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�e World According 
to Xi Jinping

What China’s Ideologue in Chief  
Really Believes 

Kevin Rudd

In the post–Cold War era, the Western world has su�ered no 
shortage of grand theories of history and international rela-
tions. �e settings and actors may change, but the global geo-

political drama goes on: variants of realism and liberalism compete 
to explain and predict state behavior, scholars debate whether the 
world is witnessing the end of history, a clash of civilizations, or 
something else entirely. And it is no surprise that the question that 
now attracts more analytical attention than any other is the rise 
of China under President Xi Jinping and the challenge it presents 
to American power. In the run-up to the 20th National Congress 
of the Chinese Communist Party (ccp), as Xi has maneuvered to 
consolidate his power and secure an unprecedented third term, 
Western analysts have sought to decode the worldview that drives 
him and his ambitions for China.

Kevin Rudd is President of the Asia Society, in New York, and previously served as 
Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Australia.

03_Rudd_Blues.indd   8 10/4/22   3:23 PM

Return to Table of ContentsReturn to Table of Contents



H
A

N
S L

U
C

A
S / R

E
D

U
X

9Photograph by Xosé Bouzas

03_Rudd_Blues.indd  9 10/4/22  3:24 PM



Kevin Rudd

10 foreign affairs

One important body of thought has been largely absent from this 
search for understanding, however: Marxism-Leninism. This is odd 
because Marxism-Leninism has been China’s official ideology since 
1949. But the omission is also understandable, since most Western think-
ers long ago came to see communist ideology as effectively dead—even 
in China, where, in the late 1970s, the ccp leader Deng Xiaoping set 
aside the Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy of his predecessor, Mao Zedong, 
in favor of something more akin to state capitalism. Deng summed up 
his thoughts on the matter with characteristic bluntness: Bu zhenglun, 
“Let’s dispense with theory,” he told attendees at a major ccp confer-
ence in 1981. His successors Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao followed his 
lead, rapidly expanding the role of the market in the Chinese domestic 
economy and embracing a foreign policy that maximized China’s par-
ticipation in a global economic order led by the United States. 

Xi has brought that era of pragmatic, nonideological governance to 
a crashing halt. In its place, he has developed a new form of Marxist 
nationalism that now shapes the presentation and substance of China’s 
politics, economy, and foreign policy. In doing so, Xi is not constructing 
theoretical castles in the air to rationalize decisions that the ccp has 
made for other, more practical reasons. Under Xi, ideology drives policy 
more often than the other way around. Xi has pushed politics to the 
Leninist left, economics to the Marxist left, and foreign policy to the 
nationalist right. He has reasserted the influence and control the ccp 
exerts over all domains of public policy and private life, reinvigorated 
state-owned enterprises, and placed new restrictions on the private 
sector. Meanwhile, he has stoked nationalism by pursuing an increas-
ingly assertive foreign policy, turbocharged by a Marxist-inspired belief 
that history is irreversibly on China’s side and that a world anchored in 
Chinese power would produce a more just international order. In short, 
Xi’s rise has meant nothing less than the return of Ideological Man. 

These ideological trends are not simply a throwback to the Mao 
era. Xi’s worldview is more complex than Mao’s, blending ideological 
purity with technocratic pragmatism. Xi’s pronouncements about 
history, power, and justice might strike Western audiences as impen-
etrable or irrelevant. But the West ignores Xi’s ideological messaging 
at its own peril. No matter how abstract and unfamiliar his ideas 
might be, they are having profound effects on the real-world content 
of Chinese politics and foreign policy—and thus, as China’s rise 
continues, on the rest of the world.
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party man
Like all Marxist-Leninists, Xi bases his thinking on historical mate-
rialism (an approach to history focused on the inevitability of prog-
ress through ongoing class struggle) and dialectical materialism (an 
approach to politics that focuses on how change occurs when contra-
dictory forces collide and are resolved). In his published writings, Xi 
deploys historical materialism to position the Chinese revolution in 
world history in a context in which China’s move to a more advanced 
stage of socialism necessarily accompanies the decline of capitalist 
systems. Through the lens of dialectical materialism, he portrays his 
agenda as a step forward in an ever-intensifying contest between 
the ccp and reactionary forces at home (an arrogant private sector, 
Western-influenced nongovernmental organizations, religious move-
ments) and abroad (the United States and its allies). 

These concepts may seem abstruse and arcane to those outside 
China. But they are taken seriously by elites in the ccp, senior Chinese 
officials, and many of the international relations scholars who advise 
the government. And Xi’s published writings on theory are vastly more 
extensive than those of any other Chinese leader since Mao. The ccp 
also draws on the kinds of economic and strategic advice that typi-
cally guide Western political systems. But within the Chinese system, 
Marxism-Leninism still serves as the ideological headwaters of a world 
view that places China on the right side of history and portrays the 
United States as struggling in the throes of inevitable capitalist decline, 
consumed by its own internal political contradictions and destined to 
fall by the wayside. That, in Xi’s view, will be the real end of history.

In 2013, barely five months after his appointment as party general 
secretary, Xi gave an address to the Central Conference on Ideology 
and Propaganda, a gathering of top party leaders in Beijing. The con-
tents of the speech were not reported at the time but were leaked three 
months later and published by China Digital Times. The speech offers 
an unfiltered portrait of Xi’s deepest political convictions. In it, he 
dwells on the risks of the ideological decay that led to the collapse of 
Soviet communism, the West’s role in fomenting ideological division 
within China, and the need to crack down on all forms of dissent. 
“The disintegration of a regime often starts from the ideological area,” 
Xi said. “Political unrest and regime change may occur overnight, but 
ideological evolution is a long-term process,” he continued, warning 
that once “ideological defenses are breached, other defenses become 
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very difficult to hold.” But the ccp “has justice on our side,” he assured 
his audience, encouraging them not to be “evasive, bashful, or mince our 
words” in dealing with Western countries, whose goal is “to vie with us 
for the battlefields of people’s hearts and for the masses, and in the end 
to overthrow the leadership of the ccp and China’s socialist system.” 

This meant cracking down on anyone “harboring dissent and dis-
cord” and demanding that ccp members demonstrate loyalty not only 
to the party but also to Xi personally. What followed was an internal 
“cleansing” of the ccp, accomplished by purging any perceived polit-
ical or institutional opposition, in large part through a decadelong 
anticorruption campaign that had begun even before the speech. A 
“rectification campaign” brought another round of purges to the party’s 
political and legal affairs apparatus. Xi also reasserted party control over 
the People’s Liberation Army and the People’s Armed Police and cen-
tralized China’s cybersecurity and surveillance systems. Finally, in 2019, 
Xi introduced a party-wide education campaign titled “Don’t Forget 
the Party’s Original Purpose, Keep the Mission in Mind.” According 
to an official document announcing the initiative, its goal was for party 
members “to gain theoretical learning and to be baptized in ideology 
and politics.” By around the end of his first term, it had become clear 
that Xi sought nothing less than to transform the ccp into the high 
church of a revitalized, secular faith. 

HIGH MARX
In contrast to those immediate moves toward a more Leninist 
discipline in domestic politics, the shift to Marxist orthodoxy in  
economic policy under Xi has been more gradual. Economic man-
agement had long been the domain of the technocrats who serve 
on the State Council, China’s administrative cabinet. Xi’s personal 
interests also lay more in party history, political ideology, and grand 
strategy than in the details of financial and economic management. 
But as the party apparatus increasingly asserted control of the eco-
nomic departments of the state, China’s policy debates on the relative 
roles of the state and the market became increasingly ideological. 
Xi also progressively lost confidence in market economics following 
the global financial crisis of 2008 and China’s homegrown financial 
crisis of 2015, which was sparked by the bursting of a stock market 
bubble and led to a nearly 50 percent collapse in the value of Chinese 
stocks before the markets finally settled in 2016. 
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China’s economic policy trajectory under Xi—from a consensus in 
support of market reforms to an embrace of increased party and state 
intervention—has therefore been uneven, contested, and at times 
contradictory. Indeed, in late 2013, less than six months after Xi’s 
revivalist sermon on ideology and propaganda, the Central Commit-
tee of the ccp (the top several hundred leaders of the party) adopted 
a remarkably reformist document on the economy, starkly titled “�e 
Decision.” It outlined a series of policy measures that would allow the 
market to play “the decisive role” in the allo-
cation of resources in the economy. But the 
rollout of these policies slowed to a stand-
still in 2015, while state-owned enterprises 
received trillions of dollars in investment 
from “industry guidance funds” between 2015 
and 2021—a massive infusion of government 
support that brought the Chinese state roar-
ing back to the center of economic policy.

At the 19th ccp Party Congress, in 2017, Xi announced that going 
forward, the party’s central ideological challenge would be to rectify the 
“unbalanced and inadequate development” that had emerged during 
the “reform and opening” period of market-based policy changes that 
Deng had inaugurated in the late 1970s. In a little-noticed speech pub-
lished in the party’s ideological journal in 2021, Xi in e�ect challenged 
Deng’s de�nition of “the primary stage of socialism” and Deng’s belief 
that China would need to endure inequality for hundreds of years 
before achieving prosperity for all. Instead, Xi hailed a faster transition 
to a higher phase of socialism, declaring that “thanks to many decades 
of hard work, [this] is a period that marks a new starting point for 
us.” Xi rejected Deng’s gradualism and the notion that China was 
doomed to an inde�nite future of developmental imperfection and class 
inequality. �rough more rigorous adherence to Marxist principles, 
he promised, China could achieve both national greatness and greater 
economic equality in the not-too-distant future.

