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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This study investigates one of the most perplexing phenomena in world
politics, a riddle of erratic and at times seemingly irrational behavior of the
contemporary great powers whose policies and actions have tended to
divert from the cost-benefit principle—for example, in the form of bur-
densome military budgets (e.g., those in the United States and Russia)
and obsolete structures of the armed forces poorly tuned to the levels and
the changing nature of threats to their security; engaging in wars with
inconsequential states or entities that do not constitute existential hazards
to their safety and well-being (United States’, Russia’s, France’s, and
Britain’s post-World War II (WWII) resorts to the use of force in the
periphery); violating the international law by annexation of foreign terri-
tory (e.g., Russia’s annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea) or undermining the
freedom of open sea passages (China’s defying conduct in the South China
Sea), and thereby needlessly deteriorating relations with their neighbors
and the principal economic partners; and so on. By the end of the second
decade of the twenty-first century, the list of puzzling abnormalities,
inconsistencies, and irrationality in the conduct of the principal polities
was supplemented by an avalanche of globally resonating developments, as
much unexpected as alarming, and in every instance poorly explained by
the epistemic communities: the examples range from the United Kingdom
leaving the European Union (EU) to the United States pulling out of
the multilateral agreements and partnerships (e.g., the Paris agreement on
climate change and the Trans-Pacific Partnership) while putting on hold
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the negotiations on EU-US Transatlantic Trade and Investment
Partnership (TTIP) to Russia’s squabble with the West aggravated by
Moscow’s annexation of Crimea, hybrid war with Ukraine, and its reputed
interference in the American presidential election in 2016.

Indeed, why do the modern great powers, which, at least according to
realists, should demonstrate rational and common patterns of behavior, fre-
quently appear to behave erratically, and, above all, so strikingly different? In
the aftermath of the Cold War, this phenomenon looks quite baffling: the
United States appears to be stuck in efforts to find a proper balance between
interventionism and disengagement with respect to other nations’ imbro-
glios, while Europe, despite her lasting drive for a strong role in world poli-
tics, still doesn’t look ready to share the burdens of global leadership with
America, whereas China’s peculiar mix of restraint and intimidation in for-
eign policy contrasts with Russia’s blatant adventurism—both in an amazing
discord with their respective hard power capabilities. The task of this study is,
therefore, to understand and provide an explanation of the aforementioned
puzzle in international politics that cannot be discerned and explicated from
the standpoints of the existing theories of international relations.

To be sure, different facets of great power conduct have long attracted
attention of scholars in the field of International Relations (IR).! The
analyticist thread of IR literature, for example, abounds in attempts to
explain cach case by emphasizing its uniqueness.? Committed to what
Patrick Thaddeus Jackson calls “singular causal analysis,”? analyticists typi-
cally do not seek to make generalizations to account for common patterns
in the conduct of individual states.

Contrary to the foregoing methodological approach, this research finds
its roots in the positivist tradition in IR scholarship that seeks to create pre-
dictability value and advance knowledge about generalized patterns in world
politics. In particular, I hypothesize that at different stages of their power
cycles powerful states are bound to exhibit stage-specific and group-common
patterns of behavior. In terms of its methodology, this study prioritizes the
system level of analysis over others. This is not to say that this volume refutes
sub-systemic—state, group, and individual—levels of research when analyz-
ing the complex set of factors underpinning great power conduct. This is
because in working out a concept of international politics applicable for
predicting behavior of states, one cannot ignore that to grasp the motives
behind the latter, “actor orientation,” as J. David Singer has found, “is con-
siderably more fruitful, permitting as it does a more thorough investigation
of the processes by which foreign policies are made.”*
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To qualify for a theory, a concept, while meeting the standards of par-
simoniousness, should possess a comprehensive explanatory power. Since
the task of scientific research is, as formulated by Jackson, to “produce
worldly knowledge systematically,”® or, in the words of Singer, “achieve a
cumulative growth of empirical generalizations,” one needs to define their
analytical framework comparative to the existing ones first by pointing out
to some “common frames of reference.”®

Among various IR perspectives, two streams of realist theory—the clas-
sical and structural realism—have noticeably stood out. Indeed, both of
them should be commended for suggesting, perhaps, the most thrift and
accurate narratives in explaining causality of the better part of the prior
developments in international relations, and this alone may explicate their
lasting popularity. However, while a lot of scholarship, in fact, continues
to perpetuate the claims purported by both teachings, in the case of the
ensuing international system none of them is determinate. At best, they
can serve as prescriptions of foreign policy approaches rather than conclu-
sive explanatory mechanisms allowing to construe and predict behavior of
the contemporary states in general, and the major powers in particular.
Both offensive realism and its defensive cousin, for example, hold survival
as the overarching objective of, respectively, power and security maximiza-
tion; yet, they fail to explain why the present-day great powers wage small
wars that are essentially irrelevant to their existence and safety.

While noting that nowadays the realist perspective fails to explicate cau-
sality of the dynamic and erratic behavior of the modern-day world’s lead-
ing powers, this study contests the invariably static existentialist
determinism of realism and puts forward a new theoretical approach to
understanding the aforementioned phenomenon. In the absence of visible
existential threats to their homeland security, the book holds, they strive
for a different kind of survival—endurance of their exceptional interna-
tional ranks has emerged as the primary aim of their grand strategies.
Today, retaining persuasive images of international primacy rather than
securing physical existence of their nations constitutes the overriding con-
cern of policymakers in Washington, Moscow, Beijing, London, and Paris.
However, great powers cannot satisfactorily perform their law and order—
sustaining functions in the absence of endorsement by others; they need a
universal legitimation of their yearning to lead. To reduce anarchy and
promote order in the world system, the claimants for the status of legiti-
mate and credible international authority should be able to secure
particular trustworthiness of their expertise and intentions—something
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they have begun to conceive as their overarching policy objective in the
ensuing era of strategic uncertainty.

This volume suggests a new concept of international politics that may
be applicable for explicating and predicting behavior of the major world
powers—the United States, China, Russia, Britain, and France—in the
age of the unfolding structural shifts in the international system, the Theory
of Power Credibility (TPC). In so doing, one of its major arguments goes
against the well-established classical and structural realist notions of the
primary motives behind great power policy that confine those to power
and security enhancement. I argue that as the current generation of the
world’s leading nations has entered the stage of decline in relative capabil-
ity, re-enforcing credibility of their primacy has emerged as the major com-
mon determinant of their comportment.

The TPC synthesizes two approaches to power identified by David
Baldwin and referred to by Brian Schmidt: power as resources and power
as a relational category. Indeed, realization of one’s relative power capabil-
ity is a process of cognition, inference, and comparison which derives from
self’s trusting or doubting information about both material resources of
the others and their ability to convert them into influence.” It assumes that
with the decline of relative material capabilities, competition among nations
shifts to the realm of communicating their abilities. While this does not, of
course, eliminate their rivalry in tangibles, its importance relative to the
salience of successes in a race among their national capacities in spreading
information, shaping ideas, and creating images is bound to deflate.

Noteworthy, a declining great power’s resort to adroit non-lethal
means of intimidation and persuasion to manifest and communicate verac-
ity of its power and endure its image of primacy is not a recent phenome-
non, and can be traced at least as far as the first millennia. Unparalleled in
the craft of astounding and mesmerizing foreigners as well as in convert-
ing enemies into friends, the Eastern Roman Empire, Byzantine, presents,
perhaps, the most illustrative example in this regard. Surrounded by the
hordes of Turks and Arabs, Persians and Avars, Huns and Bulghars,
Pechenegs, and Cumans as well as other hostile and expansionist nations
along its vast borders, yet lacking the legendary hard power of Rome to
contain them by force, it continuously sought to excel in elaborating and
practicing ingenious diplomacy in relation to neighbors—an invaluable
faculty that eventually enabled it to secure an amazing longevity against all
odds. “The strategical success of the Byzantine empire,” observes Edward
Luttwak, “was of a different order than any number of tactical victories or
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defeats: it was a sustained ability, century after century, to generate dispro-
portionate power from whatever military strength could be mustered, by
combining it with all the arts of persuasion, guided by superior informa-
tion.” Noting that Byzantine rulers were above all keen to uphold the
imperial prestige, Luttwak emphasizes the role of cost-saving tools in sus-
taining the empire’s symbolic power: “as compared to the united Romans
of the past, the Byzantine empire relied less on military strength and more
on all forms of persuasion—to recruit allies, dissuade enemies, and induce
potential enemies to attack one another.”® Thus, although gradually wad-
ing in its relative might and faced with deficiency in military strength vis-
a-vis her numerous rivals, Byzantine nevertheless managed to last much
longer than its Western alter ego, the Roman Empire, by skillfully re-
assuring others in the credibility of its power.

The narrative of credibility attracts substantial attention in social and
behavioral sciences including economics, political and social psychology,
communication theory, philosophy, and political science. Although the
notion of being “credible” is commonly understood across and within
various scholarly disciplines as having qualities of reliability and believabil-
ity, its specific interpretations within the pertinent cognitive perspectives
differ. In the domain of international relations, the notion of credibility
has been studied rather inconclusively. While recognizing its popularity
among policymakers and acknowledging their desire in promoting their
states’ power veracity as the predominant motive of foreign policy, the
recent scholarship on credibility has been condescending if not outwardly
dismissive with respect to credibility’s genuine utility.

