Superpowers geography

How is power exercised and maintained?

Direct power in the most obvious way of exercising and maintaining power.

Exercise of direct power
· British imperialism – wholesale conquest of countries.  Insurgency put down by force.

· Military power – US navy has 12 aircraft carriers and 70 submarines.  It is the most powerful military machine on Earth.  It established a ring of bases to surround the USSR in the Cold War era, as part of its policy of containment.  The Iraq war saw the USA effectively “go it alone.”
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Some economic power is direct.  The USA plays a major role in world trade, much of which is conducted in $.  The US $ is the world’s reserve currency.

· A key area of US international prestige since the 1960s has been the exploration of space.  1969 saw men on the moon.  The USA aims to build a moon base by 2020 and visit Mars by 2037.
Exercise of indirect power
· Neo-colonialism (term coined by Kwame Nkrumah, first president of Ghana) is a form of indirect control over developing counties, most of them former colonies.  Has neo-colonialism prevented any real development progress in the 40 years since colonies gained their independence?  Africa could lead us to say yes.  India could lead us to say no.
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Some people say the IGOs were set up by superpowers for superpowers.  The IMF was set up in 1944.  It has its headquarters in Washington.  Counties wishing to have their debt relieved have to apply Western economic policies devised by the World Bank and the IMF.  This means they lose some of their economic sovereignty.
· Global economic and political power is in the hands of a small number of players in the form of IGOs.  The USA is a member of the G7, the G8, the UN Security Council, NATO, OPEC and the IMF.  This means it can steer global policy and decision making in its own interest.
· The superpower economies control innovation and technology.  41% of the global receipt of royalties and licence fees in 2006 went to the USA.
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China’s interest in Africa dates from the mid 1990s.  Its search for oil and mineral resources has focused on that continent.  It has invested US$ 8 billion, building oil pipelines in Sudan.  Critics say all China wants from Africa is its resources and that it has no interest in African development. 
· The most influential players in promoting economic development are the TNCs.  The largest of these match some countries in terms of their wealth, power and trading.  In 2006 776 of the largest TNCs in the world were American.  Because of their size and wealth some TNCs can dominate the worldwide market price for primary commodities.
· Cultural hegemony is a term coined by the Italian Marxist phisosopher Antonio Gramsci.  It means that education, religion and the media reinforce the values of the powerful.  US cultural hegemony is largely unchallenged.  In 2008 53 of the top 100 brands were from the USA.  Much of the world has been Americanised in terms of cultural values.
Evaluating the theories which explain the growth of superpowers
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In 1960, the American Economic Historian, WW Rostow
suggested that countries passed through five stages of
economic development.

Stage 5 High Mass Consumption

consumer oriented, durable goods
flourish, service sector becomes dominant

Stage 4 Drive to Maturity

diversification, innovation, less
reliance on imports, investment

Stage 3 Take Off

Industri
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ical change
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specialization, surpluses, infrastructure

According to Rostow development requires
Stage 2 Transitional Stage substantial investment in capital. For the
economies of LDCs to grow the right conditions
for such investment would have to be created. If
aid is given or foreign direct investment occurs at
Stage 1 Traditional Society stage 3 the economy needs to have reached stage

subsisterice, barter, agriculture 2. If the stage 2 has been reached then injections
of investment may lead to rapid growth,




In the 1960s WW Rostow’s modernisation theory was used to explain the dominance of the British Empire and the USA.  Rostow said the economies of developed countries moved through 5 stages of economic development.  The Asian Tiger countries, which followed Rostow’s model and created the pre-conditions for ”take off” did well, but others failed and became burdened by debt.  Rostow’s model, therefore, doesn’t adequately explain the growth of superpowers.
· Dependency theory is based on the work of AG Frank who says the world has an economically developed core and an underdeveloped periphery.  The capitalist core deliberately keeps the periphery poor by exploiting its cheap resources.  Skilled people from underdeveloped countries migrate to the core.  Aid is a way of stopping the periphery becoming dangerously restless.  The rise of the NICS (Asian Tigers) isn’t explained by his theory.  Also. Aid has put some countries on their feet, not just stopped them becoming restless.  Japan and Singapore, for example, have received huge economic support from the USA.  Frank’s theory is based on Marxist ideas of the rich versus the poor.  It is political as well as economic.
· World Systems Theory is put forward by Wallerstein.  It is more of an analysis of geographical patterns than a theory.  Wallerstein sees a three-tier world (core, semi-periphery and periphery).  According to Wallerstein the capitalist world system has three main characteristics: (1) a global market (2) many countries which complete politically and economically (3) the three tiers already identified.  Wallerstein says industrial capitalism was born in Europe and the rise of China and India represents another stage in the growth and spread of the global economy.
History and the future

