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Nye is best known for his theory of "soft power," which explains why a country's ideas, institutions, and habits of cooperation can be as important in shaping the behavior of other states as the use of "hard power," such as military force, threats, and sanctions. In this deft memoir, Nye shows how his experiences in academia and policymaking illuminate the inner workings of American power--both hard and soft. In a chapter on the years he spent crafting nonproliferation policy in the Carter administration, Nye recalls bureaucratic battles, complex intergovernmental consultations, and the struggle to forge a coherent strategy. Another chapter focuses on Nye's work at the Pentagon during the Clinton administration, in which he played a leading role in the renegotiation of alliance relations with Japan. In these and numerous other accounts of policy debates and diplomatic encounters, Nye offers reflections on the building blocks of effective foreign policy: establishing one's credibility, looking for policy openings, building relationships, focusing on problem solving, and defining an enduring strategy. Ultimately, he argues that the long era of the United States' global influence is threatened less by the rise of powerful rivals than by domestic upheaval and division and the return of isolationism.
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Lake builds on his groundbreaking work on hierarchy in international relations to explore the historical foundations of the U.S.-led world order. For Lake, American power is best seen as a form of indirect rule: bargains struck between a dominant state and elites in subordinate countries. The book traces this dynamic in U.S. relations through a wide array of countries and regions, including the Caribbean and Central America in the early twentieth century, western Europe in the middle of the twentieth century, and Middle Eastern autocracies today. For all their differences, Lake sees the same essential bargain at the heart of each instance of indirect rule. The United States forms an alliance with local elites most closely aligned with its interests, such as landed elites in the Caribbean and monarchies and military regimes in the Middle East, who then lend their support to U.S. foreign policy objectives in exchange for military guarantees or concessions that help cement their domination of their own countries. Through careful historical analysis, Lake is able to show why this form of hierarchical order is so durable but also why it can fuel illiberalism, corruption, free-riding, and dangerous risk-taking by the United States and its partners.
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Owen makes a powerful case that the fate of American democracy hinges on the health and welfare of other democracies. One of the oldest insights in the liberal internationalist tradition, voiced by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson and many others, is that democracies are most likely to survive and thrive in a world of open trade and multilateral rules where liberal democracies hold sway. In exploring this proposition, Owen likens democracies to what biologists call "creators," or keystone species in a biological ecosystem that actively seek to organize the environment to suit their purposes and needs. Democracies do the same by shaping the world around them to reinforce domestic liberal values and institutions. Owen's best example of this sort of "ecosystem engineering" comes from the early postwar era, when U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt and his successors pursued New Deal-oriented reform at home and liberal internationalism, ushering in a golden era when democracies flourished and reinforced one another. Today, this ecosystem has degraded for two reasons: the neoliberal turn, since the 1970s, in the United States and Europe and a consequent erosion of economic security; and the rise of China and Russia, authoritarian states that seek to build their own overlapping ecosystems.
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In this ambitious and sweeping study, Thomas tells the grand story of the end of European empires and the struggle for decolonization. This drama played out in different times and places across Africa, Asia, and Latin America between World War I and the 1970s. Thomas argues that decolonization was pushed forward by the forces of globalization. As the world wars dealt a deathblow to the old imperial order, new and dynamic forms of economic, cultural, and political exchange took hold, creating transnational movements and opportunities for the reordering of relations between what came to be termed the First, Second, and Third Worlds. The "rival globalizations" of Western capitalism and Soviet communism gave postcolonial nationalist movements more room for maneuver. Decolonization reshaped the world's political geography, giving birth across the globe to novel political alignments and projects for self-determination. In this new work of history, the peoples and countries of the postcolonial world appear to have had more voice and agency than was evident in older accounts, even as they remained trapped in the lower reaches of capitalist and geopolitical hierarchies.
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The European debt and banking crisis of 2008-11 posed unprecedented challenges for the International Monetary Fund. The IMF was accustomed to dealing with financial crises in developing countries; it did not expect to see these crises in advanced economies. The requisite emergency loans strained its financial resources. Currency devaluation, its standard remedy for restoring a country's international competitiveness, was not available to countries in the eurozone, while writing down debt was impossible because the debt in question was held by Europe's own banks. The IMF was forced to coordinate with the European Commission and the European Central Bank, serving as one leg in what became known as the troika. Its course of action in Europe made it vulnerable to accusations from poorer countries that it granted undue concessions to its wealthier European members. James reviews criticisms of the IMF's performance but ultimately offers a positive assessment of its actions in novel circumstances and highlights its capacity to learn from its mistakes.



	
	  






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/imf-and-european-debt-crisis



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



  Capsule Review 

 
 [image: Paper Soldiers: How the Weaponization of the Dollar Changed the World Order]

Paper Soldiers: How the Weaponization of the Dollar Changed the World Order

  By Saleha Mohsin 
Portfolio, 2024, 304 pp.


  Buy the book 	 Loading...




Reviewed by Barry Eichengreen
September/October 2024Published on August 20, 2024



  In This Review  In This Review  [image: Paper Soldiers: How the Weaponization of the Dollar Changed the World Order]
Paper Soldiers: How the Weaponization of the Dollar Changed the World Order

 By Saleha Mohsin
 Portfolio, 2024, 304 pp.

  Buy the book 	 Loading...









Many analysts fear that the U.S. Treasury's use of financial sanctions against Russia for its 2022 invasion of Ukraine--a specific instance of the general practice sometimes referred to as the "weaponization" of the dollar--could cause central banks and governments to look to alternative currencies, eroding the greenback's global preeminence. Mohsin's briskly written book charts the rise of the dollar as a global currency from the Bretton Woods conference in 1944 through U.S. Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin's "strong dollar" mantra in the 1990s. Strong-dollar rhetoric bolstered confidence in the greenback but also hurt U.S. manufacturing (since the dollar was so highly valued), heightening the shock caused by an influx of Chinese imports from the 1990s onward and ultimately fomenting a backlash against the openness of the international economic system. Yet central banks and governments continue to rely on the dollar simply because there is no viable alternative. Mohsin concludes that if the dollar loses its global dominance and hence its geostrategic utility, this will not be because Washington has wielded financial sanctions indiscriminately but because of self-inflicted economic policy wounds and domestic political gridlock.
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More than a few book-length studies have tried to explain why some developing countries made it into the club of advanced economies during the twentieth century and others did not. Allawi, a former deputy prime minister of Iraq, emphasizes the role of international politics, analyzing the impact on economic development of colonialism, the two world wars, the Cold War, the collapse of the Soviet bloc, and China's emergence as an economic and geopolitical power. He highlights the role of doctrine in the shaping of development policy, introducing different schools of thought, including the "big push" model of the 1940s that emphasized the need to get multiple industries up and running all at once; the "takeoff" model popularized in the 1950s by the American scholar Walt Rostow, who believed that all societies had to evolve through similar "stages of growth"; the so-called New International Economic Order proposed by poorer countries in the 1970s that sought to redress the imbalances between wealthier countries and those emerging from decades of colonialism; and the neoliberal, market-based Washington consensus that took hold in the 1980s. The book is strong because it is so comprehensive, covering more than a century of development experience over much of the world. But its scope is also, at times, a weakness in that the treatment can be a bit rushed. Still, one cannot help but be impressed by the author's achievement in so fluently and concisely summarizing a century of global economic development and underdevelopment.
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This collection of essays came out of a conference that coincided with the 50th anniversary of the final collapse of the Bretton Woods system of pegged but adjustable exchange rates. This collapse, precipitated by a combination of U.S. balance of payments deficits and reluctance on the part of European governments to adjust their currencies, was perceived at the time as a sea change in international monetary relations. Contributors include policymakers based inside and outside the United States and academic experts from a wide array of countries. Together, their essays make the case that less changed after the collapse than was anticipated by contemporaries at the time. International trade has continued to expand, notwithstanding fears that exchange rate volatility would spark protectionism. The dollar endures as the dominant international currency, despite having severed its link to gold. The International Monetary Fund remains at the center of global monetary and financial governance. Efforts to reform the IMF are ongoing and several countries are trying to develop an alternative to the dollar-based international monetary system. But 50 years after the system's collapse, not much has changed.
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Sciutto, CNN's chief national security correspondent, describes Russia's war against Ukraine and China's threats toward Taiwan, suggesting that Moscow's success could embolden Beijing. The analysis is not particularly original, as it is drawn from interviews with senior policymakers and military figures and so reflects their concerns. Its value lies in providing a sense of how influential people viewed key events as they unfolded, not just in the United States but also in other affected countries. It is useful, for example, to read Taiwanese views of the Chinese threat and how the island proposes to meet it. Much of Sciutto's analysis involves trying to discern the intentions of Chinese President Xi Jinping and, as demonstrated by a long discussion of the possibility of Russia's using nuclear weapons in its war in Ukraine, those of Russian President Vladimir Putin. Then again, as Sciutto shows, attempts to read former U.S. President Donald Trump's mind and draw conclusions from his track record can also lead to confusion and anxiety.
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Sullivan served as U.S. ambassador to Russia from 2020 to 2022, working under both the Trump and Biden administrations and handling the fallout of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. His memoir is candid, confirming the dysfunctions of Donald Trump's presidency and, to a lesser extent, Joe Biden's. He vividly describes the difficulties of trying to run a vital embassy in a hostile country, with staff being harassed, access to top Russian officials limited, and Russian interlocutors lying to his face. The most important sections of the book follow with extraordinary detail the buildup to Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the efforts made to prevent it. In retrospect, much of Russia's diplomacy at that time was performative, designed to blame the United States for the coming war by casting it as unwilling to make necessary concessions. Sullivan's depiction of Russian President Vladimir Putin's paranoid worldview and the passivity of a pliant Russian elite is both compelling and grim.
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Hanson has produced a detailed, scholarly, and at times grisly account of the annihilation of four once proud civilizations. In 335 BC, the armies of Alexander the Great captured the ancient city of Thebes, effectively ending the Greek system of city-states. The Roman Empire erased the North African city of Carthage at the end of the Third Punic War in 146 BC. Constantinople, the heart and last consequential redoubt of the Byzantine Empire, was conquered and sacked in 1453 by the Ottomans. And in 1521, the Spanish conquistadors and their Mesoamerican allies slaughtered the Aztecs in their magnificent capital, Tenochtitlan, whose ruins sit under modern Mexico City. Hanson sees some patterns. The victims "vainly counted on help that rarely appeared," relied on methods learned from the past rather than considering the unique dangers of the present, inaccurately assessed both the military capacities of the enemy and their own mediocrity, and failed to appreciate that the balance of power had shifted--to their inevitable downfall.
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In 2016, Shah, a former fighter pilot turned entrepreneur, and Kirchhoff, a technology strategist, took charge of what became the Defense Innovation Unit, tasked with finding ways to employ the methods of Silicon Valley startups within the military and bypass cumbersome Pentagon procurement processes. One of their first successes was to develop an app for the Combined Air Operations Center, which had been deploying aircraft against the so-called Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq by using obsolete systems and moving pucks around whiteboards. Another initiative explored how large numbers of small satellites could monitor North Korean military preparations. Much of this account moves beyond what has been achieved to explore the prospects for more transformational innovation, with some choice examples from Ukraine involving the use of drones. The drama in the book, however, comes from what the authors call the "antibodies" in the system, as a sclerotic Pentagon bureaucracy and congressional staffers bent on protecting their privileges threatened to block the innovation unit's progress.
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The German humiliation in the Treaty of Versailles at the end of World War I, the impact of the Great Depression, and the right-wing prejudices of the German establishment all contributed to Adolf Hitler's rise to power. So did the choices of other key players. In this detailed and persuasive account, Ryback follows the twists and turns of German politics from the July 1932 election, in which Hitler's Nazi Party won the largest share of the votes but not a majority, to the next election that November, when the Nazis lost two million votes and Hitler appeared defeated, to his appointment as chancellor at the end of January 1933. Although the conservative elite disliked Hitler for his demagoguery and the thuggery of his followers, they saw him as their best means of keeping out the socialists and the Bolsheviks and hoped that once in office he would moderate his fanaticism. Instead, Hitler soon turned Germany into a legal dictatorship, waiting until President Paul von Hindenburg died in 1934 to merge the roles of chancellor and president as the country's Fuhrer.
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Holzer, one of the most prolific and respected biographers of U.S. President Abraham Lincoln, has written a fascinating study of his long evolution on the vexed subject of immigration. Although he was never as bigoted against immigrants, especially Catholics, as most Americans, Lincoln straddled the issue for many years. By the middle of the Civil War, however, he had come to see immigrants as national assets, needed not only as cannon fodder on the battlefield but to replenish the country's labor force when the war ended. A strongly worded message to Congress in 1863 quickly led to the passage of the first federal legislation to encourage immigration--and the last such act for the next hundred years. Lincoln's evolution on the issue was the reverse of George Washington's; the first U.S. president welcomed immigrants in his early years but bequeathed to his successor John Adams the views that led to the infamous, harshly anti-immigrant and arguably unconstitutional Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. The prejudices of eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century Americans eerily echo today's (Lincoln wanted more immigration from Europe, but not from Latin America or Asia)--as do fears, both unfounded and legitimate, about competition over jobs.
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Alperovitch and Graff make clear how gravely they view Chinese leader Xi Jinping's threat to Taiwan by beginning with a carefully drawn description of a hypothetical Chinese invasion of the island in the days immediately following the 2028 U.S. presidential election. A full-blown second Cold War is already underway, the authors believe, and Taiwan is as imminent a flash point as Berlin was before the Soviet construction of a wall through the city imposed a degree of stability. To avoid a globally catastrophic war or a bloodless Chinese seizure of Taiwan, Washington should be organizing its foreign policy through the narrow lens of how every decision affects its ability to deter Beijing, subordinating choices regarding Iran, North Korea, Russia, and everything else to this goal. In contrast to the Soviet Union and Berlin, neither of which were particularly important to the U.S. economy during the Cold War, China is embedded in the global economy and interdependent with the United States, and Taiwan dominates global semiconductor production, making American technological innovation and trade policy central weapons this time around. The U.S. strategy, according to the authors, should be "delay, delay, and delay," buying time to strengthen Washington's Asian alliances, to weaken China's diplomatic position, and to allow Taiwan to build up its own military strength.
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After just 82 days as a vice president who had been reluctantly chosen and then mostly sidelined, Harry Truman inherited the presidency in the most challenging possible circumstances: at the height of a world war and under the uniquely long shadow of a man who had been president for as far back as most Americans could remember. Roll's exciting and insightful history deals with the last years of Franklin Roosevelt's presidency, the long "transition" to Truman's reelection, and Truman's emergence as a president with his own priorities, policies, and national standing. Making rich use of primary sources, he traces Truman's missteps, his growing grasp of the enormous issues that confronted him, and his successes. Truman and his key advisers made choices that still define the world: the successful conclusion of World War II, the reconstruction of Germany and Japan, the confrontation with the Soviet Union, the construction of the North Atlantic Alliance, the conversion of a wartime economy to a peacetime one, and the launch of civil rights reforms at home. The volume is a dramatic, deeply researched telling of an immensely consequential era.
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The authors are passionate believers in the vital role that the major political parties should play in American democracy, one they fear both parties have relinquished over the past half century. They track the ways strong parties in the past connected individuals to the institutions that govern them: framing the major political choices, choosing candidates, and holding them accountable to those agreed purposes. They channeled electoral politics into a healthy back-and-forth grounded in real policy choices. Instead, the authors argue, beginning in the 1970s, both parties were undermined by an unaccountable collection of groups and individuals, including talk radio hosts and cable news personalities, single-issue activist groups, semi-independent political action committees dedicated to fundraising, and billionaire megadonors. The result has been inefficacy on the Democratic side and growing extremism rooted in grievance among Republicans. They see some bright shoots for the future--for instance, a recent episode of party renewal carried out by Democrats in Nevada--as reason for hope. But they argue that only "repeated and substantial" electoral losses will convince the Republicans to change course. Reforms to return power to the parties, they argue, are necessary to end today's political polarization and policy drift.



	
	  






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/hollow-parties-many-pasts-and-disordered-present-american-party-politics



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



  Capsule Review 

 
 [image: An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s]

An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s

  By Doris Kearns Goodwin 
Simon & Schuster, 2024, 480 pp.


  Buy the book 	 Loading...




Reviewed by Jessica T. Mathews
September/October 2024Published on August 20, 2024



  In This Review  In This Review  [image: An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s]
An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s

 By Doris Kearns Goodwin
 Simon & Schuster, 2024, 480 pp.

  Buy the book 	 Loading...









The title Kearns Goodwin chose accurately suggests this is an intimate memoir but does not do justice to the book's rich blend of history and biography. Kearns Goodwin, a presidential historian, was married to the presidential speechwriter and policymaker Richard Goodwin for over 40 years. Goodwin began his career working for U.S. President John F. Kennedy. Although he went on to write the greatest of President Lyndon Johnson's civil rights and Great Society speeches and help formulate key domestic policies, his relationship with Johnson was forever undermined by the president's conviction that Goodwin was a Kennedy man at heart. Goodwin's desire to leave the White House to begin an independent phase of his career touched off a characteristically Johnsonian blend of exalted praise and vicious reprisal. By contrast, Johnson was responsible for launching Kearns Goodwin's career when he made her a key aide during her tenure as a young White House fellow at a time when he had begun to mellow. The tension between the couple's different experiences animated their marriage and was the basis of a jointly undertaken project to mine Goodwin's massive archive from the 1960s to see whether it was possible to reach some joint understanding of the time. Goodwin's death cut short the shared project, which Kearns Goodwin continued on her own. The result is a wonderful read and a revelation of much that is new about a period in American history that was both transcendently hopeful and tragic.
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Kuper, a Financial Times columnist, has written one of the best books about Paris by an expatriate. He passes over the stereotypical observations quickly. To thrive in Parisian society, one must dress well, speak French comfortably, defer to snooty waiters, cultivate networks without seeming to do so, and display wit and charm rather than sincerity at dinner parties. At the same time, Kuper deftly debunks the alarmist narrative that describes a city drowning in riots, terrorism, Islamic fundamentalism, and anti-Semitism. Having spent the last two decades making Paris his home, he reveals a city of tolerance and nuance. His kids decode Paris's polyglot street slang and introduce him to the multiethnic world of youth soccer. His journalism allows him to unpack the cozy, secretive, and often corrupt dealings of the elites. He traces Paris's recent emergence as Europe's number one destination for foreign investment and high technology. Above all, he leaves the familiar touristy Parisian core, with its two million residents, and explores the diverse suburbs that house the other ten million Parisians. Thanks to muscular government efforts to provide affordable housing and amenities, he concludes, Paris is an emerging model for twenty-first-century multiethnic urban life.
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Over the past 75 years, German security has depended on the extended deterrence provided by U.S. conventional and nuclear forces. In that time, Germans have intermittently debated what to do if the United States decides to withdraw its nuclear shield. The options have changed little: build a German bomb, form a multilateral (now EU) nuclear force, or equip German planes with U.S.-owned and -manufactured bombs. Thanks to the possibility of former President Donald Trump's returning to the White House, the debate is being waged with more urgency and a more hawkish tone today, not just in Germany but across Europe. Germany has already agreed to purchase F-35 planes that can carry nuclear bombs, a move taken with tremendous public support. Further steps might have significant implications for the EU, the global nonproliferation regime, German relations with Iran, Germany's use of civilian nuclear power, and much more. This volume, edited by a senior policy expert, assembles leading analysts to debate Germany's strategic options, with particular attention to the level of leadership its fractious political parties might be willing and able to provide.
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The transnational influence of right-wing nationalist authoritarians has become a major concern in Europe and North America. One puzzle is that diaspora communities often offer strong support to such figures. Turkish communities in Germany and the Netherlands, for instance, have offered vociferous support for Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. This densely researched book focuses on backing for Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's brand of Hindu nationalism in the United Kingdom and elsewhere. Thousands of expatriates are actively involved in its promotion, whether through funding, campaign work, or public advocacy. New media powers their connection to the ideology: the Indian diaspora is digitally adept, identity is increasingly divorced from geography, and disinformation is rampant. Institutional links to business interests may also play a role. Advocacy and fundraising for Hindu nationalism outside India date at least as far back as the 1960s, predating these more recent trends. For those interested in the role of diasporas in foreign policy today, this book is a useful source.
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Two German political scientists search for the causes of rising authoritarian populism across advanced democracies. They set aside conventional explanations that cite growing discontent among those affected by widening economic inequality or alienated by increasing cultural diversity. Instead, they focus on the deepening conviction that parties and governments are unresponsive to public demands. The only antidote is to expand opportunities for people to meaningfully discuss and shape the policies that affect their lives. Although this view is common in the discourse of left-wing parties, it is decidedly not a talking point for most centrist politicians, who firmly believe that referendums, protest, social media, vigilantism, and other forms of direct public pressure have the effect of encouraging, not suppressing, extremism and authoritarianism. Schafer and Zurn do not resolve this tension but open a vital scholarly debate about how greater popular engagement might be harnessed to better combat extremism.
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Abadi addresses an epochal issue of the times: how to maintain a domestic consensus for combating climate change. Much of this readable book is devoted to an anecdote-filled and engaging analysis of the radical ideology and unorthodox tactics employed by fringe protesters in Germany, whom the author criticizes for lacking pragmatism. He insightfully contrasts their strategy with that pursued by the Biden administration, whose Inflation Reduction Act he hails as a politically viable and effective step. The argument for greater pragmatism would be far stronger, however, if it considered (with quantitative data) the role of moderate parties, consumers, and business--whose concern is not ideology but the costs and benefits of economic regulation. In Germany, for example, even a pragmatic Green Party with charismatic leadership failed to convince large numbers of homeowners and industry groups that climate regulations would not hurt them. This book makes a convincing case that sound climate policy requires a more rigorous analysis of the domestic politics of climate change abatement.
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In his spirited narrative, Taylor shows how the destinies of the three North American powers--Canada, Mexico, and the United States--became forever intertwined. In the nineteenth century, the doctrines of aristocratic hierarchy, republican liberalism, and indigenous communalism battled for hegemony throughout North America. Not surprisingly, Taylor favors Lincolnian liberalism over Southern slavery and prefers the republican secularism of Mexican President Benito Juarez over the imperial ambitions in Mexico of French Emperor Napoleon III. Yet he also faults liberalism for its encroachments on the autonomy of indigenous peoples. Guided by modern sensibilities, Taylor highlights patriarchal hierarchies, gender discrimination, and liberalism's failures to fully address social inequalities. Taylor enriches his story with sketches of the colorful characters of the era, notably adventurers such as William Walker, who sought unsuccessfully to expand the U.S. domain deeper into Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. U.S. President Abraham Lincoln, who had opposed the 1846 U.S.-Mexican War, sympathized with his fellow liberal Juarez in the Mexican leader's struggle to preserve his country's autonomy from French encroachment. In the north, the confederation of Canada in 1867 checked U.S. expansionist impulses.
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Jarquin cogently argues that the bloody civil wars that ravaged Nicaragua between 1978 and 1990 were heavily influenced by global ideological shifts and regional political dynamics. During the Carter administration, Latin American governments that despised the ruling Somoza dynasty covertly funneled arms to the Sandinista rebels and manipulated multilateral organizations, including the Organization of American States, to forestall U.S. military intervention. The collapse of the Soviet Union and a global resurgence of democracies pushed the ruling Sandinistas toward more market-oriented liberal economics and pluralistic, electoral politics. More recently, democratic backsliding worldwide has facilitated the regrettable return of authoritarian, dynastic rule in Nicaragua under President Daniel Ortega, a Sandinista leader. A member of a prominent Nicaraguan political family, Jarquin gained access to key political actors, including Sandinista commanders. The result is an authoritative, deeply documented account of a pivotal period in Nicaraguan history that also brilliantly illuminates major trends in inter-American and North-South relations.
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This important, thought-provoking contribution by leading Latin American scholars and diplomats laments that Latin America has become increasingly marginalized, losing market shares and diplomatic clout. To counter these adverse trends, the authors resurrect the Cold War concept of nonalignment for today's more multipolar world. What they call "active nonalignment" dictates that countries pursue their national interests--not siding submissively with China, the United States, or Russia--and that Latin American countries increase their diplomatic weight by acting in concert, overcoming their evident disunity. Mexican scholar Jorge Castaneda usefully distinguishes between the Caribbean basin (Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean islands), which more naturally aligns with the nearby United States, and South America, with its greater economic ties to China, which makes it a better candidate for nonaligned diplomacy. In the future, a more cohesive Latin America might influence global decision-making on such urgent matters as the governance structures of multilateral institutions, climate change, migration, health care, and, in some authors' opinions, democracy and human rights.



	
	  






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/latin-american-foreign-policies-new-world-order-active-non-alignment-option



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



  Capsule Review 

 
 [image: LatinoLand: A Portrait of America's Largest and Least Understood Minority ]

LatinoLand: A Portrait of America's Largest and Least Understood Minority

  By Marie Arana 
Simon & Schuster, 2024, 576 pp.


  Buy the book 	 Loading...




Reviewed by Richard Feinberg
September/October 2024Published on August 20, 2024



  In This Review  In This Review  [image: LatinoLand: A Portrait of America's Largest and Least Understood Minority ]
LatinoLand: A Portrait of America's Largest and Least Understood Minority

 By Marie Arana
 Simon & Schuster, 2024, 576 pp.

  Buy the book 	 Loading...









LatinoLand is a sweeping, celebratory history of the diverse Latino contributions to American life. Arana begins with a terrifyingly bleak assessment of the genocidal racism of the early Spanish conquistadors and the biased colorism that continues to plague the Western Hemisphere. But as the captivating narrative progresses, it pivots to a festive, impressionistic appreciation of Latino success stories across professions, even if in the United States, in the author's view, Latinos too often remain underrepresented. At the core of the book are the complex tensions between the imperatives of assimilation and maintaining one's cultural identity--epitomized by Arana's own deep loyalties toward both her motherland, Peru, and her adopted home, the United States. Arana struggles to extract distinctive, enduring Latino traits from the vast multiplicity of Latino national, ethnic, and class backgrounds beyond the commonplace values of "family, work, and joy." As the over 200 interviews reported in the book faithfully document, the Catholic Church and the Democratic Party no longer bind Latinos together, and many third-generation Latinos are no longer fluent in Spanish.
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The celebrated restaurateur Andres has built his model of humanitarian relief, begun in 2010 in response to a hurricane in Puerto Rico, into an impressive global enterprise. World Central Kitchen partners with local food producers and distributors in dozens of countries worldwide, ready to respond to disasters, including wars and mass migrations, in places as varied as Venezuela, Ukraine, and Gaza (where seven WCK employees were killed in April), by feeding nutritious, tasty meals to thousands of needy people daily. WCK eschews fancy, fine-dining techniques in favor of familiar cooking methods, and relies on readily available ingredients rather than exotic imports. In this handsomely illustrated cookbook, WCK recipes are scaled back to family size and made accessible to reasonably competent home chefs. Recipes are not organized in traditional categories (such as country of origin) but in seven groupings that restate WCK's philosophy: empathy (comfort dishes cooked slowly), urgency (simple sandwiches), adaptation (paella, chicken pot pie, mac and cheese), hope (warm stews, soups), community (vegetarian dishes to share), resilience (supportive of local farmers), and joy (sweets).
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Based on vast archival material, Klots's book offers an insightful analysis of how the Soviet state struggled with the issue of domestic service even as it pledged to do away with inequality and exploitation. The Bolsheviks' hope that factory kitchens and state daycares would make housemaids redundant never materialized, and as Stalin's forced industrialization required women to join the workforce, the need for household services grew even more acute. Soviets had to reconceptualize the function of domestic workers as a contribution to the socialist economy to solve the incongruity of the persistence of servants in a communist society: the justification they landed on was that by freeing up the labor of their more qualified compatriots, domestic workers were in fact participating in building socialism. During the early Soviet decades, the state taught housemaids to read and write and made sure trade unions protected their rights. Yet a domestic worker's status remained inferior, and younger housemaids often aspired to do factory work instead. Klots takes her research into the 1960s, when the number of domestic workers significantly declined, with living and education standards in the countryside improving and fewer rural women willing to work as housemaids. The Soviet state was not nearly as concerned about gender equality as it was about class equality, and the assumption that household chores were a woman's job never changed.
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Parfitt, a British journalist, has been haunted by nightmares since covering the horrific hostage crisis in Beslan in North Ossetia in 2004, when a rebel attack on a school led to the deaths of over 330 people, most of them children. Four years later, he undertook a months-long hiking trip through the Russian North Caucasus. His original purpose was to discover another Caucasus, not just the site of terrorism, kidnappings, and armed conflict. Equipped with Soviet-era paper maps, a compass, and a "dumb" phone with no access to the Internet, he traveled across seven autonomous republics in that part of Russia, at times passing through vast deserted spaces where he encountered shepherds, hermits, and fugitive criminals--and also wild boar and wolves. In densely populated Dagestan, where, he says, "hospitality is sacrosanct," strangers took him in every single night for three weeks. In this beautiful and emotional travelogue, gratitude and wonder alternate with alarm and exasperation. His descriptions of "throat-tighteningly awesome" mountain scenery mix with tragic stories of evictions, deportations, and the extermination of entire ethnic groups in the nineteenth-century Russian Empire and in Stalin's Soviet Union.
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In this tremendous historical research project conducted in various countries, Kirasirova draws from Russian, Central Asian, and Middle Eastern studies in looking at how the Soviet Union sought to cultivate the Arab left and Central Asian activists, intellectuals, and cultural figures in its pursuit of leadership in global anticolonial movements. A fascinating chapter is devoted to the Communist University of the Toilers of the East, established in Moscow in 1921, which trained students from the countries of "the colonized East," such as China and India, in Marxist ideology. The Soviet Union's policies, such as its support for the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, often conflicted with its ambition to build an "Eastern International." Earlier, in the 1930s, the Soviet Union's anticolonial stance was compromised by Stalin's turn to xenophobic and isolationist policies. And in the 1960s, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev chose to support the nationalist revolutionary regimes in Egypt and Syria, thereby betraying local communists who were violently repressed by those regimes. But despite these and many other political setbacks, as Kirasirova shows, the Soviet Union was able to maintain its anticolonial bona fides throughout most of its history, owing to its propaganda efforts, cultural engagement, and economic aid.
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Strausbaugh reexamines the familiar topic of the Soviet Union's initial lead in the space race with the United States, an advantage that lasted from 1957, with the launch of Sputnik, the first satellite, until the mid-1960s. Given the Soviet Union's postwar devastation, poverty, and famine, this achievement was close to a miracle. And in Washington, it was a cause for anxiety and apprehension. In the early 1970s, a Soviet defector exposed Soviet achievements as "space bluff," which hid failures and created illusions about technological capacities. A wealth of previously classified documents that have become available since the collapse of the Soviet Union mostly confirm the notion that the Soviet space program was not nearly as robust as it seemed. Strausbaugh's book is based on those documents, as well as the vast existing literature. He writes about Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev's burning desire to upstage the Americans, a drive that put Soviet engineers and spacecraft designers under enormous pressure, resulting in unsafe, slapdash contraptions and exposing the first Soviet cosmonauts to extremely high risks. These cosmonauts were squeezed into ridiculously small capsules, with virtually no protective gear and no hope for emergency evacuation. Astonishingly, they often pulled off successful launches and flights. The American landing on the moon put an end to the Soviet advantage in crewed flights. The book is interspersed with Soviet political jokes and, unfortunately, is not free of factual inaccuracies.
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Phillips is loath to characterize the Middle East as a place defined by bloodshed and carnage, and he examines a variety of its conflicts sensitively and effectively to explore patterns of international politics in the region. The book provides serviceable capsule histories and analyses of the aftermath of the 2011 uprisings in Syria and Egypt and ongoing disputes in Iraq, Lebanon, Israel-Palestine, and among the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council. The volume serves as a good reference for those who need a quick primer on who's who in Libya and Yemen, for example, and adds a particularly useful chapter on the Horn of Africa. Phillips's most valuable contribution, however, is the emphasis he places on the role of external intervention in these conflicts. The astonishing growth of outside meddling is what makes this Middle East "new." Local forces have become increasingly beholden to familiar players such as the United States and Europe, newly assertive global actors including China and Russia, and--most tellingly--Gulf powers: all outsiders whose interests are only tangentially aligned with those of their clients and proxies. More than any domestic dynamic, these external forces make conflict resolution a thorny challenge.
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According to the International Labor Organization, almost half of Egypt's university graduates remain unemployed and looking for work more than two years after they complete their degree. Many are alumni of the Arab departments of the "faculties of the people": the disciplines of law, commerce, and the humanities, which produce graduates who are ambitious and credentialed but lack the skills in foreign languages or STEM fields they need to succeed in the increasingly globalized job market. Pettit follows a few dozen young men caught in this limbo over the last decade, tracing the enormous energy they invest in simply not giving up. Pushed into low-paid, dead-end jobs in call centers and delivery services, they spend money they can't spare enrolling in job-readiness training programs or pitching ideas for new ventures in entrepreneurial start-up labs. Confronted daily with the images of unattainable riches on billboards that festoon Cairo, they drop their resumes at job fairs, line up for positions they have no chance of securing, and relieve their disappointment by aimlessly scrolling on their phones, reminding themselves that attitude matters, that they should persevere, and that, if all else fails, God will provide. It is a deeply disheartening portrait.
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Displaying unusual command of the recent flowering of scholarly research on the Persian Gulf, Keshavarzian provides a thought-provoking reinterpretation of the region's modern history and political development. Through a series of roughly chronological essays, he examines the multiple ways the Gulf has been understood: "as a unified whole, a contested frontier, a global seam, and an urban laboratory." Arguing that the geopolitical imperative of stability and the typical analyst's unfounded assumption of predictability can obscure important changes, he explores the transformations of the Gulf. This region has allowed for both social and physical mobility for pastoralists and pearl divers in the recent past, sailors and stevedores at the ports, the oil field roustabouts and drilling engineers of the petroleum industry, and the architects and construction workers behind today's dazzling skylines. The Gulf has been a central node in the vast trading networks of the Arabian Peninsula, the Indian Ocean, and, over the last century, the rest of the world. Its elusive, shape-shifting reflection of the technologies of trade and political power reveals the world's new and changing capabilities and aspirations.
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In the dry, careful, technical language of social science, this book provides an unusually revealing portrait of the tangled and contradictory terms under which Palestinians in the West Bank have been required to govern themselves. Palestinian officials are often hamstrung in their efforts to deliver services to their constituents and struggle to exert influence and power. Their "sticks" are limited: in much of the West Bank, Palestinian police are not allowed to operate at all, and even in their putative precincts, they are often obliged to secure prior Israeli authorization. Their "carrots" are similarly constrained: public utilities, such as water and electricity, are often controlled by Israel, which saddles their delivery with complicated, confusing, and inconsistent regulation. Allies of the ruling party--the Fatah faction that dominates the Palestinian Authority--usually have better access to recognized policing authority but also enjoy softer budget constraints and so tolerate higher levels of tax evasion and corruption. Opposition party affiliates, such as mayors affiliated with Hamas, are less able to mobilize economic resources or draw from Israeli-backed coercive powers. They are forced to rely more on their social connections with their constituents and often prove more effective at both maintaining order and collecting taxes.
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In times of uncertainty, people reach for historical analogies. After 9/11, George W. Bush administration officials invoked Pearl Harbor as a standard comparison in processing the intelligence failure that led to the attack. Secretary of State Colin Powell referred to Imperial Japan's attack in making the case that Washington should deliver an ultimatum to the Taliban, saying, "Decent countries don't launch surprise attacks." And as officials in the Situation Room tried to assess progress in Afghanistan and, later, Iraq, another analogy came up more than a few times: U.S. President Lyndon Johnson's disastrous reliance on body counts in Vietnam. Even if history doesn't repeat itself, it sometimes rhymes.
Today's favorite analogy is the Cold War. The United States again faces an adversary that has global reach and insatiable ambition, with China taking the place of the Soviet Union. This is a particularly attractive comparison, of course, because the United States and its allies won the Cold War. But the current period is not a Cold War redux. It is more dangerous.
China is not the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union was self-isolating, preferring autarky to integration, whereas China ended its isolation in the late 1970s. A second difference between the Soviet Union and China is the role of ideology. Under the Brezhnev Doctrine that governed Eastern Europe, an ally had to be a carbon copy of Soviet-style communism. China, by contrast, is largely agnostic about the internal composition of other states. It fiercely defends the primacy and superiority of the Chinese Communist Party but does not insist that others do the equivalent, even if it is happy to support authoritarian states by exporting its surveillance technology and social media services.
So if the current competition is not Cold War 2.0, then what is it? Giving in to the impulse to find historical references, if not analogies, one may find more food for thought in the imperialism of the late nineteenth century and the zero-sum economies of the interwar period. Now, as then, revisionist powers are acquiring territory through force, and the international order is breaking down. But perhaps the most striking and worrying similarity is that today, as in the previous eras, the United States is tempted to turn inward.
THE REVENGE OF GEOPOLITICS
While previous eras of competition were characterized by great-power clashes, during the Cold War, territorial conflict was fought largely through proxies, as in Angola and Nicaragua. Moscow mostly confined its use of military force to its own sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, as when it crushed uprisings in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan crossed a new line, but the move did not fundamentally challenge U.S. interests, and the conflict eventually became a proxy war. Where Soviet and U.S. forces did face each other directly, across the German divide, the extreme danger of the two Berlin crises gave way to a kind of tense stability thanks to nuclear deterrence.


Today's security landscape features the danger of direct military conflict between great powers. China's territorial claims challenge U.S. allies from Japan to the Philippines and other U.S. partners in the region, such as India and Vietnam. Long-held U.S. interests such as freedom of navigation run into direct conflict with China's maritime ambitions.
Then there is Taiwan. An attack on Taiwan would require a U.S. military response, even if the policy of "strategic ambiguity" created uncertainty about the exact nature of it. For years, the United States has acted as a kind of rheostat in the Taiwan Strait, with the goal of preserving the status quo. Since 1979, administrations from both parties have sold arms to Taiwan. President Bill Clinton deployed the USS Independence to the strait in 1996 in response to Beijing's aggressive activity. In 2003, the Bush administration publicly chastised Taiwanese President Chen Shui-bian when he proposed a referendum that sounded very much like a vote on independence. All along, the goal was to maintain--or occasionally, restore--what had become a relatively stable status quo.

 Xi has turned out to be a true Marxist.
In recent years, Beijing's aggressive military activities around Taiwan have challenged that equilibrium. In Washington, strategic ambiguity has largely given way to open discussion of how to deter and, if necessary, repel a Chinese invasion. But Beijing could threaten Taiwan in other ways. It could blockade the island, as Chinese forces have practiced in exercises. Or it could seize small, uninhabited Taiwanese islands, cut underwater cables, or launch large-scale cyberattacks. These strategies might be smarter than a risky and difficult assault on Taiwan and would complicate a U.S. response.
The overarching point is that Beijing has Taiwan in its sights. Chinese leader Xi Jinping, who views the island as a rogue province, wants to complete the restoration of China and take his place in the pantheon of leaders next to Mao Zedong. Hong Kong is now effectively a province of China, and bringing Taiwan to heel would fulfill Xi's ambition. That risks open conflict between U.S. and Chinese forces.
Alarmingly, the United States and China still have none of the deconfliction measures in place that the United States and Russia do. During the 2008 war in Georgia, for instance, Michael Mullen, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had ongoing contact with his Russian counterpart, Nikolai Makarov, so as to avoid an incident as the U.S. Air Force flew Georgian troops home from Iraq to join the fight. Compare that with 2001, when a hot-dogging Chinese pilot hit a U.S. reconnaissance plane and forced it to the ground. The crew was detained on Hainan Island, and for three days, Washington was unable to make high-level contact with the Chinese leadership. I was national security adviser at the time. Finally, I located my Chinese counterpart, who was on a trip in Argentina, and got the Argentines to take a phone to him at a barbecue. "Tell your leaders to take our call," I implored. Only then were we able to defuse the crisis and free the crew. The reopening of military-to-military contacts with China earlier this year, after a four-year freeze, was a welcome development. But it is a far cry from the types of procedures and lines of communication needed to prevent accidental catastrophe.
China's conventional military modernization is impressive and accelerating. The country now has the largest navy in the world, with over 370 ships and submarines. The growth in China's nuclear arsenal is also alarming. While the United States and the Soviet Union came to a more or less common understanding of how to maintain the nuclear equilibrium during the Cold War, that was a two-player game. If China's nuclear modernization continues, the world will face a more complicated, multiplayer scenario--and without the safety net that Moscow and Washington developed.