One of the major objectives pursued by this book is to explore the gen-
esis, causality, and policy implications of fixation on retaining credible
images of power in global politics by elites of the descending nations. To be
sure, credibility-seeking is always present as a motive in great powers’ poli-
cies at all stages of their lifespan. However, as this research demonstrates—
and it is the thrust of the book—the salience of this motive is in reverse
proportion to their relative power. The desire to look credibly powerful to
make up for the decline in relative power, this study argues, sidelines power
and security maximizations, traditionally considered to constitute the sin-
gle drivers of great power comportment in world politics. As the urge to
retain their power credibility at all costs in the eyes of the important domes-
tic and foreign audiences emerges as an all-consuming preoccupation by
the governments in the major waning powers, it prompts them to act in the
ways that in the traditional sense can hardly be considered as “normal” or
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“rational.” While examining the major premises and nature of this phe-
nomenon, I attempt to elaborate an analytical framework aimed at provid-
ing a parsimonious and conclusive account of credibility maximization as a
common pattern of the major powers’ behavior under the downward stage
of their power cycles.

In sum, the book identifies, explores, and explicates the complex mech-
anism of the principal powers’ conduct as it has evolved through the sec-
ond half of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first centuries.
In a wider perspective, my purpose is to investigate the pervasive conflict
emerging from power-credibility mismatch when aspirations for retaining
self-respect in complex social systems are not sufficiently underpinned by
the self’s power faculties. In undertaking this scholarship, I sought to find
answers as to how this schism is reconciled in the contemporary system of
international relations.

1 EXPLANATION OF BOOK STRUCTURE

The book consists of two parts aimed, respectively, at understanding how
the dynamics of power distribution in the international system modify per-
ceptions of primacy and then uncover the essence of the interface between
fluctuations in great power comportment and their power dynamics. The
volume’s first part, Operationalization, Periodicity, and Pinnacles of Power,
begins with the identification of the roles great powers play in the evolu-
tion of the international system, and proceeds by examining various crite-
ria enabling to judge about their relative preponderance. To this end, while
exploring a number of single- and multi-variable approaches to operation-
alization of power, it evaluates advantages and deficiencies in various sys-
tems of power assessments, including indexes prioritizing military strength,
numerical economic preponderance, and other tangibles, and compares
them with measurements of intangible assets, such as the levels of competi-
tiveness, government efficiency, creativity, and other faculties of soft power.
Drawing on these and other competing snapshots of power, I introduce a
new multi-variable gualitative index of power, the Global Influence Score,
which enables to rank the world’s principal nations in accordance with
their cumulative weights gained for the intensity of their impact on a set
of global domains including security, technological, environmental, cul-
tural, and social ones. Noting that primacy in international relations is rela-
tive and unstable, the research proceeds by revisiting the theory of power
cycles. It focuses, in particular, on the phenomenon of periodicity in the
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movement of national power and examines its impact on the distribution
of power in the international system. The study finds that with the excep-
tion of China all contemporary great powers have passed the peaks of their
primacy at certain points in their power cycles and since then have been
continuously declining in terms of their relative material power. While
France and Britain have started experiencing this trend before World War
I, US power has become to fade after WWII, and Russia’s has started wan-
ing in the late 1970s. Although China’s tangible strength has remarkably
grown in the last decades, the study questions her ability to sustain her
outrunning performance in the future. In considering different scenarios
of world power distribution between the West and China-centric Asia, the
volume finds China’s positions by 2050 less optimistic than is commonly
projected. Viewed against this background, the study holds, the contem-
porary major powers commonly face the credibility dilemma exemplified
by the growing gap between their declining relative capabilities on the one
hand, and their traditional images of greatness and claims of superiority,
on the other.

The book’s second part, The Theory of Power Credibility, conceptualizes
the ongoing shifts in great power comportment caused, as it argues, by
alterations in their relative power dynamics. Initially, it re-evaluates the
core theories of IR, primarily realist and constructivist, in terms of their
suitability to account for the core common patterns in foreign and security
postures of great powers. Next, it focuses on elaborating a conceptual
framework to account for the causal relationship between the stages of
great power cycle, on the one hand, and patterns of great power behavior,
on the other, and introduces the TPC. In so doing, it revisits the notion of
national power by conceiving it as cumulative confidence in the self’s
capabilities and authority. Drawing on Robert Bierstedt’s concept of
power as a force-authority synthesis, it hypothesizes that since power con-
stitutes a dynamic synergy of the two properties, once national capabilities
to generate force decline, thereby risking to bear negatively on the general
confidence in national power at home and abroad, statesmen are poised to
make up for coercive capability’s diminution by attempting to boost their
virtual influence and authority.’

To support and exemplify the study’s primary thesis on the shift from
power and security maximization to credibility enhancement as an objective
pattern in major state conduct at the stage of decline, the second part of the
volume investigates a number of historical cases ranging from the Second
Empire to the Fifth Republic in France to the Bismarckian, Wilhelmine, and
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Nazi Germany to the Imperial, Soviet, and post-Soviet Russia at the high
and low points in their power lifespans.

The subsequent sections define and explore such innate components of
power credibility as demonstrable abilities to attract and educate, punish
and reward, as well as protect and patronize. Investigation of specific cred-
ibility attributes is substantiated by examination of pertinent empirical
cases. The section on rewarding, for example, is illustrated by exploring
the role the subsidized oil deliveries by the Soviets to the members of the
Communist bloc played in retaining Moscow’s clout and credibility in the
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). The section on punishment is exem-
plified by revisiting the motivational incentives of Britain’s conduct during
the 1982 Falkland crisis from the standpoint of upholding her power cred-
ibility worldwide.

The study analyzes both pros and cons of these and other relentless
efforts aimed at maintaining national prestige, and finds that strong
nations’ overwhelming inclination to display credibility at the stage of
decay may be counterproductive to the goals of maintaining their safety
and retaining primacy. The major challenge arising in this regard for poli-
cymakers, conceivably, is in finding a proper balance between the hard and
soft components of national power while investing—not only financially,
but no less importantly, also politically, intellectually, and morally—in
their veracity. For there are no universal policy templates, the task of craft-
ing optimal solutions for the given historical period, specific issue, and
area is indeed confounding, but so is the mission of staying in great power
ranks by upholding credible supremacy.

However, while policy success obviously depends on a multitude of
auspicious factors, not in the least degree it is determined by decision
makers’s abilities to balance emotions with cognition, combine intuition
with rational judgment, and exude confidence in subsequent policy
actions. These, the book contends, are the abilities that together with out-
standing leadership skills, superb managerial experience, and an in-depth
knowledge of history constitute qualifications indispensable for state lead-
ers to successfully navigate the vessel of national power through the dan-
gerous reefs and currents of the global Zestgeist.

While the TPC’s outlook is fundamentally realist, the concept recog-
nizes the limits of a single school of thought and academic discipline in
grasping the essence of a complex social phenomenon or construing causal-
ity of behavioral patterns of actors in the dynamic social systems. Thus, this
study incorporates various theoretical perspectives in IR and other scientific
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fields, for example, by integrating findings by the constructivist school that
accentuate socialization and cognition in the development of state behav-
ior, and those by political and social psychology that emphasize the role of
emotions in decision-making and social esteem.

This author assumes that the major task of a theory is not to correct the
reality but to explain its teleology. By explicating how and why with struc-
tural shifts in the international system causing the fading of great powers’
relative capabilities, maximization of their power credibility emerges as the
primary driver of their behavior, the book views its wider mission in con-
tributing to scholarship that seeks to better understand and explain the
nature and essence of agency-structure interplay in the contemporary
international system.
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PART I

Operationalization, Periodicity, and
Pinnacles of Power

As evidenced by human history, political units, such as nation-states, are
subject to ups and downs in terms of their impact on world developments.
These fluctuations, particularly well exhibited by the rise and decline of
strong nations, are known as power cycles. While in the last decades the
increasingly baffling and at times purportedly irrational behavior by the
strongest among nations has been taking place against the backdrop of the
downward slope in their power lifespans, the mainstream IR scholarship
tended to perceive these phenomena as autonomous trends rather than
manifestations of a single pattern. Contrary to the common perception,
this volume hypothesizes that there is, however, an objective connection
between the changes in the modes of great powers” comportment and the
different stages in their power cycles, and that the link between the two
variables presents a causality whereby the cyclical changes in relative power
distribution constitute systemic factors determining definite types of state
behavior. The latter are of repetitive nature, and are reproduced over cer-
tain periods of time in correlation with specific stages in power lifespans.
This hypothesis is at the center of a concept of international politics, which
I call the Theory of Power Credibility, that accounts for an explication of
the major pattern in great powers’ behavior at the stage of their relative
decline.
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CHAPTER 2

Operationalization of Power

1 CONCERNS OF GREAT POWERS

Economically integrated, yet politically fragmented and strategically
uncertain, the international system in the twenty-first century engenders a
complex and dynamic decision-making environment for every nation
around the globe, be it a poor island state in the Pacific, or a wealthy coun-
try in the Western Hemisphere. And while for each and every nation the
ensuing age of global uncertainty presents an array of rampant challenges,
at times even casting doubts on their political and economic future, the
strongest of them are prone to experience a unique set of concerns.

