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IMAGINING A POST AMERICAN 
WORLD: THE EUROPEAN UNION 
AS THE NEW SUPER POWER?

 

Today a country seeking to fill the U.S.’ position has to have great influence, 
tremendous resources, a universal ideology and strong political will in order 
to succeed. The EU may be a regional power that is influential over Eurasia, 
yet in order to speak of the EU as a superpower, one has to qualify whether 
the EU displays an enormous economic-financial-industrial might, influential 
political leadership, and a military in possession of insurmountable techno-
logical capabilities. 
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n his groundbreaking manuscript, Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gram-
sci stated: “The old world is dying away, and the new world strug-
gles to come forth.”1 At the point we have reached today, the United 
States’ position in the international arena, in a way, reflects the reali-

ties behind this statement. This, of course, brings into light the following question: 
Who will rise in this new world that struggles to come forth? In light of the rise of 
the EU in the global arena, this paper will aim to explore this question.

In international relations literature, theorists like Robert Cox2, Stephen Gill3 and Su-
zan Strange4 who are mostly inspired by the Gramscian theoretical framework, at-
tempt to analyze the kind of hegemonic power (in terms of both its capability to act 
as a coercive power and fabricate consent and legitimacy) the U.S. constitutes on 
economic, military, political, social and cultural levels. Especially since the collapse 
of the bipolar world of the Cold War, the U.S.  increasingly consolidated its he-
gemonic power.5 However, on 11 September 2001, suicide attacks by Al-Qaeda 
changed global dynamics as well as the fundamental notions of international rela-
tions. Previously displaying its hegemonic power by highlighting its economic and 
cultural supremacy, with the exception of the Balkans in mid 1990s and a failed 
attempt in Somalia, this time, the U.S. started emphasizing more on its military 
power.6 The whole world witnessed the most striking reflections of this change, 
first in Afghanistan and subsequently in Iraq.

Economically speaking, the U.S. government also went through a rough stage 
where the bankruptcy of Enron in early 2000s followed the American govern-
ment’s seizure of Washington Mutual, the country’s biggest savings bank. Moreo-
ver, the latest global crisis, which broke out in the U.S. and had a domino effect, 
dragged many multinational companies along.7 These negative economic devel-
opments in the U.S. economy have also contributed to putting the fragility of U.S. 
hegemony in the spotlight.

ÜMİT KURT

1 Antonio Gramsci, Selection from the Prison Notebooks, ed. And trans. By Q. Hoare and G. Nowell Smith. London: Lawrence & Wishart 
1971, pp. 169-170.
2 Robert W. Cox, “Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An Essay in Method” in Stephen Gill, ed. Gramsci, Historical Materi-
alism and International Relations, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993, p. 62.
3 Stephen Gill, ed. Gramsci, Historical Materialism and International Relations, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993)
4 Susan Strange, State and Markets, London: Printer Publishers 1988 and Susan Strange, “Towards a Theory of Transnational Empire” 
in Roger Tooze and Christopher May, eds. Authority and Markets: Susan Strange’s Writings on International Political Economy, (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002)
5 Simon Bromley, “The Logic of American Power in the International Capitalist Order” in Alejandro Coles and Richard Saull, eds., The 
War on Terrorism and the American Empire After the Cold War, (London: Routledge 2006), p. 49.
6 Fuat Keyman, “ABD hegemonyası”, Radikal İki, 12 January 2003.
7 Vassilis K. Fouskas and Bulent Gokay, The New American Imperialism: Bush’s War on Terror and Blood for Oil, (New York: Praeger 
Security International 2005), p. 16.



TURKISH POLICY QUARTERLY

www.turkishpolicy.com
153

Given its economic and military misfortunes, the United States now faces a formi-
dable rival , the European Union (EU); its equal in production and trade. With the 
initiation of the third stage of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) in 1999, 
the EU gained  significant momentum for completing regional integration. Accord-
ing to Charles Kupchan, the EU “is arriving on the global stage. Now that its single 
market has been accompained with a single currency, Europe has a collective 
weight on matters of trade and finance comparable to that of the United States.”8  
In a similar vein, John McCormick has contented that “the EU is a new breed of 
superpower [within a] post-modern bipolar system.”9 Even if the EU does not have 
a standing army, it has nevertheless already established itself as a strong political 
entity, anchored by France and Germany.10 However, it may still be too early to 
speak of the EU as the new superpower. Notwithstanding the presence of these 
considerable assets, it is still difficult to dub the EU as a hegemonic power alterna-
tive to the United States for a number of reasons, some of which will be explored 
in this article. 

