursive spaces function, but at the same time makes it difficult to isolate any 
uniquely influential quadrants or pathways – a neural network is complex, dis­
tributed and layered. An input like a Trump tweet or a Brexit vote will have the 
network firing and processing responses in cyclical, cascading and kaleidoscopic 
waves, usually first through media and Internet, and then subsequently among 
research centres, institutes, and other ‘expert’ opinion. But we can hypothesize that 
a global ‘neural network’, like the human brain, has concentrated locations that 
perform higher-order thinking functions, particularly the ‘sense of self’. 

A plausible example for this sort of network within the global neural network is 
the Think20 (T20), an ‘engagement group’ of the G20. The G20 has emerged ‘in 
practice as well as proclamation, the centre of global economic governance for a 
globalized world’ (Kirton 2013: 373).1 We are not arguing that the T20 is some­
how dominating global discourses, or superior to other more prominent venues 
like the World Economic Forum or the World Bank or the IMF. Rather, our 
argument is fourfold. First, because of its status as an engagement group to the 
G20, it has a proximity to a (if not the) key transnational organisation engaged in 
managing the global order. Second, its members and its connections (to the World 
Bank, the IMF, the OECD, etc.) give it a salience as a widely distributed network, 
designed to generate, debate, refine and project ideas to steer the world. Third, 
while it presents itself as a research network (which it certainly is), it also is a 
political one, dedicated to what it considers the self-evident principles of multi­
lateralism and modern liberal-democratic capitalism. Fourth, while the T20 col­
lectively defends and supports the hegemonic global order, it also works hard to 
critique and re-imagine it. 

The next section provides background on the development of the T20 since its 
formalisation in 2012. It is followed by a discussion of the most recent global 
meetings of the network in May 2018 and March 2019 in Berlin within the con­
text of the ‘Global Solutions Summit’, intriguingly subtitled ‘The World Policy 
Forum’. Through a combination of document analysis and ethnographic observa­
tions, the chapter shows how the T20 and its positioning within a complementary 
network of supporting institutions are working to re-imagine the global order. 
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The T20: Origins and development 

The G20 was established in 1999, in the wake of the Asian financial crisis of 1997, 
initially as a meeting of finance ministers and central bank governors of the ‘19 
most systematically significant countries and the European Union’ (Kirton 2013: 3). 
The 2008 financial crisis was the G20s watershed moment, a global shock to the 
hegemonic order of global capitalism that required a high-level global response. The 
14–15 November 2008 G20 Summit in Washington was therefore the first with 
heads of government attending. The next was in London in 1–2 April 2009, and an 
‘Anglo-alliance’ of representatives of leading think tanks (Brookings Institution, 
Peterson Institute, CIGI (Centre for International Governance Innovation)) were 
invited there to advise on the global stimulus package. 

This injection of high-powered, international, think tank advice in 2009 was 
formalised three years later under the Mexican G20 presidency. The first T20 
meeting had representatives from 17 well-established think tanks and academic 
institutions from 14 different G20 countries (Table 9.1). 
In the first few G20 summits after its formation in 2012, the T20 remained on 

the sidelines. Germany assumed the presidency of the G20 for 2017, and delegated 
two German think tanks to coordinate the T20: the German Development Insti­
tute (Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik) (DIE), and the Kiel Institute for 

TABLE 9.1 T20 attendees, Mexico City, Mexico, 27–28 February 2012 

Organisation Country 

Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI) Canada 

Centre for Strategic and International Studies Indonesia 

China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR) China 

Council on Foreign Relations United States 

Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey Turkey 

Foundation for International Relations and Foreign Dialogue Spain 

German Development Institute Germany 

Getulio Vargas Foundation Brazil 

Heinrich Boell Foundation Germany 

Japan Institute of International Affairs Japan 

Korea Development Institute South Korea 

Lowy Institute for International Policy Australia 

Mexican Council on Foreign Relations Mexico 

Nanyang Technological University Singapore 

Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC) Russia 

Stanford University United States 

Stanley Foundation United States 
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the World Economy (Kiel Institut für Weltwirtschaft) (IfW). They knew, in broad 
terms, what the German Chancellery’s priorities were, and so structured the T20 
Task Forces in part around them. They also consulted the T20 members on what 
they thought the topics should be. The first T20 conference (‘Cohesion in Diver­
sity’) was held on 1–2 December 2016. The conference brought together the T20 
think tanks, but also experts and government officials, and so was more multi-
stakeholder from the start than previous T20 exercises. 

The T20 Task Force approach was introduced by the Germans in 2017, but 
then adopted (with modifications) by Argentina (2018) and Japan (2019). Table 9.2 
shows the Task Forces for each T20 exercise. Japan as the G20 president in 2019 
wanted to focus on ageing, given the country’s demographics, and so this became a 
T20 focus as well (combined with immigration, not ‘migration’). Gender equity 
and food security had been task force themes under Germany and Argentina, but 
disappeared under Japan. The change in tone was palpable: social justice and equity 
dropped off the formal agenda; economic and financing issues took their place. 
These shifts in agendas reflect the balance of the national priorities of the country 
that has assumed the presidency, and the sense of what the major collective global 
issues are that require attention. Given that the global economy was only gradually 
and fitfully recovering throughout this period, a sense of ‘global crisis’ remained the 
backdrop for discussions, soon to be supplemented by political shocks like Brexit 
and rising populist movements, parties and leaders. Combined, these appeared as 
grave challenges to the economic, political and normative foundations of the global 
order. 

The German T20 Summit was held as part of the first Global Solutions 
Summit on 29–30 May 2017, and had over 1,000 attendees. The German chairs 
decided to organise a multistakeholder event, with presentations by the Task 
Forces balanced with feedback and discussion. The Summit was the culmination 
of the work of 12 Task Forces assembling 170 think tanks from around the 
world, yielding 75 policy briefs and over 300 authors. In principle, this all fed 
into the summary of recommendations submitted by the T20 chairs to the G20, 
entitled 20 Solution Proposals to the G20 from the T20 Engagement Group (T20 
Engagement Group, 2017). 

These recommendations were framed within a ‘new global vision’ consisting of 
three elements: (1) learning to stabilise and manage the global commons (climate 
systems, interconnected financial systems, but also universal access to education, 
health and housing), (2) investments in social innovations leading to collaborative 
collection action, and (3) globalisation and global governance that is people-
centred, focused on delivering global well-being, human flourishing and 
empowerment. Many of the more detailed elaborations of the recommendations 
were tilted in the social justice direction, emphasising fairness, equity, redistribu­
tion or service and support to lower-income groups and countries. Given the 
importance of this narrative ‘re-framing’, we cite the relevant passage from the 
report at length. It clearly positions the G20s core priorities in terms of social 
discontent with globalisation, and the manifestations of that discontent in 



TABLE 9.2  T20 Task  Forces 

Germany (2017)  Argentina (2018) Japan (2019) 

1.  Future of  Work  

2.  Climate Action  and  Infrastructure  for 

Development  

3.  2030  Agenda for Sustainable  Development 

4.  Social  Cohesion,  Global Governance and 

the Future  of  Politics 

5.  Migration  

6.  International  Financial  Architecture for  

Stability  and  Development  

7.  Trade,  Investment and Tax  Cooperation  

8.  Food  Security and  Sustainable  Agriculture 

9.  Circular  Economy 

10.  Cooperation with Africa 

11.  Gender Economic Equity 

12.  Digital Infrastructure  and Security 

1.  Future of  Work and  Education  for the 

Digital Age  

2.  Climate Action and Infrastructure  for 

Development  

3.  2030  Agenda for Sustainable  Development 

4.  Social  Cohesion,  Global Governance and 

the Future  of  Politics 

5.  Migration  

6.  International  Financial  Architecture for  

Stability  and  Development  

7.  Trade,  Investment  and Tax  Cooperation  
8.  Food  Security and  Sustainable  Agriculture 

9.  Cooperation with Africa 

10.  Gender Economic Equity 

1.  Future of  Work  and  Education  for the 

Digital Age  

2.  Climate Change and Environment 

3.  2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

4.  Social Cohesion,  Global Governance and 

the Future  of  Politics  

5.  Aging  Population and its Economic 

Impact + Immigration 

6.  International  Financial Architecture for 

Stability  and  Development/Crypto-assets  

and Fintech 

7.  Trade, Investment and Globalisation  

8.  Cooperation with Africa 

9.  SME  Policy faced with  Development 

of  Financial  Technology 

10.  Economic Eff  ects  of Infrastructure 

Investment and its Financing 
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populism and electoral backlash – all fundamental challenges to hegemony, 
though that term is never used: 

The fundamental mission of the G20 should be to promote the creation of a 
global framework of institutions, policies and norms that meet human needs. 
In particular, the G20 should support a world order in which evolving human 
needs – beginning with the most basic and urgent ones – are satisfied ade­
quately through the workings of the world economy. In times when the suc­
cess of well-managed economies is closely tied to societal success, it is 
appropriate for the G20 to focus on global economic management. When 
economic and social progress diverge, the G20 agenda needs to extend beyond 
purely economic concerns. (T20 Engagement Group, 2017, 4) 

Argentina assumed the presidency of the G20 for 2018. The Argentinian T20 
exercise produced more than 80 policy briefs, and also culminated in 20 key 
recommendations (T20 Argentina 2018). Those recommendations were prefaced 
with a ‘Vision’ focused on (1) cooperation to overcome the challenges to multi­
lateralism, and (2) representativeness, diversity and flexibility. There were similar 
tropes and even similar formulations to the German global vision cited above, 
though a somewhat stronger emphasis on the balance between multilateralism and 
national distinctiveness. 

This short history of the T20 to 2018 shows a network in rapid formation, 
with evolving and often quite plastic structures. The formalisation of the net­
work continued in 2017–2019. After the successful T20 Summit in Berlin in 
2017, the Kiel Institute decided to provide some institutional backbone to the 
T20 by continuing with annual event – the Global Solutions Summit (GSS) or 
World Policy Forum – that will be independent of the T20 but have many of 
the same players and provide what it calls a ‘new, permanent supportive, advi­
sory structure to the G20 and G7’. The GSS held in Berlin in May 2017 was 
almost entirely a T20 event. The second (28–29 May 2018) and third (18–19 
March 2019), broadened out to be a wider forum (the World Policy Forum), 
and were sponsored by the Council for Global Problem Solving (CGP). The 
CGP was established in 2015, and was designed to run an annual GSS and to 
support the T20 process, but is distinct from it. It is a members-only group of 28 
of the world’s top think tanks, some academic institutions and government 
organisations.2 

The CGP and the GSS are both embedded in the Global Solutions Initiative 
(GSI).3 It builds on four ‘interlocking innovations’: (1) global research contribu­
tion: a global network of research institutions centred around the CGP, (2) 
implementation-oriented contribution: a solutions focus, bridging research and 
decision makers, (3) organisational continuity, and (4) narrative contribution: 
developing a joint understanding across stakeholders motivating solutions. The 
work of the GSI is to be channelled through Task Forces and Policy Briefs, which 
will be presented on the G20 Insights Platform (www.g20-insights.org/). 

https://www.g20-insights.org
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The GSI is an early experiment, and the T20 has challenges of coherence and 
impact, but their joint evolution in just a few years has been remarkable. 
The aspiration (sotto voce) clearly  has been  to  create  a  sort  of  ‘brains trust’ (what we 
termed a neural network) for the G20, and perhaps more ambitiously, a generator and 
repository of ideas in defence of the achievements of the liberal hegemonic global 
order (again, the term hegemonic is not used). Its hope is to be truly global – its 
members are deliberately drawn from around the world, though anchored in the core 
of the CGP. It is not sector specific, and deliberately tries to weave together recom­
mendations on economic policy with social and political advice as well. The effort has 
been framed within the development of a ‘global vision’ and a ‘narrative’ of the 
decoupling of social cohesion from economic prosperity. An opportunity to observe 
the network in action came with the Global Solutions Summit/T20 meetings in May 
2018 and again in March 2019, in Berlin.4 

Global solutions summits (‘The World Policy Forum’), May 2018 
and March 2019 

The GSS is the Global Solutions Summit, with the subtitle of ‘The World Policy 
Forum’. The March 2019 GSS also was a platform for T20 Task Force meetings, 
and presentation of some of the early research results, but less prominently than in 
2018. The 2018 GSS had about 1,000 attendees with over 40 sessions; the 2019 
version had almost 1,600 attendees and over 50 sessions. We offer some observa­
tions on organisational format and objectives, and on content and themes. The 
salient point however, in terms of the theme of this chapter, is that the GSS aspires 
to its name – ‘global solutions’. It is a site for a particular network of organisations 
and actors to convene, discuss and propose solutions. As we show below, despite 
some differences of views and emphases, the attendees are fervent supporters of at 
least the core of the global order (i.e. multilateralism – not US dominance; coop­
eration; most international institutions; broadly liberal values; progressive capital­
ism; social and economic equity). They are appalled and perplexed by populism, 
which they instinctively equate with xenophobia, racism and authoritarianism. 
They are equally appalled and even infuriated by President Trump and all that he 
represents. They believe in globalism, and are searching for renovations and re­
imaginings that will make its current manifestation work. 

Organisational format and objectives 

A good part of the two GSS was devoted to presenting the first results of T20 Task 
Force work and even some recommendations, though this was stronger in the 
2018 event than in 2019. But if the GSS is in large part a T20 exercise, it could 
have been organised very differently, on a smaller and more focused scale. Why the 
wider ambition? Why a ‘Summit’? The answer is that the Summits serve the larger 
purposes of legitimation, validation and amplification, of what we have termed 
re-imagining. 
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Both meetings of experts took place under the shadow of political factors. 
Panellists often noted that continued inequality and systemic shocks had generated 
political backlash against ‘global elites’. But this of course was a meeting of those 
same elites. The GSS, as a larger forum than the T20, even if it was still a forum of 
elites, gave some sense of representational legitimacy. A large summit of this sort 
can also serve as an idea aggregator, and give more force and legitimacy to the T20 
when it meets with the G20 sherpas. Policy advice on global economic steering, 
when the global economy is under political threat from populists, has to balance 
technical validity with political legitimacy. For expert venues like the GSS, the 
closest it can come to political legitimacy is the demonstration of strength in 
numbers, of representation, and some consensus on key issues. In 2019, much was 
made of Young Global Changers (YGC) – a programme that provided full 
scholarships to attend the GSS for 90 candidates selected from a pool of 3,500 
applicants from 15 countries. This provided another type of legitimacy – cross­
generational, multi-racial (several of the YGCs, who were usually invited to ask the 
first question after panel presentations, noted the lack of regional, racial, and gender 
diversity in the GSS and the need for ‘more people who look like me’ – a fla­
gellation warmly received by the audience). 

The wider ambition also served the objective of network building. This was 
explicit in the design of the CGP and in the promotion of the conferences as well, 
but we can add several less obvious dimensions to this. First, the network of T20 
think tanks and research institutions is strengthened and extended through this 
exercise, but so is the strategic advantage and influence of the key players, as 
represented in the CGP. Second, beyond the core, the Summit can attract a per­
iphery of networked actors who are outside the think tank world, but engaged in 
global issues and themselves linked to other institutions. One stated Summit 
ambition is to create and reinforce a ‘global network of problem solvers’. Third, 
the Summit does serve as an echo chamber, as well as an amplifier. While at the 
policy level, there were Task Forces meetings, and specific recommendations in 
fields as different as the future of work and of climate change, there was also a 
common discourse among the participants. As an example (more below), there was 
an unquestioned support for multilateralism and (mostly) free trade, and a universal 
repugnance for populism and nationalism.5 There was also a mutually reinforcing 
catechism of social concern for the poor and the excluded. Linking to the previous 
point on legitimation, this echo chamber effect helps amplify the Summit mes­
sage – there is consensus on the virtues of multilateralism, the evils of nationalism, 
the decoupling of social and economic progress and the need for ‘recoupling’ (this 
was the explicit theme of the 2019 Summit). This consensus is the frame within 
which specific recommendations are then channelled to the G20 leaders. It also 
constitutes the results of an extended exercise in debating the global order, articu­
lating both its value and its liabilities, and proposing ways to re-imagine it in policy 
terms. This became quite literal when participants were enjoined to come up with 
a new ‘narrative’ on globalism, to combat the competing (anti-globalist) populist 
narratives. 
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Content and themes 

The substantive content of the 2018 Summit consisted primarily of the Task Force 
reports (‘Key Policy Recommendations: Presented at the Global Solutions Summit 
2018’) and the T20 Concept Note (‘T20 Argentina Concept Note: Proposals for a 
Productive, Inclusive and Sustainable World’). In 2018, the Task Force sessions 
took up over half the Summit, and consisted of presentations on policy briefs to 
date, and some tentative recommendations. These were reflected in the Concept 
Note, with preliminary proposals. It is impossible to summarise the lengthy list of 
detailed recommendations, but we can note their dual character. On the one hand, 
many of them were entirely conventional and uncontroversial. In the Concept 
Note, for example, under Recommendation #1 on ‘Policies and commitments to 
promote equal opportunities for quality education’, G20 leaders were urged to 
‘implement a set of comprehensive policies addressing curriculum, such as the 
implementation of teacher training and administering educational resources to 
develop labor and democratic skills’. On the other hand, there were signals and 
tonalities that were less ‘conventional’ and obvious, and registered in a key that 
spoke to anxieties about disruptions to the global order and to globalisation’s own 
disruptions. Table 9.3 lists some of these. 

We identify these as ‘conventional’ in the sense that they emanate from a con­
ventional globalist, cosmopolitan and broadly social democratic world view. We 
would not characterise these as ‘neoliberal’ as the more left-wing critics of the G20 
would – there is too much genuine concern about inequality and climate change. 
At the same time, there is a firm commitment to freer trade and deeper global 
economic integration, under the watchful eye of the G20 and other global insti­
tutions. More state action and spending are required in areas like infrastructure and 
climate change mitigation. Taxes on fossil fuels should be increased; green energy 
encouraged. Adjustments and policy interventions will be painful, but democrati­
cally achieved. If a label is needed for this world view, it might be ‘technocratic 
inclusive liberal globalism’. This is the re-imagining of what a cooperative global 
order could look like. 

The theme in 2019 was ‘Recoupling Social and Economic Progress: Towards a 
Global Paradigm Change’. Dennis Snower, President of the GSI, once again gave 
the opening keynote, excoriating conventional economics and its emphasis on 
materialism and self-interest, urging ‘recoupling’ and ‘paradigm change’. In the 
roundtable following his remarks, he was jokingly labelled a ‘revolutionary’, to  
somewhat uncomfortable laughter in the audience. Gabrielle Ramos, representing 
the OECD, made equally critical remarks about contemporary capitalism as not 
being sufficiently inclusive or people-centred (citing the OECD’s work on ‘New 
Approaches to Economic Challenges’ (NEAC)). Data on inequality and fraying 
social cohesion were presented, and there were a number of explicitly labelled 
‘paradigm change’ sessions (e.g. The Future of the Corporation; Toward New 
Economic and Moral Foundations for Capitalism; Globalisation and Vulnerability; 
Radical Uncertainty; Rethinking Society for the 21st Century). 
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TABLE 9.3 T20 Argentina proposals 

No. Proposal header Unconventional/New/Anxieties 

1 Policies and commitments to 
promote equal opportunities 
for quality education 

� Develop ‘democratic skills’ – a counter to 
populism 

� Non-formal learning 

2 The future of work will not 
be the same everywhere 

� Technological change may generate ‘significant 
job losses and greater inequality’ 

� Policy solutions have to be tailored for differ­
ent conditions in emerging and developing 
economies (e.g. inequality of Internet access) 

3 The role of cities to mitigate 
climate change: a new urban 
paradigm and urban 
infrastructure 

� Infrastructure focused on cities; low-carbon, 
climate-resilient cities 

4 Addressing food security con­
cerns through special arrange­
ments between large net 
importer and exporter 
countries 

� Create a special group of countries who are 
leading net exporters and importers of food 

5 A commitment to a rule-
based international trade 
system with mechanisms to 
compensate losers from trade 

� Trade frictions increased noticeably in 2018 
� Adjustment costs are large, and there is insuffi­

cient compensation for those who lose from 
trade 

� ‘Call a stop’ to unilateral trade restrictions 
� Enhance mobility of displaced workers (possi­

bly globally and across borders) 

6 A strong commitment to 
achieve gender economic 
equity 

� Address unpaid care 
� Invest in care infrastructure 
� Maternity and paternity leave regimes to reach 

all families 

7 Resource mobilisation 
through a fair international 
tax regime: End harmful tax 
competition and provide a 
level playing field for taxation 
and investment 

� New phase of tax competition leading to a 
‘ruinous race to the bottom’ 

� Introduce a minimum corporate tax rate 
� Agree on a consolidated corporate tax base 

(CCTB) and treat multinationals as single entities 

8 Scaling up development 
finance for our common 
future 

� Mobilise private capital for infrastructure 
development 

� Projects aligned to climate change mitigation 
strategies 

� More resources and better coordination among 
multilateral development banks (MDBs) 

9 Moving forward on the 2030 
Agenda 

� Implementation of SDGs modest 
� Build stronger monitoring and reporting 

mechanisms 

(continued) 
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TABLE 9.3 (continued ) 

No. Proposal header Unconventional/New/Anxieties 

10 Developing green fiscal 
reform plans for just energy 
transitions 

� Green fiscal reforms ‘cannot be introduced 
directly’ and ‘a gradual and step-wise approach 
raises the political feasibility’ 

� Adverse distributional impacts of higher energy 
prices 

11 Global sustainable develop­
ment will only be achieved if 
African economies are part of 
the consensus 

� Trade structures are still ‘disadvantageous’ to 
African countries 

12 Strengthening the global 
financial safety net 

� Conduct a quota review of the Global Finan­
cial Safety Net, ‘for this will favour the legiti­
macy, credibility and effectiveness of the IMF’ 

13 The crypto-assets experience: 
giving technology a chance 
without milking users nor 
investors 

� The G20 should ‘design a cross border frame­
work to put Crypto-Assets (CA) on a reg­
ulatory level playing field with other financial 
instruments’ 

Source: T20 Argentina Concept Note: Proposals for a Productive, Inclusive and Sustainable World. 

This world view suffused the Summit proceedings, providing a subterranean and 
consensual foundation that could then support any incidental disagreements over 
details. Some other core, if unspoken, ingredients of this world view were: 

�	 Strong emphasis on a global commons, on global public policy challenges that 
affect all or most countries (climate change, global trading system, digital 
technologies and the global financial system). 

�	 Importance of rules-based and institutionalised multilateralism, with its cor­
ollary of extreme antipathy to ‘nationalism’, which was equated with uni­
lateralism and populism. 

�	 Angst, but also some incomprehension, about rising populism (the 2018 
Summit took place as a populist coalition government was being formed in 
Italy; the 2019 as Brexit was approaching on 29 March), which is connected 
to disturbing trends in the decline of democracy, the impact of social media, 
and rising authoritarianism. 

�	 ‘Recoupling’ of social and economic prosperity. The 2018 theme had been 
‘decoupling’; the 2019 theme, logically enough, was ‘recoupling’, though 
spiced with the injunction for paradigm change. 

An interesting theme of the 2018 Summit – in the light of our metaphor of a 
‘default network’ – was an argument made by Dennis Snower in the opening 
keynote for a new ‘narrative’. Recoupling would require, in part, a renewed 
popular social engagement and identification with multilateralism. To the extent 
that electorates and populations identify with localities, with nations, with their 
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ethnic groups or religions, they are susceptible to nationalist and populist appeals. 
Counter-appeals have to be mobilised on the same terrain, a terrain that is not entirely 
or purely technical. In this sense, a global meeting of technocrats seemed to agree that 
technocratic solutions would not be enough – that hearts and minds need to be 
changed, and that technocratic solutions need to be framed in ways that resonate with 
popular feelings. This was carried over in the 2019 Summit, though in the form of a 
call for ‘paradigm change’. While multilateralism was still defended, there were several 
panels where the individualism of conventional economics was attacked in favour of 
resuscitating communities, families, culture and values. 

Colin Bradford (senior fellow Brookings Institution and one of the participants 
in the 2008 ‘Anglo-alliance’ of think tanks mentioned above, and a highly 
respected figure in the T20 and G20 processes) summed up the consensus: ‘… 
systemic transformation is an imperative rather than one of several pathways to 
sustainability. Incrementalism, technical fixes, policy tweaks and marginal changes 
have run out of relevance’ (Bradford 2019: 288). 

Conclusion 

The global order has not been overturned, even with the pandemic, but it is fra­
gile, assaulted from all sides (even from within, with some leaders and electorates 
openly attacking its foundations), and perhaps in twilight until its sun can rise 
again. In the meantime, it has to be defended and re-imagined, and not just on the 
platforms of practice such as the GSS, but in academe as well (Mearsheimer 2018). 
But how does a hegemonic global order do this, when its leader, the United States 
in the person of Mr Trump, turns on that order? The key point is of course that 
the order – the leading members of that global order – consist of vast and dis­
tributed networks of complicit leaders across multiple sectors. If one member 
defaults, others can be expected to step up. For every Trumpian tweet, there will 
be waves of rebuttals from political leaders, leading organs of conventional wisdom, 
media stars, pundits, NGOs, CEOs and others. But these are all reflexive, like an 
amoeba recoiling instinctively from negative stimuli. A sophisticated defence of the 
hegemonic order requires deeper and more deliberate strategies and articulations. 
Our approach in this chapter has been to focus on a newly emerged ‘neural 

network’ of think tanks in the T20, CGP and GSI nexus. It has the advantage of 
being directly connected to the leading instrument of global hegemonic leadership, 
the G20, and of being self-consciously designed to marshal deep and informed 
research to deal with global problems. The network was certainly constructed by 
design. Its leading members (now the members of the CGP) felt strongly that the 
2008 global economic crisis needed a coordinated, and policy informed, response. 
They successfully mobilised and leveraged advice in the 2008–2010 period. As the 
G20 evolved and became more institutionalised, so did the think tanks, eventually 
congealing in the T20 in 2012. By the 2019 Global Solutions Summit, that small 
membership has exploded into a global network of almost 200 think tanks, insti­
tutes and universities, not to mention associated NGOs, and business observers. 
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The process of multiple meetings, slaloming through Task Force tracks and 
summits, culminating in the final T20 meeting before the leaders’ summit and 
producing a short list of recommendations, creates the mirage of some single, 
coherent voice. That in fact is not the real point, and several T20 and GSS parti­
cipants remarked on the incoherence and fragmentation of the exercise if that 
exercise is seen as one intended to influence the G20 agenda. From our perspec­
tive, the T20 nexus of processes is better conceived as a global neural network of 
discursive contributions to a broader defence and re-imagining of the hegemonic 
order, a defence and re-imagining that will only, initially, find muted echoes in 
G20 communiqués. The network is struggling to produce a fresh narrative of glo­
balisation with a human face, of a recoupling of social and economic progress, of 
inclusion, and of measured response to the impending disruptions of digitalisation, 
AI and climate change. That narrative is too radical in tone to be whole-heartedly 
embraced by the G20 leaders, though the specific policy recommendations that it 
nourishes (e.g. on financial reforms; digital workplaces; climate change) might be. 
Of course, ‘radical’ is a relative term here. Both Summits had nanoseconds of ironic 
if uncomfortable appreciation that the attendees themselves are beneficiaries of the 
systems they claim need fundamental change. And the change and paradigm shift 
being demanded was actually more often that of grafting than of overthrow. 