The potential for conflict comes against the backdrop of an arms race in revolutionary technologies: artificial intelligence, quantum computing, synthetic biology, robotics, advances in space, and others. In 2017, Xi gave a speech in which he declared that China would surpass the United States in these frontier technologies by 2035. Although he was undoubtedly trying to rally China's scientists and engineers, it may be a speech he has come to regret. Just as it was after the Soviet Union launched the Sputnik satellite, the United States was forced to confront the possibility that it could lose a technological race to its main adversary--a realization that has spurred a concerted pushback from Washington.
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When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, the United States suddenly understood further vulnerabilities. The supply chain for everything from pharmacological inputs to rare-earth minerals depended on China. Beijing had taken the lead in industries that the United States once dominated, such as the production of batteries. Access to high-end semiconductors, an industry created by American giants such as Intel, turned out to depend on the security of Taiwan, where 90 percent of advanced chip making takes place.
It is hard to overstate the shock and sense of betrayal that gripped U.S. leaders. U.S. policy toward China was always something of an experiment, with proponents of economic engagement betting that it would induce political reform. For decades, the benefits flowing from the bet seemed to outweigh the downsides. Even if there were problems with intellectual property protection and market access (and there were), Chinese domestic growth fueled international economic growth. China was a hot market, a good place to invest, and a valued supplier of low-cost labor. Supply chains stretched from China across the world. By the time China joined the World Trade Organization, in 2001, the total trade volume between the United States and China had increased roughly fivefold over the previous decade, reaching $120 billion. It seemed inevitable that China would change internally, since economic liberalization and political control were ultimately incompatible. Xi came to power agreeing with this maxim, but not in the way the West had hoped: instead of economic liberalization, he chose political control.
Not surprisingly, the United States eventually reversed course, beginning with the Trump administration and continuing through the Biden administration. A bipartisan agreement emerged that China's behavior was unacceptable. As a result, the United States' technological decoupling from China is now well underway, and a labyrinth of restrictions impedes outbound and inbound investment. For now, American universities remain open to training Chinese graduate students and to international collaboration, both of which have significant benefits for the U.S. scientific community. But there is far more awareness of the challenge that these activities can pose for national security.
So far, however, decoupling does not extend to the full range of commercial activity. The international economy will still be well served by trade and investment between the world's two largest economies. The dream of seamless integration may be dead, but there are benefits--including to global stability--if Beijing continues to have a stake in the international system. Some problems, such as climate change, will be difficult to address without China's involvement. Washington and Beijing will need to find a new basis for a workable relationship.
THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE REBORN
In the final 2012 presidential debate, U.S. President Barack Obama argued that his opponent, Mitt Romney, was overhyping the danger from Russia, suggesting that the country was no longer a geopolitical threat. With the 2014 annexation of Crimea, it became clear that Russian President Vladimir Putin begged to differ.
The next step, Putin's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, has brought his ambition to restore the Russian Empire face to face with the redlines of Article 5 of NATO's founding treaty, which stipulates that an attack on one member is treated as an attack on all. Early in the war, NATO worried that Moscow might attack supply lines in Poland and Romania, both members of the alliance. So far, Putin has shown no appetite for triggering Article 5, but the Black Sea (which the tsars considered a Russian lake) has again become a source of conflict and tension. Remarkably, Ukraine, a country that barely has a navy, has successfully challenged Russian naval power and can now move grain along its own coastline. Even more devastating for Putin, his gambit has produced a strategic alignment among Europe, the United States, and much of the rest of the world, leading to extensive sanctions against Russia. It is now an isolated and heavily militarized state.
Putin surely never thought it would turn out this way. Moscow initially predicted Ukraine would fall within days of the invasion. Russian forces were carrying three days' worth of provisions and dress uniforms for the parade they expected to hold in Kyiv. The embarrassing first year of the war exposed the weaknesses of the Russian armed forces, which turned out to be riddled with corruption and incompetence. But as it has done throughout its history, Russia has stabilized the front, relying on old-fashioned tactics such as human wave attacks, trenches, and land mines. The incremental way in which the United States and its allies supplied weapons to Ukraine--first debating whether to send tanks, then doing so, and so on--gave Moscow breathing room to mobilize its defense industrial base and throw its huge manpower advantage at the Ukrainians.



 Great-power DNA is still very much in the American genome.
Still, the economic toll will haunt Moscow for years to come. An estimated one million Russians fled their country in response to Putin's war, many of them young and well educated. Russia's oil and gas industry has been crippled by the loss of important markets and the withdrawal of the multinational oil giants BP, Exxon, and Shell. Russia's talented central banker, Elvira Nabiullina, has covered up many of the economy's vulnerabilities, walking a tightrope without access to the $300 billion in frozen Russian assets held in the West, and China has stepped in to take off some of the pressure. But the cracks in the Russian economy are showing. According to a report commissioned for Gazprom, the majority-state-owned energy giant, the company's revenue will stay below its pre-war level for at least ten years thanks to the effects of the invasion.
Thoughtful economic players in Moscow are worried. But Putin cannot lose this war, and he is willing to sacrifice everything to stave off disaster. As Germany's experience in the interwar period suggests, an isolated, militarized, declining power is exceedingly dangerous.
The challenge is complicated by Russia's growing cooperation with China, Iran, and North Korea. The four countries have a common cause: to undermine and replace the U.S.-led international system that they detest. Still, it is worth noting that their strategic interests are not easy to harmonize. Beijing cannot let Putin lose but likely has no real enthusiasm for his adventurism on behalf of a new Russian empire--particularly if it puts China in the cross hairs for secondary sanctions on its own struggling economy.
Meanwhile, the growth of Chinese power in Central Asia and beyond is not likely to warm the hearts of the xenophobes in the Kremlin. China's ambitions complicate Russia's relations with India, a long-standing military partner that is now turning more toward the United States. Russia's dalliance with North Korea complicates its own relationship with South Korea--and China's, as well. Iran terrifies both Russia and China as it moves closer to developing a nuclear weapon. Tehran's proxies are a constant source of trouble in the Middle East: the Houthis endanger shipping in the Red Sea, Hamas recklessly launched a war with Israel, Hezbollah in Lebanon threatens to widen that war into a regional conflagration, and militias in Iraq and Syria that Tehran does not always seem to control have carried out attacks on U.S. military personnel. A nasty and unstable Middle East is not good for Russia or China. And none of the three powers really trusts North Korea's erratic leader, Kim Jong Un.
That said, international politics has always made for strange bedfellows when revisionist powers seek to undo the status quo. And they can do a lot of collective damage despite their differences.
THE CRUMBLING ORDER
The post-World War II liberal order was a direct response to the horrors of the interwar period. The United States and its allies looked back on the economic depression and international aggression of the 1920s and 1930s and located the cause in beggar-thy-neighbor protectionism, currency manipulation, and violent quests for resources--for example, leading to the aggressive behavior by Imperial Japan in the Pacific. The absence of the United States as a kind of offshore mediator also contributed to the breakdown of order. The one effort to build a moderating institution after World War I, the League of Nations, proved to be a pathetic disgrace, covering aggression rather than confronting it. Asian and European powers, left to their own devices, fell into catastrophic conflict.
After World War II, the United States and its allies built an economic order that was no longer zero-sum. At the Bretton Woods conference, they laid the groundwork for the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (the predecessor of the World Trade Organization), which together promoted the free movement of goods and services and stimulated international economic growth. For the most part, it was a wildly successful strategy. Global GDP grew and grew, surpassing the $100 trillion mark in 2022.
The companion to this "economic commons" was a "security commons" that was also led by the United States. Washington committed to the defense of Europe through NATO's Article 5, which, after the Soviet Union's successful nuclear test in 1949, essentially meant pledging to trade New York for London or Washington for Bonn. A similar U.S. commitment to Japan allowed that country to replace the legacy of its hated imperial military with self-defense forces and a "peace constitution," easing relations with its neighbors. By 1953, South Korea also had a U.S. security guarantee, ensuring peace on the Korean Peninsula. As the United Kingdom and France stepped back from the Middle East after the 1956 Suez crisis, the United States became the guarantor of freedom of navigation in the region and, in time, its major stabilizing force.
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Today's international system is not yet a throwback to the early twentieth century. The death of globalization is often overstated, but the rush to pursue onshoring, near-shoring, and "friend shoring," largely in reaction to China, does portend a weakening of integration. The United States has been largely absent from negotiations on trade for almost a decade now. It's hard to recall the last time that an American politician gave a spirited defense of free trade. The new consensus raises the question: Can the aspiration for the freer movement of goods and services survive the United States' absence from the game?
Globalization will continue in some form. But the sense that it is a positive force has lost steam. Consider the way countries acted in response to 9/11 versus how they acted in response to the pandemic. After 9/11, the world united in tackling terrorism, a problem that almost every country was experiencing in some form. Within a few weeks of the attack, the UN Security Council unanimously passed a resolution allowing the tracking of terrorist financing across borders. Countries quickly harmonized their airport security standards. The United States soon joined with other countries to create the Proliferation Security Initiative, a forum for sharing information on suspicious cargo that would grow to include over 100 member states. Fast-forward to 2020, and the world saw the revenge of the sovereign state. International institutions were compromised, the chief example being the World Health Organization, which had grown too close to China. Travel restrictions, bans on the export of protective gear, and claims on vaccines complicated the road to recovery.
With the growing chasm between the United States and its allies on one side and China and Russia on the other, it is hard to imagine this trend reversing. Economic integration, which after the collapse of the Soviet Union was thought to be a common project for growth and peace, has given way to a zero-sum quest for territory, markets, and innovation. Still, one would hope that humankind has learned from the disastrous consequences of protectionism and isolationism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. So how can it avoid a repeat of history?
ANOTHER TWILIGHT STRUGGLE
The United States might take the advice that the diplomat George Kennan gave in his famous "Long Telegram" of 1946. Kennan advised Washington to deny the Soviet Union the easy course of external expansion until it was forced to deal with its own internal contradictions. This was prescient, as four decades later, Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev's attempts to reform a fundamentally rotten system wound up collapsing it instead.
Today, Russia's internal contradictions are obvious. Putin has undone 30-plus years of Russian integration into the international economy and relies on a network of opportunistic states that throw crumbs his way to sustain his regime. No one knows how long this shell of Russian greatness can survive, but it can do a lot of harm before it cracks. Resisting and deterring Russian military aggression is essential until it does.
Putin counts on a cowed and poorly informed population, and his regime indoctrinates young people in ways that are reminiscent of the Hitler Youth. The announcement this June that Russian children will attend summer camps in North Korea, of all places, is stunning. Russians, once able to travel and study abroad, now face a different future. They must make sacrifices, Putin tells them, in the service of "Mother Russia."
Yet Russia's human potential has always been great, despite what often seems like a deliberate plot by its leaders to destroy it. It is incumbent on the United States, Europe, and others to keep some connection to the Russian people. Russians should be allowed, when possible, to study and work abroad. Efforts, open and covert, should be made to pierce Putin's propaganda, particularly in the cities, where he is neither trusted nor liked. Finally, the Russian opposition cannot be abandoned. The Baltic states house much of the organization built by the activist Alexei Navalny, who died in a Siberian prison in February. He was one of the few leaders who had a real following in much of Russia. His death cannot be the end of his cause.

 Isolation has never been the answer to the United States' security or prosperity.
The case of Solidarity, the Polish trade union, provides an important lesson in how to nurture antiauthoritarian movements. When Poland's Soviet-aligned regime declared martial law in 1981, Solidarity's leader, Lech Walesa, went underground with his organization. The group was sustained by an odd troika: the Reagan administration's CIA, the AFL-CIO, and the Vatican (and its Polish-born pope, John Paul II). Solidarity received relatively simple support from abroad, such as cash and printing presses. But when a political opening came in 1989, Walesa and company were ready to step in and lead a relatively smooth transition to democracy. The main lesson is that determined efforts can sustain opposition movements, as hard as that might be in Putin's Russia.


China's future is by no means as bleak as Russia's. Yet China, too, has internal contradictions. The country is experiencing a rapid demographic inversion rarely seen outside of war. Births have declined by more than 50 percent since 2016, such that the total fertility rate is approaching 1.0. The one-child policy, put in place in 1979 and brutally enforced for decades, was the kind of mistake that only an authoritarian regime could have made, and now, millions of Chinese men don't have mates. Since the policy ended in 2016, the state has tried to browbeat women into having children, turning women's rights into a crusade for childbearing--yet more evidence of the panic in Beijing.
Another contradiction stems from the uneasy coexistence of capitalism and authoritarian communism. Xi has turned out to be a true Marxist. China's golden age of private sector-led growth has slowed in large part because of the Chinese Communist Party's anxiety about alternative sources of power. China used to lead the world in online education startups, but in 2021, the government cracked down on them because it could not reliably monitor their content. A once thriving entrepreneurial culture has withered away. China's aggressive behavior toward foreigners has exposed other contradictions. Xi knows that China needs foreign direct investment, and he courts corporate leaders from across the world. But then, a Western firm's offices are raided or one of its Chinese employees is detained, and, not surprisingly, a trust deficit grows between Beijing and foreign investors.
China is also suffering a trust deficit with its youth. Young Chinese citizens may be proud of their country, but a 20 percent youth unemployment rate has undermined their optimism for the future. Xi's heavy-handed propagation of "Xi Jinping Thought" turns them off. This has led them to adopt an attitude of what is known colloquially as "lying flat," a passive-aggressive stance of going along to get along while harboring no loyalty or enthusiasm for the regime. Now is thus not the time to isolate Chinese youth but the time to welcome them to study in the United States. As Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to China, has noted, a regime that goes out of its way to intimidate its citizens to discourage them from engaging with Americans is not a confident regime. Indeed, it is a signal for the United States to keep pushing for connections to the Chinese people.
Meanwhile, Washington will need to maintain economic pressure on the revisionist powers. It should continue isolating Russia, with an eye toward arresting Beijing's creeping support for the Kremlin. But it should refrain from imposing blunt sanctions against China, since they would be ineffective and counterproductive, crippling the U.S. economy in the process. Targeted sanctions, by contrast, may slow Beijing's military and technological progress, at least for a while. Iran is much more vulnerable. Never again should Washington unfreeze Iranian assets, as the Biden administration did as part of a deal to release five imprisoned Americans. Efforts to find moderates among Iran's theocrats are doomed to failure and serve only to allow the mullahs to escape the contradictions of their unpopular, aggressive, and incompetent regime.
WHAT IT TAKES
This strategy will require investment. The United States needs to maintain the defense capabilities sufficient to deny China, Russia, and Iran their strategic goals. The war in Ukraine has revealed weaknesses in the U.S. defense industrial base that must be remedied. Critical reforms need to be made to the defense budgeting process, which is inadequate to this task. Congress must strive to enhance the Defense Department's long-term strategic planning process, as well as its ability to adapt to evolving threats. The Pentagon should also work with Congress to gain greater efficiencies from the amount it already spends. Costs can be reduced in part by speeding up the Pentagon's slow procurement and acquisition processes so that the military can better harness the remarkable technology coming out of the private sector. Beyond military capabilities, the United States must rebuild the other elements of its diplomatic toolkit--such as information operations--that have eroded since the Cold War.
The United States and other democracies must win the technological arms race, since in the future, transformative technologies will be the most important source of national power. The debate about the balance between regulation and innovation is just beginning. But while the possible downsides should be acknowledged, ultimately it is more important to unleash these technologies' potential for societal good and national security. Chinese progress can be slowed but not stopped, and the United States will have to run fast and hard to win this race. Democracies will investigate these technologies, call congressional hearings about them, and debate their impact openly. Authoritarians will not. For this reason, among many others, authoritarians must not triumph.
The good news is that given the behavior of China and Russia, the United States' allies are ready to contribute to the common defense. Many countries in the Asia-Pacific region, including Australia, the Philippines, and Japan, recognize the threat and appear committed to addressing it. Relations between Japan and South Korea are better than ever. Moscow's recent agreements with Pyongyang have alarmed Seoul and should deepen its cooperation with democratic allies. India, through its membership in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue--also known as the Quad, the strategic partnership that also includes Australia, Japan, and the United States--is cooperating closely with the U.S. military and emerging as a pivotal power in the Indo-Pacific. Vietnam, too, appears willing to contribute, given its own strategic concerns with China. The challenge will be to turn the ambitions of U.S. partners into sustained commitment once the costs of enhanced defense capabilities become clear.
In Europe, the war in Ukraine has mobilized NATO in ways unimaginable a few years ago. The addition of Sweden and Finland to NATO's Arctic flank brings real military capability and helps secure the Baltic states. The question of postwar security arrangements for Ukraine hangs over the continent at this moment. The most straightforward answer would be to admit Ukraine to NATO and simultaneously to the European Union. Both institutions have accession processes that would take some time. The key point is this: Moscow needs to know that the alliance does not intend to leave a vacuum in Europe.


The United States also needs a strategy for dealing with the nonaligned states of the global South. These countries will insist on strategic flexibility, and Washington should resist the urge to issue loyalty tests. Rather, it should develop policies that address their concerns. Above all, the United States needs a meaningful alternative to the Belt and Road Initiative, China's massive global infrastructure program. The BRI is often depicted as helping China win hearts and minds, but in reality it is not winning anything. Recipients are growing frustrated with the corruption, poor safety and labor standards, and fiscal unsustainability associated with its projects. The aid that the United States, Europe, Japan, and others offer is small by comparison, but unlike Chinese aid, it can attract significant foreign direct investment from the private sector, thus dwarfing the amount provided by the BRI. But you can't beat something with nothing. A U.S. strategy that shows no interest in a region until China shows up is not going to succeed. Washington needs to demonstrate sustained engagement with countries in the global South on the issues they care about--namely, economic development, security, and climate change.
WHICH WAY, AMERICA?
The pre-World War II era was defined not only by great-power conflict and a weak international order but also by a rising tide of populism and isolationism. So is the current era. The main question hanging over the international system today is, Where does America stand?
The biggest difference between the first half of the twentieth century and the second half was the fact of Washington's sustained and purposeful global engagement. After World War II, the United States was a confident country, with a baby boom, a growing middle class, and unbridled optimism about the future. The struggle against communism provided bipartisan unity, even if there were sometimes disagreements over specific policies. Most agreed with President John F. Kennedy that their country was willing to "pay any price, bear any burden" in the defense of freedom.
The United States is a different country now--exhausted by eight decades of international leadership, some of it successful and appreciated, and some of it dismissed as failure. The American people are different, too--less confident in their institutions and in the viability of the American dream. Years of divisive rhetoric, Internet echo chambers, and, even among the best-educated youth, ignorance of the complexity of history have left Americans with a tattered sense of shared values. For the latter problem, elite cultural institutions bear much of the blame. They have rewarded those who tear down the United States and ridiculed those who extol its virtues. To address Americans' lack of faith in their institutions and in one another, schools and colleges must change their curricula to offer a more balanced view of U.S. history. And instead of creating a climate that reinforces one's existing opinions, these and other institutions should encourage a healthy debate in which competing ideas are encouraged.
That said, great-power DNA is still very much in the American genome. Americans carry two contradictory thoughts simultaneously. One side of the brain looks at the world and thinks that the United States has done enough, saying, "It is someone else's turn." The other side looks abroad and sees a large country trying to extinguish a smaller one, children choking on nerve gas, or a terrorist group beheading a journalist and says, "We must act." The president can appeal to either side.

 [image: ] On the USS Ronald Reagan in Danang, Vietnam, June 2023
 Nhac Nguyen / AFP / Getty Images
 
 
The new Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse--populism, nativism, isolationism, and protectionism--tend to ride together, and they are challenging the political center. Only the United States can counter their advance and resist the temptation to go back to the future. But generating support for an internationalist foreign policy requires a president to paint a vivid picture of what that world would be like without an active United States. In such a world, an emboldened Putin and Xi, having defeated Ukraine, would move on to their next conquest. Iran would celebrate the United States' withdrawal from the Middle East and sustain its illegitimate regime by external conquest through its proxies. Hamas and Hezbollah would launch more wars, and hopes that Gulf Arab states would normalize relations with Israel would be dashed. The international economy would be weaker, sapping U.S. growth. International waters would be contested, with piracy and other incidents at sea stalling the movement of goods. American leaders should remind the public that a reluctant United States has repeatedly been drawn into conflict--in 1917, 1941, and 2001. Isolation has never been the answer to the country's security or prosperity.
Then, a leader must say that the United States is well positioned to design a different future. The country's endlessly creative private sector is capable of continuous innovation. The United States has an unparalleled and secure energy bounty from Canada to Mexico that can sustain it through a reasonable energy transition over the many years it will take. It has more allies than any great power in history and good friends, as well. People around the world seeking a better life still dream of becoming Americans. If the United States can summon the will to deal with its immigration puzzle, it will not suffer the demographic calamity that faces most of the developed world.
The United States' global involvement will not look exactly as it has for the last 80 years. Washington is likely to choose its engagements more carefully. If deterrence is strong, that may be enough. Allies will have to bear more of the cost of defending themselves. Trade agreements will be less ambitious and global but more regional and selective.


Internationalists must admit that they had a blind spot for those Americans, such as the unemployed coal miner and steelworker, who lost out as good jobs fled abroad. And the forgotten did not take kindly to the argument that they should shut up and be happy with cheap Chinese goods. This time, there can be no more platitudes about the advantages of globalization for all. There must be a real effort to give people meaningful education, skills, and job training. The task is even more urgent since technological progress will severely punish those who cannot keep up.
Those who argue for engagement will need to reframe what it means. The 80 years of U.S. internationalism is another analogy that doesn't perfectly fit the circumstances of today. Still, if the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries taught Americans anything, it is this: other great powers don't mind their own business. Instead, they seek to shape the global order. The future will be determined by the alliance of democratic, free-market states or it will be determined by the revisionist powers, harking back to a day of territorial conquest abroad and authoritarian practices at home. There is simply no other option.
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America Isn't Ready for the Wars of the Future
And They're Already Here
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On the battlefields of Ukraine, the future of war is quickly becoming its present. Thousands of drones fill the skies. These drones and their operators are using artificial intelligence systems to avoid obstacles and identify potential targets. AI models are also helping Ukraine predict where to strike. Thanks to these systems, Ukrainian soldiers are taking out tanks and downing planes with devastating effectiveness. Russian units find themselves under constant observation, and their communications lines are prone to enemy disruption--as are Ukraine's. Both states are racing to develop even more advanced technologies that can counter relentless attacks and overcome their adversary's defenses.
The war in Ukraine is hardly the only conflict in which new technology is transforming the nature of warfare. In Myanmar and Sudan, insurgents and the government are both using unmanned vehicles and algorithms as they fight. In 2020, an autonomous Turkish-made drone fielded by Libyan government-backed troops struck retreating combatants--perhaps the first drone attack conducted without human input. In the same year, Azerbaijan's military used Turkish- and Israeli-made drones, along with loitering munitions (explosives designed to hover over a target), in an effort to seize the disputed enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh. And in Gaza, Israel has fielded thousands of drones connected to AI algorithms, helping Israeli troops navigate the territory's urban canyons.
In a sense, there is nothing surprising about the pace of such developments. War has always spurred innovation. But today's shifts are unusually rapid, and they will have a far greater effect. Future wars will no longer be about who can mass the most people or field the best jets, ships, and tanks. Instead, they will be dominated by increasingly autonomous weapons systems and powerful algorithms.
Unfortunately, this is a future for which the United States remains unprepared. Its troops are not fully ready to fight in an environment in which they rarely enjoy the element of surprise. Its jets, ships, and tanks are not equipped to defend against an onslaught of drones. The military has not yet embraced artificial intelligence. The Pentagon does not have nearly enough initiatives aimed at rectifying these failures--and its current efforts are moving too slowly. Meanwhile, the Russian military has fielded many AI-powered drones in Ukraine. And in April, China announced its largest military restructuring in almost a decade, with a new emphasis on building up technology-driven forces.
If it wants to remain the preeminent global power, the United States will have to quickly shift course. The country needs to reform the structure of its armed forces. The U.S. military needs to reform its tactics and leadership development. It needs new ways to procure equipment. It needs to buy new types of gear. And it needs to better train soldiers to operate drones and use AI.


American policymakers, accustomed to governing the world's most powerful defense apparatus, may not like the idea of such a systemic overhaul. But robots and AI are here to stay. If the United States fails to lead this revolution, malevolent actors equipped with new technologies will become more willing to attempt attacks on the United States.
When they do, they might succeed. Even if Washington prevails, it will find itself increasingly surrounded by military systems designed to support autocracies and deployed with little respect for liberal values. The United States must therefore transform its armed forces so it can maintain a decisive military advantage--and ensure that robots and AI are used in an ethical manner.
CHANGE OR PERISH
The nature of war is, arguably, immutable. In almost any armed conflict, one side seeks to impose its political will on another through organized violence. Battles are fought with imperfect information. Militaries must contend with constantly fluctuating dynamics, including within their ranks, between them and their governments, and between them and ordinary people. Troops experience fear, bloodshed, and death. These realities are unlikely to change even with the introduction of robots.
But the character of war--how armies fight, where and when the fighting occurs, and with what weapons and leadership techniques--can evolve. It can change in response to politics, demographics, and economics. Yet few forces bring more change than technological development. The invention of saddles and horseshoes, for example, helped enable the creation of cavalry in the ninth century BC, which extended the battlefield beyond the flat expanses required for chariots and into new types of terrain. The introduction of the long bow, which could fire arrows over great distances, enabled defenders to pierce heavy armor and decimate advancing armies from afar. The invention of gunpowder in the ninth century AD led to the use of explosives and firearms; in response, defenders built stronger fortifications and placed a greater emphasis on producing weapons. The effect of technology grew more pronounced with the Industrial Revolution, which led to the creation of machine guns, steamships, and radios. Eventually, it also led to motorized and armored vehicles, airplanes, and missiles.
The performance of militaries often depends on how well they adapt to and adopt technological innovations. During the American Revolution, for example, the Continental Army fired muskets at the British in massed volleys and then charged forward with fixed bayonets. This tactic was successful because Continental forces were able to cross the distances between opposing lines before the British reloaded. But by the Civil War, muskets had been replaced by rifled barrels, which took much less time to reload and were more accurate. As a result, defending armies were able to decimate advancing infantry. Generals on both sides adjusted their tactics--for example, by using snipers and defensive fortifications such as trenches. Their decisions paved the way for the trench warfare of World War I.

 Traditional defense firms won't design the next generation of small, cheap drones.
Technological adaptation also proved essential to World War II. In the lead-up to that conflict, all advanced countries had access to the then new technologies of motorized vehicles, armored tanks, aircraft, and the radio. But the German army was a trailblazer when it came to bringing these components together. Their new warfighting doctrine, commonly called blitzkrieg ("lightning war"), involved air bombings that disrupted communications and supply lines, followed by armored vehicle and infantry assaults that broke through Allied lines and then traveled far past them. As a result, the Germans were able to overrun almost all of Europe in 18 months. They were stopped in Stalingrad, but only by a Soviet military that was willing to take enormous casualties.


To respond, the Allies had to develop similar tactics and formations. They had to illustrate what one of us (Schmidt) termed "innovation power": the ability to invent, adapt, and adopt new technologies faster than competitors. They eventually succeeded at mechanizing their own forces, developing better ways of communicating, using massive amounts of airpower, and, in the case of the Americans, building and employing the world's first nuclear bombs. They were then able to defeat the Axis in multiple theaters at once.
The Allies' effort was incredible. And yet they still came close to defeat. If Germany had more efficiently managed its industrial capacity, made better strategic choices, or beaten the United States to an atomic weapon, Berlin's initial innovation edge could well have proved decisive. The outcome of World War II may now seem preordained. But as the Duke of Wellington reportedly said of the outcome at Waterloo over a century earlier, it was a close-run thing.
ALL SYSTEMS GO
It has often been difficult for military planners to predict which innovations will shape future battles. But forecasts are easier to make today. Drones are omnipresent, and robots are increasingly in use. The wars in Gaza and Ukraine have shown that artificial intelligence is already changing the way states fight. The next major conflict will likely see the wholesale integration of AI into every aspect of military planning and execution. AI systems could, for instance, simulate different tactical and operational approaches thousands of times, drastically shortening the period between preparation and execution. The Chinese military has already created an AI commander that has supreme authority in large-scale virtual war games. Although Beijing prohibits AI systems from making choices in live situations, it could take the lessons it learns from its many virtual simulations and feed them to human decision-makers. And China may eventually give AI models the authority to make choices, as might other states. Soldiers could sip coffee in their offices, monitoring screens far from the battlefield, as an AI system manages all kinds of robotic war machines. Ukraine has already sought to hand over as many dangerous frontline tasks as it can to robots to preserve scarce manpower.
So far, automation has focused on naval power and airpower in the form of sea and air drones. But it will turn to land warfare soon. In the future, the first phase of any war will likely be led by ground robots capable of everything from reconnaissance to direct attacks. Russia has already deployed unmanned ground vehicles that can launch antitank missiles, grenades, and drones. Ukraine has used robots for casualty evacuation and explosive disposal. The next generation of machines will be led by AI systems that use the robots' sensors to map the battlefield and predict points of attack. Even when human soldiers eventually intervene, they will be led by first-person-view aerial drones that can help identify the enemy (as already happens in Ukraine). They will rely on machines to clear minefields, absorb the enemy's first volleys, and expose hidden adversaries. If Russia's war on Ukraine expands to other parts of Europe, a first wave of land-based robots and aerial drones could enable both NATO and Russia to oversee a wider frontline than humans alone can attack or defend.
The automation of war could prove essential to saving civilian lives. Historically, wars were fought and won in open terrain where few people live. But as global urbanization draws more people into cities and nonstate actors pivot to urban guerrilla tactics, the decisive battlefields of the future will likely be densely populated areas. Such fighting is far more deadly and far more resource-intensive. It will therefore require even more robotic weapons. Militaries will have to deploy small, maneuverable robots (such as robot dogs) on streets and flood the sky with unmanned aerial vehicles to take control of urban positions. They will be guided by algorithms, which can process visual data and make split-second decisions. Israel has helped pioneer such technology, using the first true drone swarm in Gaza in 2021. Those individual drones bypassed Hamas's defenses and communicated through an AI weapons system to make collective decisions about where they should go.
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The use of unmanned weapons is essential for another reason: they are cheap. Drones are a much more affordable class of weapons than are traditional military jets. An MQ-9 Reaper drone, for example, costs roughly a fourth as much as an F-35 fighter jet. And the MQ-9 is one of the most expensive such weapons; a simple first-person-view drone can cost just $500. A team of ten of them can immobilize a $10 million Russian tank in Ukraine. (Over the past few months, more than two-thirds of the Russian tanks that Ukraine has taken out were destroyed by such drones.) This affordability could allow states to send swarms of drones--some designed to surveil, others to attack--without worrying about attrition. These swarms could then overwhelm legacy air defense systems, which are not designed to simultaneously shoot down hundreds of objects. Even when defense systems prevail, the cost of defending against swarms will far surpass the cost of the attack for the enemy. Iran's April mass drone and missile strike against Israel cost at most $100 million, but U.S. and Israeli interception efforts cost more than $2 billion.
The affordability of these weapons will, of course, make offense much easier--in turn empowering frugal, nonstate actors. In 2016, Islamic State (ISIS) terrorists used cheap drones to counter U.S.-supported advances on the Syrian city of Raqqa and the Iraqi city of Mosul, dropping grenade-sized munitions from the sky and making it hard for the Syrian Democratic Forces to set up antisniper positions. Today, Iranian-backed insurgents are using drones to strike U.S. air bases in Iraq. And the Houthis, the military group that controls much of Yemen, are sending drones to strike ships in the Red Sea. Their attacks have tripled the cost of shipping from Asia to Europe. Other groups could soon get in on the action. Hezbollah and al Qaeda in the Middle East, for example, might engage in more regional attacks, as could Boko Haram in Nigeria and al Shabab elsewhere in Africa.
Drones are helping groups beyond the Middle East and Africa, as well. A ragtag coalition of pro-democracy and ethnic militias in Myanmar is using repurposed commercial drones to fight off the military junta's once feared air force. Now, it controls over half the country's territory. Ukraine has similarly used drones to great effect, particularly in the war's first year.


In the event of a Chinese amphibious assault, drones could help Taiwan, as well. Although Beijing is unlikely to launch a full attack on the island in the next few years, Chinese President Xi Jinping has ordered his country's military to be capable of invading Taiwan by 2027. To stop such an attack, Taiwan and its allies would have to strike an enormous number of invading enemy assault craft within a very short time window. Unmanned systems--on land, sea, and air--may be the only way to do so effectively.
As a result, Taiwan's allies will have to adapt the weapons used in Ukraine to a new type of battlefield. Unlike the Ukrainians, who have mostly fought on land and in the air, the Taiwanese will be reliant on underwater drones and autonomous sea mines that can quickly move around in battle. And their aerial drones will have to be capable of longer flight times over larger stretches of ocean. Western governments are at work developing such drones, and as soon as these new models are ready, Taiwan and its allies must manufacture them en masse.
SHAKE IT UP
No state is fully prepared for future wars. No country has begun producing the hardware it needs for robot weapons at scale, nor has any state created the software required to fully power automated weapons. But some countries are further along than others. And unfortunately, the United States' adversaries are, in many ways, in the lead. Russia, having gained experience in Ukraine, has dramatically upped its drone production and now uses unmanned vehicles to great effect on the battlefield. China dominates the global commercial drone market: the Chinese company DJI controls an estimated 70 percent of global commercial drone production. And because of China's authoritarian structure, the Chinese military has proved especially adroit at pushing through changes and adopting new concepts. One, termed "multidomain precision warfare," entails the People's Liberation Army's use of advanced intelligence, reconnaissance, and other emerging technologies to coordinate firepower.
When it comes to AI, the United States still has the highest quality systems and spends the most on them. Yet China and Russia are swiftly gaining ground. Washington has the resources to keep outspending them, but even if it maintains this lead, it could struggle to overcome the bureaucratic and industrial obstacles to deploying its inventions on the battlefield. As a result, the U.S. military risks fighting a war in which its first-rate training and superior conventional weaponry will be rendered less than effective. U.S. troops, for example, have not been fully prepared to operate on a battlefield where their every move can be spotted and where they can be rapidly targeted by the drones hovering overhead. This inexperience would be especially dangerous on open battlefields like those in Ukraine, as well as other eastern European countries or in the wide expanses of the Arctic. The U.S. military would also be especially vulnerable in urban battlefields, where enemies can more easily sever U.S. communications lines and where many American weapons are less useful.
Even at sea, the United States would be vulnerable to its adversaries' advances. Chinese hypersonic missiles could sink U.S. aircraft carriers before they make it out of Pearl Harbor. Beijing is already deploying AI-powered surveillance and electronic warfare systems that could give it a defensive advantage over the United States in the entire Indo-Pacific. In the air, the capable but costly F-35 might struggle against swarms of cheap drones. So might the heavily armored Abrams and Bradley tanks on the ground. Given these unfortunate facts, U.S. military planners are right to have concluded that the era of "shock and awe" campaigns--in which Washington could decimate its adversaries with overwhelming firepower--is finished.

 In the worst-case scenario, AI warfare could endanger humanity.
To avoid becoming obsolete, the American military needs to make major reforms. It can start by shaking up its processes for acquiring software and weapons. Its current purchasing process is too bureaucratic, risk-averse, and slow to adapt to the rapidly developing threats of the future. For example, it relies on ten-year procurement cycles, which can lock it into particular systems and contracts long after the underlying technology has evolved. It should, instead, ink shorter deals whenever possible.
Similarly, the United States must look to purchase from a wider pool of companies than it typically uses. In 2022, Lockheed Martin, RTX, General Dynamics, Boeing, and Northrop Grumman received over 30 percent of all Defense Department contract money. New weapons manufacturers, by contrast, received hardly any. Last year, less than one percent of all Defense Department contracts went to venture-backed companies, which are generally more innovative than their larger counterparts. Those percentages should be far more equal. The next generation of small, cheap drones are unlikely to be designed by traditional defense firms, which are incentivized to produce fancy but expensive equipment. They are more likely to be created as they were in Ukraine: through a government initiative that supports dozens of small startups. (One of us, Schmidt, has been a longtime investor in defense technology companies.)
To adapt for the future, however, the United States will need to do more than simply reform the way it purchases weapons. It must also change the military's organizational structures and training systems. It should make its complex, hierarchical chain of command more flexible and give greater autonomy to small, highly mobile units. These units should have leaders trained and empowered to make crucial combat decisions. Such units will be more nimble--a critical advantage given the fast pace of AI-powered war. They are also less likely to be paralyzed if adversaries disrupt their communications lines to headquarters. These units must be connected with new platforms, such as drones, so they can be as effective as possible. (Autonomous systems can also help improve training.) U.S. special forces are a possible template for how these units could operate.
RISKS AND REWARDS
This new age of warfare will have normative advantages. Advances in precision technology could lead to fewer indiscriminate aerial bombings and artillery attacks, and drones can spare the lives of soldiers in combat. But the rates of civilian casualties in Gaza and Ukraine cast doubt on the notion that conflicts are becoming any less deadly overall--especially as they move into urban areas. And the rise of AI warfare opens a Pandora's box of ethical and legal issues. An autocratic state, for example, could easily take AI systems designed to collect intelligence in combat and deploy them against dissenters or political opponents. China's DJI, for example, has been linked to human rights abuses against Chinese Uyghurs, and the Russian-linked Wagner paramilitary group has helped the Malian military conduct drone strikes against civilians. These concerns aren't limited to U.S. adversaries. The Israeli military has used an AI program called Lavender to identify potential militants and target their homes with airstrikes in densely populated Gaza. The program has little human oversight. According to +972 Magazine, people spend just 20 seconds authorizing each attack.


In the worst-case scenario, AI warfare could even endanger humanity. War games conducted with AI models from OpenAI, Meta, and Anthropic have found that AI models tend to suddenly escalate to kinetic war, including nuclear war, compared with games conducted by humans. It doesn't take much imagination to see how matters could go horribly wrong if these AI systems were actually used. In 1983, a Soviet missile detection system falsely classified light reflected off clouds as an incoming nuclear attack. Fortunately, the Soviet army had a human soldier in charge of processing the alert, who determined the warning was false. But in the age of AI, there might not be a human to double-check the system's work. Thankfully, China and the United States appear to recognize that they must cooperate on AI. Following their November 2023 summit, U.S. President Joe Biden and Xi pledged to jointly discuss AI risk and safety issues, and the first round of talks took place in Geneva in May. This dialogue is essential. Even if cooperation between the two superpowers starts small, perhaps achieving nothing more than establishing shared language regarding the use of AI in war, it could lay the foundations for something greater. During the Cold War--an era of great-power rivalry significantly more intense than the current U.S.-Chinese competition--the Soviet Union and the United States were able to build a strong regime of nuclear safety measures. And like the Soviets, Chinese officials have incentives to cooperate with Washington on controlling new weapons. The United States and China have different global visions, but neither of them wants terrorists to gain possession of dangerous robots. They may also want to stop other states from acquiring such technology. Great powers that possess formidable military technology almost always have an overlapping interest in keeping it to themselves.
Even if China won't cooperate, the United States should ensure that its own military AI is subject to strict controls. It should make sure AI systems can distinguish between military and civilian targets. It must keep them under human command. It should continuously test and assess systems to confirm that they operate as intended in real-world conditions. And the United States should pressure other countries--allies and adversaries alike--to adopt similar procedures. If other states refuse, Washington and its partners should use economic restrictions to limit their access to military AI. The next generation of autonomous weapons must be built in accordance with liberal values and a universal respect for human rights--and that requires aggressive U.S. leadership.
War is nasty, brutish, and often much too long. It is an illusion to think that technology will change the underlying human nature of conflict. But the character of war is changing both rapidly and fundamentally. The United States must change and adapt, as well, and American officials must do so faster than their country's adversaries. Washington won't get it exactly right--but it must get it less wrong than its enemies.

