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Praise for America’s New Map

“America’s New Map offers a dazzling collection of ideas and arguments united by compelling storytelling and Barnett’s thoughtful approach to the impact of past upon future. The book is nutrient-rich and a pleasure to read.”

—Ian Bremmer, founder and president of Eurasia Group

“Looking at the great currents shaping our world, Barnett provides unique insights. At once wise and provocative, America’s New Map forces us to open our eyes and think.”

—Honorable William “Mac” Thornberry, former Chair of the House Armed Services Committee

“Barnett is a strategic thinker who sees around corners. Here he draws on his interdisciplinary strengths to paint a convincing picture of the world to come—and how America remains a pivotal superpower.”

—Dr. Parag Khanna, author of Connectography and MOVE

“Barnett has done it again. America’s New Map is a creative and thought-provoking exploration of a world in accelerating transition—but with a clear strategic vision. Like a graphic novel for futurists, it will make you think of things you hadn’t thought about before.”

—Allison Stanger, Leng Professor of International Politics and Economics at Middlebury College

“America’s New Map is a remarkable piece of work—an inspirational and grounded manifesto for the next American Century. In simple but powerful language, every chapter overflows with provocative ideas for dealing with globalization’s successes and failures. Barnett describes the pathways to a future where our nation can both heal and prosper.”

—Chris Bellavita, academic programs director of the Center for Homeland Defense and Security

“Barnett’s analysis of our geopolitical present and future is startling, innovative, and persuasive. As always, he presents much that is commonly unknown and rearranges ‘well known’ things into patterns no other writer can create. Students of history and strategy will find a depth of thinking and understanding that provides insight and motivates brainstorming. Regardless of the reader’s prior experience, I recommend America’s New Map as a rare, fantastic blend of history, strategy, and creativity in one cogent work.”

—Carmi Zlotnik, president of television at Legendary Entertainment

“A brilliant, highly readable, and timely guide to what makes America great. Barnett presents a compelling path to healing our nation with a challenge bigger than ourselves. The best way to predict the future is to create it, and America’s New Map does both.”

—Bruce McIndoe, founder and CEO of McIndoe Risk Advisory

“America’s New Map is another tour de force by Barnett. This wide-ranging and provocative book analyzes the myriad challenges facing the US with breathtaking originality and insight. His strategic prescriptions are brilliantly pragmatic and promising. As the world enters an uncertain era of technological revolution and geopolitical rivalry, we should all read this book for guidance and hope.”

—Minxin Pei, professor at Claremont McKenna College and opinion columnist for Bloomberg

“America’s New Map is an essential book for our world’s young leaders. Barnett offers fresh and provocative course-changes for America so it might steer the 21st century toward prosperity and peace.”

—Jerry MacArthur Hultin, chair of New York Academy of Sciences and former under secretary of the Navy

“In boldly arguing for North-South integration, America’s New Map upends decades of conventional thinking on West-vs-East power struggles. Barnett makes a compelling case for how America can prevail against rising great-power autocracies in a world experiencing rapid climate change. This fascinating book deserves a lot of attention from across the political spectrum.”

—Laurence C. Smith, professor at Brown University and author of The World in 2050

“Once again, Barnett incisively maps the world we thought we knew. At a time when so much of what passes for strategic analysis offers little more than elaborate stylings on coarse conventional wisdoms, America’s New Map stands apart. A wholly original diagnosis of globalization, an unsparing prognosis of where we’re headed, and a challenging prescription for a new American grand strategy worthy of its superpower brand. The book follows the logic of its analyses to some iconoclastic places, but from them Barnett reveals a hopeful perspective on the seemingly intractable problems of the 21st century. No one understands the tectonics of global affairs better than Barnett.”

—Steven Grundman, program manager of National Security Studies at Syracuse University

“America’s New Map offers the first coherent, post–Cold War US grand strategy for the global commons. Barnett masterfully knits together themes that appear disparate but are in fact inexorably interconnected. This book compels younger Americans to imagine a world worth creating.”

—Capt. Rich Suttie, USN (ret.) and former assistant dean at the U.S. Naval War College

“Barnett dissects history like very few analysts can. In a world rapidly reaching a painful turning point, his responsible analysis paves the way for intelligent solutions. America’s New Map should be obligatory reading for any US policymaker.”

—Gennaro Buonocore, chair of Maitland Primrose Group and US Navy Reserve foreign area officer

“A geostrategic cartographer of uncommon skill, Barnett eviscerates conventional wisdom on globalization’s past, present, and future. America’s New Map is a roadmap all Americans would be smart to follow.”

—Mark Thompson, national security analyst for the Project on Government Oversight

“Dr. Barnett’s geopolitical analysis is always spot-on and drives tremendous clarity in strategic thinking. As a corporate strategic planner in the commercial vehicle industry, I regularly refer to Barnett’s publications. His ability to blend panoramic views of history and the future—coupled with granular insights rooted in economic, social, and geographical realities—makes his geopolitical prognostications highly effective and useful. I recommend America’s New Map to anyone who cares about humanity and our planet.”