· The British Empire began with the mercantilist phase (1600-1850) and a focus on trade.  Then came the imperialist phase (1850-1945) with the wholesale conquest of territories.  The final phase was decolonisation.  After World War 2 Britain was bankrupt and the focus was on post-war reconstruction at home.  This meant most colonies had been granted independence by 1970.

· Britain did not contest in any way the rise of the USA as a superpower following the end of World War 2.
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From 1945-1990 there were two superpowers (USA and USSR) in an uneasy standoff (the Cold War).  The USA operated a policy of containment as it sought to control the influence of the USSA.  It had allies in Western Europe through NATO and military ties with Japan and South Korea.  The USSR created a strong core by invading or allying itself with its surrounding countries.  There were several flashpoints e.g. the Cuban missile crisis of 1962.  In the early 1990s the political geography of the world was re-drawn when the USSR collapsed and broke up into its constituent republics.  The USA emerged as the only superpower.
· Will the USA be knocked off its perch in the future?  Historically all superpowers come and go.  China, with a GDP of $3.2 trillion (2008), is an emerging superpower. It has a vast population (1.3 billion).  In the past China was only interested in protecting its own borders, but now it is ready to move aggressively to protect its interests.  It is focusing on Africa in its search for oil and mineral resources.
· The USA sees 5 possible future scenarios.  There could be (1) a multi-polar world, following the rise of China, India and other emerging powers.  The USA would still be a major player.  (2) An arms race in the Middle East and east Asia.  (3)  An increase in international tension caused by the shortage of oil and water.  (4) The long term decline of Europe and Japan. (5) Resource rich powers increasingly challenge the political and economic order.
· Is the USA correct in thinking Europe will decline long-term?  Currently the EU is an emerging superpower,  It vies with the USA for the title of the world’s biggest economy.  Both the USA and the EU each account for about 20% of global GDP (2010).

· There could be tension between the four cultural worldviews – European liberalism, American corporate culture, Chinese Confucianism and the Islamic world.

· Will there be an increase in extremist Islamic terrorism directed against the USA and its allies?

· Could there be a new Cold War between the USA and Russia?  Russia has significant reserves of oil and gas in Siberia.  It has important export partnerships with both China and Europe.  Russian gas supplies to the Ukraine and the EU were cut off in 2008-9.  This is an example of how Russia is warning the USA to keep out of its sphere of influence.
How do emerging powers differ from superpowers?

Emerging powers lack some form of power.  

Superpowers exercise:

· Military power – nuclear weapons, conventional weapons and the ability to watch the world using satellite and spy technology.

· Economic power – the most important since it funds military hardware.

· Cultural power – projecting cultural values round the world.

· Geographical power – the sphere of influence.  This type of power can be physical (British Empire) or cultural (US cultural hegemony).

Who are the emerging powers?

· Japan has economic but not military power.

· Brazil is a regional power but its economic and military influence doesn’t extend beyond Latin America.

· China doesn’t have the cultural and geographical dominance of the USA.

What are the resource implications of the new superpowers?

· The growth of new global powers e.g. the BRICs means there is an accelerating demand for energy and other resources.
· The environment is affected – localised pollution and global warming.
· If India and China achieve future car ownership levels even half those in the USA, there will be double the number of cars in the world.

· The level of future global consumption may be such that there will have to be a dramatic shift to renewable resources.

· As oil becomes scarcer there may be conflict between the major consumers of oil as they seek to secure supply.

· Countries with their own oil and gas supplied could become powerful e.g. Russia.

· Africa possesses huge mineral wealth e.g. South Africa has 90% of the world’s platinum group metals.  Africa will be contested by powers looking for resources to fuel their economic growth.
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