An earlier version of this article suggested that Azerbaijan's military seized the disputed territory of Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020. In fact, the seizure was completed three years later.
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Although it is too soon to judge the historical significance of Joe Biden's one-term presidency, it is clear that the past four years have witnessed remarkable achievements in foreign policy. Biden has made some notable strategic mistakes, as well, mostly when he chose to follow the policies of his predecessor, Donald Trump. But he has carried out a crucial task: shifting the basis of American foreign policy from an unhealthy reliance on military intervention to the active pursuit of diplomacy backed by strength. He has won back the trust of friends and allies, built and begun to institutionalize a deep American presence in Asia, restored the United States' role in essential multilateral organizations and agreements, and ended the longest of the country's "forever wars"--a step none of his three predecessors had the courage to take.
All of this happened in the face of grievous new threats from China and Russia, two great powers newly allied around the goal of ending American primacy. Biden's response to the most pressing emergency of his term--Russia's brutal full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022--has been both skillful and innovative, demonstrating a grasp of the traditional elements of statecraft along with a willingness to take a few unconventional steps. The picture is more mixed when it comes to China, which in the long term poses the most complex challenge to U.S. foreign policy. Biden's approach to Beijing has occasionally reflected a disappointing degree of continuity with that of Trump and has fostered uncertainty over Taiwan, the most sensitive issue in U.S.-Chinese relations. But unlike the former president, Biden has embedded his China policy in a vigorous matrix of new and restored alliances across Asia. He has arguably pulled off the long-sought U.S. "pivot" to the region, without using that term.
In the Middle East, the record is disappointing. The boldness Biden showed in withdrawing from Afghanistan has been conspicuously absent from his reaction to the war in Gaza, where his outdated understanding of Israel has prevented him from exerting more pressure on its leadership to adopt a wiser, less destructive approach.
In a deeply divided country, four years is too little time to establish a foreign policy doctrine. Much of what Biden has achieved could be quickly erased by a successor. Yet his legacy to date suggests the lineaments of a new approach well suited to today's world. Most important among them is a resolve to eschew wars to remake other countries and to restore diplomacy as the central tool of foreign policy. That diplomatic revival has not been without flaws: it has not fostered a coherent global economic strategy, and it has lacked a strong commitment to nonproliferation and arms control. But it has presented to the world a country that has unambiguously left behind the hubris of the "unipolar moment" that followed the Cold War, proving that the United States can be deeply engaged in the world without military action or the taint of hegemony.
BIDEN'S WORLD
On taking office, Biden's most important task was to restore trust abroad. He had campaigned on the slogan "America is back" and promised that the country would once again "sit at the head of the table." Once in the White House, however, he seemed to appreciate that neither U.S. power nor, as he frequently put it, "the power of our example" were what they had been. The administration focused instead on convincing others that they no longer had to worry about Trump's "America first" policies, open disparagement of NATO, and contempt for multilateral cooperation on issues from climate change to the COVID-19 pandemic.


It was not easy. Even warmly disposed governments understood that Trump (or a leader with similar views) could return as soon as the next election. To highlight the shift, on Biden's first day in office, he returned the United States to the World Health Organization and the Paris agreement on climate change, both of which Trump had exited. Biden moved quickly to affirm Washington's commitment to numerous economic and security agreements and bodies, NATO in particular. In the next three-plus years, the number of NATO members reaching the benchmark goal of spending the equivalent of at least two percent of GDP on defense grew from nine to 23, with more set to do so soon. Two militarily strong states, Sweden and Finland, dropped decades of cherished neutrality to join the alliance. Today, readiness is substantially higher across the alliance, as are deployments near Russia's borders.
The Biden administration directed even more diplomatic energy into building what it calls a "latticework" of deepened and new connections across Asia spanning geopolitical and economic interests, all with the motive of countering China. The image of a crisscrossing web of relationships is meaningfully distinct from the familiar "hub and spokes" metaphor, which portrayed the United States as ensconced in the center of everything with other countries arrayed around it.
The change was not merely a matter of abstraction but of action. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (known as the Quad) partnership linking Australia, India, Japan, and the United States was elevated from a forum for foreign ministers to one for heads of state. To build an Australian nuclear-powered submarine fleet that could operate stealthily and at very long range, strengthening deterrence against China far into the Pacific, the Biden team forged AUKUS, a new security arrangement aligning Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Trilateral summits connected the United States with Japan and the Philippines and with Japan and South Korea, with security as the central purpose. For the first time, a summit of the Association of Southeastern Asian Nations was held in Washington. New bilateral agreements allowed for expanded U.S. military access in Australia, Japan, Papua New Guinea, and the Philippines. And Biden deepened U.S. relations with India, Indonesia, and Vietnam. Even this partial list reflects an extraordinary level of effort and achievement in less than four years, with new and restored ties cemented, where possible, in formal agreements designed to survive a change of direction in Washington.
For more than two decades, leaders in Washington have paid lip service to the centrality of Asia in the twenty-first century and the necessity of a commensurate shift in U.S. foreign policy. But the George W. Bush administration was sidetracked by its all-consuming "global war on terror." The Obama administration recognized the importance of a stronger strategic presence in Asia but failed to achieve it. The Trump administration's disdain for alliances weakened relations across the region. The Biden administration made the pivot happen.
A LOST CAUSE
To set a new course for the United States, Biden saw that it was necessary to end the longest "forever war" of the post-9/11 era. By the time he took office, the United States had spent 20 years fighting in Afghanistan at a cost of more than $2 trillion--the equivalent of $300 million a day. U.S. strategy had shifted from counterterrorism to counterinsurgency and back again; from taking a low-profile approach that relied on special forces and air power to deploying 100,000 troops in the country; from wooing the government in Kabul to suggesting that the Afghan government's corruption was the main impediment to progress. Washington had tried a vast array of tactics: creating a national police force, attempting to build an army, improving literacy and education for women and girls. In the end, it was mostly for naught. By the time Biden was inaugurated, U.S. intelligence showed unequivocally that the Taliban's control of areas of Afghanistan had been growing for years despite this immense investment--a fact largely unknown or underappreciated by the American public.
In his speech in August 2021, Biden asked what the "vital national interest" was in Afghanistan and offered the correct answer. "We have only one: to make sure Afghanistan can never be used again to launch an attack on our homeland." The United States had achieved that goal with the defeat of al Qaeda and the killing of Osama bin Laden in 2011, Biden noted. But then, he said, "we stayed for another decade."
After the unexpected, shockingly swift collapse of the Afghan army and the national government, the takeover by the Taliban, the chaos in Kabul as thousands of Afghans tried to flee, and the deaths of 13 U.S. service members and more than 160 Afghan civilians in a suicide bombing near the airport, foreign policy experts leaped to criticize the decision to withdraw. "What makes the Afghanistan situation so frustrating is that the [United States and] its allies had reached something of an equilibrium at a low sustainable cost," Richard Haass, then president of the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote on Twitter as the chaos grew. "It wasn't peace or military victory, but it was infinitely preferable to the strategic [and] human catastrophe that is unfolding." But the apparent low cost was an illusion created by the absence of American deaths in the preceding months: the Taliban had decided to cease attacks on U.S. forces as it waited for them to withdraw under an agreement negotiated by the Trump administration. Had the United States not left, American losses would have resumed, and the price of staying would have been clear once again.



 Biden has been unwilling to use U.S. leverage over Israel.
The stark truth was that the United States had lost the war long before August 2021. But defeats are easier to forget than to absorb. With plenty of prompting from Trump, far too many Americans remember the few days of disarray at the end and forget the years of failure that preceded them; the 13 Americans who died at the very end rather than the 2,461 killed and the 20,744 injured in the years before. No strategic loss stemmed from Biden's decision--quite the reverse. "There's nothing China or Russia would rather have," the president correctly noted in his speech, "than the United States to be bogged down another decade in Afghanistan." Washington failed to anticipate how swiftly the Kabul government would collapse. But the significance of that failure pales beside the significance of Biden's success in grasping the lasting strategic benefits of withdrawing. "This decision about Afghanistan," he said, "is about ending an era of major military operations to remake other countries."
Months after the departure from Afghanistan, the Biden administration was tested again when Russian President Vladimir Putin launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine. During his first week in office, Biden and Putin had agreed to extend the New START treaty--the only remaining bilateral nuclear arms control agreement--a few days before it would have expired. It was a hopeful sign. But a few weeks later, Moscow moved thousands of troops and heavy weapons to its border with Ukraine. Although Putin's intentions were opaque, the move raised alarms inside the administration. "We're looking at it very carefully, 24/7," U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken told David Ignatius of The Washington Post--nearly a year before Russia invaded, in February 2022. Immediately after the attack began, Moscow put its strategic weapons on heightened alert. Later, Putin spoke of using tactical nuclear weapons should the West's support of Kyiv go, in his opinion, too far. As the war dragged on, he upped the ante by moving those weapons into neighboring Belarus and ordering joint combat drills in their use.
On the whole, Biden's handling of the war has been masterful. In the run-up to the invasion, he broke sharply with traditional practice by publicly disclosing U.S. intelligence on Russian troop maneuvers to alert the world to Putin's plans and neuter the Kremlin's disinformation campaigns. Once the attack was underway, he made his case for an energetic defense of Ukraine by starting with an emphatic prohibition against the involvement of U.S. troops there--a pledge that he repeated often and that largely kept public opposition to active support for Ukraine in check. He then exerted vigorous political and personal leadership to rally European states, NATO, and the U.S. Congress to support Kyiv and ordered an initially cautious but steadily growing flow of weapons and money. He has calibrated the sophistication of weapons Washington has provided against the curve of Russian violence, staying just behind rather than leading it. And he has bolstered Ukrainian strength in less visible ways with the forward-leaning use of U.S. military and intelligence expertise.
FLASH POINTS
Although a path to ending the war has not been found, Biden's handling of the Russian invasion has been a credit to the United States--as was the Afghanistan withdrawal, conventional wisdom notwithstanding. The record is murkier on two other priorities: China and the Middle East.
The Biden administration's 2022 National Security Strategy defined China as having both the capacity and the intent to reshape the international order, displacing the United States and its democratic values. Without question, China's recent behavior in the Indo-Pacific, its steep increase in military spending, its aggressive trade policies, and its "no limits" partnership with Russia (including support for the war in Ukraine) demand a strong American response. The Biden administration has provided that, wisely walking a fine line by strengthening its relations with Asian allies and partners and bolstering the U.S. military presence while dispensing with bluster and needless provocation.
An unfortunate exception has been the administration's record on Taiwan, the flash point of U.S.-Chinese relations. An intentionally ambiguous "one China" policy negotiated by Washington and Beijing more than four decades ago has kept the peace across the Taiwan Strait ever since. Maintaining it requires constant attention to language and symbolism, especially when it comes to the question of whether Washington would use military force to defend Taiwan in the event of a Chinese attack. Several times, however, Biden has heightened uncertainty in Beijing by plainly stating that the United States would do just that, requiring the White House to issue clarifications. More serious was his unaccountable acquiescence to an official visit to Taiwan in 2022 by Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, a high-profile critic of Beijing and longtime supporter of Taiwan who was at the time second in line to the presidency. As the leader of the Democratic Party, Biden could have easily forbidden the trip, which followed others that also broke an unwritten "one China" rule against official visits. Pelosi's mission predictably sparked an unprecedented spate of military and cyber-retaliation by Beijing and another ratcheting up of cross-strait tensions.
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Washington can only guess at Beijing's intentions. China's military buildup may presage a direct threat to Taiwan or the United States. Or perhaps the Chinese Communist Party is responding to what it perceives as American aggression, or simply taking the steps that any newly arrived great power feels are its due. In the same way, Beijing cannot know whether Washington has purposely abandoned the "one China" policy. Perhaps Biden is encouraging Taipei to assert its independence and would militarily support it if it did so. The only thing both sides know for certain is that an escalating spiral of action and reaction relating to Taiwan is underway, and neither is taking the necessary steps to interrupt it.


Biden took office determined not to be distracted from priorities in Asia and elsewhere by perennial conflict in the Middle East. He inherited a Trump administration policy that seemed to have achieved substantial success. Through the so-called Abraham Accords, Israel normalized relations with Bahrain, Morocco, Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates. The accords embodied the view that if Arab countries were given the right incentives, it would be possible for them to negotiate peace agreements with Israel even without addressing the fate of the Palestinians. But as the administration sought to add the region's most important state, Saudi Arabia, to the accords, the Netanyahu government was expelling Palestinians from more and more of the West Bank to make way for Israeli settlements. Together, these steps were a bridge too far for many Palestinians, and the militant group Hamas exploited their sense of despair and rage to justify the horrendous terrorist attack it carried out on October 7, 2023--the worst day in Israeli history.
U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan's mortifying remark made days before the assault that the region was "quieter today than it has been in two decades" captures the administration's mix of inattention and wishful thinking. Biden responded to the attack with unprecedented personal support that reflected his career-long passion for Israel. But as the Israeli military response unfolded, he seemed unable to see what was happening on the ground. Washington has put all its weight into trying to broker a permanent cease-fire, an outcome that neither the leadership of Israel nor that of Hamas believes is in its best interest. Biden has remained stubbornly unwilling to use the leverage the United States holds to compel Israel to reduce the staggering level of civilian death and suffering in Gaza, address the humanitarian calamity there, and craft a realistic plan for the long term.
NUCLEAR NEGLECT
The negative side of Biden's ledger contains a few other items, as well. Biden has extended Trump's trade protectionism, continuing and in some cases raising tariffs that Trump imposed on imports from China. Unlike Trump, Biden has sharply focused the tariffs, mostly on high-tech and clean energy products, and enhanced their effectiveness with a variety of export bans, sanctions, and subsidies to boost domestic production and slow the development of the Chinese technology sector. He also worked to coordinate such steps with European allies and others. Even so, tariffs are bad economic policy: they are regressive and inflationary and invite retaliation. Because they are hidden taxes disguised as fees paid by foreigners, they also invite dangerous domestic one-upmanship: after Biden quadrupled tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles to 100 percent, Trump called for a raise to 200 percent.
With two successive U.S. administrations that disagree on almost everything having adopted the same economic tool, global trade may have reached a turning point: the era of globalization and free trade has perhaps definitively ended. If others follow Washington's lead, the likely result will be to make all states poorer--as the world learned when protectionism reigned in the 1930s.
Notably missing from Biden's diplomatic surge has been a sustained effort to advance nuclear arms control and nonproliferation--a surprising omission, given his outspoken advocacy of both goals during his Senate career and vice presidency. Dithering in the administration's earliest days seriously and perhaps fatally damaged prospects for resolving the most important proliferation issue of the day: what to do about the Iran nuclear deal, formally known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. In 2018, Trump pulled the United States out of the hard-won agreement, which Iran was abiding by--a decision that Biden and his team saw as a catastrophic own goal. But in trying to prove that they were as tough on Iran as their Republican critics, Biden's appointees took such aggressively anti-Iranian stances in their Senate confirmation hearings that they left the impression in Tehran and Washington that they did not truly believe in the JCPOA. By the time this got untangled, the narrow window of opportunity to convince Tehran that the administration still wanted to revive the deal had closed.
Biden also set aside nonproliferation considerations in negotiating the AUKUS agreement. By transferring highly enriched (and thus weapons-grade) fuel to power the submarines of Australia, a country without nuclear weapons, the accord set a damaging precedent that other countries could follow by using naval reactor programs as covers for developing nuclear weapons in violation of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty.

 Biden had to reverse "America first" beliefs and behaviors.
On arms control, too, the administration has come up short. In January 2022, the leaders of the five original nuclear powers affirmed that "nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought"--repeating the breakthrough statement that emerged from talks held by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev and U.S. President Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. Yet Putin's unprovoked war has been marked by repeated threats of nuclear use. In 2023, he suspended Russian adherence to the extended New START treaty, tying the move not to any lack of U.S. compliance but to Washington's support for Ukraine. Meanwhile, China plans to double the number of nuclear weapons in its arsenal to 1,000 by 2030. Coupled with the fundamentally new situation created by the deepening Chinese-Russian partnership, these moves have made the prospects for any progress on arms control, or even for maintaining the status quo, unlikely in the extreme.
Unfortunately, the Biden administration made no major effort to reverse this trend and has even contributed its bit to the bleak outlook. It maintains a willingness to negotiate a follow-up to New START and has taken a few small steps toward opening arms control talks with Beijing. But the administration is also pursuing a hugely expensive modernization of all three legs of its nuclear forces, including its land-based missiles. Because those missiles are stuck in silos whose locations are well known to adversaries, they are "first strike" weapons, which must be quickly launched in a conflict or lost to enemy attack. They are therefore both vulnerable and destabilizing. U.S. security and the prospects for avoiding a new arms race would be better served by extending the life of a smaller number of existing Minuteman III missiles instead of buying a new land-based nuclear missile force at a cost of more than $150 billion.


As vice president, Biden fought for a major change in U.S. policy: a declaration that deterrence is the "sole" (rather than the "primary") purpose of nuclear weapons. That seemingly minor change hides the major meaning: that nuclear weapons have no utility in warfighting. Such a shift would have profound consequences for the design of nuclear forces and for international arms control. President Barack Obama chose not to make this change--and, as president, Biden did the same. It was a missed opportunity. Given the realities of the war in Ukraine and China's nuclear expansion, however, he arguably had no political leeway to do otherwise.
Partly as a consequence of the poor prospects for arms control, some of the Biden administration's opponents are calling for expanding the U.S. nuclear arsenal and even for a return to nuclear testing. After conducting more than 1,000 tests, the United States has little to learn from carrying out more. But China, which has conducted fewer than 50 tests and is observing the current testing moratorium, could benefit substantially if the United States were to legitimize a return to testing. It would not be long before other states, nuclear and nonnuclear, did likewise--a giant leap backward to the 1950s.
AMERICA REDUX
Biden assumed the presidency with a mountain of his predecessor's mistakes to undo. He had to reverse the beliefs and behaviors inherent in an "America first" foreign policy. He needed to restore predictability to U.S. policy and rebuild willingness among other countries to support Washington's initiatives. Although his party controlled both houses of Congress for his first two years as president, it did so by the slimmest of margins, and Biden later faced a House of Representatives run by an increasingly extreme Republican caucus that prioritized scoring political points over substance in foreign policy. From almost his first day in office, he confronted the looming question of what Russia intended in Ukraine; soon after, he faced the stunning reality of the first act of large-scale international aggression in Europe in the postwar era. Finally, he had to manage a relationship with China characterized by rising acrimony, unfulfilled agreements, military threats, and an almost total lack of purposeful communication.
Biden also had made promises that would need to be adjusted or walked back. He had wrongly described the world as divided between autocracies and democracies, suggesting that foreign policy was a Manichean contest between the two camps. He followed through on an unwise promise to hold a "Summit for Democracy," which, predictably, produced a diplomatic nightmare of deciding which countries qualified for inclusion. In the end, the meetings were mostly held online, with low expectations and little to show in terms of results. Most prominently, Biden had promised "a foreign policy for the middle class." In practice, this mostly meant massive investments at home in manufacturing, education, health care, and lowering middle-class debt. Abroad, it unfortunately took the form of protectionist trade policies, an element of Biden's legacy the United States and the world may come to regret.
But Biden's determination to finally realize a shift in priority to Asia has been a notable success. Relations with China are steadier than those he inherited. There is now at least a floor on which more can be built, even though Taiwan remains a simmering source of tension to which both Washington and Beijing are paying far too little attention. But the number of new partnerships and economic, geopolitical, and military agreements in Asia and the density of new and restored ties there are a testament to what dedicated diplomacy can achieve.
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Whether or not a stable cease-fire is reached in Gaza, Biden's legacy must include his apparent inability to see Israel as the illiberal, militaristic state it has become under Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu rather than as the plucky young democracy that Biden remembers from decades ago. An Israeli decision to attempt to govern Gaza for the long term and continue to annex the West Bank would foreclose the possibility of a two-state solution; bleed Israel militarily, financially, and reputationally; and constitute a historic injustice for the Palestinian people. As long as the United States maintains a special connection to Israel, it cannot afford to ignore this festering sore, as the Biden administration tried to do.
Biden's determination to end Washington's longest war was a major achievement. There are no U.S. forces in sustained combat now for the first time in a quarter century. His policies reflect a recognition that the United States will continue to have global interests but that its ambitions must be tailored to a realistic assessment of its present resources, partisan divisions, and political will. In a world facing existential global challenges, Biden assigned an appropriately high value to alliances and looser partnerships, recognizing them as a major component of American strength, and saw the value of multinational solutions. He reaffirmed that democracies are special political kin but seemed to learn that since so many countries lie somewhere between democracy and autocracy, few causes benefit from a U.S. foreign policy framed as a contest between the two.
The world is so much in flux that it is impossible to predict how Biden's short presidency will fit into the flow of history. Will voters in the United States and Europe turn to populism, go-it-alone nationalism, or even isolationism? What does China intend in the Pacific and beyond? Can the war in Ukraine be ended without setting a precedent that rewards naked aggression? Will the major powers follow each other over the cliff of a second nuclear arms race? And, of course, will Biden have a successor who shares his worldview or be followed by Trump, who will seek to reverse most of what he has done? No matter the answers, and despite the symptoms of debilitating political polarization at home, Biden has made profound changes in foreign policy--not to accommodate American decline but to reflect the country's inherent strength.
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The twenty-first century has seen the return to prominence of U.S. foreign policy traditions once largely considered relics of an outmoded past. Jacksonian national populism, once dismissed as an immature sentiment that an enlightened nation had left behind, returned with a fury after 9/11. With the George W. Bush administration's invasion of Iraq in 2003, Jeffersonian isolationism--the belief that U.S. intervention abroad leads only to endless war, the enrichment of corporate elites, and the erosion of American democracy--also reemerged as a potent force on both the right and the left.
These two schools returned to prominence as the post-Cold War foreign policy consensus broke up. After 1990, a broadly liberal and globalist consensus defined the boundaries within which mostly Democratic liberal internationalists competed against mostly Republican neoconservatives. President Barack Obama's retreat from humanitarian intervention following the disastrous campaign in Libya in 2011 illustrated the waning hold of liberal internationalism among Democrats. So did his restrained response to Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014. Likewise, Donald Trump's shock victory in the 2016 Republican presidential primary contest signaled the collapse of neoconservatism as a significant electoral force among the Republican base. In both parties, restraint eclipsed intervention as the dominant mode of foreign policy, and a commitment to free trade gave way to various forms of protectionism and industrial policy.
The liberal, globalist consensus collapsed just as geopolitical competition returned to the center of world affairs. Today, the security of the United States and its allies, along with a variety of international public goods that the Pax Americana once largely secured, is increasingly under threat. The foundations of the U.S.-led world order are steadily eroding, with deepening crises on Russia's western frontiers, in the Middle East, and in the contested waters around China. Effective responses to the growing challenges require the kind of stable consensus that a politically fragmented America can no longer provide.
U.S. foreign policy has turned in a widening gyre in the last quarter century, as one president after the other--Bush, Obama, Trump, and Joe Biden--brought very different approaches to the White House. Allies and adversaries alike began to discount the commitments of each president, given the likelihood that his policies would be reversed or dramatically modified by his successor. Although Jacksonian national populism and Jeffersonian isolationism have their legitimate place in American foreign policy debates, neither can fully address today's challenges. Another historical school of U.S. foreign policy, Hamiltonian pragmatism, is better suited to the crises of the contemporary world. Based on the political philosophy of Alexander Hamilton, the Founding Father and first secretary of the treasury, this school offers a grand strategy that actively promotes U.S. commerce, American patriotism, and enlightened realism in foreign affairs. The Hamiltonian school lost its way in the "end of history" optimism of the early post-Cold War era, but the pressures of a more sober era in world history are leading to a rediscovery of the foundational ideas that make the Hamiltonian tradition an essential component of successful American foreign policy.
LIBERALISM UNDER FIRE
The driving force behind the Hamiltonian renewal is the rising importance of the interdependence of corporate success and state power. In the heady days of post-Cold War unipolarity, Wall Street, Silicon Valley, and many leading companies started thinking of themselves as global rather than American firms. Moreover, it seemed to many foreign policy thinkers and officials that the distinction between U.S. national interests and the needs and requirements of the global economic and political system had largely disappeared.


U.S. economic and security interests, the thinking went, required the construction of a strong international system promoting liberal economic and political values. It was increasingly anachronistic to think of U.S. interests as opposed to those of the emerging U.S.-led world system. To adapt the famous phrase of Charles Wilson, President Dwight Eisenhower's secretary of defense: in the post-Cold War, end-of-history era, what was good for the world was good for the United States.
Today, that vision of a global liberal utopia is under fire from all sides. China and other illiberal regimes seek to use and abuse state power to build up economic challenges to leading U.S. tech firms. Companies such as Alphabet, Apple, and Meta face growing legal and regulatory obstacles from the governments of revisionist powers. Moreover, the growing trend toward the use of subsidies and trade restrictions to promote climate goals increases the degree to which government decisions drive private-sector investment decisions and affect the profitability of businesses around the world. Never has the strength of the state been so closely tied to the dynamism of the corporate world. This connection operates most strongly at the most advanced levels of tech and production: the information-finance- business-government complex is increasingly necessary to the prosperity and security of the American state and people.
Meanwhile, geopolitical conflict poses actual and potential risk to the business models of private-sector companies that rely on global supply chains. Ragtag militias can throttle commercial navigation in a waterway as vital as the Red Sea. A real crisis in the waters around Taiwan could block commerce in and out of the island, denying global access to the most advanced semiconductors. A crisis could also close those waters to shipping to and from China, Japan, and South Korea, triggering the greatest economic shock since World War II--and perhaps even nuclear war. The information revolution is also driving the state and the corporate sector together. Increasingly, the gathering, storage, and exploitation of information is joining money as a critical element of the power of states. Information today plays a growing role as the basis of military power, of the economic strength that makes military power affordable, of a viable arms industry, and of both defensive and offensive cybersecurity capabilities. Given the strategic importance of the information sector, and the reality that only profitable private firms can support the huge investments required to build a sophisticated tech innovation culture that can allow a given state to compete, states cannot avoid taking a strong interest in the health and prosperity of a domestically based tech sector (or at least a friendly foreign one). Nor can they view with indifference the success of businesses based in hostile or unreliable countries.
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Both business and government leaders are today discovering something that Hamilton could have told them has long been true: economic policy is strategy, and vice versa. The combined effects of the information revolution, the massive mix of investment and regulatory activism by governments in the energy complex involved in the fight against climate change, and the continuing impact of the regulatory changes introduced in the wake of the financial crisis have brought the corporate world and the American state into intimate contact. The role of economic and technological competition in the contest with China reinforces the marriage between the White House and Wall Street.
The libertarian right will be disappointed that the nexus exists and that it will inexorably deepen. The anticorporate left will be pained to realize that states will choose, of necessity, to use their economic and political clout to strengthen rather than check Big Tech. In the current era of geopolitical competition, Washington is going to worry more about whether its leading tech companies are strong enough and well resourced enough to stay ahead of their Chinese rivals than about whether U.S. tech companies are becoming too big. Future presidents are more likely to push back against European Union efforts to impose heavy antitrust fines on U.S. tech companies than to impose similar rules at home. The question of whether a given tech company is a loyal and reliable partner for Washington will matter more to the U.S. government than whether the company is too big or too rich. That reality, in turn, will drive large tech companies to seek a modus vivendi with the state.
The U.S. political system has become newly sensitive to the relationship between business and national security. From the Trump administration's battle against the Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei to the Biden administration's ban on Russian cybersecurity companies such as Kaspersky Lab, policymakers are scrutinizing investment and purchasing activities by private companies to identify potentially adverse consequences for national security. Increasingly, U.S. economic diplomacy explicitly incorporates security issues among its core objectives. Agreements such as AUKUS (the nuclear submarine deal among Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) open the doors to closer tech relationships with trusted partners. Meanwhile, U.S. diplomats seek to influence decisions by semiconductor manufacturers and friendly governments to prevent hostile countries from gaining access to critical technologies.


The rise of populism is also driving business in self-defense to embrace the nation-state. Populist nationalism views multinational corporations, big business, and finance capitalism with deep suspicion. Companies seen as less than loyal to the United States can face swift backlash from angry politicians attacking them as either woke or pro-China, or both. For domestic as well as international reasons, American corporate leaders are likely to find new value in staying close to Old Glory.
PROSPERITY THROUGH PRAGMATISM
None of this would have come as a surprise to Hamilton. In 1772, he arrived in New York from the Caribbean as a penniless teenager. He was a formidable youth. When Princeton refused to admit him at a sufficiently advanced level, he went to King's College (now Columbia) in New York, but he returned to the Princeton campus as a captain of artillery during the Revolution and shelled Nassau Hall.
During the debates over the ratification of the Constitution and his time as secretary of the treasury in George Washington's administration, Hamilton created both an intellectual framework and a practical foundation for constitutional order, economic development, and foreign policy that dominated almost all of U.S. history. The Hamiltonian tradition in political life offers a mix of pragmatism, financial prudence, strategic focus, and, when necessary, ruthlessness that has inspired generations of past American leaders. Secretary of State Henry Clay in the early nineteenth century, President Abraham Lincoln, and President Theodore Roosevelt all claimed to stand in this tradition. From Washington through Secretary of State Dean Acheson and Secretary of State George Shultz in the modern era, many of the country's greatest leaders used Hamilton's ideas to shape the United States' success at home and abroad.
The Hamiltonian way is not a rigid system or an ideological straitjacket. It is a way of thinking pragmatically about the relationship between the requirements of market capitalism, the demands of domestic politics, and the realities of the international system. It proposes a strong but limited federal government that favors the development of a thriving business sector at home and promotes U.S. security and trade abroad. Domestic policy should be grounded on a sound financial system and a profound but not rigid or doctrinaire embrace of pro-market economics. Foreign policy should be based on a commonsense mixture of balance-of-power politics, commercial interests, and American values.

 The liberal, globalist consensus is under fire from all sides.
Hamilton's statecraft sought to adapt the most important features of the British system for the United States--which is one reason it encountered such deep hostility from Anglophobes such as Thomas Jefferson. As Hamilton looked around the world for models that the newly independent American republic could emulate, he realized that the essence of British statecraft, adapted to American conditions, offered the best opportunity for his country to achieve the prosperity and strength that could stabilize its domestic politics. A powerful executive, a solid financial system supported by an independent central bank and a stable management of the public debt, an integrated national market supported by the rule of law and intelligent government investments in infrastructure--all these elements would, given the United States' ample natural resources and entrepreneurial spirit, develop a strong, dynamic, and technologically advanced national economy.
That economy, in turn, would allow the rising nation to support a navy that could defend its global interests and an army powerful enough to address the security threats that the United Kingdom, France, and Spain still posed in the Western Hemisphere. Today, beyond ensuring supremacy in the hemisphere, the United States' foreign policy goals should be to preserve, at the lowest possible cost, a balance of power on both ends of Eurasia while keeping the Middle East and the Indo-Pacific open to U.S. trade.
"AMERICA FIRST" IN PRACTICE
Through more than two centuries of sometimes dramatic change, three ideas stood at the heart of the Hamiltonian vision: the centrality of commerce to American society, the importance of a strong national identity and patriotism, and the need for an enlightened realism in foreign affairs. The era after the Cold War, when much of the American establishment sought to transcend the national element of Hamiltonian thought, reflected an unusual and, as it turned out, short-lived period in American history, one in which the construction of a global order appeared to have replaced the more parochial tasks of safeguarding the interests of the American state and American business. The separation of the business agenda from any sense of a national or patriotic goal had profound and sharply negative consequences for the political standing of pro-business politicians and interests in the United States. It also encouraged the rise of antibusiness populism across the political spectrum.
The shift from a focus on building a postnational order back to a more nation-centric foreign policy will likely result in significant and, overall, positive changes in U.S. foreign policy and in the political climate around it. Such a shift could also promote the development of a more intellectually robust and internationally viable understanding of what an "America first" policy agenda would involve. A brief review of the three pillars of national Hamiltonian thought should illustrate some of the ways in which the return of an invigorated Hamiltonian voice to the U.S. foreign policy debate should raise the level of that debate and, one hopes, help drive better outcomes at home and abroad.


The first critical idea from Hamiltonian thought is that business is the foundation not only of the United States' wealth (and, therefore, of its military security) but also of its social and political stability. Thanks to the abundance of the country and the resourcefulness of its people, Hamilton believed, the United States could be a society like no other. Unlike in European countries, most of the people would be owner-entrepreneurs. Widely distributed property ownership and prosperity would insulate the American experiment from the tumultuous and revolutionary fate of republics in European history.
The first business of government, therefore, is to ensure the conditions that allow private business to flourish. A sound currency, a stable financial system, and deep capital markets are key parts of the infrastructure that sustains American life. A legal system that protects property and enforces contracts, backed by competent police and military forces able to preserve order, is another. Physical infrastructure--such as roads, harbors, and canals in Hamilton's day and, later, railroads, highways, and airports--is necessary, as well. What can be called "infostructure" also matters: the legal and regulatory frameworks that allow for the orderly conduct of business in the complex fields of modern commerce, such as the regulation of the electromagnetic spectrum and the definition of intellectual property.

 American corporate leaders are likely to find new value in staying close to Old Glory.
A Hamiltonian government is pro-market, but it is not exactly laissez-faire. It has economic policies beyond observing the operation of free markets. It acts. It invests. It uses its power to promote some types of enterprise over others. Hamilton saw tariffs as a way to tilt the balance of American development away from agricultural commodities to manufactured goods and financial services. His successors would adopt policies such as the 1862 Homestead Act, which gave public lands for free to those who would bring them under cultivation, and support policies that subsidized mining and railroad construction. These public-sector policies often resulted in massive corruption, but they also created wealth for the nation as a whole. After World War II, Hamiltonians supported initiatives such as the Marshall Plan, which financed the rebuilding of Europe, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the predecessor to the World Trade Organization. They did so out of a belief that promoting economic recovery and integration among the United States' Cold War allies would both strengthen and solidify the anti-Soviet coalition.
The second big Hamiltonian idea--the critical role of the nation and national feeling--is likely to be at least as important in the coming era of American politics. Hamilton was a patriot. Perhaps because he was an immigrant without deep roots in a particular colony, he believed that the bonds that hold Americans together mattered more than the ethnic, regional, religious, and philosophical differences that divided them. For Hamilton, and for Hamiltonians such as Lincoln and Roosevelt, the preamble to the Constitution mattered. "We the people of the United States," the founders wrote, not "We the peoples."
Then, as now, Americans must embrace a duty of care toward one another. Nationalism--or patriotism, for those allergic to the more common term--is a moral necessity, not a moral failing. Americans are not just citizens of the world but also citizens of the American republic. And just as individual Americans have duties and ties to their family members that they do not have to the public at large, they have obligations to their fellow citizens that do not extend to all humankind. Hamilton risked his life fighting for a nation that was just being born. His successors have characteristically made patriotism the bedrock of their participation in political life. The sincerity of patriotism, which led so many into military service, has helped to legitimize the Hamiltonian vision for other Americans who were not instinctively drawn to the Hamiltonian ideal.
Hamiltonians have understood that patriotism lends American business a legitimacy without which its future is insecure. It is the patriotism of businesspeople as a class that ultimately safeguards their property and their lives. If a corporation considers itself a citizen of the world; is as at home in China, India, Russia, and Saudi Arabia as it is in the United States; and has leaders who feel no special obligations toward the American people, why would the American people support this business against unfair competition from foreigners? Or for that matter, why would they not simply tax its profits and confiscate its assets?
The shift from national Hamiltonianism to globalism across much of the post-Cold War American elite has massive, although often overlooked, implications for the immigration debate. If U.S. business leaders are not committed, first and foremost, to the American people, populists will be free to impugn corporate advocacy for higher levels of immigration as a sinister plot against the well-being of the average American family.
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Hamilton stood for an impassioned but enlightened patriotism. He risked his life in battle for his country and dedicated himself to its service, at times to his considerable financial or personal cost. He understood that the security of property and liberty rests on the legitimacy of society's leaders and that if the great and the powerful are seen to despise the common good and the common man, the social order will come crashing down. He was neither a jingoist nor a xenophobe, but he understood that a commercial society cannot flourish unless its social and business leaders are clearly, conspicuously, and consistently identified with the flag.


This sense of the necessary connection between solid patriotism and the political legitimacy of business and property was largely, although never entirely, lost in the post-Cold War years. Elite universities moved ever farther away from their old role of instilling patriotism in their students or expecting it from their faculties. Hamilton would have condemned this as a dangerous folly likely to end in attacks on the legitimacy of the state and the security of property. Hamiltonians have long understood that elite privilege can be justified only by a conspicuous adherence to a widely accepted vision of the common good--and that serious patriotism is an indispensable element of that adherence.
The third idea to recover from Hamilton's legacy is the concept of realism in foreign policy. The originality of the Anglo-American foreign policy intellectual tradition is not sufficiently appreciated with respect to this idea. Hamilton and his followers neither stand with the naive liberal internationalists nor with the Machiavellian realpolitikers. Unlike the naifs, he did not believe that humanity was naturally good or naturally disposed to settle down in democratic and egalitarian societies, all harmoniously at peace with one another. Short of divine intervention, he did not expect the arrival of a perfectly just society, a perfectly honest government, or a perfectly fair international order. He did not even expect a reasonable approximation of these eminently desirable conditions to appear.
Hamilton believed that people were naturally flawed. They were selfish, greedy, jealous, petty, vindictive, and sometimes extraordinarily brutal and cruel. Elites were arrogant and grasping; mobs were ignorant and emotional. With such material you could not build a perfect village, much less a perfect nation or a perfect world order. Democratic peace theory, the idea that democracies would never go to war with each other, had not received its modern form, but Hamilton's argument in "Federalist No. 6" (of The Federalist Papers) is a sustained attack on what he saw as the delusional folly behind such utopian dreams. And the idea that global institutions such as the United Nations would ever have the wisdom, power, or legitimacy to replace national governments would have seemed dangerously credulous. He never accepted the idea that U.S. foreign policy should be about installing democracies in other countries or establishing a global system of government. He rejected Jefferson's call for an ideological crusade at the side of revolutionary France. But that view did not drive him, or those who follow in his footsteps, to cynical depths of despair. Hamiltonians might not be able to transform earth into heaven, but that did not mean they had to go to hell. Following a tradition of Anglo-American thought grounded in books such as Adam Smith's Theory of Moral Sentiments, Hamiltonians see human nature offering the hope for limited and perhaps only temporary but still real improvements in the human condition.
Through commerce, Hamiltonians have believed, U.S. foreign policy could make the world at least somewhat more peaceful. By encouraging Germany and Japan to reenter the global economy on equal terms after World War II, American diplomats, such as Acheson and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, hoped to promote the integration of these countries into a peaceful order.
ENLIGHTENED REALISM
But Hamilton was not a determinist. He did not think that textbook maxims and social science "laws" of human development, either Marxist or liberal, could explain the crooked course of human history. Economic integration could create the possibility for the construction of a durable and stable international system, but there was nothing automatic about this process. Germany and Japan embraced a Hamiltonian capitalist system and entered into new kinds of international relationships, but countries such as today's China, Iran, North Korea, and Russia have made different choices. Unlike so many policymakers and analysts in post-Cold War America, Hamilton would not have been surprised by their rejection.
Law-based and democratic societies might tend toward more stable and less violent international relations, but there is no guarantee that nations will persist on this path and even less that all nations will ever embrace it. In this wicked and imperfect world, the United States cannot unilaterally disarm. It cannot afford to let down its defenses, and it cannot align its national strategy with arcs of history that never quite bend when you want them to.

 Nationalism is a moral necessity, not a moral failing.
But neither can the United States turn its back on the world. The prosperity on which Americans' domestic peace and happiness depend has always been bound up in overseas trade. When one country seeks to dominate Europe or Asia, U.S. security at home quickly comes under threat. Engagement may sometimes demand that, as during World War II, Washington aligns with and actively supports mass murderers such as Soviet leader Joseph Stalin. And it may sometimes require ruthless and decisive actions that test the uttermost boundaries of what is morally permitted. But it equally requires fidelity to some values beyond the United States' own selfish interests, narrowly conceived.


