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Preface

The world is fast becoming a much more dangerous place, and the question of how America should respond is hotly debated both at home and abroad. In the months since this book appeared in hardcover, the list of game-changing international news stories has only grown longer. China spooked the entire global economy in August 2015, and again in January 2016, when its benchmark Shanghai stock exchange seemed to be in free fall. A corruption investigation in Brazil panicked half its elected officials and upended the government. The wave of Middle Eastern refugees headed north and west toward Europe rose to new heights. ISIS raged on. Suicide bombings shifted the course of politics in Turkey. Russia joined the roster of combatants in Syria, its first military campaign outside former Soviet territory since the Cold War’s end, and then a Russian passenger plane exploded over Egypt. Days later, Paris suffered its deadliest terrorist attack in decades. As of this writing, Britain stands on the verge of a vote that will determine its future as a member of the European Union.

None of these developments threatened the United States directly. The U.S. economy continues its postcrisis recovery. Unemployment has fallen. The long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are mostly over (at least as far as the United States is concerned). The United States is now the world’s number one producer of oil and natural gas. The impact of illegal immigration into the United States is nothing like the costs and risks facing Europe as governments and citizens struggle to cope with a million more Muslim migrants and the pressure they exert on local politics and Europe’s open borders. The Western Hemisphere remains the world’s most peaceful and stable region.

But though Americans can afford to watch the troubles of others from afar, at least for now, many of these conflicts expose the increasingly obvious limits of U.S. international influence. Washington seems unable to help manage the world’s emergencies. What should the next U.S. president do about that? Should he/she develop a comprehensive strategy to ensure that democracy and freedom shape the emerging world order? Or is it the next president’s responsibility to take on new international risks and responsibilities only where and when it’s clear that Washington can strengthen U.S. security and prosperity? Or maybe it’s time to accept, at least temporarily, that U.S. interests are best served by redirecting resources now devoted to a superhero foreign policy toward America’s future by investing at home. All of these choices have strengths and weaknesses, but it’s crucial for Americans to choose a single coherent approach if we are to make best use of our limited resources. Events of the past six months have only made that choice a more urgent one.

Barack Obama has achieved some noteworthy things. The Trans-Pacific Partnership, the nuclear deal with Iran, and a diplomatic breakthrough with Cuba could all produce positive lasting results. But accomplishments alone don’t suggest a broader foreign policy strategy under construction or that Americans now better understand which responsibilities their country can and cannot afford to accept. Obama was elected in part to end the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan without starting any new ones. The public has generally supported his cautious approach to military commitments. But the next president will have a much wider range of questions to answer.

Choosing the next president has been a particularly contentious process. The 2016 election has indeed become a referendum on America’s approach to the rest of the world. It has raised fundamental questions about burden-sharing with our allies, about when, where, and why we send troops overseas, about what it means to be the world’s most influential democracy and its largest free market economy.

Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders, fist-shaking populists with little experience of, or interest in, foreign policy, made most of the headlines in 2016, often with verbal assaults on (what they say are) free-riding allies. Both men gripe that Washington pays too big a percentage of NATO’s bills. They agree that recent trade deals have cheated the American worker, though they explain the problem differently. Trump says that weak-kneed U.S. negotiators have made bad deals in recent years that allowed China, Mexico, Japan, and other countries to steal U.S. jobs and growth. Sanders counters that U.S. dealmakers are far from incompetent. Instead, they’re elites making deals with other elites to benefit elites. Both men’s views are grounded in resentment and suspicion.

But it’s Trump who has fundamentally changed the debate. He has no foreign policy experience, but he does have a coherent worldview, and conservative voters responded to it. It’s an approach I labeled “America First” during an interview in early 2016, without meaning it as a compliment, and I was more than a little surprised when Trump liked that formulation enough to adopt it for his campaign.1 (Irony alert: I sent copies of the hardback version of this book to every campaign except his. Serves me right for being so wrong about his chances of winning the Republican nomination.)

