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Dedication

For me, dedications are difficult because I’m . . . lucky.

I was born in the right country at the right time to grow up in safety.

Simultaneously old enough and young enough to recognize the disconnects and opportunities in the shift from duck-and-cover to 5G.

I’ve been blessed with more mentors than I can count, something only possible because they chose to play the role.

I’m in my field only because of those who have come before, and I’m able to read the future only because of the questions I’m asked by those who will come after.

Without the village, my work—my life—would not be possible.

So thank you.

Thank you all.




Epigraphs

This is the way the world ends

Not with a bang but a whimper.

—T. S. Eliot

Should we be so lucky.

—German proverb
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Introduction

The past century or so has been a bit of a blitzkrieg of progress. From horse-and-buggy to passenger trains to the family car to everyday air travel. From the abacus to adding machines to desktop calculators to smartphones. From iron to stainless steel to silicon-laced aluminum to touch-sensitive glass. From waiting for wheat to reaching for citrus to being handed chocolate to on-demand guacamole.

Our world has gotten cheaper. And certainly better. And most definitely faster. And in recent decades the paces of change and achievement have accelerated further. We’ve witnessed the release of more than thirty ever-more-sophisticated versions of the iPhone in just fifteen years. We’re attempting to shift wholesale to electronic vehicles at ten times the pace we adopted traditional combustion engines. The laptop I’m tapping this down on has more memory than the combined total of all computers globally in the late 1960s. Not long ago I was able to refinance my home at a rate of 2.5 percent. (It was stupidly awesome.)

It isn’t simply about stuff and speed and money. The human condition has similarly improved. During the past seven decades, as a percent of the population, fewer people have died in fewer wars and fewer occupations and fewer famines and fewer disease outbreaks than since the dawn of recorded history. Historically speaking, we live in an embarrassment of riches and peace. All of these evolutions and more are tightly interwoven. Inseparable. But there is a simple fact that is often overlooked.

They are artificial. We have been living in a perfect moment.

And it is passing.

The world of the past few decades has been the best it will ever be in our lifetime. Instead of cheap and better and faster, we’re rapidly transitioning into a world that’s pricier and worse and slower. Because the world—our world—is breaking apart.

I’m getting ahead of myself.

In many ways this book is the most quintessentially “me” project I’ve done. My work lands me squarely at the intersection of geopolitics and demography. Geopolitics is the study of place, exploring how everything about us is an outcome of where we are. Demography is the study of population structures. Teens act different from thirty-somethings versus fifty-somethings versus seventy-somethings. I weave together these two disparate themes to forecast the future. My first three books were about nothing less than the fall and rise of nations. About exploring the “big picture” of the world to come.

But you can only speak at Langley so many times. To pay the bills I do something else.

My real job is a sort of hybrid public speaker/consultant (the fancy marketing term is geopolitical strategist).

When groups bring me in, it’s rare that they want to ruminate over the future of Angola or Uzbekistan. Their needs and questions are closer to home and their pocketbooks, wrapped up in a series of economic questions about trade and markets and access. What I do is apply geopolitics and demography to their problems. Their dreams. Their fears. I peel out the appropriate parts of my “big picture” and apply them to questions of electricity demand in the Southeast, or precision manufacturing in Wisconsin, or financial liquidity in South Africa, or the nexus of security and trade in the Mexico border region, or transport options in the Midwest, or energy policy during the turn of American administrations, or heavy industry in Korea, or tree fruits in Washington State.

This book is all that and more. So much more. I’m once again using my trusty tools of geopolitics and demography to forecast the future of global economic structures, or, to be more accurate, their soon-to-be lack thereof. To showcase the shape of the world just past the horizon.

The crux of the problem we all face is that, geopolitically and demographically speaking, for most of the last seventy-five years we have been living in that perfect moment.

At the end of World War II, the Americans created history’s greatest military alliance to arrest, contain, and beat back the Soviet Union. That we know. That’s no surprise. What is often forgotten, however, is that this alliance was only half the plan. In order to cement their new coalition, the Americans also fostered an environment of global security so that any partner could go anywhere, anytime, interface with anyone, in any economic manner, participate in any supply chain and access any material input—all without needing a military escort. This butter side of the Americans’ guns-and-butter deal created what we today recognize as free trade. Globalization.

Globalization brought development and industrialization to a wide swath of the planet for the first time, generating the mass consumption societies and the blizzard of trade and the juggernaut of technological progress we all find so familiar. And that reshaped global demographics. Mass development and industrialization extended life spans, while simultaneously encouraging urbanization. For decades that meant more and more workers and consumers, the people who give economies some serious go. One outcome among many was the fastest economic growth humanity has ever seen. Decades of it.

The Americans’ postwar Order triggered a change in condition. By shifting the rules of the game, economics transformed on a global basis. A national basis. A local basis. Every local basis. That change of condition generated the world that we know. The world of advanced transport and finance, of ever-present food and energy, of never-ending improvements and mind-bending speed.

But all things must pass. We now face a new change in condition.

Thirty years on from the Cold War’s end, the Americans have gone home. No one else has the military capacity to support global security, and from that, global trade. The American-led Order is giving way to Disorder. Global aging didn’t stop once we reached that perfect moment of growth. Aging continued. It’s still continuing. The global worker and consumer base is aging into mass retirement. In our rush to urbanize, no replacement generation was ever born.

Since 1945 the world has been the best it has ever been. The best it will ever be. Which is a poetic way of saying this era, this world—our world—is doomed. The 2020s will see a collapse of consumption and production and investment and trade almost everywhere. Globalization will shatter into pieces. Some regional. Some national. Some smaller. It will be costly. It will make life slower. And above all, worse. No economic system yet imagined can function in the sort of future we face.

This devolution will be jarring, to say the least. It’s taken us decades of peace to suss out this world of ours. To think that we will adapt easily or quickly to such titanic unravelings is to showcase more optimism than I’m capable of generating.

But that’s not the same as saying I don’t have a few guideposts.

First comes something I call the “Geography of Success.” Place matters. Hugely. The Egyptian cities are where they are because they had the perfect mix of water and desert buffer for the preindustrial age. Somewhat similarly, the Spanish and Portuguese rose to dominance not simply because of their early mastery of deepwater technologies, but because their location on a peninsula somewhat freed them from the general melee of the European continent.

Toss industrial technologies into the mix and the story shifts. Applying coal and concrete and railways and rebar en masse takes a lot of money, and the only places that could self-fund were those with a plethora of capital-generating navigable waterways. Germany has more than anyone in Europe, making the German rise inevitable. But the Americans have more than anyone in the world—than everyone else in the world—making the German fall just as inevitable.

Second, and you may have figured this out for yourself already, Geographies of Success are not immutable. As technologies evolve, the lists of winners and losers shift with them. Advances in harnessing water and wind eroded what made Egypt special into history, providing room for a new slate of major powers. The Industrial Revolution reduced Spain to a backwater, while heralding the beginning of the English Imperium. The coming global Disorder and demographic collapse will do more than condemn a multitude of countries to the past; it will herald the rise of others.