As Americans struggle to deal with a world in which powerful countries have rejected the kind of order the United States hoped to build, they will need both sides of the Hamiltonian vision: the enlightenment and the realism. Hamiltonian policymakers can act ruthlessly in support of the national interest; they can also be models of enlightened statecraft. They choose their course of action depending on their reading of the circumstances of the time.
The revival of national Hamiltonianism in American life is being driven by the interplay of a new era of geopolitical competition with the dynamics of the information revolution. The ideas and priorities that come with it are essential if the United States is to regain its cultural and political balance at home while navigating the increasingly challenging environment overseas. American leaders must embrace the return of a set of ideas that in past generations have done so much to make the United States, for all its shortcomings, one of the richest, most powerful, most open, and most progressive societies in history.
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Immediately after Hamas's October 7, 2023, attack, U.S. President Joe Biden agreed with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that Israel had the right to defend itself. But in the months that followed, disagreements mounted over how that right was exercised. The Biden administration disapproved of Israel's at times indiscriminate military campaign in Gaza, its restrictions on the flow of humanitarian aid, its failure to stop the construction of new Jewish settlements and settler attacks on Palestinians in the West Bank, and its prioritization of the war on Hamas over negotiations to release hostages. Above all, the administration was frustrated with Israel's utter failure to put forth a viable strategy for governing Gaza once Hamas is degraded, an omission compounded by its refusal to advance any plan to address the Palestinian desire for self-rule.
Israel receives $3.8 billion annually in U.S. military aid, and the United States has been the country's most dependable supporter for decades. And yet the United States was remarkably reluctant to publicly confront Israel over Gaza. Only after more than four months of seeing its private advice mostly rebuffed did the Biden administration openly break with Israel--and even then, it acted at the margins. It placed sanctions on a few extremist settlers, airdropped food into Gaza, built a floating pier on Gaza's coast to facilitate aid shipments, and went against Israeli preferences on two largely symbolic UN Security Council resolutions. In May, seven months into the war, the administration placed a hold on the delivery of some large U.S.-made bombs to avoid even more civilian casualties. That same month, it threatened to pause the shipment of other military systems if Israel launched a full-scale assault on the city of Rafah, Hamas's last stronghold, although it never followed through because it considered Israel's attacks on the city as less than all-out. If success is defined as persuading Israel to adopt the course Washington wants, then U.S. policy toward the country since October 7 must be judged a failure.
The tensions with Israel over the past year are merely one example of a persistent but underappreciated predicament of U.S. foreign policy: how to manage disagreements with friends and allies. In two of the biggest crises the United States faces in the world today--the wars in Ukraine and Gaza--the question is how best to deal with a partner that depends on Washington but at times resists its counsel. In both cases, the Biden administration has responded in a muted, ad hoc way, often with little to show for it. It is ironic that an administration that has put U.S. alliances at the center of its foreign policy has found it so difficult to manage the differences that arise in those relationships.
To be fair, the problem long predates the Biden administration. It is inherent to alliances, be they de jure or de facto, since even the closest friends do not have identical interests. Over many decades, the United States has developed an extensive playbook for navigating disputes with adversaries, with tactics including everything from arms control agreements and diplomatic summits to economic sanctions, regime change, and war. When it comes to handling disputes with friends, however, Washington's thinking is far less developed. The United States' sprawling network of alliances gives it a meaningful advantage over China and Russia, neither of which has many allies; in reality, this advantage often amounts to much less than it should.
The good news is that decades of history suggest that certain tactics for managing disputes with friends and allies work better than others. Washington should draw on its ample experience, good and bad, to help it think systematically about such differences so it can prevent them from emerging or, more realistically, better contend with them when they do. In particular, the United States needs to be prepared to act more independently, openly criticizing its friends' policies if it considers them unwise and advancing alternative policies of its own. If Washington did that, it would have a better shot at achieving what might seem impossible: avoiding ruptures in its valuable relationships while safeguarding its interests.
HISTORICAL FRICTION
One might expect that the United States' overwhelming power ensures compliance among allies, and often it does. But at least as often, power does not translate into influence. Sometimes, allies simply resist or ignore U.S. preferences and steel themselves for the consequences. At other times, they attempt to circumvent the administration, mobilizing sympathetic domestic actors--Congress, the media, political donors--to pressure the White House to change course. This was a strategy used by Nationalist China, whose vaunted "China Lobby" exerted enormous influence on Washington early in the Cold War, and Israel has embraced it, too. Another option for American partners is to diversify their diplomatic portfolios, reducing their dependence on the United States by finding new patrons. Both Saudi Arabia and Turkey, for example, have turned to Russia and China as their ties with the United States have deteriorated.


Why do allies dare to defy Washington? Because much more is usually at stake for them than for the United States, a disparity that gives them leverage despite their dependence. In many instances, the bone of contention constitutes much of the ally's security or economic interests, whereas for the United States, it is merely one of many priorities, and so Washington is less likely to go to the mat over the dispute than is the ally. What's more, if Washington distances itself from an ally, no matter how justified its actions, some critics will allege that it is no longer a reliable partner, perhaps prompting allies to act without taking U.S. interests into account and emboldening adversaries to challenge them. Such considerations restrain the United States.
Partly as a result, friction is more the rule than the exception when it comes to U.S. ties with friends and allies. During World War II, the United States clashed with the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union over how best to prosecute the war. It quarreled with Nationalist China over its strategy for defeating the Communists during the Chinese Civil War in the late 1940s; with France, Israel, and the United Kingdom over their invasion of Egypt during the Suez crisis of 1956; with France over NATO's command structure in the 1950s and 1960s; with South Vietnam in the 1960s and early 1970s over governance and military strategy; and with Japan in the 1980s over trade. For more than 50 years, Washington has been at loggerheads with its NATO allies in Europe over defense spending. During the run-up to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, it could not bring most of its allies around to support that action.

 Why do allies dare to defy Washington? Because much more is usually at stake for them.
Pakistan is perhaps the epitome of a difficult friend. For the seven decades after its creation in 1947, the country has been a major recipient of U.S. economic and military aid. During the Cold War, Pakistan helped the United States contain the Soviet Union and facilitated the U.S. diplomatic opening to China. After the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, it emerged as the United States' chief partner in funneling arms to anti-Soviet forces there. But the relationship was often characterized by bitter disagreements over Pakistan's nuclear program, its poor record on human rights and democracy, and its support for the Taliban and terrorism, including its harboring of Osama bin Laden. As a result, Pakistan saw the United States as an unreliable friend--and the United States saw Pakistan as more of a problem than a partner.
Turkey offers another example of a relationship between ostensible allies that has intensely frustrated both sides. Turkey was an anchor of NATO during the Cold War, a critical member of the coalition that prevailed against Iraq during the Gulf War, and a country once heralded as evidence that Muslim-majority countries could be pro-Western, democratic, and accepting of Israel. But Washington and Ankara have also fallen out over Turkey's military presence in Cyprus, its inadequate commitment to democracy and human rights, and, in recent years, its pro-Russian foreign policy, discrimination against the Kurds, and disputes with Israel.
When one looks at this long history of disputes between the United States and its friends and allies, six relatively distinct tactics for managing them emerge. Some involve carrots, others involve sticks, and still others accept that the ally's unwanted behavior won't be changed--or can be changed only if its regime changes. There is no approach that works for all situations, but some do work better than the alternatives.
THE POWER OF PERSUASION
Persuasion is the most basic tool of alliance management. A good example of the tactic is the United States' decades-long effort to dissuade Taiwan from formally declaring independence. Such a declaration would almost certainly trigger Chinese military action, perhaps a blockade or invasion of the island, forcing the United States to decide whether to come to Taiwan's defense. Any U.S. response, be it action or inaction, would prove costly. Successive U.S. administrations have pointed out to Taiwan how much it has gained despite its lack of international recognition--the island is now a vibrant democracy with a thriving economy that has enjoyed more than half a century of peace--and how much it would stand to lose if it pursued independence. Perhaps even more important, Taiwan has been made to understand that the United States would be far less likely to intervene on its behalf if it is seen as having provoked a crisis.


A second successful example of persuasion involves Israel. In January 1991, in the opening hours of Operation Desert Storm, the U.S. military's campaign to liberate Kuwait, Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein fired Scud missiles against Israel to bring it directly into the war and, in so doing, lead Arab states to drop out of the international coalition that had formed against him. Israeli leaders understandably sought to exercise their right to self-defense, but U.S. President George H. W. Bush persuaded them to hold back, arguing that Israel's entry into the war would jeopardize a goal more important to them: defeating Iraq. He also pledged that the United States would destroy Iraqi launch sites. Even though Bush and his Israeli counterpart, Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, had a strained relationship, the Israeli government made the difficult decision to stand down.
But some more recent U.S. efforts to restrain Israel, above all the attempt to rein in its military campaign in Gaza, have had decidedly worse results. The Biden administration's pleas to dissuade Israel from escalating its conflict with Iran have had a more mixed record. On April 1, 2024, Israel launched an airstrike on an Iranian diplomatic compound in Syria, killing several senior members of Iran's Quds Force. The Biden administration was given only minimal warning of the attack and worried that it risked transforming what had been an indirect conflict in Gaza into something more direct and dangerous. Two weeks later, Iran retaliated with a barrage of drones and missiles against Israel. Fearing an escalatory cycle even though the Iranian attack caused only negligible damage, the Biden administration privately advised Israel not to respond militarily. "Take the win," Biden told Netanyahu, adding that if Israel did escalate, it would be on its own. Israel did not stand down, but it did respond in a limited way, firing a handful of missiles from aircraft outside Iran's airspace, destroying an air-defense battery near Iran's Natanz nuclear facility, and keeping largely silent about the attack afterward. In short, Israel largely heeded U.S. advice, and an even larger crisis was averted.
GETTING TO YES
When persuasion alone fails, the United States can turn to incentives, another tool in the alliance management toolkit. A prime example of the successful use of incentives comes from the 1980s, when Israel opposed the U.S. sale of "airborne warning and control system" surveillance aircraft, or AWACS, to Saudi Arabia. The United States wanted to accommodate Saudi desires, but Israel worried about maintaining its military edge over the Arab countries and lobbied hard against the deal. The Reagan administration lobbied just as hard to overcome congressional opposition to it. In the end, a compromise was reached: the sale went ahead, but with conditions, including a guarantee that no information gathered by the AWACS would be transferred to third parties without U.S. consent.
In addition to mollifying allies, incentives can be used to encourage behavior that otherwise might not materialize. The United States has provided economic and military aid to Egypt to strengthen the government so it would maintain peace with Israel. It has provided assistance to Pakistan to promote counterterrorism cooperation, maintain collaboration in Afghanistan, and preserve at least some influence over Islamabad's domestic and foreign policy. And it has provided aid to Turkey to promote restraint in the Middle East and the eastern Mediterranean, bolster NATO, and limit Russian inroads.
Sanctions are the opposite of incentives. These measures are normally thought of as weapons wielded against adversaries, yet they have also been used against friends. In 1956, Washington applied such pressure on France, Israel, and the United Kingdom after their invasion of Egypt and attempt to seize the Suez Canal. It levied sanctions against Turkey in the wake of its 1974 intervention in and occupation of Cyprus; against Pakistan in 1990 over its nuclear weapons program; against Israel in 1981 over its bombing of Iraq's Osirak nuclear reactor and in 1991 over its settlement of Soviet Jews in the occupied territories; and against Saudi Arabia in 2021 over the murder of the dissident (and U.S. permanent resident) Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi consulate in Istanbul in 2018.
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If the goal was to modify the target's behavior, the results of these sanctions were generally not encouraging. The one exception was during the Suez crisis, when France, Israel, and the United Kingdom backed down in the face of U.S. economic pressure. But the episode occurred at a time when the British were particularly vulnerable to U.S. economic pressure (the pound sterling could not hold its value without Washington's backing), France was heavily dependent on Middle Eastern oil, and Israel had yet to amass much political support in the United States. Neither the threat nor the reality of sanctions stopped Pakistan's nuclear program. The same can be said for the sanctions aimed at ending Turkey's occupation of Cyprus.
Sanctions can have value as a normative tool, however: even if they fail to stop the unwanted activity, they can still raise costs for the friend and signal U.S. displeasure, sending a broader message to other friends about U.S. preferences. A case in point was the George H. W. Bush administration's policy toward Israel in 1991. The administration had gone to considerable lengths to pressure the Soviet Union to allow Jews to emigrate and was seeking to convene a regional peace conference after the Gulf War. So it was frustrated when the Israeli government put into place subsidies and other policies to incentivize those refugees to live in settlements in the occupied territories--especially since the Israeli government had asked the United States to guarantee $10 billion in loans meant to facilitate their move. The Bush administration tried to get the Israeli government to end policies designed to steer Soviet Jews to settlements; when that failed, it reduced the amount of loans it would guarantee, demonstrating that ignoring U.S. entreaties would come at a cost.


The most draconian approach to dealing with a disagreement with a friend is to seek the ouster of the offending government. That was the approach the Kennedy administration took with its troublesome South Vietnamese ally, President Ngo Dinh Diem. The administration had done much to boost Diem's political prospects, but it soon grew disillusioned with his corrupt and ineffective leadership, viewing him as a liability in the struggle against North Vietnam and the Viet Cong. Matters reached a head in the summer of 1963, when the U.S. officials in Saigon made clear that they and their bosses in Washington would look favorably on a coup led by senior military officers. By November 2, Diem was not just out of power but dead, killed by the soldiers who ousted him. Yet the Kennedy administration's decision didn't achieve its desired effect: Diem's successors proved equally incapable of winning over the Vietnamese people and defeating the North. What the coup did do, however, was associate the United States ever more closely with the government and fate of South Vietnam.
A more recent, and infinitely more modest, effort at regime change comes from 2024. Chuck Schumer--the Senate majority leader, a Democrat from New York, and arguably the most prominent Jewish politician in the United States--had grown frustrated with Israel's seeming lack of concern for civilian lives in Gaza. On March 14, he delivered a speech from the floor of the Senate castigating Netanyahu for the high death toll and calling for new elections in Israel on the assumption that a change in leadership would translate into a change in policy. His call did signal displeasure from a stalwart supporter of Israel, but it failed to induce any change in the country's leadership or policy. Worse, it had the counterproductive effect of allowing Netanyahu to wrap himself in a nationalist cloak as a defender against outside interference.
SEE NO EVIL
Another option for dealing with an irksome ally is more passive: looking the other way. Instead of making an issue out of a disagreement with a friend, Washington can ignore the transgression, recognizing that attempts to change a partner's behavior would be too costly or doomed to fail. Think of this as diplomatic avoidance.
Again, Israel provides a good example of this approach at work. In the 1950s and 1960s, the country decided that it needed a nuclear arsenal of its own to counter the enormous conventional military advantages of its Arab enemies, which refused to accept its existence. The United States strongly opposed the Israeli nuclear program, which violated its commitment to nuclear nonproliferation. Over time, however, Washington decided not to make a big deal of the disagreement, concluding that Israel could probably never be persuaded to give up its quest for the bomb. The United States had other, more important Cold War priorities in the Middle East that required cooperation with Israel, and it had other tools (including military aid and nuclear assurances) that could hold back other friends in the region from going nuclear. Officials may also have thought that a nuclear Israel could persuade Arab governments that the Jewish state was in the region to stay, in the process paving the way to acceptance and even peace talks. Looking the other way was made easier by Israel's decision never to officially acknowledge its arsenal and to avoid obvious testing. More than half a century later, the policy seems vindicated: there is peace between Israel and several of its neighbors, and no other country in the region has yet to follow Israel's lead and go nuclear.
When it comes to other Israeli activity, however, diplomatic avoidance has proved far more costly. After its victory in the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel constructed settlements throughout territories it acquired in the conflict: the Golan Heights, the West Bank, Gaza, and Sinai. Most U.S. administrations viewed these settlements as impediments to any future exchange of territory for peace. Still, no U.S. president (with the partial exception of George H. W. Bush) demanded that Israel stop building or expanding settlements and threatened sanctions if it didn't. U.S. officials were uninterested in a political fight with Israel and its American supporters in the absence of a promising agreement between Israel and the Palestinians. Not surprisingly, the number of settlements and settlers has skyrocketed over the past 50-plus years. And as predicted, even before October 7, the establishment of a Palestinian state became a much harder sell within Israel, since settlers are a powerful voting constituency, and among Palestinians, who have grown far more skeptical that peace would give them control over significant, contiguous territory.

 Disagreements with friends cannot be wished away.
The United States has also looked the other way with Ukraine. Many U.S. officials doubted the wisdom of Ukraine's decision to launch a major counteroffensive in 2023, worried that it would not only fail but also divert precious resources away from the task of defending the territory Ukraine already held. Others feared that if the counteroffensive were to succeed, it might prompt Russia to use, or at least threaten to use, nuclear weapons. The administration was also reluctant to press for any diplomatic initiative that would entail Ukraine compromising its goal to recover all its lost territory going back to 2014. But the U.S. government was unwilling to confront Ukraine, lest it appear that it wasn't doing enough on behalf of a beleaguered friend resisting aggression.
In this case, avoidance backfired. As predicted, Ukraine's 2023 counteroffensive failed to achieve a decisive breakthrough while using up precious ammunition and equipment and costing many lives. That failure also handed an argument to members of Congress who opposed aid to Ukraine, making it easier for them to claim that the assistance wasn't associated with a policy that stood a chance of succeeding. It would have been better for the Biden administration to have pressed Ukraine to adopt a defensive strategy as soon as the battlefield stabilized in mid-2022 and to indicate what territorial arrangements it might be prepared to accept in exchange for a temporary cease-fire. That approach would have preserved the country's manpower and resources and persuaded Russia that no amount of offensive effort on its part could succeed.
The United States has followed a passive approach toward India, too. In recent years, Democratic and Republican administrations alike have prioritized the U.S. relationship with the world's most populous country to push back against China, expand bilateral trade and investment, and engender goodwill among the politically active Indian American community. But this strategy has required overlooking India's growing illiberalism at home, its extrajudicial killings abroad, and its continued economic and military ties with Russia, making the United States appear more opportunistic than principled. Over time, looking the other way comes with risks, since an India that is less devoted to its secular heritage could become less united and stable. Washington's nonconfrontational approach also increases the likelihood that India will continue to hedge in its foreign policy and remain a less than fully reliable U.S. partner.
WORKAROUND
If all other approaches fail or are deemed too costly, there is one powerful option left to deal with a disagreement with an ally: independent action. Instead of trying to get another country to alter its behavior, the United States can work around that country, promoting American interests as it sees fit.


Frustrated with the military campaign in Gaza, the Biden administration has used the tactic against Israel. In February 2024, after vetoing three UN Security Council resolutions it regarded as unfair to Israel, the United States, over Israeli protests, introduced one of its own that called for a temporary cease-fire. The proposal was promptly vetoed by China and Russia for being too supportive of Israeli concerns, but the next month, the United States abstained on another resolution that Israel had asked it to veto. In Gaza, meanwhile, the Biden administration also acted unilaterally, airdropping food and constructing a floating pier on the Mediterranean coast to circumvent Israeli restrictions on the flow of humanitarian aid. In May, it placed a hold on supplying 500- and 2,000-pound bombs that can cause widespread civilian casualties. The impact of all this independent action was modest: it failed to do much to limit the severity of the humanitarian crisis, but it did signal that Israel did not have a veto over U.S. policy.
Another recent example involves Ukraine. In 2022 and 2023, the Biden administration refused to provide Kyiv with aircraft, long-range missiles, and cluster munitions. The policy was not a sanction, since it wasn't a punishment meted out in response to anything deemed counterproductive. Rather, it was a unilateral decision to hold back weapons that Washington thought would be insufficiently effective and potentially escalatory.
Arguably the most dramatic example of independent action was the May 2011 U.S. military raid that killed Bin Laden, who had been hiding in a compound close to Pakistan's military academy. Assuming that at least some senior Pakistani officials knew of his presence there and sympathized with him, the Obama administration decided not to warn Pakistan of the raid. Instead, U.S. forces flew in without permission, violating the sovereign territory of a friend in what proved to be a successful mission. U.S. officials rightly concluded that the stakes were too high to jeopardize the operation by notifying the Pakistani government and that, at any rate, the U.S.-Pakistani relationship was already so fraught that the marginal effect of this offense would likely be negligible.
Independent action can go too far, however. Consider recent U.S. policy in Afghanistan. In February 2020, the Trump administration, seeing no path to either military victory or negotiated peace after two decades of war, went behind the back of the Afghan government and signed an agreement with the Taliban to end the U.S. military presence in the country. The deal wound down the U.S. presence, but at an enormous cost: it undercut and demoralized the Afghan government, paving the way for the Taliban to regain control of the country 18 months later, when the Taliban seized Kabul as the Afghan government collapsed. The Biden administration could have reneged on the agreement with the Taliban; there was a good chance that the Afghan government could have survived had Washington maintained its relatively light footprint of several thousand personnel in noncombat roles. Such a policy promised neither peace nor victory, but compared with what transpired, it would likely have been much better for the people of Afghanistan--and for the United States' reputation.
WHEN FRIENDS FEUD
Much of U.S. policy toward allies is built on the assumption that agreement is the norm and disagreement the exception. Finding common ground should almost always be possible, policymakers implicitly believe, given how dependent U.S. allies are and how easy it is for Washington to draw on its considerable resources to penalize or support them. But this confidence is misplaced. Disagreements with friends are a regular feature of U.S. foreign policy, one that cannot be wished away.
The first step to addressing the problem head-on is to understand which approaches work and don't work, and when. Persuasion can be difficult or impossible when the friend sees core interests at stake. Still, genuine strategic dialogue on the most sensitive issues, if done privately and before a policy is decided, can head off crises and surprises in the relationship. And even if the effort fails, it can be cited to justify a decision to turn to other approaches.
What might this mean in practice? With Israel, Washington should put forward its thinking on diplomatic and military responses to Iran's nuclear program and Hezbollah, as well as on what it wants from Israel regarding the Palestinians and the Palestinian Authority in Gaza and the West Bank. It should also hold honest, if difficult, discussions with Ukraine, making the case for a largely defensive military orientation and a diplomatic initiative that reflects realities on the ground.
Incentives naturally make persuasion more effective, and the tool appears to be working with Saudi Arabia: Riyadh is considering normalizing its relations with Israel and limiting its relationship with China in exchange for a U.S. security pact and civilian nuclear help. With Ukraine, the United States could pledge to reduce restrictions on the use of American weapons and offer long-term military aid and security assurances, all to persuade Kyiv to adopt a more defensive military strategy and declare its readiness in principle to accept an interim cease-fire. With Taiwan, it could more explicitly promise to come to the rescue in the event of a Chinese invasion (a policy sometimes known as "strategic clarity"), while making clear that Taipei needs to exercise restraint on cross-strait issues and invest more in its own defense. With Israel, it could agree to buttress a stabilization plan for Gaza or offset the costs of any peace agreement with the Palestinians, offering additional military assistance to meet any increased threats stemming from a loss of territory and economic assistance to compensate those who would be required to vacate settlements.


The track record for sanctions does not inspire confidence; when used against friends, they are better at signaling U.S. displeasure than at changing behavior. If the offending behavior continues after sanctions are imposed, over time, other considerations take precedence and the measures are eased or removed altogether, making the United States look weak and hypocritical. As a rule, before imposing a sanction on a friend, Washington should consider whether it will want to sustain a sanction, given that other interests will inevitably intervene. And if it does decide to go that route, the sanctions should be narrowly targeted.
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The Biden administration's reaction to the Khashoggi murder is an example of getting it wrong and right. It was completely predictable that relations with Saudi Arabia would have to take into account Iran, Israel, the war in Yemen, oil prices, and China, all of which made it unsustainable to treat the kingdom as a pariah. But then the administration wisely pivoted. It showed its unhappiness with what had taken place and its commitment to principle (something the Trump administration did not do) by releasing the CIA's investigation into the murder and sanctioning a number of Saudi senior officials who were not central to the workings of the relationship. But it did not introduce sanctions or conditions that would have made it impossible to cooperate.
The harshest instrument, regime change, should be avoided. It is unlikely to result in new leadership, and even when it does, there is no guarantee that the new regime will be both preferable and enduring. Few things in foreign policy are harder than engineering the internal workings of another country. Trying to do so with an ally is all but sure to backfire, taking the focus off substantive disagreements, handing the target a nationalist card to play, and raising uncomfortable questions in other allied capitals.
Looking the other way can make sense when it would be nearly impossible to influence a friend's behavior or when other large interests are at stake that argue against a confrontation. The tactic does not make sense, however, when the United States possesses ample influence or when the costs of ignoring the problem are high.
Persuasion, incentives, sanctions, and looking the other way have something in common: they all leave the initiative with the friend or ally, which explains their poor track record. The one option that hands control to the United States is independent action. Working around an ally can be attractive when the other options fail or are ruled out and U.S. interests still call for something to be done.
With Israel, the Biden administration could build on its existing workarounds and go much further. It could, for example, require that goods made in Israeli settlements be labeled as originating in the occupied territories rather than as "made in Israel," restoring a policy that the Trump administration reversed. The United States could stop sugarcoating its objection to settlements and describe them as "illegal" rather than as merely "obstacles to peace" or "inconsistent with international law"--and support a UN Security Council resolution saying so. It could do more to reform and strengthen the Palestinian Authority. And it could publicly articulate and push for its vision for governance in Gaza and for the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict more broadly.

 Working around an ally can be attractive when the other options fail.
In Ukraine, similarly, the United States could stipulate that none of the arms it provides could be used for a new counteroffensive and that military aid would be continued only if Ukraine committed to accepting an interim cease-fire based on the current territorial division. (To be clear, Ukraine would not have to give up its territorial claims, its ability to rearm, or the option to join alliances as a condition of aid.) What would result would not be peace, but as the experience of the Korean Peninsula has made clear, an armistice can at least stop the war.


Independent action should also include a willingness to publicly criticize behavior or even join the other countries' domestic political debates. The leaders of Israel, Ukraine, and Taiwan have all worked legislators and the media; U.S. presidents should take a page from their books and do the same thing. In 2015, Netanyahu spoke to Congress to argue against the Obama administration's Iran nuclear deal, and in June 2024, he recorded a video falsely accusing the Biden administration of threatening Israel's security by holding back arms and ammunition. Obama should have asked for equal time in the Knesset to take his case for the nuclear deal to the Israeli people, and Biden ought to have marched into the White House briefing room and demanded an apology from Netanyahu for misrepresenting the facts. In situations like these, what is called for is tough love--or at least tougher love.
Independent action is no panacea, since it doesn't stop the offending behavior, although it could lead the partner to back off. But it does allow the United States to shield itself from and offset some of the adverse consequences. It also helps preserve the relationship while reminding the friend that the United States has options of its own. And in the long run, this tactic can demonstrate the costs of not taking U.S. preferences and interests into account. That, after all, should be the thrust of any U.S. strategy toward an ally with which it disagrees: to pursue its interests without doing irreparable damage to a valued relationship.
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For decades, global integration--of trade, of politics, of technology--was seen as a natural law. Today, integration has been replaced by fragmentation. The post-Cold War institutions are teetering, industrial strategies are back in vogue, and competition with China is growing. These dynamics are creating geopolitical friction across global supply chains, for vehicles, minerals, computer chips, and more.
Against this backdrop, the clean energy transition remains the most important planetary challenge. It also presents the greatest economic opportunity: it will be the largest capital formation event in human history. And it presents the United States with a chance to lead. Thanks to its still unparalleled power and influence, Washington maintains a unique capacity--and a strategic imperative--to shape world outcomes.
In 2022, the United States recognized these opportunities when it passed the Inflation Reduction Act, the world's largest-ever investment in clean energy technologies. This transformative industrial strategy was a crucial first step for the United States in positioning its economy for success by accelerating the clean energy transition at home. Now is the time to take this leadership to the global stage, in a way that promotes U.S. interests and supports aligned countries. But the United States need not create a new model for doing so.
Seventy-six years ago, also facing a fractured world order and an emerging superpower competitor, U.S. President Harry Truman and U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall launched an ambitious effort to rebuild European societies and economies. Although often associated with free-market neoliberalism, the 1948 Marshall Plan was hardly laissez-faire. It was, in fact, an industrial strategy that established the United States as a generous partner to European allies while promoting U.S. industries and interests. Generations later, the Marshall Plan is rightly understood as one of the great successes of the postwar era.
Although today's challenges are undoubtedly different, the United States should draw lessons from that postwar period and launch a new Marshall Plan, this time for the global transition to clean energy. Just as the Marshall Plan assisted those countries most ravaged by World War II, the new Marshall Plan should aim to help countries most vulnerable to the effects of climate change: the United States' partners in the developing world. Developing countries and emerging markets will need access to cheap capital and technology to transition away from fossil fuels quickly enough to halt global warming.


The United States again has the chance to help others while helping itself. Putting its own burgeoning industries front and center in the energy transition will generate further innovation and growth. Clean energy investment in the United States reached about 7.4 percent of private fixed investment in structures and equipment in the first quarter of this year, at $40 billion, up from $16 billion in the first quarter of 2021. Investment in emerging energy technologies--such as hydrogen power and carbon capture and storage--jumped by 1,000 percent from 2022 to 2023. Manufacturing investment in the battery supply chain went up nearly 200 percent over the same period. By creating global markets for its own clean energy industries and innovators, the United States can scale these economic gains and strengthen domestic support for an energy shift that has not always been an easy sell to voters.
The fracturing world order and the ominous climate crisis lead some observers to focus on the potential tensions between those two developments. But they also provide an opening for the United States to deploy its innovation and capital in a generous, pragmatic, and unapologetically pro-American way--by launching a Clean Energy Marshall Plan.
THE SINCEREST FORM OF FLATTERY
Gauzy invocations of the Marshall Plan often induce eye rolling, and with good reason. In U.S. policy circles, commentators have called for a new Marshall Plan for everything from ending global poverty to rebuilding Ukraine. The term has become shorthand for a response to any problem that mobilizes public resources to achieve an ambitious end. But this overuse has blurred the substance of what the Marshall Plan really was--and was not.
The Marshall Plan was not, as many assume, born solely out of visionary ideals of international unity after the horrors of World War II. Instead, it reflected the pragmatic constraints of a fracturing, uncertain world order. In the spring of 1947, having returned from China after a failed attempt to head off a communist takeover there, Marshall was left to grapple with the newly emerged Iron Curtain in Europe. The shifting geopolitical reality forced Truman and Marshall to consider how to exert U.S. leadership to shape the world for good--to forge peace, rebuild cities, and promote American values in the face of communism. But they clearly recognized the limits of hard power and understood that economic stability could yield geopolitical stability.
Fundamentally, the Marshall Plan was an industrial strategy that deployed public dollars to advance U.S. manufacturing and industrial capabilities in service of reconstructing Europe. Washington spent $13 billion--equivalent to $200 billion today--over four years, mostly in the form of grants to discount the European purchase of goods and services. Because U.S. companies were at the center of the program, 70 percent of European expenditures of Marshall Plan funds were used to buy products made in the United States. Italy, for example, used Marshall Plan funds to buy American drilling technology, pipes, and other industrial equipment to rebuild its energy sector--including the equipment needed to restart Europe's first commercial geothermal plant, powered by steam from lava beds in Tuscany. By 1950, that region had more than doubled its geothermal capacity and remained a major contributor to Italy's total power demand.

 The adoption of low-cost clean energy technologies is not self-executing.
The structure of the Marshall Plan allowed it to meet Europe's pressing needs while winning over a skeptical and war-weary American public. Because there was little appetite for providing foreign aid following World War II, Marshall and Truman centered their plan on Americans' economic interests. The country's industrial capabilities had grown considerably during the war, but after the war, the task was to find new markets for them. As the plan's chief administrator, Paul Hoffman, explained, the goal was to turn Europe into a "consumer of American goods" at a time when postwar U.S. GDP had fallen precipitously and exports were imperiled by a moribund European economy. The Marshall Plan would thus help American companies and save American jobs.


To sell the plan to the public, its architects and supporters launched a public relations campaign, squarely anchoring their case in these core U.S. economic interests. In the ten months after Marshall's June 1947 speech introducing the plan, it gained traction, securing a 75 percent public approval rating and winning over a majority of the U.S. Congress--in an election year and with a divided government to boot.
Yet even though the Marshall Plan was attuned to U.S. economic interests, its architects recognized that it was important for the United States to be a generous, reliable partner to U.S. allies. The plan helped Europe rise from the rubble, pay off its debts, refill its foreign exchange reserves, recover its industrial production and agricultural output, adopt new technologies, and build goodwill for the United States, all while reducing the appeal of communism. By filling a financing gap that no other power could, the United States cemented its transatlantic partnerships. And by supporting its own economy, it became a capable and reliable global partner.
THE CHEAPER, THE BETTER
Like the original Marshall Plan, a Clean Energy Marshall Plan should meet other countries' development needs while advancing U.S. interests. In this case, the goal is to speed the adoption of low-cost, zero-carbon solutions, such as the manufacture of batteries, the deployment of nuclear and geothermal energy, and the processing of critical minerals. This approach reflects the basic intuition that, as useful as it can be to make carbon pollution more expensive by putting a price on it, the most credible way to accelerate the adoption of zero-carbon technologies is to make that technology cheap and widely available.
The Inflation Reduction Act embodies this theory: it created long-term public incentives that promote the innovation and deployment of a variety of clean energy technologies. This public investment is already transforming the U.S. energy industry, and it holds even more potential for global energy markets. By driving down the cost of clean energy technologies--particularly innovative technologies such as nuclear power and carbon capture--the IRA could generate up to $120 billion in global savings by 2030. The resulting uptake of clean energy technologies in emerging markets could ultimately yield emission reductions in the rest of the world that would be two to four times as large as those achieved in the United States.
But the adoption of low-cost clean energy technologies is not self-executing. Without U.S. leadership, the world will simply not do enough fast enough to limit the worst effects of global warming. Unfortunately, the United States has yet to offer a full-throated answer to China's Belt and Road Initiative, the $1 trillion infrastructure project Beijing designed to expand its influence across the globe. And now, some leaders in China are calling for Beijing to go even further and develop a Marshall Plan-style approach to drive clean energy adoption in developing countries. Meanwhile, other players are also stepping up where the United States has not. For all the controversy about the United Arab Emirates--a fossil fuel nation--hosting last year's UN climate conference, it is notable that it was the UAE, and not the United States, that proposed a large funding effort aimed at scaling zero-carbon technology to appropriate levels for emerging markets.
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Ceding this space is a failure of American leadership and a missed economic opportunity. Skepticism of the United States, exacerbated by its handling of the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, is already high in Southeast Asia and across the developing world, where Washington cannot afford to see alliances fray. And when countries there look to China or the UAE for capital and technology, American innovators and workers lose ground.
Implementing a Clean Energy Marshall Plan won't be easy, but the process must begin now. As after World War II, the United States can be generous as well as pro-American in its approach. It can promote U.S. interests by scaling its industries to meet global needs while winning greater influence in this new geopolitical landscape. And it can meet developing countries where they are--supplying them with the energy they need to expand their economies and the innovation they need to decarbonize efficiently.
To accomplish these aims, however, Washington needs a clear mandate, adequate resources, and flexible tools. And it will need to enact a strategy that does three things: finances foreign deployment of U.S. clean energy technology, secures more resilient supply chains, and creates a new, more balanced trade regime that encourages the development and implementation of clean energy technology.
HOMEGROWN ADVANTAGES
The United States should begin with a focused investment and commercial diplomacy effort, akin to that of the Marshall Plan. The Marshall Plan had a straightforward aim: subsidize European demand for U.S. products and services needed to rebuild Europe. Today, the United States should establish a Clean Energy Finance Authority with an updated mission: subsidize foreign demand for clean energy technology and put American innovation and industry at the front of the line.


This new body would enable the United States to participate in foreign deals that promote U.S. innovation and production while reducing emissions. The purpose would be to reduce the premium that emerging-market economies must pay to meet their energy needs in a low-carbon way. To receive U.S. investments, governments and private sectors in these countries would themselves need to invest in clean energy. The promise of reliable U.S. support would prompt reform.
The good news is that most of the technologies necessary, from solar power to battery storage to wind turbines, are already commercially scalable. Other technologies are now scaling up rapidly, thanks to U.S. investment. For example, the United States has used its existing drilling capacity to become the world's leading producer of advanced geothermal energy. It is well positioned to leverage its homegrown advantages to export geothermal components to geopolitically important markets in Southeast Asia and Africa and beyond, where sources of reliable power are needed. And the more these technologies are deployed, the more costs will come down, as processes become more efficient with scale. With patient capital, the dividends will be manifold: steady, clean power; faster-growing markets; diversified supply chains; and support for hundreds of thousands of U.S. jobs. Similar opportunities exist for advanced nuclear and hydrogen power and carbon capture.

 The United States has yet to offer a full-throated answer to the Belt and Road Initiative.
To be effective, the Clean Energy Finance Authority would need to be big yet nimble. Not only has the United States lagged other countries in offering public capital to lead the energy transition, but its financial support is also unnecessarily inflexible. Officials in foreign capitals joke that the United States shows up with a 100-page list of conditions, whereas China shows up with a blank check. The United States' current financing authorities are constrained by byzantine rules that block U.S. investment that could advance its national interests.
For example, the U.S. Development Finance Corporation, which invests in projects in lower- and middle-income countries, cannot invest in lithium processing projects in Chile because it is considered a high-income country, yet companies in the low-income Democratic Republic of the Congo often find it impossible to meet the DFC's stringent labor standards. Meanwhile, Chinese companies invested over $200 million in a Chilean lithium plant in 2023 and gained rights to explore Congolese lithium mines the same year. Of course, U.S. finance must continue to reflect American values, but there is still room for far greater flexibility in the name of national interest and the energy transition.
Promising models for a Clean Energy Finance Authority also exist. Domestically, the Department of Energy's Loan Program Office rapidly expanded its capabilities, approving 11 investment commitments to companies totaling $18 billion in the past two fiscal years (versus just two commitments in the three years before that). Internationally, the DFC expanded its climate lending from less than $500 million to nearly $4 billion over the last three years. And the United States has supported creative financial partnerships with several countries. In Egypt, for example, the United States and Germany committed $250 million to stimulate $10 billion of private capital to accelerate the Egyptian energy transition.
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The most effective aspects of these examples should be harnessed together under the Clean Energy Finance Authority, which should have a versatile financial toolkit, including the ability to issue debt and equity. It should be able to deploy this capital in creative arrangements, such as by blending it with foreign capital and lowering risk premiums with insurance and guarantees. It should draw on, not re-create, the Department of Energy's expertise in assessing the risks and benefits of emerging technologies, such as advanced nuclear energy, hydrogen power, and carbon capture and storage. The Clean Energy Finance Authority could be managed by the U.S. Treasury Department, in light of the latter's experience in risk underwriting and financial diligence, and given the mandate to coordinate closely across agencies.