Such an outcome would rely on party committees increasing their 
in�uence on private �rms by playing a larger role in selecting senior 
management and making critical board decisions. And as the Chi-
nese state began securing equity in private �rms, the state would also 
encourage successful entrepreneurs to invest in state-owned enter-
prises, mixing the market and the state to an ever-greater degree. 

Xi’s rise has  
meant nothing  
less than the 
return of 
Ideological Man.  
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Meanwhile, ccp economic planners would be tasked with designing a 
“dual circulation economy,” which in effect meant that China would 
become increasingly self-reliant across all sectors of the economy while 
the world’s economies would become increasingly dependent on China. 
And in late 2020, Xi laid out an approach to income redistribution 
known as the “common prosperity agenda,” through which the rich 
were to be expected to “voluntarily” redistribute funds to state-favored 
programs to reduce income inequality. By the end of 2021, it was clear 
that Deng’s era of “reform and opening” was coming to a close. In its 
place stood a new statist economic orthodoxy.

“HISTORY IS THE BEST TEXTBOOK”
Xi’s push toward Leninist politics and Marxist economics has been 
accompanied by his adoption of an increasingly bracing form of nation-
alism, fueling an assertiveness abroad that has replaced the traditional 
caution and risk aversion that were the hallmarks of China’s foreign 
policy during the Deng era. Xi’s recognition of the importance of 
nationalism was evident early in his tenure. “In the West, there are 
people who say that China should change the angle of its historical 
propaganda, it should no longer make propaganda about its history of 
humiliation,” he noted in his 2013 speech. “But as I see it, we cannot 
heed this; forgetting history means betrayal. History objectively exists. 
History is the best textbook. A nation without historical memory does 
not have a future.” Immediately after Xi was installed as ccp general 
secretary in 2012, he led the newly appointed Politburo Standing Com-
mittee on a tour of an exhibition at the National Museum of China 
in Beijing titled “The Road to Rejuvenation,” which chronicled the 
perfidy of the Western imperial powers and Japan and the party’s heroic 
response during China’s “100 years of national humiliation.”

In the years since, the concept of “the great rejuvenation of the 
Chinese nation” has become the centerpiece of Xi’s nationalist vision. 
His goal is for China to become the preeminent Asian and global 
power by 2049. In 2017, Xi identified a number of quantitative bench-
marks that the country must reach by 2035 on the road to that status, 
including becoming a “medium-level developed economy” and having 
“basically completed the modernization of China’s national defense 
and its armed forces.” To capture and codify his vision, Xi has intro-
duced or highlighted a number of ideological concepts that collectively 
authorize China’s new, more assertive approach. First among these is 
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“comprehensive national power” (zonghe guoli), which the ccp uses 
to quantify China’s combined military, economic, and technological 
power and foreign policy influence. Whereas this concept was used 
by Xi’s predecessors, only Xi was bold enough to claim that China’s 
power has grown so rapidly that the country has already “entered the 
leading ranks of the world.” Xi has also emphasized rapid changes in 
“the international balance of forces” (guoji liliang duibi), which refers 
to official comparisons the party uses to measure China’s progress in 
catching up with the United States and its allies. Official ccp rhetoric 
also features references to growing “multipolarity” (duojihua) in the 
international system and to irreversible increases in China’s power. Xi 
has also rehabilitated a Maoist aphorism hailing “the rise of the East 
and the decline of the West” (dongsheng xijiang) as a euphemism for 
China surpassing the United States. 

Xi’s public praise for China’s growing national power has been 
much sharper and more expansive than that of his predecessors. In 
2013, the ccp formally abandoned Deng’s traditional “diplomatic 
guidance,” dating from 1992, that China should “hide its strength, 
bide its time, and never take the lead.” Xi used the 2017 Party Con-
gress Report to describe how China had promoted its “economic, 
scientific, technological, military, and comprehensive national power” 
to the extent that it had now “entered into the leading ranks of the 
world”—and that owing to an unprecedented increase in China’s 
international standing, “the Chinese nation, with an entirely new 
posture, now stands tall and firm in the East.” 

THEORY AND PRACTICE
What matters most to those warily eyeing China’s rise is how these 
changing ideological formulations have been put into practice. Xi’s 
doctrinal statements are not only theoretical—they are also oper-
ational. They have laid the groundwork for a wide range of foreign 
policy steps that would have been unimaginable under earlier lead-
ers. China has embarked on a series of island reclamations in the 
South China Sea and turned them into garrisons, ignoring earlier 
formal guarantees that it would not. Under Xi, the country has car-
ried out large-scale, live-fire missile strikes around the Taiwanese 
coast, simulating a maritime and air blockade of the island—some-
thing that previous Chinese regimes refrained from doing despite 
having the ability to do so. Xi has intensified China’s border conflict 
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with India through repeated border clashes and by building new 
roads, air±elds, and other military-related infrastructure near the 
border. And China has embraced a new policy of economic and 
trade coercion against states whose policies o�end Beijing and that 
are vulnerable to Chinese pressure. 

China has also become far more aggressive in going after critics 
abroad. In July 2021, Beijing for the first time announced sanctions 
against individuals and institutions in the West that have had 
the temerity to criticize China. The sanc-
tions are in harmony with the new ethos of 
“Wolf Warrior” diplomacy, which encour-
ages Chinese diplomats to routinely and 
publicly attack their host governments—a 
radical departure from Chinese diplomatic 
practice over the last 35 years. 

Xi’s ideological beliefs have commit-
ted China to the goal of building what Xi 
describes as a “fairer and more just” international system—one 
anchored in Chinese power rather than American power and one 
that re¾ects norms more consistent with Marxist-Leninist val-
ues. For that reason, China has pushed to strip un resolutions of 
all references to universal human rights and has built a new set 
of China-centric international institutions, such as the Belt and 
Road Initiative, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, to rival and eventually 
replace Western-dominated ones. A Marxist-Leninist quest for a 
“more just” world also shapes China’s promotion of its own national 
development model across the global South as an alternative to the 
“Washington consensus” of free markets and democratic governance. 
And Beijing has o�ered a ready supply of surveillance technologies, 
police training, and intelligence collaboration to countries around 
the world, such as Ecuador, Uzbekistan, and Zimbabwe, that have 
eschewed the classical Western liberal-democratic model. 

«ese changes in Chinese foreign and security policy were signaled 
well in advance by earlier shifts in Xi’s ideological line. Using what 
Western audiences might see as obscure, theoretical mumbo jumbo, 
Xi has communicated to the party a crystal-clear message: China 
is much more powerful than it ever was, and he intends to use this 
power to change the course of history. 

Xi’s doctrinal 
statements are not 
only theoretical—
they are also 
operational. 
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IN IT TO WIN IT
Xi is 69 years old and seems unlikely to retire; as a lifelong student 
and practitioner of Chinese politics, he knows full well that if he 
did leave office, he and his family would be vulnerable to retribution 
from his successors. So Xi is likely to lead the country for the rest of 
his life, although his formal designations may change over time. His 
mother is 96 and his father lived until he was 89. If their longevity 
is any indication of his, he is poised to remain China’s paramount 
leader until at least the late 2030s. 

Xi faces few political vulnerabilities. Elements of China’s society 
may begin to chafe at the increasingly repressive apparatus he has 
built. But contemporary surveillance technologies allow him to con-
trol dissent in ways that Mao and Joseph Stalin could hardly imagine. 
Xi exhibits growing confidence in China’s rising “nationalist genera-
tion,” especially the elites who have been educated at home rather than 
abroad, who came of age under his leadership rather than during the 
more liberal regimes of his predecessors, and who see themselves as the 
vanguard of Xi’s political revolution. It would be foolish to assume that 
Xi’s Marxist-Leninist vision will implode under the weight of its own 
internal contradictions in the near to medium term. If political change 
does come, it will more likely arrive after Xi’s death than before it. 