—Sandeep Kar, chief strategy officer at Noregon Systems

“Barnett clearly lays out the interwoven threads of globalization’s DNA across provocative essays that culminate in a decidedly hopeful view of our shared future. America’s New Map details our Union’s vital—yet evolving—leadership role in driving peace, prosperity, and stability in an era of heightened superpower competition. This is a must-read for anyone seeking to realistically address climate change’s unfolding.”

—Stephen F. DeAngelis, president and CEO of Enterra Solutions, LLC and Massive Dynamics, LLC

“A remarkable feat of clear, easy-to-read writing and striking imagery that spans the globe. Barnett illuminates a North-South pathway to a bright future for America within globalization. Forward-thinking policymakers and business leaders will relish this book, as it showcases how America can lead in the decades ahead.”

—Daniel P. Forrester, founder of THRUUE, Inc. and author of Consider

“There is no more important book you can read to understand how America should confront climate change amidst great-power competition. Far from doom and gloom, Barnett’s grand strategy plots a more prosperous future for America and the world.”

—Mark Sharpe, president of Hogback Ventures, Inc.

“America’s New Map offers a new set of tools for visualizing the challenges US policymakers face over the next several decades. Rising above the fray of today’s culture wars, Barnett alerts us to the long-term challenges to US global leadership.”

—Robert Farley, senior lecturer at the Patterson School of Diplomacy and International Commerce at University of Kentucky

“Barnett analyzes the throughlines of an inevitable future already bearing down on us. This lucid and nuanced book empowers Americans to craft their own desired storylines for this century. Every US policymaker should be paying attention to America’s New Map.”

—Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, founder and CEO of Valens Global and author of Enemies Near and Far

“Barnett’s ability to provide critical insight into America’s pacing security threats, as affected by demographics, climate change, political polarization, and more is superb. No one ties these threads together better than him.”

—Brigadier General Mark Kalin, land component commander of the Massachusetts Army National Guard

“Building on Pentagon’s New Map and its sequels, Barnett greatly expands our understanding of global dynamics in America’s New Map. His clarion call for EU-style integration of the Americas in the face of five-headed superpower competition and climate-fueled migration pulls America out of its nostalgic doldrums and into a future it deserves. Barnett convincingly urges America to burnish its brand and manifest its destiny.”

—Jeffrey Itell, former senior analyst for Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction

“As a worldwide operator in the security space, Dr. Barnett’s concepts are highly relatable to my everyday experience. Far more than an academic discussion, America’s New Map packs a realism and practicality that security practitioners in the field will immediately recognize and put to good use.”

—Scott Massey, organizational operations executive
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TO MOM

THE CLOSEST I WILL EVER COME TO KNOWING GOD

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:

where there is hatred, let me sow love;

where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;

where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek

to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

Amen.

—Prayer of Saint Francis
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FOREWORD

When the US Navy sent me to a seminar at the University of Virginia’s Darden School twenty-three years ago, I had no idea how it would change my life. Three Toms spoke in succession: New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman; business author Tom Peters; and Thomas P.M. Barnett, a military geostrategist who was teaching at Naval War College. Friedman and Peters provoked us, of course, to see the world in new ways. But Barnett challenged us to rethink the rule sets defining America’s national security. Using a form of sophisticated visual storytelling that I hadn’t seen before, his material pushed us to recognize America’s role within the world in a whole new way. Like many others in the US defense establishment, I began closely following Barnett’s work.

Then 9/11 occurred. Life and operations at NAVAIR (Naval Air Systems Command), where I worked, shifted into a new paradigm. Thomas was immediately reassigned to the Pentagon’s Office of Force Transformation—a special strategy unit created by Secretary Donald Rumsfeld within the Office of the Secretary of Defense. Like the Pentagon, everyone at NAVAIR was trying to make sense of our new reality and our VUCA (as in, volatile, uncertain, chaotic, and ambiguous) world. Thomas’s thinking and framework—summarized in his well-circulated brief, a viral Esquire article called “The Pentagon’s New Map,” and later in a book with the same title—served as klieg lights for reframing the global landscape of conflict. It inspired me and many of my Navy teammates to realize that the new frameworks we sought for transforming US national security were within our reach—if we were willing to embrace this new mindset and where it took us.

