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The great powers of the twentieth century counted their citizens the way bankers count currency. More people meant more soldiers, more workers, more consumers, more taxpayers, and ultimately more leverage in every negotiation that mattered. The logic seemed unassailable because it had been validated across centuries of human conflict and cooperation. Nations with larger populations built larger armies, produced more goods, consumed more resources, and projected more influence. Demography was not merely one factor among many in the calculus of national strength. It was the foundation upon which all other factors rested.

That foundation is now cracking. Across the industrialized world and increasingly beyond it, birth rates have fallen below replacement levels with no sign of recovery. The populations that powered the great economic miracles of the postwar era are aging, shrinking, and in some cases collapsing faster than any demographic model predicted even a decade ago. But something else is happening simultaneously, something that transforms what would otherwise be a story of universal decline into something far more complex and consequential. Artificial intelligence and advanced automation are demonstrating the capacity to substitute for human labor, human cognition, and human scale at rates that seemed impossible just years ago. The two trends are not merely coincidental. They are interacting in ways that will reshape the global distribution of power more profoundly than any development since the Industrial Revolution.

This book argues that we are witnessing not a general weakening of nations but a fundamental reordering of what national power means. The states that will dominate the coming century are not necessarily those with the largest populations. They are those that successfully substitute technological capability for demographic scale while maintaining the institutional coherence necessary to govern societies undergoing transformations without historical precedent. The future belongs not to the most numerous but to the most automated, the most efficient, and the most adaptable. Understanding this shift is the first step toward navigating it.
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Chapter 1: When Population Stops Being Power
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For most of recorded history, the relationship between population and power appeared so obvious that it barely required articulation. The empires that dominated their eras commanded the largest armies, which required the largest populations from which to draw soldiers. The economies that produced the most wealth employed the most workers across the most extensive networks of agriculture, manufacturing, and trade. The states that projected the greatest influence counted the most subjects, collected the most taxes, and mobilized the most resources when circumstances demanded mobilization. This was not merely correlation. It was causation operating through mechanisms so fundamental that they seemed like laws of nature rather than contingent features of a particular technological and social arrangement.

The ancient world understood this intuitively. The Persian Empire stretched across millions of square miles precisely because it commanded millions of subjects who could be conscripted into armies, organized into administrative units, and taxed to fund the infrastructure that held the empire together. Rome's dominance of the Mediterranean world rested ultimately on its ability to field legions drawn from a population that grew from hundreds of thousands to tens of millions as conquest expanded the boundaries of citizenship. When Rome fell, it fell in part because it could no longer generate the population necessary to defend its borders against peoples whose own demographic vitality exceeded what the exhausted empire could muster. The barbarian invasions were, at their core, a demographic phenomenon. More people moving against fewer people, with the outcome determined by numbers as much as by tactics or technology.

The pattern repeated across civilizations and centuries. China's imperial dynasties rose and fell on cycles that correlated remarkably closely with population growth and decline. Periods of demographic expansion enabled the construction of great public works, the fielding of massive armies, and the extension of administrative control over territories that smaller populations could never have governed effectively. Periods of demographic contraction brought fragmentation, invasion, and the collapse of centralized authority. The Mongol conquests succeeded in part because they struck a Chinese civilization whose population had been devastated by plague and famine, while the Mongols themselves commanded manpower reserves across the steppes that no sedentary civilization could match in relative terms. Even the Mongols eventually faced the demographic logic that larger settled populations, given time to recover, would inevitably absorb or expel nomadic conquerors who could not reproduce themselves at equivalent rates.

The European state system that emerged from the medieval period institutionalized demographic competition in new ways. The mercantilist logic that dominated economic thinking through the eighteenth century treated population as a resource to be cultivated, retained, and expanded. States that lost population to emigration or disease were understood to be weakening in absolute terms, losing the labor that generated wealth and the bodies that filled military ranks. The great rivalries of the early modern period were fought not only on battlefields and in colonial territories but in the demographic statistics that statesmen studied with the same attention they devoted to treasury balances and military inventories. France's dominant position in European affairs during the seventeenth century derived substantially from its demographic advantage. With roughly twenty million inhabitants, it commanded more potential soldiers and workers than any rival could muster, enabling Louis XIV to wage wars on multiple fronts simultaneously while maintaining the economic base necessary to sustain prolonged conflict.

