Heg decline is inevitable, but it won’t cause war
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Whether pundits and policymakers admit it or not, the United States is a great power in relative decline. It is not like the former Soviet Union and soon to fall into the dustbin of history; nor is it akin to ancient Rome with the Goths at the gates. Nevertheless, with policymakers and analysts alike embracing the idea that a new era of great power competition is at hand, they simultaneously acknowledge that the United States’ “unipolar era” is over. Relative to rising great powers such as India or (more dramatically) China, the United States is declining.
Shaping American grand strategy to suit this new environment will require a host of diplomatic, economic, and military adjustments that strategists are only slowly coming to recognize. Indeed, the fact that proponents of “restraint” and “offshore balancing” are pitted against advocates of “deep engagement” and “liberal hegemony” in a vibrant debate highlights that the course corrections to manage the U.S. transition away from unipolar dominance remain up in the air.1 Any number of domestic and international factors will affect the precise nature of the strategy chosen. However, because the changing distribution of power and rise of new great powers largely drive the U.S. grand strategy debate, addressing U.S. strategic needs requires anticipating the likely future behavior of other great powers and the role of U.S. policy therein. We therefore need to know: what strategies are rising states themselves likely to adopt in response to U.S. decline and, relatedly, how might the different strategic options under discus- sion for the United States reinforce or reduce problematic aspects of rising state behavior?2
Given its rapid economic and military development, China is central to this discussion. Of course, China’s rise has not occurred in a vacuum. For most of the last three decades, the United States attempted to “engage” China in a bid to shape its preferences so that it became—in former Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick’s famous words—a “responsible stakeholder.”3 In light of China’s recent assertiveness in its near abroad and growing military portfolio, however, this policy is generally seen as a failure.4 Instead, analysts across the political and scholarly spectrum increasingly see a rising China as part of a long line of rising states that, with newfound wealth and power, tend to challenge both existing great powers and the international order those powers created. Even if hegemonic war between a rising China and declining United States is avoided—so this logic goes—the United States needs to mobilize its remaining resources to deal with a potentially dangerous PRC apt to throw its growing weight around the international arena.
This article refines and challenges this emerging policy consensus by placing China’s rise and U.S. decline in the context of other power shifts.5 Not only is it wrong to assume that rising states such as China tend to invariably challenge existing great powers but, relative to what China might be doing, China’s recent assertiveness is far from a clear-cut challenge to the United States. In fact, rising great powers across time and space often (1) support declining great powers to a greater or lesser degree in a bid to obtain their assistance against other threats, and/or (2) limit the scope of their strategic challenge until declining states have fallen far down the great power ranks. Along the way, declining states can affect whether and to what degree rising states pursue a cooperative or competitive course. The key to doing so is not—as policymakers some- times suggest—simply engaging or deterring rising states directly, but rather manipulating security threats and opportunities rising states face in their own geo- political environment.
Applied to the rise of China and resulting U.S. strategy debate, this framework implies that concerns with a predatory rising China are overblown. Though currently problematic, China is far from issuing an outright challenge to the United States and is likely to continue avoiding such a course for some time. As importantly, current and future developments in China’s strategic environment may help push the PRC toward greater cooperation with the United States. To catalyze and capitalize on such possibilities, however, U.S. strategists themselves need to recognize that an overly assertive response to China’s rise—one that foregrounds U.S. threats, asserts U.S. power in and around East Asia, and fore- closes the possibility of U.S.-China cooperation—is counterproductive. Under certain conditions, a less activist American foreign policy may do more than most pundits expect to encourage Chinese cooperation.
The remainder of this piece proceeds in four sections. First, I briefly crystallize the notion that a power shift is ongoing and link this to debates over American grand strategy. Second, drawing on recent work on how rising states manage power shifts, I discuss the strategies rising great powers may adopt toward declining states and the drivers of these behaviors. I then apply this framework to the rise of China, before discussing the resulting implications for U.S. strategy.
China’s Rise and the American Response
Although starting from a low base, China’s rise has indeed been meteoric. A quarter century ago, the U.S. economy was 800 percent that of the People’s Republic; now, it is barely 170 percent and falling. Whereas Chinese per capita GDP was barely $1,000 annually at the start of the 1990s, it is now nearly $7,500 per year and significantly higher still in China’s coastal provinces— ahead of actors such as Russia and nearly half that in some U.S. states. In relative terms, household income is now 1/7th that of the United States, whereas in 1993 it was barely 1/34th.6 Nor is it just crude measures of economic strength that reflect the trajectory as, judging from its efforts to patent its technologies, it is becoming a more innovative economy as well: where, for example, China filed in 2005 for barely 500 “triadic” patents—those registered in different countries to preserve the copyright—compared to 17,000 in the United States, the PRC last year filed nearly 2,800 patents against the United States’ 15,000.7
Chinese military strength, meanwhile, is also expanding rapidly. With a growing surface and subsurface force and experience in expeditionary missions, its navy is now capable of conducting some out-of-area operations. China’s air force is fielding new generations of advanced fighters and attack aircrafts, and increasingly deploying them to assert Chinese claims over the South and East China seas. Similarly, China’s land forces are focusing on conducting high-intensity combat operations using smaller and more dispersed units. And, where China was previously highly dependent on foreign suppliers for its high-end military kit, a surge in domestic investment has helped reduce (though not eliminate) its reliance on foreign sources. To top it off, political reforms have strengthened ties between political and military strategists, decreasing the likelihood that Chinese grand and military strategy will run at cross purposes.8 In short, although China is not yet a full peer economic and military competitor to the United States, it is well on its way. Even if it stopped growing tomorrow, China would present the United States a challenger on par with, and on some metrics ahead of, the Soviet Union during the Cold War.9
To be clear, the United States retains strengths of its own, benefitting from a large and diverse economy, educated population, vibrant military-industrial base, and inherent geographic security. Still, China’s rise means that the U.S. unipolar era—the preeminent feature of post-Cold War world politics—is over. For the first time in a quarter century, the United States is seriously concerned with another state’s ability to offer sustained opposition to American interests using a wide range of policy tools and with the potential to rally other actors to its cause. Not only is this the seminal strategic development of the last several decades, but policymakers accustomed to asserting U.S. power in world politics with comparatively little thought of the consequences have had to update their playbook.
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