But Xi is not completely secure. His Achilles’ heel is the economy. 
Xi’s Marxist vision of greater party control over the private sector, an 
expanding role for state-owned enterprises and industrial policy, and 
the quest for “common prosperity” through redistribution is likely to 
shrink economic growth over time. That is because declining business 
confidence will reduce private fixed capital investment in response to 
growing perceptions of political and regulatory risk; after all, what 
the state gives, the state can also take away. This applies in particular 
to the technology, finance, and property sectors, which have been 
China’s principal domestic growth engines for the last two decades. 
China’s attractiveness to foreign investors has also declined because 
of supply chain uncertainty and the impact of the new doctrines of 
national economic self-sufficiency. At home, China’s business elites 
have been spooked by the anticorruption campaign, the arbitrary 
nature of the party-controlled judicial system, and a growing number 
of high-profile tech titans falling out of political favor. And China 
has yet to figure out how to leave behind its “zero covid” strategy, 
which has compounded the country’s economic slowdown. 
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Adding to these weaknesses are a number of long-term structural 
trends: a rapidly aging population, a shrinking workforce, low pro-
ductivity growth, and high levels of debt shared between state and 
private financial institutions. Whereas the ccp had once expected 
average annual growth to remain around six percent for the rest of 
the 2020s before slowing to around four percent for the 2030s, some 
analysts now worry that in the absence of a radical course correction, 
the economy will soon begin to stagnate, topping out at around three 
percent in the 2020s before falling to around two percent in the 2030s. 
As a result, China might enter the 2030s still locked in the so-called 
middle-income trap, with an economy smaller or only marginally larger 
than that of the United States. For China’s leadership, that outcome 
would have profound consequences. If employment and income growth 
falter, China’s budget would come under pressure, forcing the ccp to 
choose between providing health care, elder care, and pension entitle-
ments on the one hand and pursuing national security goals, industrial 
policy, and the Belt and Road Initiative on the other. Meanwhile, 
China’s gravitational pull on the rest of the global economy would be 
called into question. The debate over whether the world has already 
witnessed “peak China” is only just beginning, and when it comes to 
China’s long-term growth, the jury is still out.

Therefore, the critical question for China in the 2020s is whether 
Xi can engineer a course correction to recover from the significant 
slowing of economic growth. That, however, would involve a consid-
erable loss of face for him. More likely, he will try to muddle through, 
making as few ideological and rhetorical adjustments as possible and 
putting in place a new team of economic policymakers, hoping they 
can find a way to magically restore growth.

Xi’s Marxist nationalism is an ideological blueprint for the future; 
it is the truth about China that is hiding in plain sight. Under Xi, 
the ccp will evaluate changing international circumstances through 
the prism of dialectical analysis—and not necessarily in ways that 
will make sense to outsiders. For example, Xi will see new Western 
institutions intended to balance against China, such as the Quad 
(the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, a strategic cooperation agree-
ment between Australia, India, Japan, and the United States) and the 
aukus (a defense agreement linking Australia, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States), as both strategically hostile and ideologically 
predictable, requiring new forms of political, ideological, and military 
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“struggle” to roll back. In his Marxist-Leninist view, China’s ultimate 
victory is guaranteed because the deep forces of historical determinism 
are on the ccp’s side, and the West is in structural decline. 

�is view will a�ect the likelihood of con�ict in Asia. Since 2002, 
the ccp’s code language for its belief that war was unlikely has been the 
o�cial phrase “China continues to enjoy a period of strategic oppor-
tunity.” �is statement is meant to convey that China will face a low
risk of con�ict for the foreseeable future and can therefore seek eco-

nomic and foreign policy advantages while 
the United States is bogged down elsewhere, 
especially in the broader Middle East. But 
in the wake of Washington’s o�cial labeling 
of China as a “strategic competitor” in 2017, 
the ongoing U.S.-Chinese trade war, mutual 
(if selective) forms of economic decoupling, 
and the hardening of U.S. alliances with Aus-

tralia, Japan, South Korea, and nato, the ccp is likely to change its 
formal analytical conclusion about the strategic environment. 

�e danger is that dialectical methodologies and the binary con-
clusions that they produce can lead to spectacularly incorrect con-
clusions when applied to the real world of international security. 
In the 1950s, Mao saw it as dialectically inevitable that the United 
States would attack China to snu� out the Chinese revolution on 
behalf of the forces of capitalism and imperialism. Despite the 
Korean War and two crises in the Taiwan Strait during that decade, 
no such attack materialized. Had Mao not taken such an ideological 
view, the thawing of China’s relationship with the United States 
could perhaps have been initiated a decade earlier than it was, par-
ticularly given the unfolding reality of the Sino-Soviet split that 
began after 1959. In similar fashion, Xi now sees threats on every 
front and has embarked on the securitization of virtually every 
aspect of Chinese public policy and private life. And once such 
threat perceptions become formal analytical conclusions and are 
translated into the ccp bureaucracies, the Chinese system might 
begin to function as if armed con�ict were inevitable.

Xi’s ideological pronouncements shape how the ccp and its nearly 
100 million members understand their country and its role in the world. 
�ey take such texts seriously; the rest of the world should, too. At the 
very least, Xi’s embrace of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy should put to 
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rest any wishful thinking that Xi’s China might peacefully liberalize its 
politics and economy. And it should make clear that China’s approach 
to foreign policy is driven not only by a rolling calculus of strategic 
risk and opportunity but also by an underlying belief that the forces of 
historical change are inexorably driving the country forward.

This should, therefore, cause Washington and its partners to care-
fully evaluate their existing China strategies. The United States should 
realize that China represents the most politically and ideologically 
disciplined challenger it has ever faced during its century of geopo-
litical dominance. U.S. strategists should avoid “mirror imaging” and 
should not assume that Beijing will act in ways that Washington would 
construe as rational or serving China’s self-interests. 

The West won an ideological contest in the twentieth century. But 
China is not the Soviet Union, not least because China now has the 
second-largest economy in the world. And although Xi may not be 
Stalin, he is certainly not Mikhail Gorbachev, either. Xi’s adherence to 
Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy has helped him consolidate his personal 
power. But this same ideological stance has also created dilemmas that 
the ccp will find difficult to resolve, especially as slowing economic growth 
puts in doubt the party’s long-standing social contract with the people. 

Whatever may unfold, Xi will not abandon his ideology. He is 
a true believer. And this presents one further test for the United 
States and its allies. To prevail in the unfolding ideological war 
that now stretches before them will require a radical reembrace of 
the principles that distinguish liberal-democratic political systems. 
Western leaders must defend those ideals in word and deed. They, 
too, must become true believers. 
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Russia’s Dangerous 
Decline 

«e Kremlin Won’t Go Down  
Without a Fight

Andrea Kendall-Taylor and Michael Kofman

At a White House ceremony on August 9, days after the U.S. 
Senate agreed in a near-unanimous vote to ratify the expan-
sion of nato to include Finland and Sweden, U.S. President 

Joe Biden highlighted how Russia’s invasion of Ukraine had back±red 
on Russian President Vladimir Putin. “He’s getting exactly what he 
did not want,” Biden announced. “He wanted the Finlandization of 
nato, but he’s getting the natoization of Finland, along with Sweden.” 
Indeed, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has been a massive strategic blun-
der, leaving Russia militarily, economically, and geopolitically weaker. 

Ukraine’s o�ensive in Kharkiv in September underscored the 
magnitude of Putin’s error. As Russian forces grew exhausted, losing 
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momentum on the battlefield, Ukraine seized the initiative, dealing 
the Russian military a decisive blow. Ukraine’s battlefield successes 
revealed the extent of the rot in Putin’s army—the sagging morale, the 
declining manpower, the deteriorating quality of the troops. Instead 
of giving up, however, Putin responded to these problems by ordering 
a partial military mobilization, introducing tougher punishments for 
soldiers who desert or surrender, and moving forward with the ille-
gal annexation of four Ukrainian regions. Putin reacted to Russia’s 
falling fortunes in Ukraine just as he did to its shrinking role on the 
world stage: dealt a losing hand, he doubled down on his risky bet. 
To Putin’s evident surprise, the war in Ukraine has accelerated long- 
standing trends pushing his country toward decline. Europe is mov-
ing to reduce its energy dependence on Russia, diminishing both the 
country’s leverage over the continent and the government revenues 
that depend heavily on energy exports. Unprecedented international 
sanctions and export controls are limiting Russia’s access to capital 
and technology, which will cause Moscow to fall even further behind 
in innovation. A year ago, we argued in these pages that reports of 
Russia’s decline were overstated and that Russia was poised to remain 
a persistent power—a country facing structural challenges but main-
taining the intent and capabilities to threaten the United States and its 
allies. Putin’s disastrous invasion underscored the dangers of dismissing 
the threat from Russia, but it has also hastened the country’s decline. 
Today, Russia’s long-term outlook is decidedly dimmer. 

Given these factors, there will be a strong temptation to down-
grade Russia as a threat. That would be a mistake, and not just because 
the war has yet to be won. In Ukraine and elsewhere, the more vul-
nerable Moscow perceives itself to be, the more it will try to offset 
those vulnerabilities by relying on unconventional tools—including 
nuclear weapons. In other words, Russian power and influence may 
be diminished, but that does not mean Russia will become dramat-
ically less threatening. Instead, some aspects of the threat are likely 
to worsen. For the West, recognizing that reality means abandoning 
any near-term hopes of a chastened Russia and maintaining support 
for Russia’s targets. That effort should begin in Ukraine: the United 
States and its allies must provide sustained support to Kyiv to ensure 
that Russia suffers a defeat. But even if Putin loses, the problem that 
Russia poses will not be solved. In many ways, it will grow in intensity. 
So, too, should the response to it.
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PAYMENT DUE
The war in Ukraine has dealt a blow to Russia’s global economic 
influence. Russia’s gdp is set to contract by six percent over the 
course of 2022, according to the International Monetary Fund. 
And that could be just the beginning, as the full brunt of Western 
measures are yet to be felt. Western export controls will curtail 
Moscow’s access to key technologies and components, hobbling an 
economy that depends heavily on foreign inputs and know-how. 
Already there are signs of struggle in car manufacturing and other 
major commercial sectors in which Russian dependence on foreign 
components or parts is especially pronounced. 

