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Ali- So before I actually get into the hard questions on professor Nye’s book, 
I’d like to briefly introduce professor Nye then also say a little about my own 
personal connection to professor Nye. So his biography, I printed it out and it’s 
four pages long so if I read his entire biography I think we’d be out of time and 
I wouldn’t be able to ask him any questions, so I’m just just going to give some
highlights. Joseph Nye is a university distinguished service professor at 
Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, he was the dean there from 
1995 to 2004, he received his bachelors summa cum laude from Princeton 
University in 1958. He did postgraduate work at Oxford where he was a rhodes
scholar and he earned his PhD in political science from Harvard. He has had a 
sterling career in government as well, not only in academia. In 1993 and 94’ he 
was chairman of the national intelligence council. 1994 and 1995 he served as 
assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs where he won the
distinguished service medal with the oak leaf cluster. And he is the author of, in
his biography- I told him to update this- in his biography he’s the author of 
thirteen books but this is actually number fifteen. You need to update that, you 
need to update your biography. So he’s the author of fifteen books, hundreds of 
articles, and I could go on and on and on. But I will just say, and there are many
such polls like this, but one of the polls mentioned in his biography says, that in
2008 a poll of 2,700 international relations students listed professor Nye as one 
of the influential scholars on American foreign policy, and I believe it. 
Hahahaha so just before diving into the questions that I exchanged with 
professor Nye yesterday, just a word about my own connection. So this was, I 
think we met over ten years ago, it was a long time ago so I- a little bit about 
my own background- I was going to study math, that was my- I don’t know 
how I uh- well I do know how I got from math to political science but it just 
goes to show you never know what you’re going to be doing from one year to 
the next. So I was going to be studying math, then 9/11 happened my junior 
year of high school and I realized how ignorant I was of world affairs so I 
redress that ignorance so I took a year off between high school and college, and
I was trying to get up to speed on political science, what’s going on in the 
world, and lo and behold I stumbled upon a book by our esteemed guest that 
was published in 2002 called The Paradox of American Power. And 
remarkably just a brief progression if you look up that book The Paradox of 
American Power, published in 2002, its remarkable, I was just rereading it 
yesterday and with just a few modifications to account for modern events, the 



book could be republished really without any modification, it holds up 
extremely well. I read that book and I would say that book was catalytic in 
terms of getting me to decisively switch from math to political science, and 
with a combination of enthusiasm, new found zeal, and in retrospect quite a bit 
of chutzpah, I emailed professor Nye, who was then the dean of the school, so I
still call him dean even though he’s no longer dean but to me he’ll always be 
the dean of the Kennedy school, so I still call him dean Nye, and I emailed him.
Now at the time I think I was sixteen and dean Nye is supervising all the 
students at the Kennedy school, he’s one of the foremost scholars of 
international relations and I don’t know what got into me but I emailed him and
I said I read you book and I would love to meet with you. I wasn’t expecting to 
get a response back, but if memory serves he responded the next day and he 
said sure why don’t we meet, come up to my office and we’ll get together. I 
was just stunned beyond belief. So I met with dean Nye, and since then he has 
been a mentor and I have gone to him in every stage in my life: when I was in 
college, when I was thinking about graduate school, when I was thinking about 
career advice. Dean Nye has been a source of mentorship, guidance, and 
encouragement throughout the way. And I would say that honestly he has done 
more than any individual to shape who I am today in terms of my thinking 
about world affairs, in terms of stimulating my interest in political science and 
world affairs so to be sitting here today, eleven years after we first met, it’s 
really an honor for me. So thank you. So now to the hard stuff. I told dean Nye 
that I wanted to ask him some difficult questions and the reason is, and this has 
actually been difficult for me because I basically agree with everything he says 
in his new book, so it was difficult for me to come up with difficult questions to
ask, but first a little bit about the book. It’s a short book, it’s actually- in terms 
of the actual body text it’s 127 pages, you can get through it, if you’re focused, 
you can get through it in about a few hours and it’s an extraordinary read. And 
I’ll read you a line from the review that the Economist did, and I think it’s the 
single best summary of the book I’ve ever seen. “This short well argued book 
offers a powerful rebuttal to America’s premature obituarists.” I think that is 
absolutely right. So I agree with pretty much everything in the book. I had the 
privilege of actually reading it and critiquing a first draft of it. But I’m going to 
try and ask some difficult questions and then we’ll open it up to questions from 
all of you. Does that sound good? Okay so the first questions is just on 
semantics but semantics are obviously important so how do you define decline?
You know we read the newspaper, we see the polls, and everyday we hear this 
refrain America is in decline, America is in decline, but what does the term 
mean? 
Joe- I put in the book that the word decline is very ambiguous, it’s not clear, 
it’s also a problem which is when you talk about the decline of a country you 



are talking about a social organism, an artifact, so when you look for a normal 
life cycle of decline of an individual you know that a century is long and its 
probably going to be inside of that so I always say that you look at me and my 
birthday, I can assure you that I’m in decline. But if you look at a country we 
don’t know what a normal life cycle is and I like the quote from Harris Walpole
in the book which is, Walpole was an 18th century British politician, after 
Britain lost its North American colonies, he said “Woe is Britain, we are now 
reduced to a miserable little island like Sardinian.” And that was on the eve of 
Britain’s second century, which was fueled by the industrial revolution. So how
do you know when you’re seeing decline? It’s not easy because what you see 
may be a blip or something cyclical, you don’t know what the whole yard stick 
is that you’re measuring against. I’m always struck that we all think of Henry 
Kissinger and Richard Nixon as particularly prescient in their analysis of 
international affairs, but they deeply believed that the United States was in 
decline in 1968 to 1970. And you say how could such smart men have made 
such a mistake? And the answer- remember they say that the world is now 
multipolar and of course by the end of the century the world wasn’t multipolar, 
it was unipolar, so they got it exactly wrong. But how do you explain it? Well 
the answer is that in 1900 the United States had about a quarter of the world’s 
economy and in 1945, after World War II, almost half the world’s economy that
reflected the abnormal fact that everyone was devastated by World War II, but 
the Americans were strengthened by World War II and that’s why we went so 
far up. But as others recovered their health which was an objective of American
policy, the marshall plan and so forth. Naturally the American share returned to 
normal, which meant we ended the century where we began with about a 
quarter of world product. But if you just take from 45’ to 70’ then measure what
happened, then yes we declined. There’s no question about it. From 50% to 
25% is a decline, the fact is returning from what was previously normal, they 
didn’t notice. So they extrapolated from that, that the world was now 
multipolar, in fact, we entered the 21st century in a unipolar world. So the point
is how do you know decline? How do you measure decline? It’s very tricky. 
The worst thing to do is to take a current trend and extrapolate it because 
history doesn’t work that way, things change. And the other thing about decline 
is that not only do we not know what the time frame is, for the decline of a 
social construct as opposed to an organism, the word decline can be absolute or 
relative. So Rome decline absolutely, it was not passed by another empire, it 
declined because it had no economic productivity and couldn’t defend itself 
against barbarians. Britain declined not because the quality of life got worse 
over time, it didn’t, it got better, but because others got stronger: Germany, the 
US, others. For Rome it was absolute decline, for Britain it was relative 
decline. And if you take those and apply them to the US today, I don’t think 