One can debate the conceptual nuances of hegemony and the hegemonic order, 
but there is ample evidence of angst over ‘system challenges’, whether of the norms 
and institutions of liberalism (Deneen 2018; Frum 2018; Goodhart 2017; Harari 
2018; Mounk 2018; Sunstein, 2018; Zielonka 2018) or the international political 
and economic system (Eurasia Group 2019; World Economic Forum 2018). This 
chapter has explored how supporters of the system respond, systemically; that is, 
through networks of ideas and debates. The T20 and the Global Solutions Sum­
mits are prime examples of new ‘neural networks’ engaged in the defensive re-
imagining of the global hegemonic system in ways that will keep it intact (in terms 
of norms that we discussed above), but adaptive. Many of the adaptations and re­
imaginings remain consistent with the core principles of the order, but some stretch 
its precepts (especially economic) to respond to challenges. The impact on G20 
leaders may ultimately be slight, and realpolitik may dominate, but the legitimation 
and self-understanding of the order hinges on it. 

Notes 
1 There are other candidates, such as the annual World Economic Forum in Davos or 

other ‘thought leader’ networks (Garston and Sörbom, 2018; Giridharadas, 2018). 
Indeed, a fuller discussion of this global default network would connect the various 
‘global policy summits’ that have emerged in recent years as venues for the good and 
great to discuss world issues and, in effect, to discursively rationalise and reimagine the 
global hegemonic order. 

2 Members as of April 2019: ADB Institute; Bertelsmaan Stiftung; Blavatnik School of 
Government; Brookings Institution; Brugel; Centre for Economic and Financial Research 
(CEFIR); Centre for International Governance Innovation (CIGI); Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS); Centro de Implementación de Políticas Públicas para la 
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Equidad y el Crecimiento (CIPPEC); Consejo Argentino para las Relaciones Inter­
nacionales (CARI); G20 Research Group; Fundação Getulio Vargas (FGV); Gateway 
House (Indian Council on Global Relations); Hertie School of Governance; Institute for 
New Economic Thinking (Oxford Martin School); Kiel Institute for the World Econ­
omy (IFW); Institut français des relations interantionales (IFRI); International Institute for 
Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA); International Panel on Social Progress (IPSP); Italian 
Institute for International Political Studies (ISPI); The New Economic School (NES); 
Observer Research Foundation (ORF); OECD; Oxford Martin School; Renmin Uni­
versity of China; South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA); Stiftung 
Mercator. 

3	 The following draws on ‘Global Solutions Initiative: Description of Concept’ (December 
23, 2017), courtesy of the Counsel on Global Problem-Solving. 

4	 The author attended both as an observer. 
5	 In the 2019 panel on the Future of Politics, Julia Pomares (Executive Director, CIPPEC) 

noted that ‘we can’t label everything we don’t like as populism’. 
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10
SHIFTING HEGEMONIES IN GLOBAL
MIGRATION POLITICS AND THE RISE
OF THE INTERNATIONAL
ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION
(IOM)

Martin Geiger

International migration is a highly state and sovereignty-relevant policy field. Over
the last three decades it has nevertheless witnessed a growing involvement of pri-
vate and non-governmental actors, and first and foremost intergovernmental orga-
nisations (IGOs). Focusing on the International Organization for Migration (IOM),
a leading IGO in migration, section I highlights the need to advance existing
assumptions concerning migration politics and the role of states, IGOs and other
actors. Section II discusses how the ideational concept of ‘migration management’
came to serve the IOM in taking a global lead in migration politics. ‘Migration
management’, which started as an umbrella term and discourse, has materialised
into a tool-based approach, marketed and implemented by the IOM. As a result,
the IOM has become an indispensable organisation which, as this chapter argues, is
able to act as a supplementary hegemon. The IOM has not replaced states yet,
neither does it contest the existing international order, but the IOM is already
powerful enough to exercise decisive influence in migration politics. Section III
concludes by discussing future scenarios for the IOM as well as global migration
politics, giving the example of the IOM and its fostering of new alliances, includ-
ing with China, in a shifting global order, not exclusive to migration politics.

(I) Re-conceptualising migration politics and who is involved

Migration is a powerful social, economic and political process which deeply trans-
forms societies, nation-states and the international order. Following the end of the
Cold War, and in the context of increasing globalisation, the question has become
unavoidable of who else is gaining influence, other than states and their govern-
ments, and which additional actors are increasingly required to assist states in the
management of migration (e.g. Ghosh 1993; Geiger 2013, GCIM 2005; Loescher
2001; UN 2016/2018a/2018b). The existing international order concerning
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migration is based on a hegemonic position of the most economically, politically 
and militarily capable states, and simultaneously the most important immigration 
countries – first and foremost the United States and other G7 and Western coun­
tries. However, the influence of the Global South and traditional non-Western 
states is growing (e.g. Boucher 2008; Schierup et al. 2018; Rother 2018) – also 
non-governmental and private entities, and first and foremost IGOs have become 
important (e.g. Betts 2011; Geiger and Pécoud 2014; Loescher 2001). 

The project of a common migration, asylum and border policy in the European 
Union (EU) is a prime example of new mechanisms that actively involve IGOs in 
the design and implementation of migration-related measures and full-fledged 
policy programmes (e.g. Georgi 2007; Lavenex 2007; Geiger 2011). Since the mid­
1980s, a multitude of consultative forums have emerged around the world (e.g. 
Hansen 2005; Thouez and Channac 2006; Oelgemoller 2017). These forums bring 
state as well as non-state and inter-state actors together in order to address negative 
aspects of migration more effectively (e.g. irregular migration, trafficking), and at 
the same time make migration ‘work for development’ and for the benefit of  
sending and receiving societies as well as migrants (e.g. GCIM 2005; UNDP 2009). 
Many of these forums are held under the auspices of the UN, UNHCR (United 
High Commissioner for Refugees) and ILO (International Labour Organization); 
however the IOM is by far the most important organiser and player in these 
forums. 

There has also been an increasing trend of outsourcing policy interventions 
aimed at addressing specific types, flows and aspects related to migration, including 
e.g. anti-trafficking or measures to enhance border security. The IOM has estab­
lished itself as the most important provider of such programmes, and states around 
the world have become strongly dependent on this particular organisation (see 
section II). In turn, this has enabled the IOM to move into a position of decisive 
influence and what could be called a ‘supplementary’ hegemonic position. 

The aforementioned aspects challenge long-held assumptions about states and 
their role and prerogative over migration. The prevailing way the world has 
responded to migration has already changed from a system that was based mostly 
on unilateral state responses to arrangements that increasingly involve partnering 
with not only other states but also with non-state, private, and aforementioned 
specialised IGOs (Betts 2011; Boucher 2008; Geiger 2013; Geiger and Pécoud 
2010). The debate surrounding IGOs, in particular, remains dominated by a state-
centric perspective. While some still question whether IGOs really ‘matter’ (e.g. 
Mearsheimer 1994), and the long-standing reduction of IGOs to ‘arenas’ for states 
to confer with one other; or as dependent ‘instruments’ or ‘agents’ of states (Karns 
and Mingst 2010; Davies and Woodward 2014), newer discussions stress the agency 
and genuine ‘actorness’ of IGOs (e.g. Avant et al. 2010; Lyne et al. 2006). Recent 
studies on the role of IGOs in migration are echoing these discussions by pointing 
out the growing agency, capabilities, self-interests and actorness certain IGOs have 
acquired (i.e. the IOM), despite the remaining focus on state sovereignty in 
migration politics (e.g. Georgi 2007/2019; Geiger and Koch 2018). As put forward 
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in the following it is possible to take the newer strand of studies of migration 
politics and the role of IGOs (Geiger and Koch 2018) and link it with recent 
inquiries into shifting hegemonies and the rise of non-state and intergovernmental 
actors (e.g. Sørensen 2016; Witt 2019). 

(II) ‘Migration management’: A new discourse and its translation 
into practices. The IOM’s rise in global migration politics 

2.1 The IOM as a more pragmatic, not norm-centred and flexible 
organisation 

Today’s IOM had several predecessors, the first being the PICMME, the Provi­
sional Intergovernmental Committee for the Movements of Migrants from Europe, 
which was created in 1951 as an instrument for the US and its allies to intervene in 
the case of specific migration-related situations (Georgi 2010/2019; Perruchoud 
1989). The PICMME was purposely set up outside the UN to shield off any 
Communist influence. Even following the end of the Cold War, the IOM 
remained outside the UN system, and it was only in 2016 that the IOM finally 
became an organisation within the UN (section III). Since 1951, the PICMME 
and all subsequent predecessors,1 including the IOM, acted as an alternative and 
competitor to the ILO and UNHCR (Georgi 2010/2019). In contrast to the ILO 
and UNHCR which always formed an official part of the UN system, the IOM 
remains unique to this day. It is not bound to a specific normative framework 
(Georgi 2019; Guild et al. 2020), while, for example, the UNHCR is committed 
to safeguarding and monitoring state compliance with the Geneva Refugee 
Convention. 

Traditionally led by a US citizen, the IOM was the ‘go-to’ organisation of the 
US, EU and other states in the Global North for decades. Operating for most of its 
existence outside the UN system, provided the IOM with an unparalleled degree 
of flexibility and range of possibilities to act as an assumingly more pragmatic, 
technical and effective IGO. To this day, this gives the IOM a key advantage over 
the ILO and UNHCR. It is also a key factor enabling the rise of the IOM in 
global migration politics. The IOM has emerged as a particular type of a ‘supple­
mentary hegemon’ which itself is not interested in norm design and propagation. 
Instead, it aims to maintain its major resource – its unparalleled degree of freedom 
which allows the IOM, contrary to other organisations (i.e. ILO and UNHCR) to 
operate in many more situations which are highly sensitive and more ‘problematic’ 
for competitor organisations to become involved in. 
Examples of the IOM’s involvement in politically sensitive situations include the 

provision of assistance to Hungarians and other populations to resettle to non­
communist countries during the Cold War (e.g. IOM 2019b), and the evacuation 
of migrant workers stranded in conflict areas (e.g. Kelly and Wadud 2012). Assis­
tance provided by the IOM also often includes the disarmament and professional 
re-training (e.g. as firefighters) of militias (e.g. the UÇK in Kosovo: Di Lellio 
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2005). The IOM has been in strong demand and has become one of the biggest 
intergovernmental organisations in the world. Today, the IOM has 173 member 
and 8 observer states, close to 13,000 staff, and is able to work with an annual 
budget of almost $1.6 billion (IOM 2019a). 

2.2 ‘Migration management’, the IOM’s ideational concept for shaping 
migration politics 

The IOM’s character and self-understanding as a more pragmatic, solution-oriented 
and explicitly not rights and norm-centred organisation has its foundation in a 
particular ideational concept from which the IOM operates, and which is impor­
tant to the understanding of why states around the world not only continue to 
fund the IOM but since the 1990s are also increasingly outsourcing specific activ­
ities to this particular IGO. 

Key to the IOM’s rise in global migration politics is a term which, thanks to 
massive lobbying and the IOM’s strong publishing activities (1,794 publications, 
and approximately 2.2 million downloaded IOM publications, as of 31 December 
2018: IOM 2019c), has formed a new global discourse, concept and leitmotif – 
‘migration management’. The IOM copied the term of ‘migration management’ 
and parts of its concept from Bimal Ghosh, a UN migration expert, who in the 
early 1990s proposed to the Commission on Global Governance (1995) the estab­
lishment of a ‘New International Regime for Orderly Movements of People’ 
(NIROMP) (Ghosh 1993/2000; Geiger and Pécoud 2010). Ghosh opted for the 
term ‘management’ instead of ‘governance’. The latter term had drawn resistance 
from governments that were reluctant to share their sovereignty, which the term 
‘governance’ would have implied (Ghosh 2012). While the NIROMP was never 
realised, the IOM continued to use and further develop his concept of ‘migration 
management’. 

Central to the IOM ‘migration management’ is the overall aim to depoliticise 
and de-problematise and, simultaneously, strongly positivise the debate on migra­
tion (Georgi 2010; Kalm 2010; Geiger 2016). ‘Migration management’ aims to 
realise three policy goals, originally stipulated back in the 1990s by Ghosh: (1) A 
‘balanced approach’ combined with (2) ‘regulated openness’ –  meaning: strict 
control and prevention of unwanted and illegal migratory flows combined with a 
stronger liberalisation of flows that are deemed beneficial; and (3) the goal to aim 
for a ‘triple win’ – to develop and implement programmes and measures which are 
likely to facilitate such migration flows (e.g. temporary and circulatory migration, 
high-skilled migration) and to result in positive market outcomes (benefits) not 
only for receiving states, but also for countries of origins and their emigrants 
(Ghosh 1993/2000). 

The fact that the IOM is holding a majority of the migration policy forums 
worldwide and is exclusively using the concept of ‘management’ in all its other 
lobbying, publications as well as in its field operations have been successful to the 
extent that ‘migration management’ pervades all major discussions on migration 
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today. Instead of ‘governance’ and ‘politics’, ‘management’ has become the ‘lan­
guage’ and ‘mantra’ predominantly or exclusively used today in most globally 
relevant policy documents (e.g. GCIM 2005; UN 2018; UNDP 2009; for critique 
and detailed analysis see Boucher 2008; Geiger and Pécoud 2010; Pécoud 2015). 

It is the policy talk of ‘managing’ migration ‘more effectively’, ‘to make migra­
tion work better for development’ and ‘in the interest of migrants and countries of 
origins’, etcetera, which many officials are using and ‘speaking’ today. In this 
understanding, the IOM has successfully created and propagated a certain language 
and concept which has found wide acceptance, and which fits the discussion and 
description of what hegemony is and what a hegemonic actor is able to achieve, as 
proposed in this book. The IOM’s ideational concept has become embedded in the 
mindsets of all relevant stakeholders – they, in turn, have simultaneously become 
assured of the IOM’s expertise, its ability to ‘lead the world’, and also of it being 
the ‘rightful’ and appropriate organisation to which they can delegate particular 
measures. 

2.3 Material practices of hegemony. The translation of the IOM’s 
concept into concrete measures 

Aside from the whole range of social media tools (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, 
YouTube), its general (www.iom.int) and close to hundred regional and country 
offices websites, the IOM publishes hundreds of reports and brochures each year. 
Among these, two annual reports stand out: (1) the ‘World Migration Report’ (e.g. 
IOM 2018) and (2) the IOM’s ‘Migration Initiatives’ (e.g. IOM 2015). Both are of 
primary importance for the IOM when translating the ‘migration management’ 
discourse into actual practices. The ‘World Migration Reports’ include statistics and 
information that the IOM collects through its project activities and more than 400 
country and project offices worldwide. The IOM’s ‘Migration Initiatives’ (e.g. 
IOM 2015) goes a step further by first synthesising the most pressing migration-
related challenges in specific states and regions, and then making the (business) case 
for measures and programmes the IOM deems necessary and is able to offer. Here, 
the IOM translates its ‘management’ concept into concrete policy practices. These 
practices (programmes and specific measures) are pre-designed ‘in-house’ by the 
IOM and each come in the annual ‘Migration Initiatives’ report with a price tag. 
Donor states and other entities can choose to opt and ‘buy-in’, commission, fund 
and receive specific assistance and support measures from the IOM. The IOM’s 
policy programmes and measures are highly ‘standardised’ and resemble ‘package 
solutions’ that can theoretically be purchased by everyone who is interested and has 
the necessary funding, and can be implemented in different places, ignorant to a 
large extent of concrete ‘on the ground’ situations and contextualities (e.g. Bartels 
2018; Geiger 2011). 

The IOM’s catalogue  for  specific countries and regions includes a wide range of 
tailored logistics and other operative support, such as measures to increase border 
security, verify documents, conduct health and background checks, and pre-departure 

https://www.iom.int
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orientation programmes e.g. for migrants leaving for Canada (e.g. Dupeyron 2016; 
Geiger 2018). The IOM is also known for its ‘assisted return’ programmes that with 
the help of financial and in-kind support incentivise rejected asylum-seekers and irre­
gular migrants to ‘voluntarily’ return to their home countries. The IOM has been 
openly accused of misinforming or even coercing migrants and for promoting gen­
erally contentious practices (Koch 2014; Webber 2011). 

For some countries the IOM has become indispensable in implementing major 
parts of their own national policies. Funded by the EU and with the help of 
additional US co-funding, the IOM has designed holistic ‘migration strategies’ for 
several of the major sending and transit countries of unwanted and irregular 
migration flows (e.g. Ukraine, Albania). One of the earliest IOM projects was the 
‘National Strategy on Migration’ for Albania (Government of Albania/IOM 2005) 
which was promoted by the IOM as well as its main donor, the European Com­
mission, as a strategy to not only manage Albanian migration but also to bring 
Albania ‘closer to membership in the European Union’ (Government of Albania/ 
IOM 2005: 1). The IOM acted as an EU instrument to further the EU’s hege­
monic interests. At the same, it used the opportunity to further its own interests 
and advance its position as an indispensable actor in regional migration, and to a 
certain degree in EU accession politics. 
It is this ‘market place’ in particular that the IOM has successfully created, and the 

unique tool-based approach to ‘migration management’ which over the last three 
decades has turned the IOM into an almost indispensable IGO in global, regional 
and even national migration politics. States have become strongly dependent on the 
IOM, which makes a case for calling the IOM a new supplementary hegemon in 
migration politics. However, it is important to note that the IOM’s concept  of  
‘migration management’ in and of itself does not intend to create and invoke genu­
ine (good, better, i.e. norm-based) governance, neither does it intend to replace 
states nor contest state government and sovereignty. This is at least not the official 
orientation of the IOM and its concept, though in the actual implementation of 
IOM migration management, this could often be open for debate. Certain activities, 
including drafting, selling and to a large extent implementing the migration policy of 
an entire country, certainly have not only a tendency but also actual power to 
compliment and even replace traditional aspects of sovereignty and state power. The 
IOM’s catalogue of ‘tools’ of migration management offers to relieve states of some 
of the burdens and tasks of designing and implementing policy measures. At the 
same time, the IOM undoubtedly strives to take a global lead in proposing and 
selling to the world community at large, including its traditional hegemons, new 
approaches to migration and its organisational capabilities to implement them. 

(III) Shifting hegemonies and global migration management in the 
future 

While the international order concerning international migration is still char­
acterised by a persistent prerogative of states in the field of migration politics, and 
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there is a strong element of hegemony exercised by the US, its G7 and other 
Global North partners, there are fundamental changes underway. A major devel­
opment is the increasing influence of non-governmental, private, and first and 
foremost intergovernmental organisations in the once strongly state-exclusive 
domain of migration. Partnerships and mechanisms have emerged that, like in the 
case of the EU, increasingly involve actors from ‘beyond’ the state. In particular 
the IOM has become an indispensable organisation for states and other entities. The 
IOM’s unparalleled degree of freedom, its ability to largely shape and determine the 
global discourse on migration, and the fact that its ‘tools’ of migration management 
have found many clients across the world, validate the argument which considers the 
IOM to be a supplementary hegemony in global migration politics. 

The existing global migration policy system is rapidly changing, with the influ­
ence of major Global South and main sending countries of emigrants which has 
steadily grown since the end of the Cold War. There is also growing pressure from 
‘below’, including from migrant activist and other non-state and civil society 
groups for stronger and more equal participation in all relevant discussions on 
migration (e.g. Rother 2018; Piper and Grugel 2015). The rising number of 
migrants and refugees worldwide is another clear challenge to traditional modes of 
state control over migration and the existing international order. These develop­
ments, which result in and are often called ‘crises’, provide the IOM with an 
opportunity to advance its own power and influence, which leads to the question 
of the IOM’s future role, power and share of ‘sovereignty’ and hegemony. 

2016 can be identified as a fundamentally important year in the IOM’s history, 
as well as in global (migration) politics. The IOM celebrated its 65th anniversary, 
and the People’s Republic of China, which had been merely an observer state for 
several years, made the decision to join the IOM as its 165th member state. Wil­
liam Swing, the IOM’s Director General at the time, welcomed China as a new 
member state, furthering the IOM’s global significance and making it a truly global 
organisation (IOM 2016b). At the same time, it was likely no coincidence that 
China’s accession to the IOM in June 2016 happened only weeks before the IOM 
Council decided to give up the IOM’s 65th year of formal independence from the 
UN in July 2016, calling for the IOM to join the UN as a ‘related organization’ 
(IOM 2016a). A few months later, in September 2016, the UN General Assembly 
adopted the ‘New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants’ (UN 2016) which 
resulted in the adoption of two new frameworks on migration in the end of 
2018 – the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (UN 
2018a) and the UN Global Compact on Refugees (UN 2018b). 

It was highly meaningful for China, the IOM, global migration politics and the 
world community in general, that these developments all happened in the same 
year. In 2016 it was also decided by the UN that the IOM, and not the ILO (the 
longest existing UN organisation specialising in migration, founded in 1919) would 
take the lead on the Global Compact for Migration, while the UNHCR’s leader­
ship position on refugees was reconfirmed by making it the leader for the Compact 
on Refugees. The IOM not only joined the UN, it also immediately became the 
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lead organisation for the Global Compact on Migration. China’s accession brought 
the IOM a potential ally with its own growing global influence, and a member 
state which is the one of the world’s most important migrant-sending countries 
(IOM 2018: 17), and receives the second-largest amount annually in remittances 
from its fourth-largest diaspora in the world (World Bank 2018, 5). China has the 
fourth-largest diaspora in the world, and is also becoming increasingly important as 
a transit and destination country for migrants. 
Moreover, the IOM’s ambitions are likely to be linked with the current ambi­

tions of China to create a global ‘neighborhood’ for itself. Official Chinese state­
ments linked the new membership in the IOM to China’s ongoing process of 
‘opening up’, its ‘rapid economic and social development’ but, in particular, its 
‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI) (PRC 2016). This project, which is projected to 
span the whole world, will undoubtedly make China a new key player in any 
migration-related decisions in regional or global migration politics. It will also 
fundamentally challenge the existing order, undermining and shifting the existing 
US and Global North/Western hegemony in migration and other fields of global 
politics. China is expecting guidance and support from the IOM in many highly 
relevant sub-fields of national but also regional and global migration politics, such 
as border control, human trafficking, irregular migration, enhancement of visas and 
passports, return of migrants, but also the long-term integration of migrants, con­
flict resolution, disaster prevention and reduction (e.g. PRC 2016/2018). 

Judging from a Western geopolitical perspective, China’s move to join the IOM 
at this decisive point in history could be considered a clever ‘counter-hegemonic’ 
move. Considering the IOM’s own accession to the UN and China’s new mem­
bership in the IOM, the IOM’s freedom to operate undoubtedly increases, making 
it more independent from the US and other Global North and Western states. 
Simultaneously, other Global South and major sending countries of migrants from 
Asia, Africa and Latin America are now able to explore strategic alliances with 
China, while they are less dependent on Global North and US support in 
particular. 

Important for this discussion is also the particular status the IOM’s member states 
have reserved for the IOM before the organisation joined the UN. The IOM only 
became a ‘related organization’ (Guild et al. 2020). This is a status in the UN 
which, in contrast to ‘special organization’ (ILO, UNHCR), reserves a significantly 
higher degree of independence from the UN (e.g. it is not obliged to report to 
other UN bodies, can follow its own founding documents and decisions of its own 
member states). It retains much of the IOM’s key advantage over its competitor 
organisations; by joining as a related organisation only, the IOM is likely to further 
advance its position, despite and perhaps regardless of the fact that it is now offi­
cially a UN organisation. 

The double accession of China to the IOM, and of the IOM to the UN in its 
importance can be even further emphasised by the fact that the US influence over 
the IOM, the UN and global politics in general, has been fundamentally changing 
and diminishing over the last two years. At the beginning of Donald Trump’s 
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presidency, the US withdrew its support from the two Global Compact processes 
(Wintour 2017); it also started to decrease its support for the UN and the IOM. 
These decisions had a direct consequence in 2018 when, as a first in the IOM’s 
history, the US failed to get their candidate for the Director General of the IOM 
elected. Instead, Antonio Vitorino, the first-ever European to lead the IOM was 
confirmed (The Straits Times 2018). As in other fields of global politics, the parti­
cular disinterest of the current US administration in global partnerships is working 
in favour of countries of the Global South and, in particular, China. In stark con­
trast to the US and a small number of other countries that voted at the end of 2018 
against or abstained to either one or both Global Compacts, China not only par­
ticipated in several of the discussion processes on the two Compacts but even 
joined the vast majority of UN member states in formally adopting both the 
Global Compact on Migration and the Compact on Refugees (UN 2018a/b). 
Afterwards, China declared that it will integrate relevant parts of both Compacts 
into its own future migration-related policies (Xinhua News 2018). The influence 
of China at the global level, as well as in many BRI countries, is likely to grow and 
therefore it is quite probable that its collaboration with the IOM will become more 
importance. China could copy the EU’s neighbourhood approach in funding spe­
cific measures in Central Asian and other BRI countries, and to delegate measures 
and their implementation to the IOM. 

