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The post–Cold War
era was a brief and uncertain period. As Condoleezza Rice observes, “We
knew better where we had been than where we were going.”1 Whereas the
sudden peace that broke out in the late 1980s had been unexpected, the exu-
berant idealism that followed was all too predictable. Realism was pro-
nounced dead, and the future of international politics became legalized,
cosmopolitanized, and network globalized.2

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the world does not appear
so easily transformed, or history so easily escaped.3 Even unipolarity, which
seemed strangely durable only a few years ago, appears today as a “passing
moment”—one that most realists predicted.4 Although the United States re-
mains the lone superpower, it is no longer a hyperpower towering over poten-
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tial contenders. The rest of the world is catching up.5 If a great transformation
is coming, it is not one that heralds a radically altered world politics based on
legalism, constitutionalism, or global civic activism. Rather, it is a structural
transformation from unipolarity to multipolarity that most realists believe
promises a return to the familiar history of great powers struggling for power
and prestige.6 This prediction is grounded in the proposition that multipolar
systems arise from traditional “hard” balancing in the system’s core and are
inherently conºictual. We disagree. A return to multipolarity tells us that sev-
eral great powers will emerge to join the United States as poles within the in-
ternational system. That is all. It does not tell us how multipolarity will arrive
(whether by means of traditional balancing behavior or as an unintended con-
sequence of inwardly focused states growing at different rates) or what the
speciªc content of international politics will be on the other side of the transi-
tion from unipolarity to multipolarity (whether emerging powers will accept
or resist the inherited Western order). These issues largely depend on what
roles the emerging powers, especially China, decide to play. They may choose
to be (1) supporters, who assume their fair share of the responsibilities associ-
ated with co-managing an evolving but essentially unchanged global order,
(2) spoilers, who seek to destroy the existing order and replace it with some-
thing entirely different, or (3) shirkers, who want the privileges of power but
are unwilling to pay for them by contributing to global governance.7

History tells us that dramatic structural changes rarely unfold smoothly or
peacefully. Realists as far back as Thucydides have noted the danger of situa-
tions in which states undergo rapid rises and declines in relative power, where
one state aspires to hegemonic status and another seeks to maintain it. Indeed,
history’s most destructive and inºuential armed conºicts have been titanic
struggles called hegemonic wars: systemwide military contests of unlimited
means between coalitions led by a declining leader and a rising challenger. The
fundamental issue at stake in hegemonic wars is the maintenance or acquisi-
tion of prestige, deªned as the reputation for power that serves as the every-
day currency of international politics. Prestige decides who will order and
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govern the international system, the nature of that order (its social purpose),
and how that order will be provided (whether by means of coercive or legiti-
mate authority).8

The main causal driver of Robert Gilpin’s theory of hegemonic war and in-
ternational change is the law of uneven rates of growth among states, which
redistributes power in the international system. Hegemonic wars concentrate
power in the hands of one victorious state, in whose interests a new interna-
tional order is established. For a time, roughly twenty-ªve years, there is little
disjuncture between actual power and prestige, and so the international order
remains stable and legitimate. Over time, however, the law of uneven growth
diffuses power throughout the system. As the hegemon’s competitors grow
more powerful, their dissatisfaction with the status quo, ambitions, and de-
mands for prestige and inºuence grow as well. Prestige, however, tends to be
sticky: reputations for power, divisions of territory, and the institutional archi-
tecture of the international order do not move in lockstep with changes in
power. When a large enough disjuncture arises, the system enters a state of
disequilibrium.9 Eventually, serious international crises ensue, as spectacular
growth in the economic and military capabilities of rising powers triggers “in-
tense competition among countries for resources and markets, military power,
political inºuence, and prestige.”10 Dramatic shifts in power also engender se-
curity dilemmas. Whatever their true intentions, rapidly growing states often
appear as threats to their neighbors, as well as to the hegemon and its allies.11
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Prior to military confrontation or even the threat of such conºict, we argue
that the rising challenger must delegitimize the hegemon’s global authority
and order.12 This delegitimation phase, which appears years before the critical
inºection point of a power transition, creates the conditions for the emergence
of a revisionist counterhegemonic coalition. During this phase, the revisionist
power voices its dissatisfaction with the established order and forges the social
purpose that will become the foundation of its demand for a new world order.
This phase occurs within the larger cyclical pattern of (1) a stable order, (2) the
deconcentration and delegitimation of the hegemon’s power, (3) arms build-
ups and the formation of alliances, (4) a resolution of the international crisis,
often through hegemonic war, and (5) system renewal.13 Is contemporary in-
ternational politics following this conventional pattern and, if so, where are we
in the cycle?

The nuclear age makes power transition by means of a deliberately waged
hegemonic war unthinkable. In this crucial sense, the hegemonic-war cycle has
been permanently broken. That said, we argue that the transition from uni-
polarity to some form of global balance will conform to the early phases of this
cyclical pattern. Where it goes from there is anyone’s guess. The key issue is
whether international order will be preserved by peaceful adjustment or un-
done by military balancing or mismanagement and incompetence. In our view,
the latter outcome is most probable.

Leaving these questions aside for the moment, we argue that the current in-
ternational system is entering a deconcentration/delegitimation phase. Dele-
gitimation involves two components: a delegitimating rhetoric (the discourse
of resistance) and cost-imposing strategies that fall short of full-ºedged bal-
ancing behavior (the practice of resistance). The discourse and practice of dele-
gitimation are mutually sustaining and necessary for the next phase of
balancing behavior. Unipolarity, however, represents an unprecedented histor-
ical anomaly that makes delegitimation strategies more necessary and com-
plex than ever before. In multipolar and bipolar systems, balancing is the
primary mechanism to preserve the status quo. Under unipolarity, in contrast,
balancing becomes the very deªnition of revisionism: the goal of restoring a
global balance of power requires the overthrow of the existing unipolar struc-
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ture. Hence, concentrated power within the unipole is not the only obstacle
that states seeking a balance must overcome; they must also overcome the re-
visionist label attached to any state seeking to restore global equilibrium.14

The article is laid out as follows. First, we explain why emerging powers
will initially attempt to undermine the legitimacy of the hegemon—through
cost-imposing measures short of hard balancing—to pave the way for global
contestation. The next two sections explore various forms of resistance to hege-
monic domination: the discourse and practices of resistance and the strategies
of everyday and rightful resistance. We then focus on China as the most viable
contender for a hegemonic challenge, exploring its ambitions and blueprints
for a new world order.15 These blueprints or visions are associated with
various state strategies and scenarios about how the transition from uni-
polarity to a restored global balance of power—whether bipolar, multipolar, or
nonpolar—will develop. We then discuss what we believe to be the most likely
alternative future. As inwardly focused emerging powers grow at faster rates
than those of the established powers, a global balance will be restored as an
unintended consequence of the law of uneven growth among states. The pre-
dominant behavior within this new multipolar system will not be balancing
but rather shirking: emerging powers will attempt to free ride on U.S. contri-
butions to global governance.