With nimble, market-oriented financing capacities, the Clean Energy Finance Authority would be able to accelerate and initiate, not impede, financial transactions. Whereas the Marshall Plan was 90 percent financed with U.S. grants, a Clean Energy Marshall Plan could easily be the inverse, with less than ten percent of its expenditures in the form of grants and the rest of the capital being deployed as equity, debt, export credit, and other forms of financing. And whereas the Chinese Belt and Road model relies on government-dominated financing, an American approach would be market-based and therefore more efficient because it enables competition and encourages large investments of private capital.
The Clean Energy Finance Authority should be capitalized with a significant upfront commitment of money--enough to generate market momentum that tips the balance of clean energy investment toward the private sector; ultimately the private sector, not the public sector, will need to provide the majority of the financing the energy transition needs over the coming decades. If this new authority is set up and deployed properly, U.S. companies and innovators would gain more foreign demand, on favorably negotiated terms, and new market share. Foreign consumers, for their part, would gain access to new channels of cheap clean energy technology. For emerging-market countries and major emitters--such as Brazil, India, and Indonesia--the United States could act with both generosity and its own interests in mind.
THE DANGER OF DEPENDENCE
The United States should also establish a Clean Energy Resilience Authority, whose goal would be to create more resilient supply chains for the clean energy transition. To support burgeoning manufacturing production in developing countries, and to expand that of the United States, the world needs diversified supply chains that are not dominated by individual states and do not have exploitable chokepoints. Today, China controls 60 percent of the world's rare-earth mining production and approximately 90 percent of its processing and refining capability.
The United States should lead a coalition of partners to build access to processed critical minerals such that the energy transition does not substitute dependence on foreign oil for dependence on Chinese critical minerals. Thankfully, the term "rare-earth minerals" is a misnomer: these elements are abundant and geographically dispersed. Eighty percent of the world's lithium reserves, 66 percent of its nickel reserves, and 50 percent of its copper reserves are in democracies. Eighty percent of oil reserves, by contrast, are in OPEC countries, nearly all of which are autocracies.
In today's energy market, the most important tool the United States wields is the Strategic Petroleum Reserve, a stockpile of oil created 50 years ago as a response to the 1973 oil crisis. In the wake of Russia's invasion of Ukraine, in 2022, the U.S. government used this reserve to ensure adequate supply by selling 180 million barrels of oil. When prices fell, the administration began refilling the reserve, securing a profit for U.S. taxpayers of close to $600 million as of May 2024. This mechanism has reduced the volatility of oil prices while advancing U.S. strategic interests.

 As part of the Clean Energy Marshall Plan, Washington must level the playing field through the use of trade tools.
The United States should create a strategic reserve capability for critical minerals, as well. A body similar to the U.S. Treasury's Exchange Stabilization Fund, a reserve fund used to prevent fluctuations in the value of the U.S. dollar, but for critical minerals would enable the United States to stabilize the market for these resources. The Clean Energy Resilience Authority could offer various forms of financial insurance that would steady prices, protect consumers from price spikes, and generate stable revenue for producers during low-price periods. And it should have the ability to build up physical stockpiles of key minerals, such as graphite and cobalt, whether on U.S. soil or in allied territory.
Support for this type of reserve capability already exists. The bipartisan House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party recommended just such a body. The United States' allies are also on board: in May, South Korea allocated an additional nearly $200 million to build up domestic lithium reserves. Indeed, the original Marshall Plan also recognized the need to improve access to strategically important materials, funding domestic stockpiles for goods such as industrial equipment and medical supplies.
With the Clean Energy Resilience Authority, the United States would be better able to craft multilateral agreements to diversify critical minerals processing. As part of that effort, it could organize a critical minerals club among leading producers and consumers, wherein members could offer and receive purchase commitments. Such an arrangement would give countries that produce and process minerals reliable access to the United States and other developed markets--assuming they meet high standards for sustainable and ethical mining practices. The outcome would be more minerals processed in a more diverse supply chain, sold into a more stable market.
TRADING PLACES
The Marshall Plan underscored the importance of using trade policy to advance U.S. interests: it required European countries to integrate their economies and to remove trade barriers as a means of expanding U.S. exports, promoting capitalism, and warding off communism. A Clean Energy Marshall Plan should help lead a coalition to elicit a more balanced global trading system.


Right now, China is the central actor in global supply chains for clean energy technologies. Facing a stalling domestic economy, China is pursuing a state-led strategy of investing in domestic manufacturing capacity rather than in greater domestic demand or a stronger social safety net. For some goods, such as electric vehicles, batteries, and solar panels, China explicitly aims to dominate global manufacturing. That strategy is fundamentally unsustainable for the global economy. For one thing, it creates acute supply chain vulnerabilities; because the world relies so heavily on China for processing rare-earth minerals, a natural disaster or geopolitical tensions could threaten the entire global supply. For another thing, the strategy erodes industrial capacity across the world, including in the United States. By flooding global markets with artificially cheap goods without a commensurate increase in imports, China forces the cost of its subsidies onto its trade partners--undercutting employment, innovation, and industrial capacity elsewhere. Indeed, this strategy even harms China's own industrial sector and fails to address the root causes of its domestic economic challenges.
As part of the Clean Energy Marshall Plan, Washington must level the global playing field through the active yet measured use of trade tools such as tariffs. Doing nothing and being resigned to China's statist approach is neither economically nor politically sustainable. And using blunt tools to effectuate what amounts to a unilateral retreat is dangerous. Former U.S. President Donald Trump's call to essentially end all imports from China within four years is a cynical fantasy playing on populist fears. In 2022, U.S. goods and services trade with China amounted to over $750 billion. It is not practicable to decouple from any major economy, let alone the United States' third-largest trading partner. Global trade delivers important benefits, whereas unilateral, asymmetric escalation would leave the United States isolated and vulnerable.
The right approach is to harmonize more active trade policies with like-minded countries. Indeed, Brazil, Chile, India, South Africa, Thailand, Turkey, and Vietnam, among others, are all investigating or imposing tariffs on Chinese dumping practices. China is now the object of twice as many retaliatory measures as it was four years ago. This growing pushback represents a chance for the United States to address the Chinese-driven global trade imbalance by crafting a global coalition to galvanize a coordinated response while creating more global trade in clean energy goods and services.
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To accomplish this, the United States must use expanded, stronger, and smarter trade authorities. For example, Washington should build into its tariffs on imported goods an assessment of how much carbon was used to produce them. Tariffs should be determined by the emission intensity of the trading partner's entire industry, rather than company by company, to avoid "resource reshuffling," whereby countries try to dodge penalties by limiting their exports to only products manufactured with clean energy instead of reducing their emissions overall. These tariffs should be aimed at all countries, but given its current production practices, China would be hit the hardest.
This form of tariff regime could be coordinated with what other countries are doing on the same front. The effort should begin with the steel sector. Chinese-made steel is two to five times as carbon-intensive as U.S.-made steel and is being dumped in markets around the world. The United States has been working on an arrangement with the European Union to harmonize tariffs on steel and aluminum. But the EU need not be the United States' first or only partner in this initiative. There is a global appetite to enact a common external tariff regime on China to respond to its overproduction and carbon-intensive practices. Washington should work to pull this group together through the G-7 and G-20.
There is also a domestic appetite for this approach, in both the U.S. Congress and the private sector. For example, Dow Chemical has advocated the use of carbon policies to favor environmentally responsible industries that make heavily traded goods. Several bipartisan bills now in Congress propose similar policies. The United States could develop an industrial competitiveness program for heavy industries, such as those producing cement, steel, and chemicals, that bolsters domestic industry and makes trade more fair by charging a carbon-based fee on both domestic industries and imports at the border. This program would incentivize domestic innovation and efficiency, and it would advantage environmentally responsible U.S. companies that compete with heavy-carbon-emitting foreign producers. The revenue from the fee could be rebated to the U.S. private sector by rewarding the cleanest domestic producers and investing in research and development.

 Investing in the clean energy transition abroad will benefit businesses and workers at home.
A carbon-based tariff, or a carbon border adjustment, should further motivate climate action by exempting countries that are hitting their nationally determined goals under the 2016 Paris climate agreement or those that fall below certain income and emission thresholds. To complement the Clean Energy Finance Authority, the tariff could be lowered in exchange for foreign procurement of clean energy technologies or of clean products made in the United States. For many developing countries, the tariff would act as a powerful accelerant to their energy development plans.


This approach would allow the United States to transition from its current indiscriminate, broad-based tariff regime to a more comprehensive carbon-based system that more accurately targets Chinese overcapacity and trade imbalance concerns. And the United States should leave the door open to cooperating with China in this context, as well.
Policymakers will have to reimagine existing trade rules--and be willing to lead the World Trade Organization and other international institutions in thinking about how trade can accelerate the clean energy transition. The WTO's objective was never just to promote free trade for free trade's sake; its founding document includes a vision for sustainable development. The WTO must reform if it is to deliver on that vision, but in the meantime, the United States shouldn't cling to old trade conventions when more targeted and effective approaches exist.
BANKING ON THE FUTURE
Finally, as the United States upgrades its tools of economic statecraft, it should also increase its expectations of the world's multilateral development banks, especially the World Bank. Like its predecessor, the Clean Energy Marshall Plan would be temporary, designed to unlock a wave of innovation investment to address a global need. The multilateral development banks are a necessary complement to active U.S. leadership today, just as they were in the postwar era. But the banks need to deploy their capital with the urgency that the energy transition and economic development demand. Although there has been a welcome recent focus on this reform agenda--including by the Biden administration, the G-20, and even the banks themselves--progress has been tepid, and conventional proposals lack ambition and creativity. Incremental change is not enough.
Some avenues already exist to spur the proper level of ambition. For example, donor countries can increase the stakes for the banks by fostering competition among them to make tangible progress on reforms that increase lending for climate-related projects and leverage their investments more effectively. Washington can already provide capital in the form of guarantees to multilateral development banks; this authority could be expanded such that U.S. capital is allocated to these banks based on which ones deserve it most. This "play to get paid" structure would challenge the banks to come forward with legitimate plans to improve their lending practices for clean energy projects. And the guarantee structure offers a great bang for the buck: the World Bank can spend $6 for every $1 of guarantee provided.
The Green Climate Fund, the sole multilateral public financial institution devoted to addressing climate change, could follow this approach, too. Almost 15 years after it was founded, the GCF has disbursed only 20 percent of the funding it has received. To speed up its progress and increase its leverage, the GCF should allocate a portion of its funds to the multilateral development banks, building on its existing practice of lending to these institutions, based on a similar "play to get paid" principle. Instead of submitting individual project applications, the banks would submit proposals for leveraging hybrid capital to scale climate lending in support of the GCF's mission, including the even split between those projects that prevent climate change and those that respond to its current impacts. In other words, the banks that can best attack the problem would receive flexible GCF capital to scale those efforts. Such a change would be merely one part of a multilateral system that maintains the momentum created by a Clean Energy Marshall Plan.
WIN-WIN-WIN
A Clean Energy Marshall Plan has the makings of a compelling pitch to U.S. domestic audiences: investing in the clean energy transition abroad will benefit businesses and workers at home. Evidence of that effect is already easy to find. The clean investment boom is turning novel technologies into market mainstays: emerging technologies such as hydrogen power and carbon capture now each receive more investment than wind. Billions of dollars are flowing to areas of the United States left behind by previous economic booms, bringing new jobs with them. But to further this momentum, the country needs to turn to foreign markets to boost demand for U.S. products.
The United States should seize the occasion to lead on its own terms. The Clean Energy Marshall Plan would be good for U.S. workers and businesses, unlocking billions of dollars of market opportunities; good for the United States' developing country partners, by delivering low-cost decarbonization solutions; and good for the world order, by building more resilient supply chains and a more balanced and sustainable trading system.
Such a plan requires political focus and money, but it is not impossible. The United States can spend far less than it did on the Marshall Plan, thanks to the better financial tools available today and falling clean technology costs. And it could recycle the proceeds from a carbon-based border adjustment tariff into the finance and resilience authorities, thus setting up a system that pays for itself.


In this moment of domestic economic strength--stark against the backdrop of heightened competition, a fracturing world, and a raging climate crisis--the United States can do something generous for people across the globe in a way that benefits Americans. It should take that leap, not just because it is the morally right thing to do but also because it is the strategically necessary thing to do.


	 BRIAN DEESE is the Innovation Fellow at MIT. He served as Director of the White House National Economic Council from 2021 to 2023.
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In American politics, labeling something a matter of "national security" automatically elevates its importance. In the language of foreign policy observers, national security questions, such as regulating weapons of mass destruction, are matters of "high politics," whereas other issues, such as human rights, are "low politics."
Of course, not everyone agrees on which issues fall into the national security bucket. And the American definition of national security has fluctuated wildly over time. The term was used by both George Washington and Alexander Hamilton during the Revolutionary era without being precisely defined. At the start of the Cold War, the federal government greatly expanded the size of the bucket after the passage of the 1947 National Security Act, but that law never defined the term itself. As tensions with Moscow eased at the end of the 1960s, the scope of national security began to shrink a bit, but that ended when the 1973 oil embargo triggered new fears about energy security. In the 1980s, the definition widened until the Cold War ended.
In the years between the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union and the 9/11 attacks of 2001--an era in which the United States seemed to have few immediate rivals--even security scholars had difficulty defining the meaning of national security. Unsurprisingly, they could not reach a consensus. Since the subsequent "war on terror," however, the national security bucket has grown into a trough. From climate change to ransomware to personal protective equipment to critical minerals to artificial intelligence, everything is national security now.
It is true that economic globalization and rapid technological change have increased the number of unconventional threats to the United States. Yet there appears also to be a ratchet effect at work, with the foreign policy establishment adding new things to the realm of national security without getting rid of old ones. Problems in world politics rarely die; at best, they tend to ebb very slowly. Newer crises command urgent attention. Issues on the back burner, if not addressed, inevitably migrate to the top of the queue. Policy entrepreneurs across the political spectrum want the administration, members of Congress, and other shapers of U.S. foreign policy to label their issue a national security priority, in the hope of gaining more attention and resources. American populists and nationalists tend to see everything as a national security threat and are not shy about saying so. For example, the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025, which has been regarded as a blueprint for a second Trump administration if Donald Trump wins this year's election, calls for regulating both domestic big tech and foreign firms such as TikTok as potential national security threats. Given the continual presence of such political interests and structural incentives, it is easy for the foreign policy establishment's list of national security issues to expand and rare for it to contract.
But if everything is defined as national security, nothing is a national security priority. Without a more considered discussion among policymakers about what is and what is not a matter of national security, Washington risks spreading its resources too thin across too broad an array of issues. This increases the likelihood of missing a genuine threat to the safety and security of the United States. Whoever is sworn in as president next January will need to think about first principles in order to rightsize the definition of national security. Otherwise, policymakers risk falling into a pattern of trying to do everything, ensuring that they will do nothing well.
A SEMANTIC JUNGLE
In theory, national security should be easy to define. For the United States, any malevolent transnational threat or rising power that directly challenges the sovereignty or survival of the United States constitutes a valid national security concern. Powerful foreign militaries obviously impinge on national security, but other threats do, as well. Ports, energy plants, and other vulnerable economic infrastructure can pose national security concerns; so can climate change, by, for example, threatening the economies of major coastal cities such as Miami and New York. Yet there are also important issues of public policy that fall outside these parameters. No matter how loudly some Americans yell about them, neither the promotion of transgender rights nor the banning of critical race theory is a matter of national security.


In practice, Americans have always had difficulty limiting their conception of national security. George Washington's first State of the Union message to Congress offered a promising start. He barely mentioned the external threats to the fledgling republic. Instead, he outlined his theory of how the United States could deter any and all threats. He stressed the need to pay soldiers, officers, and diplomats a decent wage and supply them the materiel necessary to do their jobs. "To be prepared for war is one of the most effectual means of preserving peace," he explained.
The sentiments Washington conveyed in that speech are familiar to many foreign policy experts; less well known is what he said in his second State of the Union address. In that message, Washington ticked off an expansive list of "aggravated provocations," citing Native American tribes that had "renewed their violences with fresh alacrity and greater effect" and "the disturbed situation of Europe, and particularly the critical posture of the great maritime powers." Nonetheless, once the United States spanned the continent and was separated from other major powers by two oceans, its geographic remoteness limited the threats it faced. The scholar Arnold Wolfers described this era, from 1820 to 1900, as "a time when the United States policy could afford to be concerned mainly with the protection of the foreign investments or markets of its nationals."

 Problems in world politics rarely die; at best, they tend to ebb very slowly.
As the United States began to assert itself as a major world power in the first half of the twentieth century, the foreign policy discourse alternated between a belief that the country had to send troops overseas to protect expanding U.S. interests and a conviction that an America First posture of isolationism would best preserve the peace. But it was only with the onset of the Cold War that the term "national security" became embedded in American political discourse. The National Security Act of 1947, which among other things created the Central Intelligence Agency and established the National Security Council, brought about the security architecture that exists today. Recognition of the overarching Soviet threat spurred the creation of a panoply of research centers, think tanks, and university programs dedicated to studying national security.
Wolfers presciently observed that when terms such as "national security" are popularized, "they may not mean the same thing to different people." Indeed, he wrote, "they may not have any precise meaning at all." During the 1950s and early 1960s, consensus on the Soviet threat allayed some of those concerns. But by the Vietnam War, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was already warning the public that U.S. officials "have been lost in a semantic jungle" on national security questions, conflating national security with strictly military issues such as weapons procurement.
With the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union, it might have been expected that the national security basket would shrink along with the size of the military budget. Yet the opposite occurred. Consider the history of the National Security Strategy, the report on current threats that the president is supposed to deliver to Congress annually, although in practice it is usually released less often. A review of post-1990 reports reveals a steady expansion of qualifying concerns: energy security, nuclear proliferation, drug trafficking, and terrorism, among many others.


After 9/11, the trend only accelerated, with politicians and policymakers giving ever-greater emphasis to national security and the number of things that putatively affect it. Pandemic prevention emerged in the first decade of this century and has stayed there ever since. Over the past decade, the rise of China combined with the revanchist ambitions of Russia caused the first Trump administration and the Biden administration to refer to "great-power competition" in their National Security Strategy documents. The reasons for including these threats were sound. But when they were added, the documents never de-emphasized earlier concerns. The 2017 version includes a pledge to "devote greater resources to dismantle transnational criminal organizations." The 2022 document argues that "global food security demands constant vigilance and action by all governments" and asserts that the United States will be "working across entire food systems to consider every step from cultivation to consumption." And on and on.
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A similar pattern appears in U.S. presidents' State of the Union addresses. Since the end of the Cold War, presidents have routinely used the annual speech to identify new threats facing the United States or at least to expand their scope. Initially, terrorism, nuclear proliferation, and rogue states were the central issues; eventually, other national security concerns, such as climate change and cybersecurity, crept in. Even when presidents acknowledged that U.S. national security was strong, they sought to convey a sense of urgency to the American people. "We face no imminent threat, but we do have an enemy," President Bill Clinton argued in 1997. "The enemy of our time is inaction." After 9/11, presidents and their security strategists described a nation surrounded by threats. "The frontiers of national security can be everywhere," Philip Zelikow, one of the architects of President George W. Bush's 2002 strategy, has explained, adding, "The division of security policy into domestic and foreign compartments is breaking down."
Over the past decade, the definition of national security has expanded even more. What the former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan referred to as "problems without passports"--that is, problems not delimited by borders, such as cybersecurity and climate change--have mushroomed. New technologies caused foreign policy thinkers to look in new places. Militaries used to focus only on the threats from land, sea, and air, but in this century, cyberspace and space have become complex terrains of conflict. Artificial intelligence and quantum computing are now critical technologies and therefore a national security priority. The list of "critical minerals" also keeps expanding, as climate change and the transition from fossil fuels generate insatiable global demand for the rare-earth metals needed for batteries and other clean energy applications.
Successive U.S. administrations have also added threats emanating from or playing out inside the country. Domestic extremism made its first appearance in the National Security Strategy in 2010. The Trump administration declared a national emergency at the United States' southern border, citing the growing inflow of narcotics, criminal gangs, and migrants. The Biden administration declared national emergencies related to critical supply chains, such as that for cobalt, with the aim of "near-shoring" key production technologies.
Viewed in isolation, each of these concerns could plausibly be identified as a national security priority. The problem is that by ceaselessly accumulating such paramount concerns, the executive branch has made the concept increasingly meaningless.
PROLIFERATING PRIORITIES
Once a national security threat has been established, an administration seldom deprioritizes it, but the collapse of the Soviet Union is an instructive exception. After the end of the Cold War, American policymakers no longer saw Moscow as an overriding concern, and Russia disappeared from national security strategy documents. Congress began excluding Russia from Cold War-era laws like the so-called Jackson-Vanik amendment, which restricted trade with nonmarket economies that failed to respect human rights.
Then Russia, under President Vladimir Putin, became a threat all over again. Washington's short-lived downgrading of Moscow as a national security priority is unusual in that the U.S. bureaucracy actually adapted to this shift. As rare as it is for a threat to be removed from the National Security Strategy, it is even rarer for foreign policy officials to agree on that removal. Most transnational threats wax and wane over time but rarely fade away. The 1987 strategy treated terrorism as a major national security concern. That threat persisted into the 1990s and leaped to the top of the queue after the 9/11 attacks. After two decades of a "global war on terror," however, it seemed as though U.S. officials had successfully downgraded the threat in documents and public discourse. Then Hamas's horrific attacks on October 7, 2023, in Israel made it a priority again.
Technological innovation, such as the advent of new kinds of weapons, poses another challenge to strategists' efforts to manage national security priorities. The proliferation of nuclear and ballistic missile technologies, for example, required a wholesale recalculation of which countries or groups posed major risks. As the barriers to acquiring technology for mass destruction have declined, the roster has come to include not only major powers (China, Russia) but also smaller states (Iran, North Korea) and even nonstate actors (the Islamic State, the Houthis).


But the challenge runs much deeper. With new technologies, new resources become critical and previously vital resources often lose their significance. A century ago, the location of coal and petroleum factored into how states prosecuted wars; today, it is cobalt and lithium that are labeled "critical minerals," and some analysts are concerned that the race for them could start wars. Yet during such shifts, it can be hard to determine whether to prioritize new resources over the more established ones. Russia's invasion of Ukraine put severe stress on energy supply chains, forcing countries in Europe and Africa to scramble for access to oil, coal, and natural gas. At the same time, the pressures of climate change and the transition from carbon drive countries to race after the necessary components for green technologies. As a result, many Americans are calling on the federal government to prioritize the security of traditional energy sources such as oil and gas even as many others clamor for weaning the country from those sources.

 Both parties must clarify which national security issues are most urgent.
New technologies also multiply the number of pathways that rivals and revisionists can use to threaten national security. Information and communication technologies can help empower a military and serve as powerful tools for propaganda and disinformation. Similarly, breakthroughs in biosciences can save lives on the battlefield but also heighten the risk of biological warfare. Mysteries surrounding unidentified aerial phenomena hint at advanced technologies that top U.S. officials cannot explain away easily. As Senator Marco Rubio of Florida put it recently, "Anything that enters an airspace that's not supposed to be there is a threat."
Entrenched political dynamics in Washington also push more and more issues onto the national security platter. The Pentagon is much better funded than the State Department; it is easier to sell security than diplomacy to Congress and the American people. In a world of constrained budgets, policy entrepreneurs are willing to frame their pet issues as national security concerns to unlock resources from the Department of Defense. International relations scholars call this phenomenon "securitization." At the turn of this century, U.S. officials began to describe HIV/AIDS as a national security issue, arguing that the disease sapped economies and threatened to topple governments in African countries. This argument may have been exaggerated, but it was a way to marshal resources to combat the global epidemic, including the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, credited with saving millions of lives in Africa since it was launched by the George W. Bush administration.
Economic and technological concerns tend to have bipartisan appeal in national security debates. Since the Soviet Union's launch of the Sputnik space program in 1957, many U.S. policymakers have been in a panic about the United States' losing its technological edge to another great power. In the early decades of the Cold War, Moscow was the principal concern. In the 1980s and 1990s, it was Japan. In this century, it has been China. This has inevitably led policymakers to focus on technologies perceived as critical to ensuring the country's economic supremacy. In recent decades, their concern has been semiconductors. For the rest of this decade at least, they will obsess about artificial intelligence. All of these dynamics ensure an ever-increasing list of national security priorities.
MORE IS NOT BETTER
The more issues that are placed on the national security docket, the harder it may be for policymakers to focus on those that matter most. The Cold War led U.S. officials to view the world through a reductive lens, but it also enabled them to sort out what was truly important in foreign policy. The tendency of recent administrations to declare issue after issue a matter of national security, however, makes it easy for a multitude of potential threats to obscure the most imminent danger.
One way that national security doctrine can be narrowed and clarified is through the ebb and flow of power between the two major political parties. During the Cold War, presidential candidates often spoke of "missile gaps" or "windows of vulnerability" that became national security priorities. Republicans have tended to display more hawkish instincts, prioritizing threats from malevolent actors; Democrats are more likely to take diffuse threats such as climate change or pandemics seriously. These differences can lead to conflict on key national security questions. On energy security, for example, conservatives minimize the threat posed by climate change, whereas progressives highlight it; House Republicans warn that winding down U.S. production of coal, oil, and natural gas undermines national security, whereas progressives caution that it is the failure to do so that poses the real threat.
It might be expected that whenever power shifts from one party to the other, Washington's national security focus would shift accordingly. But in practice, even when a presidential administration comes to power that is radically different from its predecessor, the list of national security priorities tends to expand rather than merely shift. For example, when the 2002 National Security Strategy was released, Zelikow stated that the George W. Bush administration was "surpassing the Clinton administration" because it had "consistently identified poverty, pandemic disease, biologic and genetic dangers, and environmental degradation as significant national security threats." Although the Bush administration's 2002 strategy infamously focused on the nexus between terrorism and weapons of mass destruction, it also gave significant emphasis to the Clinton administration's national security priorities.
More recently, the Trump administration's emphasis on great-power competition, which took center stage in the 2017 National Security Strategy, could have been viewed as an aberration. The Biden administration's 2022 strategy, however, did not shy away from identifying competition with China and Russia as a central challenge. Indeed, it stated explicitly that "the People's Republic of China harbors the intention and, increasingly, the capacity to reshape the international order in favor of one that tilts the global playing field to its benefit."



 [image: Trump delivering remarks on the National Security Strategy, Washington, D.C., December 2017] Trump delivering remarks on the National Security Strategy, Washington, D.C., December 2017
 Joshua Roberts / Reuters
 
 
One reason administrations are reluctant to deemphasize their predecessors' national security concerns is simple political prudence. Most Americans do not seem to care when an administration hypes a national security threat that turns out to be overblown. Policymakers can always explain that they were just being cautious or that their very warnings helped neutralize the threat. On the other hand, people tend to remember when an administration downplays a national security concern that metastasizes into a full-blown crisis. There are many reasons why the Trump administration bungled its response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but one of them was that it had disbanded the National Security Council's Directorate for Global Health, Security, and Biodefense in 2018. According to the Associated Press, the decision suggested that Trump "did not see the threat of pandemics in the same way that many experts in the field did." Presidents and policy principals often look at national security concerns the way that Michael Corleone of The Godfather films looked at organized crime: every time he thought he was out, they pulled him back in.
Another reason that older national security priorities are rarely discarded is bureaucratic politics. As long as an issue continues to be categorized in strategy documents as a matter of national security, a government agency can count on continued funding. For many Foreign Service and foreign area officers, it takes years to learn enough about a particular country or issue to be considered an expert. As a result, bureaucracies resist any attempt to downgrade an existing priority if such a move would affect their core missions or devalue their training.
Whether policymaking elites are optimistic or pessimistic about the future can also play into the willingness of an administration to de-emphasize a lesser threat. When elites believe that geopolitical developments are moving in a favorable direction for the United States, it is easier to depoliticize possible threats by suggesting long-term solutions. During the 1990s, for example, U.S. officials were confident that the liberal international order would entice Russia and China into becoming more like the United States, thereby eliminating the national security threats they had posed. This assumption allowed for strategic patience toward both countries for decades.
When policymakers believe the future will be less favorable to the United States, however, they may be tempted to amplify any potential national security threats. Suddenly, every issue is viewed as a possible tipping point that could hasten further decline in national power. Security becomes a totalizing issue as officials perceive anything and everything as an existential threat. At present, both public opinion polling and the discourse of elites suggest a deep pessimism about the strength of the United States in the future. The benefits of the rules-based international order have cratered in recent years. The world is experiencing the greatest number of conflicts since 1945. Countries are racing to erect barriers to trade and migration while restricting civil liberties. Many states are in a deep democratic recession, with populist and authoritarian leaders arguing that their mode of governance is superior. None of these trends benefit U.S. national security, and domestic divisions exacerbate the public's fears about these threats. Given the current geopolitical situation, it would be foolhardy to expect policymakers to winnow their list of national security priorities.
RIGHTSIZING THREATS
Several factors have pushed a host of new issues into the national security bucket. Adding threat after threat dilutes the concept of national security, as recent iterations of the National Security Strategy make clear. The document is often little more than a box-checking exercise for executive branch agencies and is therefore of limited use in thinking about foreign policy. This has been obvious in recent years, as successive administrations have neglected issues that were mentioned in their own National Security Strategies. For example, Trump administration officials minimized the risk of pandemics, and Biden administration officials insisted that the Middle East was calm.
In fairness, most of the national security issues identified by these annual reports are real. Russia and China are rival great powers whose values diverge from those of the United States. The past decade has made abundantly clear just how drastically pandemics and climate change can threaten the American way of life. New technologies such as artificial intelligence may very well pose critical threats to national security in the years to come.
But if national security challenges cannot easily be downgraded or eliminated, at least they should be better categorized. Even foreign policy neophytes are aware that one can classify national security concerns by country (Iran, North Korea) and by theme (nonproliferation, cybersecurity). In thinking about how to allocate scarce time and resources, however, there are at least two ways to better organize this ever-growing list.
One improvement would be for U.S. officials to sort national security issues by timescale and degree of urgency. Some concerns, such as terrorism and Russian revanchism, pose immediate and pressing risks. Others, such as artificial intelligence and China's rising power, are medium-term concerns. Still others, such as climate change, create challenges in the here and now but will have their greatest effect over the long term. The more explicit policymakers are about the anticipated timing of specific threats, the easier it will be for the government to properly allocate resources. This does not mean that the urgent should crowd out the important. Rather, it means formulating a reasoned basis for diverting some resources away from important but longer-term threats. Prioritizing urgency would also allow successive administrations to make clear which initiatives they intend to enact while in office.


Another way of clarifying the relative importance of a national security threat is to specify whether the issue demands proactive measures, defensive responses, or a mix of both. New viruses that risk causing pandemics cannot be addressed before they emerge and are difficult to contain once they do, so a preventive posture is called for. Public health officials need to be ready for contact tracing and testing; scientists need to be prepared for researching and synthesizing tests and vaccines. Attempting to completely eradicate diseases that have already moved from animals to humans, however, is a waste of time and resources. Thwarting terrorist cells, on the other hand, may require offensive measures such as covert action or the use of special forces. Coping with China's rising economic and military power requires an array of offensive and defensive responses to better protect the United States without needlessly exacerbating tensions to the point of armed conflict.

 If everything is defined as national security, nothing is a national security priority.
The government could also produce an annual scorecard to rank national security concerns by order of current importance. Such an approach would both enable policymakers to highlight which arenas of national security they believe warrant the greatest attention now and show the public how different threats have been rated over time. Equally important, scorecards would allow administrations to de-emphasize some threats without dismissing them entirely--that is, it would force U.S. officials to state which issues are less vital than others. Even if the specific ranking proved controversial, such an exercise would bring more focus to national security debates and help identify underrated threats.
Calibrating national security priorities has always been a challenge for U.S. officials. In January 1950, Secretary of State Dean Acheson famously delivered a National Press Club speech in which he specified which parts of the globe were within the U.S. "defense perimeter." He did not include the Korean Peninsula. Nonetheless, when North Korea invaded South Korea less than six months later, the Truman administration deployed 300,000 troops. Korea was not a U.S. national security priority--until it was.
In the 70 years since, the definition of national security has been stretched almost beyond recognition. New technologies have multiplied the vectors through which external forces can threaten the United States. Furthermore, because security issues command greater staffs and budgets, policy entrepreneurs have strong incentives to frame their interests as matters of national security. The forces that push issues into the national security queue are far more powerful than the forces that lead policymakers to exclude them. Nevertheless, even with this expansion, the United States has been blindsided by events: 9/11, the COVID-19 pandemic, the October 7 attacks. Simply having a longer list of threats hasn't really helped prepare for the unexpected.
National election campaigns take all the pathologies of the national security bureaucracy and make them worse. Presidential candidates routinely declare that the election is about the soul of the nation and that if the other side wins, Americans will no longer have a country to defend. Given how polarized the United States is now, this tendency seems only likely to grow in the run-up to the 2024 election. Still, both parties' candidates should clarify which national security issues they believe are more pressing and which ones belong on the back burner, which demand proactive responses and which necessitate better preparation.
Americans may never completely agree about what is and is not a national security issue. But a process that lets policymakers agree on how to disagree would allow for an improved national security discourse--and, ideally, improved national security.
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When Russia's invasion of Ukraine appeared imminent in early 2022, U.S. intelligence officials were so confident that Russian tanks would roll quickly to victory that staff evacuated the U.S. embassy in Kyiv. Based on traditional measures of power, the intelligence assessment made sense. In 2021, Russia ranked fifth in the world in defense spending, whereas Ukraine was a distant 36th, behind Thailand and Belgium. Yet more than two years later, Russia and Ukraine are still fighting their brutal war to a standstill.
Ukraine's resilience is a telling indicator that power is not what it used to be. The country's surprise showing is in no small part a result of its highly educated population and a technology innovation ecosystem that has produced vast quantities of drones and other homemade weapons on the fly. Ukraine has even managed to wage naval warfare without a navy, using homemade drones and other devices to destroy nearly two dozen Russian ships and deny Russia control of the Black Sea.
For centuries, a nation's power stemmed from tangible resources that its government could see, measure, and generally control, such as populations that could be conscripted, territory that could be conquered, navies that could be deployed, and goods that could be released or restricted, such as oil. Spain in the sixteenth century had armies, colonies, and precious metals. The United Kingdom in the nineteenth century had the world's strongest navy and the economic benefits that emerged from the Industrial Revolution. The United States and the Soviet Union in the twentieth century had massive nuclear arsenals.
Today, countries increasingly derive power from intangible resources--the knowledge and technologies such as AI that are super-charging economic growth, scientific discovery, and military potential. These assets are difficult for governments to control once they are "in the wild" because of their intangible nature and the ease with which they spread across sectors and countries. U.S. officials, for example, cannot insist that an adversary return an algorithm to the United States the way the George W. Bush administration demanded the return of a U.S. spy plane that crash-landed on Hainan Island after a Chinese pilot collided with it in 2001. Nor can they ask a Chinese bioengineer to give back the knowledge gained from postdoctoral research in the United States. Knowledge is the ultimate portable weapon.
The fact that these resources typically originate in the private sector and academia makes the job of government even more challenging. Foreign policy has always been a two-level game; U.S. officials have to wrangle both domestic actors and foreign adversaries. But more and more, the decisions of private companies are shaping geopolitical outcomes, and the interests of the U.S. private sector are not always aligned with national objectives. Meta, the parent company of Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, is determining what constitutes truth for the three billion people worldwide that use its platforms. In the past year, American CEOs with vested Chinese business interests have met face-to-face with Chinese leader Xi Jinping about as often as Secretary of State Antony Blinken has. And when war erupted in Ukraine, the tycoon billionaire Elon Musk singlehandedly decided whether, where, and when the Ukrainian military could communicate using the Starlink satellite network he owns.


At the same time, many of the U.S. government's capabilities are deteriorating. Its traditional foreign policy tools have withered: confirming presidential appointments has become so fraught that at least a quarter of key foreign policy positions sat vacant halfway through the first terms of the last three U.S. presidents. Thanks to spiraling federal debt, this year, for the first time ever, the U.S. will spend more on interest payments than on defense. Because Congress often cannot pass an annual budget, the Pentagon increasingly runs on stopgap budget measures that fund only existing programs, not new ones, preventing new research and development initiatives or weapons programs from getting off the ground. This broken system disproportionately hinders new, small, and innovative companies. As a result, big, expensive weapons systems persist while new, cheap solutions wither on the vine. If China were to design a budget process with the intent to stifle invention, send weapons costs through the roof, and weaken American defense, it would look like this. Meanwhile, and critically, the health of the United States' K-12 education and research universities--the sources of the country's long-term innovative potential--are in decline.
In today's knowledge- and technology-driven world, U.S. policymakers need to think in new ways about what constitutes U.S. power, how to develop it, and how to deploy it. Future prosperity and security will depend less on preventing adversaries from acquiring U.S. technologies and more on strengthening the country's educational and research capacity and mobilizing emerging technologies to serve the national interest.
INNOVATE AND ANTICIPATE
For decades, U.S. policymakers have employed hard- and soft-power tools to influence foreign adversaries and allies. To advance U.S. interests with hard power, they built military might and used it to protect friends and threaten or defeat enemies. With soft power, they shared U.S. values and attracted others to their cause. Both hard and soft power still matter, but because they do not determine a country's success the way they once did, the United States must work to expand its knowledge power--advancing national interests by boosting the country's capacity to generate transformational technology.
Knowledge power has two essential elements: the ability to innovate and the ability to anticipate. The first relates to a country's capacity to produce and harness technological breakthroughs. The second has to do with intelligence. Part of this work fits into the traditional mission of U.S. spy agencies, which are tasked with discovering the intentions and capabilities of foreign adversaries to threaten U.S. interests. As the boundaries between domestic industry and foreign policy blur, however, intelligence agencies also need to help the government understand the implications of technologies developed at home.
Innovation and anticipation are not merely ingredients that strengthen the United States' military and its powers of attraction. They may do both, but the primary function of knowledge power lies closer to home. Whereas traditional foreign policy tools aim outward--using threats, force, and values to affect the behavior of foreign actors--building and using knowledge power requires Washington to look inward. It involves marshaling ideas, talent, and technology to help the United States and its partners thrive no matter what China or any other adversary does.

 Education and innovation are key to the United States' ability to project power.
The components of knowledge power can be hard to see and quantify. But a good place to start is national educational proficiency levels. Overwhelming evidence shows that a well-educated workforce drives long-term economic growth. In 1960, East Asia nearly tied sub-Saharan Africa for the lowest GDP per capita in the world. Over the next 30 years, however, East Asia vaulted ahead, spurred in large measure by educational improvements.


The geographic concentration of technological talent is another useful indicator of knowledge power, suggesting which countries are poised to leap ahead in critical areas. There is a reason leading scientists and engineers congregate in labs and recruit superstar teams instead of isolating themselves in their offices, designing experiments alone and reading research papers online. Physical proximity matters; the world's top minds working closely together is a recipe for technological breakthroughs.
Gauging a nation's long-term power prospects also requires measuring the health of its research universities. Companies play an essential role in technological innovation, but the innovation supply chain really begins earlier, in campus labs and classrooms. Whereas companies must concentrate their resources on developing technologies with near-term commercial prospects, research universities do not face the same financial or temporal demands. Basic research, the lifeblood of universities, examines questions on the frontiers of knowledge that may take generations to answer and may never have any commercial application. But without it, many commercial breakthroughs would not have been possible, including radar, GPS, and the Internet.
More recently, what looked from the outside like the overnight success of mRNA-based COVID-19 vaccines was in fact the result of more than 50 years of basic research in universities. Before pharmaceutical companies advanced vaccine development, academic researchers had discovered that mRNA could activate and block protein cells, and they had figured out how to deliver it to human cells to provoke an immune response. Similarly, the cryptographic algorithms protecting data on the Internet today stemmed from decades of academic research in pure math. And many new advances in AI, from ChatGPT to image recognition, build on the pioneering work developed at the University of Toronto, the University of Montreal, Stanford University, and elsewhere.
BRAIN DRAIN
If education and innovation are key to the United States' ability to project power, then the country's prospects are on shaky ground. American K-12 education is in crisis. Students today are scoring worse on proficiency tests than they have in decades and falling behind their peers abroad. U.S. universities are struggling, too, as they face greater global competition for talent and chronic federal underinvestment in the basic research that is vital for long-term innovation.
In 2023, math and reading scores among American 13-year-olds were the lowest in decades, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Half of U.S. students could not meet their state's proficiency requirements. And scores on the ACT, the popular college admissions test, declined for the sixth year in a row, with 70 percent of high school seniors not meeting college readiness benchmarks in math and 43 percent not meeting college readiness benchmarks in anything. Notably, these trends began before the COVID-19 pandemic.
While students in the United States fall behind, students in other countries are surging ahead. According to the Program for International Student Assessment, which tests 15-year-olds worldwide, in 2022 the United States ranked 34th in average math proficiency, behind Slovenia and Vietnam. (Reading and science rankings were higher but barely cracked the top ten and top 20, respectively.) More than a third of U.S. students scored below the baseline math proficiency level, which means they cannot compare distances between two routes or convert prices into a different currency. At the top end, only seven percent of American teens scored at the highest level of math proficiency, compared with 12 percent of test takers in Canada and 23 percent in South Korea. Even pockets of excellence inside the United States don't fare well internationally. Massachusetts was the top-scoring U.S. state in math in 2022 but would rank just 16th in the world if it were a country. Most U.S. states rank near the global median. And the lowest-scoring state, New Mexico, is on par with Kazakhstan.
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Part of this story is the rise of the rest; the global population has become vastly more educated in the past several decades, redrawing the knowledge power map in the process. Since 1950, average years of schooling have risen dramatically and the number of college graduates worldwide has increased 30-fold. As the educational playing field levels, U.S. universities and companies increasingly rely on foreign talent to remain world-class. In 1980, 78 percent of doctorates in computer science and electrical engineering awarded by American universities went to U.S. citizens or permanent residents. In 2022, it was 32 percent. About one million international students now study in the United States each year. The largest share comes from China, at 27 percent.
The United States' record of attracting talent from around the world is an enormous asset. Nearly 45 percent of all Fortune 500 companies in 2020, including Alphabet, SpaceX, and the chip giant NVIDIA, were founded by first- or second-generation immigrants. About 40 percent of Americans awarded Nobel Prizes in scientific fields since 2000 have been foreign-born. Yet here, too, the country is forfeiting its short-term advantage and creating long-term vulnerabilities. Outdated immigration policies have created a self-sabotaging talent system that educates exceptional foreign students and then requires many of them to leave the United States, taking everything they learned with them.