Moreover, Russia’s status as a major energy power is on shaky 
ground. To be sure, Europe faces challenges in securing alternatives to 
Russian energy imports in the coming decade. But over the long term, 
the political leverage that the Kremlin derives from energy exports 
will diminish. Western sanctions scheduled to take effect by the end 
of 2022 will block the issuance of commercial insurance for Russian 
tanker shipments, increasing the risks and costs of Russian oil trans-
actions. The G-7, meanwhile, is imposing a price cap on the sale of 
Russian oil. Over time, the noose may tighten, forcing Russia to offer 
greater discounts for the purchase of its oil. There are growing signs of 
declining Russian exports and, hence, shrinking revenue, leading the 
Russian government to slash its budget in many departments by ten 
percent. Europe will steadily decrease its imports of Russian energy, 
giving Moscow less room to negotiate with other consumers, such as 
China and India. Russia has also hemorrhaged some of its best talent, 
including programmers, engineers, and information technology spe-
cialists, which will curtail its future competitiveness. 

Although those factors will take a significant toll, the full extent of 
the looming economic contraction and its impact on Russia is unclear. 
The effects of sanctions and export controls will largely depend on the 
West’s success in enforcing them and Europe’s success in reducing its 
dependence on Russian energy. The Kremlin, for its part, will work 
hard to circumvent the restrictions and find workarounds to blunt 
their damage. Moscow will resort to trading goods illegally through 
networks that transit friendly countries, such as the Eurasian Economic 
Union states, and to working with countries such as China to jointly 
develop technologies. It will be difficult for Russia to access the large 
volume of components required to supply key sectors of its economy, 
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such as the automotive industry, but it may be able to secure the specific 
technologies needed to sustain select weapons programs.

Rather than facing a total collapse, the Russian economy is likely 
headed toward scarcity, autarky, and a steady decoupling from the global 
economy. As conditions deteriorate, the Kremlin will grow more des-
perate, resorting to shadowy or illicit means to get by and flouting the 
rules that govern global commerce in which it no longer has a stake. 
The more marginalized and threatened the Kremlin becomes, the less 
predictable and restrained its behavior will be. 

It is worth considering that before the war, Russia was already a rel-
atively weak great power, with poor economic foundations for its global 
influence. Yet its ability to contest U.S. interests has often been greater 
than any raw economic indicators would suggest. Russia tends to punch 
above its weight and, though lacking in dynamism, is known for its 
resilience. The country has also lost its share of wars yet has remained 
a consequential actor in European security. With that track record, it 
would be unwise to assume that an economically weaker Russia will 
necessarily be less threatening to U.S. interests in the years to come. 

Battlefield Dearth
The Russian military has been badly mauled in Ukraine. The war has 
consumed millions of artillery shells and worn out a massive quantity 
of Russian equipment, from artillery barrels to tank engines. More 
than 80,000 Russian soldiers have been killed or wounded in the fight-
ing. Mobilized personnel from Russian-held Ukrainian territories in 
Donetsk and Luhansk and volunteer fighters make up a significant 
percentage of the more recent losses, but many of Russia’s best troops 
were lost early in the war. At the same time as it faces personnel short-
ages, the Russian military is increasingly having to bring old equipment 
out of storage to outfit new volunteer units. 

Moscow has addressed these problems piecemeal, allowing its 
troops to muddle through, but that ultimately won’t resolve the fun-
damental problems as the quality of the force degrades. Mobilization 
may extend Russia’s ability to sustain the war, introducing a degree of 
uncertainty to the medium and long term, but it is unlikely to resolve 
the structural problems in Russia’s military performance. As Western 
export controls cut Russia off from key components such as com-
puter chips and Western machine tools, armament programs have been 
delayed and Moscow has been forced to pursue expensive workarounds.  
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«ese measures will reduce the quality and reliability of such parts in weap-
ons systems and, over time, substantially weaken Russia’s defense industry. 

Still, the West should not assume that the Russian military will 
be rendered harmless after its disastrous war with Ukraine. Russia is 
likely to ±nd ways around the Western restrictions, especially given 
the di�culty of enforcing them. Moscow may not be particularly 
good at producing its own substitutes for imports, but it has a knack 
for skirting Western export controls. After its illegal annexation of 

Crimea in 2014, Russia, despite an array of 
sanctions, still managed to maintain access to 
Western-made parts for many of its weapons. 
China may also work to lessen the pressure. 
Although Beijing has so far been reluctant to 
increase defense-military cooperation with 
Russia for fear of incurring U.S. penalties 

for violating sanctions, it is likely to ±nd ways to support Moscow as 
the international spotlight moves away from Ukraine, including by 
providing computer chips and other crucial components.

What is more, the war has left untouched many of the Russian 
capabilities that most worry the United States and nato. Russia 
remains a leader in integrated air defenses, electronic warfare, anti-
satellite weapons, submarines, and other advanced systems. Although 
it at ±rst seemed that Russia had not used cyber-operations during its 
attack on Ukraine, according to an analysis by Microsoft, Russia did 
in fact conduct almost 40 destructive cyberattacks against Ukraine 
in the ±rst three months of the invasion, including a devastating 
cyber-campaign across Europe that blocked Ukrainian access to com-
mercial satellites. To the extent that Moscow exercised restraint on 
that front, it probably did so because Putin envisioned a swift victory 
and planned to occupy the country thereafter. 

Last but not least, Russia still has a sizable nuclear arsenal—4,477 
warheads, according to some estimates—that remains a signi±cant 
factor shaping U.S. and nato decision-making. Even as the Russian 
military invested more heavily in conventional weaponry, it maintained 
a capable tactical nuclear arsenal and poured billions of rubles into 
modernizing its strategic nuclear forces. Despite Russia’s conventional 
losses in Ukraine, its nuclear arsenal is a logical o�set to its conven-
tional vulnerability and poses a credible threat. Western policymakers, 
therefore, should not assume Russia can no longer endanger European 
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security, nor should they imagine that Russia can’t recover its lost mili-
tary capabilities. Russia retains considerable latent power, resilience, and 
mobilization potential even if the present regime is inept at capitalizing 
on those resources. There is a reason Russia features so prominently in 
the wars of the past several hundred years: the country frequently uses, 
misuses, and eventually restores hard military power. 

BEYOND PUTIN
To justify the war, the Kremlin has stoked a dark and ugly form of “patri-
otism” inside Russia. Putin and his propagandists have broadcast the 
message that the war in Ukraine is in fact a civilizational conflict with a 
West that seeks to keep Russia weak. They allege that Russia is fighting 
nato in Ukraine and that the United States and Europe are out to break 
Russia apart. Although such anti-American rhetoric is not new—por-
traying the United States as an enemy has been a long-standing Putin 
tactic—it is growing angrier and more aggressive. This confrontational, 
anti-Western tone will continue as long as Putin is in power.

There are now renewed questions about Putin’s longevity in office, 
particularly after he called for a partial mobilization in September. 
Before that announcement, Putin had gone to great lengths to shel-
ter politically consequential Russians from his war in Ukraine. The 
regime raised pensions to win over the country’s millions of retirees, 
insisted the “special military operation” was continuing “in accordance 
to the plan,” and disproportionately recruited people from Russia’s most 
impoverished regions to fight. Indeed, Putin sought Russians’ passive 
approval, and for many, life continued as normal. By declaring a partial 
mobilization, however, Putin has awakened Russian society to the grim 
realities of the war. His grip on power is weaker now than before his 
decision to call on Russians to prolong his misguided endeavor. 

What comes after Putin is harder to predict. Some commentators 
have warned that Russia’s next leader could be even worse for the West. 
That is certainly possible, but that likelihood may be lower than many 
expect. Data on authoritarian regimes most similar to Russia’s suggest 
that if Putin exited office as a result of domestic dynamics—that is, 
because of a coup, a protest, or his natural death—Russia’s politi-
cal trajectory would be unlikely to worsen in terms of stability and 
repression and might even improve. Research that one of us (Kendall- 
Taylor) has conducted with the political scientist Erica Frantz found 
that in the post–Cold War era, coups, wide-scale protests, and 

FAbook.indb   29FAbook.indb   29 10/1/22   9:58 PM10/1/22   9:58 PM



Andrea Kendall-Taylor and Michael Kofman

30 foreign affairs

more violent forms of conflict are no more likely to erupt in the 
years after such leaders leave the scene than when they were in office. 
Repression, in fact, tends to subside after a change. 

But although domestic dynamics might not become more com-
bustible, authoritarianism in Russia will likely outlast Putin. In the 
post–Cold War era, authoritarianism persisted past the exit of longtime 
leaders in roughly 75 percent of cases, according to Kendall-Taylor and 
Frantz. Moreover, there is a strong chance that the elites who hold 
antagonistic views of the West will remain in power. According to the 
same research, a regime often remains intact after longtime leaders leave 
office—a prospect made more likely if Putin exits on account of natural 
death or an elite-led coup. Since Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, Russia’s 
security services, especially the Federal Security Service, the successor 
to the kgb, have become only more empowered and entrenched. The 
more Putin must rely on repression to maintain control, the more power 
he must grant them. The security services—a group that historically has 
held especially hostile views of the United States and the West—are 
therefore primed to maintain influence beyond Putin. Unless there is 
significant turnover among the ruling elite in conjunction with Putin’s 
exit, Russia’s confrontational posture will endure. 

