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British and American Hegemony
Compared: Lessons for the

Current Era of Decline
' DAVID A. LAKE
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Analysts often look to the precedent of British decline, which is
said to have contributed to international political and economic
unrest, in attempting to understand the impact of America’s rela-
tive decline. In this essay, David A. Lake points out that the anai-
ogy is deeply flawed. International politica! and economic struc-
tures were fundamentally different in the two hegemonic eras, as
were the specific processes associated with the relative decline of
Britain and the United States. Lake summarizes the salient char-
acteristics of the two periods, and on this basis projects a contin-
uation of past international economic openness even as Ameri-

can hegemony wanes.

America’s decline has gained new prominence in the current political debate.
There is little doubt that the country’s economic competitiveness has, in fact, ]
waned since its hegemonic zenith in the 1950s. The immediate post—Second
World War era was anomalous; with Europe and Japan devastated by the war, the
United States enjoyed a period of unchallenged economic supremacy. As other

countries rebuilt their economies, this lead had to diminish. Yet, even in the 1970s "
and 1980s, long after the period of “catch up” had ended, America’s economy

continued to weaken relative to its principal trading partners. :
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