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Introduction: Moments of Transition

At the end of the last millennium I found myself in a moment of transition.

Just after Christmas 1999, I drop-kicked my relationship, my job, and my life in the nation’s capital, loaded up everything I owned into a rickety SUV, and took off for a fresh start in Austin, Texas. On January 10, 2000, I was a shiny new staffer at a place called Stratfor.com, at the time a media- and geopolitics-analysis house. My new boss was . . . a piece of work. Matt Baker was a wiry ball of over-caffeinated angst and passion, stuffed into a sharp-edged personality that oozed detailed knowledges (not opinions, knowledges) as regards Europe and Russia and China and Turkey and so on.

As my recent work in DC had involved quite a bit of Europe and Russia and China and Turkey, clearly I had things to contribute. Matt and I clashed openly, vitriolically, and often. In doing so we developed a deep mutual respect and became good friends.

One night over too many adult beverages we discussed moments of transition of the less personal, and more global, type.

Matt’s core thesis was that the entire fabric of the international system was based on the American alliance network, which in turn depended upon a nearly feudal mix of American security commitments and deference to American desires. We back you up in your backyard where it matters to you, and in exchange, you back us up where it matters to us. Challenges from the allies had started to pop up after the Berlin Wall fell, triply so as many of the allies sensed the end of history with the 1990s Russian collapse, and disdained the screwiness of American foreign policy in places like Kosovo and Iraq. Matt’s contention was that as the fear of nuclear Armageddon faded from memory into history, the Americans would have a harder time holding the allies together. In his mind 2020 would look a lot like 2003 with countries resisting American power, but the Americans would continue to muster suitable motivation to (successfully) pressure everyone into maintaining some version of the status quo.

In other words, everyone would keep working with America, because the most powerful country in history would want to keep it that way. It wasn’t going to be quite as chaotic as herding cats, but it would be close.

In contrast, I felt that the alliance network, bereft of the security demands of the Cold War, had slid into a new role. Instead of defending the allies on the plains of Northern Europe or in the seas of East Asia, it instead was spreading security to the global commons. This was becoming an end unto itself that was superseding the old logic of alliance. The root of economic growth is physical security, and if the Cold War ended and the alliance could hold, the nearly automatic result would be a transformational boom global in scope that was both economic and technological. In my mind, 2020 would look a lot like 1950, albeit without the whole fear-of-nuclear-war thing. The spreading wealth, by force of information and capital flow, would grind down what less modern, less democratic pockets of resistance remained.

In other words, the world order would keep going, because unraveling it could mean unwinding decades of economic penetration and deny billions access to hamburgers and cell phones. Who would want that? It wasn’t quite going to be Star Trek, but it would be close.

I was Stratfor’s unofficial economist. Matt was the gun guy. Most of our friction came from arguing over the power of the checkbook versus the power of Smith & Wesson. Yet so did our greatest collaborations.

After a bunch of backing and forthing and what-ifing and puzzling over oddly colored mixers, Matt asked point-blank, “So what happens to my ‘suitable motivation’ and your ‘transformational boom’ when the Americans change their minds about their alliance? No alliance system can last without a common threat.” As the night’s seventh drink soaked in, we both hmmmed as we contemplated the dark, horrifying possibility that we might both be wrong. I’m pretty sure we cracked the code a few minutes later, but our mutual blackouts robbed us of the pertinent knowledge. Instead, as often was the case with Matt, I was left with more questions than answers.

Ever since, both at Stratfor and beyond, my professional life has been about building up enough understandings to close out that long-ago conversation. Disunited Nations, nearly twenty years in the making, is my best shot.

Disunited Nations is about what happens when major powers decide they are better off competing instead of cooperating. It is a book about what happens when the global Order isn’t just falling apart but when many leaders feel their country will be better off tearing it down. We’re going to look at the rise of Trump and leaders like him. We’re going to think through Saudi Arabia and Iran’s competition to rule (or misrule) the Middle East. We’re going to look at how we match farmers to hungry mouths, minerals to manufacturing, oil to gas tanks.

Through these stories, we’re going to keep two big ideas in mind.

The first is that geography might not be destiny, but it is damn close. It is the biggest factor in determining how we act and how we live and fundamentally who we are. Live in a desert and bam! you’re going to fight to protect what little you have. Live on a coast and bam! you’re going to eat a lot of foreign food. Live in a dense urban area and bam! you’re probably not going to have an issue with Tongans, Thais, Tunisians, or transvestites. Live in the mountains and bam! you’re going to be a bit . . . persnickety when folks from other regions roll through. As we were geographers at heart, in this Matt and I were in complete agreement.

Most of us consistently misread economies and conflicts because we don’t take geography into account. It’s so clear that we are not like the next town over, and city folk are not like country folk, but when we start trying to explain the world, geography often slips our mind. We misinterpret what’s happening in the news, and think China is holding on to Hong Kong out of stubbornness or the fights about the American-Mexican border are only about race. Geography shapes everything. Including us. What’s been different in recent decades is that geography has been suspended somewhat, enabling deep global economic interconnections. We’ve come to see those connections as a great strength; they are turning into weakness before our very eyes.

The second big idea is that Disunited Nations is being published now in 2020, not a few years from now, because the world has run out of time. That moment of transition when the Order will come crashing down is almost upon us.

It may not seem this way to Americans who have been engaged in some degree of warfare continuously since 1999 and had decades of duck-and-cover drills before that, but the world since 1946 is as calm as the world has ever been. In creating their anti-Soviet Cold War alliance, the Americans by hook, crook, carrot, and stick brought every significant power of the past five centuries together under a single banner: Norway, Sweden, Spain, Portugal, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Greece, Turkey, Iran, Japan, China—all of them and more allied in various degrees of formality against the Soviet Union. If they were to be fighting the Soviets, it wouldn’t be particularly productive if they were also fighting one another. The American alliance didn’t so much end history as freeze it in place.

Most Americans are broadly familiar with the European side of the equation—after centuries of conflict within the Continent the guns fell nearly silent, courtesy of the American security system—but the impact on Asia was even bigger. China and India did not have a single century in the past two millennia when they were not at war within themselves or under assault from a foreign power. Instead, from the American-enforced end of British colonial rule in India in the late 1940s and China’s joining of the American-led alliance against the Soviets in the 1970s, the two have had the most security and wealth in their long histories.

As the decades rolled on, the Soviets ran out of gas. The American network expanded deep into the nonaligned countries of the developing world and the former Soviet Empire. But the Americans never adapted their overall strategies to a post–Cold War world, and so never built a case at home or abroad for their alliance in a world without the Soviet Union. It turns out—both to the detriment of Matt’s and my own pet theories—the 1990s and 2000s were less a moment of transition and more a world on autopilot, with an old security strategy enabling some gangbusters growth. That gangbusters growth is what most of us think of as normal. It is not. It is nothing more than a moment in time made possible by some strategic inertia.

But now Matt’s “suitable motivation” is over. The Americans have changed their mind about their alliance and have turned sharply more insular. There is no effort to ride herd. The W Bush administration abused the allies, the Obama administration ignored the allies, and the Trump administration insulted the allies. And so America’s list of allies has shrunk from nearly everyone to the potentially useful to the obviously useful to the obviously loyal to those with little choice. In a world without America, the questions become: Who will still benefit from some lingering connection to the Americans? And who can go it alone?

My “transformational boom” is over as well. Without the global security the Americans guaranteed, global trade and global energy flows cannot continue. Seven decades’ worth of global industrialization and modernization are not simply at risk, the very pillars of civilization are cracking. In a world without stability, the questions become: Who was most dependent upon the world that was and so will fall? And who was most restrained by the old Order and so will soar?