What's more, this talent supply chain works only as long as foreign students want to study in the United States and their governments allow it. Foreign universities have improved substantially in recent years, offering more alternatives for the best and brightest. Already, polls show that the share of Chinese students who prefer to study in Asia or Europe instead of the United States is rising. If the Chinese government were ever to restrict the flow of top students to the United States, many university labs and companies would be in serious trouble.
The innovation advantage that U.S. universities have over their foreign counterparts is eroding, too. A decade ago, the United States produced by far the most highly cited scientific papers in the world. Today, China does. In 2022, for the first time, China's contributions surpassed those of the United States in the closely watched Nature Index, which tracks 82 premier science journals.

 The pull of the private sector is draining the sources of future innovation.
Funding trends are also headed in the wrong direction. Only the U.S. government can make the large, long-term, risky investments necessary for the basic research that universities conduct. Yet overall federal research funding as a share of GDP has declined since its peak of 1.9 percent in 1964 to just 0.7 percent in 2020. (By comparison, China spent 1.3 percent of GDP on research in 2017.) The 2022 CHIPS and Science Act was supposed to reverse this downward slide by investing billions of dollars in science and engineering research, but these provisions were later scrapped in budget negotiations.
Basic research has been particularly hard hit. Until 2014, the National Institutes of Health allocated the majority of its budget to basic university research about disease and human health. Now, it spends more on clinical trials and other applied research. The CHIPS and Science Act was supposed to double the budget of the National Science Foundation, the premier government sponsor of basic research in nonmedical science, technology, engineering, and math, this year. Instead, the agency's budget was cut by eight percent.The NSF awards smaller, shorter grants than it did a decade ago, which forces scientists and engineers to spend more time chasing funds and less time conducting research. "We are fast approaching the point where standard NSF grants aren't minimally viable," said one senior administrator at a large research university, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to avoid jeopardizing relations with the NSF. "For some of our faculty, it's just not worth it for them to apply." Although the United States still funds more basic research than China does, China's investment in research rose more than 200 percent between 2012 and 2021, compared with a 35 percent rise in U.S. investment. If current trends continue, China's basic research spending will overtake U.S. spending within ten years.
The gravitational pull of the private sector is bolstering short-term innovation and economic benefits, but it is also draining the sources of future innovation. In AI, for example, the talent exodus from academia to industry is fueling extraordinary commercial advancements. It is also diverting talent and attention away from basic research on which future innovation depends and depleting the ranks of faculty who teach the next generation. The problem is acute at the very top. In one top-ranked U.S. computer science department, nearly a third of the senior AI faculty a decade ago have left academia. At another top-ranked department, an AI scholar, who spoke on the condition of anonymity, has estimated that half the AI faculty have gone part-time. Doctoral students and faculty at an AI lab at another leading university do not have the ability to discuss their research freely, which is vital for collaboration, because some are working at OpenAI and have signed nondisclosure agreements. Last year, more than 70 percent of newly minted AI Ph.D.'s in the United States went directly to industry, including a disproportionate share of the top students. As a U.S. government commission on AI put it, "Talent follows talent."
A generation from now, policymakers will lament, "How could we not have seen this talent crisis coming?" But all they need to do is look.
A NEW POWER BASE
U.S. policymakers need a new playbook that will help them assess, enhance, and use the country's knowledge power.The first step is developing intelligence capabilities to gauge where the United States is ahead in emerging technologies and where it is behind, and to determine which gaps matter and which do not. The Pentagon has legions of analysts comparing U.S. and foreign military capabilities, but no office in the U.S. government does the same for emerging technologies. This needs to change. The Office of the Director of National Intelligence has already begun building stronger relationships with companies and universities to gain insight into U.S. technological developments. These efforts must be institutionalized, with channels to share expertise faster and more frequently. To spur progress, Congress should hold annual technology net assessment hearings with intelligence officials and academic and industry leaders. And universities must step up by sharing the details and implications of their latest lab discoveries. For instance, my institution, Stanford University, launched a new initiative last year called the Stanford Emerging Technology Review to provide more accessible and regular information to policymakers about ten key emerging technologies--including AI, bioengineering, space technologies, materials science, and energy--from leading experts in those fields. It is now essential to broaden and deepen these efforts, building trusted expert networks and increasing information sharing between universities and the U.S. government, state and local officials, and international partners.
Washington also needs to invest in the national infrastructure necessary for technological innovation. In the 1950s, President Dwight Eisenhower developed the Interstate Highway System to bolster U.S. economic growth and to make it easier to evacuate civilians and move troops in the event of a Soviet attack. After the 1973 oil crisis, President Gerald Ford established the Strategic Petroleum Reserve, the largest stockpile of emergency crude oil in the world, so that a foreign oil embargo or other disruption would never again cripple the U.S. economy. The missing national security infrastructure today is computational power. Progress in nearly every field relies on artificial intelligence, which in turn requires advanced computational power to operate. For example, the computational power required to train the ChatGPT-3 AI model is so huge that the task would take 9,000 years on a typical laptop. Today, only large companies such as Amazon, Google, Meta, and Microsoft can afford to buy the massive clusters of advanced chips required for developing frontier AI models. Everyone else struggles to afford the bare minimum. This year, Princeton University announced that it would dip into its endowment to purchase 300 advanced NVIDIA chips to use for research (at a cost of at least $9 million), while Meta announced plans to have 350,000 of the same chips by year's end, spending an estimated $10 billion.


A national strategic computational reserve would provide free or low-cost advanced computing to researchers through competitive grants that lease time on existing cloud-based services or supercomputing systems at national labs. The reserve could also build and operate smaller-scale computing clusters of its own. This infrastructure would be accessible to researchers outside large tech companies and well-endowed research universities.It would facilitate cutting-edge AI research for public benefit, not just private profit. And it would help stem the flow of top computer scientists from academia to industry by offering them resources to do pioneering work while remaining in their university positions. Improvements are already underway. In January, the National Science Foundation launched a pilot program called the National AI Research Resource, awarding access to computational power, data, and other resources to 35 projects out of more than 150 proposals. A bipartisan group of legislators has introduced a bill to make the NAIRR permanent.
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Enhancing U.S. knowledge power is not just about developing new capabilities. Washington also needs to fix problems in the country's immigration system and defense budgeting. Congress must pass immigration reforms to allow more of the world's best and brightest students to stay and work in the United States after they graduate from American universities, provided measures are in place to protect U.S. intellectual property and guard against espionage risks. The secretary of defense should make reform of the Pentagon's weapons acquisition process a top priority, putting real funding behind long-standing promises to embrace affordability and innovation and making clear to Congress and the American people that budget dysfunction makes the country less safe.
If U.S. research universities are to remain engines of future innovation, the federal government must also reverse years of chronic underinvestment in basic research. Some private-sector leaders are trying to fill gaps through philanthropic programs such as Schmidt Sciences' AI2050, which is committing $125 million over five years to fund bold academic research in AI. But this is a drop in the bucket. Only the U.S. government--which spends $125 million on a single F-35 fighter jet--can invest on the scale that is necessary. A bipartisan group of lawmakers, led by Senators Martin Heinrich, Mike Rounds, Chuck Schumer, and Todd Young, has renewed calls to fulfill the original promise of the CHIPS and Science Act by ramping up current government funding for nondefense AI research and development tenfold, to $32 billion. Yet the road between this proposal and passing a bill is long; the idea has been floating around Congress since 2021. That's a lifetime ago in AI development. Given the pace and stakes of technological change, it is not enough for funding to increase. It also needs to be delivered faster.
Finally, the United States needs to fix K-12 education. Warnings that educational decline threatens the country's future prosperity, security, and global leadership are nothing new, but education reform has not been treated as the urgent national security priority that it is. Today, in most of the country's 13,500 public school districts, teacher compensation is based on years of experience and graduate education, which means that physics and physical education teachers receive the same pay. So do the best and worst teachers. Some cities are already piloting better approaches. In Dallas, Houston, and Washington, D.C., education officials have been experimenting with incentive funds to evaluate teachers and reward the most effective ones. In some places, districts can receive even more discretionary funding if they deploy the best teachers to the worst schools. These practices are already producing promising results, and they should be studied and scaled.
None of these changes will be easy, but without them, the United States' knowledge capacity will continue to erode and U.S. power will grow weaker in the years ahead. Washington has been clinging to the idea that restrictions on China's access to U.S. technology through export controls and outbound investment limits can preserve the country's technological advantage. But simply thwarting China will do nothing to spur the long-term innovation the United States needs to ensure its future security and prosperity. Now more than ever, Washington must understand that knowledge is power--and that it must be cultivated at home.
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In cybersecurity, a penetration test is a simulated attack on a computer system's defenses that uses the tools and techniques an adversary would employ. Such tests are used by all kinds of governments and companies. Banks, for example, regularly hire computer experts to break into their systems and transfer money to unauthorized accounts, often by phishing for login credentials from employees. After the testers succeed, they present their findings to the institutions and make recommendations about how to improve security.
At the end of the last decade and the beginning of this one, human society itself was subject to a kind of penetration test: COVID-19. The virus, an unthinking adversary, probed the world's ability to defend against new pathogens. And by the end of the test, it was clear that humanity had failed. COVID-19 went everywhere, from remote Antarctic research stations to isolated Amazonian tribes. It raged through nursing homes and aircraft carriers. As it spread, it leveled the vulnerable and the powerful--frontline workers and heads of state alike. The draconian lockdowns imposed by autocracies and the miraculous vaccines developed by democracies slowed, but did not halt, the virus's spread. By the end of 2022, three of every four Americans had been infected at least once. In the six weeks after China ended its "zero COVID" restrictions in December, over one billion of the country's people were infected. The primary reason for the pandemic's relatively modest death toll was not that society had controlled the disease. It was the fact that viral infection proved to be only modestly lethal. In the end, COVID-19 mostly burned itself out.
Humanity's failure against COVID-19 is sobering, because the world is facing a growing number of biological threats. Some of them, such as avian flu, come from nature. But plenty come from scientific advances. Over the past 60 years, researchers have developed sophisticated understandings of both molecular and human biology, allowing for the development of remarkably deadly and effective pathogens. They have figured out how to create viruses that can evade immunity. They have learned how to evolve existing viruses to spread more easily through the air, and how to engineer viruses to make them more deadly. It remains unclear whether COVID-19 arose from such activities or entered the human population via interaction with wildlife. Either way, it is clear that biological technology, now boosted by artificial intelligence, has made it simpler than ever to produce diseases.
Should a human-made or human-improved pathogen escape or be released from a lab, the consequences could be catastrophic. Some synthetic pathogens might be capable of killing many more people and causing much more economic devastation than the novel coronavirus did. In a worst-case scenario, the worldwide death toll might exceed that of the Black Death, which killed one of every three people in Europe.
Averting such a disaster must be a priority for world leaders. It is a problem that is at least as complex as other grand challenges of the early Anthropocene, including mitigating and managing the threat of nuclear weapons and the planetary consequences of climate change. To handle this danger, states will need to start hardening their societies to protect against human-made pathogens. They will, for example, have to develop warning systems that can detect engineered diseases. They must learn how to surge the production of personal protective equipment and how to make it far more effective. They will need to cut the amount of time required to develop and distribute vaccines and antiviral drugs to days, instead of months. They will need to govern the technologies used to create and manipulate viruses. And they must do all this as fast as they can.
RISKY BUSINESS
For more than a century, most people have seen biology as a force for progress. By the early twenty-first century, vaccines had helped humanity eradicate smallpox and rinderpest, and nearly eradicate polio. Success has been piecemeal; many infectious diseases have no cure, and so the outright eradication of pathogens remains an exception, not the rule. But the advances have been undeniable. The qualified nature of humanity's accomplishments is perhaps best exemplified by the HIV pandemic. For decades, HIV killed almost everyone it struck. It continues to infect millions of people each year. But thanks to scientific innovation, the world now has cocktails of drugs that block viral replication, which have turned the disease from a death sentence into a manageable medical condition. This sort of medical progress depends on distinct and loosely coordinated enterprises--each responding to different incentives--that deliver care, manage public health, and carry out scientific and medical research.


But progress can be a double-edged sword. If scientists' growing understanding of microbiology has facilitated great advances in human health, it has also enabled attempts to undermine it. During World War I, the Allies studied the use of bacterial weapons, and German military intelligence operatives used such pathogens to attack animals the Allies used for transport. They sickened horses and mules in France and Romania. In Norway, they attempted to infect reindeer used by the Sami to deliver weapons to Russian forces. German officers even managed to infect corrals and stables in the United States that were full of animals headed to Europe.
By the time World War II began, these initiatives had matured into weapons designed to kill humans. In Japanese-occupied Manchuria, the Japanese military officer Shiro Ishii had his forces preside over the dystopian Unit 731, in which they tested biological weapons on humans. They infected and killed thousands of prisoners with anthrax, typhoid, paratyphoid, glanders, dysentery, and the bubonic plague. During the final days of the war, Ishii proposed a full-on biological-warfare operation--titled Cherry Blossoms at Night--in which Japanese seaplanes would disperse bubonic-plague-infected fleas over major American West Coast cities. But the plan was vetoed by the chief of the army general staff. "If bacteriological warfare is conducted," the chief noted, "it will grow from the dimension of war between Japan and America to an endless battle of humanity against bacteria."

 It is wrong to assume states
and terrorists lack the will or the means to build biological weapons.
Such thinking did not stop other countries from researching and developing biological weapons. In the 1960s, the U.S. Department of Defense launched Project 112, which experimented with how to mass distribute offensive pathogens. To do so, the army dispersed spores in the tunnels of the New York City subway and bacteria in aerosols from boats in San Francisco Bay. It sprayed chemicals from army planes over thousands of square miles, from the Rockies to the Atlantic and from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. As U.S. officials saw it, these weapons were a kind of insurance policy against a Soviet nuclear attack: if Moscow hit the United States and neutralized Washington's own nuclear arsenal, the United States could still devastate the Soviet Union by counterattacking with deadly pathogens. By the middle of the decade, the department committed to developing lethal and incapacitating biological weapons. As the 1960s drew to a close, government scientists were producing sizable quantities of deadly bacteria and toxins that were devised, in the words of the microbiologist Riley Housewright, to "confound diagnosis and frustrate treatment."
These developments, however, terrified civilian researchers, who pushed back against Washington's plans. They found a receptive audience in the White House. In 1969, U.S. President Richard Nixon decided to halt his country's biological weapons program. He also called for an international treaty banning such initiatives. Outside experts bolstered his message. Shortly after Nixon's announcement, Joshua Lederberg--a Nobel Prize-winning biologist--testified before Congress in support of a global ban. Biological weapons, he said, could become just as deadly as nuclear ones. But they would be easier to construct. Nuclear weaponry "has been monopolized by the great powers long enough to sustain a de facto balance of deterrence and build a security system based on nonproliferation," Lederberg said. "Germ power will work just the other way."
But Washington's main adversary was not persuaded. In 1971, as the world haggled over a treaty, the Soviet Union released a weaponized strain of Variola major--the smallpox virus--on an island in the Aral Sea. It resulted in a smallpox outbreak in present-day Kazakhstan. The outbreak was contained through heroic efforts by Soviet public health officials, but those efforts succeeded only because of the affected region's sparse population and because most Soviet citizens had been vaccinated and possessed some immunity.


Later that year, the Soviet Union and the United States agreed to a treaty banning biological weapons, called the Biological Weapons Convention. The UN General Assembly universally commended the agreement, and in 1972, it opened for signing in London, Moscow, and Washington. But the Soviets ultimately defied the agreement. In 1979, 68 people died in the city of Sverdlovsk--present-day Yekaterinburg--after spores from a clandestine anthrax project were released. Moscow did not have any other clear-cut accidents, but the Soviets maintained a biological weapons program until their country fell apart--a program that, according to defectors, employed 60,000 people at its height. In 1991, U.S. and British representatives visited some of the program's facilities, where they saw rows of vessels and bioreactors capable of producing thousands of liters of high-titer smallpox. Those vessels could then pump the virus through refrigerated pipes and into bomblets, which could, in turn, be loaded onto missiles.
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The Biological Weapons Convention had another problem: it did not constrain private groups and individuals from pursuing such weapons. In 1984, the Rajneesh religious movement, based in Oregon, contaminated salad bars with salmonella. (Its goal was to incapacitate opposition voters so that Rajneesh candidates could win a Wasco County election.) No one died, but hundreds of people became ill. In 1995, the apocalyptic Aum Shinrikyo group injured thousands of people in Tokyo with the chemical nerve agent sarin; it had previously attempted, without success, to make anthrax weapons. In 2001, anthrax attacks in the United States targeting journalists and two U.S. Senate offices--which the FBI believes were carried out by a lone American scientist--killed five people.
The relatively small scale of these incidents could be taken as evidence that terrorists and states might currently be too constrained, perhaps by technical difficulties or existing laws, to inflict mass biological damage. But this perspective is too optimistic. Instead, they show that current international agreements and public health measures cannot prevent such attacks. These incidents also demonstrate that it is wrong to assume states and terrorists lack the will or the means to build biological weapons. Some individuals and groups do face barriers--say, an inability to access the right labs or facilities. But thanks to relentless technological advances, those barriers are falling apart.
FOR BETTER AND FOR WORSE
In 2012, a group of scientists led by Emmanuelle Charpentier and Jennifer Doudna published an article in Science, a premier academic journal. The article described an engineering system, called CRISPR-Cas9, which uses human-made chimeric RNA to edit genetic material. The invention added to an already formidable toolbox of molecular biological engineering, including what scientists call "classical recombinant DNA" (invented in the 1970s), the polymerase chain reaction (better known as PCR, and invented in the 1980s), and synthetic DNA (which also came into use in the 1980s). Together, these inventions have created an explosion of human ingenuity that powers scientific discovery and advances in medicine. In December 2023, for example, the FDA approved a complex CRISPR-based gene therapy as a cure for sickle cell anemia, a devastating illness that afflicts millions of people.
But owing to politics, economics, and the complex institutions through which biological progress reaches humans, it can take years before the newest technology's upsides touch those in need. The CRISPR treatment for sickle cell anemia, for instance, is technically and medically complex, costly ($2.2 million per person), and time-intensive. It has therefore reached a very small share of patients. And while the world struggles to spread the benefits of these sophisticated new technologies, scientists continue to demonstrate that they can also easily cause damage. In 2018, one individual on a three-person team used recombinant DNA, PCR, and synthetic DNA to re-create horsepox, a close relative of smallpox. Another group used these tools, plus CRISPR, to engineer a different virus related to smallpox. Such research could easily be used to produce lethal toxins.
The risks are growing in part thanks to a second technological revolution: the rise of artificial intelligence. Large language models, such as those from ChatGPT and Claude, grow far more sophisticated and powerful with each new iteration. Today, the most recent versions are used every day by thousands of lab workers to accelerate their work, in part by providing a wealth of useful guidance on technical questions. In 2020, AI researchers created a system, AlphaFold, which effectively solved a Holy Grail problem in biology: predicting the three-dimensional structure of a protein from the sequence of its amino acids.

 Generating pathogens is cheaper than defending against them.
But for would-be bioterrorists, these systems could ease the path to mayhem. The largest AI models appear to have been trained on the entirety of the life sciences' published knowledge. Most of this knowledge was, of course, already available on the Internet, but no human could consume, process, and synthesize all of it. Present AI systems can also design new proteins (which enable the design of dangerous pathogens) and execute laboratory operations. Some computer scientists are even working to make automated systems that can carry out laboratory tasks. If these efforts succeed, a malevolent actor could create a deadly new pathogen by simply hijacking such automated facilities.


And it will be very difficult for authorities to stop them. Hackers have proven capable of breaking into exceedingly complex security systems, and the materials needed to generate new pathogens include reagents and equipment that are widely available. Regulators could try to target the dozens of suppliers who fill orders for key components. But there are ways around these suppliers, and closing them off could slow valuable biomedical research and development.
If bad actors do eventually produce and release a viral pathogen, it could infect vast swaths of the human population in far less time than it would take officials to detect and identify the threat and start fighting back. Generating pathogens, after all, is cheaper than defending against them. The capital costs of the facilities and materials needed to make a new disease are low, but responding to an epidemic of one involves a complex and staggeringly expensive set of components: expansive testing and detection networks, vast quantities of personal protective equipment, socially disruptive lockdowns, and an apparatus that can develop, manufacture, and distribute treatments and vaccines.
The thought of spending billions of dollars trying to stop another pandemic should be enough to deter states from weaponizing biology. Some governments, however, continue to pursue dangerous initiatives. In April 2024, the U.S. State Department assessed that North Korea and Russia have offensive biological weapons programs and that China and Iran are pursuing biological activities that could be weaponized. All are parties to the Biological Weapons Convention.
DETERRENCE BY DEFENSE
During the Cold War, the world's nuclear powers avoided catastrophe in large part thanks to the concept of mutually assured destruction. Politicians recognized that a single nuclear attack might trigger a planet-ending retaliation--or, as U.S. President Ronald Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev famously declared in 1985, "a nuclear war cannot be won, and must never be fought." Nuclear states produced elaborate doctrines to govern their technology and deter weapons use. Governments struck a variety of international nonproliferation agreements that kept the number of countries with nuclear weapons to a minimum. And the Soviet Union and the United States created numerous systems--including treaties, command-and-control protocols, and hotlines--to diminish the chance that a misunderstanding would lead to a cataclysmic war.
But when it comes to biological weapons, the Cold War deterrence formula will not work. Mutually assured destruction relies on fear, something that was widespread in the nuclear era and is not as prevalent toward biological warfare. The current threat is dependent on a continuation of breakneck technological progress and on inventions without precedent, which makes it hard for people to fully grasp the risks. Unlike the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, no biological attacks have been world-historical events that attract enduring attention.
Mutually assured destruction also depends on a state's ability to identify the attacker. With nuclear weapons, doing so is easy enough. But states could release biological weapons and evade detection--and, therefore, retaliation. A government could secretly release a dangerous virus and blame it on any number of other states, or even on nonstate actors.
And nonstate actors really could release deadly pathogens, a fact that makes mutually assured destruction an even less useful check. No government wants to risk the annihilation of its country, but plenty of terrorists care little about survival, and they now have access to the materials, equipment, knowledge, and technical capability needed to make biological weapons. In 1969, Lederberg warned that the consequences of unchecked biological proliferation would be akin to making "hydrogen bombs available at the supermarket." The world of 2024 is full of supermarkets, well stocked with bomb-making materials.
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Because Cold War-style deterrence is hard to pull off, the present situation demands a different philosophy. Here, the path to deterrence is not in the capacity to retaliate. Instead, it is in a defense so strong that it makes biological attacks not worth conducting.


There is a historical template for how societies can make biological weapons unsuccessful: the end of major urban fires. For most of recorded history, the cities of the world were periodically consumed by massive conflagrations that razed their cores. But in the nineteenth century, the frequency of these fires decreased dramatically. This diminution was, in part, the product of developing better response systems, such as professional firefighting forces and fire hydrants. But mostly, the reduction was driven by mundane steps, including the introduction of less combustible building materials, the imposition of engineering standards and building codes, and requirements for liability insurance--which discouraged risky behavior. When states created sharper definitions of negligence, making it easier to launch civil suits for accidental fires, people became even more cautious.
Today's authorities can take a page from this playbook. Governments built fire departments and hydrants to respond to urban fires. Now, they need to construct systems that can rapidly develop vaccines, antiviral drugs, and other medical interventions. Yet just as with urban fires, governments need to understand that rapid responses won't be enough. The world could, and must, develop the ability to vaccinate its eight billion people within 100 days of an outbreak--faster than it took the United States to fully vaccinate 100 million people against COVID-19. Yet this would still not suffice for a pathogen that spread at the pace of the coronavirus's Omicron variant.
In addition, policymakers must take steps akin to instituting better building codes--in other words, steps that make it harder for pathogens to spread. They can start by creating bigger stockpiles of personal protective equipment. Masks, gloves, and respirators are key to stopping virus transmission, and so officials should sign preparatory contracts for such wares. States should also subsidize their industrial bases so that they can surge production if needed. They should instruct manufacturers to redesign personal protective equipment to make it cheaper, more effective, and more comfortable. Governments can further augment this resilience by ensuring that people who work in essential services have especially prompt access to protective equipment. States should help furnish these sectors' buildings with microbicidal far-UV-light purification systems and particulate filters. Combined, these measures would substantially reduce the risk that outbreaks grow into societally destabilizing events.
STEP BY STEP
There is a final way to reduce the risk of biological disasters, one that goes beyond plotting responses and defenses. It is for officials to better govern new technologies. And ultimately, it may be the only way to actually prevent a mass biological attack.
There are many tools that governments can use to regulate advances. Officials could, say, deny funding to or even outright ban particular experiments. They could require that people and facilities obtain licenses before carrying out certain kinds of work. They could be more thorough in overseeing future lab automation.
But officials should also shape the ecosystem that supports biological research and development. They should, for example, require that firms selling nucleic acids, strains, reagents, and other life-sciences equipment used to make biological agents adopt "know your customer" rules, which require that companies confirm their customers' identities and the nature of their activities. They also ensure that goods are shipped only to known, legitimate sites. (Many governments have long forced financial institutions to follow know-your-customer rules, in order to prevent money from flowing into criminal networks.) In addition, policymakers should be able to better regulate conduct. Governments should devise new ways to detect prohibited biological activity so that law enforcement and intelligence agencies can head off attacks before they take place.

 For all their upsides, AI and bioengineering carry immense perils.
Finally, starting today, states will need to craft their biodefense policies with AI in mind. Currently, before releasing large language models, companies invent and install various safeguards, such as "redlines" that users cannot cross. ChatGPT-4 and Claude 3.5 Sonnet, for example, refuse to answer direct questions on how to evolve a virus to kill farm animals. But if users ask for technical guidance on how to engage in such directed evolution without using the word "kill," these models will give good guidance. AI models therefore need additional safeguards against handing out dangerous information, and governments should help create them.
It will not be easy to reduce the risks that come from these new technologies, and some governance measures risk slowing down legitimate research. Policymakers must be thoughtful as they contemplate restrictions. But smart oversight is essential. The reality is that for all their upsides, AI and bioengineering carry immense perils, and societies and governments must honestly assess the present and future benefits of these developments against their potential dangers.


Officials, however, should not despair. The world, after all, has avoided existential catastrophe before. The Cold War may not provide a template for how to address today's challenges, but its history is still proof that society can contain dangerous inventions. Then, as now, the world faced an innovation, developed by human ingenuity, that imperiled civilization. Then, as now, states could not eliminate the new technology. But governments succeeded in preventing the worst, thanks to the development of concepts and systems that kept the risk to a minimum. "For progress, there is no cure," wrote John von Neumann, a mathematician and physicist who helped guide U.S. nuclear policy. "Any attempt to find automatically safe channels for the present explosive variety of progress must lead to frustration. The only safety possible is relative, and it lies in an intelligent exercise of day-to-day judgment."
A defining challenge for the twenty-first century will be whether the world can survive the emergence of these newer technologies, which promise to so transform civilization. As with nuclear energy, they are products of human research. As with nuclear energy, there is no way to wind them back. But society can prevent the worst by wisely exercising day-to-day judgment. "To ask in advance for a complete recipe would be unreasonable," von Neumann said. "We can specify only the human qualities required: patience, flexibility, intelligence."
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The Chinese economy is stuck. Following Beijing's decision, in late 2022, to abruptly end its draconian "zero COVID" policy, many observers assumed that China's growth engine would rapidly reignite. After years of pandemic lockdowns that brought some economic sectors to a virtual halt, reopening the country was supposed to spark a major comeback. Instead, the recovery has faltered, with sluggish GDP performance, sagging consumer confidence, growing clashes with the West, and a collapse in property prices that has caused some of China's largest companies to default. In July 2024, Chinese official data revealed that GDP growth was falling behind the government's target of about five percent. The government has finally let the Chinese people leave their homes, but it cannot command the economy to return to its former strength.
To account for this bleak picture, Western observers have put forward a variety of explanations. Among them are China's sustained real estate crisis, its rapidly aging population, and Chinese leader Xi Jinping's tightening grip on the economy and extreme response to the pandemic. But there is a more enduring driver of the present stasis, one that runs deeper than Xi's growing authoritarianism or the effects of a crashing property market: a decades-old economic strategy that privileges industrial production over all else, an approach that, over time, has resulted in enormous structural overcapacity. For years, Beijing's industrial policies have led to overinvestment in production facilities in sectors from raw materials to emerging technologies such as batteries and robots, often saddling Chinese cities and firms with huge debt burdens in the process.
Simply put, in many crucial economic sectors, China is producing far more output than it, or foreign markets, can sustainably absorb. As a result, the Chinese economy runs the risk of getting caught in a doom loop of falling prices, insolvency, factory closures, and, ultimately, job losses. Shrinking profits have forced producers to further increase output and more heavily discount their wares in order to generate cash to service their debts. Moreover, as factories are forced to close and industries consolidate, the firms left standing are not necessarily the most efficient or most profitable. Rather, the survivors tend to be those with the best access to government subsidies and cheap financing.
Since the mid-2010s, the problem has become a destabilizing force in international trade, as well. By creating a glut of supply in the global market for many goods, Chinese firms are pushing prices below the break-even point for producers in other countries. In December 2023, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen warned that excess Chinese production was causing "unsustainable" trade imbalances and accused Beijing of engaging in unfair trade practices by offloading ever-greater quantities of Chinese products onto the European market at cutthroat prices. In April, U.S. Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen warned that China's overinvestment in steel, electric vehicles, and many other goods was threatening to cause "economic dislocation" around the globe. "China is now simply too large for the rest of the world to absorb this enormous capacity," Yellen said.
Despite vehement denials by Beijing, Chinese industrial policy has for decades led to recurring cycles of overcapacity. At home, factories in government-designated priority sectors of the economy routinely sell products below cost in order to satisfy local and national political goals. And Beijing has regularly raised production targets for many goods, even when current levels already exceed demand. Partly, this stems from a long tradition of economic planning that has given enormous emphasis to industrial production and infrastructure development while virtually ignoring household consumption. This oversight does not stem from ignorance or miscalculation; rather, it reflects the Chinese Communist Party's long-standing economic vision.


As the party sees it, consumption is an individualistic distraction that threatens to divert resources away from China's core economic strength: its industrial base. According to party orthodoxy, China's economic advantage derives from its low consumption and high savings rates, which generate capital that the state-controlled banking system can funnel into industrial enterprises. This system also reinforces political stability by embedding the party hierarchy into every economic sector. Because China's bloated industrial base is dependent on cheap financing to survive--financing that the Chinese leadership can restrict at any time--the business elite is tightly bound, and even subservient, to the interests of the party. In the West, money influences politics, but in China it is the opposite: politics influences money. The Chinese economy clearly needs to strike a new balance between investment and consumption, but Beijing is unlikely to make this shift because it depends on the political control it gets from production-intensive economic policy.
For the West, China's overcapacity problem presents a long-term challenge that can't be solved simply by erecting new trade barriers. For one thing, even if the United States and Europe were able to significantly limit the amount of Chinese goods reaching Western markets, it would not unravel the structural inefficiencies that have accumulated in China over decades of privileging industrial investment and production goals. Any course correction could take years of sustained Chinese policy to be successful. For another, Xi's growing emphasis on making China economically self-sufficient--a strategy that is itself a response to perceived efforts by the West to isolate the country economically--has increased, rather than decreased, the pressures leading to overproduction. Moreover, efforts by Washington to prevent Beijing from flooding the United States with cheap goods in key sectors are only likely to create new inefficiencies within the U.S. economy, even as they shift China's overproduction problem to other international markets.
To craft a better approach, Western leaders and policymakers would do well to understand the deeper forces driving China's overcapacity and make sure that their own policies are not making it worse. Rather than seeking to further isolate China, the West should take steps to keep Beijing firmly within the global trading system, using the incentives of the global market to steer China toward more balanced growth and less heavy-handed industrial policies. In the absence of such a strategy, the West could face a China that is increasingly unrestrained by international economic ties and prepared to double down on its state-led production strategy, even at the risk of harming the global economy and stunting its own prosperity.
FACTORY DEFECTS
The structural issues underlying China's economic stasis are not the result of recent policy choices. They stem directly from the lopsided industrial strategy that took shape in the earliest years of China's reform era, four decades ago. China's sixth five-year plan (1981-85) was the first to be instituted after Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping opened up the Chinese economy. Although the document ran to more than 100 pages, nearly all of it was devoted to developing China's industrial sector, expanding international trade, and advancing technology; only a single page was given to the topic of increasing income and consumption. Despite vast technological changes and an almost unrecognizably different global market, the party's emphasis on China's industrial base remains remarkably similar today. The 14th five-year plan (2021-25) offers detailed targets for economic growth, R & D investment, patent achievement, and food and energy production--but apart from a few other sparse references, household consumption is relegated to a single paragraph.
In prioritizing industrial output, China's economic planners assume that Chinese producers will always be able to offload excess supply in the global market and reap cash from foreign sales. In practice, however, they have created vast overinvestment in production across sectors in which the domestic market is already saturated and foreign governments are wary of Chinese supply chain dominance. In the early years of the twenty-first century, it was Chinese steel, with the country's surplus capacity eventually exceeding the entire steel output of Germany, Japan, and the United States combined. More recently, China has ended up with similar excesses in coal, aluminum, glass, cement, robotic equipment, electric-vehicle batteries, and other materials. Chinese factories are now able to produce every year twice as many solar panels as the world can put to use.
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For the global economy, China's chronic overcapacity has far-reaching impacts. With electric vehicles, for instance, carmakers in Europe are already facing stiff competition from cheap Chinese imports. Factories in this and other emerging technology sectors in the West may close or, worse, never get built. Moreover, high-value manufacturing industries have economic effects that go far beyond their own activities; they generate service-sector employment and are vital to sustaining the kinds of pools of local talent that are needed to spur innovation and technological breakthroughs. In China's domestic market, overcapacity issues have provoked a brutal price war in some industries that is hampering profits and devouring capital. According to government statistics, 27 percent of Chinese automobile manufacturers were unprofitable in May; at one point last year, the figure reached 32 percent. Overproduction throughout the economy has also depressed prices generally, causing inflation to hover near zero and the debt service ratio for the private nonfinancial sector--the ratio of total debt payments to disposable income--to climb to an all-time high. These trends have eroded consumer confidence, leading to further declines in domestic consumption and increasing the risk of China sliding into a deflationary trap.


When Beijing's economic planners do talk about consumption, they tend to do so in relation to industrial aims. In its brief discussion of the subject, the current five-year plan states that consumption should be steered specifically toward goods that align with Beijing's industrial priorities: automobiles, electronics, digital products, and smart appliances. Analogously, although China's vibrant e-commerce sector might suggest a plethora of consumer choices, in reality, major platforms such as Alibaba, Pinduoduo, and Shein compete fiercely to sell the same commoditized products. In other words, the illusion of consumer choice masks a domestic market that is overwhelmingly shaped by the state's industrial priorities rather than by individual preferences.
This is also reflected in policy initiatives aimed at boosting consumer spending. Consider the government's recent effort to promote goods replacement. According to a March 2024 action plan, the Ministry of Commerce, together with other Chinese government agencies, has offered subsidies to consumers who trade in old automobiles, home appliances, and fixtures for new models. On paper, the plan loosely resembles the "cash for clunkers" program that Washington introduced during the 2008 recession to help the U.S. car industry. But the plan lacks specific details and relies on local authorities for implementation, rendering it largely ineffective; it has notably failed to lift the prices of durable goods. Although the government can influence the dynamics of supply and demand in China's consumer markets, it cannot compel people to spend or punish them if they do not. When income growth slows, people naturally tighten their purses, delay big purchases, and try to make do for longer with older equipment. Paradoxically, the drag that overcapacity has placed on the economy overall means that the government's efforts to direct consumption are making people even less likely to spend.
DEBT COLLECTORS
At the center of Beijing's overcapacity problem is the burden placed on local authorities to develop China's industrial base. Top-down industrial plans are designed to reward the cities and regions that can deliver the most GDP growth, by providing incentives to local officials to allocate capital and subsidies to prioritized sectors. As the scholar Mary Gallagher has observed, Beijing has fanned the flames by using social campaigns such as "common prosperity"--a concept Chinese leader Mao Zedong first proposed in 1953 and that Xi revived at a party meeting in 2021--to spur local industrial development. These planning directives and campaigns put enormous pressure on local party chiefs to achieve rapid results, which they may see as crucial for promotion within the party. Consequently, these officials have strong incentives to make highly leveraged investments in priority sectors, irrespective of whether these moves are likely to be profitable.
This phenomenon has fueled risky financing practices by local governments across China. In order to encourage local initiative, Beijing often does not provide financing: instead, it gives local officials broad discretion to arrange off-balance-sheet investment vehicles with the help of regional banks to fund projects in priority sectors, with the national government limiting itself to specifying which types of local financing options are prohibited. About 30 percent of China's infrastructure spending comes from these investment vehicles; without them, local officials simply cannot do the projects that will win them praise within the party. Inevitably, this approach has led to not only huge industrial overcapacity but also enormous levels of local government debt. According to an investigation by The Wall Street Journal, in July, the total amount of off-the-book debts held by local governments across China now stands at between $7 trillion and $11 trillion, with as much as $800 billion at risk of default.
Although the scale of debt may be worse now, the problem is not new. Ever since China's 1994 fiscal reform, which allowed local governments to retain a share of the tax revenue they collected but reduced the fiscal transfers they received from Beijing, local governments have been under chronic financial strain. They have struggled to meet their dual mandate of promoting local GDP growth and providing public services with limited resources. By centralizing financial power at the national level and offloading infrastructure and social service expenditures to regions and municipalities, Beijing's policies have driven local governments into debt. What's more, by stressing rapid growth performance, Beijing has pushed local officials to favor quickly executed capital projects in industries of national priority. As a further incentive, Beijing sometimes offers limited fiscal support for projects in priority sectors and helps facilitate approvals for local governments to secure financing. Ultimately, the local government bears the financial risk, and the success or failure of the project rests on the shoulders of the party's local chief, which leads to distorted results.
A larger problem with China's reliance on local government to implement industrial policy is that it causes cities and regions across the country to compete in the same sectors rather than complement each other or play to their own strengths. Thus, for more than two decades, Chinese provinces--from Xinjiang in the west to Shanghai in the east, from Heilongjiang in the north to Hainan in the south--have, with very little coordination between them, established factories in the same government-designated priority industries, driven by provincial and local officials' efforts to outperform their peers. Inevitably, this domestic competition has led to overcapacity and high levels of debt, even in industries in which China has gained global market dominance.