WOUNDED BUT DANGEROUS
Russia may face mounting challenges, but the Kremlin will try to adapt. In 
particular, the more vulnerable Putin feels given the degradation of Russia’s 
conventional forces in Ukraine, the more likely he is to rely on unconven-
tional methods to accomplish his objectives. With its back against the wall, 
the Kremlin will also have less compunction about trying to destabilize 
its enemies through sometimes exotic and hard-to-track methods in the 
biological, chemical, cyberspace, or artificial intelligence realms.

For starters, the Kremlin will almost certainly intensify its disin-
formation campaigns. Russia has seen just how effective such cam-
paigns can be: disinformation and propaganda have contributed to 
decisions by leaders in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East to 
remain neutral or circumspect in the aftermath of Moscow’s invasion 
of Ukraine. By accusing Ukraine of carrying out atrocities that Russian 
soldiers have committed in the war, framing Western sanctions instead 
of Russia’s invasion as responsible for high food and energy prices, and 
convincing many that it is fighting a defensive war against an expand-
ing nato, Russia has diluted criticism of its military aggression. 
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Cyberattacks will also become an ever more important and disruptive 
tool, as recent incidents in Estonia and Lithuania suggest. In August, in 
response to Tallinn’s announcement that it would remove all Soviet monu-
ments from public spaces, a Russian hacker group targeted more than 200 
state and private Estonian institutions—the biggest wave of cyberattacks 
on Estonia in more than a decade. «e same hacker group similarly targeted 
state and private institutions in Lithuania in June after the government 
placed restrictions on the transit of goods sanctioned by the European 
Union to Kaliningrad, a Russian exclave between 
Lithuania and Poland that depends on Lithua-
nian railways and roads for supplies. 

Most ominously, the more damage the 
Russian military incurs in Ukraine, the more 
likely it is to rely on the prospect of nuclear 
escalation to o�set nato’s conventional 
superiority in Europe. «e Russian military 
appears genuinely more comfortable with the notion of limited nuclear 
use relative to its Western counterparts. To be sure, the use of nuclear 
weapons is a political decision, but the preponderance of evidence 
suggests that Russia’s political leadership might well consider limited 
nuclear use if faced with the kind of defeat that could threaten the 
regime or the state. A future crisis or con¾ict with nato would leave 
Moscow with few conventional options before it decided to threaten or 
potentially use nuclear weapons, shortening the pathway to nuclear war. 

«e growing import of nonstrategic (or tactical) nuclear weapons to 
Russia’s military means that the country is less likely than ever to agree 
to negotiated limits on its nuclear arsenal. «at is particularly problematic 
given that Russia has a more diversi±ed nuclear arsenal than the United 
States does, with di�erent types of nonstrategic weapons, and doctrinally 
appears to be more willing to use those weapons in a con¾ict. «e current 
hostility in the U.S. Congress toward Russia and Moscow’s record of 
violating the treaties it signs also lowers the odds that the United States 
and Russia will agree to a replacement for the New start treaty once it 
expires in 2026. In the absence of an agreement, Russia’s ability to produce 
strategic nuclear weapons and deploy new systems would be unchecked, 
and the United States would lose important insights into Russia’s strategic 
nuclear arsenal. Notably, China is also modernizing its nuclear arsenal. As 
a result, the United States will ±nd itself dealing with two unconstrained 
nuclear powers, both focused on the United States as the primary threat.

Authoritarianism 
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THE DANGER OF COMPLACENCY
Any sensible effort to counter Moscow must start in Kyiv. U.S. and 
European support for Ukraine has so far been remarkable. The United 
States alone has sent more than $45 billion in assistance. This support 
has helped Ukraine not just defend itself but launch a counteroffensive 
to retake territory occupied by Russian forces. With the momentum 
on Kyiv’s side, now is the time to step up the support and the provi-
sion of weapons Ukraine needs to, at a minimum, return its borders 
to where they stood before the invasion. Anything less would increase 
the prospects of another war down the line. 

Even if Ukraine and its Western backers are wildly successful, 
however, Russia will remain a challenge for European security. Rus-
sia’s war, at its core, is an imperialist endeavor rooted in the still 
unfolding collapse of the Soviet Union. As some historians rightly 
point out, the dissolution of the Soviet Union is best thought of as a 
process that in many ways is still going on rather than as a discrete 
historical event; the war in Ukraine is just the latest in a series of con-
flicts that have accompanied this process. It is optimistic to assume 
that this war is the dying gasp of Russian imperialism or that Russia, 
even under a different leader, will quickly abandon revanchism to 
become a stakeholder in European security. 

Moscow’s war is also leading to ripple effects that will create 
new risks in Western relations with Russia. For example, Finland’s 
and Sweden’s entry into nato—a direct result of Russia’s attack on 
Ukraine—will increase security tensions with Russia in the Baltic and 
Arctic regions. Nato has been strengthened by their addition, but 
their membership also brings new borders for nato to defend and 
contingency plans to develop. Moreover, a Russia that feels vulnerable 
about its conventional forces is more likely to overreact to Western 
actions. That is particularly true in the aftermath of Russia’s failures 
in Ukraine, which could prod the Kremlin to seek opportunities to 
demonstrate that Russia is still a power to be feared. Such dynamics 
will create new challenges for nato to manage.

Russia is not in a position to start another war today and certainly 
not with nato. But this does not mean Western policymakers can 
be complacent. Yes, it will take Russia the better part of a decade to 
recapitalize its conventional forces in the aftermath of its attack on 
Ukraine. But nato has its own recapitalization woes. It will take years 
for member states to replenish the weapons and ammunition they sent 
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to Ukraine in this war. That toll will mount if the war goes on longer, 
which it most likely will. It is also important not to plan to fight the 
previous war. Nato must consider how best to counter the Russian 
military that will eventually emerge from this war years from now and 
invest accordingly. Given Russia’s demonstrable failures in this war, it 
is unlikely that Moscow will seek to rebuild the same military, with its 
brittle force structure, weak training, and anemic logistical capacity.

Some have argued that Russia’s poor performance in Ukraine sug-
gests that the United States can hand over the Russian challenge to 
Europe, allowing Washington to focus on Beijing. But if anything, this 
war has provided a stark reminder of why Europe’s defense is and will 
likely remain highly dependent on the United States. The ability to 
employ military power on a large scale means working out such issues 
as logistics, command and control, and communications for hundreds 
of thousands of troops. European countries would struggle on their own 
to scale operations to counter a future Russian campaign similar in size 
to the one Moscow launched in Ukraine. It is naive to think that any 
European country can provide the integration, enabling, and other crit-
ical support functions currently being performed by the United States. 
Defense planning based on Washington’s ability to offload the Russian 
challenge onto Europe in the next decade amounts to wishful thinking. 

Likewise, the Russian war against Ukraine underscores the way in 
which the outcome of major wars ultimately comes down to attrition 
and the ability to replace lost personnel, materiel, and ammunition. 
Nato has deficits across the board in these categories. A European 
army would have been forced off the field long ago if it had taken even 
a fraction of the casualties suffered by the Russian or the Ukrainian 
armed forces. Nato has meager stocks of advanced weapons, militaries 
often composed of difficult-to-replace and expensive platforms, and 
a defense industrial capacity that would struggle to scale up produc-
tion. Six months of support for Ukraine has exposed major gaps in 
the West’s ability to produce ammunition and key replacement parts. 
Getting Europe to do more for its own defense is a noble goal—but 
it will take years, perhaps even decades, to get there. 

CONSTRICT AND CONSTRAIN
Russia under Putin will never be a stakeholder in European secu-
rity. The Kremlin has shown that it is far more interested in impe-
rialist revanchism than in strategic stability. In the near term, then,  
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Washington and its allies must keep working to reduce the risks of 
escalation—especially of a nuclear exchange—and to diminish Russia’s 
ability to wage war. Although Washington has rightly suspended its 
arms control and strategic stability dialogue with Russia, it will need to 
maintain strategic communication with Moscow to avoid the chance 
of a nuclear confrontation. The United States and nato, however, must 
plan for Russia’s growing reliance on unconventional tactics, including 
the possibility that Russia will increasingly rely on nuclear threats and 
may be willing to follow through with limited nuclear use.

Meanwhile, Washington must also work to constrict and con-
strain Russia—to prevent it from waging aggression beyond its bor-
ders. Degrading Russian power requires Washington to build on the 
policies it set in motion following Putin’s invasion of Ukraine. In 
particular, the United States must continue to help Europe transi-
tion away from Russian oil and gas and rebuild the arms it has given 
to Ukraine. Critically, Washington and its allies must invest in the 
enforcement of the sanctions, export controls, and anticorruption 
measures against Russia that have been put in place. Already there 
is evidence that Russia is working to circumvent them; the West 
must prevent it. Constraining Moscow will also require Washing-
ton and its European allies to sustain their engagement with India 
and other fence-sitting countries in Africa and the Middle East 
that continue to provide a lifeline to Russia. This will mean paying 
greater attention to the global South, where Russia enjoys greater 
influence and is able to contest the narrative.