The world we know is collapsing. Entire countries are watching in horror as what makes them possible—global access, imported energy, foreign markets, American troops—slips through their fingers. For many, there just isn’t enough access or energy or markets or security for them to maintain what they have, much less grow. In a world of want, the questions become: What do countries need to survive in a scrambled world? Who will shoot to get what they need? And who gets shot at?

Not all competitions and scarcities are created equal. Nearly all food is dependent upon global trade, whether in the form of imported inputs or the foodstuffs themselves. For decades, the world’s experiences with famine have been crises of distribution, the inability to match foods with mouths. Global breakdown guts food supply itself. The security concerns of the past two decades were largely limited to terrorism, but the tools necessary to counter terror are radically different from those needed to protect agricultural supply chains. Fewer door-to-door manhunts, more beyond-the-horizon naval patrols. In a world of different scarcities and different tools, the questions become: Where will trade patterns hold and where will they collapse? Which ones are worth fighting over? Which tools will be brought to bear? Are we on the verge of a mess of overlapping and interlocking naval competitions for something as basic as the right to eat?

Both Matt and I were wrong, and for the same reasons. We both suffered from a failure of imagination, believing in our respective, simplistic visions that the world of tomorrow would be some variation of the world we knew. The break is sharper. We stand at the end of the era that began with the Cold War. It’ll be less like the messiness of the early 2000s or the raw potential of the 1950s, and more a disastrous combination of the battle royales and displacements of the 1870s against the economic backdrop of the 1930s. It. Will. Suck. A mad scramble for the scraps of the era just ending. Compared with the safety and wealth of the past several decades, it may seem like the literal end of the world. But the end of an era isn’t the same as the end of history. Something new is coming. Something that, historically speaking, is far more “normal” than anything the Americans created. Just keep in mind that “normal” is far from synonymous with “comfortable,” much less “favorable.”

Disunited Nations is my effort to sketch out that “normal” future. To answer these questions and more. To identify the countries that will rise to dominate the human condition, and perhaps provide a glimpse as to what that condition will be, both in the time during and after this moment of transition. In the pages that follow, I’m going to argue that thinking the future will look more like the year 2000 than the year 1900 has negative effects in almost every sphere of our lives. On a grand scale, many of us are betting on the wrong horses. France will lead the new Europe, not Germany. We should be worried about Saudi Arabia, not Iran. We should be thinking about how to remedy mass starvation in China, not counter its economic and military clout. As we look at how each country has benefited from the Order, and what each brings to the table in a new world, these conclusions will seem obvious, rather than controversial.

In Chapters 1 through 4, we’ll take a whirlwind tour of the past and present: the various epochs of history, combined with a quick and dirty review of how to run a global empire and what makes countries tick. Chapters 5 through 13 are dedicated to the major powers—both those we all know are the countries of the future (but in reality won’t be able to hack it), as well as those we barely think about that will rise to rule their respective roosts.

Capping off each country-themed chapter is a bit of a report card. A cheat sheet, if you will. A few distilled lines of information on each country’s guts and outlook to help readers filter the news and paranoia and fluff of the day to generate a more accurate appreciation for the country’s potential and limitations. For those of you who like to share books with people who don’t like to read, I’ve taken the liberty of refining the chapter’s thoughts into a single, solitary word.

Finally, we’ll end with a pair of chapters on the United States. The Americans might not be running things any longer, but it isn’t like they’re disappearing into a black hole. The United States will retain—by far—more power than any player, past or present. So it’s important to understand both domestic limitations on Americans’ capacity as well as the sorts of issues and allies they will still care about. In all cases, you can grab full, sharable versions of each and every graphic in this book at my website, www.Zeihan.com.

I knew Matt for only three years. In 2003 he was suddenly, horribly taken from us. I miss his passion. His brutal honesty. He would have hated the first draft of this book. He would have ripped it apart. I would have been so pissed at him. Then, we would have rebuilt it. Together. It would have been awesome!

This version is still pretty good.




Chapter 1

The Road So Far

There’s no good way to launch into a book on the past and future without using a quote from The Lord of the Rings. Probably from an immortal elf matriarch. Something about how the world is changed. Since that’s all heavily copyrighted, we’re going to have to just jump right in.

Time erodes everything. Countries included. Surviving history requires a delicate balance of factors that most of the world lacks: border zones that are difficult to cross and an interior zone where it is easy to move people and goods and ideas around. Such a mix of crunchy and gooey is rare. Most locations are either so crunchy throughout that the locals don’t get along, or so gooey on the edges that the neighbors’ armies like to host block parties on your lawn. Historically speaking, most countries have been small, brittle, fragile, and, above all, short-lived. If countries cannot arise or thrive or survive, history tends to stand still.

But that is not true everywhere. There’s a handful of countries whose geography is in balance. These countries defy time, and so have dominated much of human history. Let’s start at the beginning.

THE FIRST AGE: EMPIRE

It all comes down to a pair of concepts we all instinctually grasp but spend little time pondering.

The first is continuity: the idea that the positive things that make your life today possible—health, shelter, clean water, food, education, clothing, a functioning government, and so on—will still be around tomorrow. No brigands will steal your cow; no dryad will kidnap your children; no horde will descend from the distant horizon and burn down your local Walmart. The modern equivalent? Flip a switch and the lights turn on. Each and every time. Historically speaking, continuity is a rare, precious thing. Few countries boast the sort of crusty borders that enable them to be protected from outside threats for more than a few decades at a time. For most, going a few years is about all they can hope for.

Not all threats to continuity are from bullets or sharp sticks. Drought and flood can wreck a system just as easily. Or a rampaging, homegrown mob. Or a coup. Or particularly crappy leadership. And never underestimate the power of a good plague. Breaks in continuity shatter institutions, disrupt food production, wreck infrastructure, break educational coherence, and severely damage cultures. Recovery is, of course, possible, but in many ways every time a country suffers an invasion or civil war or coup or famine, it must start over.

The second concept, economies of scale, is even more straightforward. Imagine you’ve been tasked to build a computer. All the necessary information and equipment has been provided for you to melt and purify sand into silicon and draw it into crystals and slice them into wafers and score them with acid and lay them with metal and assemble them into circuit boards and so on. How long would it take you to do it? How long would it take you to learn all the steps independently? A lifetime? Ten? And then, at the end of it all, you’d have one measly computer.*

Economies of scale are ultimately about specialization. Instead of you learning and carrying out every individual task, you need to learn only one—say, scoring the silicon wafer with acid. Other people take charge of all the other tasks, one each. Different people are better at different things, and matching people with their niche makes the entire system more productive and efficient. After your first month on the job, you’ve etched several thousand wafers, and you’ve gotten pretty good at it, both in terms of speed and quality. Most everyone else is having a similar experience. Collectively, the team is cranking out dozens of computers an hour. The system is scaled up. Production becomes cheaper. End-sales prices go down. And to sweeten the deal, your deep knowledge of that one facet lets you innovate at a faster pace, too.

National success requires achieving both continuity and economies of scale. Those big enough to have economies of scale rarely have good borders that enable continuity—think Russia. Those sufficiently isolated to have long continuities rarely have scale—think New Zealand.

This is not the case in every place in every time. Some locations can make it work. Some countries have the geographic viability required to make a go of things. The best of these locations do more than succeed as countries. They can reach out and absorb other, less-than-ideal lands. In doing so, they don’t just become bigger; they swallow up resources, knowledge bases, and taxes, and they make them their own, creating even larger economies of scale. They anchor their important lands on more secure footings.