Third, shifting the parameters of the possible impacts . . . pretty much everything. Our globalized world is, well, global. A globalized world has one economic geography: the geography of the whole. Regardless of trade or product, nearly every process crosses at least one international border. Some of the more complex cross thousands. In the world we are (d)evolving into, that is relentlessly unwise. A deglobalized world doesn’t simply have a different economic geography, it has thousands of different and separate geographies. Economically speaking, the whole was stronger for the inclusion of all its parts. It is where we have gotten our wealth and pace of improvement and speed. Now the parts will be weaker for their separation.

Fourth, not only despite the global churn and degradation, but also in many cases because of it, the United States will largely escape the carnage to come. That probably triggered your BS detector. How can I assert that the United States will waltz through something this tumultuous? What with its ever-rising economic inequality, ever-fraying social fabric, and ever-more bitter and self-destructive political scene?

I understand the reflexive disbelief. I grew up during the age of duck-and-cover. I find it galling that issues such as “safe spaces” in colleges devoid of divergent viewpoints, transgender bathroom policy, and vaccine benefits have even crossed into the proverbial town square, much less all but crowded-out issues such as nuclear proliferation or America’s place in the world. Sometimes it feels as though American policy is pasted together from the random thoughts of the four-year-old product of a biker rally tryst between Bernie Sanders and Marjorie Taylor Greene.

My answer? That’s easy: it isn’t about them. It has never been about them. And by “them” I don’t simply mean the unfettered wackadoos of contemporary America’s radicalized Left and Right, I mean America’s political players in general. The 2020s are not the first time the United States has gone through a complete restructuring of its political system. This is round seven for those of you with minds of historical bents. Americans survived and thrived before because their geography is insulated from, while their demographic profile is starkly younger than, the bulk of the world. They will survive and thrive now and into the future for similar reasons. America’s strengths allow her debates to be petty, while those debates barely affect her strengths.

Perhaps the oddest thing of our soon-to-be present is that while the Americans revel in their petty, internal squabbles, they will barely notice that elsewhere the world is ending!!! Lights will flicker and go dark. Famine’s leathery claws will dig deep and hold tight. Access to the inputs—financial and material and labor—that define the modern world will cease existing in sufficient quantity to make modernity possible. The story will be different everywhere, but the overarching theme will be unmistakable: the last seventy-five years long will be remembered as a golden age, and one that didn’t last nearly long enough at that.

The center point of this book is not simply about the depth and breadth of changes in store for every aspect of every economic sector that makes our world our world. It is not simply about history once again lurching forward. It is not simply about how our world ends. The real focus is to map out what everything looks like on the other side of this change in condition. What are the new parameters of the possible? In a world deglobalized, what are the new Geographies of Success?

What comes next?

After all, the end of the world really is just the beginning. So, it’s best if we start there.

At the beginning.




Section I:

The End of an Era




How the Beginning Began

In the beginning we were wanderers.

We didn’t wander because we were trying to find ourselves; we wandered because we were HONGRY. We wandered with the seasons to places with more abundant roots, nuts, and berries. We wandered up and down elevation bands to forage for different plants. We followed the animal migrations because that’s where the steaks were. What passed for shelter was what you could find when you needed it. Typically, we would not stay in the same place for more than a few weeks because we’d forage and hunt the yard to nothing in no time. Our stomachs would force us to start wandering anew.

The limitations of it all were pretty, well, limiting. The only power source an unaided human has are muscles, first our own and later that of the handful of animals that we could tame. Starvation, disease, and injury were common and had the unfortunately high likelihood of proving lethal. And any provided-by-nature root or rabbit that you ate was one that someone else would not be eating. So, sure, we lived in “harmony with nature” . . . which is another way of saying we tended to beat the crap out of our neighbors whenever we saw them.

Odds are, whoever won the fight ate the loser.

Pretty exciting, eh?

Then, one miraculous day, we started something new and wondrous that made life less violent and less precarious and our world fundamentally changed:

We started gardening in our poo.

THE SEDENTARY FARMING REVOLUTION

Human poo is an odd thing. Since humans are omnivores, their poo boasts among the densest concentrations of nutrients in the natural world. Since humans know where their poo gets, er, deposited . . . let’s call it “inventorying” and “securing fresh supplies” was a simple process.*

Human poo proved to be one of the best fertilizer and growth mediums not just in the pre-civilized world, but right up until the mass introduction of chemical fertilizers in the mid-nineteenth century—and in some parts of the world, even today. Managing poo introduced us to some of our first class-based distinctions. After all, no one really wanted to gather and inventory and distribute and . . . apply the stuff. It is part of why India’s Untouchables were/are so . . . untouchable—they did the messy work of collecting and distributing “night soil.”*

The Great Poo Breakthrough—more commonly referred to as humanity’s first true technological suite, sedentary agriculture—also introduced humans to the first rule of geopolitics: location matters, and which locations matter more changes with the technology of the day.

The first Geography of Success, that of the hunter/gatherer era, was all about range and variety. Good nutrition meant being able to tap multiple types of plants and animals. No one likes moving house, so we wouldn’t relocate until an area had been picked clean. Since we tended to clear out an area pretty quickly, and because hunger would mercilessly nudge us to greener pastures, we needed to be able to easily relocate. We tended to concentrate, therefore, in areas with a great deal of climatic variety in a fairly dense footprint. Mountain foothills proved particularly popular because we could access several different climatic zones in a relatively short amount of horizontal distance. Another popular choice was where the tropics bled into the savanna so we could tap game-rich savannas in the wet season, and the plant-rich rain forests in the dry.

Ethiopia was particularly favored by hunter/gatherers as it blended savanna, rain forest, and vertical striations into a single neat package. But that was utter crap for (poo) farming.

Getting all the food you needed from one place required a single large-ish chunk of flattish ground—not the sort of spread or variety that could sustain hunter/gatherers. The seasonality of movement of the hunter/gatherer diet was largely incompatible with the constant attention requirements of crops, while the seasonal nature of harvesting crops was largely incompatible with the needs of humans’ desires to eat year-round. And just because you were staying put and farming didn’t mean your neighbors were. Without proper disincentives, they’d tend to forage right through your garden and you’d be out months of work and back into starvation mode. Many tribes started farming only to abandon it as unworkable.

Squaring these particular circles not only required that we learn a different way of feeding ourselves, it also forced us to find a different sort of geography from which we could source the food.

We needed a climate with a sufficient lack of seasonality so crops could be grown and harvested year-round, thus eliminating the starving season. We needed consistent water flows so that those crops could be relied upon to sustain us year-in, year-out. We needed places where nature provided good, sturdy natural fences so that the neighbors couldn’t just walk in and help themselves to our labor-fruits. We needed a different Geography of Success.

THE WATER REVOLUTION

The only places on Earth that sport all three criteria are rivers that flow through low-latitude and low-altitude deserts.

Some parts of this are obvious.

»As any farmer or gardener knows, if it doesn’t rain, you’re screwed. Yet if you set up shop on the banks of a river, you’ll never run out of water for irrigation unless some bearded dude starts writing a Bible.

