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For over sixty years the United States has been the largest economy and
most powerful country in the world. However, there is growing specu-
lation that this era of hegemony is under threat as it faces huge trade
deficits, a weaker currency, and stretched military resources. America’s
Global Advantage argues that, despite these difficulties, the US will
maintain its privileged position. In this original and important con-
tribution to a central subject in International Relations, Carla Norrlof
challenges the prevailing wisdom that other states benefit more from US
hegemony than the United States itself. By analysing America’s structural
advantages in trade, money, and security, and the ways in which these
advantages reinforce one another, Norrlof shows how and why America
benefits from being the dominant power in the world. Contrary to pre-
dictions of American decline, she argues that American hegemony will
endure for the foreseeable future.

CARLA NORRLOF is an Associate Professor in the Department of Political
Science at the University of Toronto.
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Preface

When I began inquiring about the distribution of benefits from trade,
I was first looking at countries’ relative capacity for trade expan-
sion, synergies between import and export growth, and the determi-
nants of commercial bargaining power. After some time, I realized
that evaluating countries’ relative propensity for raising imports and
exports, and any advantage tied to it, required a parallel assessment
of countries’ ability to absorb foreign investment and to invest in
other countries. Analyzing commercial gains allocation meant get-
ting to work on the politics of investment and monetary relations,
and wading through more data than any scholar without a research
assistant could possibly wish for. In the meantime, there was renewed
interest in cross-border financial transactions in the economics discip-
line, a string of unprecedented current account deficits in the United
States, euro success, and China’s rise. One moment there was talk of
America as empire, the next forecasts of American decline. But just
how much systemic variation is there between the account of America
the indispensable power and America the weak? This led me to con-
sider the structural features at the basis of a country’s relative stand-
ing in the world and the relationship between these features. Was
there a bargaining advantage associated with being the largest power
in the world, or was it better to be a free-riding smaller power, as
so many scholars surmised? My research not only suggests that the
United States benefits from being the most dominant power today,
but that it will continue to be the greatest power for the foreseeable
future. Not all gains are quantifiable in monetary terms but come
in the form of an unusually wide policy autonomy window, i.e., a
longer time horizon and a greater capacity for risk-taking. Because
of the leverage the United States has over other states, it has con-
siderable leeway to pursue policies that would be suicidal if under-
taken by any other country. This is not to say that the United States
is above all constraint or invulnerable, but rather that it is in a better
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position to gain from international economic relations than are other
states — not all of the time, of course, but most of the time. This claim
will seem obvious to many readers but is surprisingly controversial in
the International Relations and Political Economy literature, where
Olson’s public goods argument has been completely internalized and
where any finding that is not counterintuitive is frowned upon. While
I understand that American decline is inevitable in the long run, my
analysis adds a cautionary note to all the speculation about imminent
decline, which is by no means restricted to our own time but goes
back to the 1970s, and never quite seems to materialize in the thun-
derous fashion that would sound the end of the American era.

Watching the full dread of the financial crisis play itself out in the
United States while waiting for reader reports added unwelcome sus-
pense to the review process. Although clearly this is not a book about
the credit crunch, it includes aspects of the crisis and fundamentals
in the banking sector relevant to assessing America’s clout, its relative
position, and future prospects.
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