Balancing as Revisionist Behavior under Unipolarity

International relations scholars have virtually ignored a crucial obstacle under
unipolarity to balancing behavior: unipolarity is the only system in which bal-
ancing is a revisionist, rather than a status quo, policy. This ideational hurdle
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and the huge power disparity inherent in unipolarity have been the main
obstacles to balancing behavior.16 Any state or coalition of states seeking to re-
store a balance is, by deªnition, revisionist: it seeks to overthrow the estab-
lished order of unbalanced power and replace it with a balance of power
system. The goal is a change of system, not a change within the system, and so
achieving this goal will alter the very structure of international politics from
unipolarity to bipolarity or multipolarity. Because balancing under unipolarity
is a revisionist process, any state intent on restoring system equilibrium will be
labeled an aggressor.

This reality implies that balancing under unipolarity must be preceded by a
delegitimation phase. States must ªrst come to see hegemony as so incompe-
tent and so dangerous that its rule must be overturned. Otherwise, the risks
and high costs of attempting to restore a global balance will be prohibitive.
The delegitimation phase that we have in mind is most associated with
George Modelski’s theory of long cycles.17 For Modelski and his follow-
ers, Karen Rasler and William Thompson, delegitimation succeeds a “world
power” phase: delegitimation “is a response to the erosion of the phase
of leadership, order, and peak concentration found in the world power/
execution period.”18 That is, delegitimation occurs after the hegemon (or
unipole) has begun its relative decline. In Modelski’s scheme, delegitimation is
followed by a “deconcentration/coalition building” phase, in which power be-
comes even more diffuse and balance of power alliances start to form.19 This is
essentially what we argue, but there are some differences having to do with
timing and the fact that the current system is the ªrst truly unipolar, not just
hegemonic, structure.20

In our view, unipolarity requires both delegitimation and deconcentration to
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move in lockstep. Delegitimation provides the rationale (embodied in a dis-
course of resistance) for internal and external balancing practices, while
deconcentration, by dispersing power more evenly throughout the system,
lowers the barriers to both the discourse and practice of resistance to hege-
monic rule. Thus, delegitimation affects the will to pursue costly balancing
strategies, while deconcentration affects the ability to do so. The two phases
occur simultaneously because, as mentioned, balancing under unipolarity is
not a conservative policy as it is under bipolarity or multipolarity but rather an
extremely revisionist one. Therefore, any state that openly espouses a desire to
restore a balance of power will be targeted by the hegemon as a threat not only
to its primacy but also to its established order and the interests of allies that
support that order. Given these risks, delegitimation and deconcentration of
power within the system must occur together.

The Discourse and Practice of Resistance under Unipolarity

The interplay of great power politics in a unipolar setting is an example of the
more general phenomenon of relations of domination and resistance. James
Scott observes that “most of the political life of subordinate groups is to be
found neither in overt collective deªance of powerholders nor in complete
hegemonic compliance, but in the vast territory between these two polar oppo-
sites.”21 Unipolar systems, by deªnition, have yet to undergo a signiªcant
deconcentration of power. Secondary states, therefore, do not have the capabil-
ities to balance against the unipole. This does not mean that they must obey
the hegemon’s every wish. Rather, they practice the arts of resistance, for re-
lations of resistance always coexist with relations of domination.22

What types of resistance occur in a delegitimation phase? Scott points out
that “subordinate classes throughout most of history have rarely been afforded
the luxury of open, organized, political activity. [S]uch activity was dangerous,
if not suicidal.”23 The purpose of competing ideologies (the conservative ideol-
ogies of the rulers and the “deviant” ones espoused by the weak) “is not just to
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convince but to control; better stated, they aim to control by convincing.”24 The
complex relationship between thought and action is key to understanding how
delegitimation of hegemonic authority works.

Dreams inform consciousness, infusing the words, symbolic language, devi-
ant ideologies, and discourses with shared values and pathways for action,
which will be taken if and when the power situation changes. As such, the
dreams, intentions, symbols, ideas, and language of subordinate actors not
only presage future rebellions (blows against the established order) but are
necessary precursors for them.25 Acts and thoughts of resistance engage in reg-
ular conversation; taken together, they pose an alternative or imagined world,
a vision of what could be, and the ways and means to achieve this goal. It all
begins, however, with symbolic sanctions: “The rich, while they may be rela-
tively immune to material sanctions, cannot escape symbolic sanctions: slan-
der, gossip, character assassination.”26 It is this type of process to which we are
referring when we say “delegitimation.”

In addition to their competing visions of global order (the discourse of resis-
tance), subordinate actors may adopt “cost-imposing” strategies (the practice
of resistance) vis-à-vis the unipolar power that fall short of balancing against
it.27 States (weak ones included) and even nonstates can impose costs on a uni-
polar power in a variety of ways, ranging from the mere withdrawal of good-
will to actual attacks on its soil. In the current world, cost-imposing strategies
include engaging in diplomatic friction or foot-dragging;28 denying U.S. mili-
tary forces access to bases;29 launching terrorist attacks against the United
States; aiding, abetting, and harboring terrorist groups; voting against the
United States in international institutions; preventing or reversing the forward-
basing of U.S. military forces; pursuing protectionism and other coercive eco-
nomic policies; engaging in conventional uses of force such as blockades
against U.S. allies;30 making threats against pivotal states that affect regional
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and international security;31 and proliferating weapons of mass destruction
among anti-Western states or groups. Therefore, in the delegitimation and
deconcentration phase, the discourse of resistance and the practice of resis-
tance are mutually sustaining.

Everyday and Rightful Resistance to U.S. Hegemony

In addition to the discourse and practice of resistance, subordinate states may
practice everyday resistance and rightful resistance, which share the principle
that such states apply various “weapons of the weak” to contest the hegemon
without openly defying it through violence.32 These strategies appear in the
early stages of a power transition and are, therefore, consistent with the con-
cept of “shaping strategies,” whereby rising powers in a unipolar system at-
tempt to shape the environment without directly confronting the hegemon.33

The concept of everyday resistance identiªes the prosaic but constant strug-
gle between dominant and subordinate actors that occurs across different so-
cial contexts.34 In international politics, the concept of hegemony refers not
only to concentrated material capabilities and processes of physical domina-
tion but also to ideological control by means of the hegemon’s virtual monop-
oly on the production of social, cultural, and symbolic capital. Through these
nonmaterial mechanisms of social domination and reproduction, the hegemon
ensures that the arbitrariness of the social order is either ignored or posited as
natural, thereby justifying the legitimacy of existing social structures.35 It is the
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pervasiveness of ideological hegemony that normally guarantees international
stability without resort to coercion or violence by the dominant power.