»Low-latitude regions get long, sun-filled days all year; the lack of seasonal variation enables multi-cropping. More crops at more times means less hunger, and hunger sucks.

»High-elevation rivers flow fast and straight and cut canyons in the landscape as they go. In contrast, low-altitude rivers are more likely to meander through flat zones, bringing their water into contact with more potential farmland. As an added bonus, when a braided river overflows its banks with the spring floods, it leaves behind a nice thick layer of nutrient-rich sediment. Silt is a great poo enhancer.

»Being in a desert region keeps those pesky foraging neighbors at bay. No sane hunter/gatherer is going to get to the edge of a desert, gaze into the endless mass of heat ripples, and dreamily opine, “I bet there are some awesome rabbits and rutabagas that-a-way.” Especially in an era when loose sandals were the most durable footwear available.

Rivers also hold a couple of less obvious advantages that are just as critical.

The first of them is transport. Moving stuff around isn’t all that easy. Assuming you have access to an asphalt or concrete road—the sort of road that didn’t even exist until the early twentieth century—it takes about twelve times as much energy to move things on land as compared to water. In the early years of the first millennia BCE, when a top-notch road was gravel, that energy disconnect was more likely in the neighborhood of 100 to 1.*

Having a slow-moving desert river running through the hearts of our first homelands enabled humans to relocate everything from where it was in surplus to where it was in demand. Labor distribution enabled early humans to exploit more fields and so increase plantings and food supplies, and to do so in places that didn’t need to be within a short walk of where we lived. Such advantages were often the difference between spectacular success (that is, everybody doesn’t starve) and equally spectacular failure (everybody does starve). There was also the not-even-remotely-insignificant issue of security: soldier distribution via the waterways enabled us to fend off those neighbors dumb enough to cross our desert lawns.

This transport issue, all by itself, separated the early agriculturalists from everyone else. More lands under more secure production meant more food produced, which meant larger and more stable populations, which meant more lands under more secure production, and so on. We were no longer wandering tribes, we were established communities.

The second issue rivers solve is one of . . . digestion.

Just because something is edible does not mean that it is edible right off the plant. Things like raw wheat can certainly be chewed, but they tend to be hard on every part of the digestive system, contributing to bloody mouths, bloody stomachs, and bloody poo. Not good things in any age.

Raw grains can be boiled to make a gruel that is disgusting in taste, appearance, and texture, but boiling both wrecks the grains’ nutrient profile and anyway requires substantial fuel. Boiling might work as a supplementary food stream for a tribe that wanders from place to place and often has a supply of fresh firewood and only a few mouths to feed, but it’s a complete nonstarter in a terminal desert valley. Deserts never have many trees in the first place. Where deserts and trees overlap would of course be along rivers, putting fuel sourcing in direct competition with farmlands. Anywho, the point is that successful riverine agriculture generates big local populations. Boiling food for a lot of people—for a community—every day simply isn’t feasible in a world before coal or electricity.

Bottom line? Clearing land, digging irrigation trenches, planting seed, tending crops, and harvesting and threshing grain are the easy parts of early agriculture. The really brutal work is getting two pieces of rock and grinding your harvest—a few grains at a time—into a coarse powder that can then be prepared into easily digestible porridge (without needing heat), or, if you lived with a foodie, baked into bread. Our only available power was muscle power—both humans and our critters—and the sad physics of the grinding process required so much labor that it kept humanity in a technological rut.

Rivers helped us flush this problem. Waterwheels enabled us to transfer a bit of a river’s kinetic energy to a milling apparatus. So long as the water flowed, the wheel would turn, one big rock would grind against another, and we just needed to dump our grain into the grinding bowl. A bit later, presto! Flour.

Waterwheels were the original labor saver. At first nearly all that savings was simply folded back into the backbreaking work of irrigated agriculture, bringing more land under cultivation, enabling larger and more reliable yields. But with the farm-to-table process becoming somewhat less labor intensive, we started generating food surpluses for the first time. That too freed up a bit of labor, and we had inadvertently come up with something for them to do: manage the food surpluses. Bam! Now we have pottery and numbers. Now we need some way to store our urns and keep track of the math. Bam! Now we have basic engineering and writing. Now we need a way to distribute our stored food. Bam! Roads. All our stuff needed to be kept, managed, and guarded in a centralized location, while all our skills needed to be passed on to future generations. Bam! Urbanization and education.*

At each stage, we pulled a bit of labor out of agriculture and into new industries that managed, leveraged, or improved the very agriculture the labor had originally come from. The steadily increasing levels of labor specialization and urbanization first gave us towns, then city-states, then kingdoms, and eventually empires. Sedentary agriculture may have given us more calories while deserts provided better security, but it took the power of rivers to put us on the road to civilization.

During these early millennia, there . . . wasn’t much traffic.

River-driven agricultural systems could—and did—pop up all along the world’s many rivers, but cultures enjoying that crunchy desert coating were rare birds. Our first good choices for sedentary agriculture-based civilizations were the Lower Tigris, Euphrates, and Nile, the mid-Indus (today’s Pakistan), and to a lesser degree, the Upper Yellow (that’s today’s north-central China), and . . . that’s about it.

Cultures may have been able to carve out niches—or kingdoms, or even empires—for themselves along the Missouri or Seine or Yangtze or Ganges or Kwanza—but none of them would have enough insulation from the neighbors to persevere. Other groups—whether civilized or barbarous—would wear these echo cultures down with unrelenting competition. Even the biggest and most badass of all those echo empires—the Romans—“Only” survived for five centuries in the dog-eat-dog world of early history. In contrast, Mesopotamia and Egypt both lasted multiple millennia.

The real kicker is that the next technological change didn’t make human cultures more durable by insulating them, but instead less durable by ratcheting up the competition.

THE WIND REVOLUTION

In the seventh century CE, humanity’s milling technologies finally ground through a series of technical barriers and married the milling wheel to a new power source. Instead of using paddle wheels to reach below a structure to tap the power of moving water, we used fins and sails to reach above and tap the power of moving air. The rest of the apparatus—a crankshaft and a pair of grinding surfaces—stayed more or less the same, but shifting the power source shifted the geography of where human development was possible.

In the water era, the only places that enjoyed surplus labor and labor specialization were those anchored into river systems. Everyone else had to reserve a chunk of their labor force for the grueling work of grinding. By tapping the wind, however, almost anyone could use a windmill to mill flour. Labor specialization—and from it, urbanization—could occur anywhere with rainfall and the occasional stiff breeze. It wasn’t so much that these newer cultures were more stable or secure. They weren’t. On the whole they suffered from far less strategic insulation than their pre-wind peers. But wind power expanded the zones where farming could generate surplus labor by a factor of one hundred.

This widespread spamming of new cultures had a rapid-fire series of consequences.

First, civilized life may have become far more common as the straitjacket terms for the Geographies of Success loosened somewhat, but life became far less secure. With cities popping up anywhere the rain fell and the wind blew, cultures found themselves in each other’s faces all the time. Wars involved players with better food supplies and increasingly capable technologies, meaning that war didn’t simply become more common, it also became more destructive. For the first time, the existence of a human population was linked to specific pieces of infrastructure. Destroy the windmills and you could starve an opposing population.