Fast-forward a few years: I left the Navy and started a Washington, DC–based company, Throughline, dedicated to (a) visualizing leaders’ strategies as they navigate complex realities, and (b) empowering them with innovative and efficient tools to spread their vision. Over the years, our firm has proven just how powerful a good map can be in propagating new thinking, obtaining new funding, and then seeding these new ideas and approaches throughout an enterprise as rapidly as possible. We also believe in the power of brands and have brought brand strategy to many nontraditional organizations. Thomas has long been a voice for reflecting on brand USA and the offer it represents across our world, exploring the kinds of affiliations our Union expertly sustains and those it has trouble accessing. In many ways, it was only natural that Throughline eventually linked up with Thomas: what we’ve been doing for organizations over the years, Thomas has continued to do for decision makers the world over.

Humanity needs a new vision if we are to survive the looming catastrophes generated by climate change and demographic collapse. Leaders everywhere must peer into our ambiguous-but-collective future, assess the broader landscape, and determine a way forward—with firm intention. Even so, choosing a path isn’t nearly enough. Leaders can’t actualize vision on their own; they must enlist others into understanding their worldview and feeling the same inspiration for action.

To me and my colleagues, a throughline is the core, believable, fundamental truth running through an organization and its efforts—essentially the narrative it writes for itself. A good throughline moves people from intent to impact, with authentic momentum. It inspires creativity, creates agency, and raises the spirit of the entire enterprise.

What spoke to me post-9/11 was Thomas’s ability to look beyond the military—to financial predictors, environmental stressors, demographics transitions, technology shifts—to predict where future conflicts would arise or wane. His unique form of executive education stuck with me from that moment on, causing me to reach out to him during America’s recent withdrawal from Afghanistan. He’s just someone to whom I naturally turn when seeking to make sense out of our VUCA-infused era.

That’s why Throughline is so proud to have partnered with Thomas in visualizing his ideas and bringing this innovative book to fruition. Our aim here is to present a series of geopolitical throughlines that will fuel the intentions of current and future leaders, motivating them to genuinely constructive action on the part of our nation and our species. Our world’s current challenges demand new approaches, courageous ideas, and bold leaders. In this book, we hope you find a throughline or two that resonate with you. If they do, let us offer—in advance—our gratitude for your work in applying them to these collective tasks.

Suffice it to say, we’re excited to join the conversations that ensue and stand ready to support the agendas they generate.

—Scott Williams, founder of Throughline, Inc.




PREFACE

Globalization’s Throughlines:

Restoring US Global Leadership in a Turbulent Era
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I could say that America is at a turning point, but that would disguise a darker truth—namely, that we are at a turning-back point. Too many of us choose to resist the future and escape the present by retreating into the past. This hardly makes us unique. Many economic powers facing decline reject reinvention, instead embracing the fantasy of recapturing lost greatness by scapegoating “evil” internal forces deemed responsible for this “treasonous” outcome. And if democracy is hollowed out by this viciousness? That just tees up the authoritarian reboot.

The politically inexpedient truth is this: America has spent the last seven decades systematically promoting a liberal international trade order whose cross-border flows of goods, services, technologies, investment, migrants, information, and entertainment have methodically integrated the world’s major economies, creating profound levels of interdependence among nations, peoples, and cultures—what we now call globalization (Throughline One). Our goal was simple: preventing world wars through increasingly inclusive economic advance. America was fantastically successful in this world-shaping grand strategy, globally creating more wealth and reducing more poverty across those seven decades than had occurred in the previous five centuries.

With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, a new world order emerged with America as sole superpower, a situation that naturally invited Washington’s overreach on its unilateral policing of regional crises. Our nation wisely remedied that imbalance by encouraging the peaceful rise of other great powers—most notably China. In the meantime, Washington vigorously wielded its unmatched power, toppling nefarious dictators, disrupting transnational terror networks, and radically speeding up globalization’s advance. When the Great Recession hit in 2008, our citizenry correctly perceived that America’s success in encouraging the rise of numerous economic powers had significantly diminished our ability to steer global developments. At this point, China and other rising economies helped sustain globalization’s transformation into an increasingly digitalized phenomenon defined less by the flow of goods than by services and content, giving lie to simplistic notions of de-globalization.

Even in the post–Cold War era, America’s grand strategy remained phenomenally successful, enabling the emergence of a majority global middle class long thought impossible. Now, because the bulk of humanity spends a growing share of its income on things beyond the bare necessities, the world enters an age of superabundance matched by super-consumption. That unprecedented achievement has turbocharged three global dynamics that, in their daunting combination, caused Americans to recoil from our glorious creation (globalization) and demonize it as the cause of all our problems.

There is no denying globalization’s role in spiking these global crises, but we must reject the hindsight that their emergence invalidates America’s strategy of encouraging globalization’s poverty-eradicating advance. We made the world an infinitely better place that now faces new challenges. Who can argue that humanity’s economic betterment should have been denied—despite these costs?