They become empires. Most of human history is the story of how this or that imperial center didn’t simply come to be, but expanded to dominate our understanding of humanity itself.

Any number of things can wound an empire: climatic shifts that gut food production can crash even the most powerful of entities terrifyingly fast; internal political disputes can (literally) behead the system at the top; outlying territories can rebel, costing the imperial center an economic lifeline or a strategic bulwark. But by far the most common way an empire perishes is by way of another empire waltzing over and punching it in the face.

It added up to make the Imperial Age a brutal era. Anyone who was not from an imperial core didn’t have the best life, typically being used as cannon fodder in incessant wars among clashing empires. And it all lasted a loooooooooooooooooooooong time. The world’s first city—Uruk, in Mesopotamia, home to Gilgamesh—upgraded from a small settlement to something more permanent sometime in the middle of the fourth millennium BC. The world’s first empire—Akkadia—erupted upon its neighbors a mere thousand years later.*

For over four thousand years, empire was the norm.

How empires interacted had a lot to do with the horse they rode in on. For a long time, quite literally. If we view history as a series of inventions, the history of empires looks like a long arc of new efficiencies in movement . . . and in death. From the Mongolian use of stirrups to move at blazing speeds across the steppe to the newfangled Portuguese ships that crossed oceans, technology brought the world’s empires into ever-greater proximity with ever-bigger consequences.

Until technology became so efficient that wars between empires tore the world to shreds. The two technological families of deepwater navigation and industrialization enabled all the empires to engage one another everywhere at the same time. The resulting ultimate, inevitable, catastrophic, system-ending conflict was the most deadly, destructive war in history.

We know it more commonly as the Second World War. It set the stage for something fundamentally new.

THE SECOND AGE: ORDER

World War II didn’t so much end the Imperial Age as eradicate it. When the dust settled, only two powers remained—the United States and the Soviet Union—and they immediately got themselves uncomfortable for a long, drawn-out struggle. The Soviet system was the final remaining empire, and it operated like all the empires before it. A single group of people—the Russians—called most of the shots, and everyone else, whether they be Estonian or Polish or Slovak or Bulgarian or Armenian or Uzbek or Tatar or Ingush, was there to provide strategic depth, captive markets, and, if need be, a deep pile of bodies to throw at the neighbors. Anyone who had a problem with that could suck on some bullets in a work camp. Very old school.

In a way the power that rivaled the Soviet Union—the United States—was kind of, sort of, an empire as well. The Americans had expanded from a small coastal base to dominate the middle third—the best third—of the North American continent. But a mix of factors made them something else entirely.

First, the Americans started life as the extension of an empire. The common struggle of the original thirteen colonies against the British system granted them the most important aspect of a common identity: a common cause. Almost by definition, empires lack that—the imperial center tends to suck the life out of colonies and protectorates.

Second, because the Americans began as a branch of the world’s most powerful military system, at independence they enjoyed a massive military advantage over most of their immediate neighbors. Combine that advantage with their resistance to Old World diseases, and the natives of North America were all but extinguished, leaving ample room for the new Americans to expand into. Historical revisionists have reevaluated and are reevaluating* the United States’ role in the destruction of the native cultures, but the fact remains that Old World peoples cannot even fathom how extraordinarily low the barriers were to the Americans’ territorial and economic expansion. The natives’ annihilation was so complete the United States faces little of the internal heartburn of undigested peoples of imperial systems.

Third, that expansion—both in population and geographic terms—muddled the differences among the coastal states of the early nation. Thirteen distinct identities merged in the interior into something new and more holistic. Within a generation of the end of the War of Independence, the Americans thought of themselves less as citizens of the various states and more as citizens of one of two regions: the North and the South.

Fourth, these two regions duked it out in what remains the deadliest conflict in American history in both relative and absolute terms. At war’s end, the North was victorious, but rather than purge or subjugate the defeated South, the Northerners reintegrated their defeated brothers into the Union while simultaneously beginning the long, multifaceted process of incorporating nonwhites into the greater whole. This Reconstruction was awkward and incomplete and absorbed the bulk of the split country’s attention for three decades, but despite its at-best half-victories on racial inclusion it succeeded in both maintaining and expanding America’s continuity while simultaneously deepening its economies of scale. By 1900 the United States boasted more arable land, better borders, a better integrated population than any other single self-ruling power, and a larger population than any such power save the decidedly unegalitarian czarist Russia.

Finally, the Reconstruction success deepened America’s cultural integration process, blurring the differences between North and South. To give an idea of just how successful this has become in contemporary times, citizens of the American states of West Virginia, Virginia, and Pennsylvania—states on opposite sides of the Civil War who suffered the most brutal fighting of that conflict—are now most likely to list their ethnic background as “American.”

Such melding is critical. The United States is not an empire. There is no clear political or economic core. New York, California, Texas, and Florida all have very strong ideas about just who is actually in charge. There is no singular region that enjoys preferential treatment. American politics might often be divisive, bitter, loud, rude, annoying, childish, venomous, inane, flabbergasting, willfully ignorant, and unfathomably obtuse, but it is pretty clear it is not any Americans’ destiny to serve as cannon fodder. Combine that shared identity with fantastically crunchy borders and a truly wonderful gooey center, and post-Reconstruction America isn’t simply a fundamentally different sort of political beast; it is the most powerful country on Earth.

But “most powerful” does not mean “all-powerful.” When the Americans emerged from Reconstruction, they discovered a world in the midst of a significant military-technological upgrade that brought the empires into even greater proximity. New ships could cross oceans in weeks instead of months. New artillery could reach miles. Aircraft would soon debut. America’s strategic isolation was being intruded upon. Ultimately, reluctantly, the Americans felt compelled to join in the world wars, the apex of industrialized slaughter.

And they really didn’t care for what came next. One tender-hearted Joseph Stalin had taken the disaster of a country he’d inherited from Vladimir Lenin’s failed economic experiments and used the white-hot fires of brutality and battle to forge a war machine of unparalleled size and power. With an inhuman lust for casualties normally reserved for AI-driven killer robots in post-apocalyptic horror novels, Stalin fueled that machine with millions of Soviet soldiers, and then wielded it with sufficient skill and fury to beat back the Nazis inch by bloody inch. GIs had good reason to freak out a bit, as they were now facing off against a battle-hardened Soviet force that was literally raping its way through eastern Germany and the German capital.

The field of combat did not appeal; the Northern European Plain is flat and open. The German war machine had charged west and east across it with frightening speed—a speed the Soviets may not have been able to match in their westward assault, but that they more than made up for in sheer horror. It crossed the mind of more than one American military commander that the Americans had found themselves facing the same quandary of the Germans and French and Dutch and Poles and Russians before them: how the hell do you establish a defensive position on the vast wide opens of Northern Europe?

The potential ally list wasn’t encouraging either. The Europeans—former imperial centers all—had a historyful of antagonisms and backstabbing stretching back to their misty beginnings. How could the US take a ragtag group of war-broken countries with an epic poem of mutual grievances and get them to work together against a threat as monolithically terrifying as the Red Army?

In Asia it was even messier. At war’s end the Americans were not simply occupying Japan in totality; rather, the way the Americans had fought the war had created the greatest power vacuum in Asian history.

The American campaign didn’t eject the Japanese from every inch of the territory the Japanese had captured. Instead the Yanks hopped from island to island, only seizing sufficient bases to maintain their advance. This continued until the Americans could angle themselves into a position where they could concentrate their bombs—industrial in volume, reach, and devastation capacity—upon the Home Islands. Well over 90 percent of the territory the Japanese captured in the war the Americans didn’t touch—including all the Japanese territory in China and Korea (where the Japanese were winning right up to the day the nukes fell). Overnight, the East Asian rim went from a near-singular imperial government to the complete surrender and withdrawal of that government’s authority and its troops. Chaos reigned.