It will be important to empirically observe the IOM’s new partnership with 
China, in particular, in the coming years in order to gain a truly global understanding 
of the IOM and the changing nature of global migration politics. The fundamental 
question remains who, in the future, will be ‘governing’ people on the move, and 
who will not only have an active say but also have actual power to determine the 
direction and definition of migratory flows (e.g. as ‘irregular’ or ‘regular’). Who 
might in the future have the power to perhaps even command how states must 
respond to migration and refugee flows? There are at least three different scenarios: 

Continuation of privatisation and outsourcing of policy interventions to the 
IOM and perhaps additional new inter-state, non-state and private entities. 
Challenges and risks: The question is to what extent will states accept the 
continued intervention of inter-state and non-state actors in the domain of 
migration? Furthermore, to what extent will activities of the IOM or other 
organisations take over sovereignty from states in the future? Many activities 
of the IOM have been criticised for being un-democratic, unsustainable and 
ineffective in governing and e.g. preventing irregular flows. The problem is 
that a continuation of outsourcing is not likely to result in more effective and 
sustainable migration-related solutions. It will also not help to tackle growing 
citizens’ concerns, and the well-being of migrants and refugees. Considering 
growing migratory pressures, and unsolved fundamental problems (e.g. con­
flicts and under-developments), as well as growing new challenges (e.g. cli­
mate and demographic change), a continuation of ‘business as usual’ is 
problematic, but not unlikely given the current state of affairs. If there is a 
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continued trend of outsourcing and privatisation, perhaps followed up by 
additional countries (e.g. China, other Global South states, Russia), the likely 
result is that the IOM will further grow in relevance and continue expanding 
its hegemonic position. 

2	 Adopting at the regional level, e.g. Europe and EU, new mechanisms of 
migration management involving the IOM and other entities but forcing 
these organisations to actively engage more with sending and transit states and 
their governments (e.g. twinning programmes, trainings but also equal part­
nership). A key requirement would be to impose strict control and limits on 
what activities donor states are able to outsource, and the extent to which the 
IOM and other implementers are able to circumvent local entities including 
state governments, in their actions. Mandatory evaluations and joint assess­
ments of programmes involving target state governments are warranted, in 
true and equal partnership among all actors involved. Given the growing 
pressure to respond more effectively to migration and refugee flows, this 
alternative would not be too difficult to achieve, and could potentially lead to 
a more effective and genuine partnership-based governance of migration, 
with the help of highly specialised organisations such as the IOM. Since the 
IOM already has a global advantage over other organisations, there is a 
potential to strengthen alternative organisations and share tasks among differ­
ent service-providers, hereby limiting the monopoly and power of the IOM. 

3	 At the global level, further developing the IOM as a ‘service provider’ expli­
citly for all UN member states and funded by the UN, rather than individual 
donor states. A central UN funding mechanism for the IOM (and similar 
organisations) could be generated, with regular contributions from UN 
member states and other donors, involving clear oversight. This alternative, in 
combination with regional policy changes, would require a strong global 
consensus on the role of the UN as an entity tasked to help states with 
growing migration in the light of humanitarian crises and conflicts. This also 
means an acceptance that specialised organisations tasked by the UN, such as 
the IOM, require some level of sovereignty to act on behalf of the interna­
tional community during key events. It is currently unlikely that donors 
would transfer sufficient funds to fully implement broader solutions, although 
this is envisioned in the UN Global Compacts. Also, at the global level, 
stronger monitoring and joint assessment of activities implemented by the 
IOM and other entities would be required. States would have to tolerate and 
support these activities, accept their findings and implement policy changes, 
which is currently unlikely to happen in the near future. 

Note 
1	 In 1952, the PICCME became the ‘Intergovernmental Committee for European Migra­

tion’ (ICEM), in 1980 the ‘Intergovernmental Committee for Migration’ (ICM), and in 
1989, the name changed again into today’s ‘International Organization for Migration’ 
(IOM). 
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THE US–CHINA TRADE WAR AND
HEGEMONIC COMPETITION

Background, negotiations and consequences

Yong Wang

Introduction

The US–China trade conflict began at a special time. The year 2018 witnessed the
celebration of the 40th anniversary of China’s reform and open doors policy, as
well as the 40th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations between
China and the United States. It is no coincidence that the launch of reforms, the
opening up and the establishment of China–US diplomatic relations took place at
the same time when Soviet expansion turned the United States and China into
quasi-allies and brought China and the world into a new era. Since then, China has
changed from a poor third world country into the world’s second-largest economy.
While China has greatly increased its weight in the global economy, it has also
emerged as a regional and even a global power. President Trump was elected lar-
gely because many voters shared his goal of MAGA (Make America Great Again),
and the Trump administration defined China as a major ‘strategic competitor’ and
‘revisionist state’ in the National Security Strategy Report released in December
2017 (NSS 2017). As a result of this new China strategy, the Trump administration
launched a trade war against China.

This chapter aims to explore the following questions. What are the major goals
of the US trade war against China? What does the trade conflict imply for the
competition between the US and China for hegemony? How should one evaluate
the domestic structural changes of both countries and their influence on the US–
China trade war? How should one assess the US argument about its trade deficit
and the perceived technological competition? Will the Phase One agreement,
concluded between both parties, stop the spiralling of the strategic and hegemonic
competition between the two major powers and can China and the US shake off
the prospect of a new Cold War? These are the main questions this chapter will
discuss. In order to answer these questions, three important elements are explored
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in order to analyse the trade conflict between the US and China: (mis)perception, 
the domestic factor and economic competition. 

Trade war and hegemonic competition 

The rise of China is widely perceived as a vital challenge to the US hegemonic 
power in the international system. Since the global financial crisis of 2008, China’s 
power and influence have been growing in an unprecedented pace and China now 
begins to challenge the US predominance in various fields: economic, technologi­
cal as well as ideological. The hawkish elements in the US accuse globalists and 
moderates of misjudging China, arguing that integrating China into the global 
economy, since the nation’s access to the WTO, failed to bring forth the political 
changes inside the country (Friedberg 2017). President Trump’s hostile policy 
towards China represents some consensus among US power elites that the United 
States must act to slow down China’s growth, otherwise it will be too late to do 
so. The China hawks agree that the most effective way to weaken China is to limit 
the country’s access to the US market and to the advanced technology created by 
the US companies. They hold that some kind of ‘economic decoupling’ would 
definitely serve the goal of containing China’s growth of power. 

On 22 March 2018, the Office of the US Trade Representative (USTR) 
released a Section 301 report on China’s trade practices (USTR 2018a). Based on 
that report, President Trump issued a presidential memorandum that called for 
countering China’s ‘economic aggression’, and instructed his administration to 
impose extra import tariffs on US $ 50 billion in goods from China and to restrict 
Chinese investments in the US. The report mainly accused China of restricting the 
ownership rights of foreign enterprises and of demanding the establishment of joint 
ventures, thus forcing US companies to transfer technology to Chinese companies. 
Prior to the decision, the USTR published a report expressing regret that the US 
allowed China to join the WTO in 2001 (USTR 2018b). 

As a matter of fact, the Trump administration has launched a trade war against 
several of the US’s trading partners. Before the Section 301 action on China, on 8 
March 2018, the US announced the results of an investigation under Section 232 
(the ‘national security’ exemption) of the US Trade Expansion Act of 1962. The 
USTR declared that the US plans to impose a 25% tariff on imports of steel into the 
US and a 10% tariff on aluminium imports. US allies, including Canada, the Eur­
opean Union (EU), and Japan became targets of the Section 232 measures. Since 1 
June 2018, the US and the EU have been engaged in an exchange of tariff measures, 
and the EU, China and other countries have opened a lawsuit against US measures 
on steel and aluminium. So far, only South Korea has agreed to accept ‘voluntary’ 
export restrictions to reduce trade in steel and aluminium products. At the same 
time, the Trump administration has prepared sanctions on cars made in Germany and 
other countries, and recently threatened to impose a tariff on imports from India. 

Trump’s trade policy reflects his ‘America First’ political philosophy and the 
deep belief that the unfair trade practices of other countries have been the main 
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source of the US trade deficit, though most economists, including Trump’s own 
Council of Economic Advisers, insist that the trade deficit is not a big problem and 
is caused by the US’s low saving rate (Tankersley 2018; Chandran and Soong 
2018). 

Obviously, the Trump administration’s trade actions remind observers of the 
US’s ‘aggressive’ unilateralism in the 1980s, which also took place during a period 
of perceived declining international competitiveness. Trump and his advisers tend 
to believe that all countries that have a trade surplus with the US are engaged in 
‘unfair’ trade. To correct this, they believe the US must leverage its domestic laws 
to impose or threaten sanctions on its trading partners. The Section 301 and Sec­
tion 232 actions are derived from US domestic trade laws, and are unilateral by 
nature and in violation of the obligations of the US as a WTO member. These 
unilateral measures have severely impacted the multilateral trading system the US 
itself helped to establish after the Second World War. Additionally, the US is 
blocking the appointment of new judges for the WTO dispute settlement body, a 
move aimed at paralysing the mechanism in order to prevent it from ruling on 
unilateral US measures. As a result, the World Trade Organization is losing its 
authority for the resolution of trade disputes. 

Some analysts believe in the good intentions behind and positive outcomes of the 
US unilateral actions. They assume that the US actions may play a big role in pushing 
forward deadlocked WTO reform (Lamy 2018). With a sanction stick in hand, the 
Trump administration is lowering tariff and non-tariff barriers (NTBs) by  applying  
hard pressure in negotiations with major trading partners. Furthermore, the US has 
worked with the EU and Japan on a high standard WTO reform programme, which 
some analysts believe will revitalise the WTO (EU, Japan and US 2019). 

US goals for the trade war against China 

In economic theory, China and the United States are natural trading partners and 
have mutually beneficial relations. Their complementarity and mutually beneficial 
relations account for the rapid growth of bilateral trade. There are three main 
reasons why the US government launched a trade war against China. 
First, the Trump administration hopes to reduce the US trade deficit with China 

substantially. Trump started to think in the 1980s that the trade deficit was not 
conducive to the development of the US. As part of its demands, the US initially 
asked for a reduction of US$ 100 billion a year in the US deficit, and later raised 
the target to US$ 200 billion. In order to reduce the US trade deficit, China 
agreed to purchase an additional $200 billion in US goods over the year of 2020 
and 2021 as part of the ‘phase one’ trade deal, and the additional purchases will 
come on top of the 2017 US export numbers (Franck 2020). Trump’s purposes are 
very clear: to bring jobs back to the United States and to consolidate his election 
position in ‘swing states’. 

Secondly, Trump hopes that China will open its market to the United States 
and improve the market access of American companies. Since 2008, US companies 
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have complained that the Chinese market is becoming less and less open. They 
point out that in terms of government procurement, the Chinese government 
favours state-owned enterprises over foreign-invested companies. Particularly on 
the grounds of ‘national security’ and ‘information security’, China has strength­
ened market access restrictions on US companies in the information industry and 
related services. US companies and chambers of commerce have kept exerting 
pressure on the US government to take tough action on China. 

Thirdly, the United States hopes to change China’s current industrial policies to 
subsidise emerging industries, forcing China to abandon the ‘Made in China 2025’ 
plan and especially the ‘unreasonable’ practice of ‘forced technology transfer’ from 
foreign companies. The Section 301 report accused China of limiting foreign 
investors’ ownership in joint ventures for acquiring transfer of technology or even 
‘theft’ of technology. On the other hand, the US also points at China’s overseas 
mergers and acquisitions of foreign companies subsidised by cheaper financing. 
Actually, as a developing country, China has applied a ‘market-for-technology’ 
policy over the decades of reform and opening up, and the outcomes of such a 
policy are controversial. In his speech on China on 25 October 2018, which was 
perceived as an announcement of a new Cold War with China by many people 
(Perlez 2018), US Vice President Pence expressed deep concern that China will 
take a leading position in some technologies within one or two years, highlighting 
the role of the Made in China 2025 plan (Pence 2018). Hence, the specific goals of 
the US trade war are clearly aimed at hampering the advancement of China’s 
technology and innovation. On the other hand, some American analysts insist that 
China’s industrial policies and especially its local incentive policies are likely to lead 
to overcapacity, export dumping, and as a result, the distortion of the global trade 
order (CCG 2018a). The shift of US positions on trade talks mirrored the 
increasingly tougher demands on China. Both sides basically reached an agreement 
in May 2018, focusing on China’s commitments to procure more American pro­
ducts to balance bilateral trade within 6 years, to provide better protection of US 
intellectual property and to open its markets to US companies. 

Obviously, China’s large-scale increase in imports of agricultural products and 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) from the US will help President Trump keep his 
campaign promise of shrinking the US trade deficit with China, hence maintaining 
the political support of US farmers and the US energy sector. In the meantime, 
China has taken many unilateral steps to meet the demands of the US. In 2018, it 
announced a large-scale reduction of tariffs on automobiles, drugs, cosmetics, and 
other goods, and accelerated the opening up of its financial sector. Foreign finan­
cial institutions became entitled to own a majority of shares in securities companies 
by the end of June 2018, rather than having to wait three years. However, US 
security hawks and the US business community are more concerned about the 
impact of Beijing’s ‘Made in China 2025’ plan on US predominance in the fields 
of security and technology. To a large extent, Trump’s change of mind in June 
2018 was driven by the joint endeavours of these two groups, though US busi­
nesses keep saying they do not think imposing tariffs is a good idea. 
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The case of ZTE demonstrates the extent of the dependence of Chinese indus­
tries on some key technologies provided by the United States. ZTE is one of the 
largest state-owned telecommunication companies of China, engaging in manu­
facturing mobile phones and network facilities, and its market extends to Africa, 
Asia as well as the US. The US government accused ZTE of violating sanctions 
against Iran and North Korea and imposed the ban prohibiting US companies from 
supplying ZTE with US-made components. In the end, the Chinese company 
accepted Washington’s hefty penalty of US$ 1 billion and the inclusion of a US-
appointed compliance team within the firm, in return for a US agreement to halt 
the ban, allowing the company to continue operations and avoid the loss of some 
70,000 jobs (Schneider 2018). As part of the US strategy of trade war, senior US 
officials travelled the world to lobby allies not to procure 5G equipment produced 
by China’s telecommunication company, Huawei. Given the fact that Huawei has 
obtained a clear advantage in 5G products, the US’s European allies, such as Ger­
many and the United Kingdom, find it hard to ban Huawei and distance them­
selves from the US position, holding they can manage the potential security risks 
with domestic regulations (Kakissis 2019). 

China has made a lot of concessions to prevent the escalation of the trade con­
flict. In addition to the big procurement programme, China made promises to 
address other issues of US concern, such as intellectual property protection, market 
access, agriculture, exchange rates, and so on. On the ‘Made in China 2025’ plan, 
Vice Minister Wang Shouwen promised that it is mainly ‘guidance’ rather than a 
‘mandatory’ plan (Chinese State Council Information Office 2018). 
Obviously, if the US and China finally reach, to borrow Trump’s term, an ‘epic’ 

deal, all the concessions will be enough to enable him to claim that he has won a 
trade war with China and that he is the strongest president safeguarding the 
national interest, which will greatly help him in his 2020 campaign for a second 
term. On the other hand, by arguing that the deal is in line with the direction of 
China’s market-oriented reform and plays a stimulating role in the Chinese econ­
omy, comparable to the effect of China’s WTO accession, China can also claim 
victory. More importantly, the deal can help to prevent US security hawks from 
‘decoupling’ the two economies. But one should be aware of the fact that domestic 
politics of the two countries play a big role in deciding the results of the negotia­
tions. When the talks collapsed on 10 May 2019 and the US imposed more and 
higher tariffs on the exports of China, Vice Premier Liu He blamed that US 
hardliners’ pressure for more Chinese concessions and the imbalanced terms of the 
deal made the negotiations very difficult (Han and Gao 2019). 

Putting the trade war in context 

The trade war, combined with differences in ideologies, development models and 
political systems, may push China and the US into the dangers of a ‘new Cold 
War’, Which may be characterised by worldwide ideological competition and a 
power struggle akin to the rivalry between the US and the former Soviet Union in 
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the period from the 1950s to the 1980s. When we explore the causes of current 
trade frictions, it is advisable to put trade issues in a broader context. Overall, the 
trade frictions have deep roots in the restructuring of domestic politics taking place 
in the world’s two largest economies, as well as in the changes of mutual percep­
tions of one another. 

When we examine the trends in economic policies of the US and China over 
the past 30 years, we surprisingly find that the policies of both countries have been 
moving in similar directions. In the first two decades, both the US and China 
embraced globalisation. While the US played the leadership role in globalisation, 
China participated, as the largest developing country, as an active follower, and 
later on became an important driving force. Both believe in the benefits of eco­
nomic globalisation, and globalisation indeed has brought tremendous growth to 
both countries. The two countries’ collective efforts in implementing free market 
and privatisation policies in the first 20 years led to a highly interdependent eco­
nomic relationship, which was dubbed ‘Chimerica’ (Ferguson 2008). However, 
economic globalisation has also produced a serious negative consequence – 
widening disparities between the rich and the poor within each country – though 
it may be controversial to argue that globalisation has created the wealth gap. The 
wealth gap in the US has become the worst among developed economies, actually 
regressing the US to the situation of one hundred years ago, and China has fallen 
into one of the deepest wealth gaps among the largest developing countries. As 
gaps between the rich and poor cause much internal tension, it is hard to imagine 
that the continuation of widening disparities will be sustainable. 

As part of their response to cope with the severe wealth gap, China and the US 
have made efforts respectively to readjust domestic policies, especially after the global 
financial crisis in 2008. However, due to differences in their political systems, dif­
ferent adjustment policies have been adopted. The election of Donald Trump man­
ifested the rise of populism and protectionism, and ‘America First’ has become the 
primary goal of US foreign policy. The Trump administration has launched a broad 
trade war against each major trading partner. China’s policy adjustments started ear­
lier, beginning with the ‘harmonious society’ goal set during the Hu-Wen period. 
Since President Xi Jinping came to power in 2013, the Chinese government has 
adopted much more intensive policy readjustments, including those focusing on anti­
corruption, poverty alleviation and rural rejuvenation, environmental protection and 
overall security (prevention of financial crises, cyber security, and so on). In order to 
push forward the tremendous reforms, President Xi Jinping has gradually restructured 
party and state institutions to recentralise power and strengthen the authority of the 
central government and leadership. 

Trump’s election and mode of governance have brought great changes to the 
US. First, the centres of gravity and power have shifted from the North-eastern 
part of the country (the Boston–New York–Washington corridor) and the West 
Coast, which had dominated the US for many years, to the new power centres 
formed by the ‘Rust Belt states’ of the Midwest and conservative agricultural states 
(Wang 2018c). As a smart businessman, Trump is clearly concerned with winning 
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voter support in the ‘swing states’ of the Midwest, which figured prominently in 
his election victory. By launching a full-scale trade war, he has attained an approval 
rating surpassing that of former President Barack Obama in the same period of his 
presidency (Agiesta 2018). 

Second, Trump and his supporters in the Midwest have pushed the US to adopt 
a ‘reverse globalization’ policy. In terms of economic and trade policies, Trump 
seems to be reversing the US policy of emphasising the growth of the online and 
high-tech sectors over the past 20 years, in favour of reviving the manufacturing 
sector to correct trade imbalances. In terms of foreign policy, Trump has changed 
the long-held view of US leadership of the liberal international order and put 
protectionist trade pressure on allies, demanding that they increase defence spend­
ing and purchase more US weapons – measures aimed at reducing the US fiscal 
burden. As a result, US allies have been increasingly sceptical of Trump’s intentions 
and plans with regard to the so-called liberal international order. The leading 
countries of the EU, France and Germany, are strengthening their efforts to be 
independent and initiatives have been taken to enhance EU defence cooperation in 
order to reduce reliance on US military protection. 

Third, more substantially, Trump’s presidency has brought about a fierce clash of 
values, and the country’s social and political consensus has been greatly weakened. 
Trump and his supporters have been accused of adhering to such ideas as white 
supremacy and other extreme conservative viewpoints that are incompatible with the 
liberalism advocated by pro-globalisation elites, leading to unprecedented divisions in 
US society. As some analysts argue, the US left wing and right wing have been 
divided on almost all domestic policies, but both call for the hardening of the China 
policy, arguably pushing US–China relations in a very dangerous direction. 

Through changes over the past five or six years, China’s leadership, with Xi as 
the core, has re-established its authority, restructured policy institutions and for­
mulated a clearer medium- and long-term development strategy for the country, as 
proposed in a blueprint raised by Communist Party of China (CPC)’s 19th Party 
Congress. Although China’s national development goals and strategies have main­
tained a strong continuity, the ways and means for achieving them have changed 
through major reforms of the party and state system. Central authority has been re­
strengthened, and at the same time, supervision over the exercise of public power 
has been bolstered. The US–China trade conflict is better understood if it is put in 
the context of the ‘revolutionary’ structural changes in the US and China (Wang 
2018b). Simply put, the changes that have taken place in both countries are revo­
lutionary, and the domestic restructurings have produced spill-over effects that 
have aggravated the misunderstandings and tensions between China and US. 

Reconfirming the truth about US–China trade 

The US and China are two natural trading partners, and their economic and trade 
relations have brought enormous benefits to both sides (Wang 2018a). However, 
in the eyes of US security hawks and trade protectionists, the trade relationship 
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with China is hurting American national interests (Navarro and Autry 2011). Such 
views have negatively distorted the US public’s understanding of the nature of 
trade relations. 

First of all, the US–China trade has been shaped in the broad context of eco­
nomic globalisation. Because the trade is driven mainly by companies and follows 
market prices, one has sound reasons to argue that the bilateral trade relationship 
between China and US is generally free and fair, and the distribution of interests is 
overall even. Nobody wants to do business to lose money. While the American 
public does not understand the nature of China–US trade, US politicians inten­
tionally or unintentionally conceal the truth for election purposes (Wang 2018a). 

Secondly, the so-called huge US trade deficit with China does not accurately 
reflect the real distribution of the trade benefits. The rise of the global supply 
chain, driven by economic globalisation, largely accounts for the rapid develop­
ment of China–US trade, but it also greatly exaggerates the gains earned by China. 
In the global supply chain, Chinese companies are generally in low-end sectors, 
although China has made progress in high-end sectors. China’s exports to the US 
are largely generated by foreign companies invested in China, because these firms 
mainly treat China as a cheap place to assemble imported components and re­
export them to other markets. The profits of Chinese factories and workers are far 
lower than those of Western investors and multinational companies. Apple’s 
iPhone is a vivid example of this situation. Chinese factories and workers earn only 
5% of the value added; Apple gains nearly 60%, and the rest goes to parts suppliers 
from Japan and Germany (MOFCOM 2017). This case reflects the reality of 
international trade in the era of economic globalisation: China’s foreign trade may 
be large in volume, but the proportion of profits it collects is still small. This is 
further illustrated by another example: China’s state-owned enterprises account for 
only 10% of the total exports of the country; most exports are created by foreign 
companies investing in China. Unfortunately, the American public and politicians 
do not understand this reality and complain about the high trade deficit with 
China. Some members of the elite in China do not understand the true nature of 
China–US bilateral trade either and are misled to be complacent about China’s 
export surplus and competitiveness in so-called ‘high-tech’ products (Wang 2018a). 

Thirdly, US politicians are not interested in disclosing the full picture of the 
trade flows, speaking only of trade in goods. In fact, the United States has a surplus 
of US$50 billion to $90 billion per year in terms of services, not to mention the 
$500 billion sales achieved by US-owned companies annually in the Chinese 
market, which includes a large amount of US-made spare parts and intellectual 
property (MOFCOM 2017). If all aspects of China–US economic and trade rela­
tions are added up, the two sides are generally balanced. 

As most American economists argue, the trade deficit is not a problem caused by 
China’s so-called ‘unfair’ trade policy, and is mainly a result of the US’s too low 
savings rate (Tankersley 2018; Chandran and Soong 2018). Further, the claimed 
loss of 20 million jobs in manufacturing in the first decade of the twenty-first 
century is largely attributable to the progress of technology innovation. 
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Negotiations and consequences 

Though the US–China relationship is defined by ideological and radical views on 
strategic rivalry over hegemony, economic interdependence and shared stakes set 
the ground for negotiation and possible compromise between the two countries. It 
is important to remember how economic interdependence puts checks on strategic 
competition. 

Judging from the demand list (USTR 2018a) used by the US during the nego­
tiations, its goals are to open up the Chinese market, curb the development of so-
called state capitalism, slow down China’s scientific and technological progress, and 
hence slow down China’s rising momentum and challenges to the US position as a 
hegemon. In order to achieve these goals, the Trump administration has taken a set 
of comprehensive and combined actions, including the Section 301 high tariff 
sanctions, export controls and investment restrictions; restrictions on international 
student exchange; and high standard WTO reform proposals. 

China’s strategy for the talks aims to stabilise trade relations and the US–China 
relationship as a whole by promising big procurement orders and opening up Chi­
nese markets to US-invested companies. By doing this, China has actually mobilised 
four major interest groups in the US, encouraging them to continue their support for 
reaching an earlier trade agreement. These interest groups represent agriculture, 
energy, Wall Street capital, and multinational corporations (MNCs) who have 
invested in China, along with chambers of commerce representing their interests. 
And the Chinese side also believes that the US state governments can provide a 
positive role in stabilising the US–China relationship, as most of the US state gov­
ernments wish to conduct commercial cooperation with China as usual. The four 
groups plus local governments are believed to play a big role in balancing the influ­
ence of those deemed ‘security hawks’ or ‘dragon slayers’ in the federal government. 
The competition for influence on China policy is exemplified by the tensions 
between Wall Street and Peter Navarro, the China hawk in the White House. Just 
before the leaders of the two countries met in Argentina in December 2018, Peter 
Navarro accused former US Secretary of Treasury Henry Paulson and others to be 
‘self-hired’ China lobbyists (CSIS 2018). While Paulson and Wall Street tycoons 
worked behind the scenes to bridge the gap between the two countries, they also 
sent a strong warning on the forthcoming ‘economic iron curtain’ to Chinese leaders 
(Paulson 2018; CCG 2019), hinting that the US trade and security hawks in power 
will dominate Washington’s China policy if China does not make concessions on 
trade and investment issues. They also delivered these tough remarks to the domestic 
audience in the United States to prove that they too are defenders of US interests. 

Because of differences in expectations and goals of the two sides, high uncer­
tainties exist on the question whether China and the US can strike a deal or not, 
though the two sides signed the so-called Phase One agreement in January 2020. It 
is valuable to develop scenarios about the final results of the ongoing negotiations. 

The first scenario is one in which the US and China reach a deal to end the tariff 
war. The US will benefit greatly from the huge amount of purchases from China, 
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and US-invested companies will greatly improve their market access to China. These 
concessions will satisfy Trump’s goal of re-election in 2020 – reportedly China is 
committed to large-scale purchases for six years. The long-term dream of opening up 
China’s market will materialise if the deal is implemented well. 

