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The Assignment: Currently the US has no peer competitor – a nation-state that can rival US power and challenge US hegemony.  The US has faced threats that seem unique to the post-cold war era.  How can these threats be conceptualized into a recognizable and potentially predictable pattern?  In short, what kind of threats should the US expect to face in the short and medium term
?

In the absence of a “peer competitor,” asymmetric challenges from non-state actors may be the greatest threats the US faces in the short and medium term.

 The strategic significance lies in the potential for transnational forces to create instability on a national or regional basis in key areas.  Transnational forces
 have already shown their influence in international affairs.  Non-state actors, such as Al-Qaeda and its Associated Movements (AQAM), are strategically significant because of their ability to spread their ideology and their cultivation of worldwide organizational networks, capabilities that give them global power projection
.   Such instability can undermine US hegemonic goals in these areas, essentially pulling them out of the US hegemonic orbit (what can be called hegemonic disruption
).  Since the end of World War II the US has been engaged in an effort to build an international system based on the norms of liberal democracy.
  The new threat of these transnational forces suggests that in the post-cold war era, US interests in maintaining regional stability
 may be as great as they were during the cold war when Soviet power and ideology threatened US global interests
. 
Transnational Forces: Scholars and policy analysts have noted the growing power of social movements, civic activists, and transnational networks to alter the way inter-governmental organizations and states deal with issues such as the environment, human rights, security issues such as missile deployments, and the use of anti-personnel land mines.
  Scholars argue that the network form may be the next stage of societal organization, as globalization and information technology transform the fundamental ways humans interact.
   
Ideological Movements with Power Projection: AQAM stands alone as a non-state actor that has achieved global power projection.  As a network-style organization, it is decentralized in structure; its regional affiliates have been seen as franchises (carrying the international brand, but locally owned and operated).  Ideology is a force multiplier, as it recruits, unifies, and sustains disparate organizations and individuals.
  It also serves as an alternative to the ideology that underpins US hegemony.
  According to US intelligence, AQAM has cells in over 70 nations.  It has dedicated affiliates throughout Asia and Africa, and its allies in South Asia, the Afghan and Pakistani Taliban, are perhaps the most lethal groups in the radical Islamic community.
  From 2004 to mid-2010, AQAM has been able to launch 17,030 attacks spanning every continent but Australia and South America with a total of 94,674 killed or wounded.
  This includes a stream of attempted attacks on US targets, some of which have succeeded in killing Americans within the US.
  
Hegemonic Disruption: AQAM’s asymmetric challenge to US hegemony is defined here as a threat of disruption. Disruption has several potential elements: propagation of an ideology that rejects liberal democracy; terrorist campaigns against governments, organizations, and individuals that are US political or ideological allies; inspiration of more traditional insurgencies on a national or regional basis; and the attempted seizure of power in nation-states.  AQAM writings connect the strategy of repeatedly striking the US and its allies to the notion of weakening US hegemony.
  Soft power is a key element of AQAM’s strategy. AQAM believes that terrorism in the 21st century is perhaps first and foremost information warfare.
 

US Interests in Nation-State and Regional Stability: The uprisings in the Middle East, though in the name of democracy, may lead to an era where ideologies and movements compete for power on a regional and national basis.  A post-authoritarian era in the Middle East may be similar to the post-colonial era in Asia and Africa when the US and USSR jockeyed for influence.  The current conflicts in Iraq, Somalia, Yemen, Afghanistan, and Pakistan are potentially visions of the future throughout Asia and Africa. Given US hegemonic goals, the threat of non-state actors with an ideology hostile to the US ideology nearly guarantees future clashes between the US and radical Islam.  Liberal-democratic hegemony is world order building on a global scale. This is the long term task of convincing governments, populations, and non-state opponents to accept aspects of the US hegemonic ideology.  The US may be finally facing the implications of its post-WW II ambitions to deter all rivals and remake the world.  Just as China’s rise is fueled by its acceptance of the US hegemonic norms of free trade capitalism, US-sponsored globalization empowers non-state actors.  In an ironic twist, success in spreading the US hegemonic ideology creates threats to US power.
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