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The Comfort of Power 

Great powers rarely recognize the moment when strength begins to become vulnerability. 

Empires seldom collapse suddenly. More often they drift—slowly and almost imperceptibly—from vigilance into 
comfort, from adaptability into rigidity, from republic into imperium. The transition unfolds gradually enough that 
those living through it rarely perceive the structural shift underway. By the time the danger becomes visible, the 
habits that produced it are already deeply embedded within institutions, strategic culture, and national identity. 

History suggests that the most dangerous phase in the life of a great power is not the moment of weakness but the 
moment of overwhelming strength. That moment is when learning stops. 

Across centuries—from Athens to Rome, from Britain to the United States—dominant states have repeatedly 
fallen into a similar psychological pattern: the erosion of strategic empathy. Power insulates. Insulation alters 
perception. Over time the hegemon begins to interpret the world less as a network of interdependent actors and 
more as a field of manageable objects. 

The result is rarely cruelty. 

More often, it is distance. 

Understanding the contemporary United States requires recognizing how this distance emerges. Over the past 250 
years, the American republic has evolved from a vulnerable revolutionary state into the central organizing power of 
the modern international system. That transformation—spanning continental expansion, industrialization, two 
world wars, and the Cold War—reshaped not only global order but the political psychology of American power 
itself. 

The question facing the United States today is therefore deeper than geopolitical rivalry. 

It is whether the American republic has entered what might be called the Aristotelian tragedy of hegemonic 
power. 

 

The Evolutionary Logic of Power 

The philosopher Aristotle described tragedy as the downfall of a great figure not because of villainy but because of 
hamartia—a fatal flaw that emerges from strength itself. The protagonist’s greatest virtues ultimately become the 
source of vulnerability. 

Great powers follow a similar pattern. 

Their greatest achievements create the conditions for their eventual decline. 



The biological foundations of this dynamic are visible across the natural world. Among social mammals, empathy 
and cooperation evolved because survival demanded them. Primatologist Frans de Waal’s research demonstrates 
that reciprocity, fairness, and compassion appear widely across primate societies. These traits are not merely moral 
ideals; they are evolutionary strategies that allow groups to survive under conditions of shared vulnerability. 

Yet empathy evolves unevenly. 

It tends to operate most strongly within communities that experience common risk. Groups that live under 
persistent threat develop cultural norms emphasizing vigilance, cooperation, and mutual awareness. Those 
insulated from systemic danger often develop different habits—habits shaped less by survival and more by 
stability. 

Over time, insulation alters perception. 

Long-term asymmetries of power reinforce psychological distance between dominant groups and those who 
remain vulnerable. Those who have never lived under threat often struggle to internalize the experiences of those 
who have. 

Comfort becomes a teacher. 

This dynamic—what might be called predator cognition—does not necessarily produce cruelty or hostility. More 
often it produces indifference. The suffering of others becomes abstract because the system has never required 
deep identification with it. 

States behave similarly. 

Political systems evolve through feedback loops linking institutions, culture, and historical experience. When a 
state rises from vulnerability into dominance, the lessons shaping its strategic behavior begin to change. The habits 
of survival gradually give way to the habits of power. 

The system stops learning the lessons of prey. 

And begins learning the habits of predators. 

 

A Republic Born in Vulnerability 

The early United States emerged from conditions of extraordinary insecurity. 

The American Revolution was not simply a political rebellion but a precarious struggle against the most powerful 
empire of the eighteenth century. The colonial coalition faced enormous military and economic disadvantages. 
Victory required alliances, strategic improvisation, and constant awareness of vulnerability. 

This experience shaped the constitutional order that followed. 

The framers of the Constitution understood republics as historically fragile political forms. Classical history 
suggested that successful republics often evolved into empires—and that empires eventually undermined the civic 
virtues required for republican governance. 

Their institutional design reflected this concern. 

The separation of powers, federalism, and the complex architecture of checks and balances were intended to 
prevent the concentration of authority that had historically destroyed republican systems. 



Early American political culture reinforced these assumptions. Citizens viewed political participation not merely as 
a right but as a civic responsibility essential to the preservation of liberty. 

