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Introduction
Great powers do not stumble into rivalry by accident. They arrive there through the
steady pursuit of interests, the accumulation of capabilities, and the choices leaders
make under conditions of uncertainty and pressure. The Great Power Playbook begins
from a simple premise: when we understand how states convert power into
influence—through military posturing, economic leverage, and diplomatic tools—we
can read their behavior more clearly and anticipate what comes next. This book is not
a manifesto for any one nation, nor a prediction of inevitable conflict. It is a practical
guide to strategy in an era when competition among consequential states again
shapes the horizons of security and prosperity.

The core logic of great power competition is deceptively straightforward: states seek
to protect and advance their interests in a world where others are doing the same. Yet
the means they choose—and how those choices interact—create patterns that can be
analyzed and, to a degree, forecast. Deterrence rests on credibility, not merely
capability. Economic statecraft can compel or coerce, but it can also backfire by
accelerating decoupling. Diplomacy can create room for maneuver, establish red lines,
or knit together coalitions that alter the balance of power without a shot fired.
Understanding these mechanisms gives readers a disciplined way to interpret daily
headlines without being whipsawed by them.

This playbook combines historical case studies with contemporary examples to
illuminate those mechanisms. The Concert of Europe shows how rivals built guardrails
that muted escalation for decades. The Anglo–German naval race illustrates how
technology, prestige, and misperception can entangle decision-makers. The
U.S.–Soviet Cold War demonstrates both the perils of brinkmanship and the stabilizing
effects of clear signaling and arms control. Today’s U.S.–China rivalry reprises some of
these themes—competing for command of key domains, litigating rules in
international institutions, and weaponizing interdependence—while adding new ones,
from cyber operations to battles over semiconductors and supply chains. Across time
and place, the strategic grammar remains recognizable even as the vocabulary
evolves.

Readers will find three threads running throughout the book. First, a consistent
emphasis on strategic interaction: what one state does makes sense only in light of
others’ capabilities, incentives, and perceptions. Second, an insistence on connecting
instruments of power—military, economic, diplomatic, informational—rather than
treating them in isolation. Third, a focus on prediction that is modest and falsifiable.
Instead of grand prophecies, we provide indicators: shifts in basing and readiness,
changes in alliance behavior, patterns in trade and finance, and the content and
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timing of signals. These indicators help analysts, policymakers, business leaders, and
informed citizens alike to distinguish noise from meaningful movement.

This is a nonfiction book about real choices and real consequences. It takes seriously
the domestic foundations of power—industrial capacity, technological innovation,
political cohesion—as well as the external environment in which states maneuver. It
explains why deterrence sometimes fails, why compellence is often harder than it
looks, and how escalation can be managed but not eliminated. It also explores how
law and institutions can be used as arenas of competition, not merely as constraints,
and how middle powers and private actors can tilt the playing field in ways that
surprise larger rivals.

Finally, The Great Power Playbook is practical by design. Each chapter introduces key
concepts, distills lessons from history, and equips readers with frameworks and
checklists for analyzing contemporary events. By the end, you will be able to read
strategic behavior with greater clarity, anticipate plausible pathways of rivalry or
restraint, and identify leverage points that matter. In a world where uncertainty is a
constant, disciplined analysis is a competitive advantage. This book aims to help you
build it.
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CHAPTER ONE: What Is Great Power Competition?
Great power competition is an enduring condition in which the most consequential
states maneuver to shape the international environment in their favor. It is not
synonymous with war, though war can be one expression of it. Rather, competition is
the steady process of building advantage—economic, military, technological,
diplomatic—while denying the same to rivals. States engage in this contest because
they exist in anarchy: there is no higher authority to settle disputes or guarantee
security. In such a system, self-help is the norm, and the distribution of capabilities
defines the menu of possibilities. Great powers matter more because their choices
ripple across regions and domains, influencing the fates of smaller states and the
stability of the global system.

A “great power” is not simply a large country. It is a state that can project meaningful
force across domains, defend its interests at distance, and impose costs on others
even far from its borders. Historically, this meant possessing a robust economy, a
capable military, and the political will to use both. Great powers have the capacity to
shape rules and often the desire to do so. They can act as rule-makers or rule-
breakers, and sometimes both at once. They differ from regional powers in reach and
from superpowers in degree; superpowers, when they exist, are the unchallenged
hegemons of their era, but great powers always face meaningful constraints and
competitors.