Signs of a Continental Move
  
As one of the most important theorists of liberalism, philosopher John Gray indi-
cated in an article published in September 2008 that the latest global economic 
crisis would lead to America’s decline just like the fall of the Berlin Wall caused the 
collapse of the Soviet Union.11 Accordingly, a historical and geopolitical change 
would take place and American hegemony, sustained since the Second World 
War, would come to an end. As evidence to the decline of American hegemony, 
the author pointed to the Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez mocking America’s 
power and the U.S. just quietly brushing this humiliation aside.

Indeed, it is necessary to acknowledge that a continental move is taking place. 
Leftist politicians are coming to power in Latin America and Middle Eastern or-
ganizations such as Hamas and Hezbollah, although handicapped by their own 
anti-Israeli views, also seize power in their respective geographies. These can be 
read as striking manifestations of the failures of U.S’ foreign policy. Today U.S. 
hegemony is continuing to have trouble in mainly three regions: the Middle East, 
Eurasia, and Latin America. It is obvious that if the U.S. loses support in these 
regions, this will affect its global dominance. Here, it is also important to keep in 
mind numerous failures of George W. Bush during his presidency, and the nega-
tive American image he constructed. In the case of Venezuela, Chavez challenged 
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American hegemony. In doing so, he also managed to obtain support from the 
current leaders of Cuba, Bolivia and Ecuador. He launched a campaign, which 
aimed to take oil and gas resources away from Western corporations and to give 
control directly into the hands of the state. 

Let us also recall that on the other side of the Atlantic, Europe was very troubled 
by the war in Iraq. France’s “stubborn” foreign policy towards Lebanon, Europe’s 

refusal to make a military contribution 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and Britain’s 
opposition to an agreement in Darfur 
were all processes that highlight views 
discordant with the American policy, 
thus leading to the weakening of the 
U.S.’ hegemonic position and legitima-
cy of its global rhetoric throughout the 
world. Embarking on the invasion, the 
U.S. had to stand up against Europe’s 
most critical countries, Germany and 
France and joining them Russia, China, 
the entire Muslim world, India and most 
importantly, the global public. In coun-

tries like Britain and Australia, whose governments supported the U.S., the public 
clearly expressed an anti-war attitude. Following the invasion Britain’s then-Prime 
Minister Tony Blair lost power. Not since the Vietnam has a foreign policy maneu-
ver taken by the U.S. received such harsh responses from the entire world. 
 
Furthermore, today, after remaining in the shadow of American power for over 
20 years, China and Russia are moving in a sharp and rapid way and contesting 
U.S.-supported revolutions in Central Asia. Uzbekistan returned to Moscow’s do-
main and Kyrgyzstan and Belarus successfully countered U.S.-supported revolts. 
America could not manage to secure its political acquisitions in Ukraine on a safe 
ground and Georgia was exposed to Russia’s harsh response following its close 
relations with Washington. Moreover, smaller states of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization, such as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, acted in a manner bold enough 
to demand U.S. bases to be shut down. 

Furthermore, the war on terror revolving around the doctrine of “pre-emptive 
war”12 ironically helped strengthen China’s relationship with Russia. The alliance 
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its equal in production and 
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between China and Russia further expanded through economic growth. Not pay-
ing any heed to American threats, Russia equipped Venezuela and Iran with mod-
ern weapons. Chinese energy corporations signed oil contracts in regions tradi-
tionally in concession of American oil giants. In the Middle East, both Russia and 
China strongly objected to America’s stance against Iran. And finally, in the Korean 
Peninsula, Washington was once again  unabile to prevent North Korea from be-
coming a nuclear power. 

All over the Muslim world, levels of support for America are at the lowest of all 
times. The severity of insurgency in Iraq and Afghanistan crippled the U.S. army 
and forced President Bush to give up his plans to “spread democracy”. Unable to 
withdraw from Iraq and Afghanistan, the American president had to put forward 
the Truman Doctrine once again and appeal to secular autocracies like Syria, Iran 
and Pakistan for help. Instead of reshaping the Muslim world in line with American 
ideals, the incompetent policies of the Bush administration Islamicized the region, 
awakened Muslim masses, politicized them and steeled Muslim intellectuals. This 
situation developed many new visions, strategies and tactics critical of American 
power. Thus they weakened America’s image as a hegemonic power by  compli-
cating and limiting President Bush’s political agenda. 

In this framework, the key question is essentially the one raised by Fareed Zaka-
ria:13 “Will history strike to the United States as well? Is it already striking?”14 The 
problem that the U.S government is facing today stems from Washington turning 
blind to the new world emerging around it and not giving any concrete signal that 
it can adapt American policies to a new era. A superpower undefeated in terms of 
military strength has won an easy victory in Afghanistan and then started another 
war thinking it would once again succeed effortlessly against Saddam Hussein’s 
alienated regime in Iraq. After a swift military victory the final result was a chal-
lenging, however, and the U.S was subjected to intense international opposition. 
Whatever the consequences in Iraq may be, the losses are immense. America’s 
image as a model democracy is now tainted. States like Iran and Venezuela and 
great powers like China and Russia are taking advantage of Washington’s care-
less actions and criticizing U.S policies on these grounds. Another imperial down-
fall that we have come to be familiar with throughout history is taking place. In 
other words, history is repeating itself.