Second, just as how in the jump to sedentary agriculture the geography of what generated success shifted from varied elevations to low-lying desert river valleys, the shift from water power to wind power favored different sorts of lands. The trick was to have as big an internal frontier as possible with easy distribution. Rivers were still great, of course, but any sort of large, open flatlands would work. Balancing that would be good, crunchy external barriers. Deserts would still work, but anything that did not allow agriculture would suffice. Armies had to walk, and walkers could only carry so much food. In this era most armies tended to loot their way through their invasions, so if your borderlands didn’t have anything to loot you tended to get invaded less often and less . . . thoroughly.

Too open a frontier and groups like the Mongols tended to ruin your life. The Chinas and Russias of the world tended to do pretty badly. Too rugged an interior and you could never achieve enough cultural unification to put everyone on the same side. No one wanted to be Persia or Ireland, constantly struggling with internal discord. The goldilocks geographies were those with solid, crunchy outsides and gooey centers: England, Japan, the Ottoman Empire, Sweden.

Third, these new wind-dependent cultures didn’t necessarily last any longer—in fact, most of them were just pan flashes—but there were so many more of them that the absolute supply of skilled labor that humanity could generate exploded, kicking the pace of technological advancement into a higher gear.

The first phase of sedentary agriculture kicked in with people more or less parking around 11,000 BCE. Another roughly three millennia and we figured out how to domesticate both animals and wheat. The jump to watermilling finally happened in the last couple of centuries BCE (and was popularized thanks to the Greeks and Romans). The grinding windmill took several additional centuries, not becoming common until the seventh and eighth centuries CE.

But now history sped up. Tens of thousands of proto-engineers found themselves constantly tinkering with dozens of windmill designs for the benefit of thousands of populated areas. All that nerdwork naturally had spin-off effects on a host of related wind-dependent technologies.

One of the oldest wind technologies is the simple, square-rigged sail. Sure, it will generate a bit of forward motion, but you can only sail in the direction the wind is going—a big limitation if you don’t want to go in the direction the wind is blowing, or if there are ever, well, waves. A bigger sail doesn’t really help (in fact, a bigger square of fabric tends to just make you almost certain to capsize).

All this new experimentation with windmills, however, meant bit-by-bit improvements in our understanding of air dynamics. Single-masted, single-square sailing vessels gave way to multi-masted vessels with a dizzying array of unique sail shapes designed for different water and wind conditions. The improved locomotion, maneuverability, and stability capacities sparked innovation in everything from ship construction methods (out with pegs, in with nails) to navigation techniques (out with staring at the sun, in with the compass) to weaponization (out with bows and arrows, in with gun ports and cannons).

In a “mere” eight centuries humanity’s experience on the sea transformed utterly. The quantity of cargo that a single vessel could ship increased from a few hundred pounds to a few hundred tons—not counting weapons or supplies for the crew. Trips north to south across the Mediterranean—once so dangerous as to be considered borderline suicidal—simply became the first, small hop on multi-month, transoceanic and circumcontinental voyages.

The result was its own flotilla of consequences for the human condition.

Political entities that could leverage the new technologies gained an Olympic track of legs up over the competition. They could generate massive income flows, which were in turn used to fortify defenses, educate their populations, and pay for expanded civil services and military forces. The city-states of northern Italy became full-fledged independent regional powers on par with the empires of the era.

And the advances sailed on.

Until deepwater navigation, tyrannies of distance proved so consistently overwhelming that trade was exceedingly rare. Roads only existed within a culture and within most cultures there wasn’t a wide enough variety of goods to justify much trade in the first place. (Places lucky enough to have navigable rivers were the exceptions, and as such tended to be the richest cultures.) Items ripe for trading tended to be limited to the exotic: spices, gold, porcelain—items that had to compete with foodstuffs in the would-be trader’s cargo.

High-value goods generated their own problems. Someone showing up from out of town with a loaded wagon asking to buy some food was the equivalent of that idiot in contemporary times who puts a sterling silver luggage tag on his checked bag at the airport.* Because of the food restriction, no single trader could make the whole trip. Instead, trade took the form of hundreds of middlemen laced along rough routes like a string of pearls, with each adding their own price hikes to the goods’ cost. Transcontinental trade via routes like the Silk Roads by necessity generated 10,000 percent markups as a matter of course. That kept trade goods firmly in the categories of lightweight, low bulk, and nonperishable.

Deepwater navigation sailed around the entire problem.

The new ships could not just sail out of sight of land for months at a time, reducing exposure to threats; their cavernous holds limited their need to stop for supplies. Their fearsome arsenals meant that when they did need to stop, the locals tended to not wander by and see what they could steal. The lack of middlemen reduced the cost of luxury goods by an excess of 90 percent—and that was before the powers backing the new deepwater traders started dispatching troops to directly take over the sources of the spices and silks and porcelain that the world found so valuable.

Smarter powers* didn’t content themselves with sourcing and distribution, but also nabbed ports all along the sailing route so that their cargo and military vessels had places to shelter and resupply. Profits surged. If a ship could safely pick up supplies along the way, it wouldn’t need to pack a year’s worth of supplies. That freed up more cargo room for the valuable stuff. Or simply more dudes with guns so they could better protect themselves . . . or take other people’s stuff.*

The income from such goods, goods access, and savings empowered the more successful geographies even more. The requirement of having large high-quality chunks of arable land didn’t go away, but the importance of being able to secure yourself from land attack became far more important. As much money as there was to be made in maritime trade, the support infrastructure of docks and ships represented fundamentally new technologies that could only be exploited with great expense. Any cash dished out to float a merchant fleet would by definition not be available to maintain an army.

The new Geographies of Success weren’t places that excelled at building ships or training sailors, but instead were those that weren’t overworried about land invasions and had the strategic space to think over the horizon. The first deepwater cultures sat on peninsulas—Portugal and Spain to be specific. When armies can only approach you from one direction, it is easier to focus your efforts on floating a navy. But countries based on islands are even more defensible. In time, the English surpassed the Iberians.

There were plenty of also-rans—cultures that could harness deepwater techs but who couldn’t necessarily keep up with the Spanish or English. A near-peer group that included everyone from the French to the Swedes to the Italians to the Dutch demonstrated that as revolutionary as deepwater technology was in everything from diet to wealth to warfare, it didn’t necessarily shatter the balance of power if everyone had the new technologies. What it did do is open a yawning gap between those cultures that could pull it off and those who could not master the new technologies. France and England couldn’t conquer one another, but they could—and did—sail to lands far removed and conquer the shit out of people who couldn’t match their technical acumen. The world’s dominant political unit rapidly evolved from sequestered agricultural communities to globe-spanning, trade-based deepwater empires.