In the course of less than six months, the Americans went from having the world’s simplest geography in terms of security and wealth, to occupying—and needing to protect—its most complex.

This didn’t mean there weren’t perks.

At war’s end, the United States floated what was indisputably the most powerful navy in history, while simultaneously the assets of nearly all other historical naval powers—the Japanese, Russian, French, German, Dutch, and Italian—were busy serving as the foundation for new reefs. The single exception of significance, the British Navy, was reduced to acting as an American adjunct. That enabled the Americans to think forward to what pieces of their newly expanded geography of responsibility could be excellent naval bases.

But for every new redoubt, there was a quagmire-in-waiting. For every Great Britain, there was a Fulda Gap. For every Singapore, there was a DMZ. For every Okinawa, a Saigon. For every Diego Garcia, a Beirut. Defending such locations under any circumstances is difficult, but defending them all? At the same time? For the Americans, these weren’t simply territories with which they had little to no familiarity; they were on different continents, necessitating supply lines the likes of which no strategic planner had ever considered viable. Right from the beginning, it was obvious there was no possible way the Americans could shoulder the burden themselves.

The Americans needed allies to help, but far-flung allies meant far-flung commitments—every potential ally brought in a new geography with new complications. The Americans needed a worldful of allies if they were to contain and beat back a power as large, determined, battle-hardened, and ethically unfettered as the Soviets. They needed those allies to be fully motivated, committed to the fight.

In that charming way the Americans have of oversimplifying things, the Americans cut the Gordian knot. Carpe-ing the hell out of the diem, the American president—one Franklin Delano Roosevelt—invited everyone to a ski resort in the New England town of Bretton Woods and bribed everyone into joining him in forging a new world.

The Americans pledged total physical security for anyone who joined their alliance, protecting them with tanks, troops, ships, and the still-under-development nuclear umbrella. The Americans used their absolute mastery of the seas to protect any ship from anywhere transporting any product to any location. And that was just the beginning:


	Face pirates? No problem. The American Navy would take them out. No more imperial raiding of other countries’ commerce.

	Soviets trying to overthrow your government? No problem. The American Congress would vote you some more reconstruction funds. The Marshall Plan surged forth.

	Can’t get the lights on? No problem. The Americans would ensure you could import coal and oil from anywhere in the world. The Americans would patrol—in force—the Persian Gulf.

	Can’t jump-start your economy? No problem. The American market—the only market of size to survive the war—was now open to your exports. America’s trade deficit was born.

	Don’t trust the American security guarantee? No problem. The Americans would join battle with the Soviets—even at the times and places of the Soviets’ choosing—to prove their reliability. Enter the Korean and Vietnam Wars.



If you side with the Americans against the Soviets, the Americans will use their military might to protect you, their economic might to subsidize your existence, and for free provide you with everything every empire throughout history had ever fought for. For the former empires, it meant more than having access to sea lanes and markets and resources; it meant having access to all sea lanes and all markets and all resources all the time as if they had decisively won a global war. For secondary powers, it was like having access to the potential of the British Empire at its peak, without the commensurate military outlays. For the colonies, it meant independence from their old masters and access to the same global market as the former empires, as well as the opportunity to chart their own political and economic continuities. It no longer mattered if your lands couldn’t possibly sustain a growing population or if you had a wide-open border. For the first time in history, geography was put on hold. Major empire, lagging power, or colony, join the Americans’ new alliance against the Soviets, and you were secure, not just from the new Soviet threat, but from the old threats as well.

What we think of as “free trade” is much more than “just” the regular exchange of goods and services. It is much more than getting the latest doodad via Amazon Prime. It is much more than globalism. It is a global management system. A global network. A global alliance. A global order.

The first global Order.

It worked . . . amazingly well! The Order provided the economic grounding for the entire American grand strategy throughout the Cold War. Without the Order, there would have been no NATO. With the Order, the defeated Axis powers were transformed from implacable foes to pliable allies. The empires that had so vexed American strategic policy during its first fifteen decades of existence—including that of the Americans’ own former colonial master—were lashed to the American will. The Americans had their global alliance.

Turns out, the creation of history’s largest and most powerful alliance was just the beginning.

The Americans were in many ways champions of stability. By enforcing America’s own brand of global peace with some Tiffany-size karats and Teddy Roosevelt–size sticks, the Americans banished from memory the old imperial boxing matches that tended to leave no room for weaker states. Instead of the vicious circle of imperial clashes, the Order created a virtuous circle of political stability, security, and economic development. This helped push the technological descendants of the Industrial Revolution even further, while keeping most governments busy with the needs of their people. Famine and disease weren’t exactly banished, but they certainly lost their grip on day-to-day life. The result has been the deepest educational penetration, infrastructure expansion, economic growth, and technological advancement in history.

One of the Order’s most impressive features was its universality. The United States guaranteed the safety of the imports, exports, and supply lines of everyone. Even countries it economically competes with. Even countries it likes to bomb. As Detroit was hollowing out, German automotive exports were sacrosanct. As Midwest farmers were struggling with low grain prices, those pursuing Brazilian agricultural expansion found it easy to import American fertilizers and equipment. As the Americans were sparring diplomatically and militarily with the Iranian Ayatollah, the American Navy maintained ironclad naval safety for all commercial vessels at all times. Even when the Americans were actively prosecuting a war—as in Vietnam—they persisted in protecting local commerce, even that of the other side.*

The Soviet Union found itself often on the defensive, forced to act as the agent of chaos, seeking to overthrow states that were economically thriving, many for the first time ever. It was a losing proposition. Yet by any measure of the old Imperial Age, the Russians were doing fabulously well. The nuclear doctrine of mutually assured destruction combined with the Americans being in a different hemisphere all but guaranteed that the Soviets would not face the sorts of land invasions that had so wrecked their continuity every few decades. The result was a degree of development and peace throughout their lands that the Russian people had never known.* Continuity and economies of scale reached all-time highs, and they took the Russians further and higher than they had ever been.

Yet the Soviet rise was nothing compared with what the Americans mustered with their Order. Almost all the world’s richest lands united into a single, integrated economic system guaranteed by the American Navy and nuclear arsenal. The Soviets never had a chance, and five short decades later, their system—besieged, outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and outspent—collapsed.

The Order may be the world that most of us know as familiar, but from the long view of history, the Order is one of the most bizarre periods ever.

It is nothing compared with what came next.

THE THIRD AGE: ORDER WITHOUT BORDERS

The Soviets saw the writing on the wall, and in the mid-1980s they started negotiations toward a managed defeat. What was intended to be the first step turned out to be the first, last, and only. Soviet forces relaxed their control of their Central European satellite states in early 1989. By 1992, the Cold War and the Soviet Union were in the ash heap.

The Cold War victors had a bit of a party, and then something curious occurred.

The American policy of global Order was a strategic one, designed as a means of doing battle in a global conflict. With the Cold War over, it was time to rejigger that Order toward a new goal.

With the Soviet fall, American president George HW Bush sensed history calling. He used his unprecedented popularity in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall and victory in the First Iraq War to launch a national conversation on what’s next. What do the American people want out of this new world? He openly discussed a New World Order, his personal goal being “a thousand points of light,” a community of free nations striving to better the human condition in ways heretofore unimaginable. Bush’s background—he had previously served as vice president, budget chief, party chief, ambassador, House representative, and intelligence guru—made him the right person with the right skill set and the right connections and the right disposition in the right place in the right job at the right time.

