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Undermining American Hegemony

Advancing a new approach to the study of international order, this book

highlights the stakes disguised by traditional theoretical languages of

power transitions and hegemonic wars. Rather than direct challenges to

US military power, the most consequential undermining of hegemony is

routine, bottom-up processes of international goods substitution: a slow

hollowing out of the existing order through competition to seek or offer

alternative sources for economic, military, or social goods. Studying how

actors gain access to alternative suppliers of these public goods, this

volume shows how states consequently move away from the liberal

international order. Examining unfamiliar – but crucial – cases, it takes

the reader on a journey from local Faroese politics, to Russian election

observers in Central Asia, to South American drug lords. Broadening the

debate about the role of public goods in international politics, this book

offers a new perspective of one of the key issues of our time.
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Preface

We ûnalized this volume during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, not

long after the United States and China engaged in a particularly ûerce

round of blaming one another for the initial spread of the virus. Many

countries – in Asia, Europe, the Middle East, and elsewhere – closed

borders as they struggled to copewith both the economic and the public

health effects of the crisis. Political analysts and pundits are currently

talking about ‘deglobalization’ – reducing economic interdependence

and enhancing economic self-sufûciency. American President Donald

Trump announced he was suspending support for the World Health

Organization (WHO), and then that he would withdraw the United

States entirely from WHO.

While it currently remains unclear if Trump will actually follow

through on this threat, numerous commentators note that the United

States has conspicuously avoided playing the kind of global leadership

role that it assumed during previous pandemics.Meanwhile, China and

Russia have publicly offered emergency medical supplies and advisors,

especially to hard-hit European countries like Italy, Spain, and Serbia –

where friendly politicians, at least initially, positively contrasted these

efforts with those of the European Union (EU).

This political posturing is only the latest in a growing trend of goods

substitution in international relations. For over a decade, new patrons –

usually emerging powers including China, Russia, and Gulf States –

have been providing a range of international goods once primarily

supplied by the United States, its Western allies, and Western-

dominated institutions of global governance.

This volume is a companion to Alexander Cooley and Daniel

Nexon’s monograph, Exit from Hegemony: The Unraveling of

American Global Order, which looks at a number of different factors

driving the erosion of US leadership. While that book numbers goods

substitution among those factors, this volume provides a more

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108949323
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-94932-3 — Undermining American Hegemony
Edited by Morten Skumsrud Andersen , Alexander Cooley , Daniel H. Nexon 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

sustained – andmuchmore theoretically developed – examination of its

dynamics.

As the distinguished contributors in this volume show, the process of

international goods substitution has been quietly undermining the

American ‘patronage monopoly’ (really more of a cartel, and never

truly complete) in the economic, security, and even normative domains.

This monopoly served as the foundation of the American-led liberal

international order. Its erosion therefore matters a great deal for the

texture of world politics.

Some symptoms of rising goods substitution have been highly

visible – including the establishment of new development institutions

such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Others, such

as the rise of ‘bad faith’ international election observers, have operated

in more obscure areas of global governance. The net effect of the rising

salience of the politics of international goods substitution has been to

hollow out aspects of American leadership, both in regions where

Washington has traditionally dominated – such as Latin America and

theNorth Atlantic – as well as in those alreadymore susceptible to, say,

Russian and Chinese inûuence, including Central Asia.

The current salience of goods substitution, we contend, stems from

how power transitions affect more general dynamics associated with

contestation over international order. But the analytical importance of

international goods substitution extends beyond power transitions in

general, and the current power transition in particular. We offer the

concept as an integrative, synthetic approach that includes many

traditional concerns in the study of power politics, including

balancing and divide-and-rule strategies.

The funding for this project was provided by the Research Council of

Norway under the project ‘Undermining Hegemony’ (project no.

240647). Beginning with a pilot in 2015, the full project,

spearheaded by the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs

(NUPI), ran from 2016 to 2018 and featured intensive workshops

and meetings in Italy, Spain, and Norway, as well as within sessions

of the International Studies Association. We are extremely grateful to

our NUPI colleagues Iver B. Neumann, Benjamin de Carvalho, and

Halvard Leira for their leadership and ûexibility with regard to the

evolution of the project, as well as other NUPI researchers for their

feedback and support.
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Because this project lasted for many years and received invaluable

input from so many different friends and colleagues, we cannot

possibly acknowledge all those who contributed their time and

feedback. We thank Aleksandra Turek for her research assistance and

help with preparation of the manuscript. Dan Nexon would like to

thank Maia Gemmill for sharing her insights and subject matter

expertise; Paul Musgrave and Abraham Newman for feedback and

inspiration on a variety of aspects of the argument; Megan Stewart

for not just assisting with research into conceptual issues related to

goods and goods ecologies, but also for many formative discussions

about the politics of goods provision; and Steven Ward, who was

a crucial intellectual collaborator on the theoretical arguments

presented in Chapter 2 – and for allowing us to reproduce them

there. And we are thankful to John Haslam and the two reviewers at

Cambridge University Press for their insightful comments and

guidance.

Finally, the editors dedicate this volume to Iver B. Neumann –

pioneering scholar, coauthor, mentor, and friend.
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