Everyday resistance assumes that weak actors resent the hegemonic order
and criticize its legitimacy and the hegemon’s authority to rule. Consistent
with the discourse of resistance, everyday resistance counters this ideological
hegemony and its associated notion of the inevitability of the existing structure
with a revolutionary consciousness. This process often starts out with uncoor-
dinated and spontaneous dissident speeches and other petty displays of rebel-
lion. Over time, however, these low-level forms of resistance aggregate to a
point where they form a coherent ideological movement that puts in danger
the existing structures of power and order.

The notion of everyday resistance, however, does not capture key aspects
of the arts of resistance. Here we add the concept of rightful resistance. Consis-
tent with the practice of resistance, rightful resistance assumes that weak
actors (1) partially and temporarily accept the legitimacy of the hegemon, and
(2) take advantage of opportunities and authorized channels within the order
to make relative gains and to contest particular behaviors of the hegemon.36

The strategy of rightful resistance can have opposite goals. It can strengthen
the state’s position for the purpose of working within the established order or
for the purpose of waging a hegemonic bid to overturn that order when doing
so becomes a viable option. Accordingly, the strategy works for both limited-
aims revisionists—those who believe that the order is essentially legitimate
but want prestige commensurate with their power or have other grievances
that can be satisªed without fundamental changes to the existing order—and
unlimited-aims revisionists—those who seek the overthrow of the existing or-
der, which they consider illegitimate and intolerable.

A rising power may employ a strategy of rightful resistance to improve its
position within the established order.37 Such a state does not seek to overthrow
the order but merely to gain recognition of its rights and prestige within the
system and to garner a better position for itself as a power broker at various in-
ternational bargaining tables. Here, the grievance is not over the essential rules
of the game but over representation and the application of the rules, that is, the
hypocrisy, pitfalls, injustices, and corruption behind the existing manifestation
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of that order. The U.S. civil rights and women’s movements, for example, did
not seek to fundamentally challenge democracy but to make its ideals a reality
for disenfranchised groups.38

As an unintended consequence, the strategy of rightful resistance may also
deepen the legitimacy of the existing order. Because the strategy dictates that
emerging powers follow established rules, norms, and practices of interna-
tional politics and act through authorized channels, even “rightful resistors”
that initially seek the order’s overthrow may inadvertently become socialized
by it. That is, a revisionist state that employs this strategy runs the risk of grad-
ually entrapping itself—of becoming enmeshed and bound by the web of mul-
tilateral institutions that deªne the established liberal order.39 This outcome is
most likely under conditions of thick and deeply entrenched international
institutionalization and when the rising challenger becomes so wildly success-
ful under the existing order (e.g., China’s unprecedented economic growth
rate of 10 percent over the past two decades) that it becomes too costly for it to
maintain its revisionist aims, that is, for it not to undergo a fundamental
change of its identity and goals.

Alternatively, the strategy of rightful resistance may have the short-term
goal of steadily increasing the emerging power’s economic and military capa-
bilities so that someday it can fulªll its long-term goal of overthrowing the es-
tablished order. Here, rightful resistance positions the state to make wholesale
changes to the system later on, when its enhanced capabilities enable a direct
challenge. This begs the question: Why would an increasingly powerful state
that is growing faster than its established competitors want to overthrow the
very system under which it is beneªting (given its unmatched growth rate)
more than any other state? This core question can be leveled at all hegemonic
theories that posit revisionist powers as the primary agents of change. The an-
swer is essentially that the rising power believes, rightly or wrongly, that it
could do even better under an international order of its own design—an order
that it governs and that reºects its interests and desires, institutional architec-
ture, and idiosyncratic norms and rules.40
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In summary, a strategy of rightful resistance does not provide reliable in-
formation about the rising state’s intentions. Behaviors associated with this
strategy are consistent with both the intention of strengthening the legitimacy
of the existing order and of signiªcantly revising or overthrowing it at a later
date. And because intentions can change, there is no guarantee that they will
remain consistent over time.41 Indeed, the rising power may not know or have
the ability to accurately predict its future goals. That noted, the built-in ºex-
ibility of rightful resistance makes it an effective hedging strategy, which,
given the rising power’s uncertainty about its future intentions, may be the
reason why the ascending power selects this strategy in the ªrst place.

Chinese Arts of Resistance: Rising and Contesting within the Order

If China continues modernizing its economy at a rapid pace, it will someday
become the wealthiest great power and, as such, the most likely peer competi-
tor to the United States. China’s leadership and intellectuals have not yet di-
rectly and openly challenged the dominant ideology of Pax Americana, but they
have started thinking beyond the existing order. At this early stage of develop-
ment, Chinese ideas about alternative world orders remain inchoate and con-
tested within China itself. Accordingly, these visions have not yet gained
traction within or beyond China. We suspect, however, that they will develop
into a more appealing and consequential alternative ideology as they become
more coherent and as China increases its power and prestige. In the meantime,
however, China has found more subtle ways to resist U.S. unipolarity—
resistance that may be likened to “prudent opposition newspaper editors un-
der strict censorship,” wherein subordinate actors must “ªnd ways of getting
their message across, while staying somehow within the law. This requires an
experimental spirit and a capacity to test and exploit all the loopholes, ambi-
guities, silences, and lapses available to them.”42

Chinese resistance operates along two dimensions: the ways by which China
exploits the current order and its thinking beyond that order. To cope with
the existing order, China pragmatically accommodates U.S. hegemony, on the
one hand, while it contests the legitimacy of U.S. hegemony, on the other. This
type of resistance is similar to rightful resistance in a domestic context, in
which weak actors partially accept the legitimacy of the hegemon but seize op-
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portunities to grow and contest perceived injustice. Thus, China has worked
within the current international system to expand its economy and increase its
visibility and status as a global political player, while avoiding actions that di-
rectly challenge U.S. hegemony. Relying on existing institutionalized channels
to contest U.S. hegemony, China seeks to increase its political inºuence and
prestige through active participation in, not confrontation with, the existing or-
der. Speciªc tactics include (1) denouncing U.S. unilateralism and promoting
the concept (if not always the practice) of multilateralism; (2) participating in
and creating new international organizations; (3) pursuing a proactive “soft
power” diplomacy in the developing world;43 (4) voting against the United
States in international institutions; and (5) setting the agenda within interna-
tional and regional organizations. In the short term, China seeks a gradual
modiªcation of Pax Americana, not a direct challenge to it.