So of course the Americans voted him out of office, and all serious talk of moving the Order onto newer footing for the new age, more relevant for the challenges and opportunities of the post–Cold War era, ceased.

American leadership in the years since has been, in a word, underwhelming. Bill Clinton found foreign policy boring and did his best to avoid it. George W Bush became embroiled exclusively in the Middle East. Barack Obama proved so insular he refused to have many meetings with, well, anyone—even allies within his own Democratic Party. Donald Trump’s “America First” expressly calls for divorce from the global system.

None of the four picked up the challenge of George HW Bush to reform the Order and build a better world. Nor did any of the four provide the necessary guidance to American military, intelligence, and diplomatic staff as to what America’s goals actually are.

With no clear grand strategy, the Americans lurched from crisis to crisis—Haiti to Bosnia to Yugoslavia to Afghanistan to Iraq to Yemen to Syria—with the country’s political, economic, and military elite seeing power as something to be used in an endless march of tactical situations, rather than a tool for shaping the broader picture. For a mix of reasons political, personal, and institutional, there has been a lack of imagination all around.

Bereft of direction from the top, American strategic policy slipped into a thought-free rut. The US Navy continued to provide global maritime security. The American military continued to protect Cold War allies. The American economic system continued to be a sink for global exports. The American system continued to enable all the nuts and bolts of global energy and finance and agriculture and manufacturing.

The only change was, the Americans stopped asking for anything in exchange.

It made the world a very strange place.

The Order had already created the greatest half century of global economic growth in history. However, in the post–Cold War iteration of the Order, the parts of the world that had been left behind due to local political instability or geographic inaccessibility or simply for being on the wrong side of the Cold War contest flooded into the system as well. Continuities and economies of scale extended and added new players. The increased demand for the inputs of industrialization bolstered Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. Increased demand for more and better food boosted Latin America and the former Soviet Union. Increased demand for energy helped the Middle East and the former Soviet Union. Increased demand for manufactures boosted Europe and the East Asian rim. All without the Americans asking for a thing in return for making the entire system possible. The Order had been so successful, most forgot—or never learned—that it was even there in the first place.

The sheer size of the new system boggles the mind.

Just before World War II got moving in 1935, the world’s largest fully integrated economy—Germany—had about 62 million people. With the imposition of the American-led Order in the late 1940s, the fusion of the American system with the first batch of postwar allies created a system with some 400 million members. Absorbing the Axis powers and several formerly neutral states in the 1950s brought the figure to just shy of one billion. By 1980 population growth and the admission of China increased it to three billion. And at the time of this writing in early 2020, pretty much all the world’s 7.8 billion people are beneficiaries. With each step, the continuity of the Order deepened and broadened. With each step, the possible economies of scale expanded. With each step, we came a bit closer to the modern world of computers, on-demand deliveries, widespread and varied food availability, and reliable electricity.

But this ever-more-wealthy, ever-more-connected, ever-more-advanced world lost sight of one central, inconvenient truth: American involvement in the Order isn’t about—was never about—free trade and its subsequent effects as an end. Free trade was the means. Free trade was part of the bribe. The Americans never enmeshed their economy into the Order. If they had done so, it would have been as if they were establishing an empire with the allies being the new provinces.

Instead, the Americans in their splendid isolation more or less kept their continent-size economy to their continent-size selves; geographic isolation and abundance are powerful forces of crunch and goo. Today the United States remains the least integrated major economy in the world. Which means that with the notable exception of Soviet containment and defeat, none of the Order’s advances—in energy, agriculture, finance, manufacturing, disease prevention, education, lifespan, democracy, child mortality, and on and on and on—were part of the plan. They were merely side effects.

No, the Order wasn’t about money for the Americans, and everyone would do well to remember that longevity and broad political support are not the same thing as sustainability or permanence. The Americans forged, operated, and subsidized the free trade Order so that they would have allies to help face down the Soviets. But the Cold War ended in November 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall. On New Year’s Eve as 1991 ended, the Soviet flag was lowered for the last time. The world has since changed, and—belatedly—the Americans are changing with it. With the Order’s strategic rationale gone, the Order has had to justify its continuing existence to the Americans.

It has not gone well.

THE AMERICANS IN THE THIRD AGE

There was no single event that directly translated into American disenchantment with the Bretton Woods Order. With any strategic grounding dissolving in 1992 right along with the Soviet Union itself, the American alliance network has long since become unmoored from all the Cold War realties that cemented the system in place. Everything continued on increasingly surreal autopilot for a while, but a decade after the Order’s grand success, three specific major events in quick succession . . . clarified things:

On April 1, 2001, a Chinese fighter jet collided with an American EP-3 spy plane it was shadowing, crashing both aircraft. The issue quickly escalated into a bilateral snit. The Chinese asserted that the EP-3 was spying on China,* while the Americans asserted that such flights were not only routine but that, since the EP-3 was over international waters, the flight was legal under international law.*

Bad blood had been rising between the two countries for some time. While the Chinese and Americans had never truly been comfortable with each other, they were allies in the Order. The core of US President Richard Nixon’s historic trip to China in 1972 was to bring the Chinese into the anti-Soviet alliance network. The normalization process was a monumental success, the Chinese turned monumentally against the Soviets, and that shift exposed the Soviets’ entire southern flank to monumental pressure, which probably accelerated the Soviet collapse by more than a decade. It also ushered China into the global network of resources and trade, launching the Panda Boom.

But by 2001 the Chinese were growing tired of deferring to the Americans’ increasingly nebulous post–Cold War strategic policy, particularly when tendrils of that policy could be seen from Chinese shores. When the EP-3 accident occurred, the Chinese leadership decided to take a stand. The Americans, furious that an Order ally would embrace a military standoff with the country that made their economic success possible, took more than a bit of umbrage. But before the issue could be resolved one way or another, another transformational event occurred.

One idle Tuesday morning—September 11, 2001—Islamic militants hijacked four American passenger jets, successfully crashing three of them into buildings iconic of American power. For the first time since the War of 1812, a hostile power had struck a major American city.

Within a month, American forces were hunting the perpetrators across the length and breadth of Afghanistan. The effort quickly degraded into a whack-a-mole problem. American forces would advance upon a known militant hideout. The militants would catch wind of their approach and vacate. The Americans needed more eyes and more ears and more guns in more places, and so they called upon their entire alliance network to join the hunt.

The response was discouraging. Most of America’s allies demurred; many actively resisted.

While much has been said and written about the wisdom, effectiveness, and/or execution of the Global War on Terror, the thing is that from the American point of view, the United States was still providing the economic and strategic largesse of the Order, but most of the allies were no longer providing the strategic deference that was supposed to balance the equation. And so the thinking went in Washington, if no one else is upholding their end of the bargain, why should we?

On New Year’s Day 2002, a dozen European countries jointly ditched their national currencies in favor of a new, common currency: the euro. There are any number of reasons why the euro adoption wasn’t all that realistic, but it is undeniable that part of the euro’s raison d’être was to pool European economic power so that Europe could provide a non-American pole of power in global affairs.

A lingering distaste for the new currency rose up in America. During the Imperial Age, the Europeans had been at each other’s throats. Peace among them had been possible only because of American involvement in World War II, American financial support in the postwar rebuilding effort, American strategic overwatch during the Cold War, and the de facto American subsidization of their economies since 1945 via the Order. Without the Americans, there could not be a European Union, much less a euro.

And to thank the Americans, the Europeans decided to launch a common currency expressly designed to chip away at American preeminence in global trade and finance.

As the years ticked by, the Americans found themselves ever-more ticked off.

