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Ask ten historians to name the Great Powers of any given era and you’ll get ten
different lists, several footnotes, and at least one argument. “Great Power” is one of
those terms many in international relations use constantly but almost nobody can
define cleanly. Historically, it was geographically and culturally bounded, endlessly
contested even in hindsight, and yet somehow indispensable. The Great Powers are
the actors who shape the world, whether or not we can agree on exactly what qualif

them to do so.

Attempts to define Great Power status read like a history of intellectual fashions.
Leopold von Ranke, writing in his famous 1833 ‘The Great Powers’ essay, defined a
Great Power as one that could survive an attack by all the other powers in the syste
combined. Ranke also believed that a Great Power had to represent some larger

principle, be that religious, cultural, or political.
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Later theorists chased more concrete attributes. The late-nineteenth century admir
and theorist Alfred Thayer Mahan looked at the map and saw the sea: whoever
controlled it - at that time the British Empire and later the rising United States -
controlled the future. Yet when the eminent British geographer Halford Mackinder
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looked at the same map a few years later, he saw something else entirely. His eye w:
drawn not to the oceans, but to the Eurasian “Heartland”: the immense continental
interior commanded by the great land powers, especially Russia and Germany.

Mackinder’s famous formula still holds sway today: “Whoever rules Eastern Europe
will rule the Heartland ... whoever rules the Heartland will rule the World Island an
whoever rules the World Island will rule the world”. For Mackinder, greatness was 1
be found in land mass. Carl Schmitt pushed this further with his idea of the Grossra
or “Great Space”™ a world properly divided among territorially defined, ideologicall:

distinct hegemons, each radiating authority outward into its own neighbourhood.

Later on, in the twentieth century, the frame shifted to economics. Paul Kennedy’s
1987 The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers argued that power ultimately rests on
economic weight, that decline follows imperial overstretch, and that rise follows
endogenous economic growth. The book landed in an America nervous about Japar
economic ascent and continues to influence academic and political thinking today.
John Mearsheimer countered in 2001 with The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, insist
military capability - especially land power - was the real currency. Other realists lil
Edward Luttwak pushed back the other way, arguing geoeconomics still trumps tar
The scholar-practitioner Joseph Nye added a different axis entirely with “soft powe
the insight that getting people to want to be like you was more effective than forcir
them to be so. John Ikenberry pointed out that Great Powers which build legitimat«
international institutions can outlast their own military dominance, turning tempo:
strength into durable order. And more recently, Graham Allison revived Thucydide
for the age of US-China rivalry: the “Thucydides Trap,” the idea that a rising power
colliding with a ruling one produces near-inevitable conflict, not because anyone

wants war but because fear makes it structurally likely.
So, What Actually Makes One?

Given all that disagreement, maybe the honest answer is that determining Great

Power status is an art, not a science. It is, of course, profoundly subjective. There’s :
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kind of circular but useful logic to it: if a state acts like a Great Power and is treatec
like one, it is one. Great Powers are the axes the world turns on, their presence is fe

everywhere, and their absence leaves a vacuum that someone else rushes to fill.

With that caveat, the framework I followed in The Return of the Great Powers breaks

capability down into “the four Rs”.

The first criterion is resources. Resources are the foundation of power and usually t
most important (though not the only) determinant of Great Powerness. A Great Pov
must possess the economic, technological and military capacity to sustain competit
over decades. It requires advanced armed forces, a sophisticated defence-industrial
base, innovative scientific capabilities and an economy capable of supporting
prolonged strategic rivalry. Population matters too, though size alone isn’t sufficier
otherwise Bangladesh would outrank Britain and France (and even Russia). GDP
matters, though purchasing-power parity often tells a truer story than raw GDP;
Russia’s self-sufficiency in energy and raw materials, for instance, lets it absorb
sanctions in a way its headline GDP wouldn’t suggest. Crucially, resources mean
nothing without the ability to mobilize them under pressure. As I say in the book, c
a state off from markets, credit, and raw materials, and see what’s left standing afte

that.

The second criterion is reach. Great Powers project influence beyond their immedi
neighbourhoods. They possess global diplomatic networks, intelligence capabilities
overseas military facilities, logistical infrastructure and the ability to shape events 1
from home. This is what separates Great Powers from Middle Powers like Turkey o
Nigeria, which can dominate their neighbourhood but not project much further. Re
is also what secures the vital “command of the commons” - the ability to protect yo

own supply chains while disrupting everyone else’s.