Competition plays out across an expanding battlespace. The classic domains of land,
sea, and air remain vital, but the modern contest extends into space, cyberspace, and
the electromagnetic spectrum. It also spans economic and informational arenas where
states weaponize trade, finance, technology standards, and narratives. In the twenty-
first century, victory often comes not from seizing territory but from controlling critical
inputs—semiconductors, rare earths, data flows—and setting the institutional rules
that govern them. Competition is multidimensional by necessity, because advantage
in one domain can offset vulnerability in another.

States pursue three broad goals in competition: security, prosperity, and influence.
Security means reducing the risk of coercion or attack. Prosperity means maintaining
access to markets, resources, and technology that sustain national wealth. Influence
means shaping others’ behavior and the rules they live by. These goals are
intertwined. A stronger economy finances a more credible military; a credible military
protects trade routes; control of trade routes enhances diplomatic leverage; and
diplomatic leverage secures allies who amplify power. The playbook’s central task is to
show how these linkages work and how leaders choose which levers to pull in pursuit
of their aims.
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To think about strategy, it helps to have a simple model. States have interests and
resources. Strategy is the logic that connects the two: translating ends (objectives)
into ways (courses of action) and means (resources). Poor strategy happens when
ends exceed means, or when ways do not align with either. Great power competition
stresses the capacity to adapt because rivals react, imposing friction and forcing
adjustments. Strategy is thus not a fixed plan but a continuous process of alignment
under competitive pressure. Leaders must accept that their actions will generate
counteractions, and that the clock is always running.

Deterrence is a central tool, but it is often misunderstood. Deterrence works by
convincing a potential adversary that the costs of an action will outweigh its benefits.
It can take two forms: denial, which makes success seem impossible; and punishment,
which makes it intolerably painful. Credibility is the currency of deterrence.
Capabilities without credibility are like a bank vault with a cardboard door; everyone
knows it will not hold. Credibility rests on capability, yes, but also on resolve, clarity of
communication, and demonstrated willingness to bear costs. In competition,
deterrence is a daily practice, not a one-time announcement.

Compellence—getting someone to stop doing something or to do something they
would rather not—is generally harder than deterrence. Deterrence aims to freeze the
status quo; compellence aims to move it. The asymmetry of interests is often greater
in compellence: the target cares more about holding on to what it has than the
challenger does about taking it. As a result, compellence usually requires larger
threats, greater costs, or higher levels of credibility. Success often depends on the
ability to raise the pain incrementally while managing the risk of escalation, a delicate
balance that can backfire if the target doubts the challenger’s staying power or fears
humiliation more than damage.

Coercion sits alongside competition’s softer tools: persuasion and attraction.
Persuasion involves making a case about shared interests or norms; attraction
involves aligning one’s system and values so others choose to emulate or cooperate.
These approaches often work best in tandem with credible force. Diplomacy that is
unbacked by power tends to be polite conversation; power without diplomacy is costly
and blundering. The best strategies weave the two together, using force to create
space for negotiation and using negotiation to consolidate gains without a fight.
Competition is thus not a binary of war or peace but a spectrum of engagement.

Institutions—international and regional—are another arena of competition. Far from
being neutral, they encode rules that favor certain actors and constrain others. Great
powers use institutions to amplify their influence, lock in advantages, and raise rivals’
costs. They also use them to shield themselves from pressure or to launch legal and
normative offensives, a practice sometimes called lawfare. Institutions can dampen
conflict by providing communication channels and verification mechanisms, but they
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can also become battlegrounds where standards, norms, and obligations are
contested. Reading competition therefore means watching who writes the rules, who
funds the institutions, and who chooses to ignore them.

Alliances multiply power, but they are not free. Allies bring capabilities and geography;
they also bring constraints, domestic politics, and divergent interests. An alliance can
enhance deterrence by presenting a united front, or it can entangle a great power in
conflicts it would prefer to avoid. Balancing behavior—forming coalitions to counter a
rising state—is a classic feature of competition. But states also hedge, free-ride, or
bandwagon with the strong when they perceive risk in opposing them. The net effect
of alliance choices can be more decisive than the balance of raw military forces,
particularly when the contest is over access, basing, and logistics.