The first of these tectonic forces set into motion by skyrocketing global consumption is accelerating climate change (Throughline Two), which, like globalization, began reshaping the planet soon after America took it upon itself to steer the world’s development following two world wars. Climate change now remaps the planet, tragically rendering much of Middle Earth—my term for the lower latitudes extending 30 degrees north and south of the equator—systematically unable to sustain, without outside assistance, their exploding populations, national economies, and ultimately their political systems. Climate change is also creating enormous new areas of economic opportunity across the North. Accommodating this vast poleward transfer of natural wealth—to include all manner of species and peoples—will test humanity’s ingenuity and empathy like no global dynamic before it.

The second force is the global demographic transition (Throughline Three) stunningly accelerated by globalization’s rapid integration of Asia, home to over half of humanity. Our species will collectively age across this century in a manner totally at odds with both nature and human history: the old surpassing the young in nation after nation. That demographic transformation will factor heavily in the superpower struggles now unfolding. Youth-bulging powers tend to be warlike and unstable (recall America’s violent 1960s), while elderly societies retreat into nostalgia and social rigidity (see Japan and Italy today). Even nations achieving a large middle class succumb to virulent bursts of nationalism (China and India already). The good news? There are ways to avoid extreme aging, and America is supremely endowed with such capacity. We just need a bigger Union and a new map to that destination.

The third of these global forces arises in how the first two dynamics—climate change and demographic transformation—will collide across this century (Throughline Four). That collision will dramatically redefine Middle Earth’s economic needs and political priorities, and the superpowers (US, European Union [EU], China, India, Russia) that most effectively meet those needs and address those priorities will see their global influence radically expand. In responding to Middle Earth’s increasingly dire plight, these five powers will invariably compete in propagating new models of North-South security, economic, and political integration. Russia’s Vladimir Putin and China’s Xi Jinping have openly voiced such ambitions, imagining their own new maps. India’s minister of external affairs has declared his nation’s duty to serve as champion of the Global South on climate change and economic development. Washington, swept up in its political infighting, seems dimly aware of a competition already begun.

America’s economic future is on the line here: Much of the world’s consumer growth will be concentrated across Middle Earth, meaning the race to integrate North and South will simultaneously constitute a superpower brand war—an avowedly ideological competition to prove which economic model of trade and development best preserves and expands the global middle class amidst climate change’s destabilizing impact. Capturing the political allegiance of that ascendant middle class will determine which superpower’s definition of global stability reigns supreme in the decades ahead. If America wants to possess both power and influence in this remapped future, it cannot sit out this contest obsessively guarding its borders.

We have long framed superpower competition as which side (East or West) captures more of the other side’s players. In the future, we will define it as which Northern power most comprehensively integrates its respective South—ameliorating its climate-induced decay and preventing its virtual absorption by competitors. This new superpower competition will define our era, either seeding a second American Century or launching some other (Chinese? Indian?). No matter which superpowers prevail, regional and hemispheric integration will flourish (Throughline Five). This tightening of supply chains represents less a de-globalization than an optimization of material trade befitting the rise of multiple competing consumer blocs across the global economy. A generation ago, Asia manufactured goods for the rest of the world. Now, it manufactures largely for itself. On its own, this positive development has triggered a remapping of global value chains—an absolute good generating regional trade efficiencies. In this next iteration of globalization, those superpowers accumulating the most demand power will rule global consumer tastes in a way America once did—and now faces losing.

In this century, superpowers will prevail not according to the millions they field as lethal soldiers but the billions they attract as loyal subscribers. Size matters in this struggle to shape globalization’s future, which means America will be disadvantaged compared to far more populous China and India. These United States will be greatly incentivized to grow their ranks—as they have long done—by integrating hemispheric neighbors. By scaling its demand power, a once-again expanding American Union can constitute an economic center of gravity of equal or superior attractiveness to the global middle class whose brand loyalty we seek.

Rest assured, come midcentury, we will all be living in somebody’s world. I simply prefer our map over China’s for reasons I will make eminently clear.

To our great good fortune, America’s position as the dominant economic power of the Western Hemisphere clearly advantages us for the North-South integration to come (Throughline Six). Our true West enjoys several natural resource advantages over the far more crowded, diverse, and historically conflicted Eastern Hemisphere. The Americas also share culture and civilization worth defending on their own merits. By capitalizing on these advantages, America stands to benefit environmentally by managing climate change’s harsh equatorial impact, as well as economically by adding Latin America’s middle-class consumer power to that of North America. That larger union, however achieved, will then be able to extend its rule-setting power to significant portions of the Eastern Hemisphere, merging with regions not wholly lost to China’s or India’s economic orbits. For now, consider the entire board in play.

I understand why any call for hemispheric integration feels like an inconceivable reach from where we stand domestically today, but our current bout of nativism and xenophobia highlights the powerful pull of this very path (Throughline Seven). In other words, what we now fear most is that which we sense is inevitable. Like comedy (tragedy plus distance), conceivability emerges with enough pain and time. With Central America’s environmental refugees already stressing our southern border, America is just beginning to feel Latin America’s pain on climate change.