Trump has offered a hyper-nationalist approach to foreign policy. Bomb ISIS into oblivion. Take the oil. Build a wall and make Mexico pay for it. Ban Muslims from the country. Stop acting like chumps. Threaten China, Mexico, and Japan with a trade war unless they give us more of what we want. Abandon alliances when allies don’t pay their fair share. No one can say this isn’t a strong view of America’s role in the world. It’s the clearest possible repudiation of the idea that Americans have a special responsibility to promote, protect, and defend democracy and freedom beyond U.S. borders. It’s grounded in the conviction that Washington can and should refuse to enter into agreements of any kind with any government that refuses to negotiate on the president’s terms.

That message resonates with Americans who have become increasingly skeptical that the world wants U.S. leadership—and, more important, that Washington’s international leadership benefits Americans. Many older voters worry that America has become a fundamentally different country than the one they were taught to be proud of, and younger voters didn’t grow up with Cold War–era assumptions about the need for America to lead. Political polarization between conservatives and progressives of all ages has intensified. Protests have grown angrier and uglier. All these factors make it more difficult for any president, elected by half the country, to build consensus for any coherent, long-term view of America’s role in tomorrow’s world. But without that consensus, we could see the disintegration of everything Americans have helped build since the end of World War II.

Outside of Trump and Sanders, most of the 2016 presidential candidates limited their foreign policy pronouncements to predictably broad generalizations. Republicans were eager to talk foreign policy as a means of attacking Hillary Clinton’s record as Obama’s secretary of state. But when asked whether and how they might use U.S. power in the Middle East or in response to China’s rise or Russian aggression, most of them fell back on empty boasts and boilerplate blah blah blah about America’s timeless greatness. They refused to acknowledge limits, risks, costs, or the sometime virtues of cooperation and compromise. Their speeches were the rhetorical equivalent of American flag lapel pins. Talk loudly and wave a huge stick. Rip up the Iran deal. Put Putin in his place. Let the Chinese know who’s boss. The massacre in San Bernadino, California, that closed 2015 reminded us that future terrorist attacks are less likely to unite the country, as after 9/11, but to divide the nation along partisan lines. Populist grandstanding increases the risk of reckless responses to challenges that demand careful thought.

Grandstanding wins applause. It sometimes wins votes. But it can never become the basis for a coherent foreign policy. There are also some Republicans who prefer a more hands-off approach on these issues, but staying out of the way while your enemies fight one another doesn’t offer long-term solutions to chronic foreign-policy problems. The debate can’t simply be whether America should lead or stand on the sidelines. The larger questions of how, why, and toward what end must be answered.

Hillary Clinton tried hard to avoid the subject of foreign policy during debates with Bernie Sanders because, beyond highlighting his inexperience, she saw no clear electoral advantage in talking about it. In particular, she remained extraordinarily evasive about her views on trade. While Trump and Sanders made it very clear where they stand, Clinton tried to have it both ways. As Obama’s secretary of state, she praised the enormous Trans-Pacific Partnership as the “gold standard” in international trade. Then, while running for president, her bid to triangulate Bernie Sanders out of the race led her to argue that details of the deal prevented her from supporting it.

There are good reasons for candidates to avoid policy specifics that can be distorted in ways that cost them votes, and a future president does the country no favors by telling others exactly how he or she would try to solve this intractable problem or respond to that hypothetical crisis. But presidential candidates too often refuse to explain their most basic assumptions about how best to make America safer and more prosperous. There are exceptions. During a Republican debate in November 2015, Senators Rand Paul and Marco Rubio dove into an interesting argument. Here’s an edited version of their exchange:



	MARCO RUBIO:
	I know that [Senator] Rand [Paul] is a committed isolationist. I’m not. I believe the world is a stronger and a better place when the United States is the strongest military power in the world.