In the long term, however, the United States and Europe share an 
interest in stabilizing the relationship with Russia. That will not be 
possible as long as Putin is in power. But one way or another, there will 
inevitably be a post-Putin Russia, and a change in leadership—espe-
cially in Russia’s highly personalized political system—will provide a 
chance to reestablish guardrails on the relationship. Even though any 
future Russian leader is likely to remain intent on restoring Russia’s 
global influence, especially on its periphery, it is clear that Ukraine has 
been a particular obsession for Putin. A resounding Russian defeat in 
Ukraine may teach future Russian elites a valuable lesson about the 
limits of military power. Russia’s growing subservience to Beijing could 
also raise the odds that a future leader will want options and pursue a 
foreign policy less antagonistic toward the West. Strategic cultures can 
change over time, including in response to dramatic defeats.
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Washington and its allies must therefore confront Moscow while 
sticking to their values. This means being thoughtful in discussions 
of collective responsibility and in meting out forms of collective pun-
ishment. The U.S. government should actively assist the Russian exile 
community, including journalists, activists, and other Russians who 
support a freer and more democratic Russia, by providing U.S.-based 
professional fellowships for persecuted human rights defenders and 
journalists, for example, and addressing shortcomings in the imple-
mentation of anticorruption and sanctions policies that cause collateral 
damage to oppressed civil society actors. 

As the United States and its allies cope with the current Putin 
regime and think about what might eventually follow it, they would 
do well to remember the old adage that Russia is never as strong 
as it looks or as weak as it looks. The country often goes through 
cycles of resurgence, stagnation, and decline. Even with its capacity 
and global standing diminished by its war in Ukraine, Russia will 
continue to be driven by its resentments, a quest for a geopolitical 
space outside its borders, and a desire for status. Washington can-
not afford to write Russia off in an effort to ease its own mind, nor 
should it imagine that Europe can manage the problem on its own. 
The threat may evolve, but it will persist. 
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«e Sources of  
Russian Misconduct
A Diplomat Defects From the Kremlin

Boris Bondarev

For three years, my workdays began the same way. At 7:30 am, 
I woke up, checked the news, and drove to work at the Russian 
mission to the United Nations O�ce in Geneva. «e routine was 

easy and predictable, two of the hallmarks of life as a Russian diplomat. 
February 24 was di�erent. When I checked my phone, I saw 

startling and mortifying news: the Russian air force was bombing 
Ukraine. Kharkiv, Kyiv, and Odessa were under attack. Russian troops 
were surging out of Crimea and toward the southern city of Kherson. 
Russian missiles had reduced buildings to rubble and sent residents 
¾eeing. I watched videos of the blasts, complete with air-raid sirens, 
and saw people run around in panic. 

As someone born in the Soviet Union, I found the attack almost 
unimaginable, even though I had heard Western news reports that 

BORIS BONDAREV worked as a diplomat in the Russian Ministry of Foreign A�airs 
from 2002 to 2022, most recently as a counsellor at the Russian Mission to the United 
Nations O�ce in Geneva. He resigned in May to protest the invasion of Ukraine.
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an invasion might be imminent. Ukrainians were supposed to be 
our close friends, and we had much in common, including a history 
of fighting Germany as part of the same country. I thought about the 
lyrics of a famous patriotic song from World War II, one that many 
residents of the former Soviet Union know well: “On June 22, exactly at 
4:00 am, Kyiv was bombed, and we were told that the war had started.” 
Russian President Vladimir Putin described the invasion of Ukraine as 
a “special military operation” intended to “de-Nazify” Russia’s neighbor. 
But in Ukraine, it was Russia that had taken the Nazis’ place. 

“That is the beginning of the end,” I told my wife. We decided 
I had to quit.

Resigning meant throwing away a twenty-year career as a Russian 
diplomat and, with it, many of my friendships. But the decision was a 
long time coming. When I joined the ministry in 2002, it was during 
a period of relative openness, when we diplomats could work cordially 
with our counterparts from other countries. Still, it was apparent from 
my earliest days that Russia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs was deeply 
flawed. Even then, it discouraged critical thinking, and over the course 
of my tenure, it became increasingly belligerent. I stayed on anyway, 
managing the cognitive dissonance by hoping that I could use whatever 
power I had to moderate my country’s international behavior. But cer-
tain events can make a person accept things they didn’t dare to before.

The invasion of Ukraine made it impossible to deny just how brutal 
and repressive Russia had become. It was an unspeakable act of cruelty, 
designed to subjugate a neighbor and erase its ethnic identity. It gave 
Moscow an excuse to crush any domestic opposition. Now, the gov-
ernment is sending thousands upon thousands of drafted men to go 
kill Ukrainians. The war shows that Russia is no longer just dictatorial 
and aggressive; it has become a fascist state.

But for me, one of the invasion’s central lessons had to do with 
something I had witnessed over the preceding two decades: what 
happens when a government is slowly warped by its own propaganda. 
For years, Russian diplomats were made to confront Washington and 
defend the country’s meddling abroad with lies and non sequiturs. 
We were taught to embrace bombastic rhetoric and to uncritically 
parrot to other states what the Kremlin said to us. But eventually, the 
target audience for this propaganda was not just foreign countries; it 
was our own leadership. In cables and statements, we were made to 
tell the Kremlin that we had sold the world on Russian greatness and 
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demolished the West’s arguments. We had to withhold any criticism 
about the president’s dangerous plans. «is performance took place 
even at the ministry’s highest levels. My colleagues in the Kremlin 
repeatedly told me that Putin likes his foreign minister, Sergey Lav-
rov, because he is “comfortable” to work with, always saying yes to 
the president and telling him what he wants to hear. Small wonder, 
then, that Putin thought he would have no trouble defeating Kyiv.

«e war is a stark demonstration of how decisions made in echo 
chambers can back±re. Putin has failed in his 
bid to conquer Ukraine, an initiative that he 
might have understood would be impossi-
ble if his government had been designed to 
give honest assessments. For those of us who 
worked on military issues, it was plain that the 
Russian armed forces were not as mighty as 
the West feared—in part thanks to economic 
restrictions the West implemented after Russia’s 2014 seizure of Crimea 
that were more e�ective than policymakers seemed to realize.

«e Kremlin’s invasion has strengthened nato, an entity it was 
designed to humiliate, and resulted in sanctions strong enough to make 
Russia’s economy contract. But fascist regimes legitimize themselves 
more by exercising power than by delivering economic gains, and Putin 
is so aggressive and detached from reality that a recession is unlikely to 
stop him. To justify his rule, Putin wants the great victory he promised 
and believes he can obtain. If he agrees to a cease-±re, it will only be 
to give Russian troops a rest before continuing to ±ght. And if he wins 
in Ukraine, Putin will likely move to attack another post-Soviet state, 
such as Moldova, where Moscow already props up a breakaway region. 

«ere is, then, only one way to stop Russia’s dictator, and that 
is to do what U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin suggested in 
April: weaken the country “to the degree that it can’t do the kinds of 
things that it has done in invading Ukraine.” «is may seem like a 
tall order. But Russia’s military has been substantially weakened, and 
the country has lost many of its best soldiers. With broad support 
from nato, Ukraine is capable of eventually beating Russia in the 
east and south, just as it has done in the north. 

If defeated, Putin will face a perilous situation at home. He will 
have to explain to the elite and the masses why he betrayed their 
expectations. He will have to tell the families of dead soldiers why 

«e war shows that 
decisions made 
in echo chambers 
can back±re.
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they perished for nothing. And thanks to the mounting pressure from 
sanctions, he will have to do all of this at a time when Russians are even 
worse off than they are today. He could fail at this task, face widespread 
backlash, and be shunted aside. He could look for scapegoats and be 
overthrown by the advisers and deputies he threatens to purge. Either 
way, should Putin go, Russia will have a chance to truly rebuild—and 
finally abandon its delusions of grandeur. 

PIPE DREAMS
I was born in 1980 to parents in the middle strata of the Soviet intelli-
gentsia. My father was an economist at the foreign trade ministry, and my 
mother taught English at the Moscow State Institute of Foreign Rela-
tions. She was the daughter of a general who commanded a rifle division 
during World War II and was recognized as a “Hero of the Soviet Union.” 

We lived in a large Moscow apartment assigned by the state to 
my grandfather after the war, and we had opportunities that most 
Soviet residents did not. My father was appointed to a position at a 
joint Soviet-Swiss venture, which allowed us to live in Switzerland 
in 1984 and 1985. For my parents, this time was transformative. They 
experienced what it was like to reside in a wealthy country, with ameni-
ties—grocery carts, quality dental care—that the Soviet Union lacked. 

As an economist, my father was already aware of the Soviet 
Union’s structural problems. But living in Western Europe led him 
and my mother to question the system more deeply, and they were 
excited when Mikhail Gorbachev launched perestroika in 1985. So, 
it seemed, were most Soviet residents. One didn’t have to live in 
western Europe to realize that the Soviet Union’s shops offered a 
narrow range of low-quality products, such as shoes that were painful 
to wear. Soviet residents knew the government was lying when it 
claimed to be leading “progressive mankind.” 