The Industrial Revolution added new dimensions to the population-power nexus without fundamentally disrupting it. Factories required workers. Coal mines required miners. Railways required construction crews and operators. The urban centers that became the engines of industrial production grew through migration from countryside to city, but the ultimate source of all this human capital remained the same fertility and mortality dynamics that had always determined national demographic trajectories. Britain's industrial leadership owed something to coal deposits and entrepreneurial culture, but it also owed something to a population that grew from roughly six million in 1700 to nearly thirty million by 1870, providing the labor force that staffed the mills, worked the mines, and built the infrastructure that made industrial capitalism possible. The nations that industrialized successfully were, with few exceptions, nations whose populations were growing rapidly enough to supply the human inputs that industrial production demanded.

The world wars of the twentieth century demonstrated both the power of demographic mass and its limitations under conditions of industrialized violence. The first great war consumed human lives at rates that no previous conflict had approached, grinding through millions of soldiers in campaigns of attrition where numerical superiority determined outcomes as much as strategic brilliance. Germany's eventual defeat owed something to its inability to match the combined demographic resources of its enemies. Britain, France, Russia, and eventually the United States together commanded a population reservoir that Germany and its allies could not exhaust regardless of tactical victories. The war was won not by maneuver but by mathematics, by the grim calculus of how many men each side could feed into the machinery of destruction until one side ran out.

The second great war repeated elements of this pattern while introducing new complications. Germany's blitzkrieg tactics succeeded initially by concentrating force against portions of enemy armies rather than engaging their entire mass, but the fundamental demographic disadvantage reasserted itself once the conflict became global. The United States and the Soviet Union together commanded populations and industrial capacities that no combination of Axis powers could match over a sustained conflict. The atomic bomb demonstrated that technological innovation could compress the destructive power of millions of soldiers into a single weapon, hinting at futures where demographic scale might matter less, but the conventional conclusion of the war in Europe and the Pacific relied ultimately on the ability to mobilize more men and materiel than the enemy could destroy.

The Cold War calculus of superpower competition continued to privilege demographic scale even as nuclear weapons transformed strategic thinking. The United States and Soviet Union each maintained conventional forces numbering in the millions, organized for the possibility of a European land war that would require the mobilization of entire societies. China's emergence as a significant factor in Cold War diplomacy owed much to its sheer size. A nation of several hundred million people, growing toward a billion, could not be ignored regardless of its technological sophistication or economic development. The demographic factor shaped everything from alliance calculations to development strategies. Nations sought population growth as a component of national strength. The demographic transition that was reducing birth rates in industrialized countries generated anxiety among strategists who wondered whether declining populations could sustain the military and economic competition that Cold War logic demanded.

This entire framework of assumptions now faces fundamental challenge. The relationship between population and power that seemed so natural and permanent turns out to have been a function of specific technological conditions, conditions that are now changing with extraordinary speed. The key variable in this transformation is the substitutability of human labor. Throughout all of previous history, human beings were the only source of certain categories of productive activity. Machines could augment human labor, multiply its effects, and take over specific physical tasks, but the coordination, judgment, and cognitive flexibility required for most economically and militarily significant activities remained irreducibly human. This is what made population so essential to power. If you needed more output, you needed more people. If you needed more soldiers, you needed more citizens. If you needed more innovation, you needed larger populations from which exceptional talents could emerge.

Artificial intelligence breaks this relationship in ways that become more apparent with each passing year. The machines that augmented human labor are evolving into machines that substitute for human labor across an expanding range of activities. This is not the automation of the twentieth century, which replaced human muscles with mechanical actuators while leaving human minds essential to direction and coordination. Contemporary AI systems demonstrate capacity for pattern recognition, language processing, logical reasoning, and creative synthesis that previously required human cognition. The implications for the population-power nexus are profound. If machines can perform the tasks that required human labor, then human labor becomes less essential. If human labor becomes less essential, then population size becomes less determinative of national capacity. If population size becomes less determinative, then the entire framework that connected demographic vitality to geopolitical strength requires fundamental revision.