Yet the structural environment confronting the United States would soon begin to change. 

 

Expansion and the Security of Geography 

Throughout the nineteenth century the United States expanded across the North American continent. Geographic 
isolation and abundant natural resources created a strategic environment fundamentally different from the one 
faced by European states. 

Unlike the crowded geopolitical environment of Europe, the United States did not develop within a dense system 
of rival great powers competing for survival. Instead it benefited from geographic distance from the principal 
centers of global conflict. 

Strategic insulation enabled extraordinary economic growth. 

By the late nineteenth century the United States had become one of the world’s largest industrial economies. Yet 
its political culture still reflected the assumptions of a vulnerable republic rather than those of a dominant global 
power. 

This tension would become increasingly visible in the twentieth century. 

 

War and the Emergence of American Leadership 

The twentieth century transformed the international position of the United States. 

The two world wars devastated the industrial centers of Europe and Asia while leaving the American homeland 
largely intact. By the end of World War II the United States possessed unmatched economic and military 
capabilities. 

Yet the early Cold War imposed a form of strategic discipline on American power. 

The Soviet Union represented a formidable peer competitor capable of challenging American influence across 
multiple domains. Containment strategy required alliances, institutional cooperation, and long-term economic 
investment. 

American leadership became embedded within international institutions such as NATO, the United Nations, and 
the Bretton Woods system. These institutions were not simply diplomatic instruments; they formed the 
architecture of a global order built around American leadership but shared with allies. 

In evolutionary terms the Cold War preserved the memory of vulnerability. 

Even at the height of its power the United States operated within a system that required cooperation and restraint. 

The hegemon still remembered the hunt. 

 

The Unipolar Moment 

The collapse of the Soviet Union fundamentally altered this strategic environment. 



For the first time in modern history a single state possessed unmatched military, economic, technological, and 
cultural power across nearly every domain. The post–Cold War world created conditions of hegemonic dominance 
unprecedented in the modern international system. 

This transformation reshaped both American foreign policy and domestic political culture. 

Without a peer competitor capable of imposing discipline on strategic decision-making, American policy began 
oscillating between competing visions of global leadership. Some policymakers emphasized multilateral 
cooperation and the expansion of liberal international institutions. Others favored unilateral approaches centered 
on military superiority and national sovereignty. 

Domestically the absence of existential external threats redirected political attention inward. 

Polarization intensified. Civic institutions weakened. Public trust in government declined dramatically. The social 
contract that once linked citizens to the republic began to fragment along lines of class, race, and political identity. 

These developments echo patterns observed in earlier empires. 

 

Rome and the Fate of Republics 

The most instructive historical comparison for the United States is not the collapse of the Roman Empire but the 
earlier transformation of the Roman Republic. 

Roman republican institutions were forged during centuries of vulnerability. Persistent conflicts with neighboring 
powers produced a political culture defined by civic participation and military discipline. Power was distributed 
among magistrates, assemblies, and the Senate. The system depended upon citizens who understood public service 
as both duty and privilege. 

Success transformed these conditions. 

Following the defeat of Carthage, Rome emerged as the dominant power of the Mediterranean world. The republic 
suddenly governed territories far beyond the institutional capacity of its political system. 

Military commanders gained enormous authority in distant provinces. Economic wealth from imperial territories 
intensified competition among elite factions within Rome itself. Over time political struggles increasingly relied on 
military power. 

Figures such as Marius, Sulla, Pompey, and Julius Caesar embodied this transformation. 

Rome did not collapse immediately. The Roman Empire would endure for centuries. 

But the republic—the civic system that once balanced power and legitimacy—had already disappeared. 

The American experience now confronts a similar tension between republican institutions and imperial scale. 

 

Britain and the Limits of Imperial Management 

The British Empire illustrates a different pathway through the life cycle of hegemonic systems. 

Unlike Rome, Britain rarely attempted direct territorial control over the entire international system. Instead it 
constructed a maritime empire built upon naval supremacy, financial institutions, and global trade networks. 



London became the central manager of nineteenth-century global commerce. 