you can make a case for absolute decline in the US. If you look at demography, 
if you look at productivity, if you look at innovation, new technologies, if you 
look at energies all these areas there’s no absolute decline, in fact most of them 
are getting better. But in terms of American share of world product, the IMF 
has estimated that we have about 18% of world product in the 2020s. So that’s 
a relative decline, but you can also take that and say instead of using the word 
decline, its the rise of the rest. 
Ali- So it’s a different frame? 
Joe- Yeah it’s how you frame it. So the point is the word decline is a difficult 
word because we don’t know what the yardstick is. A and B there are two 
different variants of it: absolute and relative. And even the relative one can be 
interpreted as the rise of others. If you push hard on it has there been some 
relative decline in some US power, I would say yes. But very, relatively small. 
Ali- And I wanted to ask you, you’ve been at this now and I wanted to ask you 
if you feel sometimes like increasingly like you’re the lone voice in the 
wilderness. You’ve been making this case for the anti-declinist case for 
probably now- coming up on 30 years. So professor Nye published a book 
which is- again I don’t know how you publish these books and 20 or 30 years 
later they still hold up remarkably well. 1990, so this is at a time where the 
soviet union is about to implode, we’re about to enter into this world that’s 
essentially unipolar and at the time there was a lot of concern for the rise of 
Japan and there was still a lot of declinism and so professor Nye wrote a book 
called Bound to Lead, which as the title suggests the argument was that the 
United States is not in decline, it’s actually- if you look at its domestic 
resources, if you look at its external situation, it’s actually on the cusp of 
exercising global leadership, and that prediction proved correct. What I wanted 
to ask you is- well you’ve now experienced several cycles of declinism and 
there is a famous essay by Sam Huntington, now this was in 1989 and Sam 
Huntington observed that between the end of the second world war and 1989 
there had already been five cycles of declinism and you in your book say that 
we can think of a sixth cycle of declinism beginning in 2008 in the financial 
crisis. So the question is are there within- so now you’ve observed six cycles of
declinism what are the common- number one, what are the common arguments 
or pillars of the declinist thesis and why has it proven so endearing, number 
one? And number two, why is it that despite the fact that the United States has 
continued to recover, it has proven resilient, what accounts for the endurance of
the declinist thesis? 
Joe- That’s an interesting question that I don’t think anybody knows for sure. 
But I think it may go back to the deep roots of the culture. Remember the 
country was founded by a bunch of immigrants from Britain who were 
somewhat outliers, they were not willing to accept the royal church. And they 



felt that these Puritans as they’re called, but you might call them deviant 
protestants, they felt that they had a pact with God that they could be better 
than the people they were leaving behind and then they kept worrying: were 
they going to live up to that. So the concerns about decline actually go all the 
way back to earliest roots of the Puritans. And the founding fathers when they 
created the republic, one of the constant themes was worrying about decline: 
were they going to be able to keep the republic. Would they suffer the way 
Rome did, losing its republic? And I quote in the book Charles Dickens when 
he visits the United States in the middle of the 19th century, he says “What’s 
with these Americans they always tell you how terrible things are and that 
they’re going downhill.” So its not new. But I think Jim Felice has made the 
point that there is a difference which is in the earlier days our concern about 
decline was relative to an absolute standard. Were we measuring up to what we 
thought was God’s will for us to be special and above average, and so forth? 
And in the 20th century it became more relative. How are we comparing to the 
competition with the Soviet Union and the competition with Japan and with 
manufacturing today its the competition with China, and so forth. So there’s 
some change in the nature of it and that may be explained by the fact that after 
you start the American century with the end of World War II and the Americans
becoming central to the global balance of power, then perhaps we spend more 
time measuring ourself not against an absolute standard of God’s will but a 
relative standard of were we going to be able to maintain this world order that 
we are central to. But this is armchair psychologizing, nobody, I don’t think, 
has actually answered this fully. 
Ali- Let’s talk about China a little bit. There’s a really compelling part of the 
book that I would urge all of you to read the book, it’s really excellent. So in 
chapter three of the book, you basically- and so there’s a special chapter- 
chapter four is on China and for good reason, so in chapter three you look at- 
you examine the declinist thesis and then you basically look at who are the 
plausible- not so much the plausible contenders but who are the possible 
contenders that might replace the US for preeminence. So you go through the 
European Union, you go through India, you go through Japan, you go through 
Brazil, you go through Russia. You go through all those contenders and then 
you say at the end of the end of chapter three, and I’ll quote- so this was the 
concluding discussion about Brazil and why Brazil wouldn’t be able to 
overtake the United States. You say “It’s difficult to see the growth of Brazil 
overtaking the United States and helping to precipitate the end of the American 
century.” And in the next paragraph, “The only country potentially capable of 
such a role is China” and that’s why- and then there’s a nice quote in here from 
Gideon Rachman, who is the Financial Times’s chief foreign affairs columnist 
and he wrote an excellent review of professor Nye’s book this past Friday. And 



so it says “As a financial times columnist Gideon Rachman observed, quote 
‘Americans can be forgiven if they greet talk of a new challenge from China as 
just another case of the boy who cried wolf, but a frequently overlooked fact 
about that fable is that the boy was eventually proven right, the wolf did arrive, 
and China is the wolf.’” End quote. So we turn to China in the next chapter. So 
two questions on China: why is it- why is it that in your assessment, or the 
assessment of contemporary observers that China is in a league of its own in 
terms of the challenge it can pose to the United States, more so of a challenge 
than Japan, more so of a challenge than the Soviet Union? So that’s part one of 
the question, and then the second part is: we hear a lot of talk that there’s a 
power transition between the United States and China, China will eventually 
overtake the United States for global preeminence, but how do we measure- 
how do we know that a country is number one? So I think intuitively we say 
that the United States is number one. It still has the world’s largest economy, it 
has the world’s most powerful military, it is the pillar of the liberal international
order, which is itself dominant. But if China were to one day overtake the 
United States, how would we know? What metrics would we use? 
Joe- Well the way most people measure this is by Chinese economic growth, 
the size of China’s total economy. But I argue in the book that there are really 
three dimensions of power or power resources. Economic and military which 
together combine to make hard power and then soft power, the ability to attract 
and persuade. And so what I do in that chapter is look at each of those: 
economic power, military power, and soft power. And I’ll do it in reverse order.
On soft power though China is spending billions of dollars to increase its soft 
power with confucius institutes and turning Chinese central television into a 
sort of cable station. There polls show they are not equal to the US and it’s not 
likely to be equal until they solve certain problems about civil society as well as
disputes with their neighbors. And on military power, the Americans spend 
about four times as much as the Chinese and the accumulated capital is about 
ten times larger, and the Chinese will come closer to the US in military power 
but I doubt I see them passing the US in the next three decades. I put a 
boundary of a quarter century on the book, otherwise to make statements about 
the future is meaningless unless you don’t bound them with a time horizon. So 
that leaves us with economic power and that’s the one most people turn to and 
the Financial Times had a headline about this time last year saying China has 
passed the US as the world’s largest economy. And what they did is used 
purchasing power parity as their unit of measurement which is not a very good 
measure of power because it measures welfare but you don’t import oil or jet 
engines in purchasing power, you do it at the exchange rate. So that headline 
was misleading, but others, the economist has been guilty of this for sometime, 
say well if you have 1.3 billion people growing at ten percent a year or even 