	RAND PAUL:
	Yeah, but, Marco, how is it conservative to add a trillion-dollar expenditure for the federal government that you’re not paying for? You cannot be a conservative if you’re going to keep promoting new programs that you’re not going to pay for.
(APPLAUSE)



	RUBIO:
	We can’t even have an economy if we’re not safe. There are radical jihadists in the Middle East beheading people and crucifying Christians. A radical Shia cleric in Iran trying to get a nuclear weapon. The Chinese taking over the South China Sea. … I know that the world is a safer place when America is the strongest military power in the world. (CHEERING AND APPLAUSE)



	PAUL:
	I do not think we are any safer from bankruptcy court. As we go further and further into debt, we become less and less safe. This is the most important thing we’re going to talk about tonight. Can you be a conservative and be liberal on military spending? Can you be for unlimited military spending and say, “Oh, I’m going to make the country safe”? We spend more on our military than the next ten countries combined? I want a strong national defense, but I don’t want us to be bankrupt.




There are a lot of phony debates out there about foreign policy, which usually involve someone railing against an opinion that no one actually holds. But there are plenty of real debates too, and this is a good example. Is a superpower foreign policy bankrupting America, wasting taxpayer dollars in places like Iraq and Afghanistan, money that’s better spent at home or left in the taxpayer’s pocket? Or is it foolish to believe that America can be secure and prosperous if the world’s fires are allowed to burn out of control? This is an argument with forceful points on both sides.

There are many more questions that deserve serious debate. How should the United States respond to the next stage of China’s rise at a time when it’s using its more than $3 trillion dollars in financial reserves to extend its economic influence? How important for the United States is the trans-Atlantic relationship? Is an ambitious new trade deal with Europe a good idea? Should the United States accept more of the world’s refugees? As the Middle East becomes more dangerously unstable, should Washington become more directly involved? If so, how and to what end? Can Washington really destroy ISIS? Can it afford not to? Is there anything the United States can and should do to improve relations with Russia or contain Vladimir Putin’s revanchist ambitions? How valuable are traditional partnerships with old friends like Britain, Japan, and Israel? What approach should Washington take toward Iran? And Saudi Arabia? Is it wise to become more actively involved in political disputes in Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa? Should the next president follow up on Obama’s opening to Cuba? None of these questions can be answered in isolation. Each response will depend on the answer to a larger question: What role should America play in this new world?

These are among the many important questions I’ll ask you to consider in the pages that follow as you decide for yourself how America should use its superpower. The 2016 presidential campaign hasn’t addressed any of these questions in a serious way. That’s a missed opportunity—for Americans and for everyone else. The world is changing much more quickly than U.S. presidential candidates would lead voters to believe, and the next international crisis, whatever it is and wherever it hits, is likely to be more complicated and involve more dangerous choices than Americans expect.

Ian Bremmer      

New York City      

May 9, 2016      




Introduction


We are our choices.

—Jean-Paul Sartre



America will remain the world’s only superpower for the foreseeable future. But what sort of superpower should it be? What role should America play in the world? What role do you want America to play?

Some say the time has come for the United States to mind its own business, let other countries solve their own problems, and focus instead on rebuilding America’s strength from within. Others insist that Washington can and should pursue an ambitious foreign policy, but one designed solely to make America more secure and more prosperous, not to foist our political and economic values on others. Still others say the world needs leadership and that only America can provide it. They argue that Americans and everyone else will be better off if democracy, freedom of speech, access to information, and the rights of the individual are universally respected.

What do you think? To help you decide, have a go at the following ten questions. Choose the single answer that best represents your opinion.


	Freedom is:

	The right of every human being.

	Fragile. Americans must protect it right here at home.

	In the eye of the beholder.



	America is:

	Exceptional because of what it represents.

	Exceptional because of all it has done for the world.

	Not an exceptional nation. America is the most powerful, but that doesn’t mean it’s always right.




	Which of these statements best expresses your opinion?

	America will be better off if we mind our own business and let other countries get along the best they can.

	America must lead.

	The primary purpose of U.S. foreign policy should be to make America safer and more prosperous.