As the permanent members of the prestigious United Nations Security
Council (UNSC), and, through the second half of the last century monop-
olists on the most devastating weapons in the human history, the “Big
Five”—the United States, Russia, France, Britain, and China—got accus-
tomed to a superior international standing. While the commanding status
of the world’s most powerful nations obliges those to burdensome commit-
ments, it also grants them special privileges to decide upon the core issues
of peace and war.! However, in the current century the credibility of their
power is in jeopardy: economic, political, technological, and demographic
shifts emerging both at home and abroad threaten to push them off the top
of the power Olympus. Since the prospects of national decay could awaken
and empower the extreme right, electoral chances of the incumbent politi-
cal elites may drastically vanish. But these are not their only concerns: once
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reputational losses ensue, the likelihoods of sustaining their status and influ-
ence abroad are bound to become progressively bleaker.

With a demonstrable fragility of the ruling elite’s credibility in a great
power, the rationales for her foreign allies behind preserving “special rela-
tions” with the former might not totally perish; yet, the task of sustaining
the latter’s earlier level of compliance may prove untenable. As long as a
great power continues to emanate confidence in her strengths, she is able
to deflate the price of her pawns’ loyalty. But once the bargaining leverage
of their patron shrinks, client states would seek to increase costs of their
strategic and commercial validity to the discredited suzerain. Furthermore,
resource-rich and geostrategically important countries in the Middle East,
North Africa, and Central Asia may renege on their old allegiances and
obligations, and thereby undermine the international positions of their
traditional patrons. The difference between “then” and “now” in terms of
the dividends derived from greatness can, therefore, be quite substantial.

In an attempt to make up for her credibility dwindling in one country
by flirting with another, a strong nation is bound to interfere in the power
structure set long before her arrival, and risks to clash with the long-
established interests of the local suzerains, the regional hegemons. With
the constant power dynamics being an innate feature of the international
system, the subsequent redistribution of allegiances triggers the system’s
volatility; before new regional orders are firmly set, anarchic transitions
can cause escalating conflagrations. Above all, by inadvertently provoking
miscalculation on the part of her emboldened adversaries, an unconvinc-
ing major power risks endangering her own homeland security. Under
these conditions, the overriding task of the status-quo great powers
becomes arresting translation of their material decline into diminution of
their international credibility.

The primary distinction between different stages in the evolution of the
international system is the degree of its coherence. The current stage in this
evolution presents a sweeping transition from international to world poli-
tics. Something fundamental is happening at this stage: the “Chinese wall”
separating domestic and international politics is being swept off by the
forces of globalization—an idea rooted in the Kantian philosophy and
nicely framed by the English school in its concept of “world society,” but-
tressed inter alin by Martin Wight’s notion of “unity of mankind” and
Hedley Bull’s idea of “common values.”* The global structural forces fos-
tering universal social coherence perpetuate creation of a global social body
where an all-out conflict between its now deeply integrated parts, if ever
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possible, would not, as in the past, perpetuate international progress; yet it
might plausibly result in total annihilation of the human civilization, and—
with this gloomy prospect—bring about a genuine “end of history.”

Imagine the global society as a universal enterprise where a dynamic
division of labor is a natural condition of individual and common success.
Although the enterprise has no president (a superstructure performing the
functions of a global authority), and its employees (sovereign states) are
their own bosses, there still is a certain code of rules (international law)
they have to obey. However, even though the international law pro-
nounces strong and weak states as the legally equal members of the inter-
national community disrespecting of their actual power, their social status
and bargaining clout are conspicuously dissimilar which enables the stron-
gest of them to exercise unparalleled impact on the international structure
and exceptional influence in world affairs.

For the last two centuries, the great powers—the largest and strongest
among the world’s states—have constituted the core underpinnings of the
international system. Their impact on the system’s evolution and other
nations was not always positive; the periods of relative tranquility were
interrupted by outbreaks of bloody confrontations, often instigated by
their own conflicting interests. However, on balance, the overwhelming
power embodied by superior political entities has acted as a strong barrier
to humans’ irrevocable sinking to the mires of the Hobbesian world. True,
at times the darker side of this power risked overcoming the instinct of
self-preservation, and yet its brighter side happened to ultimately save the
mankind from self-annihilation.

In the nineteenth century, the Treaty of Vienna engineered by the dip-
lomatic concert of the great powers—Austria, Russia, Britain, and
Prussia—Ilaid down a multilateral political mechanism to ensure the long-
lasting peace in Europe. About seven decades ago the victor-powers of
WWII—the United States, Soviet Union, China, France, and the United
Kingdom—formed the UNSC that was called upon to become a guaran-
tor of global peace and security. Despite all deficiencies of the emerged
international system and its institutions, one should not underestimate the
role that the world’s major powers have been playing in sustaining the
global order and ensuring that since the end of the last world war the
humankind has evaded the horrors of a new global calamity.

With larger economies, stronger militaries, and arguably more resilient
internal political organizations than the majority of states, great powers are
naturally positioned to constitute the centers of international gravity, as
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smaller and weaker nations tend to seek a friendly great power’s protection
from the bellicose adversaries. In exchange, great powers receive alle-
giances enabling them to endure their authority and extend their spheres
of international influence.

These spheres provide great powers with further economic and political
trade-offs: the larger the sphere, the bigger the cumulative sum of trade-
offs, the more influential a great power becomes, the larger the sense of
security her elites and population are poised to enjoy. The combination of
additional gains a great power receives due to its status makes the latter a
mirror of its international prestige. The larger a nation’s sphere of
influence—sub-regional, regional, or global—the more prestigious the
status in the international system it yields. Once acquired, great power
status becomes a nation’s most precious international asset, and its endur-
ance evolves as an overarching policy mission of its elites.

Through narratives of invincibility and glorious victories propagated in
school education, media, literature, and arts, the notion of greatness
became a socially constructed norm deeply embedded in the collective
psyche of big nations. For Americans, Frenchmen, Russians, and British
the notions, respectively, of “indispensable nation,” the carrier of mission
cilivizatrice, the “heir of the Byzantine,” and the “ruler of the seas” seem
axiomatic. The messianic vision of the French elite, for instance, was, per-
haps, best summarized by Sorbonne professor Albert Bayet. “The country
which proclaimed Human Rights, made remarkable contributions to the
advancement of science, made education secular, and, in the face of other
nations, is the great champion of freedom,” he exclaimed, “has the mis-
sion to spread wherever she can the ideas that have prompted her great-
ness.” His words, addressed to the League of Human Rights in
1931—“One should see us as granted with the mandate to educate, ele-
vate, empower, enrich and rescue peoples who need our collaboration”—
could, perhaps, inspire the current generation of statesmen in countries
that since the end of WWII have retained or assumed the role of world
leadership.?

Although inspiration may certainly constitute an important premise for
prowess, it alone wouldn’t suffice. To claim a great power status, a nation
should meet at least two other principal conditions. First, she should be
able to deliver common goods—for example, security and prosperity—uni-
versally. The second condition is legitimacy: she should be recognized as
“great” by her peers and other members of the international community.

For the last 500 years the international system has been structured
along the lines in many respects unilaterally shaped by the dominant
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states—Portugal, Spain, France, Britain, and, eventually, the United
States. As the definitive group of polities, the great powers stand out, as
was mentioned above, in terms of their internal organization allowing for
massive mobilization of their human and industrial resources in case of
contingencies, and conspicuously eclipse other nations in terms of motiva-
tion.* Since the great powers differ from cach other in systems of govern-
ment, economic structure, geographical location, territorial size, language,
history, culture, natural resources, and demographics, these variables pre-
ordain dissimilarity in their national interests, which make them pursue
divergent and, most importantly, independent foreign and security poli-
cies—a powerful catalyst of global anarchy.®

According to the hegemonic stability theory, a preponderant state man-
ages its foreign policy in a way that is conducive to enduring global peace,
dissuading tensions, and preventing revisionist powers from undermining
world stability.®* However, in the era of globalization, the continuous con-
centration of power capabilities—economic, technological, and military—
in the hands of a pitfall of governments, has become intractable. This
eventuality bore negatively on their stabilizing capacities. The very logic of
globalization precipitates diffusion of every significant component of
power throughout the world—like butter is spread over a slice of bread.
Thus, while the absolute power capabilities of principal powers may grow,
in relative terms they are bound to wane.

While the root causes of power transition have been a constant subject
of'inquiry in IR literature since Thucydides, the contemporary scholarship
appears to have overlooked to thoroughly consider the conditional nature
of the hegemonic “life and death” paradigm, and, in particular, the com-
plex impact of the foregoing structural overhauls that may bring the con-
ventional pattern of hegemonic decline into question. This is markedly
applicable to ubiquitous studies that posit the US succession by China as
the world hegemon an imminent and linear prospect.”

This approach, mechanical as it stands, exhibits double fallacy—first, in
neglecting the revolutionary role of globalization as a relative power equal-
izer, and, second, by not discriminating between absolute and relative
power. The first fallacy, while accentuating China’s rise, appears to over-
look not only the parallel ascendance of other nations but also the impact
of globalization on world power distribution and the ensuing structural
changes in power substance. The latter can be defined as diminution of the
role that numerical parameters of power play in comparison with its
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normative characteristics. This misconception leads to the second fallible
outcome: by taking growth of the nation’s absolute power out of the rela-
tive and transformational contexts of the global power dynamics one can-
not adequately discern limits of her hegemonic potency.

