
Why does it feel like America is in 
decline? (some of the data, 

you’ve already seen)



















It’s our debt trajectory (lots more, really fast) that is the 
problem… for now (2019, debt-to-GDP ratios)



Debt per American is exploding



Two president (Trump 1st, Biden) double the natl 
debt…And a year into Trump 2, it’s 38T



What happens as interest rates rise to historical norms?



Spending more on debt interest than US defense?



Can’t we just stiff foreign governments and companies? No



All that debt (mostly driven by 
tax cuts, war borrowing, and 

tough-times stimuli)… not much 
to show for it in terms of 

investing in our nation’s future





US Healthcare: Paying the most for the middling 
quality that is the least efficient & least equitable



US Healthcare: Living shorter lives than our peers













And then there’s the political divide (American soft power)











TRENDS IN FUTURE DEVELOPMENT: INNOVATION AND INVESTMENT IN 
HUMAN CAPITAL OUTSIDE OF THE WEST WILL DRIVE DEVELOPMENT



But, but, but…. America can 
remain very strong



REMEMBER THE BIG PICTURE



Some good news: We have room to grow our tax base 
(other very strong economies tax more) 



We tax like a poor country (which limits how they can 
invest in their people, too)



Some good news: We still have lots of room for concensus



We are by far the world’s dominant 
military





And military $ is sustainable (it is about 
15% of the US budget)



MORE EVIDENCE THAT THE AMERICAN ECONOMY IS 
SUSTAINING HEGEMONY… US SHARE OF GLOBAL GDP OVER 

TIME



Not much change over last 30 years



US R&D was still #1 until very recently



IS AMERICN AN EMPIRE?
You say “empire,” I say “hegemony”… what’s the difference? What makes an 
empire?:

Empires tend to be cyclical, but things speed up at the end
• Free riding issues: The main threat to empire is economic (Ferguson)
• The costs of empire and over-reach (share of GDP used to project power) 
• Entitlement, debt, and too big to fail 
• Niall Ferguson: Empires are “complex systems” like economic and 

environmental systems… Tipping points make it so that small changes can 
cause explosive changes very quickly. This means that perceptions are 
huge. 

• Ferguson: The main trick is to manage inevitable decline 



WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST INTERNAL THREATS TO US HEGEMONY?
• US debt and investment

– Do the numbers at the front tell us that we’ll have to change the trend or they will be 
changed for us? There is considerable debate over how much debt is too much.

– On the other hand, US unfunded liabilities are huge! And what do we have to show for 
our investments? Data above and data below suggest we aren’t investing in ourselves

– How could increasing debt get us to a tipping point? Treasury bills, refinancing, and 
interest rates?: Our debt has been accrued with unusually cheap money.

• Political threats to American soft power
– Political instability and chaos at home because govt. can’t be all things to all people… 

people begin to be less supportive of projecting power.
– Immigration policy (Immigrants = 25% of all US patents, 43% of all US STEM PhDs, >40% 

of US Nobel prizes)
– Tariffs, free trade, and commitments to intl. institutions, including NATO: We are 

abandoning our sticky power (Niall Ferguson, in an unassigned article, foresaw US 
behavior in this area and likened it to the decline of the UK, which started with major 
tariffs when that hegemon thought it would be better to go it alone) 

– Our soft power is going away—What argument do we have to credibly say we are a 
model and a leader of the free world… both politically and economically? And Mazarr 
wrote about this before 2020

– Why is our political system so weak at dealing with this? American exceptionalism, the 
polarized 2-party system, and veto points. 

• What else is going on with US power? (Michael Mazarr’s article) Ability to project power 
credibly over the long run is declining -> more military $ elsewhere, especially in “area 
denial” areas. And our debt and political system will make it harder to project power.


	Why does it feel like America is in decline? (some of the data, you’ve already seen)
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	It’s our debt trajectory (lots more, really fast) that is the problem… for now (2019, debt-to-GDP ratios)
	Debt per American is exploding
	Two president (Trump 1st, Biden) double the natl debt…And a year into Trump 2, it’s 38T
	What happens as interest rates rise to historical norms?
	Spending more on debt interest than US defense?
	Can’t we just stiff foreign governments and companies? No
	All that debt (mostly driven by tax cuts, war borrowing, and tough-times stimuli)… not much to show for it in terms of investing in our nation’s future
	Slide Number 17
	US Healthcare: Paying the most for the middling quality that is the least efficient & least equitable
	US Healthcare: Living shorter lives than our peers
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	And then there’s the political divide (American soft power)
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	TRENDS IN FUTURE DEVELOPMENT: INNOVATION AND INVESTMENT IN HUMAN CAPITAL OUTSIDE OF THE WEST WILL DRIVE DEVELOPMENT
	But, but, but…. America can remain very strong
	REMEMBER THE BIG PICTURE
	Some good news: We have room to grow our tax base (other very strong economies tax more) 
	We tax like a poor country (which limits how they can invest in their people, too)
	Some good news: We still have lots of room for concensus
	We are by far the world’s dominant military
	Slide Number 37
	And military $ is sustainable (it is about 15% of the US budget)
	MORE EVIDENCE THAT THE AMERICAN ECONOMY IS SUSTAINING HEGEMONY… US SHARE OF GLOBAL GDP OVER TIME
	Not much change over last 30 years
	US R&D was still #1 until very recently
	IS AMERICN AN EMPIRE?
	WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST INTERNAL THREATS TO US HEGEMONY?