seven percent a year then another three hundred and fifty million people 
growing at two and a half percent a year then eventually those lines will cross 
in terms of total size. I think that’s probably true but you get very different 
estimates of when they’ll cross. For some people they’ll cross soon, these are 
people who believe that China’s growth rate will stay very high. For other 
people they’ll cross late, for example Charles Wolff of the Ran corporation 
thinks it won’t happen until 2050. I think it’s pretty clear that Chinese growth 
will slow, so the current estimates of when China will pass the US, the ones 
popular until now, have usually assumed the higher growth rates. So at one 
point the economist said the crossover would be in 2018 or 2019, and I think 
most people would say its now somewhere in the 2020s. But the point is even 
when China has the larger economy than the US, measured in exchange rates, it
will not necessarily be a more powerful country economically. The size of your 
market is one measurement of economic power, obviously if you have a big 
market, you’re the largest trading partner of others, and you can control access 
it’s a useful instrument of power. But per capita income gives you a measure of 
sophistication of the economy and in terms of per capita income China is about 
one fifth of the United States’ and even after China is larger than the US in 
aggregate, the size of GDP, it won’t equal the United States in per capita 
income until another two or three decades after that. And that means that other 
aspects of economic power which are measured by the sophistication of your 
economy, China still lags, will lag for quite some time. It doesn’t mean that 
China won’t become close in terms of economic power, but it does mean that 
the people who say that China is going to rule the world, there are books that 
say- 
Ali- The Martin Jocks?
Joe- Martin Jock is an example, are usually just projecting- you know, again 
it’s a linear projection from high rates of growth and I think that the, as the 
book says, the Americans will remain more powerful overall economically, in 
military, and in soft power than China for another quarter century, or more, I’m 
just setting a bound that I took the convenient fiction of Henry Loose’s that the 
American Century was proclaimed in 1941 so I said what will the world look 
like in 2041? But you know you could stretch it out further, the trouble with 
stretching it out further is the further into the future you go, the less valuable it 
is because there are too many valuables that you don’t know anything about 
that could intervene. 
Ali- Well let’s talk about- you mention the comparison between the United 
States and China along three dimensions but I want to just focus on economic 
power, in particularly in the context of the Asian Pacific region. In the Asian 
Pacific region, president Obama announces his rebound strategy to the Asian 
Pacific a little over three years ago, he says that we’ve been bound up in 



conventional ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan for the past fifteen years and 
number one we need to extricate ourselves from those conflicts responsibly but 
we also need to put ourselves in the region which is going to be the source of 
the most promising opportunities, namely the Asian Pacific. And if you look at 
the competition in the Asian Pacific, a number of individuals say that look 
China is number one, its the region’s largest economy, its the largest trading 
partner and investing partner for most, if not all, the country’s in the region. So 
how does overtime as China gets stronger and as China, on the one hand 
integrates countries into its orbit via economic means also its military 
modernization is proceeding apace. I believe the very high ranking naval 
official, a US naval official, said today, or a couple days ago, that China’s 
building a great wall of sand in the region with land reclamation and asserting 
its building facts on the land or on the water as it were, in the Asian Pacific. But
if you look at China’s strategy to- to bending the Asian Pacific region so that 
it’s more conducive to China’s interest, how is the United States going to 
compete? How does the United States advance its rebounds? And I wonder also
if you will draw on your own experience in crafting when you were assistant 
secretary of defense in the mid 1990s, the role you played in shaping America’s
strategy towards a rising China. So maybe drawing on that a little bit as well.
Joe- Well if you go back to the ‘90s when I was in the Pentagon, before that 
running the national intelligence council, we saw the rise of China, it was 
obvious, the country was doing very well. So China was rising, the question 
was what do we do about it and should we- one argument was you should try to
contain China, stop them now before they get too strong and the other argument
said no, try to integrate China and that’s what we chose by inviting China into 
the WTO and having trade and social relations, such as 2500 students in our 
universities and so forth. But we also wanted to have an insurance policy in 
case China became a bully so we reinvigorated the US Japan security treaty as 
insurance. Many people said it was dead with the end of the cold war, it had no 
purpose. We said no it could be the basis of stable balance of power in east Asia
and it has been, it worked in that sense. So we argued that that framework of 
stability, not containing China, but opening a hand to China to integrate them 
into the international system, but backing that up with an insurance policy, 
maintaining alliances in case things went wrong would be a staple in successful
policy. And I think it largely has been that. Now for China, when we were 
developing this policy, the Chinese were not entirely unhappy about the US-
Japan alliance. I remember visiting with the Chinese defense minister and Shur 
Hatien, crusty old veteran of the Korean War and fought the Americans there, 
he said well, China doesn’t approve of countries having troops outside their 
own borders, but we make exceptions for historical circumstances. In other 
words keep your troops in Japan, we don’t want a revival of Japanese 