As one of the key premises of the TPC is the concept of power periodic-
ity, it is important to introduce criteria by which one can reasonably judge
about the veracity of power fluctuations in the international system as well
as measure their relative intensity.

2 ASSESSING NATIONAL POWER

While defining power conceptually grasped the attention of political think-
ers, conceiving national power operationally looked as a minor priority.
“In practice, [however],” wrote Robert Dahl, “the concept of power will
have to be defined by operational criteria that will undoubtedly modify its
pure meaning.”® The rise in the practical needs for policymakers to deter-
mine power potentials of their nations’ adversaries created a growing
demand for pertinent studies, making the notion of power policy-relevant.
Such a demand has not truly evolved though before the formation of the,
and the first works on “political arithmetic”—*“Duplicate Proportions”
(1674) and “Essays on Political Arithmetic” (1682-1687)—authored by
British physician Sir William Petty were focused on demographics.’

It was not then before 1741 that the measurements of population size
and density extended their utility beyond demographics when the Prussian
pastor and demographer Johann Peter Siissmilch suggested to apply them
to the ends of judging about the nations’ political strengths.® Since then,
the number of variables considered to be the key underpinnings of power
has substantially grown, and the formulas used in power measurement
have become more complex and versatile. Yet, the list of scholars who have
made substantial contributions in the realm is relatively small: since
Stissmilch’s pioneering publication,'! and by the second decade of this
century it has added up just about two dozen names.!?

On the eve of WWII evaluations and comparisons of military potentials
in all major powers became the primary tasks of their intelligence and stra-
tegic experts. Their highly classified reports produced “net assessments”
of hard power balances at the dyadic and inter-alliance levels.!?

Nowadays, an ability to timely and accurately predict shifts in dyadic,
regional, and global power balances constitutes an imperative prerequisite
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of state policy planning. This imperative flows from a general understand-
ing (conceptualized in realist theories of international relations and sub-
stantiated by numerous historical cases) that probabilities of interstate
military conflicts increase with radical shifts in the distribution of power.
Another reason stems from the growing concerns over power credibility.
Noting that “while total defence spending by the [NATO] Allies in recent
years has been going down, the defence spending of emerging powers has
been going up,” NATO’s General Secretary, for instance, warns that “If
these trends continue, we will face serious gaps that would place NATO’s
military capacity and political credibility at risk [emphasis added].”!*
Assuming that “the rise of emerging powers could create a growing gap
between the capacity of those nations to exert influence in the world and our
own ability to do so [emphasis added].”!® Western policy managers believe
that discrepancy in the tangible capabilities between the West and the
ascending powers is bound to undermine their nations’ authority and sta-
tus. It is mostly in the view of these worrisome concerns and alarming
considerations that academic and intelligence communities in the major
powers are assigned with the task to supply policymakers with reliable
analysis and projections of changes in relative power capabilities as well as
with possible scenarios of their strategic implications. In the United States,
governmental structures such as the National Intelligence Council (earlier
the Office of National Estimates and the Office of Reports and Estimates)
within the Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), the
Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) of the United States
Department of State, and the Strategic Assessments Group (SAG) of the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) as well as non-governmental institu-
tions, such as the RAND Corporation, the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, the Heritage Foundation, and the Atlantic Council;
private companies, like Strategic Forecasting, Inc. (Stratfor); and univer-
sity research centers, such as the Frederick S. Pardee Center for
International Futures at the University of Denver, are among dozens of
other national expert groups that monitor, systemize, process, compose,
and project the available data as well as make policy-relevant judgments
concerning the dynamics of various power components of world nations
and global power structure in the long-term perspective.

In Britain, perhaps, the most significant in this regard are the studies
conducted by such world-renowned think-tanks as the Chatham House
and the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) specializing respectively
on foreign policy and international defense and security. In France, power
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evaluators traditionally focus on parameters and rankings of economic
power. Coordinated by the Economic Policy Planning for the Prime
Minister and the Ministry of Economy, Finance and Industry, this work is
usually done in cooperation with research centers, such as Centre d’Etudes
Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales (CEPII), a French think-
tank in international economics, as well as through networks with other
national agencies, such as Strategy France (General Commissariat of strat-
egy and prospects, formerly the Centre of strategic analysis) and the
General Secretariat for Defense and National Security (SGDSN). It is
worth noting though that French statesmen appear to be rather skeptical
to the notions of composite power, and in addition to economic strength
prefer dealing with other well-defined and easily measurable power com-
ponents, such as military might. This is, perhaps, because their culture of
thinking about power has been formed in prestigious national graduate
schools, such as the Ecole Nationale d’Administration, where it was
strongly influenced by the intellectual legacy of the outstanding French
political thinker Raymond Aron, who argued that it makes no sense to
measure comprehensive power precisely because it is comprised of too
many elements with specific ends and means, which, above all, are in per-
manent flux.'®

In China, evaluations and projections of power capabilities within the
framework of Comprehensive National Power (CNP) methodology are
performed in parallel by scholars of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
(CASS) and Academy of Military Science (AMS), while in India a similar
mission is assumed by the Foundation for National Security Research
(ENSR). The resulting product by FNSR group of experts is National
Power Index (NPI), which will be briefly examined in this chapter.!”
Additionally, strategic assessments are regularly conducted within the
framework of the pertinent intergovernmental and supranational institu-
tions. In the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), for instance,
they are coordinated by The Defence Policy and Planning Committee
(DPPC) and performed within NATO Defence Planning Process (NDPP),
which “is the primary means to identify the required capabilities and pro-
mote their timely and coherent development and acquisition by Allies.”!8
In the European Union (EU), increasingly concerned with prospects of
Europe’s role and place in the world, such institutions as the European
Commission, the European Parliament, the General Secretariat of the
Council of the European Union, and the European External Action Service
(EEAS) frequently rely on the expertise of foreign policy think-tanks in
EU member-states whom they may assign with appropriate tasks. One can
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refer in this regard, for example, to the joint study by the Chatham House
(United Kingdom) and FRIDE (Spain) “Empowering Europe’s Future:
Governance, Power and Options for the EU in a Changing World” pro-
duced for the European Commission within the framework of The
European Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS) as well as to
ESPAS report “Global Trends to 2030: Can the EU meet the challenges
ahead?” (2015).

In the former Soviet Union, measurements of national strength were
conducted mainly by its military intelligence since the 1970s, and were
strictly classified. Their purpose was to assess the comparative war poten-
tial of Soviet geopolitical rivals, and first of all, the United States and its
NATO allies. To these ends, the Soviets elaborated an original methodol-
ogy by applying coefficients capturing national “energy” computed on the
basis of physics and cybernetics that arguably made the resulting picture
more dynamic and comprehensive in comparison with Western models of
evaluating national power through purchasing power parity (PPP).*

3 TuHE CORRELATES OF WAR AND NATIONAL CAPABILITY

The Correlates of War (COW) project, since its inception by J. David
Singer, has obtained a growing popularity, particularly among realists.
While operationalizing strictly material and quantifiable components of
power, such as gross domestic product (GDP), population size, and mili-
tary spending, it gave at least an idea of state ranking vis-a-vis each other
and served not only as an important indicator of shifts in the balance of
power, but also performed an important political mission by framing and
perpetuating certain pictures of global power distribution. While the pri-
mary purpose of the project was to define the impact of shifts in redistribu-
tion of power on the probability of war involving major powers, COW
authors identified and summarized several indexes reflecting the relative
national capability of nations to wage war on the basis of their demo-
graphic, industrial, and military strengths. To calculate these indexes, the
model used six variables encompassing military expenditure, military per-
sonnel, energy consumption, iron and steel production, urban population,
and total population.?® The aggregated index, the Composite Index of
National Capability (CINC), enables to trace the dynamics of capability
distributions among major powers for long terms (Table 2.1).

As Table 2.1 demonstrates, in the last 200 years the hard power poten-
tials of great powers have been subject to conspicuous fluctuations. It is
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Table 2.1 The Composite Index of National Capability (1816-2014, country
score)

Year United States Russin China United Kingdom France
1816 0.039698 0.164304 NA 0.336619 0.117286
1826 0.036425 0.150055 NA 0.329825 0.1383329
1836 0.050953 0.165743 NA 0.299511 0.1321525
1846 0.082757 0.128714 NA 0.302888 0.1373469
1856 0.078409 0.164031 NA 0.2957 0.1404021
1866 0.098172 0.078528  0.171008 0.248282 0.1093204
1876 0.101917 0.101546  0.163194 0.234957 0.1019857
1886 0.146135 0.094627  0.160356 0.200533 0.0990058
1896 0.160011 0.108783  0.12429 0.173657 0.0904131
1906 0.218284 0.124353  0.118753 0.123381 0.0694171
1916 0.232941 0.14509 0.083506 0.15321 0.085814
1926 0.263268 0.115036  0.162297 0.077437 0.0603111
1936 0.205985 0.148171  0.111152 0.076583 0.0530614
1937 0.2009 0.147862 0.117241 0.077035 0.0475344
1938 0.170771 0.164359  0.093207 0.077787 0.0455686
1939 0.181971 0.138136  0.097052 0.099684 0.0395961
1940 0.201907 0.137345 0.09263 0.094957 0.0758349
1941 0.244495 0.124339  0.098657 0.099255 0.0157879
1942 0.285455 0.112919  0.098869 0.093587 0.0155561
1943 0.345632 0.102841 0.099892 0.087379 NA
1944 0.350642 0.097618  0.097423 0.083234 0.0182324
1945 0.3838064 0.118207  0.093496 0.08799 0.0179454
1946 0.363988 0.122541 0.132711 0.116173 0.0313083
1956 0.260614 0.170197  0.098138 0.049224 0.0325624
1966 0.20867 0.166316  0.109654 0.0353064 0.0262937
1976 0.140885 0.177637  0.116582 0.026964 0.0233903
1986 0.132095 0.169235  0.108864 0.023479 0.0205886
1996 0.138339 0.056931  0.139115 0.023816 0.0249387
2006 0.146377 0.039335 0.190264 0.021872 0.0192374
2007 0.142149 0.039274  0.198578 0.021158 0.0189237
2014 0.124166 0.038833  0.223000 0.014200 0.0161166