	China is:

	America’s greatest challenge and greatest opportunity.

	The place where too many American jobs have gone.

	The world’s largest dictatorship.




	America’s biggest problem in the Middle East is that:

	Washington supports the region’s dictators rather than its people.

	Washington ignores small problems until they turn into big ones.

	Washington believes it can manage an unmanageable region.




	U.S. spy capabilities:

	Will always be a double-edged sword.

	Threaten our privacy.

	Are vital for protecting America.




	The primary responsibility of the president of the United States is:

	To advance U.S. interests at home and abroad.

	To promote, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.

	To lead.




	Which of the following best expresses your view?

	A great leader can change the world.

	A great leader must lead by example.

	In the real world, any leader must often choose the least bad of many bad options.




	Which is the most at risk?

	America’s economy.

	America’s international reputation.

	The respect of our leaders for America’s founding principles.




	I hope that by the year 2050:

	America will share the burdens of leadership with reliable, like-minded allies.

	Americans will have created a more perfect union at home.

	American leadership will have helped as many people as possible around the world topple the tyrants who deny them the freedom they deserve.





We’ll come back to these questions in the conclusion, and I promise to tell you exactly what I believe and why I believe it—and I’ll refer back to this quiz at the end of chapters 3, 4, and 5. But this book is about what you think. Whether you’re an American or the proud citizen of another country, I want to know what role you believe the world’s only superpower should play in our world. If you finish the book with a strong opinion, especially if it’s a bit different than the one you have at this moment, and even if it’s the opposite of mine, this book will have served its purpose.

I’m proud to be a political scientist, one who takes seriously his responsibility to offer unbiased analysis. I’m also intensely proud to be an American. You should know that right at the top. Among my ancestors are men and women from Armenia, Italy, Syria, Germany, and the Native American tribes that made their way across Central Asia, the Bering Strait, and the great North American plains. I grew up in the projects of Chelsea, Massachusetts, where I felt completely at home on my mainly Puerto Rican Little League baseball team, in my heavily Italian high school, and among the mainly Anglo middle-class kids I knew in my Junior Achievement group. Beyond the melting pot, my patriotism is an inevitable product of my childhood. My father died when I was four. My mother raised me and my brother with little help, little money, and unshakable confidence that a good education and a lot of hard work would give me the chance to invent my own future.

Because I love my country, I feel a responsibility to honor its virtues and accomplishments and to think and write about its shortcomings. I also care very much about America’s place in the world—what it is, what it could be, and what it should be. I want my country to find the courage to help others solve problems and the wisdom to avoid creating new ones. I also love a debate. Not the ones where politicians preen and bob and weave while pundits tally up their applause lines and verbal stumbles. I love debates in which brave and sincere men and women take up serious subjects in hopes of opening new doors onto undiscovered country. That’s the kind of debate America needs right now.

Parts of this book are centered on international turmoil and our world in transition—European fears, Russian ambitions, Middle East dangers, and Chinese riddles. But as you’ll see, it’s not about big global trends that Americans can’t control: the rise and fall of nations, emerging-world economics, or a disintegrating global order. Nor is it about blame for past mistakes. It’s about America’s role in tomorrow’s world and the choices we must begin to make as the next round of presidential candidates—Republicans, Democrats, and maybe a wild card or two—ask us for money, support, and our votes.

In chapter 1, I’ll write about today’s world, America’s limits, and its opportunity to transcend them. In chapter 2, I’ll briefly detail the incoherence of America’s post–Cold War foreign policy. In the next three chapters, I’ll outline three distinctly different choices for our future, three conflicting arguments on what role America should play in this world in transition. Not all the opinions expressed in these chapters reflect my personal views. How could they? They represent directly competing visions of America’s future. But I’ve done my best in each chapter to put forth the strongest arguments I can, and I ask you to decide which one you think is the most persuasive.

