
that the U.S. stands alone as a
global superpower, yet perceiving
an array of weaknesses that could
undermine its stature as numerous
emerging powers seek a bigger
role on the world stage.

Cited most often: the partisan
political gridlock in Washington –
viewed as hindering efforts to
tackle other long-term problems.

“Some U.S. vulnerabilities are
quite obvious,” said Dmitri Trenin,
a Russian expert on diplomatic and
security policy, in an email from
Moscow. “The issue of debt ... too
loose financial regulation, social
inequality which is punishing
America’s middle class.”

Trenin, director of the Carnegie
Moscow Center, predicted the U.S.
will nonetheless remain pre-emi-
nent for decades, but he questioned
the ability of America’s political
elite to interpret and respond wise-
ly to global developments.

“This is not always impressive,
and some comments made on the
election stump are downright
depressing,” he said.

Narushige Michishita, a profes-
sor at Tokyo’s National Graduate
Institute for Policy Studies and an
adviser to Japan’s government on
security issues, views the debate
in the U.S. over its global stature
as a sign of insecurity. He says it
has prompted to Japan to look to
other strategic partners to bolster
its position in Asia.

“It is clear in relative terms that
the U.S. is starting to decline in
comparison with China,”
Michishita said. “As U.S. com-
mitment and influence starts to
decline ... it is inevitable China
will expand.”

China, for all its size and rapid
economic growth, is decades
away from any plausible claim to
equal stature. The U.S. dollar is
still the world reserve currency of
choice, and America will have far
higher per-capita income even
when China – with more than four
times as many people – eventual-
ly claims the world’s largest econ-
omy.

Nonetheless, the latest global
attitudes survey by the Pew
Research Center, which was con-
ducted last year, found that a
majority of respondents in 15 of
22 nations believed China either
will replace or already has
replaced U.S. as the leading
superpower. This view was espe-
cially prevalent in Western
Europe – for example, held by 72
percent of French people.

Among Americans, the per-
centage saying that China will
eventually overshadow or has
already overshadowed the U.S.

increased from 33 percent in 2009
to 46 percent in 2011.

What do China’s experts say?
The Chinese Academy of Social
Science’s Comprehensive National
Power index – which weighs nat-
ural resources, population demo-
graphics, and military, scientific
and economic strength – ranks the
U.S. first and China at No. 7.

By some other measures, China
fares worse – it places 101st in the
United Nations’ latest Human
Development Index ranking
countries according to life
expectancy, educational attain-
ment and income. The U.S. placed
fourth after Norway, Australia and
the Netherlands.

To some in China, the self-
doubts in the U.S. seem
overblown. 

“The U.S. has a strong sense of
crisis,” said Zhu Feng, an interna-
tional affairs expert at Peking
University who frequently travels
to the U.S. 

Zhu’s advice, when it comes to
talk of China surpassing the U.S.:
Don’t believe the hype. By almost
every measure, he notes, China
still lags behind. It is investing bil-
lions in cutting-edge research, yet
innovative spirit may at times be
restrained by an oppressive politi-
cal climate and a culture that val-
ues hierarchy and conformity.

“China is an adolescent
power,” Zhu said. “The most
important lesson is to learn how to
be a great power.”

•••
The United States has spent

much of its existence learning
how to be a great power – culmi-
nating with the post-Cold War era
in which no single nation could
rival it.

Yet the Republican presidential
candidates often criticize Obama
for what they perceive as a reluc-
tance to embrace America’s
uniqueness.

One comment they seized on:
Obama saying he believed in
American exceptionalism, “just as
I suspect that the Brits believe in
British exceptionalism and the
Greeks believe in Greek excep-
tionalism.”

Another challenged remark,
regarding the need to invest in
infrastructure:

“We used to have the best stuff.
Anybody been to Beijing Airport
lately?” Obama said. “Well, we’ve
lost our ambition, our imagination
and our willingness to do the
things that built the Golden Gate
Bridge and Hoover Dam.”

Romney said during a campaign
debate, “We have a president right
now who thinks America’s just
another nation.” GOP rival Newt
Gingrich, author of a book titled
“A Nation Like No Other,” has
made American exceptionalism a
centerpiece of his campaign. 