I likewise understand the instinct to wish away the problem of climate refugees by insisting that technological solutions can spare us this path, but this book purposefully focuses on adaptation versus any such direct responses, which I stipulate will be made and will succeed to some extent—just not fast enough to forestall the global dynamics explored here.

Thankfully, we do not start from scratch. After all, America started out as a baker’s dozen of independent colonies. Today, hemispheric integration is likewise achievable through mechanisms and approaches already employed by both the EU in the political realm and China in the economic realm. Both carefully crafted integration schemes ultimately target security integration—the ability of superpowers to defend and optimally police their chosen spheres of influence. Meanwhile, America, lost to its intergenerational culture wars, satisfies itself with limp efforts to revitalize and extend military alliances focused on containing Chinese expansionism—a defensive and reactionary strategy more appropriate to retrograde Russia than the forward-leaning, world-shaping superpower we have long been.

Americans are modern globalization’s original networkers, wiring the world in our wake. By nature, we are a revolutionary force offering nations increased connectivity to all manner of economic opportunity and disruptive content. China and Russia, by comparison, offer control—namely, a model and means for national governments to surveil their growing middle-class ranks, restrict their access to disruptive content, and aggressively thwart their inconvenient tendency toward democracy.

This is where our national infighting becomes self-destructive: the world is watching how America navigates a future where our leadership is not a given, nor our ideals naturally preeminent. We witness Americans increasingly resenting—even as we increasingly resemble—a globalization originally made in our image but now no longer with our likeness. We ran this show for decades, but our success in creating this world cost us control over it—by design. Now, with climate change fueling the poleward movement of all life, globalization’s churning of races, species, and microbes lies beyond anyone’s control.

That intimidating reality transforms America’s global leadership while reaffirming its enduring source. Our nation has been—and always will be—a petri dish of globalization’s evolution. These United States remain the world’s source code for both integration (our immigrant nation’s fabled melting-pot dynamic) and disintegration (our institutional racism and chronic culture wars). We are globalization-in-miniature—its de facto proof of concept. America does not take its political cues from the likes of Hungary.

Americans do not endure history; we make it. This is our true superpower: reliably resetting our internal rules in response to history’s punishing waves of change, and then spreading those new and better rules across the world. American grand strategy does not merely confront rivals but shapes a global environment that tames their—and our—worst impulses. We are the best thing to ever happen to our world.

Russia and China aggressively market their competing rulesets, exploiting vulnerable trade partners who distrust and dislike them. Yet both regimes, as internally brittle as they are, currently outpace America’s half-hearted attempts at global leadership. How is this so? It is because the stories we now tell of globalization do not envision a happy ending, much less a way ahead. No surprise there: when creators abandon their creation, monsters abound.

My task here is to propose that happy ending, one avowedly cast from an American perspective. Your task, as reader, is to maintain an open mind as to its feasibility and desirability. If, as our politicians love to proclaim, America’s best days lie ahead, then we citizens cannot merely await that future but must craft its story lines—both foreign and domestic. Given our truly revolutionary achievements, we must not allow our currently flat trajectory to determine the upper bounds of our ingenuity and ambition, both of which the world desperately needs now.

As such, this book is all about unearthing globalization’s throughlines and their constituent threads, operationalizing—through storytelling—that navigational knowledge across America’s political leadership, business community, and citizenry. Throughlines are those persistent national and global drivers that Americans will confront, balance, and trade off as we manage the national and global challenges laid out here. Think of them as history’s guardrails forcing us down a plausible range of pathways—certain inevitabilities that compel us to consider some version of the inconceivables we must in years ahead embrace. As for the connecting threads parsed within each throughline, consider them our protagonist’s inner dialogue about the fork-in-the-road decisions lying before us. Now, more than ever, the world needs America to stay in character—my overriding purpose in writing this book.

Let our storytelling begin, for therein we discover the contours of America’s new map.




Frankenstein’s Monster: Coming to Grips with Our Most Powerful Creation
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THROUGHLINE ONE


Globalization is America’s gift to the world and our greatest strategic success, yet Americans now fear and loathe it for the profound challenges it imposes on our nation.



Modern globalization arose from the ashes of World War II. America’s purposeful creation, it was forged as a permanent solution to the Eurasian continent’s stunningly destructive conflagrations of the preceding decades. In our triumph, we projected our continental model of political and economic integration onto those European and Asian powers still free of communism’s grasp. Unlike the collapsing colonial model it replaced, American-style integration promised equal standing in a democratic alliance that achieved mutual improvement through radical interdependency. That is how we built the Free World: getting longtime enemies to choose mutually assured dependence over mutually assured destruction.

By the early 1980s, our strategy’s success was plain for all the world to see: a mere quarter of the world’s population, the advanced capitalist economies we helped resurrect, was generating two-thirds of global economic activity. Once Deng Xiaoping took the bait and marketized China’s economic system, the Soviet threat faded into irrelevance and the global economy was born.