There are several reasons why China’s grand strategy incorporates accom-
modation with the United States. First, China’s ability to grow requires a stable
relationship with the United States. Contemporary Chinese leaders view the
ªrst two decades of the twenty-ªrst century as “a period of important strategic
opportunities.”44 Second, since the end of the Cold War, the United States
has generally pursued engagement with China, not containment of it.45 Third,
Chinese strategists have a realistic estimate of their country’s relative strength.
It “would be foolhardy,” Wang Jisi, dean of Peking University’s School of
International Studies, proclaims, “for Beijing to challenge directly the interna-
tional order and the institutions favored by the Western world—and, indeed,
such a challenge is unlikely.”46 Predicting continued U.S. domination during
this era, Chinese leaders believe that they must accommodate the United
States while relentlessly building China’s own strength. At the end of this pe-
riod, China will be in a better position to defend and advance its interests.47

Although China cannot balance the economic and military power of the
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United States, it can challenge the legitimacy of the U.S.-led order and pose
problems for U.S. interests, especially in East Asia.48 China has been contesting
the current order in several ways.

First, an integral part of China’s diplomacy in recent years has been the call
for multilateralism, which has not only expanded China’s political inºuence in
Asian regional affairs but helped build its global image. Before the mid-1990s,
China was skeptical about the value of participating in regional multilateral
organizations, preferring instead to deal with its neighbors and other major
powers bilaterally. Since the mid-1990s, however, China has actively partici-
pated in most regional multilateral institutions, such as Asia-Paciªc Economic
Cooperation, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations plus Three (ASEAN
plus China, Japan, and South Korea), and ASEAN plus One (ASEAN plus
China), becoming an entrepreneurial agent for Asian regional cooperation.49

Second, China has used international institutions to project power, particu-
larly with regard to agenda setting, through a gradualist reform strategy.50

Thus, when China makes concessions to join a major international institution
such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), it seeks not short-term economic
gains but a seat at the bargaining table to inºuence the rules of the game.51 As
a Chinese ambassador reportedly thundered during China’s negotiations to
enter the WTO, “We know we have to play the game your way now, but in ten
years we will set the rules!”52 China has taken a similarly gradualist approach
in its response to the ªnancial crisis that began in 2008. At the Group of
Twenty summit held in November 2008, for instance, Chinese President Hu
Jintao made proposals to gradually reform international ªnancial institutions,
including changing representation mechanisms and encouraging regional ª-
nancial cooperation along with diversiªcation of the international currency
regime.53
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Third, China is increasingly using its ªnancial power to gain political
and diplomatic inºuence, most importantly, as a “hedge” against the excesses
of U.S. hegemony.54 Beijing is particularly worried that its huge dollar-
denominated foreign exchange reserves—the largest in the world, valued at
nearly $2 trillion, with more than half of those holdings estimated to be made
up of U.S. Treasuries and other dollar-denominated bonds—could lose sig-
niªcant value in coming years. Thus, in yet another indication that China is
growing increasingly concerned about holding huge dollar reserves, Zhou
Xiaochuan, the head of its central bank, called for the eventual creation of a
new currency reserve system controlled by the International Monetary Fund.55

The March 2009 proposal, though impractical, signaled Chinese dissatisfaction
with the existing international monetary order and served as a trial balloon to
elicit responses from like-minded emerging powers such as Brazil and Russia.
For the United States, the danger is real. If the Chinese lose their appetite for
Treasuries—because of fears that large U.S. government deªcits will lead to in-
ºation and erode the purchasing power of their dollar-denominated ªnancial
assets—borrowing costs in the United States will soar, making it more costly
for Washington to carry out economic stimulus packages and for Americans to
pay off their mortgages. Although the dollar’s status will remain uncontested
in the near future, China is taking steps to lay the groundwork for a possible
long-term challenge by, among other things, gradually enhancing the interna-
tional status of the Chinese currency (the renminbi).56 Within East Asia, for in-
stance, the Chiang Mai Initiative—a $120 billion multilateral currency swap
arrangement among the ten ASEAN countries, China, Japan, and South
Korea—is a regional reserve (an insurance pool of liquidity) that supplements
the lending facilities of the International Monetary Fund, strengthening the re-
gion’s capacity to safeguard against increased risks and challenges in the
global economy.57

Fourth, China continues to expand its inºuence in deªning legitimate norms
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in international affairs.58 According to some Chinese scholars, a rising power
such as China must not only increase its material capabilities but grow
“socially” within the existing international society. This expansion requires
international recognition of China’s status and normative preferences as le-
gitimate.59 In the security domain, for example, China zealously defends
its deªnition of legitimate war through multilateral institutions such as the
United Nations. As Guo Shuyong, an international relations expert at
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, points out, “Legitimacy plays an indispensably
important role in the structuring and socializing of international political be-
havior, and the ability to wage legitimate wars constitutes an important part of
a nation’s soft national power.”60 In recent years, China has become more ac-
tive in UN peacekeeping operations, partly because the nature of these opera-
tions has changed in such a way that China’s normative concerns have been
addressed.61 With respect to human rights, the inºuence of the European
Union and the United States has been declining in recent years, while Chinese
and Russian positions on human rights have garnered increasingly more votes
in the UN General Assembly. The success of China and Russia in this regard
reºects not only their commitment to a strict deªnition of state sovereignty but
also their enhanced diplomatic skill and inºuence within the United Nations.62

Fifth, China has gained inºuence and prestige in Africa, Central Asia, Latin
America, and the Middle East through its soft power diplomacy.63 Soft
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power can become a source of zero-sum U.S.-China competition because social
goods associated with soft power—such as political inºuence, leadership, and
prestige—can spark highly charged competitions with important long-term
strategic implications.64 The Chinese view the term “soft power” broadly to in-
clude anything outside the traditional security domain, such as popular cul-
ture, foreign aid, and economic cooperation.65 China’s soft-power diplomacy
has several ingredients. First, China has increasingly promoted its language
and traditional culture, which has bolstered its central status in Asian civiliza-
tion. Second, China’s economic miracle and its gradualist reforms and political
authoritarianism provide an attractive developmental model for many poor,
nondemocratic countries.66 Third, China’s ºexible economic diplomacy at-
tracts many developing countries, mainly because its aid, in contrast to that of
Western donors, is typically offered without political preconditions.

In this section, we outlined several of China’s short-term strategies to con-
test U.S. hegemony within the established order. Some Chinese strategists,
however, are starting to think about the long term, when China overtakes the
United States as the global hegemon and must establish its own social and ma-
terial structures for global governance. The next section explores these compet-
ing visions of a future Chinese-led global order.