 Every year, Chinese factories produce twice as many solar panels as the world can use.
Take solar panels. In 2010, China's State Council announced that strategic emerging industries, including solar power, should account for 15 percent of national GDP by 2020. Within two years, 31 of China's 34 provinces had designated the solar-photovoltaic industry as a priority, half of all Chinese cities had made investments in the solar-PV industry, and more than 100 Chinese cities had built solar-PV industrial parks. Almost immediately, China's PV output outstripped domestic demand, with the excess supply being exported to Europe and other areas of the world where governments were subsidizing solar-panel ownership. By 2013, both the United States and the European Union imposed antidumping tariffs on Chinese PV manufacturers. By 2022, China's own installed solar-PV capacity was greater than any other country's, following its aggressive renewable energy build-out. But China's electric grid cannot support additional solar capacity. With the domestic market completely saturated, solar manufacturers have resumed offloading as much of their wares as possible onto foreign markets. In August 2023, the U.S. Commerce Department found that Chinese PV producers were shipping products to Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam for minor processing procedures to avoid paying U.S. antidumping tariffs. China's PV-production capacity, already double the global demand, is expected to grow by another 50 percent in 2025. This extreme oversupply caused the utilization rate in China's finished solar power industry to plummet to just 23 percent in early 2024. Nevertheless, these factories continue operating because they need to raise cash to service their debt and cover fixed costs.
Another example is industrial robotics, which Beijing began prioritizing in 2015 as part of its Made in China 2025 strategy. At the time, there was a clear rationale for building a stronger domestic robotics industry: China had surpassed Japan to become the world's largest buyer of industrial robots, accounting for about 20 percent of sales worldwide. Moreover, the plan seemed to achieve striking results. By 2017, there were more than 800 robotics companies and 40 robotics-focused industrial parks operating across at least 20 Chinese provinces. Yet this all-in effort did little to advance Chinese robotics technology, even as it created a huge industrial base. In order to meet Beijing's ambitious production targets, local officials tended to invest in mature technologies that could be scaled quickly. Today, China has a large excess capacity in low-end robotics yet still lacks sufficient capacity in high-end autonomous robotics that require indigenous intellectual property.


Overcapacity in low-end production has plagued other Chinese tech industries, as well. The most recent example is artificial intelligence, which Beijing designated as a priority industry in its last two five-year plans. In August 2019, the government called for the creation of about 20 AI "pilot zones"--research parks that have a mandate to use local-government data for market testing. The aim is to exploit China's two greatest strengths in the field: the ability to quickly build physical infrastructure, and thereby support the agglomeration of AI companies and talent, and the lack of constraints on how the government collects and shares personal data. Within two years, 17 Chinese cities had created such pilot zones, despite the disruption of the coronavirus pandemic and the government's large-scale lockdowns. Each of these cities has also adopted action plans to induce further investments and data sharing.
On paper, the program seems impressive. China is now second only to the United States in AI investment. But the quality of actual AI research, especially in the field of generative AI, has been hindered by government censorship and a lack of indigenous intellectual property. In fact, many of the Chinese AI startups that have taken advantage of the strong government support are producing products that still fundamentally rely on models and hardware developed in the West. Similar to its initiatives in other emerging industries, Beijing risks wasting enormous capital on redundant investments that emphasize economies of scale rather than deep-rooted innovation.
RACE OF THE ZOMBIES
Paradoxically, even as Beijing's industrial policy goals change, many of the features that drive overcapacity persist. Whenever the Chinese government prioritizes a new sector, duplicative investments by local governments inevitably fuel intense domestic competition. Firms and factories race to produce the same products and barely make any profit--a phenomenon known in China as nei juan, or involution. Rather than try to differentiate their products, firms will attempt to simply outproduce their rivals by expanding production as fast as possible and engaging in fierce price wars; there is little incentive to gain a competitive edge by improving corporate management or investing in R & D. At the same time, finite domestic demand forces firms to export excess inventory overseas, where it is subject to geopolitics and the fluctuations of global markets. Economic downturns in export destinations and rising trade tensions can stymie export growth and worsen overcapacity at home.
These dynamics all contribute to a vicious cycle: firms backed by bank loans and local government support must produce nonstop to maintain their cash flow. A production halt means no cash flow, prompting creditors to demand their money back. But as firms produce more, excess inventory grows and consumer prices drop further, causing firms to lose more money and require even more financial support from local governments and banks. And as companies go more deeply into debt, it becomes harder for them to pay it off, compounding the chance that they become "zombie companies," essentially insolvent but able to generate just enough cash flow to meet their credit obligations. As China's economy has stalled, the government has reduced the taxes and fees levied on firms as a way to spur growth--but that has reduced local government revenue, even as social-services expenditures and debt payments rise. In other words, the close financial relationship between local governments and the firms they support has created a wave of debt-fueled local GDP growth and left the economy in a hard-to-reverse overcapacity trap.
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Yet even now, China shows few signs of reducing its reliance on debt. Xi has doubled down on his campaign for China to achieve technological self-sufficiency, amid intense geopolitical competition with the United States. As Beijing sees it, only by investing even more in strategic sectors can it protect itself from isolation or potential economic sanctions by the West. Thus, the government is concentrating on funding advanced manufacturing and strategic technologies and discouraging investments that it sees as distracting, such as in the property sector. In order to promote more indigenous high-end technology, Chinese policymakers have in recent years mobilized the entire banking system and set up dedicated loan programs to support research and innovation in prioritized sectors. The result has been a tendency to deepen, rather than correct, the structural problems leading to excess investment and production.
For example, in 2021, the China Development Bank created a special loan program for scientific and technological innovation and basic research. By May 2024, the bank had distributed more than $38 billion worth of loans to support critical, cutting-edge sectors, such as semiconductors, clean energy technology, biotech, and pharmaceuticals. In April, the People's Bank of China, along with several government ministries, launched a $69 billion refinancing fund--to fuel a massive new round of lending by Chinese banks for projects aimed at scientific and technological innovation. Barely two months after the program's launch, some 421 industrial facilities across the country were designated as "smart manufacturing" demonstration factories--a vague label given to factories that plan to integrate AI into their manufacturing processes. The program also announced investments in more than 10,000 provincial-level digital workshops and more than 4,500 AI-focused companies.
Beyond hitting top-line investment numbers, however, this campaign has few criteria for measuring actual success. Ironically, this new program's stated goal of filling a financing gap for small and medium-sized enterprises that are working on innovations points to a larger shortcoming in Beijing's economic management. For years, China's industrial policy has tended to funnel resources to already mature companies; by contrast, with its massive effort to develop AI and other advanced technologies, the government has committed the financial resources to match the venture capital approach of the United States. Yet even here, China's economic planners have failed to recognize that the real driving force of innovation is disruption. To truly foster this kind of creativity, entrepreneurs would need unfettered access to domestic capital markets and private capital, a situation that would undermine Beijing's control of China's business elites. Without the possibility of market disruption, these enormous investments merely exacerbate China's overcapacity problem. Money is funneled into those products that can be scaled most rapidly, forcing manufacturers to overproduce and then survive on the slim margins that can be reaped from dumping onto the international market.
THE AGONY OF EXCESS
In industry after industry, China's chronic overcapacity is creating a complicated dilemma for the United States and the West. In recent months, Western officials have stepped up their criticisms of Beijing's economic policies. In a speech in May, Lael Brainard, the director of the Biden administration's Council of Economic Advisers, warned that China's "policy-driven industrial overcapacity"--a euphemism for antimarket practices--was hurting the global economy. By enforcing policies that "unfairly depress capital, labor, and energy costs" and allow Chinese firms to sell "at or below cost," she said, China now accounts for a huge percentage of global capacity in electric vehicles, batteries, semiconductors, and other sectors. As a consequence, Beijing is hampering innovation and competition in the global marketplace, threatening jobs in the United States and elsewhere, and limiting the ability of the United States and other Western countries to build supply chain resilience.


At their meeting in Capri, Italy, in April, members of the G-7 warned, in a joint statement, that "China's non-market policies and practices" have led to "harmful overcapacity. " The massive inflow of cheap Chinese-manufactured products has already raised trade tensions. Since 2023, several governments, including those of Vietnam and Brazil, have launched antidumping or antisubsidy investigations against China, and Brazil, Mexico, Turkey, the United States, and the European Union have imposed tariffs on various imports from China, including but not limited to electric vehicles.

 Beijing's industrial policies have driven cities and regions across China into debt.
Faced with mounting international pressure, Xi, leading party journals, and Chinese state media have consistently denied that China has an overcapacity problem. They maintain that the criticisms are driven by an unfounded U.S. "anxiety" and that China's cost advantage is not the product of subsidies but of the "efforts of enterprises" that "are shaped by full market competition." Indeed, Chinese diplomats have maintained that in many emerging technology industries, the global economy suffers from significant capacity shortages rather than excess supply. In May, the People's Daily, the official party newspaper, accused the United States of using exaggerated claims about overcapacity as a pretext for introducing harmful trade barriers meant to contain China and suppress the development of China's strategic industries.
Nonetheless, Chinese policymakers and economic analysts have long acknowledged the problem. As early as December 2005, Ma Kai, then the director of China's National Development and Reform Commission, warned that seven industrial sectors, including steel and automobiles, faced severe overcapacity. He attributed the problem to "blind investment and low-level expansion." Over the nearly two decades since, Beijing has issued more than a dozen administrative guidelines to tackle the problem in various sectors, but with limited success. In March 2024, an analysis by Lu Feng, of Peking University, identified overcapacity problems in new-energy vehicles, electric-vehicle batteries, and legacy microchips. BloombergNEF has estimated that China's battery production in 2023 alone was equal to total global demand. With the West adding production capacity and Chinese battery makers continuing to expand investment and production, the global problem of excess supply will likely worsen in the years to come.
Lu warned that China's overdevelopment of these industries will pressure Chinese firms to dump products on international markets and exacerbate China's already fraught trade relations with the West. To address the problem, he proposed a combination of measures that the Chinese government has already attempted--such as stimulating domestic spending (investment and household consumption)--and those that many economists have long argued for but which Beijing has not done, including separating government from business and reforming redistribution mechanisms to benefit households. Yet these proposed solutions fall short of addressing the fundamental coordination problem plaguing the Chinese economy: the duplication of local government investments in state-designated priority sectors.
LOWER FENCE, TIGHTER LEASH
Thus far, the United States has responded to China's overcapacity challenge by imposing steep tariffs on Chinese clean energy products, such as solar panels, electric vehicles, and batteries. At the same time, with the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act, the Biden administration has poured billions of dollars into building U.S. domestic capacity for many of the same sectors. But the United States should be wary of trying to isolate China simply by building trade barriers and beefing up its own industrial base.
By offering large incentives to companies that invest in critical sectors in the United States, Washington could replicate some of the same problems that are plaguing China's economy: a reliance on debt-fueled investment, unproductive resource allocation, and, potentially, a speculative bubble in tech-company stocks that could destabilize the market if it suddenly burst. If the goal is to outcompete Beijing, Washington should concentrate on what the American system is already better at: innovation, market disruption, and the intensive use of private capital, with investors choosing the most promising areas to support and taking the risks along with the rewards. By fixating on strategies to limit China's economic advantages, the United States risks neglecting its own strengths.

 [image: A ship transporting Chinese electric vehicles on the Bosphorus, near Istanbul, April 2023] A ship transporting Chinese electric vehicles on the Bosphorus, near Istanbul, April 2023
 Yoruk Isik / Reuters
 
 
U.S. policymakers also need to recognize that China's overcapacity problem is exacerbated by Beijing's pursuit of self-sufficiency. This effort, which has been given major emphasis in recent years, reflects Xi's insecurity and his desire to reduce China's strategic vulnerabilities amid growing economic and geopolitical tensions with the United States and the West. In fact, Xi's attempts to mobilize his country's people and resources to build a technological and financial wall around China carry significant consequences of their own. A China that is increasingly cut off from Western markets will have less to lose in a potential confrontation with the West--and, therefore, less motivation to de-escalate. As long as China is tightly bound to the United States and Europe through the trade of high-value goods that are not easily substitutable, the West will be far more effective in deterring the country from taking destabilizing actions. China and the United States are strategic competitors, not enemies; nonetheless, when it comes to U.S.-Chinese trade relations, there is wisdom in the old saying "Keep your friends close and your enemies closer."


The U.S. government should discourage Beijing from building a wall that can sanction-proof the Chinese economy. To this end, the next administration should foster alliances, restore damaged multilateral institutions, and create new structures of interdependence that make isolation and self-sufficiency not only unattractive to China but also unattainable. A good place to start is by crafting more policies at the negotiation table, rather than merely imposing tariffs. Waging trade wars amid geopolitical tensions will heighten the confidence deficit in the Chinese economy and lead to the depreciation of the renminbi, which will partly offset the impact of tariffs.
China may also be more flexible in its trade policies than it appears. Since the escalation of the U.S.-Chinese trade war, in 2018, Chinese scholars and officials have explored several policy options, including imposing voluntary export restrictions, revaluing the renminbi, promoting domestic consumption, expanding foreign direct investment, and investing in R & D. Chinese scholars have also examined Japan's trade relations with the United States in the 1980s, noting how trade tensions forced mature Japanese industries, such as automobile manufacturing, to upgrade and become more competitive with their Western rivals, an approach that could offer lessons for China's electric-vehicle industry. 
Apart from voluntary export restrictions, Beijing has already tried several of these options to some extent. If the government also implemented voluntary export controls, it could kill several birds with one stone: such a move would reduce trade and potentially even political tensions with the United States; it would force mature sectors to consolidate and become more sustainable; and it would help shift manufacturing capacity overseas, to serve target markets directly.

 Xi is attempting to build a technological and financial wall around China.
So far, the Biden administration has taken a compartmentalized approach to China, addressing issues one at a time and focusing negotiations on single topics. In contrast, the Chinese government prefers a different approach in which no issues are off the table and concessions in one area might be traded for gains in another, even if the issues are unrelated. Consequently, although Beijing may seem recalcitrant in isolated talks, it might be receptive to a more comprehensive deal that addresses multiple aspects of U.S.-Chinese relations simultaneously. Washington should remain open to the possibility of such a grand bargain and recognize that if incentives change, China's leadership might shift tactics abruptly, just as it did when it suddenly ended the zero-COVID policy. 
Washington should also consider leveraging multilateral institutions such as the World Trade Organization to facilitate negotiations with Beijing. For example, China might agree to voluntarily drop its developing country status at the WTO, which gives designated countries preferential treatment in some trade disputes. It may also be persuaded to support a revised WTO framework to determine a country's nonmarket economy status--a designation used by the United States and the EU to impose higher antidumping tariffs on China--on an industry-by-industry basis rather than for an entire economy. Such steps would acknowledge China's economic success, even as it held it to the higher trade standards of advanced industrialized countries.
Xi views himself as a transformational leader, inviting comparisons to Chairman Mao. This was evident when he formally hosted former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger--among the few widely respected American figures in Xi's China--in July 2023, just four months before Kissinger's death. Xi believes that as a great power, his country should not be constrained by negotiations or external pressures, but he might be open to voluntary adjustments on trade issues as part of a broader agreement. Many members of China's professional and business elite feel despair about the state of relations with the United States. They know that China benefits more by being integrated into the Western-led global system than by being excluded from it. But if Washington sticks to its current path and continues to head toward a trade war, it may inadvertently cause Beijing to double down on the industrial policies that are causing overcapacity in the first place. In the long run, this would be as bad for the West as it would be for China.
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Twenty-five years after the beginning of the first so-called China shock, when a surge in Chinese exports disrupted manufacturing and industrial sectors worldwide, Beijing has again begun to flood global markets with a wave of heavily subsidized manufactured goods and materials--including everything from metals and textiles to more cutting-edge products such as electric vehicles, lithium batteries, and semiconductors. In more economically advanced countries, this influx threatens to upend emerging technology sectors and derail post-pandemic plans to "de-risk" economies by shifting supply chains away from China. In the developing world, a new tsunami of cheap imports could disrupt plans for industrialization and modernization.
According to the theories of economics and trade that are prevalent in the West, Chinese leader Xi Jinping has little choice but to pull back: China's economy has become dangerously imbalanced. In 2022, according to the World Bank, the country accounted for 30 percent of global manufacturing value added but only 13 percent of global consumption. But it is a mistake to presume that Xi and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) think about the Chinese economy the same way Western economists do. The key to understanding Xi's economic policies is to recognize that they are principally about power, not prosperity. He will almost certainly forge ahead toward concentrating the world's industrial power within China, even at the risk of provoking a cataclysmic trade conflict with other countries.
The emergence of a shared challenge has created an opportunity for enhanced cooperation among the advanced industrial democracies of the West and less developed countries in the global South. Beijing will push back hard against any attempt at policy coordination, seeking to divide, isolate, and overwhelm those who try to stand in its way. But the problems posed by the intensification of Chinese mercantilism are now so great that they cannot be addressed in an enduring way by any one country. Nor can they be solved merely by applying the usual assortment of stopgap remedies.
Only by banding together in a trade defense coalition--an idea I developed with an economist in Asia--can countries with market-based economies protect themselves against China's predatory practices. Leading this effort will require the United States and its allies to set aside the post-Cold War dream of building a fully integrated, maximally efficient global economy. But rather than abandon the liberal principles that underpinned the free-trade vision, they must focus on constructing a core subsystem of countries that are genuinely committed to the concepts of openness, fairness, and reciprocity and are willing to defend and abide by them. This kind of coalition will be challenging to create, but the alternative is worse: a world in which democracies are dramatically divided and weakened as the Chinese party-state continues to privilege its interests and enhance its power at the expense of other nations--and the Chinese people.
SPEED DEMON
Over the past three decades, Beijing has adhered to a growth-target model that relied on net exports of manufactured goods and investments in infrastructure and real estate to drive economic growth and absorb China's colossal national savings. The first flood of manufactured exports that the country unleashed into the global economy after joining the World Trade Organization in 2001 contributed to a loss of manufacturing capacity and jobs in other industrialized economies, especially that of the United States. At the time, these changes were not effectively resisted because they were widely seen as part of a mutually beneficial process of economic evolution: as older industries withered in the West, new ones would emerge to take their place. Western analysts expected that China would have to shed its statist, market-distorting policies to meet the commitments it made on entering the WTO. Democratic reforms, it was believed, would quickly follow China's economic liberalization.


Needless to say, these expectations have not panned out. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, China sought to pursue more economically advanced nations up the value-added chain by continuing to use subsidies, market-access restrictions, currency manipulation, and other tools to expand its manufacturing capacity and win growing shares of global production in established industries such as steel and solar panels. Despite the initial success of this approach, CCP planners realized that they could not indefinitely sustain it without eventually swamping global markets, degrading domestic productivity, and generating dangerous financial bubbles. As early as 2007, Wen Jiabao, then the country's premier, warned that China's economy was becoming "unstable, unbalanced . . . and unsustainable." Two years later, Beijing openly acknowledged that it had created overcapacity in six state-dominated heavy industries, including cement, steel, and wind turbines.
Yet even when export demand collapsed in the wake of the 2008-9 global financial crisis, Beijing doubled down on its familiar model, further diverting national savings into domestic infrastructure, building still more excess capacity in existing industries, driving down returns on investment, and ratcheting up debt. In 2015, Beijing unveiled its Made in China 2025 program, which aimed to capture growing shares of both the domestic and overseas markets for advanced products such as industrial robots and electric vehicles. According to an April 2024 South China Morning Post analysis based on government sources, this plan has already achieved 86 percent of its objectives.
This impressive burst of technological and industrial upgrading came at a steep cost. China far outspent its foreign rivals on public subsidies, relaxed its environmental regulations, and spurred provincial and private debt-fueled investment into priority sectors. The approach created a free-for-all of domestic industrial competition that resulted in vast overcapacity--and helped drive China's total debt to over 300 percent of GDP. In 2021, Beijing did throttle lending to construction firms and property developers out of concern for the oversupply in those sectors. Bursting the real estate bubble may have been necessary, but doing so then contributed to a dramatic post-pandemic slump in consumer demand and economic confidence in China and underscored the central question of how to sustain growth in both the near and longer term. The answer that Xi's government has settled on has now become clear: yet more investment in manufacturing and another big export push, with a particular emphasis on high-tech sectors.
TRADE SECRET
Faced with a new wave of Chinese exports, U.S. and European officials have accused Beijing of deliberately cultivating industrial overcapacity. Chinese media outlets deride such allegations as a cover for a strategically motivated effort to contain their country's rising power. Xi has flatly stated that "there is no such thing" as Chinese "overcapacity."
The acute sensitivity to the term "overcapacity" reveals something essential about China's political economy. In contrast to their liberal Western counterparts, Xi and his colleagues are not concerned primarily with the pursuit of efficiency or the enhancement of aggregate national welfare for its own sake. Neither market-loving capitalists nor true-believing Marxists, they can best be understood as mercantilist Leninists whose top priority is to acquire and exercise political power. Their economic policies are designed to preserve the CCP's dominance and control at home while boosting the country's industrial and technological capacities to transform China into the world's most productive, innovative, and powerful state. These priorities help illuminate both what Beijing is doing and what it refuses to do.
Most Western experts, and some of their Chinese colleagues, have long believed that the only acceptable substitute for domestic investment is increased consumption. According to World Bank figures, household consumption in 2022 accounted for only 37 percent of China's GDP compared with 68 percent in the United States, and the economist Michael Pettis has estimated that China would have to reallocate as much as ten to 15 percent of its GDP toward consumption to sustain healthy growth. This could be accomplished through greater wealth transfers to households in the form of higher wages, improved health care, and retirement pensions.

 Xi's economic policies are principally about power, not prosperity.
But China will not take that tack, because shifting a substantial portion of the country's wealth into the hands of ordinary citizens would empower them at the CCP's expense. And redirecting resources toward consumption and services, as developed countries eventually do, could diminish China's industrial prowess and relative power, leaving it less capable of undertaking a military buildup or an emergency expansion of arms production. Losing its position as the irreplaceable link in many global supply chains would also reduce China's geopolitical leverage.


This is why, rather than committing to liberalizing reforms, Xi is relying on China's so-called new productive forces to turbocharge his country's already outsize manufacturing base. As it has in the past, Beijing is now deploying massive subsidies (estimated to be three to nine times the levels found in the countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, depending on the industry) and a shrewd predatory pricing strategy. The goal is to achieve an unrivaled position in fields such as semiconductors and biotechnology before competitors can react, as well as in the three vanguard sectors in which it already has a commanding lead: solar technology, batteries, and electric vehicles. And China shows no sign of relinquishing its hold on the sectors it has long dominated, including mining, textiles, and shipbuilding. On the contrary, Chinese officials now boast that theirs is the only country that produces goods in every one of the UN's trade categories.
In the near term, Xi is counting on a surge of exports, especially to developing countries, to revive China's growth. Based on July 2024 estimates from Bloomberg, this approach might temporarily alleviate China's economic woes, but only on the optimistic assumption that other countries do not resist it. Beijing's aims, however, are not purely or even primarily economic. By flooding global markets, China aims to drive foreign competitors out of business and tighten its grip over what officials in Beijing describe as "chokepoints," including lower-end semiconductors and critical minerals. In these officials' view, boosting manufacturing is part of an urgent "whole nation" effort to achieve self-reliance and reduce China's vulnerability to technological blockades.
Even as Xi seeks to enhance China's leverage over other countries, he is working to diminish their leverage over China. In the longer run, Beijing is betting that breakthroughs in artificial intelligence, robotics, and other emerging technologies will increase productivity, fuel growth, and permit Chinese companies to dominate global markets for new products. By supercharging science and technology, China aims to leapfrog ahead of current generations of military and intelligence systems to surpass even the capabilities of the United States.
DANGER AHEAD
Should these plans succeed, China will be able to lock in enduring advantages, creating a perilous concentration of industrial power. Its manufacturing surplus--already approaching two percent of global GDP, a staggering figure--could balloon. The United States and its key allies would find themselves in a position of deepening dependence on China for goods essential to the manufacture of both commercial products and military systems.
The harm to other countries would extend well beyond those that are already industrialized. Beijing often claims that its economic development helps poorer nations, but Chinese firms are already feasting on demand that would otherwise be met by local manufacturers. The fact that China is trying to retain control of less advanced as well as advanced industrial sectors means that much of its gains will come at developing countries' expense, closing off routes to industrialization and relegating them to exporting the raw materials to feed China's manufacturing machine and then importing its finished products.
The first reaction of many economists, commentators, and government officials to China's new export wave has been to try to persuade Beijing that it now has no choice but to reconfigure its economic strategy to rely more heavily on domestic demand. But such appeals are destined to fail because a wholesale rebalancing of China's economy toward consumption would weaken the CCP's power. In theory, Beijing could also diminish friction with other countries through a substantial exchange-rate appreciation, which would drive up the cost of China's exports, drive down the cost of its imports, and reduce its trade surplus. But the CCP dismisses that option as a deflationary trap of the sort that it claims the United States sprung on Japan in 1985. That year, Washington pressured Tokyo to accept a drastic revaluation of its currency relative to the dollar, triggering an asset price bubble that eventually burst and ushered in a so-called lost decade of economic stagnation.
Other Western analysts, especially those in Europe, still cling to the hope that China's schemes to subsidize overcapacity, the proximate cause of the current crisis, can be addressed through the WTO's dispute resolution mechanisms. This approach has repeatedly failed, however, even when China was weaker and the trade organization was stronger. Donald Trump has promised that if he again wins the U.S. presidency in November, he will impose steep across-the-board tariffs on all Chinese imports, as well as lower tariffs on other countries, including American allies. But unilateral U.S. tariffs cannot solve the larger problems posed by Beijing's distortionary trade and industrial policies. Building a dam solely around the American economy would reduce its competitiveness and deflect the impending flood of Chinese exports into other markets. The disputes between advanced democracies that would inevitably follow would merely create fresh opportunities for Beijing to play those countries off one another.
U.S. President Joe Biden's administration has already begun to raise tariffs and use national security provisions in U.S. trade law to restrict certain Chinese imports such as electric vehicles. By carefully tailoring its restrictions to a limited set of products and sectors for which it can make a plausible environmental or national security argument, the administration is trying to avoid setting off another tit-for-tat trade war. Although some officials in Washington have emphasized the importance of coordinating with allies to respond to China's export wave in a united way, they clearly hope to avoid taking concerted actions that could be seen as discriminatory toward China, violate the multilateral principles of the WTO, or further fragment the global economy. At this point, however, these are precisely the kinds of measures that are needed.
UNIFIED COMMAND
No country alone can forestall or contain the impending second China shock. The European Union's competition czar, Margrethe Vestager, is one of the few world leaders to recognize this, openly acknowledging that China's global trade surplus is a systemic problem that demands a systemic response. Anything less will yield what she aptly calls a "whack-a-mole" approach in which Beijing deflects complaints about particular industries and pursues endless dialogues to evade more serious pressure.


Avoiding this outcome will require the formation of a trade defense coalition modeled loosely on a collective security alliance. Its purpose would be to reduce its members' dependence on China by encouraging the proliferation of productive capacity for a wide array of manufactured goods. As in the military domain, members would seek safety in numbers and through binding rules to reduce the risks of free-riding or defection. In democracies, joining the coalition would require formal legislation rather than executive orders, which can be overturned through a change of government. If key countries chose not to join, their markets would be swamped by underpriced imports from Chinese producers seeking a way through the coalition's defensive armor, and possibly compel holdouts to reconsider. Although the coalition could grow, its inaugural members should include a core group of liberal democratic allies and an assortment of high-deficit industrializing countries that, regardless of regime type, share the objective of shielding their economies from Chinese mercantilism.
For such a coalition to be effective, the United States and the EU would need to take part, along with at least half the world's 15 next-largest economies, excluding China--most likely, Australia, Canada, India, Japan, Mexico, South Korea, Turkey, and the United Kingdom. These states are already either close U.S. allies or strategically more aligned with the United States than with China. According to the International Monetary Fund, in 2022 these countries together accounted for 62 percent of global GDP and ran a collective deficit of $1 trillion with China and Hong Kong. Potential coalition members would also include other existing or aspiring members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, such as Argentina and Indonesia, as well as any other nations that seek to industrialize independently of China to safeguard their economic or military security.
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The members of such a trade defense coalition could deploy a variety of tools to restrict access to their markets, including import quotas and regulatory measures such as bans imposed for the purpose of national security grounds or to protect industries endangered by unfairly priced imports. But the most important mechanism would be a system of import tariffs applied to specific product categories that are critical to national defense or essential to the functioning of modern economies and societies and are vulnerable to supply dominance by China. Most countries that would need to take part in the coalition have already developed such lists; these must be integrated.
It is critical that this coalition have a unified set of rules and target items; otherwise, trade circumvention or leakage would erode its effectiveness. The purpose of a tariff barrier would be genuinely protective: to buy time and create sufficient commercial incentives for new alternative suppliers to emerge both inside the coalition and beyond its perimeter. Tariffs shield existing producers from predatory pricing, but they might not be sufficient to induce new companies to enter markets. To encourage the latter, the coalition would also need to harmonize industrial policy tools, including members' technology-sharing arrangements and capital, financial, environmental, and regulatory incentives, perhaps coordinating with aspiring manufacturers in other countries, as well.
Given the globalization of manufacturing, it will also be essential to devise a method for calculating the true origin of the value added to each product. Many of the world's most important goods are now what the WTO defines as "complex products," such as cellphones and vehicles, which cross at least two national borders before their final assembly. The economist Richard Baldwin has estimated that China now produces about 40 percent of the intermediate components incorporated in these goods, meaning that its actual dominance in many sectors is hidden.
Since the U.S.-Chinese trade war began in 2018, many Chinese firms have begun to offshore a fraction of their manufacturing processes to other countries to avoid the higher tariffs that would be imposed on their products if they were exported directly from China. To thwart such tactics and determine the appropriate tariffs on specific products, the trade defense coalition would need to create a much fuller supply chain accounting system. The higher the amount of Chinese-origin content in a final product that arrives at a coalition member's borders, the higher the tariff should be. Such a system would have been impossible to implement a generation ago. But today's information systems can track even the smallest of parts as they move through the production process.
DESTROY IT TO SAVE IT
The likely objections to this proposal are numerous. It cannot be denied that creating a defensive coalition would violate the WTO's principle of nondiscrimination. Unfortunately, however, China has already warped and distorted the WTO's principles and now uses the organization's procedures to shield its own discriminatory practices from scrutiny and avoid compliance. The United States and its allies must not permanently abandon the WTO, but neither can they currently depend on it to protect their economies.


The creation of a trade defense coalition would also further fragment the global economy into at least partly separated trading blocs. But the alternative is not the renewal of a march toward a fully integrated, balanced global economy based on the principle of comparative advantage. Xi likes to present himself as the great defender of globalization. What he has in mind, however, is a very lopsided version of it, in which China protects its own market and uses subsidies to expand its already overgrown industrial base while other countries remain open, providing it with the markets, technology, resources, and capital it needs to grow even as their own industrial capacities erode and their dependence on China deepens.
Learning from China's experience so as to better counter its policies need not mean that, through some perverse process of convergence, "we" will become more like "them." A decade after Beijing unveiled its Made in China 2025 program, other industrialized countries are slowly grasping the reality that Chinese leaders indeed intend to make almost everything in China. Other major economies now have little choice but to adopt trade and industrial policies that mirror some of China's own successful efforts. In addition to walling off infant or embattled industries, these policies may include offering subsidies, mandating locally made inputs, and requiring technology transfers from any Chinese company permitted to operate inside the coalition's defensive barriers.

 No country alone can forestall or contain the impending second China shock.
A trade defense coalition would not leave Beijing free to commercially dominate the global South. Nor would it compel developing nations to choose between China and the West. On the contrary, by promoting the broad diffusion of industrial capacity and know-how, a coalition would offer these countries a better deal than the extractive one they currently get from China. It would be in the interests of the coalition to cultivate alternative suppliers in a variety of nations, from Malaysia to Morocco. Everyone outside the coalition would be free to continue buying low-cost goods from China; if they incorporated targeted items into their exports, however, the coalition would levy appropriately weighted tariffs. That would pressure Chinese companies to add more value to products in other countries, permitting companies in those countries to manufacture more components and do more of the work. Meanwhile, multinational companies based in coalition countries would be incentivized to transfer skills and capacity to countries other than China, preferably friendly ones with market economies and a dedication to the rule of law.
Although penalizing China's underpriced exports could slow the world's shift toward renewable energy, environmental considerations must be appropriately weighed against security concerns. Aided by cheap electricity, much of it generated by coal-fired plants, China's oversize solar power industry has already driven prices so low that foreign competitors have largely been eliminated from the market. This is not the case yet for wind turbines, however, or even batteries, for which the chemistries are evolving. As the world's energy systems slowly tilt away from fossil-fuel-dependent grids and internal combustion engines and toward renewable energy technology and distributed storage, most industrialized nations will seek to control the manufacturing, installation, and operation of substantial portions of these critical networks.
Beijing will no doubt retaliate against the formation of a defensive coalition, whether by cutting imports from member countries or threatening to limit their access to the supply chains it dominates. But because the countries that would make up the coalition will continue to be the major source of global demand, they will not lack for leverage. Provided that they work together, a 
group of like-minded countries should have the scale, technology, and resources needed to resist Chinese pressure and sustain their own prosperity.
BETTER TOGETHER
Rather than simply accepting an outcome in which industrial and technological power inexorably gravitate toward China, this kind of trade defense coalition would shore up the position and protect the autonomy of the United States, as well as other advanced nations. It would also accelerate globalization in the truest sense by encouraging a wider dispersion of production, knowledge, and income. In the United States and other developed countries, however, this kind of coalition will be a tough political sell. Although it would generate good new jobs, its creation would likely spur inflation, and major multinational corporations would feel the pain of China's retaliation. To ease the path, the coalition's purview could be established incrementally, starting with just a few industries. This was the approach that ultimately led to the creation of the European Union, which began with a more modest 1951 agreement to form the European Coal and Steel Community.
Today, the automotive sector would be a logical place to start. Chinese planners recognized the promise of electric vehicles early on. But because auto industries provide millions of jobs and have direct links to manufacturing sectors critical to national defense, most major economies still want to retain them. Preserving them in the face of cheap Chinese imports will be impossible, however, without tariffs and incentives for alternative suppliers of batteries and components. These methods will be more effective if they are applied in a coordinated fashion. Cars and car parts produced under the policies of a trade defense coalition would likely be more expensive than those imported from China. But the data they collect would be more secure, and they would be built by better-paid workers in liberal, transparent economies. Consumers would have more opportunities to bypass Chinese brands and thereby avoid rewarding the CCP for its mercantilist policies.
Ultimately, the strongest argument in favor of a trade coalition is that it is vital for the security of advanced democracies. The world is already dangerously reliant on China for an astounding assortment of essential goods and intermediate components, as the COVID-19 pandemic laid bare. The war in Ukraine has driven home how central manufacturing capacity still is to modern warfare. It takes little imagination to foresee a future crisis or conflict in which China could inflict sudden and potentially paralyzing supply chain shocks on its adversaries. Democracies understand that they must pay a premium to preserve their freedom of action by at times increasing their defense budgets. They must also learn to take steps to defend their economies, even if these are costly.


Although Beijing will claim otherwise, a trade defense coalition need not hold China back or stifle its growth. Instead, it would prevent the country from exercising its self-proclaimed right to development in ways that deindustrialize the economies, limit the autonomy, and endanger the security of other countries, rich and poor alike. Ultimately, a trade coalition could even be good for China. Limiting Beijing's ability to externalize its domestic economic imbalances and use other countries as outlets for its overproduction would increase the odds that the Chinese government will finally abandon its mercantilist model in favor of genuine, liberalizing reforms. Then, China could take its proper place in the open, integrated, and mutually beneficial global trading system that democratic countries envisioned when the Cold War ended three decades ago.
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Is it possible for an intelligent, rational counterpart to work alongside an autocrat as ruthless as Mao Zedong without losing his soul? This is the Faustian question that hovers over Chen Jian's new biography of China's longtime premier, Zhou Enlai. Nearly 50 years after his death, Zhou still enjoys a reputation in China as a leader who valiantly constrained some of Mao's worst excesses, managed to shield some colleagues from the most brutal aspects of his purges, and helped prevent the country from completely collapsing during his most tectonic revolutionary campaigns. Even some leaders outside China who worked with him remember Zhou as an important stabilizing presence: the American statesman Henry Kissinger, reminiscing about the role Zhou played in midwifing the 1970s rapprochement between China and the United States, described him not only as "one of the most intelligent people I have ever met" but also as "one of the most compassionate." Such encomiums are hard to square, however, with the view of Zhou's critics: that he was a sycophantic enabler who backed Mao even as Mao implemented some of the most irrational and savage political movements of the twentieth century.
In Zhou Enlai: A Life, Chen--an emeritus professor of history at Cornell who grew up in China--does not resolve this enigma. Instead, he vividly stages it in all its complexity so that readers are forced to wrestle with Zhou's paradoxes on their own. Chen's prodigious research using Chinese, English, and Russian sources helps him paint an old-fashioned but enthralling narrative. Free of the kind of jargon and theoretical gibberish that strangles much other academic writing, Chen's biography brings twentieth-century Chinese history alive in new and very personal ways.
Born in 1898 at the tail end of China's "century of humiliation," Zhou was a young patriot drawn to the causes of both nationalism and communism. But as he became more deeply embedded in the Chinese Communist Party, he also became increasingly entwined in a lifelong joint venture with Mao, who--driven by arrogance, paranoia, hubris, and rivalry--set terms for the relationship: submit or be expunged from the CCP. Zhou did largely submit, thereby yielding to an unequal codependence that made his life resemble that of a character in a Shakespearean tragedy.
So Chen's biography leaves the reader vexed: How could such an erudite and able man serve such a nihilistic and self-absorbed despot for so long? Did Zhou cravenly trade in his own principles just to keep his proximity to power? Or did he consciously decide to suffer personal abuse from Mao, recognizing that as the only way to temper his superior's destructiveness and potentially help assure that China might become "unified, and rich and powerful," as he dreamed? In short, was Zhou a shameless collaborator or a guileful hero who stealthily restrained Mao from committing even worse atrocities by staying engaged with him?
Just as there is no ready answer for why the Chinese people themselves put up for so long with the torments Mao heaped on them, Chen offers no simple answers to these questions about Zhou's motivations. But his 800 pages on Zhou's life are riveting precisely because they encourage readers to meditate on whether it is possible for a "good official"--a notion in which traditional Chinese statecraft is steeped--to moderate a dictator such as North Korea's Kim Jong Un, Iran's Ali Khamenei, Russia's Vladimir Putin, or China's Xi Jinping. Political analysts often hope that one-party dictatorships will change from the inside--that more liberal-minded officials can somehow maintain enough goodwill with a tyrant to stay in his inner circle while still preserving their personal commitments to a different political vision. Chen's biography shows, however, just how problematic such efforts can be and how degrading they can become for the person who makes them. This book also raises the question of whether authoritarianism can become so baked into a political culture that it is destined to keep re-manifesting itself--just as now, after a hopeful interlude of reform, Xi seems to be taking China forward to the past.
GREAT EXPECTATIONS
Zhou was born into a declining mandarin family in the eastern Chinese province of Jiangsu. Like many young intellectuals of his time, he grew up yearning to see his country--which had fallen into disarray and warlordism after the collapse of the Qing dynasty, in 1911--restored to wealth and power. In 1919, at barely 20, Zhou wrote a friend, "Let us hope to meet at the time that China has risen high again in the world."