Admittedly, US-style globalization offers a Faustian bargain: harmonize your nation’s rules with the world’s and, in doing so, sacrifice control for connectivity. Why? Because that connectivity, governed by those rules, powers production chains, enables digital flows, and fuels popular consumption. Any individual’s pursuit of happiness increasingly depends on their government’s effective balancing of that control/connectivity equation—national confidence being a function of consumer confidence. Conversely, any regime’s stability increasingly depends on improving its populace’s standard of living while somehow addressing—or dissuading—democratic impulses triggered by rising incomes.

The alternative to this bargain, known as economic nationalism, disastrously applies zero-sum thinking to globalization’s non-zero-sum dynamics. Did California grow wealthy at New York’s expense? Of course not. Nor will Florida outperform Georgia by adopting a made-in-the-Sunshine-State mandate. Ensuring our standard of living does not require other countries’ permanent poverty—just the opposite. Their growing consumption is our opportunity.

Indeed, how the rest of the world leaves poverty behind will determine, in concert with climate change, our children’s standard of living in the decades ahead. The North will need to salvage and integrate as much as it can of Middle Earth to preserve, and profit from, those regions’ expanding middle classes.

Where does that leave America? We must accept the reality that, despite being our creation, globalization now shapes our nation more than we shape it in return.

Plenty of Americans rightfully sense a literal reversal of fortune in this history-bending development: we feel relatively poorer than preceding generations while the rest of the world clearly got richer. Without a doubt, it was far easier for early–Cold War America to retain dominance in a global economy long divided into “haves” and “have-nots” because we lacked strong competition on production and our large consumer pool ruled global markets.

In such a lopsided—and clearly unjust—situation, entire generations of Americans came to expect a middle-class lifestyle based on a high school diploma and lifetime employment in manufacturing. That golden age, lasting from the end of World War II through the 1960s and fondly remembered as when America was great, could not possibly have been sustained while Washington justly supported de-colonialization around the world. It was also completely at odds with our vision of fixing a world subject to increasingly destructive great-power wars. To champion democracy is to champion economic freedom, accepting the competitive pressures the latter creates. We either stay true to our principles or we can no longer claim them.

To our eternal credit and at the very height of our power, America chose not to hoard its economic greatness. Instead, we methodically extended such opportunity around the world through the international rules and institutions that we established, maintained, and defended. That liberal international trade order, based on how we knitted together these United States into the most powerful economic union on the planet, was source code for modern globalization—the single greatest achievement of any nation in human history. Be proud of that.

Except now many Americans view globalization as an existential threat to our way of life, something so dangerous as to warrant our departure from democracy to save us from globalists committed to our destruction!

Sound frighteningly familiar? Humanity has met this moment before.

Modern political science began with the question, Why did Germany’s Weimar Republic fail in the 1920s, ultimately fueling both Nazi fascism and the Second World War? How did such a sophisticated political design succumb so completely to dark forces suddenly beyond its control? Recall that Adolf Hitler pegged an imagined global cabal of Jewish financiers as determined to enslave and ultimately destroy the German people and their way of life.

Future historians may well ask similar questions about America—as in, Why did the world’s most successful and robust democracy fail in the 2020s? How did modern globalization’s progenitor and longtime defender suddenly succumb so completely to such anti-democratic impulses? Why did this nation choose to demonize and sabotage its wildly successful creation?

To avoid such political collapse, America must relearn how to thrive within globalization. We need to account for its skyrocketing complexity and restructure our capitalism—as we have done in the past—to address challenges both old (e.g., class inequity, institutional racism) and new (demographic aging, climate change).

In the post–Cold War era, world leaders cooperatively responded to such system-perturbing shocks as the 9/11 terrorist strikes and the 2008 financial meltdown. When global institutions originally built to prevent a rerun of the Great Depression and WWII proved outdated and unwieldy, these leaders updated and reinvented them (e.g., expanding the Group of Seven [G7] into the G20), allowing globalization to march on in its wealth-creating whirlwind.

But something emerged in the Great Recession to arrest that momentum. Our world’s stabilizing pillar, its now-majority middle class, started fearing for their existence. Their keen suspicion of being hollowed while the rich became grotesquely wealthier drained our collective optimism. In America, this triggered a tsunami of angry voters flooding the “swamp” with change elections every two years.

Who runs for public office under such conditions? Primarily demagogues whose boundless narcissism and existential fearmongering fuel their self-image as celebrity saviors combatting inhuman opponents. As a result, America presently endures its worst cohort of political leaders since its late-nineteenth-century Gilded Age, or at least last century’s Roaring Twenties.

