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Edexcel A2 Geography 

4 Superpower geographies

Exam practice sample answers

1
(a)
A superpower is a country, or group of countries, that has the power to influence global events through economic, military, cultural and ideological power. Superpower status changes over time as superpowers fall and emerging powers rise. Map A is an out-of-date view of the world. It could date from the 1980s when the idea of North versus South was very common. In the North there are the USA and NATO countries of Europe plus the USSR and eastern bloc countries. This world order ended in about 1990 when the USSR collapsed. This means Map A shows an out-of-date geography. Also on Map A all of the South is grouped together but in fact some places such as sub-Saharan Africa have much less power and much more poverty than areas like South America and China.



Map B is more about today’s geopolitics. It shows the core of the rich western world of the USA, EU, Japan and Australia. The USA and EU are superpowers, but Russia is shown as part of Wallerstein’s semi-periphery. This is because it has declined since the end of the cold war. Map B also shows the emerging BRICS of Brazil, Russia, China and India, whereas Map A does not show these countries. The BRICS have growing economic power, especially China. Some other economically powerful counties such as Mexico and Saudi Arabia are also shown as NICs in the semi-periphery. The periphery includes the poorest area in the world (sub-Saharan Africa) and also some other poor countries such as Bolivia and Afghanistan. Overall, Map B shows the modern world dominated by the western capitalist countries and the USA superpower, with the emerging BRICS and poor periphery. Map A is an out-of-date map. 


(b)
Superpowers maintain their status in a number of ways. These include military strength, cultural, geopolitical and ideological influence and economic power. Economic power is important because without it superpowers could not afford military power and would find acting on the world stage difficult. 



Trade is one of the key ways in which superpowers make money. Most world trade takes places between Europe, North America and Asia. This is trade in goods and services and is high value. It earns money for global TNCs, the majority of which are from the developed world. Out of the 500 largest TNCs in 2010, 140 were from the USA and they had combined revenues of nearly $7 trillion. This huge wealth allows the USA to afford the most technologically advanced, and most global, military in the world. For instance the USA has 11 nuclear-powered aircraft carriers.



Much of the trade the USA carries out is protected by the patent system. This means that when TNCs invest in research and development and bring out new products, only those TNCs benefit because copying their ideas is illegal. TNCs also mean that the USA spreads its cultural influence around the world through globally known brands like Coca-Cola, CNN and Disney. These brands sell the idea of the ‘American dream’. In addition, the USA is an influential member of the World Trade Organization. This inter-governmental organisation has promoted free-trade. This has led to an increase in world trade which has benefited the EU and USA. More world trade basically means greater profits for TNCs who can take advantage of trade. The USA is the key player in the NAFTA trade bloc, which has free trade agreements with the EU. Trade blocs make trade easier and more profitable and the USA has gained economic power from this.



China has benefited from world trade as its economy has grown by 8–12% per year since 1990. This has meant huge increases in wealth in China but it is not yet a superpower. Wealth alone is not enough as influence is needed and China lacks this compared with the USA. Besides the WTO, other international organisations are important for superpower status. The USA is the biggest contributor to the UN budget and has a seat on the UN Security Council. This means it can influence global political situations such as applying sanctions to Iran or influencing the Israel– Palestine conflict. The USA influences global economic policy as it has 17% of the votes at the IMF. This gives it the power to project its free-market ideas around the world, for instance forcing developing countries that are in debt to make free market reforms before getting debt relief.



Overall, trade creates money and money is needed to be a superpower. Wealth means that a country like the USA can buy military hardware and make itself powerful. International organisations are important for influencing geopolitical decisions, and making alliances. Trade and IGOs are not the whole story because cultural influence is important too. This is what China lacks at this time despite its growing wealth. 

2
(a)
A bi-polar world is one in which two superpowers dominate — the period of the Cold War between 1947 (end of WW2) and 1996 (break-up of the Soviet Union) was one such period with the USA and Soviet Union and their allies totally dominant. The resource poses the question: are we about to return to a period of bi-polarism, in this case will China join the USA, currently the world’s only superpower?



There is much evidence to support this notion both on Figure 1 and elsewhere. The recent Chinese census confirmed that China is still the world’s most populous country at around 1.4 billion people. It is also the 3rd largest country in area. 



Size can be very significant in terms of available resources, for example China suddenly finds itself as the number one country for the potential production of shale gas. In terms of military might, an essential part of superpower status, the resource confirms that China has significantly larger military forces than the USA. Moreover they are well equipped with a full range of weapons including nuclear, and modern fighting equipment. 



China now has what is described as a blue-water navy which can effectively guard key shipping lanes and oil choke points especially in the Pacific. With the planned building of aircraft carriers and the expansion of the nuclear submarine fleet this will put the Chinese navy on the same footing as the USA. Currently however China lacks the huge network of military bases that the US has access to for world domination.



Economic power is also key to superpower status. China is the world’s number one trading country, with greater value of exports than the USA (China is dubbed as the workshop of the world and specialises in a huge range of manufactured goods such as electronics, shoes and clothes). Recent research by the University of Pennsylvania suggests that China will actually pass the USA to become the world’s largest economy sometime in 2011. 



Although China is not as such a colonial empire like the former superpower of Great Britain was, it has increased its flow of FDI to many parts of the world especially Latin America and Africa, to secure the resources such as oil and minerals to sustain its huge rate of industrial development and economic growth of around 9–10% per year. China also gives vast amounts of aid to African countries to build key infrastructure such as ports and railways.



Some critics claim this is an example of neo-colonialism, but supporters argue the investment is desperately needed. It certainly extends China’s influence on the global stage. Symptomatic of this influence is the growing number of embassies, consulates and missions that China has around the world (nearly as many as the USA).