Consider the military domain where demographic mass traditionally translated most directly into fighting power. Modern weapons systems already depend more on technological sophistication than on the number of soldiers who operate them. A single aircraft carrier battle group projects more destructive power than entire armies of previous centuries while being crewed by thousands rather than millions. Unmanned aerial vehicles have demonstrated the capacity to conduct reconnaissance, surveillance, and strike missions without placing human pilots at risk. Ground-based robotic systems are advancing toward the point where they can perform combat functions that currently require infantry soldiers. Naval vessels designed for minimal crewing or fully autonomous operation are in development across multiple countries. The trajectory points clearly toward military capabilities that depend less on how many soldiers a nation can field and more on how advanced its robotic and AI systems have become.

This does not mean that human soldiers will disappear from battlefields in the near term. Technological transitions of this magnitude require decades rather than years to complete. But it does mean that the calculus connecting population to military power is weakening with each increment of automation capability. A nation of fifty million with advanced autonomous weapons systems may project more military power than a nation of five hundred million equipped with previous-generation technology requiring large human workforces to operate. The implications for countries experiencing population decline are counterintuitive but significant. Demographic shrinkage need not translate into military weakness if the shrinking population successfully develops or acquires the automation technologies that substitute for human soldiers. Conversely, demographic expansion provides diminishing strategic benefit if it produces more potential soldiers than the military employment landscape of an automated future can absorb.

The economic domain exhibits parallel dynamics. Traditional economic models treated labor as a fundamental factor of production alongside capital and resources. More workers meant more output, at least within the constraints imposed by available capital and natural resources. Economic growth required either more workers or more productivity per worker, and productivity gains themselves often depended on having enough workers to implement new technologies and methods across the economy. This framework made population growth synonymous with economic potential. Countries with young, growing populations could look forward to decades of demographic dividend as larger workforce cohorts entered productive employment. Countries with aging, shrinking populations faced the opposite prospect, with labor shortages constraining growth regardless of capital availability or technological sophistication.

Automation rewrites these equations in real time. Factory floors that once employed thousands now produce equivalent output with hundreds of workers supervising robotic systems. Logistics networks route goods across continents with minimal human intervention. Financial transactions execute through algorithms that process information and make decisions faster than any human trader could match. Customer service interactions increasingly involve AI systems capable of understanding queries and resolving problems without human agents. Legal research, medical diagnosis, accounting analysis, and administrative processing are all experiencing automation pressures that reduce the human labor required to perform these activities. Each increment of capability represents one more domain where population size matters less than it did previously.

The nations experiencing the most severe population decline are, not coincidentally, among the most advanced in automation technology. Japan, South Korea, Germany, and Taiwan all face demographic trajectories that would spell disaster under traditional assumptions about the population-power relationship. Their working-age populations are shrinking in absolute terms. Their dependency ratios are rising as larger elderly cohorts require support from smaller working cohorts. Their total populations are beginning to fall in ways that demographic models suggest will accelerate rather than stabilize. Yet these same nations lead in robotics deployment, AI research, advanced manufacturing, and the systematic integration of automation into their economic structures. They are conducting an unprecedented experiment in substituting machines for missing workers, attempting to maintain or even increase economic output while the human inputs to that output decline.

The results of this experiment remain incomplete but already suggest that the traditional relationship between population and economic power is weaker than assumed. South Korea's manufacturing sector produces more with fewer workers than it did a decade ago. Japan's industrial output has remained relatively stable despite working-age population decline through aggressive automation. Germany's factories combine declining employment with stable or increasing production through systematic robotization. These are not exceptions or anomalies. They are early indicators of a structural transformation in the relationship between people and productive capacity. The nations that successfully navigate this transformation will emerge with economic bases that depend less on demographic size and more on technological capability. The nations that fail to navigate it will find their demographic challenges compounded by economic decline regardless of whether their populations are growing or shrinking.

The political dimensions of this transformation deserve equal attention. Democratic theory has long assumed that legitimacy derives from popular participation, that governments represent populations and govern on their behalf. The size of a population determined the scale of the political community, the weight of its voice in international affairs, and the resources available for collective action. Large democracies commanded more attention than small ones not merely because they controlled more territory or economic output but because they represented more people, more citizens whose interests and preferences carried moral weight in international deliberations. The principle of self-determination that shaped the post-colonial order assumed that peoples had rights to govern themselves, with the implicit corollary that larger peoples represented larger accumulations of those individual rights.