First, the Chinese started claiming airspace throughout their Western Pacific periphery. Then seas. Then islands. Using a mix of economic and military tools, they bit by bit impressed their will upon their region—and did so while continuing to fully exploit every aspect of the Order. The Chinese wanted to push the American Navy back from Asian shores while expecting that same American Navy to continue to make the global oceans safe for Chinese merchandise exports and for Chinese energy and raw-material imports. This fact was not lost on the American Navy.

Saudi Arabia’s idea of social policy is to hype up their disaffected youth with radical Islam, give them some firearms and explosives, and export them to war zones to fight for Saudi interests. Should some of those groups self-radicalize, give themselves a new name—like, say, al Qaeda—and start selecting their own targets, such as matching skyscrapers in New York City, the Saudi reaction was typically to shrug, disavow, and form a new group. Saudi Arabia’s resistance—to taking responsibility for the 9/11 attacks, to ceasing their radical-export strategy, to allowing the Americans to hunt for radicals on Saudi soil—fundamentally changed the way many Americans view their “allies.”

The rise of the euro complicated European-American relations, particularly when the Europeans came to Washington hat in hand for help in dealing with the European Financial Crisis, a crisis that would have not been nearly as severe if not for the euro’s creation.

This is hardly a comprehensive list. Many other Bretton Woods “allies” have taken the shine off the alliance:


	A homegrown crisis in Argentina prompted the Argentines to go hat in hand to Washington for a bailout while they were disavowing debts to US citizens.

	Australia attempted to use the G20 to muscle its way into global management.

	Brazil, whose development would have been impossible without scads of foreign funds, led a global effort to diversify global finance away from American institutions.

	India regularly torpedoed American efforts to tweak the Bretton Woods system via the World Trade Organization.

	Despite being two of the countries that benefit the most from the Order, China supports perennial Asian bugaboo North Korea against the Americans, while Brazil often provides economic and diplomatic cover to Venezuela and Cuba.

	It is difficult to overstate American frustration with allies within the Order who insist on using their newfound strategic cover and economic stability to pick fights with other Order members: China with Taiwan, Greece with Turkey, South Korea with Japan.

	Malaysia publicly condemns American economic leadership while privately being the world’s second-most trade-dependent country.

	Not just China, but also France, Israel, and South Korea regularly engage in espionage against American corporations in order to steal everything from technology to business plans to negotiating guidance.

	After a terror attack in 2004, Spain pulled out of cooperation with the Americans not only in the Islamic world, but within NATO as well.

	Speaking of NATO, the allies’ financial contribution to their national defense was weak during the Cold War. After the Cold War, their defense spending dropped so much that the French cannot move troops without renting tourist ferries, while the bulk of Germany’s submarines, surface ships, tanks, and jets cannot even deploy.

	Canada is just so damn snarky. All. The. Goddamn. Time.



Many condemn Donald Trump for destroying the global Order. Let’s be real here. If there is one thing that Americans on both the Left and Right agree on, it is that the United States should pursue a more modest role in foreign affairs. The push for an American retrenchment did not begin with Trump, nor will it end with him. Besides, if a single American election can upend the Order—in an era when there is no nuclear-massed superpower foe—it was never as stable and durable as anyone thought.

A more accurate assessment is that despite Donald Trump’s trademark brashness, American policy trajectory hasn’t changed much. In the seventh year of George W Bush’s presidency, the United States initiated a broad global drawdown of its troop levels. That disengagement continued both under Barack Obama and Donald Trump. At the time of this writing, the Americans now have fewer troops stationed abroad than at any time since the Great Depression.

The decline of the Order isn’t the fault of a single country, much less a single personality in the United States or elsewhere. The Americans have lost interest in being the global policeman, security guarantor, referee, financier, and market of first and last resort. The people who remember the world wars personally are almost gone, and the oldest of those born after the age of the Soviet nuclear threat have already voted in three presidential elections. It is difficult to justify an Order when the people doing the justifying weren’t even alive when the circumstances that necessitated its creation occurred.

It is not only that the Order—the concept that the Americans will trade economic dynamism for security primacy—is simply no longer working; it hasn’t been working for three decades. Without a strategic foe to focus minds throughout the alliance, nothing but inertia is holding it together, so the global system—the first truly global system—has been breaking apart bit by bit.

It is difficult to draw a line under things that will not change.

The regions that have benefited most from the Order’s security and structure are the regions that either produce or consume most of the world’s internationally traded crude oil: the former Soviet Union and the Persian Gulf are the producers, while Europe and Northeast Asia are the consumers. The post-Order world faces the perfect storm: not simply a global energy shortage, but a series of interlocking instabilities occurring in the places the modern world depends upon most.

A close second for topics of concern are foodstuffs. Throughout history, food supply has repeatedly proven to be the most significant limiting factor. If a government couldn’t feed its people reliably, well, let’s just say that famine is the ultimate continuity-ending event. The Order’s safety and openness enabled such massive agricultural investment and expansion that famine was banished from not only the imperial centers, but most of the world. The global population tripled. But in 2020 four-fifths of the world’s food production is dependent upon inputs such as fuel and fertilizer, inputs that for most farmers originate on a different continent. Without the Order, much of the global gains in health, nutrition, and calorie intake melt away.

Not to be outdone, most of the world’s raw materials—whether iron ore or bauxite or lithium or copper—are produced on one continent, processed on another, and consumed yet somewhere else. Even minor interruptions to global shipping will collapse the availably of the base materials upon which modern life has been built.

And that’s just the wonky high-level stuff. By forcing order upon a disorderly world, the American alliance system inadvertently—if happily—improved nearly every aspect of human existence. It wasn’t so much a rising tide that raised all boats as a fundamental transformation of the human condition.

This Order forced peace upon Europe. This Order dismantled the empires, freeing colonies the world over. This Order enabled the formation of the European Economic Community during the Cold War, and the European Union after. This Order’s extension into the post–Cold War world is what enabled the rise of Brazil and India and China. This Order ended imperial predation in Africa and China. This Order enabled Brazil and Kazakhstan to grow row crops en masse. This Order allowed South Korea and Slovakia to industrialize. This Order enabled oil to flow from Saudi Arabia and Australia and Libya to France and Argentina and Singapore. This Order transformed Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan into democratic pacifists. This Order provides hope for a world beyond coal. This Order makes London and Hong Kong and Singapore financial centers. This Order makes container ships possible. This Order provides global markets for South African ore and Thai electronics and Ecuadorian bananas.

The benefits of global stability and continuity have manifested as deep-rooted improvements in the lives of the entire global population:


	This Order has increased education levels to their highest ever.

	This Order has so increased economic opportunities that the proportion of the global population living in absolute poverty has plunged from 60 percent to less than 9 percent.

	This Order has improved security and health and education enough to reduce the chances of children dying before age five from over 24 percent to less than 4 percent, while reducing illiteracy from 58 percent of the population to less than 15 percent.

	This Order has so improved global health that child immunizations have shifted from being the province of the rich to the global norm, with over 99 percent of children getting immunized at least once, eliminating smallpox, nearly eliminating polio, and even putting malaria on the run.

	This Order has massively expanded human connectivity, and not simply due to the development of the Internet—the number of people with phone connections increased by an order of magnitude.

	The Order has so fostered democracy that the governing system has spread from less than one-tenth of the world’s countries to over half.

	This Order has put human rights on the human agenda.