Sources: The National Material Capabilities data set (v4.0), available at http://cow.la.psu.edu/; J. David
Singer, Stuart Bremer, and John Stuckey. “Capability Distribution, Uncertainty, and Major Power War,
1820-1965” in Bruce Russett (ed.), Peace, War, and Numbers (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1972), 19-48;
J. David Singer, “Reconstructing the Correlates of War Dataset on Material Capabilities of States,
1816-1985” International Interactions 14, no.2 (May 1988):115-132; 2014—author’s calculations.
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important to discern that while every individual great power continued to
rise in absolute terms, some of them have been rising at higher rate than
the others; once—after the demise of the colonial system—a group of
sovereign developing nations has embarked on the path of rapid industrial
and social development, the relative share of the world’s leading nations in
the global distribution of power started to fall. For example, the United
States had been continuously rising in 1816-1926 when their relative
weight in the world tangible power (measured by the composite index of
national capability) increased 6.6 times. The Great Depression and the
faster growth of the military-industrial capabilities in Germany, Japan, and
the Soviet Union caused a relative slump in US power standing in the
1930s. Yet, America’s entering WWII had triggered her speedy economic
recovery and prompted an unprecedented growth of her military sector,
which—against the backdrop of the war-caused destruction in Europe and
Japan—enabled the United States to soon reach a historical record of rela-
tive supremacy. Thus, by 1945, the United States accounted for more than
38 percent of the overall global capacity in terms of CINC. However, with
the postwar economic revival in Europe and Japan, and later with the
appearance of the new economic powerhouses in the Asia-Pacific, the
United States has entered the stage of continuous relative decline resulting
in reduction of its composite capability more than three times by 2015 in
comparison with the late 1940s. With just 12.4 percent of world’s CINC,
America, according to my calculations, though far ahead of its peers such
as Britain (1.4), France (1.6), and Russia (3.9), was by then conspicuously
lagging behind China (22.3).

It is worth noting though that in measuring relative warfighting capa-
bility CINC authors omit some parameters that can substantially affect
war outcome. This inconclusiveness risks to exaggerate or, on the con-
trary, diminish one’s military strengths. In the case of Japan, for instance,
evaluation of her military strength doesn’t take into consideration the
inferior strategic depth of her territory in comparison with such rivals as
China and Russia that if considered would seriously degrade her resilience
capacity and infringe on any realistic scenario of her military engagement
with the former. In the case of China, the mere quantitative parameters of
her firepower such as the number of tanks, aircraft, and submarines do not
consider their qualitative characteristics that are seriously behind those by
the major Western powers and Russia. Moreover, the CINC does not
consider national levels of military organization and battle experience. The
most recent combat experience by the Chinese military, for example, dates
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to the 1979 war with Vietnam. During that war, the Chinese People’s
Liberation Army (PLA), opposed mainly by the Vietnamese border and
paramilitary forces rather than the regular army, revealed an insufficient
operational efficiency. This allowed some Western experts to conclude
that at the time Vietnam had “outperformed” China.?! Above all, the
CINC and other indexes of military power do not allow to make reason-
able assumptions about possible outcomes of armed conflicts between
potential adversaries. This is an innate deficiency of mechanical compari-
sons of the fighting power, first noted by US military experts during the
Cold War era. Additionally, as they pointed out, such comparisons are
essentially useless for policy planning for two other reasons: one being an
erroneous belief that symmetrical forces have equal fighting power, and
another stemming from their inapplicability for making projections about
adversaries’ future military postures.?> While the CINC was designed to
evaluate war potentials of individual states, it implied that military capa-
bility can be used interchangeably with the notion of power. However, as
many scholars from various schools of thought have reasonably suggested,
the COW indices could not and cannot be considered objective and com-
prehensive yardstick of power measurement for a variety of reasons. COW,
for instance, supports a widely spread statement that by 1938 Germany
obtained composite power superiority over France and Britain. This claim
fails to consider the substantiated and objective assessments of German
power. This could have been excused at the time when the British and
French decision makers, lacking reliable intelligence information on the
Third Reich’s military and industrial capacities before the outbreak of
WWII, had to rely mostly on their generals’ perceptions, for example,
those by the Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence, General
Hastings Ismay in the United Kingdom, and General Joseph Vuilleman,
the French Air Minister, who in a highly pessimistic fashion, typical for
the interwar military establishments in both countries, tended to greatly
exaggerate German might while seriously underestimating their own
nations’ fighting capabilities.?®

These claims, however, are rebuffed by the data presented in the works
of such historians as Niall Ferguson?* and Williamson Murray.? It demon-
strates that the Third Reich lacked indigenous natural resources and labor
force sufficient to wage a successful military campaign in case of a joint
Franco-British attack on Germany in the months preceding the Munich
agreement of 1938. Moreover, as it follows from an analysis of the Chief of
the Air Staff (CAS) report of 1934, the defensive and appeasement-prone
posture by Britain was, in effect, contributing to the decrease of her power
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relative to Germany’s.?® The longer the British and French leadership were
postponing an inevitable clash with the Third Reich, the more the unfavor-
able shifts in their power balance with Germany and the fast aggravation of
geopolitical environment in Europe were increasing for London and Paris
the costs of the impending war with Hitler in terms of blood and treasure.
It was not, therefore, inferiority in material capabilities that determined the
shift of power away from the European democracies in the critical momen-
tum of 1938 but deficiency of their power’s credibility.

The foregoing example reveals the necessity for more comprehensive
criteria in evaluating power—something the COW manifestly lacks. Not
surprisingly, it is frequently criticized for addressing solely hard compo-
nents of power while leaving aside organizational aptitude as well as sym-
bolic power of policy actions. Critics, such as Ted Gurr, have argued that
without considering mobilization capacity and behavioral power of state-
craft, the COW cannot be considered a reliable source of information
about the true distribution of composite power capabilities.?” To be fair,
Singer appeared to have acknowledged that material capabilities could
serve only as a partial indicator of power and that a concept of power
should incorporate soft power faculties, which “are far from negligible.”
The operational purposes, however, necessitate setting intangibles aside
for “they are not a component of such capabilities [as] the demographic,
industrial, and military dimensions [that] are three of the most central
components of material strength.”?® At the same time, while he noted that
there is no linear correlation or fungibility between the physical compo-
nents of national power on the one hand, and political, organizational,
and diplomatic skills of elites, on the other, he did recognize that the effi-
ciency with which the material assets are utilized cannot but depend upon
soft power variables.?? Second, the COW index, while predicting war
propensity, is not able to foretell who would eventually win the war since
an outcome of a military conflict depends among all upon many factors
that are beyond the self’s control. Moreover, not everything in a conflict
depends solely upon material faculty; organizational capacity of the
national leadership, skillfulness of the military, combat moral, and ingenu-
ity of the parties involved, as well as a mere luck are all intertwined in a
complex knot of circumstances that can result in outcomes surprisingly
opposite to those that can be originally assumed on the grounds of the
composite indexes of national material capability. Above all, in the peace-
time, the fighting capability of a nation is mostly irrelevant to the ends of
judging about her composite power credibility. It is worth noting that
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Singer and his colleagues appeared to recognize that power is too complex
a category to be solely judged upon by statistics; therefore, instead of
grounding their list of major powers on “objective” criteria, they preferred
to compile it referring to the intuition of diplomatic historians.*® It can be
suggested that in the absence of a universally recognized criteria of power,
it is practically impossible to trace power dynamics in the world history.
This obstacle, however, doesn’t stop individual scholars and think-tanks
from undertaking new attempts to measure power by including additional
economic and military variables in computation.