With trade routes now measured not in tens of miles but thousands, the value and volume of the trade exploded even as the cost of that transport plummeted. The change hit the urbanization trend at both ends. Between the new naval industries and the dizzying array of traded products, the empires needed hubs to develop and process and craft and distribute everything under the sun. Demand for urbanization and labor specialization had never been higher. The collapse in per-unit shipping costs also opened up opportunities to ship far less exotic goods such as lumber, textiles, sugar, tea, or . . . wheat. Foodstuffs from a continent away could now supply Imperial Centers.

This did more than give rise to the world’s first megacities. It created urban centers where no one was involved in agriculture. Where everyone was engaged in value-added labor. The resultant explosion in urbanization and skilled labor supplies accelerated the technological curve even more. Less than two centuries into its deepwater era, London—a city as far away from the trade hubs of the Silk Roads as is possible in Eurasia—became the world’s largest, richest, and best-educated city.

Such a massive concentration of wealth and technical skills in one place quickly reached critical mass. All by themselves, the English generated sufficient new technologies to launch their own civilizational transformation.

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Despite the ever-building technological reach and depth of the deepwater era, humanity retained many of the limitations that had hobbled advancement since the beginning. As “recently” as 1700, all energy used by humans fell into one of three buckets: muscle, water, or wind. The previous thirteen millennia can be summed up as humanity’s effort to capture the three forces in larger volumes and with better efficiencies, but in the end if the wind didn’t blow or the water didn’t flow or the meat wasn’t fed and rested, nothing was going to get done.

The harnessing of fossil fuels upended it all. The ability to burn first coal (and later oil) to generate steam enabled humans to generate energy when and where and in the quantities desired. Ships no longer needed to sail around the world based on the seasons; they could carry their own power with them. Increasing the strength and precision of energy application by two orders of magnitude redefined industries as broadly arrayed as mining and metallurgy, construction and medicine, education and warfare, manufacturing and agriculture—each generating its own technological suite, which in turn transformed the human experience.

Advances in medicine didn’t just improve health, they doubled life spans. Concrete didn’t just allow for real roads, it gave us high-rises.* The development of dyes didn’t just spawn a chemicals industry, it directly led to fertilizers that increased agricultural output by a factor of four. Steel—stronger, lighter, less brittle, and more corrosion-resistant than iron—provided every industry that used metal with a quantum leap in capacity, whether that industry be transport or manufacturing or war. Anything that made muscle power less necessary helped build a coffin for institutionalized slavery. Similarly, electricity didn’t just expand worker productivity, it generated light, which manufactured time. In pushing back the night, people had more hours to (learn to) read, expanding literacy to the masses. It granted women the possibility of a life not utterly committed to garden-, house-, and child-care. No electricity, no women’s rights movements.

The biggest restriction of this new industrial era was no longer muscle, water, or wind—or even energy in general—but instead capital. Everything about this new era—whether it be railroads or highways or assembly lines or skyscrapers or battleships—was, well, new. It replaced the infrastructure of the previous millennia with something lighter, stronger, faster, better . . . and that had to be built up from scratch. That required money, and lots of it. The demands of industrialized infrastructure necessitated new methods of mobilizing capital: capitalism, communism, and fascism all emerged.

The “simple” economics of moving goods from places of high supply to high demand became infinitely more complex, with industrialized locations providing massive volumes of fundamentally unique products adjacent to other industrialized locations providing similarly massive volumes of similarly fundamentally unique products. There were only two limitations on expansion: the ability to fund the industrial buildout, and the ability to transport the products of that buildout to paying customers.

And so the logic of Geographies of Success . . . split. Stretching all the way back to the shift from hunter/gatherer economics to the age of the waterwheel, it had always been better to be by a river. That had not changed. But it was no longer enough, and no one really had it all. Dense webs of navigable rivers could amp up local trade and generate scads of capital, but never enough to both fund local development and purchase the outcomes of that development. Trade became more important, both as a source of capital and as a source of customers. Germany proved the most successful at the former, with the Rhine, Elbe, Oder, and Danube decisively proving to be the industrial world’s densest capital-generation zone and elevating the German Empire to the era’s most powerful player. But it was Britain who ruled the waves, and therefore access to the trade routes and customers required to make Germany a global hegemon.

The pattern of favored geographies locked in by the rules of the deepwater era held solid in the industrial era. The empires of navigable waterways with far-flung dominions got bigger, tougher, and more lethal as they industrialized. Deepwater navigation made these empires global in reach, while the industrialization of warfare made that reach deadlier with the addition of machine guns, aircraft, and mustard gas. Even more importantly, the combination of deepwater navigation and industrialization enabled these deepwater empires to visit their new military capacities upon each other in a matter not of months and weeks, but days and hours. And to do so at any location on the planet.

From the first real industrial conflicts—the Crimean War of 1853–56, the American Civil War of 1861–65, and the Austro-Prussian War of 1866—it didn’t take but two generations for the Industrial Age to generate the most horrific carnage in history, resulting in some 100 million deaths in the two world wars. One of the many reasons why the wars were so catastrophic in human terms was that the technological builds of the Industrial Revolution didn’t simply make the weapons of war more destructive, they made the cultural fabric, technical expertise, economic vitality, and military relevance of society far more dependent upon artificial infrastructure. Combatants would target opposing civilian infrastructure because it was that infrastructure that enabled warfighting. But that same infrastructure also enabled mass education, mass employment, mass health, and an end to mass hunger.

If anything, the world wars proved that geography still mattered. For while Britain and Germany and Japan and China and France and Russia were busy destroying each other’s wind and water and industrial-related infrastructure, a relatively new people—in a new geography—not only were not a target of all this broad-scale destruction, they were instead using the war to massively apply the technologies of water and wind and deepwater and industrial capacity to their territory . . . in many cases for the first time.

Maybe you’ve heard of them. They’re called Americans.




Enter the Accidental Superpower

The Americans are an odd lot.

There are a great many things about the Americans that generate a great deal of interest and offense, discussion and argument, gratitude and jealousy, respect and anger. Many point to the dynamism of the American economy as the quintessential manifestation of the United States’ individualistic, polyglot culture. Others emphasize its military acumen as a global determinant. Still more see the flexibility of its constitution as being the secret to its two-going-on-three centuries of success. It isn’t that any of these are incorrect. All certainly contribute to America’s perseverance. But I’m a bit more straightforward:

The American story is the story of the perfect Geography of Success. That geography determines not only American power, but also America’s role in the world.

THE UNITED STATES IS THE MOST POWERFUL RIVER POWER AND LAND POWER IN HISTORY

Conforming to the technologies of the time, the American colonies were all agricultural in nature. None of them were what we would call breadbaskets in the contemporary sense. The New England colonies of Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire suffered from thin, rocky soils, often-cloudy weather, and short summers, limiting farming options. Wheat was a hard no. Corn was a meh. The core agricultural economy was a mix of whaling, fishing, forestry, and Fireball.*

Georgia and the Carolinas enjoyed more farm-friendly weather, broadening and bettering agricultural options, but the soil was poor in a different way. Piedmont soils’ primary inputs are the decayed remnants of the Appalachians—clay high in minerals, but not necessarily bursting with organic nutrients. The natural result was roving production, with farmers clearing land, growing crops on it for a few seasons until the nutrient profile was exhausted, and then moving on to a new patch. Staying in one place necessitated hand-applied fertilization, which is backbreaking work in any era. Non-standard employment models such as indentured servitude and slavery took root in the South because of the need to improve soil chemistry as much as anything else.