For China, the deal will help to deescalate, at least temporarily, the so-called 
strategic competition between the two countries and hence stabilise China’s 
external environment. Since last year, the Chinese government has prepared to 
address US concerns on the trade imbalance and market barriers by informing the 
public that the concessions to the US will be in line with China’s market-oriented 
reforms. Strengthening intellectual property protection and expanding market 
access will benefit China’s economic growth. The media and officials argue that 
China’s accession to the World Trade Organization in 2001 ushered in an explo­
sion of tremendous growth and wealth. It is likely that such an agreement can 
boost the confidence of domestic investors and attract foreign capital into China, 
helping to overcome certain difficulties the Chinese economy faces now. Clearly, 
once the ‘epic’ deal (as called by Trump) is struck and truly implemented, the 
Chinese economy may experience another wave of relatively high growth. With 
such large stakes on the table, the possibility of reaching a big deal has greatly 
increased, though one cannot disregard the chance of a failed deal given the fluid 
mindset of Trump. 

The second scenario is that the two countries do not strike a deal, especially the 
Phase Two agreement. One can list several reasons to argue for no deal. With the 
Section 301 tariff sanctions in hand, President Trump and trade hawks could seek a 
deal involving China’s total surrender. Chinese leaders find such a deal politically 
unacceptable because it is too one-sided, too detailed and too technical, and it 
would force China to modify many of its domestic laws. The nature of such a deal 
is easily interpreted by Chinese people as violating the country’s sovereignty. 

The third scenario is that while an agreement is reached, both sides soon find 
themselves trapped in conflict over the interpretation of the agreement. 

As part of its spill-over effects, the US–China deal will probably influence the 
economies of other regions. While China promises to import more food and 
energy products from the US, it may reduce its purchases from other regions, 
particularly Latin America, Australia, Canada and Saudi Arabia. As a result, the 
world may increasingly feel the power of ‘Chinese procurement’ and the ‘Chinese 
market’ and the influence of any big deal between the US and China. Decision 
makers from multiple countries will have to watch the impact of China’s import 
readjustment on their economies and on the relations with China, which may 
become more complicated. 

The China–US deal, if there will be one, will have an impact on WTO reform 
and the global governance system. As China promises to open up its market, based 
on the principle of national treatment, the gap between China and the US on 
WTO reform will narrow. With the implementation of the deal, China may find it 
easier to accept higher standards for market access in WTO reform discussions. The 
China–US trade deal could foster consultation and discussion on WTO reform. 
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Future trade: Stability or economic decoupling? 

There is a saying in China that economic and trade relations play the role of ‘sta­
bilisers’ and ‘ballast stones’ in Sino-US relations (Xinhua 2017). Given the current 
trade conflict and strategic rivalry, the question has emerged whether economic 
and trade relations will continue to play such a role. 

The leaders of the US and China have played a leading role in all the negotia­
tions on the trade deal. Though President Trump and President Xi pay attention to 
the differences of goals and interests, they tend to recognise the existence of 
common interests and hope to compromise on this basis. 

As the case of putting Huawei on the US export control ‘entity list’ has shown, 
security hawks in the US government have taken advantage of the collapse of the 11th 
trade talks to push the policy of economic decoupling forward. While we should be 
vigilant about the decoupling prospect, one should note that the complex inter­
dependence formed during the era of economic globalisation will probably work to 
constrain any substantial deterioration in China–US relations in the near future. 

First, US–China trade has reached nearly US$700 billion (trade in goods and 
services combined), and the idea of ‘decoupling’ proposed by some trade and 
security hawks, can be very costly to both sides. In addition to trade, China–US 
monetary and financial relations are close, forming a relationship called the ‘balance 
of financial terror’ (a phrase coined by former US Secretary of the Treasury 
Lawrence Summers) (Summers 2004). China’s continued purchase of US Treasury 
bonds has provided important support for the US economy and the status of the 
dollar. On the other hand, if China wants to have greater influence on the inter­
national financial and currency markets, it will also be unable to decouple from the 
dollar and the US market. 

Second, after more than 40 years, the relations between the two countries have 
formed a dense network of close interpersonal relationships and various channels of 
dialogue. The relationships are linked to academic circles, financial circles and 
ordinary families. This is also an important constraint on the notion of a ‘decou­
pling’ between the two countries. 

Third, the personal relationship between the leaders of China and the US is 
particularly important at present. So far, the interactions between Xi and Trump 
have been good, and a relatively smooth communication channel has been formed. 

Fourth, China does not intend to replace the US’s position in the international 
system. China’s foreign policy is mainly based on international economic coopera­
tion, and it supports existing international mechanisms and hopes to promote their 
reforms. While many people in the US tend to believe that China’s development  
model and philosophy pose a challenge to the US, this argument does not make 
much sense because China does not advocate exporting ideology and emphasises 
respect for the right of each country to choose its own development path. 

However, the so-called ‘epic’ deal cannot eliminate the strategic rivalry between 
the two countries. First, Trump and his team of advisers believe in his ‘America 
First’ policy and identify themselves with maintaining US hegemony. In the 
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Trump administration’s first National Security Strategy Report released in 
December 2017, Russia and China are singled out as major social and economic 
threats. With the escalation of the trade conflict, China is believed to have actually 
replaced Russia as the biggest long-term threat to US national interests. Therefore, 
while the trade deal may imply a suspension of the economic competition, the US 
will continue to struggle with China’s rise, using a whole-of-government and a 
whole-of-society approach (Pence 2018). The Trump administration recognises 
that it should improve the interagency and inter-branch coordination of policy 
making on China, and at the same time mobilise the social forces of different sec­
tors to deal with the China challenges to its dominance in the world. US security 
hawks will continue to take advantage of the Taiwan issue, the South China Sea 
issue, and US dominance in the high-tech sector to build pressure on and slow 
down the pace of emerging China. 

Secondly, US trade and security hawks, including Vice President Mike Pence, 
former National Security Adviser James Bolton, Director of Trade and Manu­
facturing Policy Peter Navarro, and former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, tended 
to believe that China is launching an economic war against the US and perceive 
the bilateral relationship as a strategic competition characterised by a ‘zero-sum’ 
game, neglecting the essence of mutual benefit between the two countries. The 
possible trade deal may frustrate their plans for a short time, but they will continue 
to work towards ‘decoupling’ the two economies. 

Thirdly, following the 2018 mid-term elections, the Democrats and the 
Democrat-controlled House of Representatives will surely launch more actions 
against President Trump in order to win the support of voters ahead of the 2020 
presidential election. It is quite possible that over the next two years, Democrats 
and Republicans, as well as Congress and the Trump administration, will compete 
with each other to get tough on China. 

Rebuilding political trust as key to dealing with strategic rivalry 

The hegemonic competition between the two countries is generated not only by 
the conflict of commercial interests but also by misperception. For a better rela­
tionship, the top priority should be rebuilding political trust and reducing mis­
understanding, both of which are key to limiting the impact of strategic rivalry 
over the hegemonic position in world affairs. 

The most important thing is to properly understand each other’s policies. For 
Chinese leaders, it is important to understand that the adjustments made to 
domestic policies should not be too far away from internal and external expecta­
tions and it may be advisable not to go to extremes in the name of maintaining 
political security. They hold that the advocacy of the ‘core values’ of socialism does 
not contradict so-called ‘universal’ values. 
On the other hand, American elites should learn more about China’s changes over 

the past five years, particularly the changes represented by the CPC 19th Party 
Congress. As many studies show, the programme of the CPC 19th Party Congress 
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has been one of the key factors driving US liberals and China experts to be more 
disappointed about the direction of China’s transformation (Orville and Shirk 2019). 

Clearly, China’s policy adjustments in recent years can be perceived as necessary 
to solve the problems accumulated over past decades; the old development model 
is no longer sustainable – politically, economically or environmentally. 

These policy adjustments introduced are not driven by a sense among elites of 
being a strong economy, but driven by their fears over the weakness of the Chi­
nese economy, including declining labour competitiveness in labour-intensive 
exports and the middle income trap. That is to say, the core driver behind these 
adjustments is not a desire for China to compete with the US for global hegemony 
(for example, the Belt and Road Initiative), but rather fear of a ‘governance deficit’ 
and a shortage of ‘international public goods’, including institutions and resources 
to support international cooperation (Xi 2019). 

Faced with the increasingly complex situation at home and abroad, the Chinese 
leadership has stressed the need to deal with three major ‘traps’. The first is the 
‘middle-income trap’. China’s comparative advantage in producing labour-inten­
sive products is gradually disappearing. In order to maintain economic growth, 
China must rely on innovation, upgrading its industrial level and technology. The 
Made in China 2025 plan was conceived in this context, with the hope of using 
policy incentives to improve the competitiveness of the Chinese economy. 

The second is the ‘Tacitus trap’, which refers to the challenge of losing gov­
ernment credibility. The Chinese government hopes to win back the hearts of the 
people and to consolidate its legitimacy by eliminating poverty by 2020. 

The third is the ‘Thucydides trap’ (in some sense, the ‘Kindleberger trap’). China 
has tried its best to avoid the ‘Thucydides trap’, in which an emerging power col­
lides head-on with an established power (Allison 2017). At the same time, in the 
face of the increasingly inadequate supply of international public goods, China has 
made it ever clearer that it is willing to provide more international public goods to 
strengthen the global governance structure. In order to cope with the ‘Kindle­
berger trap’ (Nye 2017), which assumes that an emerging power is unwilling to 
provide international public goods, China has come up with initiatives such as the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB). China is already the second-largest donor country in the United Nations 
and contributes the largest number of international peacekeepers employed abroad. 
A good understanding of these three ‘traps’ could help US elites to understand 

China’s domestic political and economic changes. Actually, these ‘traps’ that worry the 
Chinese leadership, can become a great opportunity for the two largest economies to 
work together for the sake of peace and the prosperity of mankind. China’s peaceful  
rise and its lifting of hundreds of millions of its people out of poverty have been tre­
mendous achievements, and both benefited from open markets and international 
cooperation. On one hand, the US has made huge contributions to China’s develop­
ment. On the other hand, while China has offered to give assistance to the US’s 
infrastructure projects and other programmes (CCG 2017), it unfortunately has not yet 
received a positive response. 
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Finally, as the world’s two largest economies, the US and China should keep in 
mind the lessons of history: the trade protectionist measures adopted by the US 
Congress during the Great Depression of the 1930s caused the global economy to 
be torn apart and ultimately led to the outbreak of World War II; the ‘Cold War’ 
resulted in several regional ‘hot wars’ in the Asia-Pacific region and led to head-to­
head confrontation between China and the US for decades before the historic visit 
of US President Nixon. Both countries should work together to find ways to 
reconcile the differences of economic and political systems and to ensure that the 
competition between them, even a hegemonic struggle, remains manageable. 
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COMPETITION IN CONVERGENCE

US–China hegemonic rivalry in global
capitalism

Xin Zhang

The dramatic trade war between the United States and China since early 2018
for many represents the opening scene of hegemonic rivalry between an
incumbent hegemon, the United States, and a major challenger, China, in the
international system. According to mainstream views, such hegemonic rivalry is
part of a natural progress we have started to witness since the beginning of the
twenty-first century. From the very beginning, the confrontation, competition
and contestation between the US and China has already been clearly framed,
especially in the West, as rivalry between two systems of fundamental different
natures in all major aspects, political, economic, ideological and cultural. Influ-
ential scholars in the Anglophone world were already very open about that back
in 2008: ‘Russia and China are not just great powers challenging the west. They
also represent alternative versions of authoritarian capitalism … the biggest
potential ideological competitor to liberal democratic capitalism since the end
of communism’ (Ash 2008). US think tankers also echoed such an view by
claiming, relative to radical Islamism, ‘the … more significant, challenge ema-
nates from the rise of nondemocratic great powers: the West’s old Cold War
rivals China and Russia, now operating under authoritarian capitalist, rather
than communist, regimes’ (Gat 2007: 59). After a decade, US government’s
strategic reports reinforce such a view:

[t]he central challenge to U.S. prosperity and security is the reemergence of
long-term, strategic competition by what the National Security Strategy clas-
sifies as revisionist powers. It is increasingly clear that China and Russia want
to shape a world consistent with their authoritarian model – gaining veto
authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions.
(Department of Defense, 2018, 2)
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Accordingly, the 2018 trade war then is regarded as an avoidable showdown 
between democratic and authoritarian regimes, and between a liberal market 
economy and a state-led non-liberal economy. 

However, we argue that in a dynamic sense, on multiple fronts the United States 
and China, and the two national political economies are actually converging at a 
pace and in a manner that very few have anticipated. The two countries have been 
converging towards re-juvenilisation of industrial capacities, under the same pres­
sure of struggling between finance capital and industrial capital. Besides, their 
convergence has been subject to the same global trend that defines the basic fea­
tures of the global capitalist system: financialisation. Therefore, the combined 
convergence between the two countries makes the bilateral relationship more 
resemble intraspecific competition over the same ecological niche, rather than the 
inter-specific competition across different ecological niches.1 

‘Twin surplus’ vs. ‘twin deficit’ and rebalancing 

From the fall of the Berlin Wall to the erection of the border wall between the 
United States and Mexico, intercepted by the 1998 and 2008 financial crises with 
two one-decade intermissions, global capitalism enters a new cycle. The financial 
crisis of 2008 in particular struck a big blow against the belief in the efficiency and 
legitimacy of capitalism, ‘[b]ecause of the unprecedented scale of the crisis but also 
because it emanated not from the periphery but from the very core of the system, 
especially the U.S.’ (Deeg and O’Sullivan 2009, 754). The past three decades of 
post-Cold War globalisation under the American hegemonic leadership helps the 
liberal principles expand to almost the whole international society. Such expansion 
of liberal principles leads to universalisation the liberal principles both in terms of 
geographic coverage and coverage of issue arenas (Ikenberry 2009). However, since 
the 2008 financial crisis, we have also witnessed varieties of resistance against this 
order, ranging from various anti-globalisation movement, the ‘Occupy’ movement, 
to the rise of right-wing populist parties in a large part of the developed world. 
After the 2008 financial crisis, G20 was convened for the first time to seek a mul­
tiple-party solution to better coordinate macro-management of the global econ­
omy and avoid such crisis in the future. It is in this context that the US–China 
trade war broke out in 2018, which further indicates that the rebalance of world 
economy since 2008 turned out to fail. 

We locate the hegemonic rivalry between US and China, represented by the 
recent trade disputes, in the context of long-term cyclic changes in the capitalist 
world system. In particular, we argue that the recent financialisation, as the running 
theme of this recent round of global capitalist expansion, influences both the 
incumbent hegemon (the United States) and the potential challenger (China). The 
ongoing trade war between the two countries is a key result of their converging 
from different starting positions in the world system during the era of financialisa­
tion, in particular, in a period of rebalancing for major economies as well as for the 
whole global economy. 
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The economic model of mainland China since the early 1980s has been built on 
large scale of exports of cheap labour-intensive goods to primarily the US market 
and markets in some of key US allies (e.g. Japan, South Korea). As a result, China 
has maintained a large-scale current balance surplus. Meanwhile, it also has kept a 
large surplus in its capital account and holds huge foreign currency reserves in the 
form of US treasury bonds. Such an unusual combination of ‘twin surplus’, while 
creating overall economic growth on the macro-level, essentially constitutes large 
scale of economic inefficiency and welfare transfer both domestically and inter­
nationally (Gao 2018; Hung 2008; Yu 2012). Domestically, an unusually high 
share of household income goes to Chinese businesses and to local governments, 
reflected in a very high level of domestic saving and subsidies for production paid 
for by ordinary households, resulting in a depressed exchange rate, lax environ­
mental regulations and negative real interest rates that helps to transfer income 
from household savers to subsidise the borrowing of state-owned enterprises and 
local governments (Pettis 2019). Externally, such an accumulation regime in China 
channels large profits, particularly those created by Chinese low-end labour, from 
China to US while the holding of large amount of US treasury notes by Chinese 
government helps maintaining low consumer prices for US consumers and low 
inflation rates for the financial liquidity of the US financial market (Hung 2009). 
As some scholars put it, such a domestic accumulation regime in China is equiva­
lent to ‘resolving domestic issues with external solutions’ (Gao 2018). 

In contrast to the ‘twin surplus’ of Chinese economy, almost as a perfect mirror 
image, since the 1970s US economy has been characterised by ‘twin deficits’: large 
amounts of deficit in both its current and capital accounts. During the 1950s and 
1960s the United States used to be a net exporter of manufactured products and 
capital to the rest of the world’s war-stricken major economies. By the 1970s such 
a balance had started to shift and since then the US economy has functioned as the 
ultimate balancer of the global capitalist system by absorbing the excessive capital 
from around the world and providing accordingly the necessary demand for con­
sumption for the global market. As a consequence, the US consumers enjoy gen­
erally low consumer prices and low interest rates and Americans rely on debt-
finance more and more over time. The unique status of the dollar as the de facto 
global currency provides the United States with huge coinage to support such a 
trade imbalance, further ensuring lower costs of finance and lower consumer prices 
at home. 

Since the 1980s, the rise of China as a new centre of global accumulation comes 
along with ever increasing dependence on export and debt-finance investment on 
the one hand, and on low domestic consumption on the other hand. As a result, 
over the past four decades the ever growing Chinese export-dependent economy 
and America’s debt-financed and real-estate bubble-induced consumption spree 
have constituted two intertwined processes that account for nearly half of global 
economic growth (Hung 2008). Jointly, the mutually supporting structures of the 
American and Chinese national economies provide an important foundation for 
the global capitalist accumulation regime. 
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However, many economists have long regarded such a structure as ‘global 
imbalances’ and call for drastic correction for rebalancing this non-sustainable 
structure in the long run (Yu 2012). On the global level, over the past two dec­
ades, it has become increasingly difficult for the world to fix its massive trade 
imbalances; the very mechanisms that created them also make them harder to 
absorb (Pettis 2019). Roughly since the mid-1990s, push for such drastic correction 
from within both China and the US started to emerge. In the case for China, one 
started to witness serious signs of over-accumulation in the Chinese economy: 
decreasing return to capital investment along with increasing reliance on capital 
injection, overinvestment, under-consumption, and overcapacity in certain manu­
facturing and resource sectors, etc. (Zhang 2017). Consequently, demand for 
restructuring has been voiced through both official channels and the expert com­
munity. For example, Chinese top leaders have already openly criticised the 
China’s once successful export-driven growth strategy as ‘unstable, unbalanced, 
uncoordinated and ultimately unsustainable’ as early as 2007 (Wen 2007). In the 
‘Made-in-China 2025’, an ambitious plan to restart China’s ‘manufacturing 
renaissance’, released by Chinese government in 2015, it is also clearly stated ‘[w] 
ith resource and environmental constraints growing, costs of labour and production 
inputs rising, and investment and export growth slowing, a resource and invest­
ment intensive development model that is driven by expansion cannot be sus­
tained’ (State Council 2015, 4). Chinese scholars have already been actively 
advocating for a dramatic shift in the basic structures of Chinese economy and the 
growth model: to shift from the current ‘external-demand export driven model’ to 
‘quasi-high-speed growth based on domestic demand’ and ‘consumption driven 
growth model based on the rise of real wages’ (Gao 2018). 
One recent policy initiative along this line is the China International Import 

Expo held in Shanghai in 2018. The Expo was specifically designated for ‘imports’ 
and one popular promotional slogan for the Expo was to set it as ‘a platform for 
Buy, Buy, Buy’ (Xinhua 2018). Such portrayal of the Expo indicates the Chinese 
central state’s interest in at least experimenting with increasing imports with the 
intension of reversing the external balance structure of the Chinese economy. As 
the 2018 China International Import Expo in 2018 was regarded as a success, the 
Chinese central state decided to make the Import Expo an annual event. 

Although policy makers and experts in China hold different views about specific 
policy choices, strong consensus seems to have emerged that to place growth on a 
sustainable path, China must continue to implement comprehensive policy mea­
sures to rebalance the economy, which not only engenders changes for China’s 
domestic political economy but also holds direct implications for its engagement 
with the outside world, the US included. 

On the US side, as the size of the US economy shrank relative to those of its 
trading partners, the cost of playing the global balancer rose accordingly. The US 
economy has also shown signs that it no longer is capable of continuing absorbing 
so much of the world’s excess savings and no other national economy is large 
enough to play this role or no other country can accommodate the political costs 
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associated with such a role. In addition, since the 1970s, the US economy has 
experienced significant de-industrialisation and during the same period financiali­
sation of the US dramatically rose. Thus, reconsideration and efforts, similar to 
those held by Chinese political and economic elites, are also evident within the 
United States to restructure the domestic economy, which became particularly 
evident in the middle of the first decade into the twenty-first century. For exam­
ple, although the US historically didn’t have a tradition of industrial policy (Mann 
1997), both Obama and Trump administrations actually respond to the de-indus­
trialisation crisis and new industrial revolution in a very similar manner and both 
consistently advocated for re-industrialisation though ‘promotion of industries’, 
despite their partisan differences in many other policy fields. Since manufacturing 
revitalisation actually requires similar approaches for a matured post-industrial 
economy such as the US as for a catch-up industrialiser such as China, the two 
countries are thus also converging along the dimension of rebalancing through re­
industrialisation, hence the enhanced competition for the same ‘ecological niche’ in 
international political economy. 

Financialisation in the cyclic changes of global capitalism 

Another background of the US–China trade disputes is the shifting nature of 
international system itself, on top of the common drives for rebalancing in both 
countries’ domestic political economy. In this regard, the world-system analysis 
provides a helpful framework through which one can examine the international 
and domestic nexus that may help make sense of hegemonic rivalry in the era of 
financial capitalism. The world-system analysis looks at modern world-system as a 
set of nested and overlapping interaction networks linking all units of social ana­
lysis, so that the whole interactive system is more than the sum of the composing 
parts (e.g. all the nation states). Among various world-systemists, Giovanni Arrighi’s 
account of systemic cycles of accumulation in the world system is of particular 
relevance for our analysis. Arrighi identifies two opposing logics of power through 
paraphrasing Marx’s general formula of capitalist production M-C-M’ into the 
‘capitalist logic’ of power (M-T-M’) and the ‘territorial logic’ of power (T-M-T’) 
(Arrighi 1994). The former portrays territory (T) as a means for acquiring addi­
tional material wealth, while the latter takes money (M) as an intermediate link in a 
process aimed at the acquisition of additional territories. The choice between and 
different combination of these two logics drives a state’s behaviour both internally 
and externally under different circumstances. Building on these concepts and 
insights, Arrighi analyses the 700-year history of the modern world system as a 
series of four century-long cycles of accumulation. He sees each of these cycles 
occurring through the alteration between a phase of ‘material expansion’, in which 
profits accrue through commodity production and trade, and a phase of ‘financial 
expansion’, in which profit making shifts from trade and commodity production to 
financial channels. The phase of material expansion coincides with the emergence 
of a new hegemonic power, the ascension of which in the capitalist world system 
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rests on novel approaches of organising capital. Each of these cycles also begins in 
one territorial state actively engaging in territorial expansion, followed by a shift in 
the locus of capital accumulation to the financial sector, and ends with another 
new round of territorial expansion. 

In this context, financialisation offers an account of present day capitalism where 
the scale and scope of current financial accumulation and innovation are primary 
drivers of change. In a nutshell, financialisation represents the transformation of the 
capital accumulation process of M-C-M’ to M-M’ by skipping the section of C, 
resulting in systemic ‘profiting without producing’ (Krippner 2005). Profits are 
channelled mainly through financial means rather than trade or production. 
Financialisation can manifest in various forms: the primary of shareholder value 
maximisation takes over as the defining principle of corporate governance; equity 
market takes over banking system as the main form of financial market; financial 
transactions represented by derivatives take primacy; financial knowledge promotes 
a specially privileged and unchallengeable expertise group; the role of financial lit­
eracy becomes a necessity for ordinary people, etc. (Krippner 2005; Montgomerie 
2008). Beginning with the New Economy in the mid-1990s in parts of the western 
world, through to the global credit crunch in 2008, individuals, firms and domestic 
economies are increasingly mediated by new relations with financial markets, 
which is closely associated with the break out of the 2008 financial crisis in some of 
the core capitalist economies (Davis and Kim 2015). 

The reality in the global system since the 1970s resonates well with the 
description of long cycles of expansion and contractions identified by Arrighi. The 
relative decline of the US hegemonic domination and the recent quick rise of 
China as a potential contender for global domination matches Arrighi’s character­
isation of the recent cycle of global accumulation. While both the United States 
and China have been subject to the same trend of financialisation, one can logically 
extrapolate from Arrighi’s framework that the 2008 financial crisis heralds the 
transition to the ending stage of this long cycle under American hegemony (Arrighi 
1994; Arrighi, Silver and Ahmad 1999). Arrighi also looks at China as the potential 
leading country to bring new dynamics to the global system thanks to its unique 
combination of imperial tradition, socialist legacy and reform era market practices 
(Arrighi 2007). 

However, what is not completely accommodated by Arrigh’s optimistic predic­
tion about China is the more recent changes in Chinese capitalism: the increasing 
financialisation in both the Chinese economy and Chinese state’s approach of 
economic management. The process roughly started 1993, the beginning of a new 
round of rapid liberal economic reform and high-speed growth after the 1989– 
1992 political backlash against further reform as the result of the 1989 Tiananmen 
political incident. It led directly to rapid increase of financial sectors’ income in 
total national income and increasing inequality between the financial and non­
financial sectors. Since 2005–6, Chinese capitalism has been undergoing a rapid 
shift from a material-expansion stage dominated by industrial capital to potentially 
a financial-expansion stage where financial capital may play the dominant role, thus 
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approaching the peak of a major cycle in Arrighi’s grand periodisation of world 
capitalism. The CCP’s 18th Party Congress in 2012 essentially achieved two major 
goals in furthering financialisation. One is to further legalise land privatisation, 
especially in rural area, represented by the full circulation of rural land. As a result, 
the party line essentially breaks the independent, supportive role of land system to 
labour under the current constitutional framework. That may help to finally 
establish the full dependence of labour on capital in the long run. 