4 US MiLiTARY POWER: STRENGTH UNDER QQUESTION?

In a tradition laid down by E.H. Carr and other realists who emphasized
the centrality of military capability among various components of power,3!
there is a deeply entrenched belief in the United States that America’s
supremacy in world politics rests upon her preponderance in the military
realm. Given US position of a leading maritime power against the back-
drop of numerous historical records depicting the roles played by navies
and trade fleets of various nations—Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands,
France, and Britain in addition to the United States—in promoting and
securing their geostrategic and commercial interests, it is not surprising
that some pundits in American academia have attempted to emphasize
significance of naval supremacy to the ends of global leadership. Such an
attempt has been made, for example, by George Modelski and William
R. Thompson (MT) in their seminal study “Seapower in Global Politics,
1494-1993,”32 which contained computations of national seapower con-
centration index for the last 500 years while presenting the naval power as
an expression of genuine power. In outlining their thesis, MT argued that
“the concentration of global reach capabilities” is a primordial condition
of global leadership whereas “a primary capability for global reach has
been and continues to be seapower.” Drawing on the writings of Alfred
Mahan®®* who positioned seapower as the primary driver of historical
changes, MT held that command of the sea is a distinguishing attribute of
a global power, while “[c]hanges in the position of world leadership are
associated with shifts in the distribution of seapower.”3* It is not difficult
to see that singling a sole variable out of other core components of mili-
tary might is erroneous, particularly given the dynamics of military tech-
nology and the role of other branches of service—air force, space, cyber,
and special forces in projecting power beyond national frontiers. Besides,
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by confining power to the notion of seapower measured as a national share
of warships in the cumulative naval assets of the leading powers one risks
to ignore the complexity of the very notion of power as well as the role of
other power components—hard and soft—in its perpetuation.

Furthermore, accentuating a sheer number of ships as a yardstick of
military supremacy tends to overlook the qualitative characteristics of the
naval force, including its structure, equipment, operational capacity, fire-
power, maneuverability, and doctrinal efficiency. Adopted as a guide for
policy, such an approach can result in overconfidence on the part of pow-
ers whose naval capacity exceeds that of their immediate rivals, and can
eventually lead to dramatic ramifications. To compare the power of the
leading world navies, according to US analytics, it is not enough to con-
sider the capacity (number) of battleships, but also measure their capabil-
ity including platforms characteristics, might, range, and accuracy of their
weapon systems, and efficiency of their operational capacity, and finally
assess the material readiness of the naval forces. While the US Navy
continues to present a formidable striking force, with the exception of its
strong readiness, two other core components of its power, according to
the assessment made by the Heritage Foundation—capacity and capabil-
ity—are not as impressive: their scores are respectively “marginal” and
“weak” whereas the overall condition of the navy is “marginal.”3®

In the post-Cold war era, one’s global military pre-eminence is under-
stood as “command of the global commons”—sea, air, and space.*® From
this angle, some analysts see the growth of access denial capabilities by other
nations in strategically relevant parts of the global commons (e.g., by China
in the South China Sea) as a major challenge to US rank and status.?”

Tllustrative of, perhaps, the most ambitious among the recent endeav-
ors to assess American military capabilities in the new strategic environ-
ment is their examination by a group of experts from Davis Institute for
National Security and Foreign Policy at The Heritage Foundation. Their
study identifies and assesses three core strategic determinants of US mili-
tary ability: interests, environment, and strength. To examine the degree
of US military power adequacy in defending the nation’s core interests in
the complex and dynamic operating environment, they introduced 7The
Index of U.S. Military Strength. Specifically, its purpose is to evaluate US
preparedness to deal with its likely adversaries in the core three areas of its
strategic interests—Europe, Asia, and the Middle East, while maintaining
capabilities to simultaneously and successfully wage two major regional
wars (two-major-regional-contingency [ MRC] criteria).®
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By and large, the Index can be seen as a yardstick to measure the status
of America’s hard power primacy. Consider that to comply with MRC
requirements, the United States should maintain a level of superiority
exceeding the aggregated military might of its two strongest regional
adversaries. Given the realities of the ensuing geostrategic environment in
Europe and Asia, this means that US armed faculty should possess capabil-
ity, capacity, and readiness surpassing those by Russia and China com-
bined. The 2015 report, however, found that America’s military power
was “shrinking.”?’

Notably, an image of a decaying military power can bear negatively not
only on US national security interests, but also on maintaining the
nation’s diplomatic and economic preponderance for there is a deep-
rooted belief in America, particularly strong in the conservative circles,
that it is “[t]he United States’ military capability [that] supported our
nation’s rise to global greatness over the past century, but this was often
because of the increased influence and credibility produced by this capabil-
ity vather than the overt use of force [emphasis added].”*® Upholding US
qualitative supremacy in military technology, this logic implies, is not
sufficient to deter geopolitical ambitions of Russia, China, Iran, and
North Korea. What America genuinely needs to persuade her foes is
boosting the quantitative parameters of her military capability. That
numbers do matter in perceptions of hard power seems like an undis-
puted precept in US defense and foreign policy communities. “At some
point math counts in warfare,” contends, for example, retired US Army
general Barry McCaffrey. “If you don’t want to fight, then maintain a
capability that is persuasive to your adversary as being capable of taking
them on.”*! Former permanent representative of the United States to the
United Nations John Bolton concurs: “[E]verything changes as the per-
ception of American power around the world changes.” He elaborates
further: “If we had a Navy comparable to the levels we need ... one closer
to Reagan’s Navy—I don’t think the Chinese would be doing what
they’re doing in the South China Sea. I don’t think the middle east would
be so close to descending into anarchy. I don’t think Putin would be
harassing the independent states formerly part of the Soviet Union.” It is
not, therefore, surprising that the Trump administration considers a mas-
sive modernization and enhancement of US military force, unseen since
the Reagan era, as the primary tool “to make America great again.” “[Bly
building up our military,” Bolton explains, “[w]e’re trying to dissuade
and deter our adversaries. And they are dissuaded and deterred when
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they think we’re strong. By contrast, when they see us as weak, they’re
gonna try and take advantage of us.”*? This point of view appears, how-
ever, to ignore the financial ramifications of the new arms race for US
economy as the costs of impressing American adversaries—China and
Russia—with reinvigorated military power, including new attack subma-
rines, battle ships, aircraft carriers, fighters, and so on, are far from being
moderate: they are estimated at additional $500 billion to $1 trillion in
2017-2027 US defense spending,** and do not match up with plans to
cut the nation’s otherwise huge budget deficit. Additionally, the plans to
uphold US image of primacy through flexing military muscles are mostly
of symbolic nature for they are essentially irrelevant in dealing with the
real security risks America is facing, such as social discontent, racial ten-
sion, terrorist threats, and environmental pressures.

U ILITARY CAPABILI ND EGIC
5 RussiA’s MILITARY CAPABILITY AND STRAT
RATIONALE

In the Putin era, the Russian state has made serious efforts to retain its
competitive edge in military capability. These attempts stemmed from an
alarmist mindset by the Russian powerholders comprised primarily of offi-
cials who come from the Soviet or post-Soviet secret services. Interestingly,
their world look has experienced little change since the time George
Kennan’s Long Telegram defined the Kremlin’s perception of world affairs
as “neurotic” which it astutely explained by “traditional and instinctive
Russian sense of insecurity.”** Suspicious and reactionary, trained in the
conspiracy-minded fashion of Cold War mentality, this group of people
continue to see the outside world as a hostile place with the United States
and the West at large as their country’s mortal enemy. According to their
vision, military strength constitutes the major underpinning of state
power, and its enhancement is imperative to sustaining Russia’s great
power status. With a rearmament program known as GPV-2020 under-
way in Russia since 2011, more than 70 percent of her military hard-
ware—ranging from intercontinental ballistic missiles to nuclear
submarines, tanks, helicopters, strategic bombers, and fighter jets—is
planned to be modernized by 2020.%> Western assessments of the GPV-
2020 suggest that despite economic troubles caused by reduction of bud-
get revenues due to the fall of oil prices, break of military-economic ties
with Ukraine, and severity of Western economic sanctions, Russian military-
industrial complex demonstrated resilience and capacity sufficient to
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ensure the country’s return to the list of the most conspicuous military
powers.* The Kremlin’s efforts in accelerated military modernization
have been supplemented by its revisionist foreign policy. Viewing the
United States and the European NATO members as its implacable rivals in
attempts to sustain supremacy and influence in Eurasian geopolitics after
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Moscow, in the new century, has
undertaken a set of unpredictable and assertive policy actions to demon-
strate its military superiority, including the war in Georgia (2008), the
hybrid war in Ukraine (since 2014), and the military campaign in Syria
(since 2015). The overall mode of these acts by Putin’s Russia has been
perfectly grasped by a panel of prominent European foreign affairs schol-
ars and diplomats who defined it as “Russia’s propensity to create a prob-
lem, then leverage it and offer to manage it without necessarily solving
it.”*” While this pattern bore negatively on Russia’s public image in the
West, it nevertheless allowed Moscow to preserve its significance in
Western political calculus as of a power one has to “reckon with”—a goal
which in itself constitutes an overarching objective of its grand strategy.
These actions have coincided with an assumingly state-coordinated cam-
paign by Russian defense contractors in publicizing their “revolutionary”
projects in weaponry modernization and innovation. Based on informa-
tion whose accuracy cannot be objectively verified, some Western media
outlets did not fall short of publications presenting Russia as a military
superpower, whose capabilities “[1]n some ways ... could be even more of
a threat than [those of] its Soviet predecessor.”® It cannot, however, get
unnoticed for a meticulous observer that these very outlets have been
often used as sources of reference by Russian state-sponsored bloggers and
mass media to propagate Russia’s superpower image among her people.
Referring to certain publications by Western authors publicizing Russian
military strength this way makes sense in Russia because foreign sources of
information have been traditionally seen since the Soviet era as more reli-
able and objective than the domestic ones. Such an approach allows the
Kremlin to look credible for both the foreign and domestic audiences not
in the least because the images of Russia as a military superpower it propa-
gates are skillfully tailored to meet their traditional expectations. The first
image, designed for the West, is mostly intimidating and scary as it seeks
to press the Western, and in particular the European, governments to
acquiesce to and appease Moscow. The second image, designed for domes-
tic consumption, is mighty and glorious for it seeks to endure regime
consolidation by prompting imperial nostalgia.
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If the Kremlin’s massive military build-up and interventions in conflicts
abroad can be interpreted as an attempt by Russian policymakers to reach
“parity” with the United States in terms of raw power, one has to recog-
nize, judging by reaction in US military and political communities, that
they have, at least temporarily, reached their objective. “If you want to talk
about a nation that could pose an existential threat to the United States,
I’d have to point to Russia,” stated, for instance, General Joseph
F. Dunford before the Senate Armed Services Committee during the hear-
ings devoted to his nomination as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff in July 2015. “If you look at their behavior, it’s nothing short of
alarming.”*® Decborah James, Secretary of the Air Force, concurred:
“Russia is the No. 1 threat to the United States. We have a number of
threats that we’re dealing with, but Russia could be, because of the nuclear
aspect, an existential threat to the United States.”*® One of the immediate
concerns for US and NATO military commanders is Russia’s radically
improved capability to negate the West’s combat superiority in the air: for
instance, in the opinion of US Air Force General Frank Gorenc, Russian
anti-aircraft systems deployed in the Crimea and Kaliningrad region pos-
sess a game-changing anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) faculty beyond
Russian territory.! However, the culmination of these appraisals was
admittedly reached in November 2016, when the Russian powerholders
received perhaps the most awaited recognition of their armed forces’
exceptional status from the departing US President who called Russia “a
military superpower.”®?> Moreover, some Western analysts argue that
Russia is not only the world’s second strongest military power after the
United States, but that Russian military capability in Europe exceeds the
one by the US’s European allies. In 2016, for example, a leaked report by
British defense ministry admitted Russia’s superiority in conventional fire-
power and cyberwarfare capability.>3

