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A
decade after several leading scholars in
American foreign policy predicted the
inevitable demise of American hegemony 
and the rise of a multi-polar world order, 
neither has yet occurred. 

The end of the Cold War did not 
trigger widespread counterbalancing by
other major states to match American 
dominance, nor did the United States 
adopt a policy of strategic disengagement
as some had hoped or prescribed. 
Many are still analyzing why the emerging
structure of international politics, 
as suggested by Christopher Layne 
and Kenneth Waltz, failed to materialize.1

As a result, the application of both 
the traditional balance of power theory 
and structural realism in the context 
of American foreign policy is being
reassessed.

Yet, despite the continued absence 
of a counterbalance to the United 
States, recent arguments again debate 
the viability of current American foreign
policy and whether it can be sustained.
Some scholars argue that it cannot, and 
that current strategy eventually will 
overextend American resources, leading
ultimately to failure. However, some 
have adopted a different view – arguing 
that now is precisely the moment to 
exercise American power and ensure 
a stable, liberal, international order 
for the future.

Whether applauded or resented, 
recent American foreign policy and the
seemingly inevitable rise of an ‘American
Empire’ have captured significant 
attention. In the last two years alone, 
the issue has spawned at least a dozen

scholarly works and perhaps hundreds of articles in 
western journals. Two recent additions to the dialogue 
are Joseph Nye’s The Paradox of American Power:
Why the World’s Only Superpower Can’t Go It Alone, 
and Niall Ferguson’s Colossus: The Price of America’s
Empire. Though addressing the same topic, these two 
books provide very different perspectives on American 
grand strategy and the all-important question – how does 
the United States best secure the homeland and promote 
its values and national interests abroad while avoiding 
self-defeating behaviour and actions that prematurely 
ended so many previous empires?

Nye, a former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Defense 
and now Dean of the Kennedy School of Government at
Harvard, argues for what he describes as a ‘soft power’
approach to American foreign policy. Suggesting that 
traditional forms of hard power, such as military force, 
have become less relevant in influencing international 

politics, he offers that, instead, the United
States should pursue a policy of primarily
soft power. His concept includes the
transnational appeal of a country’s 
culture, its investment in international 
institutions, and its ability to co-opt 
political allies in the pursuit of common
international interests. Nye feels that 
considering no other state is likely to
openly challenge U.S. hegemony in the
near term, it is more in the national 
interest to appeal to other nations and 
avoid any aggressive or arrogant foreign
policy that further isolates American 
interests and values from the rest of 
the world.

Although it is a compelling argument,
Nye’s thesis relies greatly upon 
assumptions, many of which are hotly 
contested within international relations
scholarship today. Military power has 
had tremendous relevance in international
relations since 11 September 2001, 
effecting dramatic political changes in
Southwest Asia. Meanwhile, the influence
of international institutions, such as 
the United Nations, continues to 
be exposed as stagnant and ineffectual. 
The current humanitarian crisis in the
Sudan is but a recent example of where 
the might of the Security Council has 
again fallen impotent while debating 
the exact definition of the word genocide.
Meanwhile, thousands starve to death 
as unscrupulous factions war over 
a country on the verge of collapse. 
As for American culture, one could argue
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that it is loved and hated with equal intensity, even by 
its closest neighbours, Canada and Mexico. Other issues
cited by Nye, such as the relative decline of the state to 
non-state actors, the necessity for the adoption of a 
liberal internationalist agenda, or the imperative to build
coalitions of the willing rather than act unilaterally 
to achieve political aims, are also questionable in 
terms of becoming inevitable trends, let alone being deemed
desirable or necessary. Both Henry Kissinger and 
John Mearsheimer, among others, have criticized many 
of the tenets of soft power, and, as realists, certainly believe
the importance of these constructs to be exaggerated.2

So if not soft power, what then? Niall Ferguson 
presents a less flexible argument in Colossus, suggesting 
that future American grand strategy can now only 
succeed through strategic engagement supported by 
hard power. Ferguson, currently the Herzog Professor 
of Financial History at the Stern Business School of 
New York University, is well known for his remarkable
examinations of the convergence of wealth and international
relations. His recent work includes a history of the House 
of Rothschild and a history of Hamburg business and 
German politics. Colossus follows a similar vein. Here, 
he demonstrates that the sheer cost of achieving and 
maintaining US future security, living standards, and 
liberal imperialism demands a policy of forward presence.
Ferguson warns his readers, however, that American 
self-characterization as a ‘reluctant empire’ serves only to
weaken these pillars. Instead, he prefers that America should
assume its inevitable role as a hegemonic power more
aggressively. Although sympathetic to the ideals of soft
power, he plainly observes that hard power, not soft 
power, was needed to force dynamic political change in the
Middle East, and will always be needed to maintain 
a liberal international order through the War on Terrorism
and after.

Though Ferguson’s thesis is at times disjointed, and 
may be appear to mimic recent works by other scholars, 
it includes a critical financial examination of the costs 
of current American liberal anti-imperial imperialism 
that often deflates myths and generalizations that have 
gained influence in popular media or political rhetoric. 
For example, he notes that the cost of the Afghanistan 
War, the Iraq War, and related activities to date are often

exaggerated and, in fact, remain far less than what was 
spent during the last decade of the Cold War in containing 
the Soviet Union. He also questions why the international
community believes the UN to be a desperately needed 
counterbalance to American unilateralism, given that 
the US finances most of its operating costs. As Ferguson
points out: “More than a fifth of the regular two-year 
UN budget of $2.54 billion is paid for by the United
States...American contributions also account for half 
the budget of the World Food Program, a quarter of the
budget of UN peacekeeping operations, the International
Atomic Energy Agency...”, and the list goes on. In essence,
the UN, it seems, is not an alternative to the United States 
but in reality is a creature of the United States. “And 
when its resources are so much smaller than those of the 
US government,” Ferguson writes, “its functions can never
be more than complementary to American power.” As 
if to completely expose its true impotence, the entire 
budget of the UN, the reader is reminded, is roughly 
equal to what the Pentagon spends every thirty-two hours.
Given these facts, one is left to question whether the 
UN can ever again truly act successfully as a body for 
collective security.

Overall, Ferguson’s book provides a reality check 
to the tenets offered by Joseph Nye and tests them 
against recent events including the Iraq War. While Nye’s
policy requires Americans exporting themselves and 
their culture out into the world, Ferguson conservatively
points out that, unlike so many citizens of the British 
Empire, Americans generally choose not to leave their 
country for any long period of time if at all possible.
Believing the centre to be more desirable than the 
periphery, more Americans, he argues, prefer to stay 
home and earn CEO after their name rather than 
CBE, in reference to the Companion of the Order of 
the British Empire, an honour often bestowed upon 
British civil servants who serve loyally for lengthy 
periods outside Britain. If this is so, can America 
continue to dominate international relations, or will those
who foretold of America’s hegemonic demise see their 
prediction realized?
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