British naval power protected international shipping lanes. The pound sterling served as the primary reserve 
currency. British financial markets facilitated global investment. 

For nearly a century this system produced remarkable stability. 

Yet the costs of maintaining global leadership gradually exceeded Britain’s economic capacity. Industrial 
competition from Germany and the United States eroded Britain’s economic advantage. Two world wars 
accelerated the process. 

The empire did not collapse dramatically. 

Instead Britain gradually retrenched and adapted to a new role within an American-led international order. 

Power had simply become too expensive. 

 

The Discipline of the Cold War 

If Rome and Britain illustrate the dangers of imperial overreach, the Cold War United States demonstrates how 
vulnerability can discipline power. 

The presence of the Soviet Union imposed constraints on American strategy. Nuclear deterrence created mutual 
vulnerability. Ideological competition required diplomatic engagement with newly independent states across the 
developing world. 

American leadership therefore remained embedded within international institutions and alliances. 

These constraints forced policymakers to balance power with legitimacy. 

Strategic humility—born of vulnerability—helped sustain the stability of the international system. 

 

Predator Comfort in American Strategy 

The strategic environment confronting the United States today is fundamentally different. 

Without a single rival capable of matching American power across all domains, strategic discipline has eroded. 
American policy increasingly oscillates between competing impulses: global stewardship and transactional 
nationalism. 

Meanwhile the nature of global conflict has evolved. 

Modern security challenges operate across interconnected systems—military, economic, technological, ecological, 
and societal. These compound security environments create complex feedback loops that reshape the dynamics 
of power. 

In such systems traditional military dominance alone cannot guarantee strategic control. 

Smaller actors increasingly exploit systemic vulnerabilities rather than confronting American power directly. Cyber 
operations, economic disruption, and proxy warfare allow weaker states to influence global dynamics 
disproportionate to their material capabilities. 



The predator’s advantage diminishes as complexity increases. 

The prey adapts. 

 

The Domestic–Global Feedback Loop 

The most dangerous phase of hegemonic decline often emerges from the interaction between domestic 
fragmentation and international instability. 

Internal polarization weakens the political capacity required for coherent foreign policy. Strategic decisions become 
reactive rather than deliberate. At the same time external pressures—economic competition, technological 
disruption, geopolitical rivalry—intensify domestic political divisions. 

Late imperial Rome experienced similar dynamics. 

As civic cohesion weakened, political legitimacy eroded. Military authority expanded while civilian institutions 
declined. Domestic instability and external threats reinforced one another in a spiral of systemic decline. 

The United States has not reached such a point. 

But the structural pressures are increasingly visible. 

 

The Aristotelian Tragedy of American Power 

The defining feature of tragedy is inevitability emerging from character. 

The hero falls because the very strengths that produced success eventually generate vulnerability. 

For great powers that strength is success itself. 

The United States built the most powerful economy in history, defeated rival great powers in two world wars, and 
constructed an international order that produced unprecedented global prosperity. 

Yet those achievements created a new strategic condition. 

The republic became a hegemon. 

And hegemony changes the psychology of states. 

Comfort alters perception. Distance replaces empathy. Institutions designed for a republic struggle to govern an 
empire. 

The tragedy is not predetermined. 

But it is structural. 

 

The Republic’s Choice 

History rarely repeats itself exactly. 

But patterns recur often enough to provide warnings. 



Athens lost its empire when strategic arrogance destroyed the alliances that sustained it. Rome’s republic collapsed 
under the political strain of imperial expansion. Britain’s global dominance faded when imperial commitments 
exceeded economic capacity. 

Each case reveals the same lesson. 

Great powers fall not when they lose strength—but when they lose perspective. 

The United States now stands at a pivotal moment in its own systemic evolution. It can continue drifting toward 
the psychology of hegemonic comfort, interpreting global leadership primarily through the lens of dominance and 
transactional advantage. 

Or it can rediscover the strategic humility that once defined its republican origins. 

Empathy in statecraft is not sentimentality. 

It is foresight. 

Great powers that remember vulnerability often lead wisely. 

Those that forget it rarely lead for long. 
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