Chapter 3, “Independent America,” will try to persuade you that it’s time for America to declare independence from the need to solve other people’s problems and to finally realize our country’s enormous untapped potential by focusing our attentions at home. Chapter 4, “Moneyball America,” will argue that important parts of chapter 3 are dangerous nonsense, that there are a few things in this world that must be done, and that it’s in America’s interest for Americans to do them. Chapter 5, “Indispensable America,” will insist that these other two visions of our country’s future are unworthy of a great nation, that America can never establish lasting security and prosperity in the interconnected modern world until we have helped others win their freedom, and that we must keep our eyes on this prize even if it takes a hundred years to achieve. In chapter 6, I’ll detail why all three of these choices have strengths and flaws, but I’ll also argue that refusing to choose is the worst choice of all.

When I began writing this book, I didn’t know which of these three choices I would favor. It’s easy to be swayed by pundits and politicians with a story to sell or an ax to grind. My attempt to make the most honest and forceful case I could make for each of these three arguments helped me understand what I believe and why I believe it. I hope it will do the same for you. But I’ll wait until the conclusion to tell you what I really think. And I’ll remind you again that I don’t ask you to agree with me.

I ask only that you choose.
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CHAPTER 1

Today’s World and Tomorrow’s


A pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity; an optimist sees the opportunity in every difficulty.

—Winston Churchill



Our world is always in transition, but there are historical moments when the death of the existing order and the violent birth of a new one create extraordinary turmoil. This is one of those moments. The United States remains the world’s only military superpower, but costly, ill-conceived nation-building projects in Iraq and Afghanistan and the inability to resolve more recent conflicts leave Americans cynical about the value of U.S. power and reluctant to test it anywhere else. The great financial meltdown of 2008 led some to question whether the U.S. economy still stands on a firm foundation, and in the years that followed, stock prices recovered but the U.S. job market did not prove quite as resilient. America’s allies in Europe, the Middle East, East Asia, and elsewhere now question the strength of Washington’s commitment to the global responsibilities it claimed for itself in better days. Rivals and adversaries see new opportunities to test American intentions.

In recent years, emerging powers like China, Russia, the Gulf Arab leaders, India, Brazil, Turkey, and others have proven that they can reject U.S. leadership where it isn’t useful for them and extend their influence within their own regions. Yet governments in all these countries now face complex domestic challenges, leaving them unwilling and unable to offer a real alternative to that leadership. The U.S.-dominated post–Cold War order has come to an end. We now live in a world where no single power or alliance of powers can offer consistent global leadership. No one knows what comes next.

The breakdown of the old order has stirred up a remarkable amount of trouble over the past seven years. After the crash of once-formidable U.S. banks created extreme financial turbulence and a global recession, the Eurozone spiraled into crisis. The Middle East erupted. Well-organized and -financed Islamic radicals launched bold new attacks on the modern world. Fault lines began to appear among power players at the highest level of China’s leadership and, not coincidentally, Beijing began to pursue a much more aggressive foreign policy. Russia and the West again found themselves in conflict. Many of these fires will burn for years to come.

Consider the high-stakes questions facing America’s next president. Begin with the many risks created by changing times in China, a country whose social stability and economic vital signs have become crucial for the health of the entire global economy. As I’ll detail in later chapters, China’s leaders have staked their future on a long-term reform process designed to help the country finally make the leap from a poor one that sells consumer goods to America, Europe, and Japan to a modern one driven by an expanding middle class with the cash to buy more of the products China makes. They must help develop a more innovative economy, one fueled by efficient, dynamic private-sector firms rather than corrupt, inefficient state-owned dinosaurs. China’s companies must master new technologies that produce energy and growth without continued catastrophic damage to the country’s air and water. Its policymakers must manage the widening gap between the urban rich and rural poor. And they must do all this to extend the ruling party’s monopoly hold on political power for another generation.