Thinking beyond the Order

Hegemonic orders rest on both material and ideational bases, and weak actors,
though unable to confront the hegemon directly, can still delegitimize the
ideational foundation of hegemony through everyday resistance and visions
of alternative orders. The United States has successfully shaped world politics
with some big ideas such as “capitalism is better than socialism” and “democ-
racy is better than dictatorship.”67 Recently, however, the emerging non-
Western powers have let it be known that they do not share the United States’

After Unipolarity 57

64. It is not necessarily true that every dimension of China’s soft power diplomacy will become
part of a zero-sum game with the United States. In some situations, China’s increasing soft power
might create opportunities for U.S.-Chinese cooperation. See Christensen, “Fostering Stability or
Creating a Monster?” pp. 81–84. Moreover, China confronts signiªcant barriers in its promotion of
soft power. See Yanzhong Huang and Sheng Ding, “The Dragon’s Underbelly: An Analysis of
China’s Soft Power,” East Asia, Vol. 23, No. 4 (Winter 2006), pp. 22–44.
65. Joshua Kurlantzick, Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power Is Transforming the World (New Ha-
ven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2007), p. 6.
66. “Even if the People’s Republic had done nothing in the world, the power of the Chinese exam-
ple would have presented a major challenge to promoters of democracy,” writes Mark Leonard.
Leonard, What Does China Think? (New York: PublicAffairs, 2008), p. 124.
67. Bruce W. Jentleson and Steven Weber, “America’s Hard Sell,” Foreign Policy, No. 169 (Novem-
ber/December 2008), pp. 43–49, at p. 43.



views on these issues.68 As Bruce Jentleson and Steven Weber argue, “Outside
the United States, people no longer believe that the alternative to Washington-
led order is chaos. . . . [T]he rest of the world has no fear about experimenting
with alternatives.”69 This section analyzes Chinese visions of the current and
future international order. Pluralistic in their views on the outside world,
Chinese strategists have been passionately debating how Beijing should pro-
ceed.70 Rather than presenting one particular Chinese idea,71 therefore, we
present diverse Chinese perspectives, showing consensus where it exists and
general trends in Chinese thinking.72 We categorize these visions of global or-
der into three ideal types: a new Chinese order, a modiªed liberal order, and a
negotiated order, each challenging U.S. hegemony in different ways.73 These
visions of a future order map on to three potential strategies. China might
(1) embrace delegitimation, functioning as a spoiler with a competing view for
how the world should be structured; (2) emerge as a supporter of the existing
system, working within the existing rules of the game and contributing its fair
share to global governance; or (3) continue to shirk some of its international
commitments and responsibilities, focusing on internal development and
consolidation, contributing selectively to global governance, and seeking to
implement its vision of global order gradually.74
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We analyze these visions against four dimensions of U.S. hegemonic ideol-
ogy (U.S. hegemony, capitalism, democracy, and Western culture).75 The
overall trend is consistent with our earlier discussion of delegitimation and
deconcentration in the international system. China’s increasing material
power—particularly its rapid economic growth—has boosted its ideational
self-conªdence. Accordingly, Chinese intellectuals are increasingly question-
ing the inevitability of what they regard as Western ideational dominance.76

Moreover, the inºuence of these three Chinese visions of international order
has been shifting in lockstep with China’s growth in power. When China was
relatively weak in the 1980s and 1990s, its strategy stressed integration within
the Western-led order. As China’s power and capabilities have increased, its
strategists have gradually shifted the debate toward visions of a negotiated or-
der, and an embryonic vision of a new Chinese order has emerged. Given the
relatively early stage of China’s rise, such rhetoric is a relatively new phenom-
enon and has yet to lead to fundamental change in China’s foreign policy. This
is not surprising, as Chinese leaders understand that unrealistic goals could be
deeply destabilizing at home and abroad.77

a new chinese order: the spoiler strategy in a power transition

An ambitious and controversial idea within China, the vision of a new Chinese
order suggests that (1) Chinese traditional philosophy provides a better frame-
work than the current order to deal with world problems; (2) U.S. hegemony is
losing international legitimacy; (3) Chinese political and economic systems are
gaining legitimacy and provide the basis for a better social model for the
world; and (4) China should build a global datong (Great Harmony) society, in
which emphasis is given to social welfare and collective goods.

This vision aims to undermine the legitimacy of U.S. hegemony in a compre-
hensive sense. It is a vision and strategy consistent with the traditional realist
story of power transitions. China may or may not be pursuing this spoiler
strategy now.78 But, as we have argued, prior to a traditional hegemonic bid to
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overthrow the current order, China must successfully challenge the ideational
foundations of the existing liberal order and offer an appealing blueprint for a
new one. What are the elements of this potential Chinese challenge and new
world order?

First, the vision of a new Chinese order fundamentally disputes the notion
that Western ideas and culture are superior to those of the rest of the world. In
recent years, China’s leaders and some of its intellectuals have rekindled an in-
terest in the philosophy and history of traditional Chinese order. Contempo-
rary philosopher Zhao Tingyang argues that traditional Chinese ideas provide
a better philosophical framework for solving global problems, asserting that
the Chinese theory of Tianxia (literally, “all under Heaven”) is simply “the best
philosophy for world governance.”79 Compared with the Westphalian interna-
tional system, the traditional Chinese notion of global order has some distinc-
tive features, such as a holistic and inclusive view—as opposed to the dualistic
and exclusive one offered by the West—with a foundation in benign hierarchi-
cal relationships similar to that between fathers and sons in the Confucian
family.80

Second, the U.S. “empire,” according to Zhao, is a comprehensive and con-
tradictory ruling model in global politics. The United States, he believes, often
ªghts wars in the name of peace, damages freedom in the name of freedom,
and rejects ethics in the name of ethical reasons.81 Zhao argues that the key fea-
ture of Western empires (including that of the United States) is “dominance”
for the purpose of maximizing the interests of their peoples; they offer no “or-
der” to maximize the interests of all people.82 Consequently, Western imperial
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orders always rest on dubious and unsustainable legitimacy claims.83 Here, it
is useful to note that rising powers often portray their visions of order in terms
of universal solutions to world problems. In history, some leaders of rising
powers have truly believed this rhetoric, whereas others have cynically made
such proclamations for self-serving purposes. The Tianxia worldview claims to
offer a posthegemonic order but, when articulated, it often gives the impres-
sion that China seeks to impose its views on the world.84 It is not surprising,
therefore, that Tianxia philosophy appears to its detractors within and outside
China as ideational preparation for a new hegemonic, not a posthegemonic,
world order.85

Third, the vision of a new Chinese order raises doubts about the inevitabil-
ity of democratic liberalism. Zhao argues that contemporary democracy is
increasingly commercialized and, therefore, does not serve the interests or val-
ues of the masses.86 Peking University professor Pan Wei argues that “dem-
ocratization” is a myth, and claims that China should instead develop its
political institutions along Chinese traditions and build an effective non-
Western bureaucracy and legal system.87 According to Yan Xuetong, dean of
the Institute of Modern International Relations at Tsinghua University and
chief editor of the Chinese Journal of International Politics, if China wants
to supplant the United States as a global leader, it must “present to the
world a better social role model.”88 It is unclear whether China is promot-
ing a “Beijing Consensus” to counterbalance the inºuence of the so-called
Washington Consensus. What is clear, however, is that the Chinese develop-
mental model has gained popularity in many parts of the developing world.