militarism. And I think today the Chinese are a little bit more ambivalent about 
that, that they have gotten stronger but I think they’re not ready to have the 
Americans leave Japan. And for the American’s strategy, is one in which the 
Chinese do become a bully, throw their weight around, they push these 
countries into the American’s arms. So when parsoned a drilling rig in waters 
that are inside Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone or chases Philippine ships 
out of Scarburough Showl, which is within the Philippine’s pool and considered
their exclusive economic zone, that pushes Vietnam and the Philippines toward 
the US. Or when they have a spat with India over the border in the Himalayas, 
that makes the Indians want to have better relations with the US. And so the 
design of the American strategy is we’re not containing China, I used to say 
when I testified before of Congress: only China can contain China. And to 
some extent that’s what they’re doing. Now if you say what’s the strategy for 
China to get out of this? It would be to downplay these territorial disputes with 
their neighbors. And in fact they have done that a little bit in the last few 
months. I remember talking to a high Chinese official who had asked me to 
meet with him to talk with him about how China can increase its soft power, I 
said well you’ve got to ease up on these territorial disputes and he said it’s very 
hard to do this when you have competition at home where people are saying 
don’t give away any of the national patrimony. So to the extent that China can 
face down any of the people saying press to the last bit of these disputes, then I 
think they can have a successful strategy, if they can’t because of nationalistic 
pressures at home, then I think they’re going to be very hard pressed to develop
a successful strategy. But I’ve said to the Chinese who asked me this, you can 
afford, for example, to follow a multilateral approach for South China Sea, but 
the Chinese have resisted that and want to deal bilaterally with each of the 
countries because its easier to pick them off one by one. I said it doesn’t matter,
you’re still going to be the giant economy of this region, everybody’s still going
to know China is the 800 pound gorilla. You’d be much better off to deal 
multilaterally so that you increase your soft power, other than doing what 
you’re doing now which is using your hard power for nationalistic purposes, 
which pushes countries to the American’s arms. So I said, you don’t want 
containment, well contain yourself. 
Ali- Another easy question, Russia. So there seems to be an emerging 
consensus, rightly or wrongly, that we’re in a new cold war with Russia, we see
Russia’s kinda slow grip incursion in the Ukraine and I think that the United 
States has found its response but I think that it’s found it difficult to reverse 
Putin’s course of behavior. So the first questions is, you know we talked about 
American strategy for advancing the rebounds, what do we do about Russia? 
What is your prognosis or assessment of Russia? And are we in a new cold 
war? 



Joe- I don’t think it’s a cold war yet, but it definitely is moving in that 
direction. Russia is, as I describe it in the book, a country that is in decline. And
they’re evidence would be that it’s dependent on one crop for its economic 
growth, which is energy. Two thirds of its exports are energy, it has a 
demographic problem, there are fewer Russians in the future than there are 
today. It has major health problems, the average Russian male dies at age 64, 
which is a decade earlier than other developed countries. And they need 
reforms but the kleptocracy is so strong that you can’t make reforms. And the 
net effect of all that is a stagnant stalemated society which is gradually 
declining which may become more dependent on China, as an energy exporter. 
So I think the Russians are in bad shape, that’s bad news because we should 
want to include Russia in the west and world economy. And also declining 
countries are sometimes more risk accepting as Austria was 100 years ago. So I
don’t rejoice in this, I just think its the nature of the situation, and Putin hasn’t 
got a strategy, he’s a great tactician, but if he had a strategy he wouldn’t take 
actions that would cut himself off from Western ideas and technology that he 
needs for reform. I think his policies are preserving his power base at home. 
I’m told by people who understand and follow Russia more closely than I do 
that since the color revolution in 2004, he’s been increasingly this spreading to 
Moscow. In the most recent events in Ukraine last year, were when he felt that 
he was losing Yanukovych and feared it might spread, and he needed to whip 
up a nationalistic, pure, or patriotic enthusiasm at home and taking Crimea was 
a great device for that. I think that the question is what do we do about it? 
People say sanctions aren’t effective. I think sanctions are effective, not in the 
sense that Ukraine will ever get Crimea back but in the sense that showing what
Putin did was expensive, you reinforce the post 1945 norm that you don’t steal 
your neighbor’s territory by force. It’s an important norm and hasn’t always 
been true but Frederick the Great in the 18th century wanted Silesia which was 
a province of Austria-Hungary and owned by Maria Teresa. He said “She has it,
I want it, I took it.” 
Ali- A much simpler way of thinking about it.
Joe- And that was the norm in the 18th century. Since 1945 it’s not been the 
norm. Aggressive war for conquest is illegal, doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened 
but the norm is there. And by imposing sanctions which have been costly for 
Russia, I think its indicated that this norm is not empty, it has teeth. So that 
leaves us with a policy of dilemma. You wanna make clear that Russian 
behavior has a cost attached to it, you also don’t want to drive Russia further 
into a corner and isolate them from the west, and threading your way through 
that- you know your shorter term and longer term goals are at odds with each 
other, it’s a very hard policy design problem. I would argue that we probably 
have been relatively good at it, we haven’t let Putin divide the West. But it’s 



still possible to make a misstep on it and we also don’t know what risks Putin is
going to take, so it’s a very tricky area. I wrote an article for Project Syndicate 
every month and one I wrote and submitted this month was on where do we go 
from here with Russia.
Ali- One more question and then I really want to open it up and see what 
questions folks have. I’m going to ask the question even though we didn’t 
discuss it over email but I wanted to ask the question. This is drawing from 
your book, there are two conclusions you render and seem to be, not 
contradictory, but they seem to be slightly in tension and I wanted to draw them
out. So you say early on, this is at the beginning of chapter two, “It goes against
common sense and history that the United States will have a dominant share of 
world power forever.” So that’s the opening sentence of chapter two. But then 
near the conclusion of your book, and this is kind of your summary or one of 
the summary lines of your book, you say “My guess is that among the reins of 
possible futures, ones in which a new challenger such as Europe, Russia, India, 
Brazil, or China surpasses the United States and precipitates the end of the 
American centrality to the global balance of power, they are not impossible, but
not very likely.” So the question you conclude, and I would certainly agree with
you I’m sure many people would agree with you even people who describe 
themselves as declinists, that it’s difficult to see the emergence of a replacement
for the United States as the world’s most preeminent power, as the pillar of 
world order. But then you do say near the beginning of the book that logically 
speaking that the United States will wield a dominant share of world power 
indefinitely, so are those conclusions in tension? How do you reconcile them? 
And then putting on your, since you were chairman of the national intelligence 
council, putting on your futurist hat a little bit, if and when the United States no
longer has the world preponderant share of power, what kinds of scenarios do 
you see filling the vacuum? 
Joe- Well the apparent tension between the two statements can be reconciled by
time. The proposition that the US will be the largest power forever, I don’t 
know that could be 2100, 2200, I don’t know. The proposition at the end that it 
will be in 2041 is time bounded, so the first proposition is not time bounded 
and the second is. That’s why they’re not in contradiction to each other. But it’s 
also true that the first proposition remains true, I have no idea what the time 
horizon of the American preeminence will be, that’s why I use that little Harris 
Walpole point at the beginning. And I’m just struck at how poor we are as 
social scientists and historians at estimating this. We really don’t know. To take 
your hypothesis in and play with it seriously, as it should be taken seriously, the
United States will not be the preponderant power and how will we react is an 
interesting question. If it happens gradually, we see it coming, we haven’t 
suffered shocks like 9/11 that turn us inward and make us defensive, the idea 