Secondly, the 18th Party Congress helped to establish the dependence of small 
capital on big capital, making them the ‘employed capitalists’, ending the relative 
independent accumulation models for them. The origin of small capitals in China 
will thus increasingly become dependent on big capital, rather than relatively 
independent capital accumulation. Consequently, the Chinese political economy 
will place investment/financial capital in the leading position, helping consolidating 
a hierarchical system in finance capitalism. As part of the same process, heightened 
speed of capital circulation is also widely evident, particularly thanks to the abun­
dant of finance capital. Overall, the relative ratio between industrial capital and 
finance capital is moving towards the latter’s favour. 

By most of the metrics, the speed of financialisation of the Chinese economy is 
now comparable to, or even faster than that of the United States economy. One 
important indicator in this regard, the ratio of financial sectors added value over 
GDP, has been picking up in China rapidly since 2005 and in 2018 reached 7.68%, 
about the same as that of the United States. During the years of 2015, 2016, and 
2017, this measurement for China has been even higher than that of the United 
States. 

Another illustrative metrics is the presence of so-called unicorn firms, which are 
privately held startup companies valued at over $1 billion. The global distribution 
of such firms clearly demonstrate US and China as the leading counties of origin, 
with a significant edge over other countries. Among others, a recent report by 
Deloitte and China Venture concludes that in 2017 China accounts for 38.9 per 
cent of the total number of unicorns globally, and the United States accounts for 
42.1 per cent (Chen 2017). These unicorn firms from both countries are heavily 
concentrated in finance and Internet-related service sectors, which can be taken as 
major representatives of finance capital. In contrast, traditional major manufactur­
ing economies such as Germany and Japan are distant followers in this global 
ranking of unicorn firms. 

The same trend of financialisation has also changed the governance mentality of 
the Chinese state, which increasingly refashions itself as a shareholder and institu­
tional investors, using all kinds of financial tools to manage state assets and public 
projects. Since the 1990s, as a ‘shareholding state’, the Chinese state has resorted to 
financial means to manage its ownership, assets and public investments, through 
multiple approaches involving the introduction of shareholder values in managing 
state assets, the expansion of state asset management bodies, and the provision of 
structured investment vehicles by these institutions to fund fixed asset investment 
(Wang 2015). 
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FIGURE 12.1 Ratio of financial sectors added value over GDP (US–China Comparison 
1997–2018). 

Source: OECD National Accounts Statistics https://data.oecd.org/natincome/value-a 
dded-by-activity.htm 

Thus, China is rapidly building the infrastructural foundation for financial 
capitalism. Ironically, the seemingly stringent financial regulation by the Chinese 
state does not contain such a trend. Instead, it may protect and even speed up such 
a trend. Once such infrastructural structure is established, the protection role of 
financial regulation is then finished. Later, reversely, such infrastructural structure 
will push forward and protect the Chinese financial capitalism and its derived 
policies. Thus, one can draw the parallel between US and China in the sense that 
China now is undergoing the transition from Carnegie-style industrial capital to 
Morgan-style finance capital, similar to the United States during the early twen­
tieth century. 

Trade war and China–US hegemonic rivalry 

The recent trade war results from the twin-transformation for both the US and 
China, the flip side of convergence of US–China as the result of enhanced finan­
cialisation and convergence in the rebalancing efforts on both sides. The first key 
event of the trade war took place in April 2017, when Chinese President Xi 
Jinping visited Mar-a-Lago estate in Florida to meet US President Donald Trump, 
where they agreed to set up a 100 Day Action Plan to resolve trade differences. On 
22 March 2018, Office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR) for­
mally issued the ‘Findings of The Investigation Into China’s Acts, Policies, and 
Practices Related To Technology Transfer, Intellectual Property, and Innovation 
under Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974’, along with request for levying 

https://data.oecd.org/natincome/value-added-by-activity.htm
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additional 25% tariff over a series of Chinese imports. This represents the official 
opening of the bilateral trade war. The trade disputes lasted for about 22 months 
and the two governments reached a temporary deal in early 2020 (so-called ‘phase 
one trade deal’). This temporary deal serves only as the prologue to a potentially 
long-drawn US–China competition on multiple fronts (Setser 2020). 

Although the ‘phase-one deal’ seems to focus mostly on trade and tariff issues, 
‘[w]hat is really going on is not about trade; it is about who will lead global 
innovation in the 21st century’ (Garrett 2018). The core interest of the US in the 
backdrop of US–China trade disputes goes beyond balancing the international 
payments. Rather, it is about the revitalisation of manufacturing during the era of 
automation, artificial intelligence, and other key sectors in the so-called ‘industrial 
revolution 4.0’. Re-industrialisation of US is characterised by efforts to meet the 
challenges from post-automation and post-intelligentisation, while the strong 
intention and ambitions to launch new round of industrialisation in China is more 
of pre-automation and intelligentisation. In this way, as both countries try to claim 
the leading role in this new round of industrial revolution, they are also converging 
from two different staring points. 

On the China side, the most significant efforts in its re-industrialisation efforts is 
the ‘Made in China (MIC) 2025’, released by the Ministry of Industry and Infor­
mation Technology of China in 2015 (State Council 2015). The document, even 
though released only as a policy proposal promoted at the ministerial level, has 
since become a bone of contention for the trade war between the United States 
and China. On the one hand, MIC 2025 seems to follow a long line of state-
directed plans to channel government support and subsidies towards the develop­
ment of industrial sectors and companies. On the other hand, the MIC 2025 goes 
beyond state-directed industrial development and takes on an even more ambitious 
tone to call for domestic enterprises to take a leading role in not just Chinese 
markets, but also global ones (Laskai 2018). The original document of MIC 2025 
set ten key sectors as the focus of future development: electrical equipment, farm­
ing machines, new materials, energy saving and new energy vehicles, numerical 
control tools and robotics, information technology, aerospace equipment, railway 
equipment, ocean engineering equipment and high-end vessels, and medical devi­
ces (Hopewell 2018). All of these ten sectors clearly aim at new leading roles in the 
next round of major industrial and technological revolution. With similar intention 
behind the 2018 China Import Expo, MIC 2025 advocates for tapping into 
China’s increasingly wealthy home consumer base as well as the value-added global 
sourcing segment to engineer a shift for China from being a low-end manufacturer 
to becoming a high-end producer of goods. 

Consequently, although the US–China trade war seems to have centred on 
bargains over tariffs, the core of disputes is on the fate of (re)industrialisation in the 
era of industrialisation 4.0, evolving around issues such as intellectual property 
protection, forced technology transfer, cyber theft, reform of subsidies to state-
owned-enterprises, and opening up of domestic financial markets, etc. (Zhang 
2019). To the Trump administration, the MIC 2025 is a prime example of how 
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China’s development model promotes unfair competition and disadvantages US 
businesses by subsidising Chinese companies and limiting market access to foreign 
ones. In March 2018, President Trump released a major investigation from the US 
Trade Representative’s office highlighting MIC 2025’s role in what it called 
China’s ‘unreasonable’ trade practices. MIC 2025 critics in the US then gained 
evidence that the plan’s ambitious targets motivate some of the questionable 
behaviours US officials have accused China of. Within weeks of Trump’s first tariff 
announcement in June 2018, the Chinese government started to downplay MIC 
2025 and has avoided mentioning the plan since then in official channels (Harada 
2019). However, experts on both sides believe that the real ambition for industrial 
catch-up for China is not changed at all. 

Behind the trade disputes, China is now struggling between an increasingly 
strong tendency towards financialisation on the one hand and, on the other hand, 
ambitious structural transformation of its key industrial sectors and uplifting its 
industrial capacity domestically and globally in the era of industrial revolution 4.0. 
Just like any other major late-comer in industrial competition, the rise of manu­
facturing in non-leading capitalist countries historically all required substantial trade 
protection and protection of domestic industries. The Chinese state has to rely on 
various means of subsidies and trade protection to achieve such strategic goals. 
Therefore, China is willing to make significant compromises in other fields in 
order to fulfil the MIC 2025 plans, despite the seeming back-down by giving up 
the MIC 2025 narratives in public. Thus, it is little wonder that the deep issues of 
the ongoing US–China trade negotiation are intellectual property, subsidies of 
SOEs and financial sectors. Disputes around bilateral trade issues between China 
and the US will linger on even if the two countries can reach some compromise in 
the short-run during this round of trade war 

Even though the starting point of China as a national political economy seems 
dramatically different from that of the United States; the structural features of the 
two economies on multiple fronts are actually converging, in particular, due to the 
trend of financialisation and consequent drives for re-industrialisation on both sides. 
Thus, US–China hegemonic rivalry involves increasing competition for the same 
‘ecological niche’ in the international system. In other words, the increasing con­
frontational relations come not from the fundamental difference in the two coun­
tries’ economic, political and ideological systems, as have been argued by scholars 
and commentators in the West. Rather, it is the gradual but swift convergence 
between the two systems that drives the recent competitive mode. That is why the 
2018 US trade war with China ultimately has little to do with President Trump’s 
personal animosities or re-election strategy. It simply represents the most visible 
part of a much deeper global imbalance and the joint attempts from both sides of 
the trade war to rebalance their domestic political economy and gain a leading 
edge in future industrial revolution (Pettis 2019). 

Such rivalry between the two countries may even push them to converge on the 
same institutional configuration. Without the competitive pressure of the Chinese 
telecommunications giants, such as Huawei, it’d be almost impossible for the 
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almost taboo word ‘nationalisation’ to enter the US public policy debate. Even 
though in the end, the US government has not adopted the nationalisation of 5G 
proposed by the National Security Council. In a similar fashion, despite the deep 
suspicion towards industrial policy,2 US mainstream economists are revitalising the 
debate on industrial policies and possibly lending some newly gained legitimacy to 
the idea of industrial policy. For example, two Massachusetts Institute of Tech­
nology economists, Jonathan Gruber and Simon Johnson, in their new book sug­
gest more than one hundred places where the US could jump start the industrial 
policy, in a manner quite similar to the policy of ‘special economic zones’, widely 
used in China since the 1980s (Gruber and Johnson 2019). 

Concluding Remarks 

Much in the same way as Jan Tinbergen, the first recipient of the Nobel Prize for 
Economics, proposed in early 1960s that ‘socialist economies’ and ‘free economies’ 
at that time were already undergoing fundamental institutional changes, where 
market mechanisms were being increasingly introduced into the former and public 
sectors were playing a bigger role in the latter (Tinbergen 1961), we argue that the 
US and China are in a similar pattern now in the age of financial capitalism. Even 
though these two national political economies will not necessarily end up in the 
exactly same institutional configuration, evidence of convergence on multiple 
fronts since early 2000s are solid and clear. In the backdrop of intensifying financial 
capitalism, both the US and China are struggling to balance the relationship 
between financialisation and industrial production for the new industrial revolution 
as a key way to redefine its role in global capitalism. Such balancing acts for both 
countries require significant political will and manoeuvring, both domestically and 
internationally. 

Although we take a critical political economy perspective similar to De Graaff 
and Van Apeldoorn (2018) and share their basic stance that ‘making sense of US– 
China relations and their development with respect to world order requires a 
deeper understanding and analysis of respective domestic political economies, each 
of which is increasingly linked to a global capitalist economy’ (115), we differ from 
their prediction of the future mostly scenarios of ‘co-existence’ between the two 
countries, where ‘the United States and China would each maintain their own 
distinct political and economic system, both systems being – in different ways – 
part of and compatible with a capitalist and globally interlinked world economy’ 
(115). Instead, we see the competition driven for the same ‘ecological niche’ is 
raising the stakes of the rivalry. We also deviate from the liberal view that inte­
gration of China into the US-led liberal order will ultimately transform China into 
an entity similar to the liberal political economy. The significant convergence 
between US and China, as we have observed, is not unilateral move from the 
China side alone. Rather, it is a joint movement of convergence from very differ­
ent starting points for both countries, driven by the same larger social/political 
trend on the global level, financialisation and re-industrialisation in particular. 
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Although the bilateral trade disputes may have reached a temporary solution, US– 
China competition for the same ‘ecological niche’ in the international system is 
doomed to be more intense in the near future. How such competition in con­
vergence will play out in the near future will not only determine the potential 
trajectory of US–China hegemonic rivalry but also shape the fate of global system 
in the era of financial capitalism. 

Notes 
1	 For the use of ‘ecological niche’ in social sciences, please see Popielarz and Neal (2007). 
2	 John Sununu, former White House chief of staff once openly claimed, ‘we don’t do

industrial policy’ (Buigues and Sekkat, 2009, 170). 
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INDIA IN THE ‘ASIAN CENTURY’

Thinking like a hegemon?

Ravi Dutt Bajpai and Swati Parashar

Introduction

The rise of some of the Asian states in the global order has prompted the call for
the current century to be labelled as ‘The Asian Century’. This chapter explores
the concept of hegemony in this emerging global order, especially focusing on the
role of India in this new configuration. India witnessed colonial rule under the
British imperial project. The Indian independence movement was, in fact, an
assortment of several contradictory yet complementary counter-hegemonic strug-
gles of the historically oppressed classes and social groups. The postcolonial state of
India has faced a different dynamic of multiple hegemonies and struggles of coun-
ter-hegemonies often intersecting with one another, both in contestation and col-
laboration. India offers a distinct case study to explore how the hegemonic
contestations among various elite groups and counter-hegemonic resistance can be
explained by being attentive to both the colonial legacies and the intricacies of
postcolonial state formation.

The emerging global order is often referred to as ‘the rise of the rest’ and pro-
vides openings to institute alternatives to the existing Eurocentric ways of thinking
and doing international relations. To this end, this chapter aims to investigate the
opportunities this emerging global order provides to the postcolonial state of India.
We explore India’s track record in the global community in challenging the exist-
ing hegemonic order and then situate how India with its specific experiences with
multiple hegemonies could participate in imagining an alternative framing of the
global order.

This chapter is organised in three parts. The first section argues that the legacy of
colonial rule and the histories of counter-hegemonic movements continue to hold
an enduring influence on the conduct of domestic politics in postcolonial societies.
In the case of India, its independence movement incorporated numerous counter-
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hegemonic struggles under the aegis of the overarching objective of political 
independence (Guha 1983; Amin 1995). However, the advent of the independent 
nation-state did not meet the aspirations of several of these counter-hegemonic 
struggles; instead, the postcolonial state reinforced certain types of inherited hege­
monies. The ongoing struggle of these counter-hegemonic movements continues 
to shape India’s domestic politics. This section offers an insight into multiple forms 
of hegemonies in the postcolonial state-building project of India. 

The second section highlights the role of colonial histories in the identity con­
struction of postcolonial states. Several theoretical debates in IR have dealt with the 
construction of the state’s identity, the composition of the state’s interests and the 
conduct of its foreign policies. David Campbell (1998) argued that states’ identities 
and foreign policy are mutually constitutive, implying that the constitution, pro­
duction and maintenance of states’ identities and their foreign policies cannot exist 
without the other. This section explores how its historical interactions with hege­
monic structures during the colonial rule and since its advent as a postcolonial 
political entity, tend to shape the identity construction of the Indian state. The 
third section discusses how the rise of China and India in the global order may 
open new possibilities and approaches for the conduct of international relations. 
The international order has long been identified as an anarchical and unequal 
system, a system that is acquiescent to hegemonic control. This section investigates 
whether the dawn of the ‘Asian Century’ would inspire India to challenge the 
prevalent hegemonic ordering of global politics, and whether India would offer an 
effective alternative to organise global politics. 

The counter-hegemonic descriptive of the postcolonial state 

The discipline of International Relations (IR) as an academic endeavour draws 
most of its theoretical foundations from realism, still a dominant perspective to 
understand international politics. Realism asserted that international politics, with 
its systemic condition of anarchy, was different from domestic politics and thus, 
imposed a clear demarcation between the international and domestic (Morgenthau 
1978; Waltz 1979; Jervis 1997). IR’s fixation with systemic analysis while ignoring 
the internal dynamics of the agents (states) has been challenged, and domestic fac­
tors are recognised as vital analytical tools to explain how a state has practised 
international relations (Moravcsik 1997; Milner 1997). The all-embracing march of 
the processes of globalisation and the subsequent blowback against it by domestic 
interest groups have highlighted ‘the conditions under which domestic and sys­
temic factors moderate or reinforce one another’ (Chaudoin, Milner and Pang 
2015, 280). 

The arguments about the primacy of domestic factors on the state’s conduct of 
its international relations may be long-drawn. However, few would dispute the 
role that history or rather histories play in shaping the identity, interests and inter­
national relations of any modern nation-state (Wodak et al. 2009). In the case of 
postcolonial societies, the notion of the social and political collective as the ‘self’, 
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the concept of nationhood and political ambitions for independent statehood, stem 
from claiming ‘otherness’ from colonial powers and their practices. In the case of 
India during colonial times, that ‘otherness’ was constructed as the binary opposite 
to the hegemonic colonial power of the British. Thus, resistance to hegemony is 
one of the foundational elements in the construction of India’s national identity. 
However, before delving further into India’s counter-hegemonic narratives, it is 
imperative to locate how we propose to understand hegemony. 

IR offers several accounts of hegemony; most scholars see it as the power to 
dominate others. In order to emerge as a hegemon, a state needs to possess suffi­
cient power and the will to exercise that power. Hegemonic power is seen as an 
actor powerful enough to establish an international rule; it ensures they are fol­
lowed, and has the resolve to do so (Keohane 1989). However, the maintenance of 
hegemonic practices for a state, an organisation or an idea involves a complex 
interplay of various material, institutional and social capabilities. The prevalent 
hegemonic liberal order is built upon the assumption that the US as the ‘owner 
and operator’ would maintain the rules and institutions of the order and enjoy 
special rights and privileges. Most importantly ‘the order is built on strategic 
understandings and hegemonic bargains’ (Ikenberry 2011, 2). This chapter adopts 
the Gramscian approach to explain the concept of hegemony. 

The Gramscian approach classifies two types of political control: domination 
based on coercion, and hegemony based on consent. Hegemony is seen as a way of 
transforming ideas into dominant discourses so that gradually these ideas become 
‘common sense’. In the Gramscian school of thought in IR, a state is understood as 
the leading group/ruling class of society. According to Gramsci (1971), hegemony 
is the dominance of the ruling class in terms of control over interests, preferences 
and ways of conducting tasks of everyday life of other groups. In other words, the 
ruling class presents its interests and modes of achieving them in such a way that it 
appears as ‘common sense’. To maintain this ‘common sense’, either consent or 
coercion or a mix of both is deployed. As long as the consensual aspect of power is 
at the forefront, hegemony prevails, while coercion – though always palpable – is 
manifested in marginal, deviant cases. In case the ruling classes lose the consent of 
the subordinate class, the state is in crisis as the ruling group is no longer leading, 
but only dominating. 

The prevalent hegemony can be challenged, if a new ruling class reaches consent 
with other classes and overthrows the existing hegemon. Unlike realism, which 
identifies hegemony only through coercive power, the Gramscian approach to 
hegemony is a combination of coercion and consent. Furthermore, while realism 
treats the state as a unitary actor, in Gramscian thought, the state comprises ruling 
classes of a society. For a social class to emerge as the ruling class, it must achieve 
consent among other subordinate classes (Gramsci 1971, 244). This is achieved by 
presenting the preferences, ideas and values of the ruling class as aspirational or 
universal (Carnoy 1984, 66). To create their version of the ‘common sense’, the 
ruling class must rely on the discursive construction of social reality. Thus, in the 
Gramscian approach to hegemony, cultural leadership through discursive practices 
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is an important aspect. It means that, unlike realism, Gramscian hegemony relies on 
both the hard power of material capabilities and the soft power of attractive cul­
ture, ideology, values and institutions (Fontana 2008, 92). 

The Indian nationalists in the quest for political independence recognised the 
dominance of the colonial rule over material and military power. The nationalists 
also realised that to contest the soft power dimension of colonialism, they needed 
to challenge the dominant discourse. Therefore, they proceeded to imagine ‘the 
world of social institutions and practices as two domains - the material and the 
spiritual’ (Chatterjee 1993, 6). The economy, statecraft, science and technology 
were regarded as material domains and thus, were in firm control of the colonial 
powers. On the contrary, the Indian nationalists claimed sovereignty on spiritual 
spheres focusing on cultural identity. Mahatma Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj promulgated 
a manifesto for the colonised people to imagine themselves belonging to a higher 
civilisation and culturally different from the British colonisers (Gandhi 1933, 93–4). 
It was an idea that found resonance with other anti-colonial thinkers in Asia and 
Africa, such as Frantz Fanon, who identified the conceptual core of the anti-colo­
nial struggle as ‘cultural nationalism’ (Fanon 1963). Thus, anti-colonial nationalists 
tend to trace their national histories before the colonial interventions and envision 
their nationalist foundations beyond the largely territorial and material dimensions 
fabricated during the colonial era. 

The Indian elites associated with the anti-colonial movement then mobilised 
various socially and economically marginalised groups to amalgamate their specific 
counter-hegemonic aspirations into the larger political movement for national 
independence. It is significant to highlight that the Indian independence move­
ment embraced other counter-hegemonic struggles, based on gender, caste, class 
within itself. However, the overlaying political struggle for independence – while 
drawing strengths from them – could not obliterate the individual aspirations of 
these different counter-hegemonic struggles. 

Counter-hegemonic struggles in India have traditionally relied on political vio­
lence, as practised by the British Raj in India, as embodied by the postcolonial 
Indian state in its quest for dominance and sovereignty, and as embedded in sub­
altern politics, in acts of resistance by non-state actors and marginalised subject 
populations. There are more continuities than ruptures in the configuration of 
structural violence between the colonial rulers and their postcolonial successors 
(Parashar 2019, 338). Hegemony is critical to the violent contestations in the 
postcolonial state where the dominance of powerful groups relies more on coer­
cion than on gaining consent of the ruled. Resistance by subaltern groups involves 
a challenge to the statist status quo as well as an aspiration to belong to the inher­
ently hegemonic architecture of the modern nation-state system, which perpetuates 
violence and exclusions from the global, national to individual levels. The subaltern 
studies scholarship endeavoured to reclaim the history of the subjugated people 
from their perspective and not from the elite or colonial perspectives. Therefore, it 
is important to revisit the subaltern studies scholarship that has tried to make sense 
of the colonial and postcolonial politics of dominance and resistance. 
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While subalternity and resistance are well theorised in subaltern studies, hege­
mony and forms of dominance are less developed. The most attention to the 
concept of hegemony was given in Dominance without Hegemony: History and Power 
in Colonial India by Ranajit Guha published in 1998, in which he built a case for 
‘dominance without hegemony’ in colonial and postcolonial India. 

We take the enigma of that oversight common to both of those rival ideolo­
gies (colonialist and nationalist) as our point of departure and go on to suggest 
that the colonial state in South Asia was very unlike and indeed fundamentally 
different from the metropolitan bourgeois state which had sired it. The dif­
ference consisted in the fact that the metropolitan state was hegemonic in 
character with its claim to dominance based on a power relation in which the 
moment of persuasion outweighed that of coercion, whereas the colonial state 
was non-hegemonic with persuasion outweighed by coercion in its structure 
of dominance. (Guha 1998, xii) 

Guha argues that the South Asian colonial state was ‘a historical paradox’, since 
‘the metropolitan bourgeoisie professed and practiced democracy at home, but 
were quite happy to conduct the government of their Indian empire as an auto­
cracy’ (Guha 1998, 4). Guha claims that the colonial state was non-hegemonic 
since it could not ‘assimilate the civil society of the colonized to itself’, therefore, 
the colonial state represented ‘a dominance without hegemony’ (Guha 1998, xii). 
Furthermore, the indigenous bourgeoisie ‘spawned and nurtured by colonialism’ 
(Guha 1998, 5) failed ‘to assimilate the class interests of peasants and workers 
effectively into a bourgeois hegemony’ (Guha 1998, 133). The Indian bourgeoisie 
could not integrate ‘vast areas in the life and consciousness of the people’ into their 
hegemony (Guha 1998, xii) and the postcolonial state thus, continues with its 
‘dominance without hegemony’ over the population. 

Consequently, the lack of a hegemonic ruling culture ensured a heterogeneous 
political domain where civil society remained active and separate from the state 
(the consequences of which can be witnessed today in the form of numerous 
resistance movements). This ‘dominance without hegemony’, Guha argues, was 
reproduced under the postcolonial state because the leadership of the Indian 
bourgeoisie shaped the form and trajectory of the Indian freedom struggle (Guha 
1998, 20). Central to this narrative is the story of the power contest between two 
dominant elite groups: one representing the bourgeois colonial rulers, who gained 
political dominance in India by coercion, and the other, the Indian elite bourgeois 
nationalists, who hoped to displace colonial domination to perpetuate their own, in 
the same language and idioms as the colonial masters (Guha 1998, 4). Neither was 
hegemonic for Guha in the strict Gramscian sense; their dominance had neither 
moral persuasion nor consent. 
The organic class consciousness of the Indian masses who constituted an auton­

omous domain of anti-colonial and anti-bourgeois politics of their own, parallel to 
the domain of the elitist power contest, has been missing in the colonial story 
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(Amin 1995; Chaturvedi 2007). These masses, organised themselves into various 
interest groups, offering violent resistance to both the colonial state and the elite 
nationalist movement in order to realise their political ‘hegemony’. In Guha’s 
work, hegemony is arguably conceived of in a way that, on the one hand, points 
to the significance of subaltern agency in the construction of hegemonic forma­
tions, and, on the other hand, emphasises the element of consent over coercion. 

Moreover, Gramsci argued that hegemony evolved through a continuous pro­
cess of interactions between dominant and subordinate groups and always had an 
element of coercion in it. This is visible in India when some subaltern groups are 
incorporated into the hegemonic state whereas others have been dealt with more 
brutally through violence (Parashar 2019, 343). Understanding hegemony as a 
contested process in which consent and coercion are closely intertwined is parti­
cularly apt to highlight the character of India’s neoliberal turn and subsequent 
counter-hegemonic struggles of various subaltern groups against elite interests. 

The hegemonic contestations among various elite groups and counter-hege­
monic resistance in India can be explained by investigating both the colonial lega­
cies and the intricacies of postcolonial state formation. The elite groups will 
continue to wage the battle for cultural and political hegemony, and against this 
backdrop, subaltern groups will continue to reinvent their strategies for struggle 
and survival. The histories of anti-colonial struggles during its independence along 
with the contemporary counter-hegemonic movements have had a profound 
impact on how the postcolonial state of India perceives itself in the international 
community of nations. 