Fourth, in terms of economic ideas (capitalism vs. socialism), the vision of a
Chinese world order might or might not challenge the fundamentals of capi-
talism. It does, however, have a collectivist mind-set, which emphasizes social
justice and collective welfare, and seems to be rooted in the Chinese Confucian
tradition of seeking a datong society.89

Related to the discourse of a new Chinese world order, many scholars in
China who argue that China is an “intellectual colony” of the United States
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have been seeking to develop a distinct “Chinese school” of international rela-
tions theory.90 The trouble, they argue, with Chinese intellectuals learning
about international politics from their American counterparts is that Western
theories cannot be expected to emphasize, much less solve, the problem of
“American domination.”91 To be sure, China’s scholars of world affairs have
good intellectual reasons to explore a “Chinese school,” and their efforts
will have political implications with respect to legitimating and delegiti-
mating particular social orders.92 As Jack Snyder points out, “Having a
distinctively Chinese school of thought about international politics—especially
one that portrays China as a benign dominant power because of its wise cul-
tural traditions—will help to establish China’s intellectual independence and
will legitimate China’s challenge to the liberal democratic states for interna-
tional leadership.”93

a modiªed liberal order: the supporter strategy in a concert system

The second vision posits the continuation of the current liberal order, which
has nurtured China’s historically unprecedented economic growth. It is a
future of peaceful evolution, not system transformation. The U.S. unipolar
distribution of power gives way to either a U.S.-China bipolar system or a
multipolar “great power concert” system, but it is still an international order
dominated and run by the major states, which establish a relatively stable sys-
tem of cooperation and managed competition. All of these major states are
status quo oriented, value global and regional political stability, are willing to
make strategic bargains and compromises with one another, abide by great
power norms of restraint and accommodation, and continue to move along a
trajectory toward greater integration into a “one world” global political econ-
omy. Over the course of several decades, the major powers develop rules and
institutions for joint management of the global system. The United States
and the other democratic states retain their alliance partnerships, but more en-
compassing institutions emerge, bringing all the great powers together within
regional and global governance structures. It is a world without grand ideo-
logical divides and conºicts, where all states are deeply integrated within a
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unitary global system governed by the rule of law and centrally organized in-
ternational institutions that place strict limits on the returns to power.

By furthering China’s miraculous growth and liberal socialization, this tran-
sition from the current unipolar system to a future bipolar or multipolar one,
in which the great powers (old and new) ªnd ways to build an architecture for
joint management of the system, suggests a peaceful path to the ultimate de-
mise of U.S. hegemony. For China to become a stakeholder within the future
system, several implications follow. First, the vision of a modiªed liberal order
assumes that democracy and human rights, as originated in the West, are uni-
versally valid norms. From this perspective, China must continue to develop
its internal politics to become a more respected and “normal” country within
international society.94

Second, China has been a hugely successful player under the existing order,
which states consider legitimate because it beneªts not just the United States
but all countries willing to invest in the system and abide by its rules. Because
the Western-led order has provided China with unparalleled opportunities to
become a stronger, safer, and more respected country, China should largely
pursue a grand strategy of “bandwagoning” and “transcendency,” participat-
ing in international regimes and forming a largely accommodative relation-
ship with the United States and the community of Western nations.95 This
vision also acknowledges the positive effects that U.S. provision of global pub-
lic goods has had on China, as well as the deep economic interdependence be-
tween China and the United States. While Western strategists debate how to
manage the rise of China, some Chinese scholars worry about the damaging
effects that a rapidly declining America would have on China and the world.96

The United States would still protect its core areas of hegemony (ªnance and
security), while sharing responsibilities in less crucial areas with emerging
powers. The most realistic and prudent goal for China, therefore, is not to chal-
lenge the core areas of U.S. hegemony but to increase China’s power and pres-
tige in less crucial areas.97 In this way, a rising China can become not just a
stakeholder but an indispensable pillar of the “one world” capitalist system.98

A third implication is that democratic liberalism is universally valid and that
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China should eventually become democratic. The vision of a modiªed liberal
order accepts the notion that democracy is not only a universally valid norm
but also one that could be helpful in overcoming many political problems.99 Yu
Keping, a leading Chinese intellectual and prominent ªgure in China’s ofªcial
think tank, published a widely read essay, emphasizing that “democracy is a
good thing.”100 The question for China is not whether it will become demo-
cratic but when and how such a transition will happen.

Fourth, liberal economic ideas such as trade, a market economy, and
economic globalization are keys to China’s success. The vision of a modiªed
liberal order holds that China’s rapid growth is largely the result of domestic
market-driven reforms and the embrace of economic globalization.101 Accord-
ing to Shi Yinghong, professor of international relations at Renmin University
in Beijing, China’s “peaceful rise” is an extraordinary example of Richard
Rosecrance’s thesis about the rise of trading states in the contemporary
world.102

a negotiated order: the shirker strategy in a power diffusion process

The stark dichotomy of China either confronting the existing order or becom-
ing a full-ºedged member of it perhaps simpliªes a complex reality.103 Be-
tween these two extremes, we posit a third vision of a negotiated order during
a messy transition out of unipolarity—one more consistent with a power diffu-
sion process of system change than with one based on the transition of
power.104 Change brought about by a power diffusion process would generate
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an international system in which states do not have the capacities to shape and
direct the system. No state or group of states would be in control. Moreover,
polarity would become less meaningful as a predictor of state behavior and
system dynamics than it has been in the past—so much so that it might be
more accurate to say that unipolarity will be replaced not by bi- or multi-
polarity but by nonpolarity.105

Both power transition theory and power diffusion theory posit that concen-
trated power will disperse over time. The theories disagree, however, about
the likely consequences of this inevitable process of power deconcentration.
Power transition theory sees it triggering large-scale war and system change,
whereas power diffusion theory predicts peace and more system continuity
than change. This is because power diffusion theory challenges the core logics
and expectations of power transition theory. Most basically, power diffusion
theory does not expect rising powers to become dissatisªed challengers. Far
from aiming to overthrow the international order, rising powers are not eager
to manage the existing international order. They would prefer, instead, that the
declining hegemon pay the costs of order, while they free ride. If tensions arise
among the unipole and the rising polar powers, it will be over this issue,
namely, that the declining hegemon expects these powers to assume the role of
supporters, while they attempt to shirk some of their responsibilities and obli-
gations. Frustrated by the free-riding behavior of its peer competitors and
seeking to stem the tide of decline, the hegemon will ultimately retrench from
its global commitments, leaving no state or group of states to manage the in-
ternational system.