But think of what it takes to foster all these outcomes. Education requires wealth and political stability. Economic growth in subpar geographies requires access to foreign finance, technology, and markets. Progress against child mortality requires imported medicines and the economic capacity to purchase them, as well as funding for sanitation infrastructure. The Internet—the foundation of the digital economy—works in non–First World countries only if transoceanic cables can operate without interruption (no one puts a server farm in Uzbekistan or Congo). Democracy necessitates a degree of economic development that enables people to think about what happens a year from now. Population growth and high life expectancy require a world where nutritious food and clean water and health care are available every single day, not to mention a world flush with educational and economic opportunities.

There are any number of ways to bottom-line just how critical the Order has been to the human condition. Here’s the one that hits me like a two-by-four to the forehead. For more than half the world’s population—in countries as disconnected as Korea and China and India and Iran and Saudi Arabia and Egypt and Algeria and Mali and Peru—life expectancy has increased by three decades or more since 1950. For just about everyone else, the figure is at least a decade. The technological advancements, security environment, and spread of health care have tremendously improved the lives of everyone on the planet, with the heaviest gains in parts of the world that have traditionally been poor and war-torn.
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All these gains and more are all inadvertent outcomes of the Order, not deliberate goals. Without the Order, all these and other gains are not simply in danger; the activities and infrastructure and economic wherewithal that enabled these gains to be made in the first place will fall away.

No one will want to give these gains up, whether in education or energy access or life expectancy or manufacturing markets. These things are worth fighting for. And so people will fight for them for the simple reason that scarcity prompts action. Those who lack direct access to oil, food, or industrial inputs—but who possess projection-based military capacity—will use that capacity to gain access to the others. In Europe, this will take a neo-imperial form as the former imperial powers will have little choice but to venture back into the lands of their old empires to secure resources. In East Asia, a sprawling, multi-sided conflict for control of sea lanes is more likely. The Persian Gulf is likely to be on the receiving end of both efforts even before local strategic competitions contribute their own fuel to the building fire.

It all leads to more or less the same place: the beginning of the fourth age, a global Disorder in a world without American overwatch. That is what the rest of this book is all about.




Chapter 2

How to Rule the World, Part I

The American Model

Building and maintaining a truly global system isn’t something any old empire can even attempt. To this point in history, only two countries have pulled off the feat: America and Britain.

Most casual—hell, most professional—observers of international affairs fear a third is on the rise: China. Evidence supporting this concern is all around us:


	China’s economy grew from the seventh largest economy in the world in 1996 to the second in just fifteen years. If trajectories hold, China is set to overtake the United States in economic size around 2030.

	Add together expansive investment in infrastructure, low wages, and rapid gains in productivity, and it is only a slight exaggeration to say that all supply chains lead to China in one way or another. China has over a hundred metro regions with over a million people, which form a regional supply network that has fueled global growth for more than two decades, in addition to making China by far the world’s number-one exporter.

	The country’s headline development program, Made in China 2025, is meant to put the already unnatural economic growth on steroids. Made in China 2025 intends to bring China into direct competition with the Americans’ growth engines of the past few decades: high technology and advanced engineering.

	China’s naval expansion has increased the number of active-duty vessels above three hundred as America’s self-imposed spending diet has reduced its fleet below that level.

	The Chinese military now fields a ballistic missile it calls the Guam Killer, capable of striking the Americans’ primary Western Pacific base.

	Chinese hacking and espionage activities have been wildly successful in both acquiring tech and in making the various American cyber commands look like Baby Boomers trying to figure out what emojis are.

	American investment often comes with legal and humanitarian strings attached, enabling the less picky Chinese to invest their way into influence in second- and third-tier—and a not small number of first-tier—countries the world over.

	The raw materials producers of the world, from South Africa and Australia to Russia and Saudi Arabia, now consider the Chinese market the most important market in the world. Whether it’s China’s rapid growth in oil imports (making up 15.5 percent of global imports in 2018) or its singular control of the soybean import market (59 percent of total imports), Chinese consumption seems to be the only consumption that matters.

	China produces nearly half of two little pillars of civilization called steel and aluminum and has near-total control over the production of rare-earth metals, which can be found in everything from advanced fighter planes to renewable utilities.

	The Chinese government is unafraid to wield the power of the state to let its geopolitical competitors know of its displeasure. In recent years it has limited the outflow of tourists (to South Korea) and rare-earth metals (to Japan), as well as limiting the inflow of soy (from the United States) and steel (from the European Union). China, it would seem, holds all the cards.



Such sentiment isn’t simply wrong, but hilariously so. Global Domination isn’t an entry-level course. To be blunt, the Chinese are doing it wrong.

The American system of global management can be summed up as: entice everyone to be on your team. Sufficient allure to draw everyone to your global system is not easily attained.

The American Order is in essence based on bribes. Think of the American management strategy as having four carrots of success.

CARROT 1: ENSURE PHYSICAL SECURITY FOR ALL

The Order’s primary benefit was absolute security for every country. The United States would protect all Order members from the military advances of Order and non-Order members alike. But the first piece of this process is something most who advocate for a post-American world gloss over: gaining trust.

A would-be hegemon must prove it is willing to bleed to protect the interests of every member of its new Order. The reason the Americans became entangled in wars in Korea and Vietnam was less to stop the march of Communism than to convince America’s allies that the country would never step away from a fight to protect their interests. The two Asian wars were primarily fought to keep Japan and France in America’s coalition—Japan being concerned that there would be no American footprint on the Asian mainland without South Korea, and France being Vietnam’s former colonial master. It is a bit of a hoot to imagine the Chinese manning Checkpoint Charlie to protect the Germans from the Russians or getting involved in the Persian Gulf to keep the Iraqis out of Kuwait.

Anyone who wants to guarantee the security of others must first convince those others that such protection includes protection from the new would-be hegemon itself. As distrusted as the Americans may be around the world, they are still the only significant power that most want defending them. The reason is simple: the Americans are not their neighbors. Except for Mexico and Canada, the Americans border none of their wards. Such distance means any historical bad blood between the Americans and others is fairly thin; few countries have ever faced an American occupation.

Such is most certainly not the case for the Chinese. In contrast to the Americans, who have only been around since 1776—and in a strategically significant sense, since about 1895—the Chinese enjoy showcasing their millennia of history. Yes, such cultural longevity is an accomplishment worth celebrating, but also opens a trap: the Chinese have had a loooooooong time to burn bridges and ring themselves with enmities. The Americans have had meaningful long-term issues only with Canada and Mexico, countries with which it—by Chinese standards—enjoys cordial relations.

A quick look around China’s neighborhood:

Whenever the northern Chinese have ever consolidated sufficiently to invade someone, the first direction they’ve marched is toward the Korean Peninsula. But the Koreans are no longer pushovers. In the twenty-first century, the peninsula is bristling with soldiers and nuclear weapons. There’s no military walkover here.

Taiwan’s hostility to mainland China long predates the Chinese Civil War of the 1920s to 1950s. The island of Formosa has long served as either a redoubt for this or that Chinese dynasty or a rebel or warlord force, or as a power center in its own right. Today it is both.

The Kazakhs—knowing the Chinese think of them as uncouth, horse-riding barbarians—moved their capital from the near-border city of Almaty to the former Soviet gulag of Astana while also getting buddy-buddy with the Russians to achieve a degree of insulation and protection from Beijing. That’s worth underlining: the Kazakhs would rather be beholden to their former Soviet masters than integrated with China.

Japan has been the traditional regional bugaboo of the Chinese for the past handful of centuries, and Japan’s at-times brutal raiding and/or occupation of much of the Chinese coast and northern interior regions leaves the Chinese itching for revenge. That’s hardly the sort of thinking that earns one friends in Tokyo. India still smarts over territory lost to China under Mao, an experience that prompted New Delhi to develop its nuclear forces . . . and point them at China.