The counter-hegemonic narrative of the postcolonial state 

In this section, we discuss some of the key constituents and key arguments that 
inform India’s identity construction as a postcolonial state. India has exalted its anti­
colonial movement as an anti-hegemonic struggle; consequently, India has 
deployed its postcolonial statehood as a benchmark against the hegemonic order 
and practices. The postcolonial state may be considered a temporal aftermath while 
postcolonial conditions represent ‘critical aftermath – cultures, discourses and cri­
tiques that lie beyond, but remain closely influenced by colonialism’ (Blunt and 
McEwan 2003, 3). The self-perception of India as an ancient and rich civilisation 
and its subjugation by the colonial power, continue to be the key elements of the 
Indian state’s identity construction. The constitution, production and maintenance 
of the Indian states’ identity and its conduct in the international arena could not be 
imagined in the absence of either. 

For a long time IR’s theoretical space was dominated by the two rationalist 
perspectives of Realism and Liberalism; both explored how individual states’ 
material capabilities are deployed to navigate the anarchical international system. 
The end of the Cold War allowed alternative perspectives to emerge such as con­
structivism which considered that ‘human interaction is shaped primarily by idea­
tional factors, not simply material ones’ (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001, 1). It is 
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important to remember that while constructivist perspectives existed before the end 
of the Cold War, it was ‘the rise of identity politics’ that gave constructivism an 
unexpected relevance to scholars in the field’ (Onuf 2018, xiv). In recent times, the 
concept of identity has emerged as one of the key organising principles in IR 
theory. In contrast to the state as a rational actor, post-positivists claim that ‘iden­
tities are the most proximate causes of choices, preferences, and actions’ (Hopf 
1998, 4). 

Poststructuralists argue that foreign policies are not only discursive practices but 
more significantly they play a crucial role in the co-constitutive processes of states’ 
identities and interests. Recognising states’ foreign policy and their identity as dis­
cursive practices implies, ‘that they stand, in social science terminology, in a con­
stitutive, rather than causal, relationship’ (Hansen 2006, xiv). Thus, states’ identity 
reflects the self-perception of the state about itself and regulates how this self-per­
ception guides and informs foreign and domestic policies. Although the states’ 
identity is exalted through public discourse and promoted through bureaucratic 
processes, it is neither unitary nor an exclusive property of the state. Instead, the 
state’s identity is discursive, relational, political and of a social nature. As discursive 
practices, identity is constructed through discourses, and just as one singular and 
stable discourse is not possible, a singular and immutable identity is unachievable. It 
is often argued that ‘absolute fixity or absolute non-fixity is not possible with dis­
courses’ (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 111). Likewise, absolute fixity or non-fixity of 
any identity is a chimaera, though specific constructions of identity tend to be 
dominant over a period of time. 

In the light of the brief theoretical discussion above, we turn our attention to 
explain how the Indian state’s identity as a postcolonial entity is propagated 
through its discourses on counter-hegemonic struggles. To start with, we claim that 
well before its independence in 1947, the idea of India as a nation was in existence 
as a discursive practice both by the die-hard Indian nationalists and the hard-nosed 
British imperialists. The legendary imperialist and British prime minister Winston 
Churchill disparaged the idea of the nation-state of India and asserted that ‘India is 
merely a geographical expression. It is no more a single country than the Equator’ 
(cited in Tharoor 1998, 128). On the other hand, one of the most renowned anti­
colonialist and independent India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, claimed 
that ‘India is a geographical and economic entity, cultural unity amidst diversity, a 
bundle of contradictions held together by strong but invisible threads’ (Nehru 
1946, 562). 

The tumultuous and violent partition of India by the departing colonial admin­
istration traumatised its successor postcolonial state to such an extent that, India ‘has 
cartographic anxiety inscribed into its very genetic code’ (Krishna 1994, 509). 
Therefore, it should come as no surprise that the Indian state holds the concepts of 
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and autonomy as some of its most sanctimonious 
ideals. Krishna (1994) described this phenomenon of boundary building to achieve 
national identity construction as another part of ‘cartographic anxiety’ where cul­
tural, ethnic and social affinities transgress the territorial boundaries. In this case, 
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identity construction itself becomes a hegemonic process where the national iden­
tity subsumes or often obliterates other forms of identities. 

David Campbell proposed that identity construction was ‘achieved through the 
inscription of boundaries that serve to demarcate an “inside” from an “outside”, a  
“self” from an “other”, a  “domestic” from a “foreign”’ (Campbell 1998, 8). Using 
Campbell’s notion of demarcation of ‘the others’ in the identity construction of the 
‘self’, we can argue that India has imagined itself ‘in counterpoise to a colonial and 
imperial west’ (Krishna 1999, xxxiii). At one end it was colonialism that symbolised 
domination, discrimination, and exploitation by foreign hegemons; in contrast to it 
the Indian identity was posited as one struggling to overthrow colonial rule. The 
state’s identity construction through the dichotomy of colonial powers versus 
colonised subalterns, allows the colonised countries to be recognised as a victim 
while identifying ‘others’ as the victimisers (Miller 2013). 

Colonial occupation and subjugation are considered the most distressing experi­
ences of postcolonial societies and the fact that this collective trauma continues to 
haunt India’s quest for status and identity, is not an anomaly. Mahatma Gandhi’s 
idea of nonviolence and passive resistance in India’s anti-colonial movement was 
significant in constructing the Indian identity, a vision guided by higher moral 
principles than merely material gains and realpolitik. Thus, invoking colonialism as 
the other not only constitutes meanings and identities in opposition to India’s own 
self-identity but also ‘unites all Indians: their common opposition to foreign 
oppression, dictates, discrimination, interferences and exploitation’ (Wojczewski 
2019, 188). 

It is often argued that deploying a counter-hegemonic identity against the 
colonial power was a necessity to create a pan-Indian identity, given the scale of 
internal divisions within Indian society. The nationalist elites leading the Indian 
independence struggle had already recognised the difficulties in sustaining the dis­
course of national identity based merely upon the counter-hegemonic contest 
against the colonial empire. Therefore, to provide a much longer temporal 
dimension, India was imagined as a cultural unit; a timeless civilisation with abun­
dant glories was included as a critical component to the mix of identity 
construction. 

It is worth noting that the civilisational legacies continue to be the core con­
stituents for national identities of China and India, as both countries frame their 
national identities in terms of civilisational entitlement and colonial occupation 
(Malik 2011; Ollapally 2014). Civilisational entitlement is a sense of considering 
oneself (as a state) as the natural and worthy inheritor of the ancient civilisational 
glory, and framing their policies to regain the power and status befitting of their 
size, population, geographic position and historical heritage’ (Malik 2011, 28). 
This sense of entitlement is further entrenched in the national identity construc­
tion, as the foreign occupation is held responsible for the loss of the glorious 
ancient civilisational status. In the context of the ‘Asian Century’,  it is important  
to underline that the idea of victimhood is an essential part of national identity 
construction in both China and India, referred to as ‘the century of national 
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humiliation’ in China and ‘a century of rule by an alien race and culture’ in India 
(Garver 2011, 103). 

The idea of an ancient and peaceful civilisation has allowed India to project itself 
as ‘domestically tolerant and pluralistic, and externally non-aggressive and non­
interventionist’ (Ollapally 2014). Indeed, in the formative years of the new nation-
state, the understanding of the Indian civilisational links with the outside world also 
shaped the framework of its international relations. India’s first prime minister, 
Nehru believed that the Indian civilisation was benign, peaceful and dynamic 
during the periods it was in contact with the outside world, while the lack of 
outside interactions made the Indian civilisation stagnant and backward (Chacko 
2011). However, Indian foreign policy fixation with its civilisational exceptional-
ism has dismayed other states. To those outside, the Indian civilisational narrative, 
as propagated by the Indian leaders, ‘proclaimed a special destiny or mission for 
India in Asia and the world, based on the greatness of its civilization, its strategic 
location, and its distinctive view of the world’ (Cohen 2001, 46). In a way, the 
construction of the tolerant, peaceful and non-interfering nature of India’s civili­
sational heritage is construed as a hegemonic discourse in itself. 

Despite attaining political independence, India continues to agonise over ‘post­
colonial anxiety’ of a society suspended forever in the space between the ‘former 
colony’ and ‘not-yet-nation’ (Samaddar 1999, p. 108). It implies that postcolonial 
societies must catch up with their colonising societies to be treated as a worthy 
member state of the international community. The modern enterprise of nation-
building on the basis of the ideals of secularism, democracy, the rule of law and 
prosperity in socio-economic parameters are taken as global yardsticks to which 
India must measure up. To implement these ideas of nation-building, scientific 
growth, security, modernisation and development, the Indian state often resorts to 
behaving like a hegemon using state violence against those who dissent from this 
developmental model (Nandy 2003). 

It is an acute dilemma for postcolonial states, should they fail to measure up to 
the hegemonic metrics of the modern developmental index; they are then classified 
as fragile/failing/failed states. On the other hand, should a state behave like a 
domestic hegemon, it may yet not achieve the requisite developmental metrics, 
while the state violence may trigger wider unrest, enabling possibilities of its cate­
gorisation as a fragile/failing/failed state. It is a paradox that most postcolonial states 
continue to struggle with: standing up to hegemonic forces in the international 
arena and yet behaving like a hegemon within their territories. 

The above discussion is primarily focused on how India constructs its state 
identity through discourses, as a counter-hegemonic force in world politics. 
Though the Indian state is often fraught with cartographic and postcolonial anxi­
eties, it often follows the policies of its colonial predecessors to overcome these 
deficiencies. India has managed to connect the discourses of its anti-colonial 
struggle and its ancient civilisational heritage, thereby, giving its statist identity 
much more endurance, acceptability and vigour in the eyes of its domestic as well 
as international audiences. As a counter-hegemonic, anti-colonial force in 
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international politics, India emphasises self-determination as one of the key drivers 
of its foreign policy and that has been one of the guiding principles of the conduct 
of India’s international relations. 

The counter-hegemonic prescriptive of the postcolonial state 

It is no surprise, given its anti-colonial history, that the independent Indian nation-
state decided to adopt an autonomous foreign policy, instead of becoming a camp 
follower in the then bipolar world during the Cold War. It was an audacious 
decision given the precarious state of material and institutional resources of the 
newly independent state. India’s idea of non-alignment and disarmament was pri­
marily based upon its belief that mere political independence of postcolonial 
societies was inconsequential unless these societies could be free from the imma­
nent hegemonies of the international society and the practices of statecraft and 
diplomacy that perpetuate colonial hegemonies. In recent times the global shift of 
power to Asia has offered historical opportunities both to China and India to 
challenge the existing Eurocentric approaches to international relations. In this 
section, we examine how India with its experiences in dealing with hegemony 
would utilise these opportunities in challenging the immanent hegemony of the 
international order. 

In March 1947, even before its independence, India had organised the Asian 
Relations Conference in New Delhi to revive old regional connections broken by 
colonialism and to make collective efforts to bring peace and progress in the 
region. Though the conference did not lead to any significant material or institu­
tional outcomes, it set the tone of anti-colonial, counter-hegemonic identity for 
several of the Asian states. At the conference, Nehru observed that for too long 
‘Asia have been petitioners in Western courts and chancelleries’ and declared that 
‘We [Asians] do not intend to be playthings of others’ (Asian Relations Organisa­
tion 1948, 24). Thus, not being a plaything or supplicant to hegemonic agents 
(Europeans in this instance) was at the forefront of Nehru’s agenda. Therefore, it 
should come as no surprise that India since its independence has placed a high 
value on protecting its strategic autonomy and supporting anti-colonial national­
isms in other societies struggling for independence. 

In the 1950s, Indian foreign policy under the leadership of Nehru followed an 
internationalist approach and worked to build a third alternative, moving away 
from the hegemonic structuring of the bipolar world for newly independent Afri­
can and Asian nations. The idea of the Non-Aligned Movement was to extrapolate 
India’s nonviolent and peaceful resistance to British colonial power as a moral fra­
mework to conduct international relations. At Bandung Panchsheel 1 – or the five 
principles of peaceful co-existence – was asserted as an alternative to Cold War 
bipolarity. It was the first ‘assertion of a specifically Asian approach to international 
relations at a time when the determination of international affairs remained the 
preserve of the West’ (Percival Wood 2010, 78). Panchsheel was seen as the rejec­
tion of Western hegemony on the analytical framework for the conduct of 
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international relations. The Asian-African Conference held at Bandung in 1955 led 
to the formation of the Non-Aligned Movement, through which ‘the newly 
decolonised nations sought to establish an international political, economic and 
ideological identity, distinct from those of the capitalist West and the communist 
East’ (Young 2006, 12). These two conferences were in continuation of each 
other: the ‘Asian Relations Conference was about independence (from colonial 
rule), Bandung was about intervention (security from great power or superpower 
intervention)’ (Acharya 2016, 1006). 

In the 14-year period from the 1947 Asian Relations Conference, to the formal 
setup of the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961, India had acquired a leadership role 
in the international arena. Admittedly, India did not have the requisite material 
resources to be considered as a powerful state in the traditional sense, yet ‘India’s 
position on world issues was informed by a rare moral clarity and courage which 
won India many admirers, made India the leader of the developing countries’ (Sikri 
2008, 11). However, the Sino-Indian border clashes in 1962 dashed the high hopes 
of Asian solidarity, postcolonial comradeship, and most unfortunately dealt a blow 
to the aspirations of the Non-Aligned Movement. 

It is arguable that at the multilateral, regional fora – despite India’s genuine 
efforts to foster anti-hegemonic solidarity – the results have been somewhat mixed. 
However, it must be underlined that while India had enough moral power to 
make an exclusive claim to the leadership of postcolonial and non-aligned nations, 
instead of behaving like a hegemon, India has always preferred to share power with 
China, the other significant Asian power. It does reflect in some ways how India 
might behave if it achieves a ‘great power’ status in the international community. 

After defeat in the 1962 Sino-Indian war, India abandoned its policy of dis­
armament and embraced massive arms procurement. In the aftermath of this war, 
India adopted a more pragmatic strategic outlook and devised a regional policy that 
placed South Asia at the heart of India’s security policy. Therefore, India assumed 
the responsibility of settling any domestic conflicts in neighbouring countries, pre­
cluding any intervention of outside, or extra-regional powers (Wagner 2012, 4). 
This change in security outlook then led to Indian interventions in the region. In 
1971, India’s military intervention in Bangladesh (then East Pakistan) was con­
sidered as the declaration to take on the ‘hegemonic role in South Asia’ (Devotta 
2003, 367). India’s decisive military action in Bangladesh is interpreted as its 
emergence as a dominant regional power, with accusations of displaying hege­
monic tendencies (Crossette 2008). 

Other Indian military interventions too followed; though these were not uni­
lateral interventions, India deployed its military only with the consent of the host 
countries. In 1987, India dispatched its military to Sri Lanka to resolve the civil war 
between the Sri Lankan state and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE); 
and in 1988, India rushed its military to prevent an imminent coup in the Maldives 
(Bhasin 2008). As part of non-military interventions, India enforced a road block­
ade on landlocked Nepal not once but twice in 1989 and as late as in 2015 (Singh 
2016). Thus, in the South Asian region, India is seen more as a hegemon than a 
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benign leader. It is evident that in South Asia, India’s size and other capabilities 
make it look like a hegemon. However, with growing resistance from its neigh­
bours and with changing geopolitical equations, India has not found it easy to 
behave like a hegemon in the region. 

The first two decades of the twenty-first century have witnessed the ascent of 
Asian powerhouses, China and India as major strategic and economic powers in the 
world. In the next few years, China will emerge as the biggest economy on the 
globe while India may rise to third or fourth in that list. Economic power, though 
desirable and necessary, is not a sufficient condition to be considered as a major 
global power; extremely prosperous Japan and Germany are a case in point. Given 
India’s inherent economic, social and geopolitical vulnerabilities, one can argue that 
even in strictly material terms India has a long and an arduous journey ahead to 
emerge as an authentic global power. However, assuming that India does rise in a 
largely misleading global power index, a more critical question to ask is, does India 
have the will to be a global power? Thus, like hegemony which needs both cap­
abilities and the will to deploy those capabilities, power in the context of world 
politics is not something you hoard but what you exercise. 

The transformation from being a putative or potential power to a practising 
power in the global order happens once the emergent power is willing to assume 
additional responsibilities that come with being major stakeholders in the global 
system, that is from being a mere ‘rule-taker’ to becoming a robust ‘rule-maker’. 
Existing hegemonies are challenged by the emerging powers by assuming the role 
of ‘rule-maker’ in the global system. To apply the Gramscian approach to hege­
mony, once the authority over the discursive construction of ‘common sense’ is 
taken away from the ruling class, a new historical block would emerge. However, 
the existing hegemon would try different mechanisms including persuasion and 
coercion to thwart the formation of the alternative figurehead. Thus, it is no sur­
prise that China’s rise in the global system is often paraphrased as ‘a challenger to 
rule-based order’ or ‘a revisionist power’. 

The new global order positions China and India as leaders and mandates that 
India rise to the challenge of taking on extra responsibilities towards global gov­
ernance. This brings us to the critical question: how far can India go in framing the 
agenda for global governance with its structural deficiencies? However, a new 
multilateral arrangement can be imagined along the lines of BRIC2 although this is 
not to assume that these very states will form the alternative group. No matter 
which states become part of this collective, one thing is certain that both China 
and India would feature among some of the prominent members along with sev­
eral other postcolonial states as stakeholders. 

Such a multilateral group would be very different from the existing American 
led liberal hegemonic order where the US takes the role of the patron, sets the 
rules and gets special privileges in the bargain. As a collective of states, this 
arrangement would not allow a singular leviathan to override other members of 
the group or even the rest of the global society. The leadership of such a group 
would not be in a dominant position to impose arbitrary ideas and subjective ideals 
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from their domestic political culture, governance model or the personal preferences 
of individual leaders. At the beginning alone such an unusual grouping would face 
several daunting tasks but none more prominent than the dislocation of the pre­
valent ‘common sense’ with an alternative narrative and the task to share the 
responsibilities and material liabilities towards the upkeep of global governance 
among the leadership group. 

Given our understanding of IR and available analytical frameworks, it is hard to 
imagine such a diverse multilateral coalition of different political systems as one 
cohesive, synchronised group. One would encounter several theoretical, institu­
tional and logistical challenges even to imagine such a divergent group as a col­
lective. However, as in social science, there are no final answers and while the 
exact composition, characteristics and charter of such a group may be unknown, it 
is certain that an alternative arrangement of global order will undoubtedly emerge. 

Conclusion 

One person’s leader is another person’s hegemon; there is no denying that, like 
everything else in social sciences, hegemony is discursive as long as it is based on 
consent and not on coercion. Material capabilities in terms of military, economy, 
geography and demography are considered as essential ingredients to achieve 
hegemony, but hegemony is sustained through discourses, by assuming cultural 
leadership. In the Gramscian understanding, the concept of hegemony is under­
stood as the framing of dominant discourse by the ruling classes to project their 
interests and preferences so that it appears as ‘common sense’. The efforts to 
superimpose this ‘common sense’ over the other classes of society is achieved 
through consent or coercion or a mix of both. Gramsci believed that hegemony 
prevails through consensus, while coercion is used only in exceptional cases. If the 
consensus is lost, then the ruling class is no longer leading but only dominating. 

The emerging world order has positioned India as one of the future global 
powers, and this chapter explored the concept of hegemony with India as a specific 
case study. The fascination with imagining India as an imminent global power 
somehow ignores the basic fact that India is indeed a postcolonial society with its 
share of discriminatory politics, oppression and exploitation of certain sections of 
population, inherited from the colonial empire. The contemporary Indian nation-
state is a product of extractive colonial policies and cartographic (mis)adventurism. 
The Indian independence struggle was led by the local elites but its success was 
enabled only through the active participation of the larger society. 

We argued that the Indian independence movement incorporated many other 
counter-hegemonic struggles under its umbrella, with an implicit understanding of 
addressing those grievances during the anti-colonial struggle and in the post-inde­
pendence period. Just as the revolution devours its own children, an elite-domi­
nated political movement decimates its own subaltern children. India, after its 
political independence, sustained the very same systemic inequalities that it pro­
mised to uproot, thus reviving the colonial era domestic counter-hegemonic 
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struggles against the state. Postcolonial India is, thus, an example of how multiple 
forms of hegemonies and challenges to those hegemonies are negotiated on a reg­
ular basis. 

We also traced the process of identity construction of India as an independent 
nation-state. Independence dawned on the Indian state but only after the Indian 
nation was partitioned along communal lines. As a postcolonial construct marred 
by territorial separation and consumed by the desire to prove itself as equal to the 
colonial rulers, India adopted the vocabulary and strategies of state-building of the 
colonial masters. India constructed its national identity on the basis of anti­
colonialism and on the notions of being the inheritors of an ancient and glorious 
civilisation. The early leaders were keen to project the Indian state as a counter-
hegemonic force among the community of nations. However, domestically India 
had to resort to certain hegemonic practices to proclaim successful state-building in 
a postcolonial context, in order to present itself as a counter-hegemonic force in 
the international arena. 

India’s national identity as a counter-hegemonic force and an ardent supporter of 
the other oppressed nations was on full display in the international arena right from 
its independence. Even as a poor, third world, postcolonial state, India endea­
voured to imagine a world order based on equality, sovereignty, self-respect and 
self-reliance for all the other states. We highlighted India’s role in imagining and 
institutionalising the third alternative to the Capitalist West and the Communist 
East, to contest the immanent hegemony of the Cold War driven bipolar world 
order. We explored the histories of Indian efforts to foster Asian solidarity, third 
world solidarity and the Non-Aligned Movement. We claim that by propagating 
the idea of Panchsheel, India along with China provided an authentic Asian frame­
work to International Relations, a discipline mainly reflecting Western hegemony 
on how to manage international relations. 

We discussed that India is perceived as a hegemon in the South Asian region in 
some parts due to its follies, but its size and influence make it susceptible to be 
called a hegemon. In recent times the rise of China and India in the world order 
has raised expectations from other states. Contemporary India is indeed better 
prepared than before to play a more significant role in global affairs, but India alone 
cannot change the existing hegemonic ordering of the global system. We conclude 
that India would need to forge a multilateral collective with other states in order to 
bring in any meaningful change in the prevalent hegemonic global order. 

Notes 
1 Panchsheel: As adopted in the 1954 Sino-Indian Treaty. The five principles include (1) 

Mutual respect for each other’s territorial integrity and sovereignty (2) Mutual non­
aggression (3) Mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs (4) Equality and 
mutual benefit (5) Peaceful co-existence. 

2 BRICS: An association of five leading developing countries – Brazil, Russia, India, China 
and South Africa, to challenge the monopoly of Western-dominated Bretton Woods 
institutions over global governance. 
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14
ON THE POWER OF IMPROVISATION

Why is there no hegemon in Central Asia?

Viktoria Akchurina

Introduction: Power as control and social change

Central Asia represents a case which challenges the conventional understanding of
power as control. Since the infamous Mackinder’s verse (1904), the region has
been portrayed as ‘tabula rasa’ or the no one’s land, which can grant its hegemon
the gates to world domination. Some authors approach the region through ‘local
rules’, which the local elites set up within the Great Game (Cooley 2014). While
both structural and power-based approaches to hegemony provide a graceful entry
to the context of power in the region, they are helpless in understanding the social
sources of power in the times of uncertainty, which often lie in improvisation and
social resistance.

While Russia has been the so-called ‘hegemon by default’ (Russo 2018), the
history and negotiation patterns within the Eurasian Union demonstrate the fluid
and contingent nature of the so-called ‘Russian project’, with smaller states often
portraying bigger influence than the larger states. China, as a ‘hegemon by
improvisation’ (Russo 2018), has been challenged many times in the course of
crafting its influence by a number of social protests and social movements across
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (Laruelle 2018). The United States and its
seeming military hegemony in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse have
been challenged both by the governments and by the social movements.

Grounded in Raymond Aron’s (1965) pragmatic understanding of power – that
is the ability to direct social change – this chapter suggests that societal con-
sequences of hegemony-oriented geopolitical, political, economic or military pro-
jects today are unintended, random and transcendental, therefore total hegemony
cannot be claimed by a single political entity in the region.

The case of Central Asia suggests that hegemony today has become less about
dominance on a political Chessboard, but rather about projects aiming at change and
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development in one way or another, for these projects have potential to create a 
hegemonic development vision and organisation of economic and social power. In 
the case of Central Asia, there is a number of connectivity projects. This chapter 
focuses on two of them, the Central Asia South Asia water-sharing project (CASA­
1000) and the Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC), which 
aim to restore regional economic connectivity and water-sharing, respectively. 
However, none of these projects fully consider the unintended societal con­
sequences, such as the direction of social change they could trigger and the change 
of the societal organisation across the involved geographical spaces. It is worth 
noting that unintended consequences do not necessarily imply a linear causality 
between the hegemonic projects and their impact. Rather, these consequences may 
be fostered by the processes which emerge from the neglect of history, local and 
transnational factors, within and outside Central Asia. 

This argument unfolds by first providing a conceptual discussion of the power of 
improvisation; secondly providing the biographies of CAREC and CASA-1000; 
and thirdly analysing societal consequences of these two projects. The conclusions 
discuss how a better understanding of the social sources of power can provide some 
ground for power as improvisation, without which there can be no hegemony 
today. 

Power as improvisation and its social sources 

Max Weber defined power ‘as any chance [not a “probability” as it is often trans­
lated] within a social relation to impose one’s will also against the resistance of the 
others, regardless of what gives rise to this chance’ (Weber 1980 [1921–2], 28 in 
Guzzini 2013, 4). Along the same lines, Peter Katzenstein (Katzenstein and Seybert 
2018, xv) has underlined that ‘traditional accounts of control power say little about 
decentralized, uncoordinated, but highly impactful dynamics’. The concept of 
‘protean power’, which ‘emerges in uncertain contexts’ was offered by Katzenstein 
(Katzenstein and Seybert 2018) as the concept and a framework to explain influ­
ence under the conditions of ‘unknown unknown’ (Jervis et al. 1985), which often 
appears to be the operational reality and the ‘weapon of the weak’ (Scott 1987). 
Charles Tilly (2000) sketched the road to understanding power beyond control by 
offering the metaphor of ‘power as improvisation’. While seeming vague, power as 
improvisation or power as a chance needs to be operationalised and captured ana­
lytically. Drawing from Henri Lefevre’s theories of state and space, this chapter 
suggests focusing on the material objects of empowerment, such as railways, grids, 
dams, roads, social or economic structures, as material manifestations of larger 
projects of power and hegemony. 