China is already a key player politically in international organisations as a member of the UN Security Council. It is also a key player in the World Bank and IMF as a country which has the world’s largest surplus in its government bank account, as well as having secured membership of the WTO — all of which give China influence on the world stage. Some would argue that China adopts an over-cautious approach for example to UN-supported military activities in North Africa and the Middle East but it is gaining respect among many non-aligned countries. China is also a key player in recent BRIC summits and the G20, which many now see as more significant on the world stage than the G8.



Although Chinese diaspora has ensured that there are many enclaves of Chinese culture around the world (San Francisco, Manchester, etc.) it is in terms of soft power that China currently lags well behind USA. As a result of powerful global brands of US TNCs such as Microsoft, Nike or McDonald's, American cultural influences have spread around the world. In contrast the growing numbers of Chinese TNCs such as Lenovo PCs and China Mobile are just into the top 20 global brands as they can rely on a huge internal market. Moreover English (American) is the universal business language, although growing numbers of people (120 million at the last count) are learning Mandarin.



In terms of media China lags far behind the USA. One constraint is the Great Firewall erected by China to block what it sees as the undesirable sites on the internet, which may destabilise a non-democratic government. Even here huge progress has been made with events such as the Beijing Olympics 2008 and World Expo Shanghai 2010 giving China world stage.



In conclusion, such is the rate of growth and progress in China that in my opinion we are talking about a G2 situation — a new bi-polar world of two superpowers, the USA and China, if not this year, very soon as the trajectory of growth and influence of China would suggest a new superpower is about to emerge.


(b)
A multi-polar superpower world is one that has several superpowers. Currently the world is uni-polar with the USA as the only superpower. Looking ahead a multi-polar world would seem a feasible scenario possibly as early as 2030. The EU with currently the largest economy is one possible candidate, but more likely it will be the BRICs that will emerge. 



China is already on the brink of superpower status and will almost certainly be followed by India, certainly by 2030. It is also possible that Russia will regain superpower status fuelled by its huge resources of oil and gas, and Brazil and Mexico are possibilities for 2050 as they both have very large export-based economies. Wallerstein in his World System theory recognised that powerful countries from the semi-periphery would become part of the core. 



The impact of a multi-polar world on the environment is quite difficult to assess — essentially there will be a number of very strong economies, possibly 4–5. 



The situation could be a replication of China today — in its quest for resources and energy and land China has invested FDI, soft towns and aid in many parts of the world especially in Africa. Although there are definitely benefits for the African countries in terms of infrastructural improvement and improvements in trade balances, there are downsides too, and certain countries such as Zambia see the Chinese presence as neo-colonialism. In a multi-polar world there could be very strong competition for resources by three or four superpowers, almost re-enacting the nineteenth century scramble for Africa. 



If the Chinese model is replicated, this competition for resources, oil and food supplies could be increased between India, China and Brazil and possibly Russia in countries such as Angola. India and China have already come near to war in the border zone of Sikkim and the quest for resources could spark a further war. A fragmented world of conflicting interests is far more likely to go to international war.



The solutions to many of the world’s greatest environmental problems such as mitigating the impacts of climate change or trying to conserve biodiversity may be ‘sidelined’ by a lack of global cooperation and fragmented competing interests. If these countries are vying for economic supremacy, they need to expand their economies very rapidly, and this will be disastrous for greenhouse gas emissions. At the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Conference the BRIC countries joined together with South Africa to form the BASIC group which played a key role in the negotiation of targets. 



A multi-polar world of competing powers could slow up agreement on target mechanisms. Exploitation of resources for economic developers almost inevitably leads to environmental degradation. For example, where oil was discovered in the Arctic zone, there is already great competition for the resources supported by various navies, as well as the risk of a major oil spill from the exploration rigs such as Deepwater Horizon. In the fragile Arctic zone the damage to the Arctic food chain could be irreparable, as an oil spill is very slow to disperse in cold environments.



In terms of people the impacts are indirect. The present world economic order largely dominated by G8 members will have to be replaced with different systems of banking and finance from the World Bank to IMF. The role of the American dollar will almost certainly be replaced by a whole basket of currencies including the Yuan. China and Brazil in particular now have very strong trading surpluses and this means that they can play a more dominant role on the world stage. Although all the BRIC countries have marked disparities of wealth within their countries, the growth of superpower status will encourage wealth development overall, which hopefully will trickle down to some of their poorer peoples and help in the fight against poverty. India for example might be able to emulate the success of China in dragging many of its people out of poverty so improving their quality of life.



There can only be a certain number of superpowers — inevitably as some develop the status, yet others may decline in status. This could happen to the USA and EU, both of which have mountains of debt. The decline in influence may be detrimental for their peoples, but it could be argued that without the expense of flexing their military might, people's living standards might even improve (think of Switzerland or Japan).



With a multi-polar world, there would also be a need to reform not only economic institutions but also political bodies such as the UN Security Council. For many of these new superpowers the enhanced prestige and power could be beneficial to their people as they develop real pride in their country.



Currently in the globalised world of today it could be argued that American culture, a trapping of soft superpower influence which is currently leading to a homogenous cultural world of jeans and burgers, will be replaced by a more culturally diverse world. TNCs reinforce the global brands, and already on Forbes Index brands such as China Mobile have escalated into the top 10 brands, especially in the developing nations of Africa. The opportunity for a more polycultural world could only be beneficial for people.



In conclusion it is difficult to speculate on the impact of a multi-polar superpower world as it is a new scenario. As my account has shown, there will clearly be both pluses and minuses for both people and the planet.
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