The third element is reputation. Great Powers are recognised as such not only by
themselves but by others. Perception matters because international politics is

ultimately conducted through belief as much as capability. Nineteenth-century
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America didn’t think of itself that way but arguably already was one, while mid-
twentieth-century Italy and France thought they still qualified and arguably no long
did. Reputation is of course bound up with history. Historical memory also plays an
enormous role in sustaining these identities. Indeed, Great Powers rarely view hist«
as something finished. Instead, they continually reinterpret the past to justify prese
ambitions. Chinese claims over Taiwan, Russian narratives of historical unity, and
American exceptionalism, most recently expressed through President Trump's revi
of the Monroe Doctrine, all demonstrate that history is never simply about the past
For Great Powers, it remains an active political resource, used to legitimise present
ambitions and shape future strategy. It’s also increasingly a story-telling contest,

waged as much through TikTok and the Premier League as through embassies.

The fourth criterion is resilience. History repeatedly demonstrates that victory ofte
belongs not to those capable of inflicting the greatest damage but to those capable
enduring it. Great Powers inevitably suffer defeats, crises and setbacks. But what
distinguishes them is their ability to recover. The Habsburg Empire survived repeai
catastrophes before finally collapsing. Britain endured two world wars and imperia
decline before reinventing its global role. The United States recovered from Vietna
Watergate and financial crises while remaining the world’s leading power. By contr
the Soviet Union possessed enormous military resources but ultimately lost the

domestic legitimacy necessary to sustain prolonged competition.
The Uncomfortable Part

None of this adds up to a clean scorecard, because no two Great Powers are configt
alike, and the mix of resources, reach, reputation, and resilience varies enormously
between them. What’s consistent is the behaviour that comes with the status: Great
Powers claim rights they deny to others. They reserve the ability to change other

regimes while rejecting the idea that anyone could change theirs. They insist they'r

bound by international law while also positioning themselves as the ones who get t
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write and enforce it. As the saying goes, they're never just rule-takers. To the contr:

they're the orderers, not the ordered.

They also don’t decline gracefully. As I say in the book Great Powers tend to look tc
big to fail — until, quite suddenly, they do. 1914 offers the starkest example: three

empires that had played a central role in shaping the European order for centuries -
Russian, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman - were gone within four years. The same coul

happen now, especially to a fundamentally brittle state like Russia.

As in the past, so today, the Great Powers of today differ considerably from each ot
both in terms of individual strengths and overall strength. There is no doubt that tt
United States and China are, by some margin, greater powers than Russia and the

United Kingdom. One could even classify the United States and China as the syster
two superpowers. Russia, meanwhile, presents a more difficult case. Although the v
in Ukraine has revealed important military and economic limitations, it can still be
argued that Russia surpasses Britain as a Great Power owing to its nuclear deterren
strategic depth, military scale, and exceptional capacity to generate geopolitical eff

through hybrid warfare, coercion, and strategic disruption across multiple theatres

This shift has accelerated in recent years. Britain’s relative decline gathered pace

through successive recent governments and has continued under Starmer, as defen
spending and military capability have failed to keep pace with mounting geopolitic
challenges. Were the United Kingdom to commit 3.5 per cent of GDP to defence, it
would likely regain its position ahead of Russia, where it stood for most of the mod

€ra.

Which brings us to the least comfortable conclusion in all of this: history’s power
transitions have rarely been peaceful. Some scholars, Lawrence Freedman among
them, once argued nuclear weapons had made Great Power war simply too costly tc
contemplate. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has complicated that theory considerabls
War, or at least the credible threat of it, remains stubbornly central to how Great

Powers relate to one another - which means it remains central to the rest of us too.
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Ultimately, the Great Powers are not simply the strongest states, nor are they
necessarily the states with the highest GDP figure. They are the states most capabls
shaping the world around them. They make the rules, occasionally break them, and
rarely accept rules imposed by others. Their choices determine not only their own

futures but, to a remarkable extent, everyone else’s.
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‘it can still be argued that Russia surpasses Britain as a Great Power’. Genuinely puzzled......cc
anyone argue that this is not the case? The U.K. today is a shrivelled up remnant of a power. !
Russia, it is nothing. You could plonk Britain next to either Tirkiye or Iran, start a war, and the
chances of the U.K. prevailing would be essentially zero in both cases. If you want an industri
metaphor for Britains precipitous decline, consider this....... there remain only x 2 operational k
furnaces working in Britain, and for how much longer is anyone's guess. &
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@ K. Nikolas Renik  7d
You rank states by their ability to effect change and then eyeball where the cutoff is; those ar

great powers.

Britain is an interesting case in that it doesn't *want* to effect change. You could argue the s
Japan and Germany. France wants to change things but isn't really sure what to and can't get
anyone to follow them. Russia has ambition and clarity but is hugely crippled by corruption.

India and Brazil are internally weak and entirely focused on fixing that, they can afford to wait

America and China have a major lead on everyone else. This makes our current moment parti
hard to create a great powers list for.

Nobody has any particular ideas they'd like to impose on the world, except maybe Britain and
Germany would like everyone to follow "the rules".
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