Many Soviet citizens believed that the West would help their 
country as it transitioned to a market economy. But such hopes 
proved naive. The West did not provide Russia with the amount of aid 
that many of its residents—and some prominent U.S. economists—
thought necessary to address the country’s tremendous economic 
challenges. Instead, the West encouraged the Kremlin as it quickly 
lifted price controls and rapidly privatized state resources. A small 
group of people grew extremely rich from this process by snapping 
up public assets. But for most Russians, the so-called shock therapy 
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led to impoverishment. Hyperin¾ation hit, and average life expectancy 
went down. «e country did experience a period of democratization, 
but much of the public equated the new freedoms with destitution. 
As a result, the West’s status in Russia seriously su�ered.

It took another major hit after nato’s 1999 campaign against 
Serbia. To Russia, the bombings looked less like an operation to 
protect the country’s Albanian minority than like aggression by a 
large power against a tiny victim. I vividly remember walking by the 

U.S. embassy in Moscow the day after a mob 
attacked it and noticing marks left by paint 
that had been splattered against its walls.

As the child of middle-class parents—my 
father left the civil service in 1991 and started 
a successful small business—I experienced 
this decade of turbulence mostly secondhand. 
My teenage years were stable, and my future 
seemed fairly predictable. I became a student 

at the same university where my mother taught and set my sights on 
working in international a�airs as my father had. I bene±ted from 
studying at a time when Russian discourse was open. Our professors 
encouraged us to read a variety of sources, including some that were 
previously banned. We held debates in class. In the summer of 2000, I 
excitedly walked into the Ministry of Foreign A�airs for an internship, 
ready to embark on a career I hoped would teach me about the world.

My experience proved disheartening. Rather than working with 
skilled elites in stylish suits—the stereotype of diplomats in Soviet 
±lms—I was led by a collection of tired, middle-aged bosses who 
idly performed unglamorous tasks, such as drafting talking points 
for higher-level o�cials. Most of the time, they didn’t appear to be 
working at all. «ey sat around smoking, reading newspapers, and 
talking about their weekend plans. My internship mostly consisted 
of getting their newspapers and buying them snacks. 

I decided to join the ministry anyway. I was eager to earn my own 
money, and I still hoped to learn more about other places by traveling 
far from Moscow. When I was hired in 2002 to be an assistant attaché 
at the Russian embassy in Cambodia, I was happy. I would have a 
chance to use my Khmer language skills and studies of Southeast Asia.

Since Cambodia is on the periphery of Russia’s interests, I had little 
work to do. But living abroad was an upgrade over living in Moscow. 

Russia’s 
bureaucracy 
discourages 
independent 
thought.
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Diplomats stationed outside Russia made much more money than 
those placed domestically. The embassy’s second-in-command, Via-
cheslav Loukianov, appreciated open discussion and encouraged me 
to defend my opinions. And our attitude to the West was fairly con-
genial. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs always had an anti-American 
bent—one inherited from its Soviet predecessor—but the bias was not 
overpowering. My colleagues and I did not think much about nato, 
and when we did, we usually viewed the organization as a partner. One 
evening, I went out for beers with a fellow embassy employee at an 
underground bar. There, we ran into an American official who invited 
us to drink with him. Today, such an encounter would be fraught with 
tension, but at the time, it was an opportunity for friendship. 

Yet even then, it was clear that the Russian government had a 
culture that discouraged independent thought—despite Loukianov’s 
impulses to the contrary. One day, I was called to meet with the 
embassy’s number three official, a quiet, middle-aged diplomat who 
had joined the foreign ministry during the Soviet era. He handed me 
text from a cable from Moscow, which I was told to incorporate into 
a document we would deliver to Cambodian authorities. Noticing 
several typos, I told him that I would correct them. “Don’t do that!” 
he shot back. “We got the text straight from Moscow. They know 
better. Even if there are errors, it’s not up to us to correct the center.” 
It was emblematic of what would become a growing trend in the 
ministry: unquestioned deference to leaders. 

YES MEN
In Russia, the first decade of the twenty-first century was initially 
hopeful. The country’s average income level was increasing, as were its 
living standards. Putin, who assumed the presidency at the start of the 
millennium, promised an end to the chaos of the 1990s. 

And yet plenty of Russians grew tired of Putin during the aughts. 
Most intellectuals regarded his strongman image as an unwelcome 
artifact of the past, and there were many cases of corruption among 
senior government officials. Putin responded to investigations into 
his administration by cracking down on free speech. By the end of 
his first term in office, he had effectively taken control of all three 
of Russia’s main television networks. 

Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, however, Putin’s early moves 
raised few alarms. He appointed Lavrov to be foreign minister in 2004, 
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a decision that we applauded. Lavrov was known to be highly intelligent 
and have deep diplomatic experience, with a track record of forging 
lasting relationships with foreign officials. Both Putin and Lavrov were 
becoming increasingly confrontational toward nato, but the behavioral 
changes were subtle. Many diplomats didn’t notice, including me.

In retrospect, however, it’s clear that Moscow was laying the ground-
work for Putin’s imperial project—especially in Ukraine. The Kremlin 
developed an obsession with the country after its Orange Revolution of 
2004–5, when hundreds of thousands of protesters prevented Russia’s 
preferred candidate from becoming president after what was widely 
considered to be a rigged election. This obsession was reflected in the 
major Russian political shows, which started dedicating their prime-
time coverage to Ukraine, droning on about the country’s supposedly 
Russophobic authorities. For the next 16 years, right up to the inva-
sion, Russians heard newscasters describe Ukraine as an evil country, 
controlled by the United States, that oppressed its Russian-speaking 
population. (Putin is seemingly incapable of believing that countries can 
genuinely cooperate, and he believes that most of Washington’s closest 
partners are really just its puppets—including other members of nato.)

Putin, meanwhile, continued working to consolidate power at home. 
The country’s constitution limited presidents to two consecutive terms, 
but in 2008, Putin crafted a scheme to preserve his control: he would 
support his ally Dmitry Medvedev’s presidential candidacy if Medvedev 
promised to make Putin prime minister. Both men followed through, 
and for the first few weeks of Medvedev’s presidency, those of us at 
the foreign ministry were uncertain which of the two men we should 
address our reports to. As president, Medvedev was constitutionally 
charged with directing foreign policy, but everybody understood that 
Putin was the power behind the throne. 

We eventually reported to Medvedev. The decision was one of sev-
eral developments that made me think that Russia’s new president 
might be more than a mere caretaker. Medvedev established warm 
ties with U.S. President Barack Obama, met with American business 
leaders, and cooperated with the West even when it seemed to con-
tradict Russian interests. When rebels tried to topple the regime of 
Muammar al-Qaddafi in Libya, for example, the Russian military and 
foreign ministry opposed nato efforts to establish a no-fly zone over 
the country. Qaddafi historically had good relations with Moscow, and 
our country had investments in Libya’s oil sector, so our ministry didn’t 
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want to help the rebels win. Yet when France, Lebanon, and the United 
Kingdom—backed by the United States—brought a motion before the 
United Nations Security Council that would have authorized a no-fly 
zone, Medvedev had us abstain rather than veto it. (There is evidence 
that Putin may have disagreed with this decision.) 

But in 2011, Putin announced plans to run for president again. 
Medvedev—reluctantly, it appeared—stepped aside and accepted the 
position of prime minister. Liberals were outraged, and many called for 
boycotts or argued that Russians should deliberately spoil their ballots. 
These protesters made up only a small part of Russia’s population, so 
their dissent didn’t seriously threaten Putin’s plans. But even the limited 
display of opposition seemed to make Moscow nervous. Putin thus 
worked to bolster turnout in the 2011 parliamentary elections to make 
the results of the contest seem legitimate—one of his earlier efforts 
to narrow the political space separating the people from his rule. This 
effort extended to the foreign ministry. The Kremlin gave my embassy, 
and all the others, the task of getting overseas Russians to vote. 

I worked at the time in Mongolia. When the election came, I voted 
for a non-Putin party, worrying that if I didn’t vote at all, my ballot 
would be cast on my behalf for Putin’s United Russia. But my wife, 
who worked at the embassy as chief office manager, boycotted. She was 
one of just three embassy employees who did not participate. 

A few days later, embassy leaders looked through the list of staff 
who cast ballots in the elections. On being named, the other two 
nonvoters said they were not aware that they needed to participate 
and promised to do so in the upcoming presidential elections. My 
wife, however, said that she did not want to vote, noting that it was 
her constitutional right not to participate. In response, the embassy’s 
second-in-command organized a campaign against her. He shouted 
at her, accused her of breaking discipline, and said that she would be 
labeled “politically unreliable.” He described her as an “accomplice” of 
Alexei Navalny, a prominent opposition leader. After my wife didn’t 
vote in the presidential contest either, the ambassador didn’t talk to her 
for a week. His deputy didn’t speak to her for over a month.

BREAKING BAD
My next position was in the ministry’s Department for Nonprolifera-
tion and Arms Control. In addition to issues related to weapons of mass 
destruction, I was assigned to focus on export controls—regulations 
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governing the international transfer of goods and technology that can 
be used for defense and civilian purposes. It was a job that would give 
me a clear view of Russia’s military, just as it became newly relevant.