Automation introduces complications to this political logic that few observers have fully considered. If the economic activities that sustain a society increasingly do not require human labor, what becomes of the social contract that exchanged work for citizenship, productivity for political participation? If AI systems can perform the cognitive tasks involved in governance, from analyzing policy options to optimizing administrative processes to evaluating regulatory compliance, what role remains for human judgment in political decisions? If military power derives from autonomous systems rather than citizen soldiers, what connection persists between the population that theoretically governs and the forces that theoretically defend them? These are not abstract philosophical puzzles. They are practical questions that will shape political arrangements as automation penetrates deeper into the structures that connect states to populations.

The nation-state system itself evolved to govern populations. Its administrative structures, from census bureaus to tax authorities to social welfare agencies, exist to enumerate, categorize, and serve the people within national boundaries. Its democratic institutions channel popular preferences into policy outcomes through mechanisms designed to aggregate individual choices. Its security apparatus protects citizens whose labor and loyalty sustain the state. All of these arrangements assume that population is both the subject and object of governance, that states exist for people and depend upon people in roughly equal measure. What happens to this entire architecture when people become less economically essential, when their labor is no longer required to generate the wealth that states tax and distribute, when their military service is no longer required to defend the territories they inhabit?

The answer emerging from current trends is not the abolition of the nation-state but its transformation into something that looks increasingly different from twentieth-century models. States are developing administrative capacities that rely less on human bureaucrats and more on algorithmic systems. They are acquiring military capabilities that rely less on mass conscription and more on technological sophistication. They are managing economies where fewer workers produce more output, creating both challenges to traditional employment relationships and opportunities for new forms of social organization. The states that adapt successfully to these transformations will remain powerful regardless of demographic trajectories. The states that fail to adapt will find themselves weakening regardless of whether their populations are growing or shrinking.

This brings us to the conceptual turn that reframes everything discussed so far. The question is not whether population decline weakens nations in some absolute sense. The question is whether particular nations can substitute technological capability for demographic scale faster than demographic decline erodes their traditional sources of strength. This is a race condition, and different nations occupy very different positions on the starting line. Nations with advanced technological bases, strong educational systems, institutional coherence, and the capital necessary to invest in automation can plausibly maintain or even increase their effective power while their populations shrink. Nations without these advantages face compounding disadvantages. Their populations decline without corresponding increases in per-capita productivity. Their labor shortages constrain economic activity without automation to fill the gaps. Their military capabilities atrophy as they lack both the soldiers to field traditional forces and the technology to field automated alternatives.

The global distribution of power that emerges from this race will look nothing like the demographic rankings that strategists have studied for centuries. Small nations with advanced automation may exercise influence far disproportionate to their populations. Large nations that fail to automate may find their demographic mass converted into a burden rather than an asset, hundreds of millions of people requiring services and support without contributing to national capacity in traditional ways. The middle tiers of the current international order may experience the most dramatic resorting, with some ascending toward the first rank through successful automation and others descending toward dependency and marginalization despite populations that remain substantial by historical standards.

The implications extend beyond competition between nations to the fundamental question of what nations are for. If human labor becomes less essential to economic production, if human soldiers become less essential to national defense, if human bureaucrats become less essential to administration, what remains of the traditional functions that justified state power? The answer being forged in the current transition appears to involve states as managers of automated systems rather than as representatives of laboring populations. The state provides the institutional framework within which AI systems operate, ensures the energy and computational resources those systems require, maintains the security conditions necessary for automated production to proceed, and distributes the outputs in whatever manner political processes determine. This is governance of a fundamentally different character than what democracies have practiced, even if it retains democratic forms and procedures.

The population decline unfolding across the developed world and beginning in the developing world does not portend universal weakness. It portends differential transformation, with outcomes depending on how successfully particular societies manage the substitution of technological capability for demographic scale. Some will succeed and emerge as powers of the first rank despite populations that would have condemned them to insignificance under traditional assumptions. Others will fail and find themselves marginalized despite populations that would have commanded respect in earlier eras. The old maps of geopolitical strength based on demographic statistics are becoming obsolete. New maps based on technological capability, institutional coherence, and adaptational capacity are taking their place.