While the power diffusion model predicts shirking behavior, it does not ex-
pect the coming poles to be spoilers. After all, the rising powers are doing far
better than everyone else under the current order. Why would they seek its
overthrow? Why would they choose an enormously costly global war of un-
certain outcome to destroy an order that has demonstrably worked for them,
only to replace it with an untested order that they have to pay the costs to
manage? The traditional notion of prestige (as the reputation for power that
serves as the everyday currency of international politics) matters most when
powerful states have serious material conºicts of interests, disagreements over
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international norms and rules, and expectations that they will settle their dif-
ferences by ªghting. Conºicts and expectations of this kind are largely absent
today and are unlikely to arise in the future.

The diffusion of power occurs spontaneously as a result of differential
growth rates among nations.106 This process occurs peacefully because the re-
stored global balance arises without traditional balancing behavior in the
system’s core. In a world in which (1) security is plentiful, (2) territory is deval-
ued, and (3) a robust liberal consensus exists, the rising great powers will be-
have more akin to rational egoists driven to maximize their absolute gains
than defensive or offensive positionalists, who seek to avoid relative losses or
make relative gains. Rational egoists driven to maximize absolute gains are
inward-looking actors unconcerned with the fate of others or the larger system
in which they are embedded. If global order persists, it will do so without an
orderer. It is also worth noting that complex adaptive systems often succumb
to precipitous and unexpected change, and so the restored global balance of
power may not arise gradually and predictably as the next phase in a smooth
cycle.107 Instead, U.S. power and the American global order may simply
collapse.

For China, the vision of a negotiated order supports a hedging strategy of
avoiding direct confrontation with the United States but preparing favorable
conditions for China to shape an emerging world order in the long term. It is a
strategy that appears most consistent with what China is currently doing.108

First, this approach neither rejects Western culture nor ignores the potential
values of traditional Chinese ideas. Instead, it champions an order of “peaceful
coexistence with differences,” in which the Chinese worldview is recognized
by the United States and the rest of the world as being different but legiti-
mate.109 This vision refrains from posing Chinese ideas as a universally appli-
cable alternative model that directly confronts Western ideas.

Second, the vision of a negotiated order does not reject the legitimacy of U.S.
hegemony.110 Instead, it critiques the current order on its own terms. For in-
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stance, China is using the notion of democracy against the United States to
contest its hegemonic behavior. Despite the promotion of liberal democracy
having long been the capstone of U.S. foreign policy, Chinese intellectuals
have critiqued the contradictions of U.S. liberal democracy at home and
abroad. In domestic politics, the U.S. government has applied checks and bal-
ances to protect democracy and the rule of law, whereas in international
politics it seeks to preserve its dominant status so that it can act without con-
straints.111 In a supposedly “democratic” world order, Chinese intellectuals
ask, how can the United States assume the roles of police, prosecutor, and
judge?112

Third, although the vision of a negotiated order does not reject liberal de-
mocracy, it demands that the practices and meanings of Chinese democracy
be adjusted to ªt the speciªc cultural context. Given the pressure of global
constitutive norms of democracy, many Chinese leaders and scholars have
increasingly come to use the term “democracy” to describe the goal of
China’s political development. In their view, no matter what kind of political
arrangements deªne China’s future, the overall system must be called a
“democracy.”113

Finally, the vision of a negotiated order takes a ºexible and pragmatic ap-
proach to economic policymaking. On the relationship between the state and
markets, for instance, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao argues that the combination
of both “the invisible hand” and “the visible hand” explains China’s economic
success.114

A core prediction of this “power diffusion” future is that China, like other
emerging great powers, will attempt to shirk its newfound global responsibili-
ties and obligations. Given the speed and size of its economic miracle, China
can be expected to experience growing pains as it transforms from a regional
to a global player. It may even be wary of assuming this new role. After all,
Chinese ofªcials have much to fear: their nation is heading to either super-
power status or economic and social implosion. China’s potential is great, but
its domestic pitfalls are many. For instance, China is a rapidly aging society
with demographic trends accelerated by China’s coercive attempt to limit pop-
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ulation growth. The biggest question hanging over China, of course, is its po-
litical stability, especially during a global recession that may turn into a global
depression. The bottom line is that China is strong abroad but fragile at
home.115 Thus, China may be reluctant to take on major international responsi-
bilities with respect to the global economic, climate change, and security crises.
Instead, it may choose to focus inward, negotiating favorable international
deals, while shouldering less global burdens than others (including the United
States) will want and expect it to bear.

Under this scenario, the United States will encourage China to play a larger
global role and will not view China’s increased global inºuence as a threat to
U.S. hegemony or interests. To the contrary, the United States will gladly offer
China more prestige. In return, however, Washington will expect Beijing to
shoulder greater international responsibilities and obligations. This “prestige
at a price” trade-off is, in our view, key to understanding the relationship of a
rising power and a declining hegemon. Surprisingly, it is a trade-off that has
gone unrecognized by power transition theory. Instead, the theory expects all
rising powers to seek prestige commensurate with their relative growth in ca-
pabilities, and it is this unmet demand for prestige that triggers hegemonic
wars.

Do rising challengers to hegemony invariably demand increased prestige, as
power transition theory claims? Consider the last hegemonic leadership transi-
tion. During the 1930s, a declining Britain—one gravely imperiled by threats
in Europe and elsewhere and too weak to both defend its interests and manage
the international system—grudgingly decided that it was time for the United
States to become the global leader. As the British persistently grumbled, how-
ever, the United States demanded unparalleled prestige but was unwilling to
pay the price of increased global responsibilities and obligations associated
with an exalted position in the international pecking order.

Roughly the same problem exists today and, if this scenario plays out, will
persist in the future. The United States complains that China wants enhanced
prestige but not the responsibilities that global leaders are obligated to per-
form. While some Western observers argue that China must be coerced into
taking appropriate actions when global crises arise, it is useful to recall that the
United States accepted leadership of the system commensurate with its actual
power only after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941, and in the aftermath of
World War II, when it emerged as the only victor willing and able to construct
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a liberal international order. In fact, most rising powers throughout history
have been less than eager to assume the responsibilities associated with sys-
tem management.