But Beijing’s reformers are under pressure—from upwardly mobile urban Chinese tired of promises and ready for change, from factory workers who fear that these changes will cost them their jobs, and from some of the country’s wealthiest, best-connected power brokers who know these changes will strip them of privileges and protections. In response to these pressures, President Xi Jinping has launched an ambitious anticorruption campaign that has already taken down some of China’s most powerful people, in order to push aside opponents of reform and to earn greater trust from a cynical Chinese public. Over time, this strategy will provoke greater pushback from threatened officials who feel they have nothing to lose, raising the odds that a fight within the leadership will spill into the open, generating frightening levels of unrest across the country. All this at a time when ideas and information travel into, out of, and across China at greater speed than ever before in history. This reality increases the odds that no matter what Washington does, turmoil inside China will throw the entire global economy into reverse.

The next American president must also prepare for the day when trouble across China pushes Beijing toward conflict with its neighbors, including U.S. allies, via acts of aggression meant to distract China’s people from the failings of their government. To assert its fast-expanding regional influence and appease demand, particularly within the military, for a more assertive foreign policy, Beijing has already become more confrontational, particularly in the region’s disputed waters. This situation could become much more dangerous in coming years, because Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe has announced plans to “reinterpret” Japan’s constitution to allow his country to move its security policy beyond self-defense. This change makes it more likely that China and Japan will more often confront one another in the East China Sea. The governments of the world’s second- and third-largest economies will work hard to avoid a mutually costly military confrontation, but neither is deaf to domestic public demand for an uncompromising stand when tempers flare. If China one day becomes unstable, China, Japan, and America might quickly find themselves on a collision course through uncharted waters.

Next on the agenda is the conflict that again pits Russia against the West. This is not a new Cold War. Russia lacks the Soviet Union’s international allies, ideological appeal, and military muscle. But a struggle that began in the streets of Kiev will continue to be fought in and around Ukraine; at Russia’s borders with other neighbors; in energy markets, financial markets, the defense budgets of countries on both sides; and even in cyberspace. America’s NATO allies—the former Soviet republics Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and former Warsaw Pact member Poland, in particular—will remain on alert for years. Estonia and Latvia are home to a larger percentage of ethnic Russians even than Ukraine, a lasting point of tension. A troubled history with Russia and the anger stoked by the fight for Ukraine makes Poland the most aggressively anti-Kremlin voice in Europe.

Further feeding the anxiety are Eastern European fears that Russia cares much more about the future of its former communist allies than Western Europe or America ever will and that Moscow will fight harder and longer to preserve its influence in Ukraine than Washington, Brussels, or Berlin will defend Ukraine’s right to self-determination. Vladimir Putin is convinced that the West is not committed to a long-term fight. He may well be right. Washington is also right to worry that this conflict is already driving energy-rich Russia and energy-thirsty China much closer together, a fear that will intensify if instability in China moves Beijing to try to shift public anger over reform toward anti-American fury.

The next president must also worry over the health of U.S. relations with the country’s allies. In particular, the ties that bind Europe and the United States represent the most powerful potential coalition of capable and like-minded allies the world has ever known, but the transatlantic alliance is under increasingly serious stress. First, there are difficult and growing divisions within Europe itself. Demands from wealthier states like Germany for belt tightening and other painful economic reforms in Greece, Spain, Portugal, Italy, and even France have generated plenty of public anger in those countries. The impatience on all sides is obvious in elections for the European Parliament, where voters have cast an unprecedented number of ballots in recent years for anti-EU parties. Further dividing Europe are sharply differing opinions on the wisdom of confrontation with Russia.

Then there are the sources of division between Europe and the United States. The two sides agree on the need to beat back threats from Islamic radicals—though not always on how to do it—but they will never fully align on how best to handle Russia. The United States is not particularly vulnerable to blowback from bad relations with Moscow. In 2014, U.S. goods exports to Russia totaled just $11 billion and imports from Russia came to $24 billion. Russia is not among America’s twenty largest trade partners.1 For Europe, the stakes are much higher. Russia is the EU’s third-biggest trade partner, importing €103.2 billion of goods from the EU in 2014. Russian exports to the EU totaled €182.4 billion that year.2 Germany and most Eastern European countries will need substantial volumes of Russian energy for the foreseeable future. Slow-growth France needs Russian defense contracts. Britain needs Russian financial clients. This may become a source of serious U.S.-EU tension in coming years.

