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Why should someone read a book about the  
United States’ role in the 21st century that was published 
months before Donald Trump turned US foreign policy 
upside down? The answer to this question is twofold: 
First, Brooks’ and Wolforth’s book is not about a short-
term US foreign policy but about the foundational ele-
ments of  the US’s grand strategy in international affairs 
and hence timeless. Second, the book is extremely well 
structured and clearly written, with an extensive discus-
sion of  the current state of  research on international 
order, great power politics and the rise and fall of  hege-
monies. From a realist as well as a liberal institutionalist 
perspective, the authors present theoretically inspired 
and empirically well substantiated arguments why deep 
engagement has been, still is and will be the best option 
for the United States in global politics. Hence, they chal-
lenge the current dominant discourse of  scholars and 
politicians that America should pull back to uphold its 
current status.

Overall, this book seeks to answer two fundamental 
questions: Is the United States still a superpower and 
will it continue to be one in the future? Should the Unit-
ed States continue its strategy of  deep engagement and 
shape the world to its own liking, or should it pull back 
its global engagement or even increase it and fight for 
more democracy and human rights?

In the first part of  the book (chapters two and three) 
the authors answer the first question by analyzing 
America’s current global position and the likelihood of  
“change in a one-superpower world”. They argue that 
a superpower must be “capable of  pursuing a world-
shaping grand strategy” (p. 72) and therefore needs an 

overwhelming state capacity in three interrelated di-
mensions, that is, military, technological and economic 
(p. 14). By proposing this measurement and with their 
detailed and comprehensive analysis of  capacities, the 
authors admit that China has made remarkable progress 
in all three dimensions, rising from a great power to an 
emerging superpower. However, they persuasively criti-
cize the notion that this rise will inevitably continue at 
the same speed, resulting in the end of  America’s status 
as the lone and unchallenged superpower. Brooks and 
Wolforth are convinced that China’s innovation capac-
ity is still dependent on Western (mainly American) 
companies, and that it will face serious demographic, 
environmental and economic challenges in its transfor-
mation from a middle-income to a high-income coun-
try. Furthermore, they argue that China’s considerable 
increase of  military spending cannot hide the fact that 
it invested these resources mainly in areas in which rela-
tively little knowledge is needed and where it can com-
pete with the US (e.g., missile technology). The People’s 
Republic, however, still struggles to develop top-end 
military equipment and to integrate it into a working 
system (pp. 60-61). Hence, the authors conclude that  
China’s military capabilities “hardly go beyond perim-
eter defense” (p. 62) and do not allow to challenge the US 
in its command of  the global commons. Consequently, 
they refer to Buzan’s concept for analyzing the structure 
of  the international system and refine it by proposing 
the possibility of  1 + Y + X. That is, they characterize the 
current system as one that is dominated by a superpow-
er, several major powers with limited (regional) capabil-
ities (X), and China as an emerging superpower (Y), that 
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is clearly more capable as X but at least in the medium-
term not capable of  challenging the superpower in its 
global ambitions.

Based on this assessment, the authors then discuss 
in the second part of  their book (chapters four to ten) the 
three possible options for an American grand strategy 
(i.e., deep engagement, retrenchment, deep engagement 
plus), and present their reasons and evidence why deep 
engagement is the only sensible strategy from a security 
as well as an economic perspective. They do so by outlin-
ing the general logic of  both dimensions and by assess-
ing their costs and benefits.

Against the backdrop of  a very dense and compre-
hensive discussion of  the current state of  research, the 
authors come to the conclusion that deep engagement 
is the preferable option not only because it reduces the 
likelihood of  regional conflicts and wars, and hinders 
nuclear proliferation, but also because this strategy con-
tributes to a global economic and financial system that 
favors the US disproportionally and that allows it to 
block the rise of  possible contenders for its superpower 
status.

Brooks and Wolforth do not withhold the fact that 
deep engagement is costly from an economic/budget-
ary as well as a security perspective, fueling regional 
and global balancing tendencies and putting the US in 
a constant temptation to misuse its power for unneces-
sary adventures (which is why they rule out a strategy 
of  deep engagement plus). Nevertheless, they  compare 
these costs not to the alternative of  a complete isolation-
ist strategy (which they see not only as unlikely but also 
as impossible in a globalized world), but to a policy of  
retrenchment with the option of  going global if  need-
ed. Deep engagement allows the US to maintain and if  
needed to adapt a global order that is overall beneficial 
to its national interests at an acceptable level of  costs, 
and that at the same time puts America in the position to 
block any effort of  rising powers to challenge this order 
to its disadvantage.

Overall Brooks and Wolforth present a convincing, 
theoretically inspiring and empirically rich discussion 
of  global order and the challenges for a superpower that 
is a must read not only for scholars of  grand strategy and 
US foreign and security policy, but also for students in-
terested in world affairs.