China’s relationship with Russia is even more damning. The Russians’ eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Asiatic expansions brought the sharp end of Russian power deep into China’s business. Russian forces occupied what are now the modern Chinese provinces of Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning—the last serving as Beijing’s access to the open ocean. The ill feelings are hardly ancient history: in the 1950s Stalin helped instigate the Korean War on China’s doorstep knowing full well that if the Americans came, the Chinese would feel compelled to act. The Americans came, the Chinese intervened, and then Stalin charged his “socialist brethren” for the weapons the Chinese needed to fight it.

In the 1960s the Soviets took a straw poll to see if anyone would mind them nuking Beijing. The Americans were alone in saying no (paving the way for the Nixon-Mao summit of 1972). After the Soviet Union’s end in 1991, the Kremlin bluntly warned that, should a rising China think it could seize Siberia from a falling Russia, that Russian resistance wouldn’t take the form of tanks or artillery or partisans, but instead nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs).

The best example of the difficulty the Chinese face in establishing trust is the country that provided the Americans with their most memory-searing war: Vietnam. Agent Orange. Napalm. The Christmas bombing of Hanoi. America’s war in Vietnam was messy and angry and lasted for two decades. In contrast, the Han Chinese fought the Vietnamese for two millennia. In 2020 the Vietnamese are eager to welcome American businesspeople and carriers because they don’t think the war with the United States lasted long enough to qualify Americans as epic foes. In contrast, the Vietnamese view of China borders on the pathological.

Of course, it isn’t as if the Chinese are the only significant country that has trouble earning regional—much less global—trust. Iran defending Saudi Arabia? (Or Saudi Arabia defending Iran?) German (or Russian) troops on Polish soil? Japan in charge of Chinese security? It isn’t just that the Chinese can’t displace the Americans as global security guarantor; it’s that no one can.

CARROT 2: ENSURE MARITIME SECURITY FOR ALL

The Americans offered twin promises: they could and would deploy forces anywhere in the world on short notice to defend the Order, and they could and would guarantee absolute protection of all allies’ merchant shipping. These promises required the Americans to patrol all seas at all times. Anyone wanting to displace the Americans as the hegemon of a globalized world would have to do the same.

No one can.

The core problem is capability. America’s global position throughout the Order is a direct outgrowth of the country’s naval dominance at the end of World War II. In late 1945 the American Navy was not simply on a wartime high in terms of force strength, experience, and deployment reach; the world’s other navies were pretty much gone.

It wasn’t that the Americans could sail anywhere they wanted unmolested—although they could and did; it was that in the war’s aftermath all the world’s good naval anchorages were momentarily unoccupied. The Americans spent the next thirty years entrenching themselves in ideal ports the world over while refashioning their naval forces to take maximum advantage of the new basing footprints. It took until the mid-1970s for the Americans to finally float their first modern supercarrier, the USS Nimitz—the first ship with the speed, range, power, and flexibility required to make the most of the basing sites the Americans had already controlled for a generation.

The United States was now not only the sole, undisputed global naval power; it now floated individual battle groups that were more powerful than not only the entire Soviet navy, but arguably more powerful than all the world’s other blue-water vessels combined.* During the next thirty-five years, the Americans gifted the Nimitz with nine sister ships (and have recently begun deployment of an even more powerful supercarrier class). This multidecade buildup would have been impossible in the world before 1939, when a half dozen other significant naval powers floated battle groups and still held most of those anchorages.

[image: image]

Any Chinese expansion that would replace (much less overturn) the American position doesn’t simply begin after a long American head start, but must overcome an American naval global footprint that would take over a century to establish through force of arms—a footprint that is not replicable without complete victory in a world-spanning war that somehow manages to leave the Chinese mainland untouched.

This is meant less as a slam against the Chinese as it is a recognition of global naval realities. After all, aside from the Americans, no one floats even a single fully functional supercarrier, much less a supercarrier battle group, much less a global naval force.

The next-largest non-American carriers aren’t even really operational. Russia’s Kuznetsov appears to like catching on fire; the UK’s Queen Elizabeth hasn’t yet exited sea trials; India’s Vikramaditya is a floating mass of technical problems; and the engines on France’s Charles de Gaulle aren’t powerful enough to bring it up to aircraft-launching speed except under near-perfect conditions. In fact, the next nine largest fully operational carriers are also all operated by the US Navy.

Much is made of China’s Liaoning. It shouldn’t be. On paper the Liaoning has perhaps one-seventh the combat capacity of a Nimitz . . . and the Chinese didn’t build it. The Soviets did. In the 1980s. Sort of. This first-of-type vessel was never completed. After the Soviet breakup, the Ukrainians stripped it for parts. The ship then languished, rusting at dock for a decade until the Chinese purchased it. Today it is used purely as a training platform. China’s naval engineering is improving—the 001A, China’s














	First and foremost, when the credit taps are on (and they usually are), the money flow enables favored companies to ignore pesky things like productivity and market forces and input costs whether that input is oil or copper or soy or cement or labor. Just take out another loan to cover costs and expand, expand, expand. Even poorly connected private companies see benefits from cheaper credit, though these companies don’t have anything like the bowling alley gutter guards of their more favored cousins.

	Second, since these firms’ credit access means they view the issue of cost as largely irrelevant, they can compete in any market on price. The Chinese can—and do—buy high and sell low because efficiency is secondary to the political needs of the Party (such as maintaining high employment levels).

	Third, there’s only so much you can spend on fancy equipment and warehouses and shiny corporate headquarters. The money inevitably spills out and allows Chinese firms to acquire not simply tech and wood and workers and steel, but also other companies. The result since 2010 has been a massive Chinese corporate binge on foreign firms, whether it be to secure resources, eliminate competitors, or acquire technologies.




















	This overproduction first surpassed domestic demand in the 1990s. Beijing subsequently directed the excess to massive infrastructure projects: airports and roads and rail lines and industrial plants and cities. Some were needed. Many were wasteful. China today sports several “ghost cities,” designed to be home to a million residents, but which—aside from a handful of state bureaucrats holding down the carpet in government office buildings—are essentially empty.

	While China produces wildly insufficient volumes of the material inputs locally for products such as gasoline or steel or electronics or automobiles, mass subsidization enabled China to become the global low-cost producer and leading exporter of all of them.

	China’s mass application of subsidies for state-run firms means mills and refineries run whether there is demand or not. Such subsidization has helped Chinese firms dominate electronics and automobile assembly. By the 2000s the overproduction so outpaced Chinese demand that it was dumped on the global system, wrecking markets near and far.

	In the 2010s the overproduction became so extreme that it surpassed global demand. Part of the rationale behind projects like One Belt, One Road is to dispose of this excess supply by building infrastructure to and in places that would never justify investment in the first place.*











	The volume of currency must be massive—large enough not just to lubricate trillions (of dollars) of economic activity that takes place far from the sponsor’s shores, but so huge that ordinary transactions and business fluctuations do not affect the currency’s day-to-day value. Otherwise the instability would scare away users.

	Moreover, the sponsor’s external trade must be so small relative to the size of its home economy that day-to-day changes in the currency’s value don’t over-upset the domestic economy.

	The sponsor must be so nonchalant about the currency’s value that it doesn’t often intervene in currency markets to push the currency up or down. A whiff of excess manipulation would put foreign assets at risk, reduce confidence, and prompt a search for alternatives.

	The would-be hegemon must be willing to let currency flow in and out of its domestic market at the whim of others. If you can’t get hold of the currency in reliably sufficient volumes when you need it, there is no point in using it in the first place.
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