Both periods witnessed technological and economic advances arriving far faster than security and political adaptations, resulting in the widespread sense of events spinning out of control. In both instances, society’s greatest talent flocked to the private sector, while public service was popularly disparaged. Both tumultuous eras eventually triggered lengthy bouts of progressive reforms by which rigged economic landscapes were aggressively regraded into less uneven playing fields, in turn replenishing America’s social optimism and political stability. Finally, each national correction was spearheaded by a New York blue blood from the same extended family—first Theodore and then Franklin Roosevelt. Both presidents successfully recast public service as a noble pursuit.

Today’s angry America has reached the same historical tipping point.

Our nation needs a new type of political leadership based on a new political science, one that decodes globalization by leveraging interdisciplinary knowledge, data analytics, and human cognition–augmenting artificial intelligence (AI). We need to apply to socioeconomic and political issues the same sort of big data effort that our natural and data scientists now apply to a host of medical and environmental challenges. We have the technology; we just need to stop vilifying science and scientists.

That new political science must begin with the question, How does today’s America surmount the wickedly complex problems triggered by globalization’s success?

These challenges are not insurmountable. Considering how far humanity has advanced these past seven decades, they are our best problems yet.
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The Empty Throne:

Globalization Comes with Rules but No Ruler
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As an operating system, globalization is the global economy’s open-source software: easy to apply, hard to quit, with no single authority, and subject to revisions from all participants.



There have been several pre-American world orders, but there will never be a post-American world system. Our model of globalization is too successful and transformational to suffer complete displacement. When European imperial powers took turns dominating global trade, none brought prosperity or freedom to anybody but themselves. Their cynical legacy of fake states marred by arbitrary borders haunts us still. What all thieving empires fail to do is radically increase—much less equitably distribute—global trade; they merely hoard it.

A good measure of globalization’s advance is found in “trade openness,” or the value of world exports and imports as a combined percentage of gross world product. Pre-nineteenth-century globalization was driven primarily by Europe’s murderous colonization of weaker nations around the world, allowing those powers to pillage local resources and transfer that wealth back home. As a result, trade openness never exceeded 10 percent. The subsequent century of British world domination, extending to World War I, was defined by an explosion of intra-European trade, boosting the index to 30 percent before that conflict and the Great Depression sent it plunging. Once America stepped up to forge a truly globe-spanning system, the world’s trade openness steadily increased to its 2008 peak of 60 percent, retreating to the mid-50s since.

Despite the flatlining of the global goods trade following the onset of the Great Recession, in 2018 there were still 125 nations (out of 173 reporting to the World Bank) enjoying trade-openness indices of 100 percent or more in relation to their national gross domestic product (GDP). This demonstrates just how widely internalized our global trade ruleset has become among smaller and midsized economies now left highly dependent on globalization’s post-COVID survival—unlike big-market superpowers. A quintessentially American achievement, we fostered a world system within which those lacking military power could nonetheless thrive economically.

In that sense, America remains globalization’s downstream ideal: a political union of minor military powers (fifty states with their own “national guards”) enjoying off-the-charts interstate trade and investment flows under the protection of an all-powerful Leviathan—the US military. If we were to calculate the trade openness of individual US states—not just in relation to the wider world but among themselves (like the EU still records trade between Germany and France), we would discover within our ranks any number of “trading states” on par with Hong Kong, Luxembourg, and Singapore. Point being we remain the furthest along in this grand human experiment of deepening economic interdependence. It is illogical for Americans to fear globalization when we are—by far—its most experienced and accomplished practitioners.

That post-WWII, US-led global free trade system, along with the technological advances in transportation and communications that it pervasively spread, birthed modern globalization, where the cross-border flow of exports is forty times larger than its pre–World War I peak. America made the global trading system fairer, freer, more transparent, and far more inclusive. In doing so, we led a twelvefold explosion in global GDP (1950–2015), growing the global economy by $100 trillion in constant 1991 dollars—an absolute increase twelve times that generated across four centuries (1550–1950) of European imperial rule ($8.5T). Even adding in the profound global population growth since 1950, the increase in per capita global GDP is equally impressive: a fivefold increase in those 65 years versus a threefold increase over the preceding 130 years (1820–1950)—the heyday of Britain’s world-spanning colonial empire. No matter how you measure it, US-style globalization has created far more wealth around the world at a far faster velocity than Europe’s colonial empires ever could, all while radically reducing extreme poverty worldwide from more than half of humanity in 1950 to a mere one-tenth of the global population today.

America recast world trade by creating, propagating, and defending a global body of rules. Compared to the rapid establishment of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) at a single 1944 international conference (Bretton Woods), the 1947 General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) was merely a provisional arrangement (not a treaty) that did not result in a permanent international organization. It took half a century and numerous negotiating rounds to grow that initial 23-nation agreement into today’s 164-member World Trade Organization (WTO). Headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland—unlike the Washington, DC–based World Bank and IMF—the WTO oversees and administers rules spanning 98 percent of global trade, in addition to serving as a forum for trade negotiations and dispute resolution.