By focusing on the societal consequences of these projects, this chapter captures 
the anthropology of social change thereby showing that none of these projects can 
result in a full hegemony, unless their stakeholders learn to improvise and follow 
the rhythms and directions of the societal forces. Furthermore, time and space of 
the power projects and their societal basis can differ, that is societal relations and 
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practices can reflect historical patterns, which the hegemonic projects do not take 
into account or a societal organisation can extend far beyond the territorial borders 
of the state, by plugging into the ideological or financial power networks beyond 
the control of the state. 

CAREC and CASA-1000, as the examples of regionalisation- or connectivity 
projects related to trade and infrastructure, criss-cross borders of multiple states and 
institutions of multiple state, private and multilateral actors. Therefore, political 
authority in this case becomes shared if not dispersed. Whether a grand infra­
structure project is an epitome of power of external actors or ruling elites on one 
hand or whether they are current reincarnations of hegemony or colonialism on 
the other is arguable. What is clear is that connectivity projects can be seen as 
techniques of (re)territorialisation and management of social space, as territorialisa­
tion is a social construct (Kratochwil 1986; Ruggie 1993), for the territory itself is a 
‘political technology’ or a composition of political, geographical, economic, stra­
tegic, legal, and technical relations (Elden 2013). In other words, looking at hege­
mony through the lens of material objects means looking at the very technology of 
materialising an idea (for example, that of the neoliberal logic, as in the case of 
CAREC). 

Just like artificial islands, watercourses, checkpoints and fences, railways and 
power grids represent objects of both geopolitics and geophysics or forms of 
modern social institutions which influence spatial politics by creating social terri­
torial and social practices ‘by which power is constructed and contested’ (Peters 
et al. 2018, 18). 

Once in its history, Central Asia went through Soviet state engineering, when 
power grids, railways and dams had a lasting impact on societies, territories and 
environment. However, back in the days, this geophysics of power was imposed 
from Moscow. Today’s connectivity projects expose multilayered ‘authority’, 
which on one hand should be a perfect fit for the complex societies of the region, 
but in reality fail to direct changes in societal organisation, identities of resistance 
and social change in general. Thus, a power grid combined with grassroots change 
in survival strategies may lead to the change of societal organisation and therefore 
foster processes, counter-productive to the hegemonic aspirations of a specific 
project. 

CASA-1000: What does water-sharing have to do with 
anthropology of resistance? 

The biography of a hydro-hegemony 

Central Asia South Asia water-sharing project (CASA-1000) is part of a regionali­
sation project implemented by the World Bank, which aims to change the land­
locked status of the Central Asian countries and open up their economic space. 
Since water has been identified as an ‘abundant resource’ or ‘comparative advan­
tage’ in Central Asia, CASA-1000 would help to develop exports of water from 
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Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to nearby water-deficit countries, such as Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. The project aims to recreate interdependence along the Silk Road, 
allegedly interrupted and suppressed by Soviet rule (USAID 2013). Water-sharing 
is its first step, which implies the creation of a common resource pool between 
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, as water suppliers, and Afghanistan and Pakistan as 
recipient states. 

Specifically, its new water-sharing schemes suggest the connection of the power 
grids of southern Kyrgyzstan (Datka power grid) with northern Tajikistan (Khujand 
power station) in order to transmit hydro-energy generated by Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan to Afghanistan and Pakistan, and from there to the countries of South 
Asia (ADB 2012). 

In institutional terms, CASA-1000 is a multilateral framework, initiated by the 
governments of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Afghanistan and Pakistan, which puts in 
place an Inter-Governmental Council, supported by the World Bank group, the 
Islamic Development Bank, the United States Agency for International Develop­
ment (USAID), the US State Department, the United Kingdom Department for 
International Development (DFID), the Australian Agency for International 
Development (AusAID), and other donor communities (CASA-1000). In other 
words, this framework comprises international banks, governments and business 
investors and, therefore, a constellation of conflicting interests and different ratio­
nales for being involved in this project. 
In practical terms, at its initial stages, it will use power generated by stations such 

as Santguta I and Santguta II in Tajikistan, whose capacity is currently insufficient 
for long-term CASA-1000 plans. For this reason, CASA will also require the 
construction of larger power stations, such as Rogun in Tajikistan and Kambarata (I 
and II) in Kyrgyzstan. Rogun, on the other hand, has been the Tajik government’s 
pet project, regardless of the acute social and political tensions caused by this idea 
in the region. In brief, Rogun is located about 110 km away from Dushanbe, on 
the river Vakhsh, which, after confluence with the river Pyanzh, flows further into 
Amu-Darya and makes up to 27% of its flow (World Bank 2014b, 7). 

Within the CASA-1000 framework, the goal of Rogun is to produce more 
hydro-energy for water export (Rossi and Khakimov 2014). Construction restarted 
in 2008, but has continually been interrupted since 2012. In September 2014, 
Tajikistan received the results of the World Bank’s techno-economic and envir­
onmental-social assessment proving that the risks of ecological disaster are minimal 
and could be managed by adapting certain parameters of the dam and construction 
techniques (Coyne et Bellier 2014). Hence, on 27 March 2014, the project was 
finally approved with the completion date set for 30 June 2020. The agencies 
implementing the programme include the National Transmission Companies of 
the stakeholder states (World Bank 2014a). 

On 24 April 2015, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan signed a 
number of agreements in Istanbul, initiating the project. Specifically, the Interna­
tional Development Association (IDA) provided a grant of $45 million to Tajiki­
stan for the realisation of the Rogun project (Asia-Plus 2015). This meeting 
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confirmed that 70% of the electricity will be supplied by Tajikistan, and the 
remaining 30% by Kyrgyzstan. On the recipient side, Afghanistan will consume 
300 MW and Pakistan 1,000 MW. Furthermore, Pakistan and Tajikistan agreed to 
expand transmission lines to Chitral in northern areas of Pakistan in order to miti­
gate the energy crisis in Islamabad (Express Tribune 2015). On 13 June 2015, the 
Joint Working Group (JWG) of the CASA-1000 Project met in Almaty, Kazakh­
stan. Also in attendance were the main donors such as the World Bank, Islamic 
Development Bank (IsDB), European Bank of Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD) and other major international development agencies. On 9 July 2015, 
tender packages for the supply and installation of Multi Terminal HVDC Con­
verter Stations in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Tajikistan were opened (World Bank 
2014c). Today, the building of the dam is proceeding with intermittent success and 
with partial violations of safety standards. 

CASA-1000 societal consequences: Internal displacement and identity of 
resistance 

Proceeding with CASA-1000 means proceeding with the Rogun project. This 
plan’s societal consequences promise to be dramatic, for it implies the resettlement 
of the population living in the areas surrounding the river Vakhsh, flooding most 
of the area: 42, 000 people will be internally displaced or ‘resettled’ to other areas. 
Whilst the technical and economic assessment has been conducted, the data on the 
potential societal consequences of CASA-1000 have not been fully considered, due 
to the lack of data on the affected communities (Coyne et Bellier 2014). This dis­
placement is reminiscent of the techniques of population displacement during Sta­
linist times and, therefore, can be seen as a similar social trauma, which will have a 
lasting effect on people’s consciousness and contribute to the development of the 
identity of resistance to the modern state. 

This social trauma is not a mere socio-psychological problem. It has several 
tangible implications. First, the areas of displacement include power domains of the 
elites opposed to the ruling elite, which is why the displacement can be seen as a 
means to destroy the elites’ social basis through the destruction of existing social 
networks and patterns of social interaction, habit and routine. Secondly, this dis­
placement implies the deprivation of the communities from their usual survival 
strategies. Thirdly, it re-engineers the sense of belonging, as holy sites or sites of 
cultural heritage, which collectively function as sites of belonging, would be floo­
ded, even if these have been promised to be ‘resettled’, too. The project neglects 
the connection between the social and geographical realm, as well as physical 
objects signifying memories and capturing histories. The Rogun dam is located in 
the Rasht Valley, which includes seven regions: Faizabad, Rogun, Rasht, Tavil­
dara, Tajikabad and Djirgital. These are the main areas from which people will be 
displaced to other areas, such as Dangara, Tursunzade and Rudaki. The three last 
sites compose the domains of the ruling elite, where the Presidential power is 
under the least amount of risk. 
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Resettlement measures would be implemented by the Directorate for the 
Inundation Zone of the Rogun Hydropower Project (HPP), a special unit set up 
by GoT for this purpose (World Bank 2014a, 7). Out of 42,000 people planned to 
be resettled, 2000 have already been resettled. The World Bank (2014a, 7) reports 
the conditions for resettlement as satisfactory, in terms of social services, such as 
schools and medicine. However, IMF data on the budget share of social services in 
Khatlon region (which includes Dangara) shows that it has been reduced to 5% in 
recent years (World Bank 2014b). Hence, with the increased amount of people, 
these social services might be provided using World Bank resettlement aid. It 
would go through the same channels as other foreign aid, i.e. the network of banks 
under the control of the ruling elite. At the local level, the problems of the dis­
placed would be addressed by the leaders of hosting communities or the Jamoats 
(Rossi and Khakimov 2014). This disruption of existing social networks has also 
been noted by the World Bank’s outsourced Pöyry Consulting report, specifically 
the loss of land and the loss of access to communities located on different river 
banks. In particular, the villages on the left bank of Vakhsh would be cut from 
access to bridges and roads (Zwahlen 2014a, 213). The reason is that most of these 
roads and bridges will be substituted with new ones, whose location would corre­
spond to the new contours of the Valley after inundation (Zwahlen 2014a, 208). 
The Human Rights Watch Report (2014) provides evidence of human trauma and 
distortion of livelihoods during the resettlement process. 

This change of infrastructure will include the reconstruction of the M-41 route, 
one of the world’s most important drug trafficking routes (UNODC 2013). 
According to the Final Report: ‘overall, 36 farms, 62 km of roads, of which 3 km 
make up the National Road M 41 and 59 km of local district roads, will be sub­
merged’ (Zwahlen 2014a, 208). The M-41 route has provided logistics for one of 
the main economic resources of the country, which is drug trafficking (UNODC 
2013; ICG 2012). Since part of this route is located within the Garm domain, i.e. 
beyond the direct control of the central state, its reconstruction may have an 
impact on restructuring control over drug trafficking, which has been ongoing 
since the time of the civil war. Finally, since this route connects two least govern­
able [for the ruling elite] domains, Badakhshan and Garm, it may contribute to the 
extension of the power of the ruling elite to these rebellious areas. Initially, the 
reconstruction of this road started in 1980, together with the first stages of Rogun 
construction. According to the Planning and Design Institute, the entity in charge 
of road planning in the country, the completion of this road will repair the struc­
tures built during the Soviet period (Zwahlen 2014a, 208). 

CASA and Rogun provide a useful legitimation framework for the ruling elite 
to destroy the social basis of these domains, through simple social and geographical 
re-engineering. The areas around the Vakhsh river, including the Rasht Valley 
(Garm), are associated with the power domains of President Akhmadov. It includes 
Kamarob Valley, where his rival, Mullo Abdullo, was killed in 2010. The rival 
elites of these domains have also been eliminated. Today the dam construction 
represents the exercise of power to change both the geographical and social 
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landscapes, as parameters, such as ‘social harmony, avoidance of protest action, food 
security, diversion of budget from social programmes, the cost of livelihood sup­
port for resettled people and the associated problem of identification of land and 
jobs for them, macroeconomic risks, and the potential financial burden on the 
people’ (World Bank 2014b, 10). 
The main social problem here is the loss of agricultural land and the deprivation 

of the displaced people from the access to land. Instead of land, people would be 
compensated in cash. However, agriculture and small trade form one of the main 
pillars of the survival strategies of large parts of Central Asian society. The displaced 
people are deprived of the agricultural plots, and their access to trade depends on 
intra-communal social relations which are disrupted by population displacement. 

In trying to prove that there is no risk of inter-community conflict, the final 
assessment reports note that ‘host communities do not have to give up land which 
they cultivated so far and which will now be occupied by the new settlers [and thus] 
land shortage is not an issue’ (Zwahlen 2014a, 214). The same assessment reports the 
loss of livestock, the lack of sites for livestock husbandry, along with the loss of agri­
cultural land (Zwahlen 2014a, 217). It is not that the lack of land is an issue. It is the 
way that land and property rights have developed in the post-Soviet period that may 
clash with new practices of land usage. Whilst addressing the land rights issue, the 
resettlement bodies make the reference to Article 32 of the Constitution of the 
Republic of Tajikistan which states in essence that every citizen has a right to land and 
no one is entitled to deprive them from private property; and Article 13 of the Con­
stitution that land, water, air and other resources belong to the state and that the state 
guarantees their usage (Constitution of the Republic of Tajikistan). As for compensa­
tion for the loss of land, the experts refer to the Land and the Civil Code of the 
Republic of Tajikistan, which simply states that the rights for the private property of 
the citizens are guaranteed and citizens therefore have to be compensated (Rossi and 
Khakimov 2014). There follows a set of legislation regulating the specificities of these 
potential situations. Cash compensation is envisioned. Yet, whether cash can substitute 
the social meaning of land is debatable. 

Apart from being a part of their survival strategies, land also connects people 
with their spiritual and cultural practices. For instance, the same WB assessment 
identifies the importance of the cultural heritage which is to be flooded by Rogun. 
The list of cultural heritage sites to be destroyed by Rogun includes graveyards, 
places of worship, fortresses, and other holy sites (see full list in Zwahlen 2014a, 
227–9). These holy sites have a special importance for the local populations. 
According to data from focus groups conducted by the Pöyry Consulting (Zwah­
len 2014b) report, most people suggest that visiting holy sites has been a part of the 
daily routine of these communities. They believe that these places can heal and 
provide prosperity (Zwahlen 2014b, 117). As Gullette and Heathershaw (2015) 
have shown, Central Asian people have special relations with their ancestors and 
connect such ideas as statehood and sovereignty to a moral duty owed to previous 
generations. This is why they can be considered the means of providing the sense 
of belonging, which will be uprooted once people are displaced. 
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The resettlement associated with CASA-1000 will not be limited to Tajikistan, 
but will also involve Pakistani and Afghanistani communities living along the new 
transmission lines. For instance, according to both the International Crisis Group 
(ICG) and the World Bank group, the lines would pass through the Salang Pass in 
Afghanistan, which represents one of the hardest territories in Afghanistan, both in 
environmental and social terms. There are also risks of landmines and sabotage, 
social unrest and protests against this construction have been identified as its main 
social consequences (ICG 2002, 96). 

As the World Bank research group itself notices, there is a huge gap in the data on the 
households and the communities in the Central Asian borderlands, which hinders prog­
nosis of the concrete societal risks (Kaminski 2012). To ameliorate the risks of social 
unrest, the World Bank group offers compensation to the displaced people. However, 
with the revival and strengthening of community-based social orders in the respective 
borderlands, the loss of property and land signifies more than a mere loss of material 
wealth. It is the loss of social position within the community, access to resources, legiti­
macy, and, subsequently, the loss of power that this displacement signifies. 

CAREC: connecting societies – disconnecting states? 

On the link between non-standard trade and shadow economies 

Established in 1997, Central Asian Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC) is a 
project sponsored mainly by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) with the goal of 
encouraging economic cooperation between Central Asian countries. According to 
the ‘CAREC Strategic Framework 2020’, its main goal is to ‘unlock the land­
locked Central Asian economies’ and foster development and poverty eradication 
by supporting non-standard trade (ADB 2012). While not hegemony in a realist 
understanding – that is with a primacy of a specific powerful actor – CAREC is a 
project based on the hegemony of the neoliberal idea about how we organise 
economies and societies. 

The CAREC institutional framework comprises three sets of actors: govern­
ments, multilateral institutions and private actors. CAREC prioritises four areas: 
transport, trade facilitation, energy and trade policy. Each of these priority areas 
comprises national and multilateral institution representatives (ADB 2012). 

The triple logic of this framework, through diminishing the accountability 
mechanism of this type of global governance structure, reflects the ‘complex 
actorship’ which is natural for the region and the wider globalised world, where it 
is difficult to identify a unitary actor with a concrete foreign or national interest 
(Kavalski 2010). In spite of this diminishing accountability mechanism, this frame­
work does not aim to institutionalise itself in the formal sense, rather it relies on the 
‘sub-regional or corridor-specific projects’ and keeps its own institutional frame­
work ‘flexible and informal’ too (ADB 2012, 18). Whether the creation of an 
informal institution over the informal space would make this space more ‘legible’ 
and transparent remains to be seen (Scott 1998). 
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The process of ‘unlocking’ the region is envisioned by establishing six transport 
corridors connecting the borderlands and opening their access to the Middle East, 
South Asia and Europe (through Russia). These transport corridors are meant to 
expand trade routes. However, Central Asian countries specialise in commodity 
goods, since their industrial sectors were obliterated economically after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. Therefore, whether this type of trade would help the devel­
opment of Central Asia, or instead revive the extractive demand chains similar to 
the Soviet ones is debatable. However, the energy pillar of this project, perhaps, 
envisions Central Asia as the supplier of hydro-energy to the neighbouring regions, 
which is commonly (and mistakenly) perceived as being an abundant resource in 
the region. 

Besides improvements in logistics, a remarkable feature of the CAREC project is 
its focus on the development of non-standard trade in the Fergana Valley border­
lands (ADB 2012). This project covers the ‘cross-border trade activities [that] are 
not reported in the foreign trade statistics’ (ADB 2012, 3). This unreported trade is 
operated through ‘non-standard’ channels of the bazaars. This trade concerns 
mainly domestically produced goods and some goods which are re-exported. 
According to World Bank surveys, bazaars ‘play a major role in the local chains of 
production and distribution’ (Kaminski 2012, 8). The surveys also found that 
bazaars in Central Asia meet five key requisites of effective markets: ‘trusting most 
of the people most of the time, being secure from having your property expro­
priated, smooth flow of information about what is available where and at what 
quality, curtailment of side effects on third parties, and competition at work’ 
(McMillan 2002). Furthermore, ‘trust in protecting property rights and among 
trading partners rests more on the informal device of reputation and special con­
nections than on the formal application of the rule of law through public institu­
tions’ (Kaminski 2012, 10). 

Indeed, bazaars as part of the social organisation of communities, entail a great 
degree of intimate interaction between the local people. However, trust is based 
not on the information-sharing related to protection of property rights. Rather, it 
emerges from common memories, sentiments, and moral duties dictated by a tra­
ditional hierarchy of social relations (Fukuyama 1995). The inter-ethnic tensions in 
southern Kyrgyzstan in 2010 exemplify how one’s property can be burnt overnight 
if it conflicts with the social order that the politically active part of the population 
sees as desirable. These inter-ethnic tensions have influenced the distribution of 
property in such strategically important bazaars as Osh and Kara-Suu. 

However, the rationale for the CAREC approach lies in the general idea of 
decentralisation and bottom-up development, relying on grassroots institutions 
prone to market competition. In general terms, it is rooted in the neoliberal eco­
nomic agenda of the IMF and the World Bank, the leading actors involved in 
restructuring the post-Soviet states from the outset. To dismantle the Soviet 
system, the Central Asian states were prescribed a path of liberalisation by the IMF 
and the World Bank (Gleason 2003). Although liberalisation took different modes 
in these three countries, the newly emerging national economies relied upon its 
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core principles. In practice, these principles comprised the Washington Consensus 
templates for states ‘in transition to democracy’ (Gore 2005). The idea was to 
develop free market competition which would later result in the creation of 
democratic institutions. Development of the free market and political decentralisa­
tion were two guiding principles of the process of liberalisation. Hence, the ratio­
nale of neoliberalism was the leading one during the first decade of independence. 
Market liberalisation did not imply the organising of economies in institutional 
terms, i.e. it did not allow for (re)institutionalisation or (re)standardisation of the 
economies that had been previously organised according to the centralised (Soviet) 
design (Gleason 2003). 

The CAREC project represents an example of an attempt at restructuring within 
this template. In a nutshell, it is a project of informal, decentralised management of 
informal trade in Central Asia. Political decentralisation has diminished regional 
states’ infrastructural power, preventing them from permeating the grassroots social 
organisation of their own societies. This is because the indigenous community-
based social structures, which are seen to be substituting formal institutions, may 
foster a social order and framework of management which is efficient and viable, 
yet different from the one of the modern state. To date, the international com­
munity has failed to construct a workable institutional structure to govern societies 
with these underlying community-based types of social organisation. Instead, 
international multilateral platforms themselves have become influenced by the 
non-standard processes (or the so-called informal processes) and have become 
prone to informalisation of their organisational settings. In other words, decen­
tralisation, as Michael Mann predicted, created a system of ‘societal control’ (that is, 
influence) over the formal management frameworks, rather than vice a versa 
(Mann 1993, 59). 

Hence, in order to understand potential societal consequences of this project, it 
is useful to also consider the territories which are to be connected. As in the 
CASA-1000 case, Central Asia will be more strongly integrated into the ‘Islamic 
space’, i.e. more closely connected with Afghanistan, Pakistan and the Middle East. 
Considering the socio-cultural context of these regions, Central Asia will be 
opened up to the area of complex and hardly controllable territories. This is not a 
warning of potential conflict. On the contrary, it is simply to draw attention to the 
fact that opening up potential new power networks to bypass those of the states, 
may result in the outsourcing of the states’ ideological power. In practical terms, 
non-standard trade draws into its orbit other types of cross-border social activities 
(to be shown in the subsequent section), which is why these policies indirectly 
contribute to the transnationalisation of societies, which can increase the condition 
of uncertainty when it comes to social order and social change. 

CAREC’s societal consequences: Parallel realms of societal organisation 

The institution of the bazaar, in the context of Central Asia, represents the opera­
tional realm for both legal and illicit activity. The line between them is difficult to 
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draw when the state does not have a fully functional fiscal system which can 
unravel the operational complexity of the bazaar, since this is the institution which 
supports non-standard trade and is the forum for the agricultural activity of the 
local population. Firstly, the bazaar is one of three main institutions (along with 
mosques and madrassahs) providing recruitment for Islamist movements and the 
dissemination of the Islamist social agenda. Furthermore, this is the space where 
religious activities intersect with drug and human trafficking, small-scale entrepre­
neurship, mafia-like networks, and it is also where politicians try to engage with 
and expand their electoral base (Engvall 2011; Erica Marat 2006). For instance, 
Marat’s field research on the state-crime nexus demonstrates how the clashes 
between the mafia networks of key criminals occur ‘over the control of bazaars, gas 
stations, and supermarkets’ (Marat 2006, 67). Bazaars were reported as one of the 
main venues of drug dissemination (Marat 2006, 54). Engvall, in his ‘State as 
investment market’ (2011), shows how these networks are connected to formal 
politics by means of bribery. These networks ‘invest’ in the protection of their 
businesses and access to control over drug trafficking and natural resources, such as 
gold and coal mines. Additionally, there is, reportedly, competition over drug 
trafficking between the identifiable Russian, Afghan, Azeri, Tajik, Chechen and 
Kyrgyz drug mafias (Makarenko 2004). An example of this state of affairs is the 
situation in the southern Kyrgyzstan, in the provinces of Jalal-Abad and Osh, 
which were ‘the major transit points of [both drugs] and human trafficking to the 
Middle Eastern countries, Europe, and Russia’ (Marat 2006, 63). It is also widely 
reported that the individual who was most famous as ‘the charismatic’ mayor of 
Osh was, prior to his election to office as a mayor, part of one of the most 
powerful organised crime networks ‘covering’1 the Osh and Kara-Suu bazaars. 
Traditionally, the bazaar is also an institution representing the structure for self-
governance of the community. 

According to World Bank studies, the bazaar operates mostly according to cus­
tomary laws and traditional practices. According to estimates of some international 
organisations (UN, World Bank, etc.), between 40 and 60% of the Central Asian 
economy is informal. This can be explained because of the multiplication of 
bazaars, the number of which reached 400 in the 1990s alone (Spector 2006). In 
the 1990s, shuttle-trade and the bazaars provided employment for different social 
groups, of varying ages, genders, and professions (Blacher 1996; Kaiser 1997). This 
informal trade has not only been integrated into international trade flows, but has 
also changed the structure of the trade system internationally (Thorez 2008). The 
large bazaars of the Fergana Valley, such as Osh, Aravan, Bazar-Kurgan, Naukat, 
Suzak, Kara-Suu and Uzgen have been the hubs through which 90% of the re­
export from China have flowed. These have also historically been the main bazaars 
for local agricultural produce. From the hub in Osh, products would be redis­
tributed to markets in Bishkek (especially the biggest one in Central Asia – 
‘Dordoi’ bazaar), from which it would go to Kazakhstan, Russia, Ukraine and 
beyond. There are a number of official and unofficial routes passing through the 
Fergana Valley, connecting the Osh hub with Khorog (Pamir province of 
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Tajikistan, bordering with Afghanistan), and connecting China with Afghanistan, 
via Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan (Thorez 2008). Reportedly, in late 2000 the routes 
connecting the Fergana Valley with heart in Afghanistan have become the busiest 
of these routes (Thorez 2008; Abdelkhah and Bayart 2006). 

Hence, it seems that the integration of the reviving traditional modes of social 
organisation into non-standard economic processes (bordering with illicit activities) 
could pose a challenge to any forms of formal governance and territorially-bound 
social order, dissolving the possibility of domination by a single actor or idea. 

Conclusion: On objects of empowerment and social change 

Time accelerates. So does social change. While control and domination still remain 
the prerogative of governments, their monopoly on influence, impact and leader­
ship have been fading. People matter more than ever before. Social developments 
in and around Central Asia are an example of how hegemonic projects can 
undermine themselves in complex borderlands. 

While approaches to hegemony usually focus on the balance of power among 
the key international powers at the macro-level, this chapter attempted to under­
stand its microcosm at the societal level. Both CAREC and CASA-1000 could 
have potentially become infrastructures for hegemonic projects of development, if 
they managed to direct the social change in the societies they engage in. However, 
both of these projects contributed to the increasing social resistance potential in the 
given societies. 

Specifically, CAREC’s underlying idea to support the non-standard economies 
was implemented though the support of informal economic institutions, such as 
bazaars, which are the main units of cross-border trade in the Central Asian bor­
derlands. While being a seemingly classical neoliberal idea of supporting grassroots 
economic actors, in practice this policy turned into supporting shadow economies 
in Central Asia, which diminished the role of the state and only increased the gap 
between the state and societies in the region. 