Understanding this transformation requires abandoning intuitions honed over centuries of demographic competition. It requires recognizing that the population-power link was never a law of nature but a contingent relationship that obtained under specific technological conditions. It requires accepting that those conditions are now changing fundamentally and irreversibly. The nations that grasp this reality earliest and act on it most decisively will shape the world that emerges from the great demographic transition currently underway. The nations that cling to outdated assumptions about the importance of demographic scale will find themselves surprised by a future in which people matter differently than they did before, in which power derives from sources their leaders failed to cultivate, and in which the old calculus of strength through numbers yields to something unprecedented in human history.

The chapters that follow explore the mechanisms, implications, and ultimate consequences of this transformation in detail. They examine how automation functions as a strategic asset replacing human labor across military, economic, and political domains. They analyze the collapse of labor-based geopolitics and the emergence of new competitive dynamics that have little to do with wage rates or workforce sizes. They investigate how control operates in societies where governments need fewer citizens to function and citizens need fewer governments to survive. They map the new global hierarchy taking shape as automation advances unevenly across regions and nations. And they ask what comes after mass humanity, what power and meaning look like when human numbers no longer anchor civilization as they have for all of recorded history.

The stakes could not be higher. We are living through a pivot point in human affairs that will determine which societies flourish and which decline, which political systems prove sustainable and which collapse, which visions of human organization succeed and which fail. The population reset underway is not primarily about birth rates or dependency ratios or pension systems, though it includes all of these. It is about the fundamental question of what human beings are for in a world where their labor, their cognition, and perhaps their participation become less economically and militarily essential. The answers to that question will shape everything that follows. Those who understand the question clearly have already begun to answer it in their favor. Those who do not have already begun to fall behind in a race whose finish line approaches faster than most have recognized.

The old world is dying. A new world is being born. The nations that understand this transition will inherit the future. The nations that deny it will become relics of a demographic era that has already ended, even if the final statistics have not yet been tallied. This book is a map to that future, an analysis of the forces shaping it, and a guide for those who wish to navigate it successfully. What follows is not prediction but analysis, not speculation but extrapolation from trends already visible to those willing to see clearly. The time for comfortable assumptions about population and power has passed. The time for understanding what replaces them has arrived.

The question that will organize global competition for the remainder of this century is not which nation can produce the most people. It is which nation can produce the most capable substitutes for people while maintaining the institutional coherence to govern societies undergoing transformations without precedent. The nations that answer this question successfully will rule. The nations that fail to answer it will be ruled. And the nations that do not even understand the question will find themselves rendered irrelevant by forces they never comprehended until it was too late to respond. This is the geopolitics of the population reset. This is the world taking shape around us. This is what power looks like after population stops being power.

The historical record provides no true precedent for what is now occurring, but it does offer instructive partial analogies that illuminate how power relationships transform when underlying technological conditions shift. The introduction of gunpowder weapons in late medieval Europe disrupted military arrangements that had persisted for centuries. The heavily armored knight, whose dominance had shaped European warfare and social organization for generations, became increasingly obsolete as firearms allowed common soldiers to defeat aristocratic cavalry at a fraction of the cost in training and equipment. The feudal system that had organized European society around the military capabilities of a landed warrior class began its long dissolution as monarchs discovered they could field armies of peasants with guns more effectively than they could maintain the allegiances of independent nobles. Power flowed toward whoever could mobilize the new technology most effectively, regardless of traditional claims based on blood, land, or honor.

The parallel to the current moment is instructive but incomplete. Gunpowder shifted the balance between types of soldiers but did not reduce the need for soldiers overall. Indeed, armies grew larger as firearms made it possible to train effective combatants more quickly and cheaply than the years required to produce a competent knight. The Industrial Revolution similarly shifted competitive advantages without reducing the importance of human labor. Factories replaced artisan workshops, but they employed more workers rather than fewer, concentrating labor in new ways while demanding it in unprecedented quantities. The transformations that remade power relationships in previous centuries generally substituted one form of human activity for another rather than substituting machines for humans altogether.

What distinguishes the current transformation is precisely this substitution effect. AI and advanced automation do not merely shift the balance between different categories of human work. They progressively reduce the total amount of human work required to produce given outputs. A factory that employed five thousand workers in 1970 might employ five hundred today while producing more than it did at peak employment. A military unit that required a hundred soldiers to operate its weapons systems might require ten soldiers supervising autonomous platforms that match or exceed the combat capability of the original formation. An administrative office that processed documents through dozens of clerks might handle equivalent workloads through AI systems requiring a handful of human overseers. The pattern is consistent across domains. More output from fewer people, with the trajectory pointing toward even greater substitution as AI capabilities continue advancing.

