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“The extent to which America sustains its role as the world’s de facto government 
in the decades ahead will do a great deal to determine the wealth and security 
that the citizens of the future enjoy.”

Can America Keep Its Global Role?
MichAel MAndelbAuM

Almost one hundred years ago events took 
place that propelled the United States on 
the path to the global role it plays today. 

World War i drew the country from the edge 
of international politics to the center. in 1917 
America entered the war, dispatching troops to 
the European continent for the first time in its his-
tory. The United States withdrew from the security 
affairs of the continent during the interwar period, 
but returned in World War ii, playing a larger 
role in Europe than in the previous conflict while 
simultaneously waging another major war, against 
Japan, in the Pacific. 

Emerging from the second great global conflict 
of the twentieth century as the world’s strongest 
power in both military and economic terms, the 
United States formed and led a military coalition 
against the Soviet Union and its communist cli-
ents while at the same time organizing and help-
ing to manage an international economic order 
based on free markets, an order that included its 
old and new allies in Western Europe and Japan, 
and ultimately other countries as well.

America’s far-flung and sturdy alliances, com-
bined with the record of prosperity within the US-
sponsored economic order, led, after four decades, 
to the collapse of European communism and 
the expansion of the Western economic order to 
include virtually every country. in this new world, 
the United States has continued the role it played 
during the cold War, albeit on a larger scale. it 
provides to the whole world, not only its allies, 
many of the services that governments furnish to 
the countries they govern.

A century after its debut as one of several pow-
ers active at the heart of international affairs, the 
United States stands alone today as the world’s de 
facto government. America’s governmental servic-
es benefit virtually all countries, even if few ever 
openly acknowledge this. They make the world a 
more peaceful and prosperous place than it would 
otherwise be.

calming Fears
The policies of the United States make the 

world more secure in two ways. First, the US 
presence in Europe and East Asia reassures the 
countries there that military conditions will not 
change suddenly and to their disadvantage. The 
Europeans know that if Russia should revert 
to the aggressive foreign policies of the Soviet 
Union, the United States will be on hand to help 
defend them, as it did during the cold War. 
As long as Germany remains embedded in an 
American-dominated alliance, the Russians, for 
their part, need not fear that the Germans, who 
invaded them twice in the past century, will 
embark on an independent foreign policy and 
conceivably even arm themselves with nuclear 
weapons.

Because of the US presence in East Asia, Amer-
ica’s regional allies can count on the United States 
joining them in opposition to any dangerous ini-
tiatives that china may choose to undertake. At 
the same time, because of the Japanese-American 
security alliance, china need not fear Japan, 
which invaded and occupied much of its territory 
in the 1930s.

Second, the United States uses its diplomatic, 
economic, and occasionally military resources to 
counteract the most dangerous trend in twenty-
first-century security affairs: the spread of nuclear 
weapons to countries and non-state actors that do 
not have them and would threaten the interna-

MichAel MAndelbAuM is a professor and director of the 
American Foreign Policy program at Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity’s School of Advanced International Studies. His forthcom-
ing book, The Road to Global Prosperity, will be published 
by Simon & Schuster in March 2014.



tional order if they did. North Korea and iran are 
the major targets of this ongoing effort.

America also supplies economic services to the 
world. The US Navy safeguards commerce on the 
planet’s two major trade routes, the Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans. The US dollar is the currency most 
widely used around the world. Many countries, 
especially in East Asia, have achieved economic 
growth through exports, the major purchaser of 
which has been the United States.

help wanted
The extent to which America sustains its role 

as the world’s de facto government in the decades 
ahead will do a great deal to determine the wealth 
and security that the citizens of the future enjoy. 
Will this role continue? Three scenarios are pos-
sible.

in the most favorable of them, other countries 
would assist America in providing global gover-
nance. The industrial democracies—the countries 
of Europe and Japan—are the most plausible can-
didates to supply such assis-
tance. They have decades 
of experience in cooperat-
ing with the United States 
and share American values. 
This is not, unfortunately, a 
likely scenario. The Europe-
ans and Japanese have long 
since lost the habit of asserting themselves inter-
nationally, and will be preoccupied in coming 
decades with the related challenges of slow eco-
nomic growth and aging societies. They will lack 
the resources and the political will to contribute 
much to global security and prosperity.

The rising powers of Asia—india and china—
are even less likely to become partners with the 
United States in promoting political stability and 
protecting the global economy. Still, the two of 
them, china especially, could lighten the burden 
of global governance that America bears simply 
by refraining from policies that make the burden 
heavier. By settling its maritime territorial dis-
putes with its Asian neighbors, for example, china 
would contribute materially to global peace.

The second and least favorable of the scenarios 
also involves china. it is one in which Beijing 
seeks to establish itself as a global rival of Wash-
ington and opposes the American policies that 
serve wider interests. The return of traditional 

great-power rivalry in the twenty-first century 
would make security more expensive and more 
difficult to attain.

china will surely seek greater influence in 
the years ahead. However, like the countries of 
Europe, it will become an older society, and any 
chinese government will concentrate its attention 
on improving the material conditions of the hun-
dreds of millions of its citizens who remain poor. 
As a result, Beijing will likely lack the resources, 
and the inclination, to mount a full-scale assault 
on US foreign policies.

threats From within
The third and most likely path for the American 

role as the world’s de facto government is one in 
which the United States neither receives signifi-
cant help in supporting the global economic order 
and maintaining international security, nor faces a 
major, direct challenge to those of its policies that 
serve these purposes. in that case, the chief threat 
to the continuation of America’s role will come 

from within.
it will come from the 

public’s disapproval of and 
disillusionment with the 
recent consequences of 
America’s expansive foreign 
policy, including the wars in 
Afghanistan and iraq. it will 

come as well from the soaring costs of the coun-
try’s two major social welfare programs—Social 
Security and Medicare—as 78 million baby boom-
ers (Americans born between 1946 and 1964) 
retire and claim their benefits. Each domestic chal-
lenge, and especially the two combined, may well 
reduce public support for sustaining the political 
and economic services that the United States fur-
nishes to the rest of the world.

indeed, there are signs that this is already 
happening: reductions in defense spending, for 
example; and the groundswell of opposition to 
conducting punitive air strikes on Syria in retalia-
tion for its government’s use of chemical weapons. 
if Americans conclude that assuring global secu-
rity and supporting global commerce have become 
too difficult, too dangerous, or too costly, and 
compel a substantial retrenchment in activities 
abroad, they will reverse the hundred-year pattern 
of US foreign policy, to the detriment not only of 
America but of the entire world. ■
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America’s services benefit virtually 
all countries, even if few ever  

openly acknowledge this.