Today, U.S.’ political system has lost the ability to heal its own wounds. Presently, 
the U.S. faces serious economic challenges. These challenges are also engen-
dered by certain government policies. The U.S. economy and American society in 
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general are competent enough to respond to economic pressures they are facing. 
The major issue however is, whether it is possible for Washington to put things in 
order and adapt in a world where others are emerging. For almost 20 years, the 
U.S. has maintained its absolute unrivalled position. Perhaps, ever since the World 
War II ended, the world remained within the same structure modeled by the U.S. 
However the world today is at the crossroads of a breaking point in history. 

In the last 500 years, we have wit-
nessed changes of power in the global 
structure three times.15 First was the 
rise of the Western world, which be-
gan in the 15th century and gained 
momentum at the end of the 18th cen-
tury. This brought about the concept 
of modernity, as we know it: science, 
technology, trade, capitalism, and ag-
ricultural and industrial revolutions. The 
second alteration occurred at the end 

of the 19th century: the rise of the United States of America. Right after its indus-
trialization, the U.S. became the strongest nation since the Roman Empire and 
attained a more powerful position than any of the other nations combined. For the 
major part of the following century the U.S. dominated economy, politics, science 
and culture. In the last 20 years there was no other power to match American 
hegemony, which is unprecedented in history. And now we witness the third big 
change of power in the modern era: The rise of other multiple actors. We see that 
for the last 20 to 30 years, a number of countries are achieving unimaginable eco-
nomic growth rates and challenging the U.S economically.16

There are certain policies and programs that can be supported in order for the 
U.S. economy and society to recover. For such a recovery, change in strategy and 
actions is necessary. The U.S. must accept that it has to make the following deci-
sion: It can either contribute to the stability of the emerging new order by winning 
over new nations and publics, while giving up some of its power and rights and 
acknowledging a world made up of various voices and perspectives, or it will be 
just an onlooker to the facts of ultra-nationalism, disintegration and decline which 
will slowly shatter the world order the U.S. itself set up in the last 60 years.17
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world?”
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Imagining a Post American World?

The question that needs to be tackled therefore is: what will happen after America 
loses its title as the sole superpower of the world? Both China and India lack the 
political will and experience to influence world politics.18 In the foreseeable future 
both of these states will remain influential within their region. 

Can the EU be considered an international power then? Even though the EU is a 
great unifying project, one has to admit that the EU has a long way to go in terms 
of political integration and economic cooperation and consolidation. As a mat-
ter of fact, it is fairly difficult to think of the EU as a super power in the classical 
sense of the word. The EU is without a doubt an influential transatlantic/regional 
power,19 however some argue that discussions on the EU as a soft power display 
the Union’s palpable weakness.20 Opposed to this view, other scholars maintain 
that its “soft” quality, that is, its strength in non-military and non-coercive terms, 
makes EU an influential actor in the international scene.21 Although it is a fact that 
the Union is one of the greatest economic actors in the world trade, being a strong 
economic actor does not suffice for the EU to become a world power and exert 
political influence in the internal political arena. As Waltz22 and others have argued, 
“the basic components of any kind of power are force, political will, and legiti-
macy.”23 And these elements that Waltz lists seem to be what is missing in the EU. 

Undoubtedly, the EU is an important “trade power” in terms of having influence on 
policies of other countries. But can the EU transform this economic power into a 
political one? As they tackle this question, Sophie Meunier and Kalypso Nicolaidis 
coin the term “conflicted trade power” to describe the EU.24 This means that the EU 
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harbors different views, conflicting outlooks, and policies of her member states.25 
Following these scholars, one could argue that in a Union where “a certain political 
will, of a genuine shared commitment on the part of a plurality of actors…to make 
the necessary sacrifices to support its ambitions”26 is missing, it is hard to talk of 
consensus-based, collaborative policies that would offer an alternative to the U.S.

Having started with Gramsci, it is appropriate to end this article with inspiration 
from his arguments. Today a country seeking to fill the U.S.’ position has to have 
great influence, tremendous resources, a universal ideology and strong political 
will in order to succeed. The EU may be a regional power that is influential over 
Eurasia, yet in order to speak of the EU as a superpower, one has to qualify 
whether the EU displays an enormous economic-financial-industrial might, influen-
tial political leadership, and a military in possession of insurmountable technologi-
cal capabilities.
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