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Review by Alfred E. Eckes, Ohio University

n this impressive synthesis Michael Hunt endeavors to explain how the U.S. gained and
wielded global dominance during the 20th century. He argues that wealth, confidence,
and leadership are the keys to

understanding how a “weak and
insignificant country” (p. 2) rose to
first place among nations and managed
to remain there. The “leading role in
the American ascendancy,” (p. 7) he
attributes to the rise of the state—or
the American central government—
and its expanding bureaucracy. He
credits three generations of leaders,
beginning with William McKinley and
Woodrow Wilson, then the interwar
Republicans, and last Franklin
Roosevelt and Harry Truman, for
setting the pace and direction of a
process that led to U.S. dominance. He
also focuses on the critical role of an
Eastern Anglo-Saxon leadership elite—
individuals such as Henry L. Stimson and Dean Acheson—who guided America’s rise to
world power.

While I find the author’s interpretation stimulating, I have some concerns about his
analysis and its supporting evidence. To begin with, Hunt’s statist interpretation of
American ascendancy is provocative, but not entirely convincing. He would benefit from
the insights of institutional economists, like Cambridge University economist Ha-Joon
Chang, a native of Korea, who has written extensively on the state and economic
development. In his award winning book, Kicking Away the Ladder: Development Strategy
in Historical Perspective, Ha-Joon Chang disputes the interpretations of deductive neo-
classical economists who stress the importance of free markets and free trade in national
development. Instead, surveying the economic history of various nations, he shows how
government institutions and bureaucracies were critical to national economic ascendancy.
This was especially true with regard to Japan, South Korea, and several other Asian
countries. But, for the U.S. it was not bureaucracy so much as high tariffs for industry, and
a legal system that protected property rights and encouraged innovation and
entrepreneurship. In the U.S. a lenient approach to bankruptcy encouraged risk-taking
more than in Western Europe where business debtors often ended their careers in prison.

While the expanding state was an factor in America’s ascendancy, I think that Hunt
exaggerates its influence. One reason for this may be that the author seems to have
misinterpreted some of the key data. He asserts (p. 5) that “central government spending
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in most developed countries amounts to an impressive 40 to 50 percent of the total annual
output of goods and services.” For this claim his source is Angus Maddison’s study for the
OECD, The World Economy: A Millennial Perspective. In point of fact, Maddison considered
“total government expenditures,” not simply “central government spending,” and his data
are limited to only six developed countries—four in Western Europe, the United States and
Japan. The experiences of France, Germany and the Netherlands, three countries with
relatively high levels of state spending, seem to bias his conclusions. Interestingly, for the
United States, Maddison’s data show total government spending not exceeding 31.1
percent of GDP (gross domestic product) in any of the periods studied. For this reason, I
believe that Hunt has overestimated the significance of the federal government to
American development. Indeed, Maddison’s data may suggest another conclusion. When
the size of government is correlated with growth of GDP, some readers may spot a negative
relationship. Maddison’s limited sample seems to show slower rates of economic growth
when government spending reaches 40 to 50 percent of total output than at lower levels.

If the state has been less significant in the U.S. than in some other countries, what explains
America’s economic vitality? I think that Hunt might give more attention to American-style
capitalism which flourished until the mid-20th century with little government oversight of
corporations and few protections for labor. Also, important was a legal system that
protected property rights and encouraged entrepreneurial risk-taking. Strong patent laws
benefitted inventors and lenient bankruptcy laws enabling risk takers to escape their
mistakes and try again. Rather than focusing narrowly on the role of an elite foreign-policy
elite who helped spend taxes, perhaps historians seeking to understand America’s rise to a
dominant global position should be paying more attention to the inventors and
entrepreneurs with bold ideas who created wealth. These energetic individuals developed
new products, and then produced and marketed them successfully to consumers around
the world. Victoria de Grazia also emphasizes the important role that entrepreneurs and
businesses had in forging an American “market empire” based on consumerism in her
Irresistible Empire, winner of the 2005 Bernath Prize.

Many of these business leaders and entrepreneurs—and some foreign governments—also
used the power of their purses to lobby the American state and influence its future
priorities. In my view, Michael Hunt’s interpretation of American ascendancy gives too little
attention to the role of lobbyists and Congress. He tends to see them as “secondary
characters” (p. 7) operating “in close collaboration with the state authorities.” The reality
that I encountered during my eleven years in Washington, working for Congress and in two
presidential administrations, was quite different. If prepared to contribute substantial sums
of money to political parties and candidates for public office, lobbyists can influence the
nation’s public policies in myriad, and sometimes mysterious, ways, frequently overcoming
the opposition of more detached decisionmakers.

Next, let me challenge several other interpretations in Hunt’s book. He refers repeatedly to
the American quest for free trade beginning in the 1930s with Secretary of State Cordell
Hull. But, Hull, and his followers, denied they were “free traders.” Instead, they simply
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wanted to lower, but not remove, tariff barriers in order to expand trade. I believe this is an
important distinction. Until President Ronald Reagan committed the U.S. to a policy of
promoting free trade, the U.S. had pursued a policy of gradual trade liberalization, first in
goods and then in services.

Regarding Bretton Woods and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), there
are some spurious claims. Hunt asserts that Bretton Woods established a “commitment to
free trade” (p. 164) and that Congress agreed to GATT in 1947. Neither is correct. For years
the Executive Branch treated GATT as an intergovernmental contract, not an executive
agreement or treaty, in order to circumvent Congress. And, while Hunt argues that GATT
did not “begin to demonstrate its capacity to lower international barrier to trade” until the
early 1960s, some of the most important tariff reductions occurred in the first post-war
negotiations, though not all parties to GATT could implement these obligations at the time
(p. 165).

On foreign aid, Hunt recycles the conventional wisdom that U.S. giving lags considerably
behind other donor nations. It is true that U.S. official aid has declined from its post-World
War II high, but arguably the rapid growth of private capital flows, remittances, and
philanthropy more than compensate. Indeed, according to the Hudson Institute’s Index of
Global Philanthropy, U.S. giving, as a share of gross national income, ranks near the top of
donor countries, not near the bottom, with 0.98% of national income, well above the
Millennium Development Goal of 0.7%.

Despite such shortcomings, I do like Hunt’s book. Writing a synthesis over such a sweeping
period of change is extraordinarily difficult, as I know from a prior effort. I find his
interpretations stimulating and many of his conclusions—particularly those related to
globalization and pernicious influence of some neo-liberal economists—on target. From
my standpoint, his splendid bibliographical essay is an excellent introduction to much of
the recent writings on key aspects of American foreign relations and globalization.