While it is impossible to make an objective judgment on the real bal-
ance of military power in Europe without a lethal test, the very fact of UK
military acknowledging its weakness signifies an important psychological
victory for the Kremlin that seeks to promote an image of Russia as a
dominant power on the Old Continent. Most importantly, acknowledg-
ment of inferiority by NATO’s second strongest military power with
respect to a resurgent opponent cannot get unnoticed by its European
allies and risks resulting in undermining the critically needed solidarity
among them. Above all, those presenting Russian military modernization
as a likely “game changer” in scenarios of a hypothetical military conflict
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in Europe between NATO and Russia, which might inadvertently lead to
NATO defeat, seem not to understand that despite their demonstrative
assertiveness Russian powerholders are intrinsically reluctant to wage a war
with a strong opponent, and for this reason alone would seek to avoid a
direct military conflict with NATO. But there are also additional arguments
for this assumption. First, there exists a reasonable fear that such a conflict
would rapidly escalate to a suicidal nuclear phase. Second, there are con-
cerns that such an escalation would threaten security of their family mem-
bers residing in Western Europe and jeopardize their property in the West.
Third, even if such a conflict is confined to conventional warfare, there is
no guarantee that it would end to Russia’s advantage, and even in case of
her hypothetical victory Russia has no organizational capacity to maintain
occupation of any part of Europe let alone the entire Old Continent.
Fourth, any war, as Clausewitz noted, is followed by peace. It is improbable
that benefits of re-arranging Europe on Moscow’s terms would outweigh
the costs of a new European war. Apparently, unlike their Soviet predeces-
sors who sought spreading their ideology to capitalist Europe, Russian
decision makers lack any indigenous political and economic ideas they
could deem more attractive for Europeans than the existing models of
social market democracy in Europe. The only viable policy objective of
Russia’s saber rattling is to insulate its political regime from external pres-
sure. Therefore, undermining solidarity in NATO between Europe and
America, Western and Eastern Europe, and inside each sub-regional group
and individual polity in the transatlantic alliance appears to look in the
Kremlin as a reliable hedge against a perceived threat of the West-sponsored
regime change in Russia. However, Moscow’s flexing of military muscles
has been so far counterproductive to this aim as it caused NATO reasser-
tion and prompted even some neutral European countries, such as Finland
and Sweden, to contemplate membership in the organization. Moreover,
by creating a new security dilemma for Europe, Moscow provokes America
and NATO to respond by enhancing their military power, which is bound
to engage Russia in an economically devastating arms race. This race may
be similar to the one that exhausted the Soviet economy, and thereby con-
tributed to the eventual collapse of the Soviet Union.

Although in the short run Moscow’s obsession with sustaining military
superiority has indeed contributed to reinvigorating Russia’s strong power
image among US and NATO leadership, there are not unreasonable fears
among Russian experts that in the long run such a fixation can bear nega-
tively on the country’s solvency and integrity. Some Russian economists,
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for example, compare the 2011-2020 defense costs in the country’s bud-
get to the accelerated rise of military expenditures in the Soviet Union in
the last three years before its ultimate collapse in 1991, and warn that
while Putin’s rearmament program has already likely become the major
cause of the country’s recession since 2012, it might eventually engender
even more dramatic consequences for the Russian economy in the future.>

6  GrosaL FIREPOWER AND CHINA’S MIGHT

Another popular ranking of national military strengths is created by the
Global Firepower (GFP) company. It evaluates 50 factors that along with
conventional land, air, and naval power include indexes assessing produc-
tion, consumption and proven reserves of oil; economic health including
the size of domestic economy, external debt and financial reserves; logisti-
cal parameters like the number of ports and terminals, and the size of the
merchant marine fleet; and geographical characteristics encompassing the
lengths of shared borders, coastline, and waterways.

According to the GFP, in 2006-2017 the pecking order of the first four
strongest militaries in the world has not changed as the United States, fol-
lowed by Russia, China, and India, has preserved its hard power suprem-
acy,® and the dyadic military power balances have sustained between
Russia and China and China and India respectively in favor of Moscow and
Beijing. Nevertheless, according to the GFP, China and India have over-
done France and Britain in terms of conventional military power, and there
is an almost consensual belief among American experts that the PLA, for
instance, is rapidly closing its technological gap with the US military.>

The GFP authors, however, note that their rankings reflect the standing
of states in terms of their virtual fighting power, rather than the one that
can be ultimately assessed in the battlefield. Yet, there are serious doubts
as to the ranking’s accuracy since CEP does not take into account neither
the quality of weapon systems and degrees of national technological
advancement, nor the levels of military organization, intelligence, and
communication, thus grounding the ratings on superficial number-based
calculations and guesswork rather than comprehensive and rigorous mul-
tifactor analysis. Moreover, the GFP does not take into consideration nei-
ther strategic nor tactical nuclear weapons, while its in-house formula
accentuates the weight of manpower, thereby inflating the military
strengths of countries with large populations. Above all, the lack of aggre-
gated power indexes for several years since 2006 when the GFP project
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was incepted makes it analytically deficient as it is only with the help of the
former that one can judge about national, dyadic, and global military
power dynamics.

While it is doubtful that the GFP per se can seriously influence govern-
mental policies around the world, it certainly has an impact on propagat-
ing certain national images in mass media. The general impression that one
can derive from those by the CFP and many other images of power dissi-
pated through the world public and social networks is that the Western
powers are already surpassed by the big developing nations in terms of
their hard power. It is, therefore, not inconceivable that with virtual images
of fighting capability which, for example, make such militarily and techno-
logically advanced great powers as France and Britain look weaker than
such developing nations as India, the French and British governments
would naturally seek to prove their superior status by actual manifestations
of their real combat strengths as it did happen, for instance, in Libya.

It is worth noting though that China’s comprehensive power, and espe-
cially its military component, may be significantly overestimated by
Western observers who appear to be almost mesmerized by the country’s
population size and the speed of China’s economic growth in the recent
three decades. Contrarily, the views of Chinese military establishment look
much soberer. For instance, a recent scholarship on the topic cites highly
skeptical opinions by several PLA high-rank officers with respect to China’s
true relative fighting strength. Colonel Dai Xu and Major General Zhang
Shaozhong, for example, concur that Chinese military force is falling
behind not only the United States, but also Russia and the leading
European powers of NATO. In the opinion of Colonel Xu, the PLA’s
composite faculty ranks eighth in the world as the sheer number of its
personnel and armory units cannot make up for the innate deficiencies in
the levels of its technological and operational sophistication. General
Shaozhong, in his turn, points out to the specific weaknesses of China’s
military power that in his view lags behind the advanced nations in every
facet of modern warfare—submarines, aircraft, and even land forces. It will
not be until 2049, he argues, that the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
would be able to outperform her advanced peers and occupy the second
place in the list of the world’s most powerful nations.>” Markedly, against
the backdrop of serious discrepancy in foreign and indigenous assessment
of China’s relative military capability, the task of making reliable forecasts
and realistic policy proposals by strategists in the United States and other
major powers looks particularly challenging. While the true fighting capac-
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ity of the PLA cannot be reliably judged upon in the absence of credible
empirical ways and means to assess it, it makes, perhaps, more sense to rely
on inferences by civilian experts rather than those by national military
specialists for the latter tend to exaggerate adversarial potentials while
underestimating indigenous ones as they are understandably interested to
secure increases in budget spending on national defense and military mod-
ernization. It nevertheless is highly probable that even though the United
States and some other leading nations may have indeed maintained their
competitive edge over the PRC in military capability, China has been
investing and will likely continue to invest vigorously in overcoming her
hard power inferiority, even though, perhaps, not at the pace and with the
outcomes that can make her parity with, let alone supremacy over, the
most militarily advanced nations possible in the foreseeable future. By
2050, however, as declared by China’s President Xi Jinping, the Chinese
authorities are determined to turn the PLA into a “world-class” military
force capable of fighting and winning future wars®® and instrumental in
projecting China’s power globally.®® This commitment puts an especially
heavy load on the credibility of other nations’ military power in general
and their deterrence capability in particular.

