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The Post-American World 

 Fareed Zakaria, W.W. Norton & Company, 2008.  

 

Fareed Zakaria has written thoughtfully and widely on  

geopolitics and global society. He also discusses issues in a  

refreshingly interactive way with world leaders on CNN.  

His recent book, The Post-American World, despite its  

gloomy title, forecasts a happy ending to the next leg of  

the American journey. 

 

One of Mr. Zakaria’s catchy catch phrases is “the rise of  
the rest”. This sums up his view of America’s position and  
attributes the current situation to “three tectonic power  
shifts” of historic proportion: the rise of the western world,  

the rise of the United States and the rise of the rest. The  

rise of the rest is now upon us and has given “birth of a  
truly global order”.  
 

 Almost as an aside, he addresses the form of governance  

that responds best to the new global order. “In an open  
world economy, these groups know that they need the  

central government less and less.” This follows an earlier statement that “power is shifting away from 

nation-states.” With direct communication and transportation between people, customers and 

businesses, the linkages will tend to be more and more personal; less dependent of national 

governments and institutions. Returning to Professor Fukuyama’s point, it seems that even though Mr. 

Zakaria’s observation about increasingly personal forms of global interaction are indeed happening;  

institutions, whether national governments, international regulators or other systemic organizers in the 

multi-party world will always be in demand. 

 

“For almost three centuries, the world has had a superpower.” Today, “solving common problems in an 
era of diffusion and decentralization could turn out to be more difficult without a superpower.” 

 

“Becoming a modern society is about industrialization, urbanization, and rising levels of literacy, 
education, and wealth [the Editor would add health and safety to the list]. The qualities that make a 

society Western, in contrast, are special: the classical legacy, [Judeo-]Christianity, the separation of 

church and state, the rule of law and  civil society.”  Western civilization, as Samuel P. Huntington writes 

in The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, “is precious not because it is universal but 

because it is unique.” 

 

“America has been able to tap this energy [the energy and vitality provided by immigrants], manage 

diversity, assimilate newcomers, and move ahead economically. Ultimately, this is what sets the country 

[America] apart from the experience of Britain and all other historical examples of great economic 

powers that grew fat and lazy and slipped behind as they faced the rise of leaner, hungrier nations.” 

America internalizes the competition with energizing immigrants and an entrepreneurial spirit. 
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“Growing inequality is the signature feature of the new era fueled by a triple force – the knowledge 

economy, information technology, and globalization.” Mr. Zakaria quotes Martin Wolf in noting “…the 

change in economic fundamentals is from capital and labor to energy and ideas.” 

 

“The world is going America’s way. Countries are becoming more open, market friendly, and 
democratic.” [Editor’s Note: this may not be as true in 2019 as it was in 2008.] 

 

The international order established by the United States after World War II is in urgent need of 

expansion and repair, but not reconception.”  Mr. Zakaria suggests that America become an ‘honest 

broker’ in the vein of Chancellor Bismarck during the late 19
th

 century in Germany. “This new role is 
quite different from the traditional superpower role. It involves consultation, cooperation, and even 

compromise. It derives its power by setting the agenda, defining the issues, and mobilizing 

coalitions…being Chairman of the Board.” [Editor: The 2016 diversion from this mission may change the 

global dynamics if it persists.] 

 

Mr. Zakaria concludes by describing six specific guidelines to enable America a successful leadership role 

in the new world: 

1. Choose a foreign policy path; don’t play the field. 
2. Build broad rules, not narrow interests. 

3. Be Bismarck, not Britain…be the honest broker, not a diminishing power broker. 

4. Order ala carte. 

5. Think asymmetrically. 

6. Be, and be viewed as, legitimate; legitimacy is power. 

 

At the end of the day, the message to take from Mr. Zakaria’s work is that America remains a 

superpower, even as other nations ascend the power structure. The use of our power, and its 

perpetuation, is best applied by welcoming the rising nations of the world to the table and then serving 

as the host, the facilitator, the source of intellectual inspiration, the leader. While still a useful and 

existential approach, the ramifications of abandoning this path are becoming apparent in 2019. 

 

Conclusion. 
The world seems to be turning away from the post WW II philosophy of building institutions and 

systems to manage global peace, economic development and human rights. More insular policies and 

programs are growing in Europe, China, Japan and America. The economic stagnation of the global 

economy and the living standards of first, second and third world families is a disruption not previously 

felt by global systems. Despite the inward tendencies of modern society, the lessons and approaches of 

Messrs. Zakaria, Friedman and Fukuyama are still valid aspirations. 
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