that we could share the provision of global public goods is plausible. If you 
take the question of climate, you know climate is the one area where China is a 
superpower, it’s passed us in CO2 production. If you say could you imagine a 
situation where the US and China work together on climate change, then yes. 
Monetary stability, China has four trillion dollars of monetary reserves, how it 
handles those can affect monetary stability, we’re interested in that as well. 
People sometimes say you can’t have two reserve currencies, that’s simply not 
true. There have been periods with more than one reserve currency. So the idea 
that the yuan and dollar could coexist as reserve currencies is quite possible. I 
think a lot of it will have to do with American psychology, how we’ll react to it.
In other words there are areas where we and the Chinese are both better off for 
developing some habits of cooperation and the United States are sometimes 
able to cooperate with others even though we like to have American 
exceptionalism which we give ourselves a special exemption. I think you could 
imagine something where we do work with others. But that goes back to the 
question of time, when does that happen? How mature will our attitudes be in 
the United States? What kind of leadership will there be? Will there be a 
leadership which plays upon losing relative market and military share the way 
Putin is playing on Russian attitude to generate domestic support and that 
makes the prospects less encouraging? On the other hand if you have leadership
which says we have a lot to gain by working with these other countries, we can 
adjust to it. But it’s a very interesting question and I don’t know the answer. I 
think it partly depends on how smooth it comes and who the leaders are at the 
time. 
Ali- Well this was, I wanted to see how we’re doing on time. So we have the 
room til 2:00 but let me ask you can you stay for a few past two o’clock?
Joe- Sure. 
Ali- Ok so why don’t we turn it to- well there’s actually so many more 
questions I wanted to ask you but I want to get to as many questions from you 
as we can. Just raise your hand and briefly introduce who you are, what 
institution if any you are affiliated with, and then we’ll- do you want me to take
the questions or will you?
Joe- No you do it. 
Ali- Ok so let’s open it up. Yes please. 
Audience Question- Michelle with the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, thank you Mr. Nye for your insights. On the subject of how the US will 
react and walking the fine line between containment and integration, what 
would your suggestion be towards policy makers about how the US should 
react or what policy should they implement in regards to the Asian 
infrastructure and investment bank. 



Joe- Well I think the AIB was a dumb decision by the United States, it was a 
self inflicted wound. Some people say it shows we’re in decline, I think it just 
shows we know how to make foolish decisions but we’ve been doing that for 
hundreds of years. You know there is plenty of need and room for more capital 
for infrastructure, China has a lot of capital to recycle and what we should’ve 
done is say yes please everybody else join so that China has to make this a real 
international institution with transparency and without corruption. That would 
have been a better way to handle it but I still think it’s not too late to say that. 
Though there will still be egg on our face but I think we ought to just get it out 
there. We don’t have objection to the bank, we want the bank to be a properly 
managed and transparent international organization. 

Audience Question:  

I have a few questions for you.  Is China like a scarecrow that the U.S. should 
not worry about?  Will language become the dominant factor to mitigate 
China’s power, considering English is the dominant language and the influence 
of English is much more widely spoken?  Finally, with China’s communism 
frowned upon by a world that is much more open towards American 
democracy, influence, and power, and if China emerges, will the U.S. be 
willing to share power?

Joseph Nye:

Well that question of sharing power was what I was just talking about.  I think 
the answer to that is yes, but it all depends on the context.  But on the larger 
thrust of your questions, China has a problem which is that its growth model 
has stressed heavy industry and export industry and very low domestic 
consumption.  It has relied on innovation by imitating technology.  Either 
imitating or stealing technologies from abroad.  That model is going to have to 
change and the question is, if it doesn’t, if they don’t figure out ways to figure 
out more innovation at home, they’re going to be hitting what is sometimes 
called the “middle-income trap,” where you reach a certain level and then you 
don’t go further because you haven’t developed a more sophisticated economy.
 The simple version of putting this is that, and I say this in the book, China is 
very good when it comes to trade issues and producing jobs.  J-O-B-S, small J.
 Not Steve Jobs.  They’re going to have to make that transition.  They’re 
beginning it.  You have some brilliant Chinese entrepreneurs like Jack Bann, so
it’s not impossible by any means, but still, it will require a change in their 
growth model.  



To some extent the Chinese are aware of this.  They discuss this themselves.
 It’s one thing to diagnose it and another thing to do it.   But it is interesting, for
example, that Chinese do teach English in the schools.  The Chinese are 
making major efforts to improve the qualities of their universities.  Right now, 
none of the Chinese universities rank in the top-twenty.   Fifteen of the top-
twenty are American.  This is by Chinese measures from a Shanghai university.
  I think, to pull your questions together, the summary would be that China has 
to make certain changes to be able to continue on the path that it’s on.
  President Xi Jinping has talked about these.  They’ve taken some steps and 
outlined policies to move in this direction, but it’s a big difference between 
saying the right thing and being able to implement it.  I tend to be relatively 
optimistic about China.  I don’t think they’re going to collapse or there is going
to be another Tianimen or something.  With my relative optimism goes this 
qualification: they’re going to have to overcome some very major problems and
I don’t know whether they’re going to be able to do it or not.  

Moderator: 

I’m just going to abuse the moderator’s prerogative for a minute.  I wanted to 
interject and ask a question.  You’ve had tremendous access to Chinese 
government officials, to the policy-making establishment.  I can’t think of 
many individuals outside of China whose counsel is so valued by Chinese 
officials.  Give us a flavor of some of the recent consultations you’ve had with 
Chinese officials.  What are their major concerns about China’s foreign policy 
and America’s rebalance?

Joseph Nye:

The most recent contact I’ve had is Brent Scowcroft and my co-chair of 
something called the Aspen Strategy Group.  We have a Track 2 dialogue with 
the Central Party School in Beijing.  It’s pretty high-level people that you’re 
talking with.  You can get a feel for what they’re thinking from these 
conversations.  Not many Chinese, a few, but not many, think that the 
Americans are in decline and China is about to replace it.  Often, the Chinese 
will say things like, “We’re still developing.  We can’t afford to have problems 
with you and if we did it would cause trouble.”  But they also say, “Don’t take 
advantage of us.  It doesn’t mean we won’t push back.”  And so forth.  They’re 
somewhat conflicted on this.  You can find statements by PLA generals, and 
some academics, and others, about the inevitable conflict with the United 
States.  Most of them probably don’t take that hawkish very.  



The other thing is that I don’t think China poses and existential threat to the 
U.S. the way Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union did.  They’re not running 
around the world with an economic model that they’re trying to proselytize.
 That went out after Mao.  It was put to me this way: “we care more about the 
internal order than the external order.  Leave us alone on the internal order and 
we’ll leave you alone on the external order.” I thought this was an interesting 
summary.  When you say “Chinese,” there is a wide range of opinions.  That 
opinion is probably not a typical one.  