The best farmland of the Original Thirteen resided in the Middle Atlantic colonies of Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virginia, New York, and New Jersey. But we aren’t talking about Iowa (midwestern) or Pampas (Argentinian) or Beauce (French) levels of quality.* They were only considered “good” due to a lack of competition. In addition to these colonies having the least-bad mix of land and weather, they also sported the bulk of the colonies’ useful maritime frontage: the Chesapeake and Delaware Bays, Long Island Sound, and the Hudson and Delaware Rivers. The dense waterway network encouraged concentrations of populations (aka towns), and townies don’t farm.

Less than ideal setups for farming, combined with geographic nudges in the general direction of urbanization, pushed the hard-scrabble colonists in decidedly nonagricultural directions, leading to value-added products like crafts and textiles . . . something that put them into de facto economic conflict with Britain, who saw that particular part of the imperial economy as something the Imperial Center was supposed to dominate.*

The patchwork and shifting nature of agriculture in the colonies required some serious logistical ballet. Most local food distribution occurred via coastal maritime traffic; it was the cheapest and most effective means of moving goods among largely coastal colonial population centers. When the revolution arrived in 1775, things got decidedly animated, as the Americans’ colonial overlord controlled the world’s most powerful navy. Many colonial Americans went hungry for six long years. The American Revolution may have been successful in the end, but the economics of the new nation was, in a word, questionable.

Expansion solved most everything.

The Greater Midwest by itself boasts 200,000 square miles of the world’s most fertile farmland—larger than the total land area of Spain. Midwestern soils are thick, deep prairie soils, laden with nutrients. The Midwest is squarely in the temperate zone. Winter brings insect kills, which keep pests under control, limiting pesticide costs as well as forcing an annual soil regeneration and decomposition process that limits fertilizer needs. The full four-season experience all but guarantees ample precipitation—including snow in the winter—which typically supplies adequate soil moisture and relegates supplemental irrigation to the region’s western fringes.

The initial American cross-Appalachian migration wave funneled through the Cumberland Gap, leaving the most concentrated footprint in the Ohio territory. Ohio had access to the Great Lakes, so it behooved the New Yorkers to construct the Erie Canal in order to ship in Ohioan agricultural bounty via the Hudson. The next big migration wave fanned out from Ohio into what is today Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin, and Missouri. It was far easier—and cheaper—for the new midwesterners to send their grain west and south via the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to New Orleans. From there it was a cheap, easy (albeit long) sail via America’s barrier islands’ intercoastal route to Mobile and Savannah and Charleston and Richmond and Baltimore and New York and Boston.

Between the Great Lakes and the Greater Mississippi, everyone in those first two big settlement waves landed within 150 miles of the world’s greatest navigable waterway system on some of the world’s best farmland. The math was pretty easy. For the equivalent cost of a contemporary low-end hatchback—about $12,500 in 2020 money—a family could obtain a land grant from the government, Conestoga themselves out to the new territories, break ground, farm, and within several months be exporting high-quality grain.

The midwestern settlement proved utterly transformative—both for the new territories and the Original Thirteen—in a host of ways:


	With the twin exceptions of shortages related to British blockades during the War of 1812 and Confederate governmental collapse in the Civil War aftermath, famine is something continental Americans have zero experience with as an independent country. Food production is simply too reliable, too omnipresent, and America’s internal transport system too efficient and effective for famine to be a meaningful concern.

	With the North able to access foodstuffs from the Midwest, most of the Middle Atlantic and nearly all the New England fields returned to forest, with what agriculture that remained tending to be in midwestern-inappropriate specialty crops like grapes, apples, potatoes, sweet corn, blueberries, and cranberries. This de-agriculturalization process freed up labor to throw at other projects. Projects like industrialization.

	Midwestern growth also nudged the South into cash crops. Growing indigo, cotton, or tobacco is far more labor intensive than growing wheat or corn. The Midwest didn’t have the labor to pull it off, but courtesy of slavery, the South did. Each region of the country specialized in outputs based on its local economic geography, with water transport enabling cheap and omnipresent intrastate trade, generating economies of scale heretofore unheard-of in the human experience.

	All the land in the new Midwest was high quality, so there were no massive gaps between settled areas like there were in the Appalachians. This relatively dense settlement pattern, combined with the region’s high productivity and low transport costs, naturally led to the formation of the heartland’s small-town culture. Small banks popped up throughout the Mississippi system to manage the capital generated from product sales to the East Coast and Europe. Financial depth soon became a defining American characteristic. This not only enabled steady expansions in midwestern agriculture in terms of territory and productivity, but it also provided Middle America with the capital required to bootstrap early regional development in terms of infrastructure and education.

	The easy movement of people and goods throughout the river network forced Americans to interact with one another regularly, contributing to the unification of American culture despite a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds.

	The Civil War obviously interrupted this process. The Midwest lost access to the Mississippi-intercoastal shipping route until the war’s end. But by the beginning of Reconstruction in the late 1860s, farmer density in the Midwest had reached a critical mass and the steady stream of agricultural products reaching the East Coast became a flood. What had always been the most densely populated and industrialized portion of the country no longer had to worry about producing its own food at all. And all that midwestern grain generated massive capital inflows to the United States, amping up industrialization and urbanization processes that were already lumbering forward.



Beyond economics and culture and finance and trade and structure, there are security issues to consider as well.

America’s territory is the very definition of “safe.” To the north, deep, rugged forests and giant lakes separate most American and Canadian population centers. Only once, in the War of 1812, have the Americans fought their northern neighbors. Even that should be more accurately considered as a war with the Canadians’ then-current colonial master—who at the time was the world’s military superpower—than one between the Yanks and Mounties themselves. In the two centuries since the war, American-Canadian hostility has gradually given way to not simply neutrality or friendship, but an evolution into alliance and brotherhood.* The American-Canadian border today is the least-patrolled and longest undefended border in the world.

America’s southern frontier is actually more secure against conventional military attack. The fact that illegal immigration across America’s southern border is an issue in American politics underlines just how hostile that border is to formal state power. Rugged, high-altitude barrens like the American-Mexican border region are among the most difficult topographies in which to maintain meaningful populations, provide government services, or even to build basic infrastructure.*

Military action in such an unforgiving, remote area has never been anything other than borderline suicidal. The single large-scale invasion across the border—that of Santa Anna in 1835–36 in his attempt to crush the Texican rebellion—so enervated the Mexican army that it was roundly defeated by an irregular force half its size, guaranteeing success to the Texican secessionists.

No wonder that a decade later, during the Mexican-American War of 1846–48, the Americans simply waited until the bulk of the Mexican army was past the point of no return in its second attempt at crossing the border deserts before using naval forces to drop troops at Veracruz. One bloody, 250-mile march later and the Mexican capital was in American hands.