Technology races animate modern competition because they can upset traditional
balances of power. Breakthroughs in artificial intelligence, autonomy, hypersonics,
quantum computing, and biotechnology promise new forms of advantage, but they
also introduce uncertainty. The state that fields a capability first may gain a temporary
edge, yet diffusion is rapid and countered by asymmetric responses. Competitors thus
focus on industrial policy, research funding, and talent pipelines to sustain
momentum. They also race to control supply chains for critical components, using
export controls, investment screening, and standards bodies to shape who gets access
and on what terms.

Economic statecraft is equally central. Trade, finance, and investment are not just
sources of wealth but instruments of influence. States can withhold markets to punish,
restrict access to critical technologies to slow rivals, or use currency and debt leverage
to shape behavior. Sanctions are the most visible tool, but subtler
methods—preferential trade agreements, development finance, control of payment
systems—often matter more over time. The challenge is blowback: cutting off a rival
can accelerate their drive for self-sufficiency and prompt retaliatory measures that
harm one’s own firms and consumers. Competition in the economic realm is a
marathon of resilience and adaptation.

The information environment shapes the success of every other tool. Propaganda,
disinformation, and censorship can lower an adversary’s domestic cohesion, erode
trust in alliances, and muddy the signaling of intentions. Competitors also use
information to boost their own legitimacy and to frame the contest in terms that serve
their goals. The ubiquity of digital platforms amplifies both the speed and the reach of
these campaigns, making perception management a routine element of strategy.
Knowing what to believe requires attention to sources, timing, and incentives: who
benefits from a narrative and whether it aligns with observable actions.

Access and logistics form the skeleton of competition. A military with global reach
requires overseas bases, refueling agreements, and reliable lines of communication.
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Control of key terrain—chokepoints like the Strait of Hormuz or the Malacca Strait,
high-altitude corridors, undersea cables—can decide the outcome of crises before they
escalate. Competitors invest in anti-access and area denial capabilities to deny such
access, while others emphasize forward presence and prepositioned stocks. Watching
how states secure access—through port deals, basing arrangements, or overflight
rights—offers a window into their long-term plans and their willingness to accept costs
and obligations.

Risk management is a constant demand. Competition tempts leaders to press for
advantage, but misjudging resolve or capability can spark crises that spiral out of
control. Escalation dynamics are driven by perception as much as by physics; an
action seen as defensive by one side may look offensive to another, especially under
the fog of competition. Clear signaling, guardrails, and channels for dialogue help
manage this risk. Yet there is always a trade-off: too much restraint may concede
opportunities, while too much aggression may invite catastrophe. Successful
competitors cultivate the discipline to push hard where it matters and to pause where
it does not.

Great power competition is not a spectator sport. It involves states and a growing cast
of non-state actors: multinational corporations, private militias, technological
platforms, and criminal networks. These actors can serve as proxies, force multipliers,
or independent players that complicate control. A company that controls a critical
software stack may influence state strategy more than a mid-sized military; a shipping
firm may decide whether sanctions bite by choosing compliance or circumvention.
Competitors must therefore manage ecosystems, not just armies, and account for the
preferences and vulnerabilities of powerful private institutions.

Historical cases provide the raw material for pattern recognition. The Concert of
Europe shows how rival states can institutionalize restraint to prevent general war.
The Anglo–German rivalry reveals how naval technology, prestige, and domestic
politics can drive dangerous spirals. The Cold War demonstrates how nuclear weapons
changed the calculus of risk, while also illustrating the value of clear red lines and
crisis communication. These episodes are not mirrors of the present, but they offer a
catalog of strategies, successes, and mistakes that leaders can reference when
navigating today’s contest, particularly in the U.S.–China relationship.

Understanding competition begins with definitions and mental models, but it ends with
observation and practice. Readers can use simple frameworks to evaluate moves:
what is the objective, what tools were chosen, do they align, and how are rivals likely
to respond? Watching basing and readiness shifts, alliance behavior, patterns of
investment and trade, and the timing of signals provides evidence of intent and
capability. Competition often looks mundane: a new agreement, a sanction, a joint
exercise, a standards proposal. The art is to see these moves as part of a larger game,
where each piece advances or constrains advantage and where today’s minor
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adjustment can set tomorrow’s script.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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