Audience Question: 

I’d like to talk about the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq and how that’s turned
into a sinkhole that has no bottom to it and it’s going to draw a lot of resources 
into it.  How does that play into the economy as military and industry have to 
produce of these weapons and technologies?  Is that a good thing or a bad 
thing?  Then talk about the implications of that whole conflict just festering for 
years and years.

Joseph Nye:

Well, I think it’s a bad thing.  I think Bush’s invasion of Iraq was a colossal 
strategic blunder and it ate up huge resources that could have been better 
devoted to other things.  I think it was a serious mistake.  With Afghanistan, I 
think the interesting question now is: how do you withdraw without losing the 
prospect that the government can exist without being taken over by the 
Taliban?  Here’s a case where I’d love to see more Chinese involvement.
 China has as much to fear from a radicalized Taliban-dominated Afghanistan 
as we do, probably more.  The Chinese are investing, but I’d like to see them 
do more.  Let the Chinese pick up their share of the burden.  I would support 
keeping a small number of American troops there for training the Afghan 
military and counterterrorism operations.  I don’t want to see us trying to 
reconstruct Afghanistan.  I don’t think that’s our capacity, nor was it in Iraq. 

That suggests a modest investment in Afghanistan.  It’s plausible that it will 
happen.  When I say modest investment, you’re talking something coming to 
about ten billion dollars a year, which is a lot different from what we’ve been 
doing in the past.  If you ask if the U.S. economy afford ten billion dollars: yes 
it can.  That’s a rounding error in budgets.  You can debate whether it’s good to 
spend that much money, but it’s not something that is going to break the bank.  

Audience Member (Follow-up):



You have Pakistan, Yemen, Syria, Iran, and Israel.  Is ten billion all you want to
spend?

Joseph Nye:

If you look at the Middle East generally, I think it’s a mistake for use to get too 
heavily involved.  I think it’s going through a period of revolution which is 
likely to last twenty years or more.  If we think that by going in and trying to 
reconstruct these countries like Bush thought about Iraq: A) we can’t do it.
 And B) in the process of trying to do it, we turn ourselves into the dominant 
problem.  What I think we should be doing in relation to these countries is 
trying to contain the damage from spreading.  The type of strategy I would urge
is not total withdrawal, but it’s not an expensive strategy.  

Audience Question:

As a Hungarian person, I’d like to ask you about Europe.  I have two questions.
 The first is more general.  How do you see trans-Atlantic relations and the 
future of the E.U.?  The second one is about the Ukraine conflict.  Do you think
that the United States or the European Union has more responsibility to stop the
Russian aggression?

Joseph Nye:

I think the U.S.-European relationship remains crucially important.  It’s true 
that economic growth is centered in Asia, but Europe is still the world’s largest 
economy when they act as an entity.  They have enormous technological 
capacity and human resources.  We probably share more values with the 
Europeans than any other part of the world.  Europe is going through a difficult 
period now, but I think there is no way the Americans can turn their backs on 
Europe.  The unfortunate nature of the word “pivot” to Asia implies turning 
away from something.  Rebalance is a better phase because it implies keeping a
balance in Asia.  It doesn’t necessarily mean leaving Europe.  As to how this 
applies to events in Ukraine, I think the Europeans have to take the lead on this.
 After all, it’s Europe’s backyard so to speak.  But the Americans have to stay 
very close to the Europeans. 

It was interesting that at the Munich Security Conference in February, a number
of American senators like McCain and Graham and others came and lectured 
the Germans as to how immoral they were not to give arms to the Ukrainians 
for self-defense.  Angela Merkel said, “We disagree.  We think arming the 
Ukrainians is not going to solve the problem.  It could even make it worse.”  So



there is a real division of opinion.  And what was interesting was when Kerry 
was asked, “What are you going to do about this?  You have this division.”
 Kerry fudged, in the best sense of the word.  He didn’t side with one or the 
other.  Thus far, the Americans have made clear that they’re not going to split 
with Merkel.  Obama had been on the phone with Merkel almost every week.
  That means Putin can’t accomplish one of the things he wants, which is to put 
a wedge between Europe and America.  Just yesterday, the so-called “Dragoon 
March” ended, in which American Stryker vehicles went for something 1600 
kilometers through Eastern Europe showing that we were still committed to the 
defense of Eastern Europe.  It think it’s crucial to keep very close to Europe on 
this, but I also think it’s important that Europe take the lead.  

Audience Question:

In your opinion, can the post-war world order of international institutions 
accommodate a relative decline of the United States and the rise of the rest, or 
is it contingent upon a hegemonic United States?  

Joseph Nye: 

There is a proposition in economics called “Collective Goods Theory,” which 
says that if the largest consumer of a collective good doesn’t provide it, nobody
else will.  That’s because the largest consumer has a chance of getting some 
measurable benefit, whereas if you’re a small consumer, it doesn’t matter if you
contribute or not.  You’re going to either benefit or not benefit, but your 
chipping in doesn’t do any good or doesn’t make any difference.  The argument
is that if the largest country, which is still the United States, doesn’t take the 
lead in producing global public goods like open global markets or financial 
stability, or dealing with climate change, it’s going to be very hard for anyone 
else to do it.  Then the question is: If the United States’ share goes down for 
Gross Domestic Product from a quarter of the world in 2000 to eighteen 
percent, say, in 2020, is that enough to make us less willing to produce public 
goods? I think probably not.  I don’t think that’s a big enough decline.  I think 
you have to get down to a much lower percentage before these propositions of 
collective good theory set in.  

Audience Question: 

I am interested in hearing more about your projection about where these 
revolutions in the Middle East are going to go.  Specifically, whether it’s going 
to be a universal revolution across the region.  Also, what impact will that have 



on our soft power given how our previous entanglements in the region have 
affected our soft power abroad?

Joseph Nye:

I don’t think anybody knows how the Middle East is going to turn out.  The 
analogy to the 17th century in Europe when you had the Thirty Years War and 
fighting between Protestants and Catholics, but with strange alliances.
 Sometimes a Catholic cardinal like Richelieu would ally with a Protestant state
if it suited the interests of France.  I think you’re likely to have fighting of 
Sunni and Shia, but it’s not going to be a pure sectarian battle.  It’s going to be 
much more complex than that.  People who know Yemen, and I don’t, say that 
it’s a big mistake to see this as just a Sunni-Shia divide.  It’s much more 
complex than that.  So I think you’re going to see a lot of turmoil, and in 
addition to the sectarian differences, and the question of the fragility and 
reconstruction of states, as the old Sykes-Picot lines erode, you’re also having a
revolution from below.  As the Arab world catches up in modernization to 
where it’s lagged, this is leading to pressures from below.  So you have three 
different forces that are each disruptive and creating turmoil.  I think the right 
attitude for us is to stay at the margins, at the edge.  I don’t think we can 
manage that.  I don’t think we should try.  So I think we should invest lightly 
and try not to get too thoroughly involved.  I don’t think we have as much soft 
power in the Middle East as we do in other regions. We’re pretty unpopular in 
many countries and I don’t expect that it’s going to increase much, but we don’t
have to make it worse.  