THE UNITED STATES IS THE MOST POWERFUL DEEPWATER POWER IN HISTORY

Most of the world’s ocean coasts are somewhat problematic. Flat coastlines and extreme tidal variations expose would-be port locations to such unrelenting oceanic battering that truly epic port cities are a relative rarity. Except, that is, in the United States. The middle third of the North American continent’s Atlantic coast isn’t simply blessed by an egregious number of indentations that make siting port cities child’s play; most of those port locations are then positioned behind peninsulas or barrier islands that shield America’s coasts even more. From Brownsville on the Texas–Mexico border to Miami at Florida’s tip to Chesapeake Bay, the barrier islands alone give the United States more natural port potential than all the world’s other continents combined. Even without the barrier islands, America’s beyond-world-class coastal indentations provide almost omnipresent shielded maritime access from Boston Harbor to the Long Island and Puget Sounds to the Delaware and San Francisco Bays. And don’t forget those omnipresent rivers: of America’s top 100 ports, fully half are upriver—some by as much as 2,000 miles.

Then there’s the not-so-little issue that, unique among the world’s major powers, only the United States has major populations on the coasts of two oceans. From economic and cultural angles, this enables the Americans to access trade and expansion opportunities in the bulk of the world as a matter of course. But the key word there is “opportunities.” The vast distances between America’s Pacific and Atlantic shores on one hand and the Asian and European continents on the other means that there is no requirement for interaction. Should the lands across the ocean be racked by recession or war—or should the Americans just be feeling antisocial—the Americans can quite simply stay home. No harm, no foul.

Those vast distances also mean the United States is at the very top of a very short list of countries that face no near- or mid-range threats from other oceanic powers. What islands that exist in the Pacific or Atlantic basins that theoretically could be used to launch an attack on North America—Guam, Hawaii, or the Aleutians in the Pacific, or Bermuda, Newfoundland, or Iceland in the Atlantic—are held either by close allies or the Americans themselves.

The Americans—and the Americans alone—have the capacity to interact with any power on either ocean on their own terms, whether those terms be economic or military.

THE UNITED STATES IS THE STRONGEST AND MOST STABLE INDUSTRIAL POWER IN HISTORY

Industrializing isn’t cheap or easy. It requires a wholesale tearing up of what occurred before and replacing wood and stone with more productive—and more expensive—steel and concrete. Replacing old one-at-a-time craftsmen laboring under lantern light with assembly lines, electricity, forged steel, and interchangeable parts. Overturning and discarding economic, social, and political traditions that stretch back not decades, but centuries, and replacing them with new systems that in many cases are as foreign to a culture as the new technologies that suddenly appear omnipresent. Anywhere industrialization occurs it is massively disruptive, as everything about how a country functions is tossed to the side, with entirely new systems then imposed—typically from above. The financial and social costs are typically the greatest disruptions a culture ever experiences.

In Europe, centuries of simple habitation had long ago gobbled up all available land, raising its cost. European workers were engaged in activities over every inch of that land, raising their cost. Any changes to the system demanded capital in large volume, raising its cost. Anything that made even a small change to the availability of land (like a flood or fire) or the supply of labor (like a strike or military skirmish) or the stock of capital (like someone important emigrating or a recession) would throw off the balance, raise costs dramatically for everyone, and trigger massive social upheaval. Ergo, European history for much of the preindustrial era has the feeling of a world living on a knife edge . . .

. . . and then the arrival of industrial technologies to this world tore the delicate balance apart at every level. The result was an avalanche of social upheaval, revolutions, riots, political collapses, and wars even as the countries of the Continent competed to apply the new technologies to their systems and in doing so transform themselves into massive industrial powers.


	The British experience led to product dumping, global in scale, that brought the British Empire into sharp military conflict with every major power.

	Russia’s industrialization in the early twentieth century broke both the landlord and serf classes simultaneously, while failing to replace them with anything better. The resulting turmoil led directly to the mass oppressions of the Soviet Union (which generated its own flavor of not-anything-better).

	Germany’s breakneck industrialization transformed the power of the country’s military princes and gave rise to an industrial oligarchic class while shattering the middle class, generating a series of revolutions and civil wars that set the stage for the world wars.

	Japan’s early industrialization efforts created a schism between the rising industrial-nationalists and the old feudal landlords, resulting in the eradication of the samurai class and the radicalization of the political system—taking Japan straight as an arrow to the oppression of Korea and China and the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

	China’s process centralized power so firmly in so few hands that it unleashed the bleak horrors of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.



No country that has ever industrialized has ever managed the process without crippling social and political mayhem. Industrialization is necessary and unavoidable, but it is hard.

Unless you’re American. Understanding the why of that begins with the understanding that the United States truly is a land of plenty:

The Americans were only starting to hit their stride when the industrial wave crashed upon American shores at the end of the 1800s. America’s vast size kept land costs low. Its river network kept capital costs low. An open immigration system kept labor costs low. The low cost of preindustrial inputs changed the economics of industrialization in America, even as the lack of local geopolitical competition meant there was never a national security impulse to accelerate industrialization.*

Instead of hitting everywhere all at once, the new technologies first went where they could get the biggest bang for the buck: places where inputs of land and labor were already more expensive, typically in the line of cities from Washington, D.C., north to Boston. Then industrialization linked these cities together in a webwork of infrastructure. Only then does that infrastructure begin spreading out to generate suburbs, or linking in smaller cities and towns, or plunging deep into the countryside.

Germany industrialized and urbanized in barely more than a generation. In comparison, the United States didn’t even finish electrifying the countryside until the 1960s. By many measures, the United States still isn’t even close to finished. If one eliminates lands unsuitable for habitation like mountains, tundra, and deserts, the United States remains among the least densely populated countries even today. Of those in a similar population density category, most have recently hollowed out (post-Soviet republics) and so kind of cheated, or, like the United States, are also part of the New World (Canada, Argentina, and Australia).

Simply to achieve the degree of population density that Germany had in 1900, the United States would have to nearly triple its 2022 population (and that doesn’t even count the half of American territories—such as the Rocky Mountains—that are not well suited to settling). Industrialization could and did happen in the United States, but the transformation was slower and less jarring, giving Americans generations to adapt to change.

America’s industrial splash also didn’t have a huge impact globally. Unique among the major powers, the American population was both expanding and wealthy. Industrial output—particularly in the Northeast and the Steel Belt—could be easily absorbed by America’s own population. There was no need to export to maintain local balances, and so no need for the economic warfare for which the British Empire had become well known (and hated). The ability of local community banks to finance local developments prevented the sort of centralized authorities that so devastated the Russians and Chinese, or that so radicalized the Japanese and Germans.

Throughout America’s early industrial period, the country’s primary interface with the global economy remained via its agricultural exports. While the Industrial Revolution’s introduction of chemical fertilizers in the late 1800s certainly increased output, it did so just as the Industrial Revolution’s introduction of modern medicine was lengthening life spans. Supply increased hand in hand with demand. Americans’ relative participation in the international economy simply wasn’t altered to a huge degree.*

The Americans certainly had (and have) regional disparities and their own oligarchic issues, but America’s oligarchs—most infamously their robber barons—had such massive opportunities in the private sector in large part because there were still so many resources to be metabolized, they had little need to enter government for business reasons. Economic stress did not automatically translate into political stress—or vice versa.