In parallel to the processes of increased informalisation of grassroots political 
economies, CASA-1000 attempted to install infrastructure to connect power grids 
of Fergana- and Rasht Valleys to the borderlands of Afghanistan and Pakistan 
through the turbulent Salang pass. As the installation of this infrastructure has 
resulted in internal displacement of thousands of people, flooding of agricultural 
lands and holy sites, this process can be seen not only as the infringement of soci­
etal survival strategies but also as re-engineering of societal memories, restructuring 
of the intricate balance of local elites structures, social trauma and merely creating a 
political geography bound by the identity of resistance, which is beyond borders as 
such. 

Finally, trade and infrastructure are never just about trade and infrastructure in 
the context of complex borderlands. Every material object is an embodiment of an 
idea or a trigger for completing ideas to consolidate. In this case, Islam of resistance 
has been one of the growing sources of social identity across the given borderlands. 
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Therefore, connecting material objects, while increasing the gap between states and 
societies, has only created favourable conditions for the manifestation of alternative 
identities, which in turn can undermine a hegemonic project, rooted in a neo­
liberal ideology. 

In general, CAREC and CASA-1000 can be seen as small-scale connectivity 
projects, similar to those of the Belt and Road Initiative.2 Their societal con­
sequences suggest which risks and challenges such projects imply for hegemonies in 
complex borderlands. 

Notes 
1 Protecting by means of racketeering.	 
2 In fact, CAREC has lately been integrated into the BRI in Central Asia.	 
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CONCLUSIONS

Hegemony and world order

Piotr Dutkiewicz, Tom Casier and Jan Aart Scholte

Hegemony and World Order: Reimagining Power in Global Politics explores one of the
central issues of our time: how is world order sustained, is it shifting, is it being
reinvented, or are we on the cusp of global disorder? A key lens used to examine
these questions through the chapters of this book is that of ‘hegemony’.

We present the overall conclusions of our study in the following way. We start
with a brief review of the volume structure. Then we highlight how this book has
reshaped understandings of hegemony, why we have decided to rethink it, and
what is novel in the book’s differentiated theoretical approach. Then we discuss the
issue of whether hegemonies are a matter of choice or a ‘matter of systemic
inevitability’, noting a likely future scenario of increased processes of re-hegemo-
nisation of regional and global regulatory arrangements. We finish with a summary
of potential policy consequences and suggested directions of future research.

Our present moment faces many simultaneous crises. This situation results from
multiple processes and challenges that current economic and political systems
struggle to handle. That in turn creates systemic fears that generate a complex
hegemonisation of the world order.

The book in summary

The three sections of this volume respectively discuss: (a) how hegemony is con-
ceptualised; (b) what kinds of resources are mobilised (material, discursive, institu-
tional and performative) to maintain hegemony; and (c) the current status and
prospects of various regional incarnations of hegemony in world politics.

The first group of chapters (‘Hegemony as conceptual map’) explores past
notions of hegemony and how we can rethink the concept to better reflect its
complexity. The book meets this challenge by offering a refreshing diversity of
theoretical approaches. The chapter by Schmidt develops realist conceptions of
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hegemony. Silver and Payne carry forward earlier work in a world-systems vein. 
Casier and Safranchuk take broadly neo-Gramscian routes. Finally, Scholte pro­
poses a new ‘metatheoretical premise’ of a complex hegemony (that guided some 
other chapters in this volume and outlines future directions of research). 

The second part of the book (‘Practices of hegemony’) examines concrete  hege­
monic strategies and answers the question how hegemony is built, maintained and 
defended. States remain important vectors of hegemony, but a complex hegemony 
consists of multilayered systems of which states (even the leading ones) are themselves 
members and participants, simultaneously objects and subjects of a complex web of 
relations. The chapters show that old-style Western hegemony, led by the United 
States, was underpinned by legitimisation discourses (Chebankova), patterns of gov­
ernance (Pal), and financial/economic practices (Germain). Other chapters discussed 
hegemonic strategies in migration politics (Geiger) and ways that states use hybrid 
warfare to maintain or achieve hegemony at the regional level (Sloan). The currently 
unfolding reinvention of hegemonies brings new ideas (and accompanying institutions) 
about society, state, new actors and economy. 

The final tranche of chapters (‘Hegemony in action’) explores various regional 
incarnations of hegemonies: in India (Bajpai and Parashar), Central Asia (Akchurina), 
the US and China (Zhang and Wang). These chapters argue that new configurations 
of hegemony are different from old ones. Today’s emergent hegemonies do not have 
the same basis in military power, although security is still important. They do not have 
the same basis in ideological dominance, although ideas and norms are still important. 
They do not have the same basis in brute economic dominance, although trade and 
exchange  are still  crucial.  Hegemonies  of  the future are  therefore likely  to  be more  
subtle and possibly more flexible, more focused on multilayered primacy, and invol­
ving new sources of power beyond material power alone. 

In this concluding chapter we draw together these various threads by first discussing 
notion(s) of hegemony. Then we offer an account of the roots of contemporary 
hegemonic change. We finish with thoughts for fascinating policy debates that may 
follow this book, as well as indicate possible avenues for further research. 

What is hegemony and why focus on it? 

We live in an age of multiple crises. Social, economic, political and environmental 
disruptions across local, national, regional and global levels are the new normal. The 
scale of challenges requires unprecedented amounts of global cooperation; however, a 
high level of volatility and a low level of trust among key global and regional players 
generates a new level of competition, trade conflicts, and social and political tensions. 
Some go so far as to suggest that ‘the policy objective today is the prevention of hell 
on Earth rather than the creation of Paradise’ (Barabanov et al. 2018, 1). 
Our volume provides some answers to central questions about the trajectories of 

current world politics, focusing specifically on what hegemony is today, what new 
incarnations it takes, and how strategies are developed to gain (or at least not lose) 
it. As Jan Aart Scholte underlines in Chapter 5, a starting point of our collective 
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effort is that contemporary world politics and global governance require funda­
mental rethinking of hegemony. As the meaning of terms shapes our understanding 
of the processes we describe, let us offer a brief explanation of how we in this 
volume understand hegemony, why we have decided to rethink it, and what is 
novel in this book’s approach. 

While our contributors have used different theoretical approaches to illuminate 
different aspects and locations of systemic shifts, we agreed, as per our introductory 
chapter, to define hegemony broadly as ‘legitimated rule by dominant power’ 
where ‘superior forces in world politics deploy their concentrations of resources to 
sponsor ordering arrangements for world society’. Those ‘ordering arrangements’, 
encompass multiple and complex processes, including the creation of rules and 
institutions, legitimisation exercises, multiple strategies to gain and maintain power, 
changing boundaries of sovereignty, and imposing dominant discourses. 

Those actors (both state and non-state) who participate in hegemonic ordering 
are often tempted to adjust their positions or to turn to counter-hegemonic strug­
gle. Our volume discusses cases of states in relation to the US, China, India and 
Russia. As examples of non-state actor involvements in hegemony we have 
examined the T-20 global policy group, the institutionalisation of migration flows, 
and water management and energy projects in Central Asia. 

This book seeks to move beyond some of the more conventional perspectives 
on hegemony. A first is related to ‘hegemonic stability theory’ (HST), popular 
among certain International Relations scholars. This approach posits that ‘interna­
tional economic openness and stability is most likely maintained when there is a 
single dominant state’ (Webb and Krasner 1989). According to John Ikenberry 
(2011), ‘the core idea of this post world war II international order was that the 
United States would need to actively shape its security environment, creating a 
stable, open, and friendly geopolitical space across Europe and Asia. This required 
making commitments, establishing institutions, forging partnerships, acquiring cli­
ents, and providing liberal hegemonic leadership (Ikenberry 2011; Stewart 2009). 
HST suggests that non-hegemonic systems are ‘inherently unstable’ and that global 
stability thus depends on the capacity of the hegemon to make the order stable. 
HST is further split into two camps. One sees hegemony as delivering a ‘collective 
good’ by creating a certain level of international stability and economic liberal­
isation that benefits most participants in global trade (Kindleberger 1981, 247 and 
249–50). The other camp sees hegemony as a guarantor of national security (and 
thus, by default, a provider of stability) rather than a public good (Gilpin 1975, 
104). 

Moreover, a group of HST sceptics have questioned the rationality behind 
hegemony, asking whether it still serves American interests (Layne 2014; Mear­
sheimer 2018). As Brian Schmidt writes in this volume, 

[f]or those who no longer believe that hegemony serves American interests, 
the policy of primacy or ‘deep engagement’ is preventing the United States 
from achieving its core national interest. Moreover, with the onset of relative 



Conclusions 243 

decline and the rise of peer-competitors such as China, realist scholars such as 
Christopher Layne and John Mearsheimer have argued that a fundamentally 
different foreign policy is necessary today. Most realists are in basic agreement 
that a policy of offshore balancing, which before the cold war was the tradi­
tional policy that the United States adhered to, would better serve American 
interests today. (Schmidt, Chapter 2) 

Meanwhile, scholars writing from a postcolonial perspective underline the far-
reaching consequences of hegemonic subordination for actors other than the 
hegemon. These critics highlight the curtailment of development opportunities 
that results when imposing a certain rationality that mostly serves the economic 
interest of the centre (Bajpai and Parashar: Chapter 13; see also Staniszkis 2003).1 

The notion of a ‘complex hegemony’ elaborated in this book by Scholte (Intro­
duction and Chapter 5) provides an alternative approach that helps to systematize the 
debates in this volume. It also guides several chapters in avoiding reductionist diagnoses 
of hegemony. ‘In particular’, Scholte  writes,  ‘a complexity approach reacts against the 
reductionism and linearity that have dominated modern science. Instead, complexity 
conceives of reality – including the realities of hegemony in world politics – in terms 
of systems with multiple co-constituting forces’. Our introductory chapter further 
proposes a fourfold typology of material, discursive, institutional and performative 
techniques that are overlapping in concrete actions leading to hegemonic domination 
(Scholte, Casier, Dutkiewicz, Introduction). This book’s position  is that  

[w]hether hegemony lies with state, capital, knowledge, empire, or whatever, 
it establishes and sustains itself through a mix of material, discursive, institu­
tional, and performative techniques. None of the four is sufficient by itself. For 
example, to control the rule-making institutions, a hegemonic force needs 
command of resources, narratives, and rituals. Likewise, deployment of dis­
cursive techniques requires economic means, institutional frameworks, and 
ceremonial presentations. (Scholte, Chapter 5) 

Combined, this approach allowed us to look at hegemony from multiple theore­
tical and policy lenses, adding to the complexity of the current debate, or in the 
words of Scholte, ‘the notion that hegemony operates in complicated and sub­
stantially unpredictable ways through a co-constitution of multiple forces … and its 
“complexity” involves not a precise explanatory theory, but a general meta­
theoretical orientation’ (Scholte, Chapter 5). Combined, the chapters in this 
volume contribute to drawing and understanding a complex picture of hegemony 
as part and parcel of the changing world order. 

Crisis and change? 

Is the future of hegemonic orders fixed or alterable? Our authors suggest that 
hegemonic arrangements are likely to be ‘re-imagined’ and ‘re-invented’ in the 
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period ahead. Beverly Silver and Corey Payne suggest a change from ‘“catching 
up” with core locations’ to another reconfiguration of the hierarchy of wealth 
among non-core locations. Similarly, Piotr Dutkiewicz suggests that a new multi-
hegemonic and multi-centric international system is on the horizon (Dutkiewicz 
2019; the argument is elaborated in Dutkiewicz 2017). 

Let us offer a tentative explanation of the roots of the current potential moment of 
hegemonic change. The current chaotic world order is a consequence of unresolved 
structural contradictions that – while providing dynamism to the system – are 
increasingly quickly mutating. The consequence of these contradictions is systemic 
fear: a fear that we are no longer subjects of most processes of governance. 

Rather than acting as an expedient but ad hoc political tool, fear has become the 
de facto essence of politics. Fear now provides an impetus and reason for politics, 
replacing – in part – other sources of legitimisation of power. Zygmunt Bauman 
proposed that states (small and big) have limited capacity to govern because we are 
in a state of ‘inter-regnum’, in which ‘the inherited means of having things done 
no longer work, yet the new and more adequate ways have not been invented, let 
alone deployed’ (Bauman and Della Sala 2013). The condition of inter-regnum has 
resulted from the progressive separation and divorce of power (an ability to have 
things done) and politics (ability to decide which things are to be done), and the 
resulting disparity between the task in hand and tools available to the state. On one 
hand, power is increasingly free of state control, but also the state increasingly 
suffers from a deficit of power. The result is that we (as people) fear that the gap 
between the scope of tasks to make our life more secure/stable and the ability of 
institutions to deal with them is an abysmal and ever-widening gap. Power is 
shifting its focus from state to capital (Nitzan and Bichler 2009), in the hands of 
very few and moving beyond public control (Hardoon 2017). That adds to a sense 
of inevitability about new lines of confrontations (for example, around trade and 
social inequality) as well as declining trust. 

In line with certain scholars of ontological security, it could be argued that glo­
balisation has caused ‘a state of disruption’, ‘where the individual or collectives of 
individuals have lost their stabilising anchor (their sense of security) and their ability 
to sustain a linear narrative and answer questions about doing, acting and being’(-
Kinnvall and Mitzen 2017, 7). Thus, a feeling predominates among many that we 
are no longer able to act conclusively in protecting individual and group interests. 
We thereby lose our stake in the system and become deprived of the future 
(Dutkiewicz and Kazarinova 2018). Thus, fear is no longer merely an expedient ad 
hoc political tool, but has become the essence of politics. Fear provides the main 
impetus and reason for politics, replacing legitimating discourses around democ­
racy, justice and the common good. Yet fear as politics may also have a transforma­
tional capacity vis-à-vis norms and institutions as an enabler for a multiplicity of the 
hegemonic arrangements as a tempting solution to re-gain (or gain) influence, 
manageability, control, domination and primacy.2 

Thus the analyses in our volume generate an expectation of a wave of new 
hegemonic arrangements. The ‘complex hegemony’ approach proposed in this 
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book (involving multiple, non-reducible and interrelated forces) suggests that 
future hegemony will work in substantially indeterminate and largely uncontrol­
lable ways. Creation and maintenance of this complex hegemony will require 
substantial power and a broad menu of hegemonic practices. In this environment 
of high uncertainty, state and non-state actors alike will demand more stability and 
predictability, which can drive them to first rethink and then reinvent local, 
national, regional and global hegemonies in an effort to provide at least some 
control over domestic and external affairs. 

Insights on hegemony 

As stressed in the introduction, this book represents a diversity of approaches. This 
diversity has produced a plethora of insights on hegemony, sometimes conflicting, 
often overlapping. Some of the key insights on different hegemony related issues 
are revisited here. 

Most chapters recognise the relevance of both state and non-state actors for 
hegemony. Some have focused on the role of the former, in particular the role of 
the current hegemon, the United States, and rising powers that may or may not 
challenge its dominance, in particular China, Russia and India. Others have studied 
in particular non-state actors and inter-state actors, acting as ‘quasi-hegemonic’ 
actors (Geiger) or local societal actors obstructing hegemonic efforts (Akchurina). 
Several contributions go beyond this binary view of state and non-state actors. 
Scholte stresses the complexity of hegemony and sees transnational elite networks 
at work. In a similar vein, Pal speaks of ‘neural networks’ of diverse actors (con­
sisting of governments, international organisations, think tanks, NGOs, universities, 
political parties and media) who continuously constitute hegemonic order through 
their articulations and practices. 

But all chapters go beyond the question of actors and recognise the importance 
of forces sustaining hegemony. The key question at the heart of several chapters is 
the role of material versus ideational factors. Whereas Schmidt puts the emphasis 
on material preponderance and leadership, others recognise the distribution of ideas 
as an equally crucial pillar of hegemony (Pal, Casier). These ideas do not form ‘a 
single coherent ideological system of beliefs, but a synaptic flaring of ideas and 
concepts that create a conceptual justificatory space’ (Pal). Chebankova goes 
beyond this, arguing that the ideational factors play a crucial role in hegemony and 
attributing the crisis of Western hegemony to the crisis of liberalism, as its under­
pinning ideology. Safranchuk sees a historical first in today’s world: a mismatch 
between global material power and non-universal consent on its application, in a 
context where universally shared ideas are in decline. 

Several chapters, inspired by neo-Gramscianism, recognise the importance of 
both coercion and consent in sustaining hegemony. Ideational and material fac­
tors are complemented by a third pillar: institutions, that serve as a setting to 
reproduce ideas and to give the unequal distribution of benefits both stability and 
legitimacy. 
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In a different way Scholte sees hegemony as ‘a complex of interweaving forces’, 
which cannot be reduced to causal factors in their own right but are interrelated 
and co-constitute hegemony. This co-constitution of forces is what renders hege­
mony a degree of consistency and stability. Drawing on Giddens, Scholte refers to 
this interrelatedness of leading states, elite networks, capitalism, technicism and 
disciplining discourses as structuration in Internet governance. 

Germain sees the consistency and durability in a ‘deep multilayered structure’. In  
Casier’s approach, building on Robert Cox, stability results from the configuration 
of three forces (material capabilities, ideas and institutions) that reinforce each 
other. Together they form relatively stable structures that obtain an aura of 
universality. 

The complexity of hegemony is reflected in the wide variety of practices studied 
throughout the book, dealing with diverse issues such as the hegemonic position of 
the US dollar (not only backed up by its material position, but also by a mentalité – 
Germain), hybrid warfare (as an instrument to maintain or achieve hegemony – 
Sloan), financialisation (Zhang), trade (Wang), Internet governance (Scholte), 
migration politics (Geiger) and regional connectivity projects (Akchurina). 

Contestation and counter-hegemonic efforts are covered widely, be it driven by 
states (China, Russia and to a lesser degree India) or driven by social forces (global 
civil society or local social structures). 

Many chapters bring in their own original perspectives, such as the role of per­
ceptions and domestic needs in counter-hegemonic policies (Wang) or the role of 
incomplete statehood and the power of improvisation in the failure to establish 
hegemony (Akchurina). Many authors acknowledge the co-existence of multiple 
hegemonies. Bajpai and Parashar highlight ambiguities in India’s attitude, simulta­
neously contesting and reinforcing hegemonies. 

On the question to what extent the current hegemonic order is in crisis, the 
answers provided in this book diverge more strongly. Several authors see a deep 
crisis of the hegemonic liberal order, reflected in global social protests (Silver and 
Payne), in the contradictions and dilemmas produced by liberalism (Chebankova) 
or the mismatch between material power and non-universal consent (Safranchuk). 
Several authors see a relative decline of the leading state, the US. Schmidt con­
fronts Realist and Liberal views on the future of US leadership. 

On the other side of the spectrum, some authors claim that the current hege­
monic order may turn out to be more resilient than expected. This is because it 
forms a relatively stable structure of forces, in contrast to rapidly shifting power 
relations (Casier). In this case a hegemonic order may survive the decline of the 
hegemon as long as consent on core ideas – such as free trade in a relatively open 
global economy – persist. Germain comes to a similar conclusion in the case of the 
hegemonic position of the US dollar, as deeply entrenched structure. 

Inevitably this opens different perspectives on the future of hegemonic order. 
But the choice does not need to be simply one between collapse or survival of 
hegemonies. Many authors recognise the possibility of co-existence of multiple 
hegemonic orders, whether organised geographically, ideologically or along rather 
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contingent lines. These views connect with recent debates and concepts formulated 
by Flockhart, Acharya et al. Wang sees the current trade and technology war 
between Washington and Beijing as a restructuring of world order, whereby the 
US and China will eventually co-exist as leading powers. This seems supportive of 
the idea of Buzan and Lawson of the possibility of either inter-capitalist competi­
tion or a concert of capitalist powers, whereby the deeper structures would not 
necessarily change fundamentally. 

Further questions, further debates 

Many insights advanced in this volume raise questions about policy implications. 
Indeed, some of our authors have reflected on practical consequences in policy 
briefs that are collected in a separate Report (Dutkiewicz et al. 2019). Several 
themes come out of this exercise, providing food for a fascinating policy debate 
and indicating possible avenues for further research. 

Deep change versus reorganisation 

Do shifts in material power relations entail a transformation of world order? Are 
rising powers like China successful in promoting alternative ideas and institutions of 
world order? Are we witnessing a reconfiguration of core principles (such as free 
trade) or are we at the edge of overhauling them? What lessons for policy can be 
drawn from those two distinctive pictures? 

Our authors agree that world order is currently undergoing substantial change. 
Power relations are shifting, and hierarchies underpinning world order are being 
contested. Yet, views differ regarding what to expect. Are we on the cusp of the 
new order? Or do currently unfolding changes not call into question fundamental 
principles of the global order? As hegemonically generated rules and regulatory 
institutions (e.g. the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund) still enjoy 
substantial legitimacy, it may be premature to announce a change in the interna­
tional order, despite profound changes in power relations. 

China, the world’s most important rising power, has been cautious in challen­
ging the established world order, primarily in order not to jeopardise its access to 
an open global economy. Our contributors differ on whether the future order will 
be determined by ‘inter-capitalist competition’ or whether it will be deeply 
restructured beyond capitalism. An interesting question at the heart of the debate is 
how far the maintenance of hegemony continues to serve American interests and 
whether American hegemony is in decline. 

Another policy question is whether the changing world order offers new oppor­
tunities for countries that have been traditionally subjected to hegemonic sub­
ordination (such as India). Since the new global order is arguably moving away from 
unilateral hegemony towards a plural hegemonic configuration – the emerging new 
order could well eventually include prominent states who share the goal of changing 
the rulebook of the prevailing system (Bajpai and Parashar Chapter 13). The big 
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question is whether these ‘rising powers’ will be willing to cooperate within existing 
power structures or rather will try to recreate their own regional or sub-regional 
hegemonic orders. 

The nature of the new world order 

Due to the legitimacy that it entails, hegemony cannot be disconnected from 
beliefs. If one believes, as liberal theory asserts, that hegemony is beneficial for the 
hegemon and provides public goods for others (see the case of the US discussed in 
our volume), then one might wish to preserve it. Conversely, if one concludes that 
hegemony does not serve American interests, which is the position of defensive 
realists, then the US should accept or even promote hegemonic decline. The 
proposition of ‘complex hegemony’ rejects this binary approach, but further 
research of hegemony in terms of systems with multiple co-constituting forces 
could be fruitful. As Scholte notes (Chapter 5), ‘the overall promise of complexity 
thinking is thus far underdeveloped. In particular, the approach has little entered 
the study of hegemony in world politics, apart from previously noted partial steps 
in respect of world-systems theory and intersectionality. The moment can be ripe 
to push these explorations further’. 

Locus of power 

Power is omnipresent in our book. With a complexity perspective, the key focus 
of our contributors was on the interrelations and mutual effects of these forces. 
Power in this volume has many incarnations and locations: material, institutional, 
ideational, processual, discursive, normative, imaginary or a combination of all 
above. Power produces hegemony, as it also feeds the sources of its contestation. 
The tempting question then arises as to which power sources are most important in 
securing international hegemony? Our book has provided a significant contribution 
to this question by showing that hegemony cannot be located in one principal 
force, but many fascinating research questions remain as to how these forces are 
intertwined and applied. 

We have located power in states and non-state actors, institutions, ideas, social 
and economic processes. As power is changing locations and no single actor today 
possesses the exclusive monopoly on the multiple sources of power, further work 
will be required on whether those who control them will be able to coordinate or 
will clash, and – as a result – whether different hegemonic forces will be able to 
co-exist peacefully. 

Contesting hegemony 

That a certain degree of consensus exists on the normative networks (for instance 
around free trade or health) does not mean that the current hegemonic world 
order is not contested. But it is contested in the first place for the way it sustains 
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hierarchies and for the way it benefits dominant powers, while constraining the rise 
of others. Here we find a number of interesting paradoxes. One has to do with 
which potentially rising powers benefit most from the current system. The steepest 
riser, China, has greater potential to challenge current hegemonic structures but 
needs to maintain some fundamental pillars of this order to protect its current 
position. Russia, the relatively weaker player, is the most vocal contender but has 
limited means to back up its protests. A second paradox has to do with the internal 
contradictions within counter-hegemonic movements. We discussed how the 
legacy of colonial rule and the histories of counter-hegemonic movements con­
tinue to have an enduring influence on the conduct of domestic politics in post­
colonial societies. We discussed – for instance – how anti-colonial movements 
incorporated numerous counter-hegemonic struggles under the aegis of the over-
arching objective of political independence. However, the advent of the indepen­
dent nation-state did not meet the aspirations of several of these counter-
hegemonic struggles. On the contrary, in many cases, the postcolonial state rein­
forced certain types of inherited hegemonies. Further inquiry on how counter-
hegemonic forces in postcolonial societies (internationally) combine re-production 
of past hegemonies domestically may add significantly to our debates on counter-
hegemony. 

Finally, our book – pointing to the complexity of processes discussed – proposed 
a scenario of accelerated processes of re-hegemonisation (reconfiguration of power 
in different forms and shades) of the regional/global regulatory and institutional 
arrangements. We contend this is a result of multiple processes and challenges the 
current economic and political systems are unable to react to in a meaningful way. 
The most fascinating aspect of studying hegemony, in all its configurations and 
reconfigurations, remains that it is a topic that can never be fully exhausted and 
will never stop to invite new research or to provoke new debates. Taking com­
plexity and diversity as a starting point, this book has attempted to contribute to 
the various ways in which power and hegemony can be re-imagined to reflect the 
volatility and profound changes of these times. 

Notes 
1	 ‘Improper sequence of liberalization and the global logics ability to inject institutions and 

procedures that are rational, from its own perspective, but not from the perspective of the 
level of development (historical time) of peripheries lead to un-steerability […] This leads 
to a situation within which – even when all the institutional networks are based upon the 
economic rationality of the market – there is one logic for the local, ‘young’ market 
(whose overriding directive is the accumulation of capital, and whose institutional infra­
structure is poorly developed) and another logic for the mature market, one poised for 
expansion’ (Staniszkis 2003, 275). 

2	 One can argue that key policy areas such as migration (Huysmans 2006), safety and 
security (Furedi 2008), the labour market (Blanchflower and Shadforth 2009), development 
(Oxfam 2018), race (Ioanide 2015), democracy (Sleeper 2016), international relations (Taras 
2015), the environment (Ritter & Borenstein 2016), and health and well-being are now 
fear-driven – either through attempts to address fear or by using it to legitimise further 
empowerment of elites or other actors. 
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