Audience Question: You’re prognostication implies that you don’t see nuclear 
war in our future, since that could turn the world’s only superpower into an 
uninhabitable wasteland overnight.  If you agree that geopolitics are played 
today in the same way as they were when it lead to two world wars, what’s the 
basis for your optimism?

Joseph Nye: 

Well, I don’t think nuclear war is likely.  It’s not impossible.  Nothing is 
impossible.  But I don’t think it’s likely and I wrote about this sometime ago.  I 
wrote a book called Nuclear Ethics and another book with colleagues called 
Avoiding Nuclear War.  I argued that nuclear have had something like a crystal 
ball effect.  If you had been able to go to the Czar, the Kaiser, or the Emperor in
1914, let’s say June 1914, and you said, “Do you want to see what 1918 looks 
like?  Look in this crystal ball.  You’ve all lost your thrones.  You’re empires 



are dismembered and tens of millions of your people are killed.  Now, do you 
still think it’s worth going to war?”  I suspect not.  I think the effect of nuclear 
weapons are is to give political leaders a crystal ball. It’s very hard to see what 
political goals you have that are proportionate to the devastation that would be 
wreaked.  Now, that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.  Humans make errors, so 
that’s why we have to be continually worrying about and guarding against the 
potential dangers of nuclear war.  But if you ask me if I think it’s likely, I think 
no, it’s not likely and that’s the reason.  

Audience Question: 

I have two questions.  The first one is how the increasing power of China 
affects the Middle Eastern policy of the U.S.  The second is: Do you still think 
that Turkey’s has been decreasing recently?  

Joseph Nye:

One of the interesting things is that China has not played as big a role in the 
Middle East as you might expect.  That may change because China is going to 
be dependent upon Middle East oil exports and the United States is not going to
be dependent upon Middle East oil exports in the 20s.  I would expect that 
China will have an interest in increasing its role, but I don’t think the Chinese 
have any capacity to manage these problems any more than we do.   I think 
China will probably play a somewhat greater role, but I doubt that they will try 
to become the hegemon of the Middle East.  I think they’re too smart for that.  

On the question of Turkey: I think there is a lot of optimism about Turkey.  Five
to ten years ago, Turkey was ruled by an Islamist party, but was a democracy 
and a market economy, and therefore could serve as a model for the region.  I 
think that Erdogan has begun to call that into question.  There has been a severe
erosion of Turkish democracy with the locking up of journalists and the 
questions about whether elections are really going to be free or not.  The extent 
to which Turkish democracy erodes that belief that Turkey is the fulcrum or 
lynchpin of the region will similarly erode.  Now, I hope I’m too pessimistic on
that and what’s your view?  

Audience Member (Response):

As a Turkish citizen, I am also not very optimistic.  In general, I think it is a 
good combination of a secularist country, ninety percent of the country is 
Muslim, but still trying to have this democratic process.  But recently, I think 
most of the population feel that it is going a bit down in terms of democratic 



issues.  Economically it’s good, but I still have some questions in my mind.  In 
other democratic terms we are not very optimistic.

Audience Question:    

You mentioned in the beginning of your presentation that it is really hard to 
define a superpower.  I was wondering how much of a country’s power was due
to its own self-determination as a superpower?  I’m wondering because I’m 
Brazilian and the idea of Brazil being a superpower would be a joke to most 
Brazilians.  We mentioned Iraq and Afghanistan and was it really America’s 
responsibility to go there and work in those countries?  

Joseph Nye: 

I think being a superpower depends on having the capacity, and that means how
your economy is doing, how your military is doing, and so forth.  But also 
having the will and capacity to transform those power resources into real 
influence.  For example, in  the 1920s and 30s, the Americans came out of 
World War I as the most powerful country, but it also was the country that was 
not willing to be involved and, because of isolationism,  didn’t use the power 
we had.  So there’s an example of having the resources to be a superpower, but 
not having the power conversion capability or the desire.  In Brazil, you would 
know better than I, but I don’t think that Brazil has the developed the hard 
power resources of economic or military strength to be a superpower.  I don’t 
see the desire.  It seems to me that the Brazilians have a pretty comfortable life 
in the sense that they’re the largest country in South America with no real 
enemies.  If you do go to war, I don’t know who is going to beat you.  In that 
sense, if I were Brazilian, I would want to know why I should invest in being a 
superpower.  Now, the answer to that is sometimes countries do foolish things. 
Some of what the Americans do it foolish.  I think it’s unlikely that Brazil is 
going to be a superpower for both those reasons. 

Audience Question: 

My question is about relations between China and Korea and America and 
Korea, because we are in a very tricky position regarding the AIIP.
 Economically we are becoming closer to China and we have a military alliance
with America.  Politically and culturally we are much closer to America.  We 
are in a very tricky position now between these two big neighbors.  

Joseph Nye:   



I think Korea is in a unique geographical position because it’s a very powerful 
and successful country except when you compare it to its immediate neighbors,
which is China and Japan.  This has been part of Korea’s history.  It has always 
been between these two huge neighbors.  If you ask from a realist’s point of 
view, what’s the appropriate strategy for a position like that, it’s to bring in an 
external power that’s distant, which is namely the United States.  If you ally 
with either China or Japan, you lose your independence and become a vassal 
state.  If, on the other hand, you bring in the Americans, they’re far enough 
away that they have no territorial ambitions and it allows you to balance China 
and Japan.  So in that sense, I think Korea’s strategy ought to be to keep the 
Americans involved because that allows you to increase your bargaining power 
with both China and Japan.  I think Korea has done that quite successfully.
 And I think the fact that Korea has decided to join the AIIP, despite the 
American view, is a healthy sign.  So I think Korea is actually doing pretty 
well.  

Audience Question:

I’m from Denmark.  I don’t accept your line of argument about how to handle 
Putin these days.  You argue that the sanctions have been efficient.  When I 
meet Americans who are interested in international relations, I increasingly 
have this feeling that there is a lot of opposition in this country concerning the 
current administration’s policy towards Russia.  If we are tough, then we are 
slipping into a situation similar to what we had during the Cold War.  The 
European interpretation, i.e. Merkel’s interpretation, is that we are back to a 
situation like the Cold War where the Russians have legitimate geopolitical 
interests, and therefore, we have to go soft on them.  Will the Obama 
Administration be able to keep to the line you’re describing?  