7 COMPREHENSIVE NATIONAL POWER

Efforts to determine national power rankings are encouraged by every
major state. Attempts undertaken in the Middle Kingdom in this regard
since the 1980s are of a special interest for international experts not in the
least because Chinese scholars appear to have elaborated the most nuanced
measurements of composite power, CNP. Unlike power metrics originated
in the West that operate primarily with indexes of hard power like GDP
and military expenditures, those in China—along with economic capabili-
ties—incorporate politics—and information technology-related compo-
nents of power. One of the modern versions of CNP developed by CASS
contains, for example, 64 different indexes of power divided into eight
groups, such as (a) natural resources including territory, demographic,
mineral, and energy resources; (b) economic activities’ capability incorpo-
rating total GDP and GDP per capita, production efficiency, and level of
material consumption; (c) foreign economic activities capability; (d)
science and technology capability; (e) social development level encom-
passing cultural level, health care level, communications, and urbaniza-
tion; (f) military capability, both conventional and nuclear; (g) government
regulation and control capability; (h) foreign affairs capability.®
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A snapshot of world power by CNP experts presents the following hier-
archical order: United States, Japan, China, Russia, Germany, France,
United Kingdom, Canada, Brazil, India, Italy, South Korea, Australia.®!
Inclusion of both hard and soft power ingredients as well as transformation
variables in the advanced contemporary indexes of composite power, such as
CNP, however, is of controversial value. On the one hand, they are seen by
PRC strategists as state-of-the-art instruments in mapping their country’s
power dynamics relative of her peers. Yet, on the other hand, the timeframe
of these endeavors is limited as they are only capable to embrace a period
since the end of the last-beginning of the present century. As the composite
power indexes created by CASS as well as those by the Chinese Military
Academy consist of several dozens of variables, such as cultural influence and
institution efficiency, they are obviously inapplicable for the purposes of
tracking power dynamics through historically long periods of time.

Above all, national power ratings tend to give a rather distorted picture
of global power distribution. For example, in CNP ratings, Japan is pre-
sented as the world’s second most powerful actor. This picture assumingly
reflects traditional perceptions by the Chinese with respect to Japan as of
their major regional adversary rather than results from an unbiased assess-
ment of Japan’s real place in the global power hierarchy. Such ratings can-
not be considered objective first and foremost because their authors assign
arbitrary weights to various power components, so that the resultant com-
posite coefficients stemming from highly subjective inferences create
images of national power that can be quite remote from reality.

8  THE NATIONAL POWER INDEX

The ongoing shifts in regional and global power balances have prompted
experts in ascending powers to elaborate autonomous matrix of power
capabilities. Drawing on China’s CNP, India’s National Security Council
Secretariat (NSCS), for instance, created the National Security Index
(NSI), which nevertheless has important distinctions from CNP in that it
emphasizes the salience of human development levels in power measure-
ments. In addition to the Human Development Index (HDI), it includes
indexes of economic performance, research and development, defense
expenditure, and population.®? Yet, Indian experts appeared to be dissatis-
fied with the NSI as a practical policy compass. They drew attention to the
following shortcomings of the index: neglect of resource, environmental
health, and good governance variables. Additionally, they underlined that
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NSTI authors had downplayed the role of national security (a priority for
the developed countries) in comparison with human security (a primary
concern of developing nations), and thereby distorted coherence of their
analytical apparatus, which should be uniform for any state.%®

In the recent years, Indian scholars have, however, attempted to advance
their methods of power measurement. India’s specialists from FNSR, for
example, have undertaken an attempt to independently map their nation’s
positions in the world power hierarchy, the NPI. In addition to tangible
capabilities in economic, military, demographic, technological, and energy
realms, NPI includes some novelties, such as diplomatic capacity. The lat-
ter presents a combination of defense autonomy, participation in multilat-
eral organizations, rule-making capacity, and soft power. Every component
is assigned a certain weight measured as a percentage of the total. The
distribution of component shares looked as follows: economic and mili-
tary capacities—25 percent cach, population and technology—15 percent
each, and energy security and foreign affairs—10 percent each. The last
available NPI data referred to 2012, and pictured the following power
hierarchy: United States, China, Russia, France, Japan, United Kingdom,
Germany, India Canada, Isracl.** Although the NPI sought to overcome
deficiencies of its Chinese prototype, on balance its methodology turned
out not to be more conclusive to the ends of producing an objective and
comprehensive picture of international power distribution. The deficien-
cies of NPI project can be grouped in four major blocks. First, they stem
from the arbitrary assignment of weights to various composite index com-
ponents, and in particular those assessing foreign affairs capacity: for
example, soft power weightage constitutes just 1 percent of the total,
which places it within the margins of a statistical error. Additionally, the
project appears to significantly underestimate the aggregated salience of a
nation’s role in global rule-formulation and decision-making, which is cal-
culated in parallel to soft power and accounts for only 3 percent of the
total. Second, in calculating tangible variables of national capabilities, the
NPI omits such vital components as territory, as well as potable water and
agricultural production endowments. Third, in the absence of indexes
reflecting the growing importance of the national environmental condi-
tions, as well the imprint of domestic politics—social and political stability,
as well as the matrix of national unity and resilience, the overall picture of
global power balance could hardly be accurate and comprehensive. Finally,
the lack of earlier NPI assessments and projections does not allow to put
the international power distribution into a historical perspective as well as
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make judgments about the long-term prospects of individual political
units in the evolving global power dynamics.

9  MILITARY ALLIANCES

The foregoing evaluations of national strength tend to commonly omit a
number of important power features, such as those connected with its
credibility. Consider, for example, military capability’s deterrence poten-
tial. In addition to tangibles, its efficiency strongly depends upon such
factors as victorious images gained in recent military conflicts as well as
records of respecting national commitments in military alliances.

Among implicit indicators of power, one should contemplate the num-
ber and magnitude of major power allies. The latter we define as countries
that have concluded defense agreements with a principal power. If one
applies Stephen Walt’s concept of balancing and bandwagoning patterns
in alliance formation, it would be easier to discern what international con-
ditions are objectively more conducive to strengthening the veracity of
images of the traditional great powers.%®

One may reasonably suggest then that the periods of instability and
strategic uncertainty are more in line with the logic of power sustainabil-
ity for they tend to create incentives by the weaker states to bandwagon
with strong nations, thereby contributing to consolidation of their power
credibility. Indeed, with multiplication of threats to national security,
governments are more often than not prompted to seek security partner-
ships with stronger states. While entangling alliances, as history tells us,
might well contain security risks for the patron-states, their elites may
tempt to perceive such alliances as the necessary evil when dealing with
the challenges of sustaining legitimacy of their international primacy.
Understandably, the bigger the number of minor countries seeking pro-
tection from foes by bandwagoning with stronger nations, the wider the
geography of major power alliances, the more diverse their structure—
the larger the scope of political influence by the alfa states. Accordingly, a
state whose benevolence and protection are sought after by a relativity
larger number of states can be considered more credible in terms of power
in comparison with her peers.

Further, to determine the long-term trends in the relative impor-
tance of individual major powers in terms of their military-political
appeal and influence, it is vital to trace the dynamics of the alliance indexes
through an extended period of time. This can be done, for instance, by
analyzing COW project data on military agreements concluded by every
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contemporary major power for the last 200 years beginning 1816.°¢ An
analysis of compositions of the world power balances and military alliances
in the last 200 years reveals that the hard power attractiveness of the tradi-
tional European great powers has been falling as result of their relative
decline comparative to the United States and the former Soviet Union
which have skyrocketed after WWII. Even though the hard power gap
between the United States and its immediate competitor, China, has been
narrowing in the last decades, this has not reflected upon the structure of
international allegiances, which remained primarily pro-American. Even
though in the new century China’s government has resorted to multilat-
eralism to legitimize her rise in economic capabilities (e.g., by initiating
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) or establishing a free trade
area with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)—the
ASEAN-China Free Trade Area [ACFTAY]), it continues to pursue its tra-
ditional policy of military non-entanglement in relations with pawns with
the rare exception of North Korea. Notably, even despite close ties with its
most valuable geopolitical partner, Pakistan, the PRC has been wary to
bind itself by security obligations with respect to Islamabad. Among the
causes of Beijing’s “allliancephobia” some Chinese scholars name the lack
of experience in alliance formation and management along with the fears
of losing diplomatic maneuverability. They, however, appear to recognize
that in the absence of formal commitments to security of her pawns, the
resultant international image of China is bound to be insufficiently impres-
sive for a claimant of a superpower status.®”
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