Obama has been blunt in rebut-
tal.

“Anyone who tells you that
America is in decline or that our

influence has waned, doesn’t
know what they’re talking about,”
he said in his State of the Union
speech.

The polemics have had a stim-
ulus effect on at least one eco-
nomic sector – a booming mini-
industry of books engaging in the
debate.

The titles often tell the tale:
“The Post-American World” by
journalist Fareed Zakaria; “That
Used to Be Us” by New York
Times columnist Thomas Fried-
man and foreign policy professor
Michael Mandelbaum; “No One’s
World” by international affairs
expert Charles Kupchan.

Friedman and Mandelbaum
argue that the U.S. can recover its
greatness, but only by aggressive-
ly tackling such challenges as
globalization, budget deficits and
excessive energy consumption.

Kupchan, a Georgetown Uni-
versity professor, argues that the
dominance of the U.S. – and the
West as a whole – is weakening in
tandem with the rise of China,
India, Brazil and other emerging
powers.

“We’re headed to a world for
the first time in history that will be
interdependent, globalized but
without a political anchor,”
Kupchan told Book TV. “Most of
the 21st century won’t have a
dominant player.”

Even within the U.S. govern-
ment, there’s acknowledgment
that America risks losing its edge
in some sectors.

ACommerce Department report
released in January said the econo-
my’s scientific and technological
foundations have been eroding at a
time when many other nations are
growing stronger.

“In short, some elements of the
U.S. economy are losing their
competitive edge, which may
mean that future generations of
Americans will not enjoy a higher
standard of living than is enjoyed
in the United States today,” the
report warned.

The U.S. education system is
slipping in some areas, such as
students’ training in math and sci-
ence, according to the report. It
said the U.S. is “lagging behind”
in some vital aspects of 21st cen-
tury infrastructure, such as broad-
band Internet access.

Another somber assessment
came from a task force formed by
the American Political Science
Association – it concluded that
America’s global stature had
“declined dramatically” over the
past decade.

The task force chairman, Pro-
fessor Jeffrey Legro of University
of Virginia, said U.S. policymak-
ers need to rethink budgetary pri-
orities.

“All our money is going into
entitlements,” Legro said. “We
need a rediversion of money into
other areas – things that provide
for the future, not for the past.”

•••
Across the U.S. border in Cana-

da, Carleton University foreign
policy professor Michael Hart has
been keeping watch on the fiscal
impasse in Washington.

“Obviously the U.S. is very
divided on some very big policy
issues, and that has some impact
on its ability to exercise leader-
ship in the rest of the world,” he
said. “It undermines confidence
that others have.”

As a Canadian, Hart has a
close-up perspective on other U.S.
strengths and weaknesses. Ameri-
ca’s health care system, for exam-
ple, lacks the universal coverage
that Canada and Western Europe
offer, yet it remains a global role
model for quality of care at the top
end of the scale.

“If you’re going to be sick and
you can afford it, the U.S. is the
place to be – for speed, for thor-
oughness,” Hart said. “In Canada,
you have to wait. The best thing to
do is call an ambulance, even if
you don’t need one – it moves you
up the queue.”

Hart sees a similar dynamic
with education, suggesting that
Canada has more equitable out-
comes for its K-12 students yet
lacks any universities on par with
the America’s best.

Among America’s other hemi-
spheric neighbors, Brazil stands
out with its booming economy,
and its upcoming roles as host of
the soccer World Cup and Sum-
mer Olympics.

Alexandre Fortes, a Brazilian
labor historian currently at Duke
University as a visiting professor,
said there is some uncertainty
among his compatriots as to how
eagerly the U.S. will support
Brazil’s ascension.

“A lot depends on the U.S.
learning that other countries have
the right to follow their own path to
development – and sometimes that
may produce short-term conflict
with U.S. interests,” Fortes said.

On his recent U.S. visits, Fortes
has detected increasing inequality,
political polarization and anxiety
about the future.

“If the U.S. doesn’t get back its
capacity to fulfill the American
dream on a more inclusive basis,

it won’t get back to playing a lead-
ing role, in a more positive way,
globally.” he said. “I still think the
U.S. will be the dominant power
for a long time ... but which kind
of future is it going to offer its
own citizens in terms of social
inclusiveness, good education,
good health care?”

