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The Dependent

Colossus

Although globalization today reinforces American power,

over time it promises to have the opposite eﬂect.

By Joseph S. Nye Jr.

he United States plays a central role in all dimen-

sions of contemporary globalization, which at its core refers to worldwide networks of interdependence. A

network is simply a series of connections of points in a system. But networks can take a surprising number

of shapes and architectures and vary enormously in centralization and complexity of connections: a spider

web, an electricity grid, a metropolitan bus system, and the Internet, for example. Theorists of networks argue

that under most conditions, centrality in networks
conveys power—that is, the hub controls the spokes.

Some see globalism as a network with an Ameri-
can hub and spokes reaching out to the rest of the
world. There is some truth in this picture, as the
United States is central to four forms of globaliza-
tion: economic (the United States has the largest
capital market), military (it is the only country with
global reach), social (it is the heart of pop culture),
and environmental (the United States is the biggest
polluter, and its political support is necessary for
effective action on environmental issues).

Joseph S. Nye Jr. is dean of the John F. Kennedy School of
Government at Harvard University. This essay is adapted
from his book The Paradox of American Power: Why the
World’s Only Superpower Can’t Go It Alone (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002).

Those who advocate a hegemonic or unilateral-
ist foreign policy are attracted to this image of global
networks. Yet there are at least four reasons it would
be a mistake to envisage contemporary networks
of globalism simply as the hub and spokes of an
American empire that creates dependency for smaller
countries. First, the architecture of networks of
interdependence varies according to the different
dimensions of globalization. The hub-and-spokes
metaphor fits military globalism more closely than
economic, environmental, or social globalism
because U.S. dominance is so much greater in that
domain. Even in the military area, most states are
more concerned about threats from neighbors than
from the United States, a fact that leads many to call
in U.S. global power to redress local imbalances. For
instance, a U.S. presence is welcome in most of
East Asia as a balance to rising Chinese power.
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At the same time, in economic networks a hub-
and-spokes image is inaccurate. In trade, for exam-
ple, Europe and Japan are significant alternative
nodes in the global network. Environmental glob-
alization—the future of endangered species in Africa
or the Amazonian rain forest in Brazil—is also less
centered on the United States. And where the Unit-
ed States is viewed as a major ecological threat,
as in the production of carbon dioxide,
there is often resistance to U.S. policies.

Second, the hub-and-spokes image
may be misleading in that it fails to
take into account reciprocity or two-
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way vulnerability. Even militarily, the ability of the
United States to strike any place in the world does
not make it invulnerable, as Americans learned at
high cost on September 11, 2001. And while the
United States has the largest economy, it is both sen-
sitive and potentially defenseless to the spread of
contagions in global capital markets, as Ameri-
cans discovered in the 1997 financial crises. In the
social dimension, the United States may export
more popular culture than any other country, but
it also imports more ideas and immigrants than
most countries. Finally, the United States is envi-
ronmentally sensitive to actions abroad that it can-
not control. Even if the United States took costly
measures to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide at
home, it would still be vulnerable to climate change
induced by coal-fired power plants in China.

A third problem with the simple hub-and-spokes
dependency image is that it fails to identify other
important connections and nodes in global networks.
New York City is important in the flows of capital
to emerging markets but so are London, Frankfurt,
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and Tokyo. In social and political globalization, Paris
is more important to Gabon than Washington, D.C.;
Moscow is still more important in Central Asia.
Maldives, only a few feet above sea level in the
Indian Ocean, is particularly sensitive to the poten-
tial effects of carbon dioxide produced in the rest of
the world. It is also completely vulnerable, since

its sensitivity has to do with geography,

not policy. At some time in the future,
Beijing will become more relevant
to Maldives than Washington,
because China will eventually out-
strip the United States in the pro-

duction of greenhouse gases. For many countries, the
United States will not be the center of the world.
Finally, as the prior example suggests, the hub-
and-spokes model may fail to take into account
changes that are taking place in the architecture of
global networks. Network theorists argue that
central players gain power most when there are
structural holes—gaps in communications—
between other participants. When the spokes can-
not communicate with each other without going
through the hub, the central position of the hub
provides power. When the spokes can communi-
cate and coordinate directly with each other, the
hub becomes less powerful. The growth of the
Internet provides these inexpensive alternative
connections that fill the gaps. As the architecture
of global networks evolves from a hub-and-spokes
model to a widely distributed form like that of the
Internet, the structural holes shrink and the power
of the central state is reduced. It is true, for now,
that Americans are central to the Internet; at the
start of the 21st century, they composed by far the
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largest contingent of all Internet users. But by
2003, projections suggest that the United States
will have 180 million Internet users and that
there will be 240 million abroad. This gap will
be even more pronounced two decades hence,
as Internet usage continues to spread.

English is the most prevalent language on the
Internet today, but by 2010, Chinese Internet
users are likely to outhnumber American users.
Chinese Web sites will be read primarily by
ethnic Chinese nationals and expatriates, and
Chinese will not dethrone English as the Web’s
lingua franca. However, Chinese power in Asia
will increase because Beijing will be able, in the
words of Harvard China scholar Tony Saich,
“to shape a Chinese political culture that
stretches well beyond its physical boundaries.”
And China will not be alone. With the inevitable
spread of technological capabilities, more widely
distributed network architectures will evolve. At
some time in the future, when there are a billion
Internet users in Asia and 250 million in the

United States, more Web sites, capital, entre-
preneurs, and advertisers will be attracted to
the Asian market.

The United States has been described as
bestriding the world like a colossus. Looking
more closely, we see that U.S. dominance varies
across realms and that many relationships of
interdependence go both ways. Large states such
as the United States—or, to a lesser extent,
China—have more freedom than do small states,
but they are rarely exempt from the effects of
globalization. And states are not alone. For bet-
ter and worse, technology is putting capabilities
within the reach of individuals that were solely
the preserve of government in the past. Falling
costs are increasing the thickness and complex-
ity of global networks of interdependence. The
United States promotes and benefits from eco-
nomic globalization. But over the longer term,
we can expect globalization itself to spread tech-
nological and economic capabilities and thus
reduce the extent of U.S. dominance.
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