After traveling to Japan, where he made a failed two-year effort to study, Zhou returned to China in 1919 and participated in the May Fourth Movement protesting the Versailles Conference decision to award Japan sovereignty over Germany's surrendered holdings in China. As it did for many in his generation, that movement strengthened Zhou's nationalism and his desire to see China "rejuvenated." It also led to his arrest. During his six-month imprisonment, he began to become familiar with Russia's Bolshevik Revolution, communism, and Lenin's theories on imperialism, which limned a compelling new historical narrative for China in which the country was the victim of imperialism, colonialism, capitalist exploitation, and great-power condescension.
In late 1920, Zhou went to France, where he studied the conditions of European workers, wrote for Chinese language publications, and did organizational work for the CCP after its 1921 founding; his keen intelligence and willingness to work hard quickly marked him as an able political activist. In 1923, the CCP and its rival, Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalist Party, formed a tenuous "united front" alliance facilitated by the Comintern, the organ the newly formed Soviet Union used to funnel support to communist movements abroad. After his 1924 return to China, Zhou began working closely with Chiang and his party as the chief political officer at the new Whampoa Military Academy, established to train a joint army capable of reunifying the country.
The fragile united front ruptured in 1927 when Chiang unleashed a terror campaign against the increasingly militant CCP. As Chinese communist leaders were forced to abandon the cities and go underground, the CCP became increasingly dependent on rural regions held by the young Mao. The two men were hardly kindred spirits. Mao was profoundly paranoid, had never lived abroad, spoke only heavily accented Hunanese, and was famously uncomfortable among urbane sophisticates such as Zhou. Indeed, Zhou once candidly remarked to another CCP leader that "as a person, Mao's biggest problem is that he is very ambitious, suspicious, subjective, and does not listen to others."
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If Mao's first inclination was to disrupt order, Zhou's was to maintain it, a trait that as early as 1931 had caused several party colleagues to complain to Mao that Zhou "was not resolute in waging struggles." But Mao needed someone with Zhou's organizational skills to keep his "permanent revolution" from running completely off the rails. And although Zhou initially outranked Mao in the CCP's hierarchy, he strove to mollify his mercurial counterpart: "Unwilling to use his power and authority to compel Mao's obedience, he showed Mao patience and respect," Chen writes. "Indeed, mixed with his prudence toward Mao was a subtle fearfulness" that was "probably an early manifestation of the unique and even mysterious chemical reaction that would characterize the relationship between the two men."
But Mao "would never endow Zhou with his full trust," Chen also notes. Instead, over the long course of the two men's relationship, he repeatedly criticized and demeaned Zhou, keeping him in a constant state of uncertainty and insecurity. As Zhou learned "how extraordinarily abusive" Mao could be as a leader, he also came to understand that resisting Mao would lead to his downfall, especially after Mao consolidated his leadership of the CCP at a party conference in Zunyi in 1935.


Part of the problem was that while Zhou was a rationalist, Mao was a thin-skinned, erratic visionary seeking to realize a grand, revolutionary fantasy of creating a "new man" and a "new China." Zhou's decisions not to directly challenge Mao, even during his most extremist campaigns, did prevent an outright rupture between the two. But Chen notes that they also forced Zhou to live "the rest of his life in the enormous shadow of Mao's thought and power, from which he would never escape."
This odd couple nearly reached an impasse in the early 1940s, after China's Communist and Nationalist Parties had once again joined forces to fight the Japanese in World War II. Zhou had been dispatched to the Nationalists' headquarters in Chongqing to serve as the CCP's liaison officer with Chiang Kai-shek. But during the war Mao concluded, as Chen puts it, that he would "never, under any circumstances, allow his paramount power to slip away from him while he lived." And so in 1942 he launched a "rectification campaign" to eliminate any remaining dissenting voices from the CCP. Although Zhou was not challenging Mao's leadership, in 1943 he was summoned back to the CCP's base in the remote Shaanxi Province, where for five days, he stood before the CCP's Politburo and gave a humiliating "self-criticism" in which he not only expressed slavish support for Mao but admitted to challenging "correct policy lines," embodying "rightist capitulationism" toward Moscow, and committing numerous other "mistakes and crimes." He even delivered a mea culpa about his class background, confessing to his origins in "the family of a bankrupt feudal mandarin, which imparted me with such bad characteristics as vanity, favoritism, face-saving, selfishness, tactfulness, overcautiousness, egocentric perfectionism, and poor taste and ugly motivation."
MASTER AND SERVANT
As it turned out, Mao's rectification campaign was a test of methods that he would use again and again in future political struggles. At the heart of such exercises, Chen explains, was "physical and psychological torture" aimed at "assaulting and even destroying the basic rights, dignity, and decency of those involved." And the campaign was traumatic for Zhou and other party leaders. His obsequiousness enabled him to survive, but the episode left him more aware than ever that when it came to intraparty politics, especially those involving Mao, he had to tread with extreme caution. In writing about the campaign, Chen lists the most important aspects of the CCP's evolving party culture: "Individual party members must always obey the organization; the whole party must always obey the Central Committee; and the Central Committee must always obey the great leader, that is, Chairman Mao. Stemming from this was the absolute dominance of 'Mao worship' or 'Mao cult' in the party culture, which deprived all party members and cadres, including Zhou, of their individuality."
During this harrowing rectification campaign, Zhou's relationship with Mao verged on sadomasochism. Chen writes that Mao "seemed to enjoy each and every minute of Zhou's tortured soul-searching." And yet despite Mao's abuse, Zhou labored on as his lieutenant throughout both World War II and the ensuing Chinese Civil War. After the 1949 founding of the People's Republic of China, Mao appointed Zhou foreign minister and then, in 1958, premier, and Zhou did manage to give Mao's new government a veneer of domestic order and standing abroad.
But the bitter reality was that where Zhou sought friends, Mao sought foes. In fact, Mao believed that without enemies to motivate its struggle, the CCP would have a difficult time even surviving. For Mao believed that Chinese society not only existed in an irreconcilable state of internal war, of Marxist class hostility, but also faced an equally adversarial conflict with the liberal, democratic, capitalist world order outside. Zhou was far more open-minded than Mao, even speaking idealistically in 1949 of creating a "society of new democracy" characterized by "freedom of thought, body, speech, publication, assembly, association . . . [and] religious belief." But Zhou's political survival demanded that he constantly defer to Mao, make tireless demonstrations of his fealty, and offer repeated paeans to Mao's worldview. On one occasion, Zhou obligingly wrote: "The chairman has quoted Mencius and said that 'a country without an enemy and outside threats will surely head toward destruction.' One thrives by experiencing worries and suffering, and withers from enjoying pleasure and overly protecting himself."

 Was Zhou a shameless collaborator or a guileful hero?
As Mao launched one destructive mass movement after another--including the 1951-53 Campaign to Suppress Counterrevolutionaries, the 1956-57 Hundred Flowers Campaign, the 1957-59 Anti-Rightist Campaign, the 1958-60 Great Leap Forward, the 1963-65 Socialist Education Movement, and the 1966-76 Cultural Revolution, to name only a few--Zhou faced ever starker choices. He could continue being an apologist and enabler, perhaps protecting a few victims, saving some artworks from destruction by Red Guards, and sheltering a handful of imperiled institutions--or he could resist more openly and be purged. For better or worse, he decided to yield to Mao.
One of the most striking examples of such capitulationism occurred during the Great Leap Forward, which forced Chinese farmers into so-called people's communes, where their homes, livestock, tools, and even meals were collectivized to give the impression that China was beating the Soviet Union in the race to attain the next stage of socialist development. Mao's obsession with collectivization had catastrophic consequences: China's economy crashed, and between 30 and 40 million people starved to death, yet Zhou did nothing significant to impede Mao's recklessness. When the veteran revolutionary general Peng Dehuai dared criticize the Great Leap at a Central Committee meeting in 1959, Zhou backed Mao, even though his political sentiments were far closer to Peng's than to Mao's. A consummate demonstration of Zhou's toadying came at a 1962 party conference, when Zhou told thousands of cadres that Mao should not be held responsible for the Great Leap Forward's devastation. Instead, he claimed, lower-level CCP leaders should be blamed for their poor execution of Mao's vision. "The chairman alone was not in a position to stop us," he declared pusillanimously. "Now, the whole party should unite wholeheartedly in an enhanced and more centralized way, listening to the helmsman and to the Party Center, and the center should listen to Chairman Mao."
By the early 1960s, most CCP leaders had long since become members of what the Chinese refer to as "the wind faction," attuned to whatever direction political winds were blowing and trimming their jibs accordingly. During the Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966 and marked the apogee of Mao's revolutionary extremism, over a million people perished, and hundreds of millions more saw their lives upended and families uprooted. After describing the purges of several highly ranked military figures, Chen observes that Mao's underlings "had all by then realized that no space was left for them to speak out against any of Mao's decisions."
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Although Zhou was able to cling to his premiership, he suffered. At a Foreign Ministry meeting in the mid-1960s, he appeared to momentarily lose his usual control, and he blurted out, "This movement we are now experiencing is the cruelest in our party's history." But he still declared himself ready to "follow the chairman's instructions." In a 1966 speech that Chen describes as "beyond extraordinary," Zhou gave yet another pandering paean to Mao, this time mixing flattery with a bizarre reflection on personal political integrity: "We must follow Chairman Mao. Chairman Mao is our leader today, and he will remain our leader one hundred years later. If one fails to be loyal to him in one's later years, all of one's past contributions will be completely nullified. Even after one's coffin is sealed or [one's] corpse is cremated, one will still be doomed."
In 1971, Zhou began probing the possibility of a rapprochement with the United States, an effort that would turn out to be his greatest diplomatic triumph. During all the meetings Mao held with U.S. President Richard Nixon and Kissinger, Nixon's national security adviser and secretary of state, Zhou was the navigator in chief, finding ways around such difficult issues as the status of Taiwan, the Vietnam War, and the deep ideological divide between the two countries. In the end, he helped alter not just the course of U.S.-Chinese relations but world history.
In 1972, however, when Zhou was diagnosed with gallbladder cancer, Mao thanked him by prohibiting him from receiving a potentially lifesaving surgery. Despite this betrayal, one of Zhou's last utterances was: "I have been loyal to Chairman Mao, to the party, and to the people. I have made many mistakes, but I am not a capitulationist." He was referring to a charge leveled against him 30 years earlier. Evidently, Mao's accusations about Zhou's infidelity to the revolutionary cause still gnawed at his soul.
REDEMPTION SONG
After Zhou died, in January 1976, tens of thousands of grief-stricken mourners who believed he had effected a restraining influence on Mao spontaneously flooded into Tiananmen Square to memorialize him. It was a shame that Zhou died nine months before Mao did. Had he outlived Mao, Zhou might have assisted in neutralizing Mao's toxic legacy and shoring up the efforts to reform and open up China, which Deng Xiaoping--who largely shared Zhou's values--would begin in 1978 and continue to lead through the 1980s. (In fact, it was Deng who delivered the eulogy at Zhou's memorial service when Mao failed to appear.)
By describing how the high tide of Maoist autocracy personally and politically warped even such a capable and sophisticated man as Zhou, Chen's gripping biography prompts readers to reflect on the influences that Mao's revolutions may continue to have on China today. The truth is that any nation's past, especially one as traumatic as twentieth-century China's, is not easily expunged by a reform movement or a new leader. And here, it is useful to recall that Xi came of age during the Cultural Revolution and was profoundly shaped by it; moreover, he was never administered any kind of antidote in the form of a meaningful period abroad as a young man or the experience of learning a foreign language. The reader finishes the epic narrative of Zhou's life wondering what other elements of the horrific Mao era may still be left, pooled up beneath the surface of things and ready to cascade onto future generations of Chinese people. Indeed, it is amply evident that the past is reexpressing itself in today's China, steeped as it now is in Xi's increasingly rigid and ideological "Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era."
Zhou was hardly the first highly ranked official in history to become mired in an unequal and abusive relationship with a reigning despot. Chen does not conjecture whether he was motivated most by insecurity, an infatuation with submissiveness, an intoxication with power, or a love of country. Chen seems to understand that any such flirtation with pop psychology is a route to academic perdition. Instead, he excuses himself with the observation that "no one is able to enter Zhou's innermost world."
That statement is especially true in China, where gaining access to revealing information on party leaders has always been a parlous business. The state-managed archives that hold key documentary evidence about the CCP have been only partially accessible during short periods of political openness. This lacuna in the historical record has left researchers, especially those living abroad who can publish freely, largely reliant on sources outside these archives, which are incomplete and often subjective. Chen has indeed relied largely on such publicly available materials, including annual biographical records (nianpu) that can be purchased at select Chinese-language bookstores abroad, official biographies and autobiographies (zhuan) that tend to be scrubbed of sensitive detail, and memoirs and reflections (huiyilu), which can be very self-serving.
There is one other question hanging over Zhou Enlai: A Life that other scholars have raised but that Chen does not--and cannot--answer: might Zhou have been gay? Chen does cite a provocative early diary entry in which Zhou writes, "There exists no difference between male and female in free love; in life, it is not necessary to get married." But Zhou did marry, and although he and his wife never had children of their own, they adopted two.


Given the limitations of the source material, however, Chen has done a remarkable job fleshing out Zhou's character. He has gathered an impressive corpus of research that helps him puncture the aura of hagiography that has characterized so many previous accounts of Zhou. The result is a nuanced depiction of an able, dedicated leader who also allowed himself to become a deeply compromised, even somewhat tragic, figure. Whatever the motives behind Zhou's accommodations toward Mao, Chen evinces a certain sympathy for his subject. "There are reasons for history to pardon Zhou as a beleaguered politician and an entrapped person," he writes. "After all, this was a time when Zhou was very much like a small boat, caught in stormy weather, that could be capsized at any moment. Yet without Zhou, the big ship that was China, carrying hundreds of millions of passengers, might have sunk."
Perhaps.
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Ever since the New Deal, American liberals have shown a remarkable ability to forget about the American right. In 1950, the social critic Lionel Trilling famously declared victory for liberalism, dismissing conservative ideas as nothing more than "irritable mental gestures." The subsequent rise of McCarthyism, massive resistance against civil rights, and the John Birch Society all called that assumption into question--but when Lyndon Johnson defeated the archconservative Republican Barry Goldwater in the 1964 presidential election, final victory was declared once again. Then Richard Nixon got elected. When he resigned, Democrats were certain that Republicans and conservatives had been vanquished for a generation. Then along came Ronald Reagan a mere six years later.
Reagan's decisive victory made it harder to argue that conservatism and Americanism were truly incompatible. Still, many people assumed that certain ideas--explicit racism, "America first" nativism--had forever been relegated to the political fringe. That's part of why Donald Trump caught liberals off guard; his popularity violated core assumptions about what Americans believed and how they were supposed to behave in the twenty-first century. Even now, after one Trump victory and a nail-biter follow-up, it seems hard to believe that American voters could really put him back in power. The left might view much of U.S. history as a saga of oppression, from settler colonialism to slavery and Jim Crow to immigration exclusion. But it's entirely different to realize that a vast swath of your fellow citizens apparently still supports some of those ideas.
Historians have periodically tried to point out that conservative and far-right ideas have their own history, genealogy, and staying power. In the mid-1990s, Alan Brinkley prodded fellow scholars of history to explain--not just to denounce--the conservative surge that produced Reagan. After Trump's election, the historian Rick Perlstein published a mea culpa in The New York Times Magazine, lamenting that the "professional guardians of America's past," in attempting to live up to Brinkley's dictum, had "advanced a narrative of the American right that was far too constricted to anticipate the rise of a man like Trump." Since then, scholars and journalists have tried to correct the record, producing a wealth of new studies of the John Birch Society, homegrown fascism, the Ku Klux Klan, and other avatars of the far right. Jefferson Cowie's Freedom's Dominion, which won the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for history, told "a saga of white resistance to federal power" as it unfolded in one Alabama county.
So far, most attempts to create a genealogy for today's right have focused on domestic politics. As a result, they have neglected one of the most notable and troubling aspects of the Trump political brand: his embrace of foreign authoritarian leaders not merely as geopolitical allies but also as models for how to live the good life. Inside the Beltway, foreign policy experts have sounded the alarm about Trump's chest-thumping, dictator-loving style as an assault on democratic norms, out of step with American tradition and reason and the ways things are done. But as the journalist Jacob Heilbrunn points out in his punchy and engaging new book, America Last, Trump's America-first proclivities--including his admiration for foreign strongmen--have their own history. Once upon a time, those ideas occupied the fringes, alarming for their content but not necessarily for their influence. Today, they are going mainstream.
DEVOTED TO DICTATORSHIP
Heilbrunn came of age with the post-Cold War establishment. He began his career in 1989 at The National Interest, the house organ of the then flourishing neoconservative movement. During the Clinton administration, he became a staffer at The New Republic (arguably more neoliberal than neoconservative at the time), before returning to The National Interest in 2008 and eventually becoming its editor. From that vantage point, Heilbrunn has been both witness to and critic of an emerging far-right subculture organized around the veneration of Russian President Vladimir Putin and Hungarian President Viktor Orban. At The New Republic, Heilbrunn coined the term "theocon" to describe the hierarchical, isolationist, overtly Christian orientation that seemed to be catching on with a new generation of Republican leaders. Even so, like many Washington insiders, he did not quite see Trump coming.


Once Trump arrived, however, Heilbrunn recognized the type. "The longer I've listened to conservatives today talk about Hungary, Russia, 'wokeness,' 'the deep state,' abortion, immigration, and media bias, the more I've become convinced that many of their arguments are not novel," he writes. "If anything, the opposite is true: these arguments represent an act of conservation, preserving in a kind of rhetorical alembic grievances and apprehensions that can be traced all the way back to World War I." America Last is Heilbrunn's effort to describe how the United States got from there to here, thanks to a wild array of far-right intellectuals, politicians, and would-be tyrants.
Based on the book's subtitle--"the right's century-long romance with foreign dictators"--one might assume that America Last addresses a familiar subject: how the U.S. government, acting with a nearly limitless view of the national interest, got into bed with dictators and demagogues throughout the twentieth century. But Heilbrunn is not interested in (or, perhaps, troubled by) moral compromises made for geopolitical reasons. He seeks instead to describe a dark history of Americans' admiration for brutal, often racist authoritarians abroad, from Germany's Kaiser Wilhelm II on up to the apartheid government of South Africa. "The tradition this book excavates is not based on realism or pragmatism," Heilbrunn writes. "It is rooted, rather, in a sincere affinity. Its advocates avow, or at least intimate, that authoritarianism, in one form or other, is superior to democracy." A realist might accept entangling alliances with dictators as the least of the available evils. Heilbrunn's characters celebrate the evil itself.
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The book begins with World War I, the first European continental war to lure the United States into a major mobilization. President Woodrow Wilson's declaration of war in 1917 unleashed an outpouring of anti-German sentiment at home, from the ridiculous (sauerkraut became "liberty cabbage") to the truly repressive (laws against "disloyal" speech and internment camps for suspicious German nationals). But as Heilbrunn points out, there were at least a few voices on the American right supporting the Kaiser as a model of nationalist vision and masculine power. Heilbrunn does not share their sentiments. The Kaiser, he writes, was "a monster" who "set the twentieth century on its path to strife, bloodshed, and calamity." Heilbrunn nonetheless tries to explain what the Kaiser's admirers seemed to like and how they built a story in which Germany was a geopolitical victim rather than an aggressor. Although these ideas were unpopular during the war itself, the disappointing settlement at Versailles gave them some traction in the years that followed. According to Heilbrunn, the Kaiser's rehabilitation helped produce "many of the arguments that future generations of American apologists for authoritarian leaders would deploy."
What were those arguments? They were, for starters, antidemocratic--committed to a hierarchical worldview in which some people counted more than others and in which the "great leader" (whoever he might be at any given moment) counted the most of all. Beyond that, Heilbrunn's ideologues did not always agree. Some openly championed elite rule, while others claimed to be channeling the will of the people. Some were deeply Catholic, while others scorned the pretensions of both church and state. Some advocated a strong central government; others, a libertarian paradise. For some, such as the pernicious race theorist Lothrop Stoddard, it was defending the color line that mattered most. For others, it was the fight to protect traditional Christianity, or patriarchal families, or even just the idea of hierarchy itself.
These figures nonetheless found a common set of dictators to admire. Heilbrunn's most effective chapters document the deep American fascination with Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler beginning in the 1920s and extending well beyond the moment when the true depredations of their regimes were widely known. As Heilbrunn notes, several leading figures of the modern conservative movement, including the publisher Henry Regnery, started out as apologists for Hitler, far preferring his anticommunism, hypernationalism, and racism to a joint antifascist front with Joseph Stalin. Hitler returned the compliment. As the legal scholar James Whitman pointed out in his 2017 book, Hitler's American Model, the Nazi regime looked to the Jim Crow system and to the United States' robust supply of eugenic theorists as inspiration for its racial order.
ANTI-ELITE IVY LEAGUERS
With the end of World War II, the boundaries of the far-right authoritarian tradition identified by Heilbrunn become somewhat fuzzier. The U.S. government itself embraced the anti-Stalinist position, allying with almost anyone who cared to agree. Far from being a language reserved for the far right, anticommunism became the lingua franca of American politics. Still, there were variations. Heilbrunn rightly includes Joseph McCarthy as one of his Trumpian precursors, less because the Wisconsin senator opposed communism than because he expressed that opposition in a distinctively right-wing way. For McCarthy, as for many of his heirs, the problem was not just the Communist Party or the Soviet Union but also the entire complex of liberal elites, fancy-university professors, and administrative-state bureaucrats who stood in the way of a Cold War victory.


Nobody made more out of that constellation of ideas than William F. Buckley, the wunderkind of the midcentury conservative movement. Buckley got his start by denouncing his alma mater as a bastion of socialist, anti-Christian indoctrination in his 1951 book, God and Man at Yale. He then went on to back McCarthy as an embattled American hero, someone uniquely equipped, in Heilbrunn's words, to vanquish "the gatekeepers of the 1950s consensus society--the Ivy League intellectuals, the Wall Street bankers, the liberal media." In 1955, in the wake of McCarthy's downfall, Buckley founded National Review, convinced that others would have to take up the struggle against a treacherous, soft-on-communism elite.
Over the next several decades, National Review would endorse a true parade of horribles: Francisco Franco of Spain, Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic, Augusto Pinochet of Chile, the apartheid governments of Rhodesia and South Africa. The magazine would also perfect an all-too-recognizable version of the conservative political style. "Trolling the libs, denouncing political correctness, and overthrowing the deep state--all had their sources in Buckley's early efforts," Heilbrunn writes.
Like Buckley, a surprising number of Heilbrunn's subjects come out of the Ivy League, especially Harvard and Yale (with Columbia a distant third). This overrepresentation may have something to do with Heilbrunn's process of selection, which seems to run toward quirky high-born pseudo-intellectuals. But there is also something notable about the Ivy League dissident as a right-wing political type. Today's politics are filled with Ivy-educated men who love nothing so much as to denounce liberal elites and the universities that employ them. Think of Florida Governor Ron DeSantis (Yale), Senators J. D. Vance and Josh Hawley (both Yale Law), the former Republican presidential primary candidate Vivek Ramaswamy (Yale Law again), and Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh (who has not one but two Yale degrees). Or even Trump, the fine product of a University of Pennsylvania education and now the great foe not only of left-wing campus activists but also of the entire enterprise of factual expertise and truth-seeking.
Heilbrunn relates some bizarre stories of what can happen when this sense of insider grievance goes awry. One is the tale of Buckley's brother-in-law L. Brent Bozell, Jr., who received his bachelor's and law degrees from Yale and seemed well on his way to a nice life of National Review-style elite-bashing. Then, in 1965, he moved to Franco's Spain, where he increasingly embraced a high-Catholic theocratic worldview. On returning to the United States, he threw himself into the militant antiabortion movement, helping to organize one of its first major demonstrations in Washington in 1970. At that protest, he assaulted a police officer with a five-foot wooden cross and had to be dragged off in handcuffs, all while shouting in Spanish, "Long live Christ the King!"
FRINGE NO MORE
Of course, there is at least one major difference between Bozell and Trump. Bozell was a marginal figure, widely known in conservative circles but otherwise profoundly obscure. Trump has already been president of the United States and may soon get the job again. In that sense, the key thing to be explained about Heilbrunn's genealogy of far-right sentiment is not simply the fact that it exists. What really matters--and what distinguishes the present moment from most of what is described in America Last--is that these ideas have eventually captured a U.S. president, along with one of the country's two major political parties.
This unlovely circumstance is what inspired Heilbrunn's exploration. And yet the book itself pays little attention to the question of influence or power. Heilbrunn generally avoids assessing the relative position of his subjects and the ways in which their ideas did or did not enter the mainstream. "His antipathy was widely shared," he writes of the antidemocratic businessman Merwin Kimball Hart--but how widely? Of President Franklin Roosevelt's critics, Heilbrunn maintains that "more than a few were pro-fascist"--but how many? Heilbrunn might be forgiven for leaning vague on such questions, since quantifying influence or legacy is notoriously difficult. The result, however, is that readers have little sense of change over time, as if the history of far-right sentiment in foreign policy has been a seamless and unchanging journey.
In truth, for most of the era that Heilbrunn describes, those sentiments were deeply out of fashion--real, to be sure, but hardly drivers of policy. A handful of prominent Americans may have liked the Kaiser during World War I, but the real problem of illiberalism on the home front had more to do with Wilson's repressive policies than with pro-Germanism. During the 1930s and 1940s, the isolationist aviator Charles Lindbergh and his supporters did admire Hitler and Mussolini, but the U.S. government mobilized the nation's blood and treasure in an entirely different direction. The only real precedent for the current moment may be the Reagan administration, when many of the characters Heilbrunn describes got their first taste of actual power. Within weeks of his election, Reagan was poring over Buckley's personnel recommendations, seeking out appointees, in Reagan's words, "whose philosophy is akin to ours." Reagan recruited beyond National Review circles as well. The neoconservative political scientist Jeane Kirkpatrick--whose 1979 Commentary article, "Dictatorships and Double Standards," made the case that Washington should cozy up to right-wing autocrats--became his ambassador to the UN.
By most measures, Reagan and Trump have little in common when it comes to foreign policy. Whatever one might think of his approach, Reagan was a true believer in American exceptionalism and in the persuasive power of the U.S. model. Trump describes an America in decline, the laughingstock of the world. According to Trump, Putin's Russia at least has some of the dignity and strength and self-respect that a great nation deserves. Heilbrunn's book shows that Trump is not the first person to make such claims--that when it comes to foreign dictators, as in so many other matters, Trump is mostly borrowing bad ideas. Perhaps inadvertently, however, America Last also underscores why the twentieth century was actually quite different from the twenty-first--and why it feels as if the United States is now heading into uncharted territory.
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In 1888, the British author Henry Strickland Constable pointed to discoveries of prehistoric human remains to explain the racial inferiority of the Irish. Thousands of years ago, he confidently postulated, the Iberians, "originally an African race," had reached Ireland and mixed with the descendants of "savages of the Stone Age." Isolation on the island had protected these natives from being "out-competed in the healthy struggle of life" to make way, "according to the laws of nature, for superior races." In so doing, Constable used ideas about prehistoric human evolution that were circulating in his time to present the British colonization of Ireland as part of a story of human progress. In recent centuries, such theories supported the subjugation of peoples that many Americans, British, and Europeans perceived as stuck in the deep past.
The effort to solve the mystery of human origins has been disastrous for human beings, according to the historian Stefanos Geroulanos in his richly illustrated account, The Invention of Prehistory. From its start in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment through the present, the quest to understand the ascent--or descent--of man has again and again been co-opted into "a long, brutal history of conquest and empire."
Geroulanos shows how the search for humanity's prehistory in the era of European colonialism shaped major fields of inquiry--anthropology, archaeology, evolutionary biology, paleontology, psychology, and more--and made humans so susceptible, even in a time of existential crisis, to coddling reassurances about the inevitability of human progress (exemplified by the popularity of the Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari's 2015 book Sapiens, which Geroulanos derisively calls a "deceptive hodgepodge"). Surveying the horrors enabled by this "obsession," Geroulanos argues that "it is time to wallow a little less in origins." After all, people in the present have "almost nothing in common with our paleolithic forefathers." Whatever they may have been like, he wisely affirms, "we are violent because of what we do now."
But in reminding readers of humanity's ethical accountability to the present, Geroulanos paints with too broad a brush. He ascribes to the search for human origins flaws that belong specifically to the modern European and American chapter of that inquiry. But interest in the past, on any timescale, need not serve only nefarious ends. It can also stoke imaginings of alternative, better futures.
KILLER APES AND BARBARIAN HORDES
According to Geroulanos, the search for human origins began with European doubts about the biblical narrative of creation, which were triggered by encounters with New World peoples who did not appear in that account. As they displaced, enslaved, and slaughtered indigenous Americans, Europeans came to see them as primitive beings existing outside civilization and somewhere before historical time--and came to think about the past in new ways. Philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes had long used the term "state of nature" to describe an anarchic, "brutish," social setting, but in the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau reinvented the concept to refer to a utopian original condition, imagined temporally as something to which humans might return. This, according to Geroulanos, made it "possible to think of prehistoric humans" for the first time, precipitating a relentless effort to understand the deep past.


But rather than producing enlightenment, this quest proved immensely destructive. It unleashed zombie concepts, such as the idea of "noble savages" and the stadial triad for dividing humanity (for instance, the categories of "savage," "barbarian," or "civilized" states; or in slightly more modern parlance, "underdeveloped," "developing," and "developed"), that caused massive harm and continue to haunt the world to this day. These concepts, Geroulanos claims, enabled European conquest and colonization of other parts of the world, justifying the domination and killing of peoples in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere as either civilizational uplift or the evolutionarily required elimination of vestiges of the deep past.
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Geroulanos details how European settlers, Nazis, and bomb-dropping states put the key ideas of prehistory to ever newer sinister uses. Even the concern of Victorian anthropologists about disappearing native populations merely helped states "treat land as empty." By the early twentieth century, psychologists' belief that, beneath a "thin veneer of civilization," humans remained innately violent savages, had migrated into popular culture. Commanders and politicians then justified the "modern savagery" of World War I as the inevitable result of human ancestry, "with little evidence that those early humans had been savage themselves." Similarly, the "killer ape" hypothesis (the theory developed in the twentieth century of a cannibalistic man-ape that emerged just before the dawn of humans in Africa) colored Western views of decolonization in Africa and lent cover to racist policies such as apartheid. Today, when European and American far-right leaders talk of "hordes" of nonwhite refugees "flooding" their countries, they echo the theories of ancient historians in the nineteenth century about violent Asiatic "hordes" sweeping into Europe.
Even as genetic research has made the science more reliable today, Geroulanos argues, the search for human origins remains "fundamentally deceitful" in its very effort to identify the timeless essence of humanity. It allows the powerful to make excuses for "the real humanity" that chooses to destroy the environment and ignore inequality while blindly believing in inevitable human progress.
CHECK YOUR HERODOTUS
Geroulanos's dissection of the ideas of dozens of scientists is careful and fascinating. But it is undermined by his misplaced faith in intellectuals as the drivers of history. In fact, Rousseau, the catalyst of Geroulanos's story, intended his idea of the "state of nature" to be purely "hypothetical." The state of nature "no longer exists, perhaps never did exist, and probably never will exist," Rousseau wrote, disavowing any interest in "historical truths"--in the "genuine origin" of things. His thought remained within a biblical timescale, imagining God had "taken men out of a state of nature immediately after the creation." Rousseau was not imagining the deep time proposed by geologists in the nineteenth century, whose scale and incalculability introduced a new cognitive problem. Prehistory was not, in short, invented with Rousseau's more positive twist on the state of nature.
Moreover, Europeans didn't need prehistory to dispossess Native Americans. Beyond arguments based on religion and the right of conquest, the seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke had designated indigenous peoples in the New World as "wild" beings who had forfeited claim to the land by failing to enclose it. Such notions already provided sufficient justification for Europeans to treat the land as empty. Locke may not have had an idea of the deep past, but in his liberal vision of history, civilization was a state achieved through progress over time, entailing necessary evils that would be vindicated by the retrospective judgment of history.
But more than the thinking of any one philosopher, early modern Europeans drew on an older idea--inherited from ancient epics, Aristotle, the Bible, and medieval notions--in committing violence against Native Americans. This was the long-standing belief in the pastoral nomad as the adversary of civilization. Geroulanos claims that "since the eighteenth century, the word 'barbarian' has been used to describe peoples deserving of scorn." But--check your Herodotus--this habit dates to the ancient Greeks, at least. Enlightenment invocations of these notions did their own damage around the world well before nineteenth-century discoveries in geology and evolutionary biology exploded European understandings of time and situated the conflict between nomad and civilization in prehistory. Existing racial colonialism was, in fact, the enabling context of the new theories of the deep past: the British genocide of the Tasmanians, for instance, happened in the early nineteenth century, well before European race scientists compared prehistoric skulls with those of the annihilated Tasmanians.



 The effort to solve the mystery of human origins has been disastrous for human beings.
The Invention of Prehistory feels strangely unmoored from the developments on which Geroulanos claims prehistory had such ruinous effect. He describes a late-nineteenth-century European "craze for archaeology," for instance, without mentioning the context of the imperial expansion in Asia and Africa that shaped it. He claims that ideas about prehistorically determined human nature fueled and excused the savagery of World War I, as if ideologies such as nationalism, racism, and blind faith in technology were not damaging enough on their own. Interwar European fascinations with ancient Mesopotamia and Arabs as "flooding hordes" appear without discussion of the European conquest of the region in this very period.
Without such context, the diverse indigenous victims of European ideas of human origins merge into an eerily generic category. Specific ideas about prehistory harmed specific groups differently. By the same token, individual scientists acquire an exaggerated greatness. With few exceptions, the string of European geological and fossil finds that Geroulanos details reads like the inevitable march of scientific discovery rather than contingent cultural and political developments shaped by the history of empire.
Geroulanos also sheds little light on how ideas about prehistory acquired practical power, merely asserting that they had "real policy consequences." The nineteenth-century British historian Henry Maine, for instance, did develop influential ideas about primitive communism--the theory that all societies began with communal forms of property and evolved inevitably toward private property ownership. But surely it's relevant that he was also a member of the British governing council in India and wielded enormous influence over policy, a fact Geroulanos does not mention. In fact, anthropologists and the discipline of anthropology had vast influence on colonial policies regarding famine, settlers, indirect rule, and more. (Unfortunately, Geroulanos neglects the work of many historians who have established these connections.) Geroulanos's intellectual history, organized around various concepts of prehistory, comes at the expense of a sense of chronology and causality, obscuring the evolution and connections between the concepts.
He thus winds up putting the cart before the horse. The problem, as Geroulanos sees it, is that "the story of human origins has never really been about the past." But if ideas about the deep past were really about their racial imperial present, how can they be understood as the cause of that imperialism? Perhaps it wasn't that the science had "ruinous" effects but that the science was ruined by the context of empire. Racist theories of human origins gave racial thinking longer legs. The problem was not the search for origins but imperialism's hijacking of that search.
THE VIRTUES OF THE PAST
But even then, the search did not have unremittingly ruinous effects. Prehistory at times abetted progressive causes, according to Geroulanos's own account. The German composer Richard Wagner encouraged a virulent strain of German nationalism by drawing on the trope of the indigenous Germanic savage, but his contemporary, the French historian Jules Michelet, used that very trope to challenge the French government's oppression: "The people" were "barbarians," he affirmed, "that is, travelers marching towards the Rome of the future." (In fact, this was an evocation of the ancient rather than the deep past--a distinction Geroulanos frequently elides.)
Similarly, although racist scientists used diffusionist theories of civilizational spread (the idea that human culture had spread out of a single original center) to claim that Africans were stuck in an evolutionary past, diffusionism also emboldened antiracist and anticolonial thinkers such as the American sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois and the Senegalese statesman Leopold Sedar Senghor. Geroulanos stresses that the "Out of Africa" theory of human origins was no "celebration of Africa," but it was to Senghor. Black intellectuals made Afrocentrism--a worldview that centers Africa and its peoples--the most lasting form of the theory, suggesting that interest in prehistory perhaps isn't inherently disastrous. As the helpful inclusion of more women in the field shows, it matters who is searching for human origins. Ideas of prehistory were put to destructive use by policymakers drawn from a white male elite that believed itself destined to rule and that was tasked with maintaining a racially hierarchized geopolitical order.
Geroulanos's central conceit, that "concepts . . . escape their human designers and the institutions meant to house them," is fundamentally incompatible with his insistence on their necessarily poisonous effects. There is a meaningful difference between stadial views that saw indigenous peoples as stuck in prehistory and destined to vanish, and those, espoused by thinkers such as Friedrich Engels, that saw them as proof that communism is human nature and that a noncapitalist future was therefore possible for everyone. Geroulanos dismisses European thinkers who questioned the destructive ends that prehistory was put to as "mere theory and critique" by a few, while confusingly acknowledging that they "sometimes pioneered ways to fight" violent policies.
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This confusion about the significance of dissent results from his larger disinterest in how and when ideas acquire force. Any intellectual history focused, even critically, on "great white men" risks underestimating alternative views. Geroulanos's chapters bridge the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries without admitting interlocutors from colonized societies, although anticolonial thought had left its mark all over European and American ideas by the 1930s. He concludes, preposterously, that "it took until the 1930s for someone to frontally attack the idea that Indigenous peoples are literally 'primitive'"--as if anticolonial movements had not been attacking that idea for decades by then. But influence, for Geroulanos, flows only one way: out of Europe. Apart from a passing mention of the Afro-Caribbean anticolonial thinker Frantz Fanon, nonwhite contestation of Western views of prehistory remains unacknowledged even as the book moves into the period of decolonization, making one wonder how such dramatic political change ever happened in the first place.


Disinterest in the wider life of ideas about prehistory leaves Geroulanos feeling unnecessarily hopeless about their relevance in modern times. He is suspicious even of revisionist works that correct the older derogatory depictions of indigenous peoples simply because in these works, too, "the past performs tasks for the present."
STORIES FOR THE FUTURE
Geroulanos asks readers to register prehistory's lack of "success"--the way debates in the field have remained unchanged for three centuries. But that makes as much sense as ceasing to philosophize merely because humans continue to ponder the same questions of existence, ethics, perception, and mortality. History, including prehistory, is not about solving a mystery once and for all but rather an open-ended, ongoing search for truth. Hubris, forgetting "how little we know," makes for poor scholarship in any field--and perhaps prehistory is more susceptible to it than others--but it does not make the field itself unworthy. It is also not true, going by recent scholarship from anthropology departments, that scholars "ignore the colonial baggage." Geroulanos helps expose the public's faulty understanding of prehistory (and the sticky influence of museums established in the colonial era to sponsor and showcase it); but as anti-vaxxers and climate change deniers show, prehistory is hardly the only arena of scientific research whose "public life" outruns its researchers' control.
The search for human origins is, in truth, uncontainable; human curiosity about it simply exists. As Geroulanos notes, the first theories are found in religions. Telling stories to make sense of existence is--dare one say it--human nature. It is compelled by the very fact of human existence among traces of the deep past, from cave paintings to rock formations, fossils, and prehistoric artifacts. Calling for reduced investment in understanding human origins, as Geroulanos does, thus seems both futile and misguided.

 Prehistory is needed now more than ever.
Geroulanos assumes that the modern European and American chapter of this inquiry is the version everyone subscribes to, that all humans believe the "story of human origins tells us . . . how we came to dominate this planet and each other" and "treat the story of our origins as the obvious triumph of modern knowledge over religious superstition." But the quest for self-understanding, the search for who we are and what it means to be human, extends well beyond those invested in such colonial assumptions.
For most of history, such inquiry has led people not to vaunt the grandeur and separateness of humans but to admire divine majesty and human connection to all beings. Most faiths conceive of humanity as integrally tied to other breathing and soul-bearing species. The answer is not to stop searching for human origins but to do so in light of the harmonious and preserving purposes the search once served. The hubris of colonial-era inquiries into prehistory was the product of a particular time, not intrinsic to the inquiry itself. The problem is not so much that the search for human origins has "never really been concerned with an exact, precise depiction of humanity's emergence out of nature," as Geroulanos claims, but that for much of the modern era, it was shaped by values that, on their face, violated everyday morality.
Prehistory is arguably needed now more than ever. Minus the baggage of the Victorian age, Charles Darwin's ideas of human and human-animal interdependence might support more constructive politics in facing the climate crisis. The historian Deborah Valenze's 2023 book, The Invention of Scarcity: Malthus and the Margins of History, uses revisionist prehistory to imagine new approaches to food production in the present. It's not clear that for the sake of humanity's future, "we must see that the deep past . . . isn't worthy of our love," as Geroulanos insists. Stories about the deep past can remind us now of the life-honoring and earth-preserving species we can be.
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