As opposed to the World Bank and IMF, the WTO cannot create and impose global rules on its own. New rules can only be negotiated by consensus among its ranks. That is typically easier to achieve on a regional level. Such Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) are often viewed as WTO competitors at best and WTO failures at worst, but, in truth, they are WTO fellow travelers reflecting the reality that global rules accumulate “upward” from nations and regions. Moreover, these preferential agreements often reference WTO rules, simply copying that language into their texts. After first appearing in the 1950s, there are now 355 RTAs in force worldwide. More importantly, most of these agreements are now being concluded among developing economies.

Connectivity and rules naturally go together. The least externally rule-bound regime in the world (say, North Korea) is the one that least interacts with other nations, whereas the most rule-defined governments (for example, Singapore) are those with the highest degree of external connectivity.

The more you want to connect, the more rules you must accept, and the wider your economic playing field becomes. When we add up all possible state-on-state combinations (dyads) in the world in 1950, four-fifths of them featured no direct trade. Today, three-quarters of all dyads feature direct trade of some sort. That is a revolution in human affairs made possible by US-style globalization.

Key to that revolution is the expansion of trade outside of advanced capitalist economies. Trade among rich countries accounted for two-thirds of the global total in 1945, the rest involving less-developed countries. Today those proportions are reversed, meaning US-led trade liberalization efforts democratized global economic connectivity—another hugely positive legacy.

Abundant historical data proves that the more your nation trades, the faster your economy grows due to heightened competition, economies of scale, and more exposure to, and adaptation of, advanced technologies created elsewhere.

The WTO aptly expresses US-style globalization by distributing power across states versus concentrating it among great powers, as in the case of the UN Security Council or Group of 20. Like our invention of the internet, where the US government voluntarily relinquished control over domains to a private, nonprofit organization dedicated to addressing global needs (Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, or ICANN), America morphed GATT into an international organization (WTO) beyond our control—all for the greater good.

The true danger that globalization now faces is a hard partitioning of its operating system on a bloc-by-bloc basis, replicating Cold War divisions. Here is the tricky thing to keep in mind: after globalization’s stunningly rapid expansion across the planet (1990s–2000s), the Great Recession naturally triggered a stabilizing re-regionalization or consolidation of those gains (e.g., the rise of new global demand centers like China). That many-steps-forward-and-one-step-back development is both natural and good. Every transformational process needs to take a breather now and then. The underlying danger today, as in all things political, would be in allowing that process to snowball into something destructively extreme (e.g., some new “iron curtain” dividing the Eurasian landmass between autocracies and democracies). Whenever humans are involved, nothing succeeds like excess.

In the Cold War era, two great blocs competed over which state-level operating system was superior: communism or capitalism. It was no contest. This time, the struggle will be over which model of multinational integration is superior, the question being which scheme offers (a) just enough security and certainty for that ascendant global middle class to feel comfortable amidst the turbulence generated by climate change and demographic transition, and (b) just enough freedom for that empowered group to politically rule itself—its natural, prideful inclination.

If the United States embraces this new superpower competition with genuine vigor and ingenuity, we will prevail. Despite our clear flaws, America possesses the most tested and proven ruleset as the world’s oldest multinational republic—now fifty members strong.

Fig. 01 | As the world’s trade openness index increased and the number of trading relationships among nations grew, so, too, did the world’s GDP.
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The Eye-of-the-Storm Fallacy:

Americans’ Poor Understanding of Globalization
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US consumption has long shaped global consumption. That economic self-centeredness makes it hard for Americans to understand globalization’s liberating and disorienting impact.



Outside of the radical Islamist response, most Americans remain unaware of how the spread of US-style globalization around the world challenges traditional societies. Globalization’s state-integrating dynamics so mirror our American Union’s long-standing practices for meshing our member states that we struggle to view them as anything but entirely normal. However, the basic freedoms that fuel US economic activity remain challenging concepts across much of the world.

Take unrestricted movement: the idea that you can be born in one state (for me, Wisconsin), go to graduate school in another (Massachusetts), let your career move you around (Maryland, Virginia, Rhode Island, Indiana, Ohio), and then retire somewhere else (Minnesota?) is something Americans take entirely for granted. Surprisingly few people in this world can claim similar rights. The EU only achieved “freedom of movement” across its member states in its 1992 Treaty of Maastricht. In China, movement is restricted according to the hukou (house registration) system that regulates migration between rural and urban areas.

Americans’ self-directed mobility incentivizes our member states to make themselves as attractive as possible to workers—a powerfully integrating force enabling a singular labor market spanning a vast array of distinct legal environments. The trick? Your government must trust its own people.

Would most people welcome America’s version of interstate mobility? Absolutely. But without all the necessary rules and systems in place? That would
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