And Now for Something Completely Different

The Americans were only truly hitting their stride when World War II began. After three years of frenetic mobilization they emerged not simply as the most powerful expeditionary power in history—carrying out major integrated military actions in multiple theaters of operation simultaneously—but also as the only belligerent that at war’s end occupied all the defeated powers.

And that wasn’t all. On the roads to Rome, Berlin, and Tokyo, the Americans found themselves in control of key economic, population, and logistic nodes on three continents and two ocean basins. Between lend-lease deals and direct amphibious assaults, they now held all meaningful launching pads for attacks between the Western and Eastern Hemispheres. Combined with their massive wartime navy, the Americans had quite inadvertently become the determining factor in issues European and Asian, financial and agricultural, industrial and trade based, cultural and military.

If there was a moment in history that a power could have made a bid for global domination—for a new Rome to arise—this was it. And if there was ever a good reason to make such a bid, it was the nuclear-tinged competition that was arising with the Soviets the day after the guns fell silent in Germany.

It didn’t happen.

Instead, the Americans offered their wartime allies a deal. The Americans would use their navy—the only navy of size to survive the war—to patrol the global ocean and protect the commerce of all. The Americans would open their market—the only market of size to survive the war—to allied exports so that all could export their way back to wealth. The Americans would extend a strategic blanket over all, so that no friend of America need ever fear invasion again.

There was just one catch. You had to pick sides in the Americans’ brewing Cold War. You could be safe and rich and develop your economy and culture however you wanted, but you had to stand with (technically, stand in front of) the Americans versus the Soviets. Instead of forging an empire global in scope, the Americans bribed up an alliance to contain the Soviet Union. The catch-all phrase for the pact is Bretton Woods, named after the New Hampshire ski resort where the Americans first made the pitch shortly after the Normandy invasion. It is perhaps more commonly known as the free-trade era of the post–World War II period, or simply as globalization.

Seems a bit like a copout, doesn’t it? Why, at the very edge of victory, did the Americans give away a worldful of imperial opportunities?

Partly it was a numbers game. In 1945 the American population was roughly equal to that of the combined Western European population, which was roughly equal to that of the Soviet population. Even leaving teeming East and South Asia aside, not only did the Americans lack the forces at war’s end to keep the territory it held, but simple math meant that they could not muster sufficient occupation forces to make a global empire work.

Partly it was a distance contest. Even with the strength of the U.S. Navy, the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans are some serious moats—and moats work both ways. The logistical costs and overreach of maintaining permanent forward-positioned garrison systems several thousand miles over the horizon simply wasn’t practical. As the Americans discovered in the decades that followed, it is difficult to occupy a country on the other side of the world if the locals don’t want you there. Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan were often more than the Americans could handle when they were managed one at a time. Imagine what it would have been like to occupy Germany and France and Italy and Turkey and Arabia and Iran and Pakistan and India and Indonesia and Malaysia and Japan and China (and Korea and Vietnam and Lebanon and Iraq and Afghanistan) all at once.

Partly it was a map thing. The Soviet Union was a massive land-based empire that fought with huge, slow-moving armies. America’s military may have been the largest of the Allies, but the United States was primarily a naval power. Duking it out with the Soviets soldier-to-soldier simply wasn’t an option when the bulk of the American military capacity required, well, water, and wasn’t designed to fight a thousand miles from the nearest friendly port.

Partly it was a culture clash. The United States was the modern world’s first democracy. Democracies are pretty good at defending their own and tearing down dictatorships and fighting for truth and justice and all that. Long-term occupations expressly designed to bleed the locals dry? That’s a harder sell.

Partly it was an organizational mismatch. The United States is a federation—where the states wield as much power as the national government—for good reason. The country’s safe security geography combined with its rich economic geography meant the federal government didn’t need to do much. For the first three generations of U.S. history, all the federal government was perennially responsible for was building a few roads, regulating immigration, and collecting tariffs. The Americans have never had a tradition of governing excellence* because for much of their history they didn’t really need a government. Managing foreign territories twice the size of the United States would have been, like, really hard. And the Americans are, like, really bad at government.

If the United States couldn’t—or wouldn’t—forge an empire to fight the Soviets, then the Americans needed allies that were sufficiently numerous to make a difference, sufficiently proximate to the Soviet border to mitigate America’s distance, sufficiently skilled in land-based warfare to compensate for America’s naval and amphibious nature, sufficiently wealthy to pay for their own defense, and sufficiently motivated by their own independence to bleed for it should fighting be required. None of that would have been possible with American occupation armies on their soils and American customs officials in their boardrooms.

But most of all, the Americans didn’t want an empire because they already had an empire. The useful lands of the United States’ portion of North America were greater in potential than that of any empire that had come before. And at war’s end the Americans not only were not yet done metabolizing them; they wouldn’t be for decades. Based on population density, one could (easily) argue that the Americans in 2022 are still not done. Why send your sons and daughters abroad to bleed in a day-to-day fight against dozens of peoples to maintain a global empire when you could just build some new roads around Detroit and Denver and get the same payout?

The American break with the traditions of international relations went beyond its abandonment of the to-the-winner-go-the-spoils style of post-bellum realignments. It also extended to the nature of human existence itself, resulting in a fundamental rewiring of the human condition.

At war’s end the Americans used Bretton Woods to create the globalized Order and fundamentally change the rules of the game. Instead of subjugating their allies and enemies, they offered peace and protection. They transformed regional geopolitics by putting nearly all the warring empires of the previous age—in many cases countries that had been in a shifting, cutthroat competition with one another for centuries—on the same team. Inter-imperial rivalry gave way to inter-state cooperation. Military competition was banned among the Bretton Woods participants, enabling the former empires (and in many cases, their former colonies) to focus their efforts not on armies or navies or borders, but instead on infrastructure and education and development.

Instead of having to fight for food or oil, everyone gained trade access global in scope. Instead of having to fight off empires, everyone gained local autonomy and safety. Compared to the thirteen millennia of history to this point, it was a pretty good deal. And it worked. Really well. In a “mere” forty-five years the Bretton Woods system succeeded in not just containing the Soviet Union, but in choking it to death. The Bretton Woods system generated the longest and deepest period of economic growth and stability in human history.
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Or at least it did until disaster struck.

Until the Americans won.

On November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall fell. Over the course of the next few years the Soviet Union lost control of its Central European satellites, Russia lost control of the Soviet Union, and Moscow even briefly lost control of the Russian Federation. Across the American alliance network, there were celebrations. Parties. Parades.* But there was also a new problem.

Bretton Woods was not a traditional military alliance. In order to combat the Soviets, the Americans had used their dominance of the oceans and superior economic geography to purchase an alliance. The United States enabled global trade and provided a bottomless market for alliance members’ exports. Without a foe, the Bretton Woods alliance lost its reason to be. Why expect the Americans to
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