Aloisio Araujo, an economist at
the Fundacao Getulio Vargas in
Rio de Janeiro, noted that China is
an increasingly important trade
partner for Latin America.

“But in terms of values, and so
many other dimensions, the Unit-
ed States is still the natural leader
and will be for many decades to
come,” he said.

In India, another emerging
power, there’s less awe of the U.S.
than in the past, according to
economist Rajiv Kumar of the
Federation of Indian Chambers of
Commerce and Industry.

“The U.S. star is seen to be
falling not because the U.S. is
weaker, but because there are
other stars that are starting to
shine,” he said.

America remains the strongest
country, “but there’s no need to say
it,” Kumar said. “In fact, insisting
on it is counterproductive.”

In February, Kumar and other
foreign policy experts released a
report arguing that India should
maintain its philosophy of non-
alignment, which it held through-
out the Cold War, while tracking
U.S.-Chinese relations.

Across much of South Asia and
the Middle East, views of the
United States are colored by its
military struggles in Iraq and
Afghanistan, said Kamran
Bokhari, a Toronto-based analyst
who often travels to the region for
his work with the global intelli-
gence company Stratfor.

“I get the sense that elites in
that region think the days when
the U.S. could impose itself and
its policies are a thing of the past,”
Bokhari said.

•••
Among America’s longtime

trans-Atlantic partners, the domi-
nant policy concern for now is the
European Union’s tumultuous
debt crisis, yet there’s also appre-
hension that the U.S. might scale
back its global role in ways that
could impact Europe.

Alexandra de Hoop Scheffer, a
professor at the Institute of Politi-
cal Studies in Paris and director of
the Paris office of the U.S.-based
German Marshall Fund, said she
and her peers were struck by the
U.S. decision to pass up a domi-
nating role last year in NATO’s
military intervention in Libya.

One result, she said, is uncer-
tainty about who in the West will
assert leadership in future crises. 

“We understand that the United
States is going through difficult
economic period. We are, too,”
she said. “We’re in a strange tran-
sitional time.”

In Germany, foreign policy
expert Josef Braml has joined the
publishing boomlet with a new
book titled, “The American
Patient: What the Looming Col-
lapse of the USA Means to the
World.”

Braml, who analyses the U.S.
for the German Council on For-
eign Relations, says America is
not on the brink of a free fall, but
needs to break its political dead-
lock to grapple with problems in
education, energy policy and
other sectors.

He also said America’s ven-
tures in the Middle East had tar-
nished its image as a bastion of
human rights through its support
of authoritarian regimes and its
sometimes harsh treatment of
detainees.

“Europe still sees the U.S. as a
world leader, and doesn’t want to
see that America is getting a lot
weaker,” Braml said. “Maybe we
don’t want to see it because that
means we need to jump in.”
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Saturday, March 31 from 2:00 - 6:00 p.m.

at Bowling Green High School

Carnival Games

Infl atables

Free concert by local musicians 

Dallas Wilson and Josh Harrison

Proceeds benefi t the Familiy Resource and Youth 

Services Centers of Bowling Green City Schools.

Sponsors include WKU’s SGA, Astro Events, Kohl’s, 

Kappa Delta Sorority, Atmos Energy, and Super 

Home Surplus.
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 Ginger Cleary
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 MORE INDEPENDENT VILLAS COMING SOON!

 270-842-0004
 www.masseyspringsseniorliving.com

 Please Call Today 
 For Your Personal Tour
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 1728 Rockingham Ave • Bowling Green, KY

 (Just off Scottsville Rd)

 Kentucky Radiation Therapy Associates

 Our clinic was designed with you, the patient, in mind. Our 
 serene & comforting atmosphere allows you to relax and 
 know that you will be treated with kindness and respect.

 We offer some of the most advanced technology & 
 capabilities available. Our staff is highly experienced and 
 dedicated to providing optimal cancer treatment.

 Is pleased to announce that we are now
 a participating provider for Anthem/BCBS
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Youths hang out May 21 near a large sign for McDonald’s and a statue of its mascot, Ronald McDonald,
at a train station in Shenyang, China.