This substitution effect fundamentally alters the relationship between population and national capacity in ways that previous technological transitions did not. When gunpowder changed warfare, larger populations could still field larger armies and thus retained their advantage, merely exercising it through different weapons and tactics. When industrialization changed production, larger populations could still operate more factories and thus retained their advantage, merely exercising it through different modes of economic organization. But when automation changes both warfare and production by reducing human labor requirements, larger populations no longer automatically translate into greater military or economic capacity. The advantage shifts toward those who can deploy the most capable automated systems, regardless of how many people they govern.

The implications for currently powerful nations vary dramatically based on their positions in both demographic and technological terms. The United States faces population growth that has slowed but not reversed, sustained partly by immigration that continues despite political controversies. Its technological position remains strong, with leading AI research institutions, dominant technology corporations, and substantial military investment in autonomous systems. The American trajectory suggests a nation that can maintain its relative position through technological advancement even as its demographic advantage over rising competitors narrows. The challenge lies not in absolute decline but in managing a transition where traditional sources of strength matter less while new sources of strength require continuous cultivation and investment.

China presents a more complex case that illuminates the stakes involved. Its population has begun declining earlier and faster than official projections anticipated, with birth rates that have collapsed to levels below even the most pessimistic scenarios of a decade ago. The working-age population is shrinking in absolute terms while the elderly population expands rapidly. Traditional analysis would conclude that China's window of opportunity for challenging American hegemony is closing, that demographic decline will constrain its economic growth and military expansion before it achieves the technological parity necessary to compete as an equal. But this analysis assumes the old relationship between population and power, the very relationship that automation is disrupting. China is simultaneously pursuing AI and automation development with an intensity that matches or exceeds any competitor. If it succeeds in substituting machines for its missing workers and soldiers faster than demographic decline erodes its traditional capacities, it could emerge as powerful as the demographic pessimists doubt while being as automated as the technological optimists hope.

The European situation demonstrates yet another configuration of demographic and technological variables. The major European economies face population decline comparable to East Asian nations, with fertility rates that have remained below replacement for decades and show no signs of recovering. Immigration has partially offset natural decrease but generates political tensions that constrain its use as a demographic strategy. Technological capability varies across the continent, with Germany maintaining strength in industrial automation and robotics while other nations lag in AI development and deployment. The European Union as a collective entity struggles to coordinate technological policy across diverse national interests and regulatory frameworks. The outcome may be a Europe that successfully automates its declining population in some sectors and nations while failing to do so in others, producing internal divergence that compounds the challenges of competing with more unified powers.

Russia offers a cautionary example of what happens when demographic decline proceeds without corresponding technological advancement. Its population has been shrinking for decades, interrupted only briefly by modest recovery that has since reversed. Its technological base, while strong in certain military applications, lacks the broad civilian AI and automation ecosystem that characterizes leading nations. Its economy remains dependent on resource extraction rather than sophisticated manufacturing or services. The result is a nation whose traditional great power status erodes with each passing year, maintaining influence through nuclear weapons and regional intimidation while lacking the demographic or technological foundations for sustained competition with nations that possess both people and machines in greater abundance.

India represents perhaps the most consequential uncertainty in the emerging global order. Its population has surpassed China's to become the world's largest, and its demographic trajectory includes decades of continued growth before stabilization and eventual decline. Under traditional assumptions, this demographic dividend would translate into economic and military expansion that reshapes global power distribution. But India's technological position remains mixed, with islands of excellence in software and services surrounded by vast sectors that lag in automation and AI adoption. The question is whether India can develop and deploy automation technologies quickly enough to leverage its demographic dividend before that dividend transforms into a demographic burden of hundreds of millions of people whose labor the automated economy does not require. Success would produce a superpower of unprecedented scale. Failure would produce a nation too large to ignore but too poor to lead, its population a source of instability rather than strength.

The smaller nations that have already achieved advanced automation present models that larger nations cannot easily replicate but must understand. Singapore governs barely six million people yet exercises influence
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