Nor does it help transatlantic relations that the U.S. National Security Agency has been caught spying on America’s allies, raising fears across Europe that U.S. information technology firms have given the country’s intelligence agencies deep access to European secrets. In response, German chancellor Angela Merkel took the extraordinary step in 2014 of calling for a European Internet that is walled off from the United States.3 Anti-American anger in many European countries, which rose sharply during the presidency of George W. Bush, then eased with the election of Barack Obama, has surged back to life, making it more difficult for America’s next president to win support from European governments for anything that wary European voters might not like.

America’s next president must also figure what to do—and what not to do—about an increasingly volatile Middle East, where a growing number of bloody battles threaten to become one big war. War-weary Americans and reluctant-to-lead Europeans must weigh whether and how to engage ever more anxious Saudi Arabia, newly assertive Iran, fragile Iraq, authoritarian Egypt, and internally divided Turkey, and must manage the intractable, eternal struggle between Israelis and Palestinians. Making matters more dangerous, many radical Islamists no longer believe that the wave of change that swept away dictators in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Tunisia and provoked unrest in other countries across North Africa and the Middle East during the so-called Arab Spring can help them use elections to bring about change. Instead, they’ve taken up arms, hoping to achieve by bloodshed what can’t be won through politics.

In particular, the conquest of some of Iraq’s largest cities in 2014 allowed the so-called Islamic State to become the best-financed terrorist organization in history, and the group continues to attract willing recruits from around the world looking for a fight to make their own. In Iraq, Syria, Mali, Nigeria, Libya, Tunisia, Yemen, and Somalia, holy war has begun to burn bright. Upping the ante for America’s next leader, the region has become a training ground for Muslim radicals with European and U.S. passports, increasing alert levels in Western capitals. This threat, not the one jihad poses to the region’s oil production, will be the most important problem that the Middle East creates for Americans in years to come.

Now look to the broader picture, because the tests awaiting the next president are larger than those from any one war zone, country, or region. Over the next generation, the global economy will depend more for its dynamism on the strength and resilience of emerging-market countries. That should worry us, because these countries are inherently less stable than the rich-world powers that have driven growth over the past several decades. These are places where, as in India in 2012, a government’s failure to address infrastructure problems can trigger a blackout across an area that’s home to 670 million people.4 Or, as in Brazil in 2013, a nine-cent increase in bus fares in São Paulo can spark protests that drive a million people into the streets of major cities, and a lack of rainfall can generate an electricity shortage severe enough to push a country of 200 million people into recession.5 Or, as in Turkey in 2013, an aggressive police response to protests over a plan to replace a grove of sycamore trees with a shopping mall can push 2 million angry people into demonstrations across the country.6 It’s entirely possible that during the next U.S. president’s term in office, China will become the world’s largest economy. What will it mean for global economic stability when the world economy is led by a still-poor, potentially unstable, authoritarian power?

An American president facing so much uncertainty and so many sources of potential trouble might be only too happy to share the burdens of leadership with willing partners, but who will step forward to help? Europe’s leaders have their hands full with the internal struggle over how best to restore confidence in the Eurozone’s long-term vitality and the security challenges posed by Putin’s Russia. And they’re unsure whether to make long-term economic bets on traditional ties and improved trade relations with America or hedge their bets by investing in a promising new partnership with rising China.

Japan, China, and India are unlikely to offer much international leadership, at least for the moment. Political leaders in all three countries are overwhelmingly focused on complicated, long-term economic reform projects. Japan’s leaders must build on Prime Minister Shinzo Abe




U.S. Foreign Policy Is in Decline …







… but America Itself Is Not in Decline
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