Joseph Nye:

Well, I don’t know.  I think probably yes.  The senators who press very hard for
arming the Ukrainians have not yet been able to push the administration off this
position. I think Obama has decided that he is going to gear his policy toward 
Merkel.  I don’t see Merkel changing her view on arming, because her view is 
shared by all the other parties in the Bundestag. Some of the American senators
call this cowardice.  I think that’s wrong.  I think it’s her view, to put it in my 
terms, not hers, Putin has escalation dominance locally and if we do give arms, 
he can give even more arms.  If we try to increase the battles, he can send in 
more Russian troops and have bigger battles.  I think the view is that it would 
be more effective to provide economic help to Ukraine to try to get it through 



this bad spell it’s going through and to reinforce NATO for the other countries 
in the region.  You’re right that there are disputes within the U.S. body politic 
about that, but I don’t know that the people who are pressing for the arming are 
going to prevail over this quite extraordinary woman over in Germany.  She 
seems to have done pretty well so far in capturing Obama’s policy.  

Audience Member (follow up):

It touches on the debate about U.S. decline because some of these guys are 
arguing for a much tougher line also have this argument where we have to 
defend our values.  

Joseph Nye:

You know what the answer to them is?  Where were you in 1955 when America
had more power than ever and we had said as a matter of policy when the 
Republicans came in in 1952 that rolling back communism was a primary goal 
and that we would preserve their freedom?  What happened when the Russians 
invaded Hungary?  Zero.  And this goes back to the man earlier who talked 
about nuclear war and the crystal ball effect.  If you ask all these people who 
say, “We must protect our values,” when it comes to escalation, that doesn’t 
happen.  Even more recently in 2008 when Putin invaded Georgia and the Bush
administration was known for its hawkishness, what did they do to protect 
Georgia?  Zero.  So, I think when people talk about “moral cowardice” and the 
Europeans not standing up and defending the Ukrainians, they should also talk 
about the moral cowardice of Eisenhower and Bush and the question of 
whether we are going to get into a situation where we don’t have escalation 
dominance.

Audience Question:

I’m just wondering about the decline of the United States not coming from 
other emerging powers, but from within.  The financial crisis that happened in 
2008 is not some kind of natural phenomena.  It was orchestrated in the United 
States and the transfer of wealth from the middle class to the top 0.1% is a 
problem for Americans as well as unemployment and other chronic problems.
 We haven’t seen any serious efforts to stop this division between rich and poor.
 

Joseph Nye: 



There are really two questions that are put together.  What is the effect of 
inequality and what was the effect of the 2008 crisis.  The 2008 crisis didn’t 
cause the inequality.  The inequality was caused by the growing world of 
information technology in the economy.  If you take the first thirty years after 
World War II, where you have growing equality, and then after that, when you 
have growing inequality, it’s geared towards the increased role of technology 
and the needs for education.  The people who are better positioned by education
to profit from this are essentially able to do so.  This causes the inequality.
 After 2008, you had a mess made in America, but it was cyclical, not secular.
 What I described earlier, the change in the role of information in the economy.
 That’s a secular change.  That’s a big change that happens over a long time.
 What happened after 2008 with the financial crisis, was cyclical and now 
unemployment is back to 5.5 percent which many economists say is full 
employment.  That’s one question to separate from those two time horizons.  

The other question is: What is the effect of inequality on a nation’s external 
power?  It might have very bad effects on the quality of life internally that 
might reduce our soft or attractive power.  But does it really reduce your hard 
power, your economic and military strength?  You could argue yes if it leads to 
an inadequately educated workforce or inadequate health resources for workers 
so that their not as productive as they might be.  That’s an effect on hard power.
 Whether it really affects your ability to maintain your position internationally 
is more difficult.  Is it more important, let’s say, that high schools and grade 
schools in the inner cities be brought up to a world standard, or that the major 
universities maintain cutting edge research and development which gets turned 
into capital goods and technologies which maintain your military superiority 
and so forth.  Even though we might prefer equality, I do not yet know that we 
can show that it has had a serious negative effect on external capacity.  One of 
my colleagues, Christopher Jenks, who has spent his lifetime studying 
inequality and is very much a man of the Left in his political preferences, says 
he finds it difficult to make the connection between inequality and this aspect 
of power.  There are lots of reasons why I’d want for more equality.   I’d like to
have better education and I’d like to have more health.  I’d like to see more 
opportunities.  But that’s a different proposition, what my preferences are, 
from, as an analyst, showing that inequality has held the country back I terms 
of its overall external power.  So there are two different questions.

Audience Member (follow-up):

You don’t think that bailing out the banks and the use of the financial industry 
increases inequality?  That money from the middle class was pushed to these 
bankers in the financial world?



Joseph Nye:

I think that the inequality that came from the change in the role of knowledge 
in the economy is much more important.  I think what you have in the bailing 
out of the banks, and I would personally like to have seen more bankers go to 
jail or be tried, but if you ask what’s the major source of the inequality today, 
fiscal stimulus and the bailing out of the banks by the government, being a 
lender of last resort.  People have made very good movies about that and it 
makes good drama and so forth.  But I think the key question is: If you hadn’t 
done that, you would have had something that looks like a real recession, or 
depression rather.  That would have been a lot harder on poor people than what 
happened. I’m not justifying the effects of this, but I think you have to put them
in the context of what is the major underlying source of inequality.  If you’d 
had no bailout of the banks, would the inequality today be greater or less.  I 
suspect it would be greater because you probably would have had a depression 
that’s even harder on poor people and widens the gap even more.  

Audience Question: 

Will Africa, with its enormous reserves of raw materials and natural resources, 
become a game-changer if it really uses its resources in a judicious way to be 
upgraded from the declining developing countries to some kind of developing 
economy? 

Joseph Nye:

Africa is going to have one of the largest increases in population of any 
continent and the key question for Africa is whether it invests in those human 
resources through education.  It does you no good to increase population if you 
don’t make them literate.  The key question for Africa is: What are you going to
do to educate those additional human resources.  Some countries seem to be 
doing well and some countries seem to be doing very badly.  

Audience Member (follow-up):

So you believe that an increase in education among the populous will allow 
them to better manage their resources?  

Joseph Nye: 



Well, it will allow them to use the natural resources, the mineral resources.  You
need good human resources to make good use of natural resources.

Moderator: 

Just in closing, and I think it’s obvious and I reached this conclusion very early 
on, I would say today there really is no more compelling and trenchant observer
of world order.   Just the way that you were able to range so easily across, and 
literally took a tour of the world, in an hour and a half.  I don’t think that there 
is anybody who is more trenchant about the issues of world order.  Dean Nye, It
was an honor.

Joseph Nye:

It doesn’t mean I was right though.    

Moderator: 

Thank you so much.