Thus, during the global ªnancial crisis of 2008, it was widely expected that
China would play a larger role on the world stage. Yet, as David Shambaugh
pointed out, “China doesn’t want to lead the world—it doesn’t even want to
be seen as a leader of the developing world.”116 Little surprise, then, that
Chinese leaders said “no thanks” to the development of a G-2—a group of two
advocated by Zbigniew Brzezinski that would have elevated China to the
status of the United States’ co-managing partner on issues such as trade and
currency reform, climate change, food safety, peace and stability in East Asia,
the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and perhaps even the Israeli-
Palestinian conºict.117

Chinese strategists have begun to explore seriously the geopolitical implica-
tions of the ªnancial crisis of 2008, particularly the boost it has given China’s
international status and the appeal of its economic model with respect to the
developing world. As Wu Xinbo, a professor at Fudan University in Shanghai,
opines:

In the post–Cold War era, the U.S. model used to be hailed as the only way to
economic prosperity. Now, the Chinese model seems to provide an alternative.
To be sure, the Chinese model is not perfect and is actually confronted with
many challenges such as a widening income gap, serious environment pollu-
tion, and rampant corruption. Yet, the record of tiding over two ªnancial crises
(the 1998–1999 Asian ªnancial crisis and the 2008–2009 global ªnancial crisis)
and securing three decades of a high economic growth rate testiªes to its
strength. Unlike Washington, Beijing does not like to boast of its model and
impose it on others, but the increased appeal of the Chinese experience will
certainly enhance Beijing’s international status and augment its inºuence
among developing countries.118

For the moment, China’s political elites and bureaucracies—ill-prepared for
the country’s sudden high proªle in global affairs—remain resistant to chang-
ing its global status and obligations, emphasizing instead that China remains a
developing country and, therefore, need not take on new and unwanted re-
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sponsibilities. At the UN General Assembly in September 2010, for instance,
Premier Wen Jiabo urged the international audience to recognize “the real
China,” which is not a superpower but a mere “developing country” whose
further progress is constrained by a shortage of resources, energy, and complex
environmental issues.119

In sum, the lack of U.S.-Chinese cooperation stems neither from the failure
of Washington to acknowledge how much China matters nor U.S. unwilling-
ness to grant China more status and prestige. Rather it derives from China’s
tendency to shirk its contributions to global governance at this stage of its de-
velopment as well as mismatched interests, values, and capabilities within the
U.S.-Chinese relationship.120

Conclusion

The current unipolar order is unprecedented and therefore a condition rife
with uncertainty and ambiguity. For all the real and imagined dangers posed
by U.S. hegemony, however, a balance of power has yet to emerge. We have ar-
gued that a key reason for this missing balance is that this type of behavior un-
der unipolarity means, by deªnition, the overthrow of the current system—
tantamount to the goal of an unlimited-aims revisionist power. For active and
intense balancing campaigns to commence, therefore, peer competitors to U.S.
power and prestige must ªrst undermine the legitimacy of the American or-
der. Otherwise, they risk being portrayed as dangerous threats to international
order. Moreover, without the requisite power to balance against the United
States, the other major powers have little choice but to employ “weapons of
the weak”: dissident rhetoric and cost-imposing strategies short of actual bal-
ancing behavior. These antihegemonic discursive and diplomatic strategies lay
the groundwork for the more formidable revisionist project of dislodging the
United States from its preeminent position.

As evidence that we are in a delegitimation phase, we have described the re-
cent arts of resistance by China, the United States’ most viable peer competitor.
A skeptic might say that these delegitimating discourses and their accompany-
ing low-level, cost-imposing policies are simply empty posturing—just hollow
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posing and, as such, not intended to be acted out in earnest. China makes these
public statements either to gain political leverage with the United States on
various issues of vital concern to them or to impress their domestic audiences
or both. These domestic audiences want to see some deªance by their coun-
try’s leaders of what they perceive as U.S. global imperialism.121 Perhaps.
But larger forces may be at work here; and historical evidence suggests that
deviant discourses and practices presage rebellions or, at the least, are precon-
ditions for them.

Another explanation for this anti-American rhetoric is that emerging non-
Western powers, unable to balance against or control the exercise of U.S.
power, can only voice their displeasure with U.S. foreign policies. Harsh
speeches serve as a harmless catharsis that substitutes for aggressive action.
Once again, there may be some truth to this “safety valve” hypothesis, but so-
cial psychological experiments have yielded little support for it. Instead, sub-
jects who were unjustly harmed experienced little or no reduction in their level
of frustration and anger through forms of aggressive expression that left the
source of anger untouched. Thus, speeches and other acts of anger that fall
short of actual direct injury to the frustrating agent are not alternatives to
eventual outbursts but rather preparations for them.122

Whatever the calculations behind China’s current delegitimating activities,
for a balance to emerge against the United States, its rule must be “exposed” as
dangerous to the wealth and security of the other great powers. A similar situ-
ation existed in the nineteenth century under Pax Britannica. At that time,
Friedrich List implored the other countries of Europe to form a continental alli-
ance and pool their naval power to counterbalance British supremacy in naval
and manufacturing power:

It has always been felt that the ultimate aim of politics must be the equaliza-
tion of the nations. That which people call the European balance of power has
always been nothing else than the endeavors of the less powerful to impose a
check on the encroachments of the more powerful. . . . That the idea of this
Continental system will ever recur, that the necessity of realizing it will the
more forcibly impress itself on the Continental nations in a proportion as
the preponderance of England in industry, wealth, and power further in-
creases, is already very clear, and will continually become more evident. . . .
An effective Continental system can only originate from the free union of the
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Continental powers, and succeed only in the case it has for its object (and also
effect) an equal participation in the advantages which result from it.123

As List understood, the strength of a revisionist challenge, whether from a
single dissatisªed state or a coalition of such powers, is not discerned from the
challenger’s current capability to destroy the existing status quo. Rather,
the challenge derives its strength from the indispensable need to restore a bal-
ance of power.124 This will not be easy, however. The culture of hegemony at-
tempts to eliminate alternatives to it by transforming everything that is not
inevitable into the improbable. Under unipolarity, the structure of power and
prestige come to be taken for granted to the point where dramatic displays of
hegemonic power and coercion become unnecessary.125

While the consensus opinion is that U.S. power is eroding, the legitimacy of
the United States’ international order and authority to rule have not, to this
point, been seriously undermined. Any challenger that seeks to restore global
balance-of-power dynamics, therefore, must put forward an alternative idea of
order that appeals to other powerful states. Delegitimizing U.S. unipolarity
and proposing a viable new order are prerequisite exercises for traditional bal-
ancing behavior to commence.
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