In March 2014, Russia annexed Crimea and began fueling an 
insurgency in the Donbas. When news of the annexation was 
announced, I was at the International Export Control Conference 
in Dubai. During a lunch break, I was approached by colleagues from 
post-Soviet republics, all of whom wanted to know what was happen-
ing. I told them the truth: “Guys, I know as much as you do.” It was 
not the last time that Moscow made major foreign policy decisions 
while leaving its diplomats in the dark. 

Among my colleagues, reactions to the annexation of Crimea 
ranged from mixed to positive. Ukraine was drifting Westward, but 
the province was one of the few places where Putin’s mangled view 
of history had some basis: the Crimean Peninsula, transferred within 
the Soviet Union from Russia to Ukraine in 1954, was culturally 
closer to Moscow than to Kyiv. (Over 75 percent of its population 
speaks Russian as their first language.) The swift and bloodless take-
over elicited little protest among us and was extremely popular at 
home. Lavrov used it as an opportunity to grandstand, giving a speech 
blaming “radical nationalists” in Ukraine for Russia’s behavior. I and 
many colleagues thought that it would have been more strategic for 
Putin to turn Crimea into an independent state, an action we could 
have tried to sell as less aggressive. Subtlety, however, is not in Putin’s 
toolbox. An independent Crimea would not have given him the glory 
of gathering “traditional” Russian lands. 

Creating a separatist movement in and occupying the Donbas, in 
eastern Ukraine, was more of a head-scratcher. The moves, which largely 
took place in the first third of 2014, didn’t generate the same outpour-
ing of support in Russia as did annexing Crimea, and they invited 
another wave of international opprobrium. Many ministry employees 
were uneasy about Russia’s operation, but no one dared convey this 
discomfort to the Kremlin. My colleagues and I decided that Putin had 
seized the Donbas to keep Ukraine distracted, to prevent the country 
from creating a serious military threat to Russia, and to stop it from 
cooperating with nato. Yet few diplomats, if any, told Putin that by 
fueling the separatists, he had in fact pushed Kyiv closer to his nemesis.

My diplomatic work with Western delegations continued after 
the Crimean annexation and the Donbas operation. At times, it felt 
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unchanged. I still had positive relations with my colleagues from the 
United States and Europe as we worked productively on arms control 
issues. Russia was hit with sanctions, but they had a limited impact 
on Russia’s economy. “Sanctions are a sign of irritation,” Lavrov said 
in a 2014 interview. “They are not the instrument of serious policies.” 

But as an export official, I could see that the West’s economic restric-
tions had serious repercussions for the country. The Russian military 
industry was heavily dependent on Western-made components and 
products. It used U.S. and European tools to service drone engines and 
motors. It relied on Western producers to build gear for radiation-proof 
electronics, which are critical for the satellites Russian officials use to 
gather intelligence, communicate, and carry out precision strikes. Russian 
manufacturers worked with French companies to get the sensors needed 
for our airplanes. Even some of the cloth used in light aircraft, such as 
weather balloons, was made by Western businesses. The sanctions sud-
denly cut off our access to these products and left our military weaker 
than the West understood. But although it was clear to my team how 
these losses undermined Russia’s strength, the foreign ministry’s propa-
ganda helped keep the Kremlin from finding out. The consequences of 
this ignorance are now on full display in Ukraine: the sanctions are one 
reason Russia has had so much trouble with its invasion. 

The diminishing military capacity did not prevent the foreign minis-
try from becoming increasingly belligerent. At summits or in meetings 
with other states, Russian diplomats spent more and more time attack-
ing the United States and its allies. My export team held many bilateral 
meetings with, for instance, Japan, focused on how our countries could 
cooperate, and almost every one of them served as an opportunity to 
say to Japan, “Don’t forget who nuked you.” 

I attempted some damage control. When my bosses drafted bellig-
erent remarks or reports, I tried persuading them to soften the tone, 
and I warned against warlike language and constantly appealing to our 
victory over the Nazis. But the tenor of our statements—internal and 
external—grew more antagonistic as our bosses edited in aggression. 
Soviet-style propaganda had fully returned to Russian diplomacy. 

HIGH ON ITS OWN SUPPLY
On March 4, 2018, former Russian double agent Sergei Skripal and 
his daughter Yulia were poisoned, almost fatally, at their home in 
the United Kingdom. It took just ten days for British investigators 
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to identify Russia as the culprit. Initially, I didn’t believe the ±nding. 
Skripal, a former Russian spy, had been convicted for divulging state 
secrets to the British government and sent to prison for several years 
before being freed in a spy swap. It was di�cult for me to understand 
why he could still be of interest to us. If Moscow had wanted him dead, 
it could have had him killed while he was still in Russia. 

My disbelief came in handy. My department was responsible for 
issues related to chemical weapons, so we spent a good deal of time 
arguing that Russia was not responsible for 
the poisoning—something I could do with 
conviction. Yet the more the foreign minis-
try denied responsibility, the less convinced 
I became. «e poisoning, we claimed, was 
carried out not by Russia but by supposedly 
Russophobic British authorities bent on 
spoiling our sterling international reputa-
tion. «e United Kingdom, of course, had 
absolutely no reason to want Sergei dead, so Moscow’s claims seemed 
less like real arguments than a shoddy attempt to divert attention 
away from Russia and onto the West—a common aim of Kremlin 
propaganda. Eventually, I had to accept the truth: the poisonings 
were a crime perpetrated by Russian authorities. 

Many Russians still deny that Moscow was responsible. I know it 
can be hard to process that your country is run by criminals who will 
kill for revenge. But Russia’s lies were not persuasive to other countries, 
which decisively voted down a Russian resolution before the Orga-
nization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons meant to derail 
the prominent intergovernmental organization’s investigation into the 
attack. Only Algeria, Azerbaijan, China, Iran, and Sudan took Mos-
cow’s side. Sure enough, the investigation concluded that the Skripals 
had been poisoned by Novichok: a Russian-made nerve agent.

Russia’s delegates could have honestly conveyed this loss to their 
superiors. Instead, they e�ectively did the opposite. Back in Moscow, 
I read long cables from Russia’s opcw delegation about how they had 
defeated the numerous “anti-Russian,” “nonsensical,” and “groundless” 
moves made by Western states. «e fact that Russia’s resolution had 
been defeated was often reduced to a sentence.

At ±rst, I simply rolled my eyes at these reports. But soon, I 
noticed that they were taken seriously at the ministry’s highest levels. 

«e West’s 
2014 sanctions 
substantially 
weakened the 
Russian military.
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Diplomats who wrote such fiction received applause from their bosses and 
saw their career fortunes rise. Moscow wanted to be told what it hoped to 
be true—not what was actually happening. Ambassadors everywhere got 
the message, and they competed to send the most over-the-top cables.

The propaganda grew even more outlandish after Navalny was poi-
soned with Novichok in August 2020. The cables left me astonished. 
One referred to Western diplomats as “hunted beasts of prey.” Another 
waxed on about “the gravity and incontestability of our arguments.” 
A third spoke about how Russian diplomats had “easily nipped in the 
bud” Westerners’ “pitiful attempts to raise their voices.” 

Such behavior was both unprofessional and dangerous. A healthy 
foreign ministry is designed to provide leaders with an unvarnished 
view of the world so they can make informed decisions. Yet although 
Russian diplomats would include inconvenient facts in their reports, 
lest their supervisors discover an omission, they would bury these nug-
gets of truth in mountains of propaganda. A 2021 cable might have had 
a line explaining, for instance, that the Ukrainian military was stronger 
than it was in 2014. But that admission would have come only after a 
lengthy paean to the mighty Russian armed forces. 

The disconnect from reality became even more extreme in January 
2022, when U.S. and Russian diplomats met at the U.S. mission in 
Geneva to discuss a Moscow-proposed treaty to rework nato. The 
foreign ministry was increasingly focused on the supposed dangers of 
the Western security bloc, and Russian troops were massing on the 
Ukrainian border. I served as a liaison officer for the meeting—on call 
to provide assistance if our delegation needed anything from Russia’s 
local mission—and received a copy of our proposal. It was bewildering, 
filled with provisions that would clearly be unacceptable to the West, 
such as a demand that nato withdraw all troops and weapons from 
states that joined after 1997, which would include Bulgaria, the Czech 
Republic, Poland, and the Baltic states. I assumed its author was either 
laying the groundwork for war or had no idea how the United States 
or Europe worked—or both. I chatted with our delegates during cof-
fee breaks, and they seemed perplexed as well. I asked my supervisor 
about it, and he, too, was bewildered. No one could understand how we 
would go to the United States with a document that demanded, among 
other things, that nato permanently close its door to new members. 
Eventually, we learned the document’s origin: it came straight from 
the Kremlin. It was therefore not to be questioned.
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I kept hoping that my colleagues would privately express concern, 
rather than just confusion, about what we were doing. But many told 
me that they were perfectly content to embrace the Kremlin’s lies. 
For some, this was a way to evade responsibility for Russia’s actions; 
they could explain their behavior by telling themselves and others 
that they were merely following orders. That I understood. What 
was more troubling was that many took pride in our increasingly 
bellicose behavior. Several times, when I cautioned colleagues that 
their actions were too abrasive to help Russia, they gestured at our 
nuclear force. “We are a great power,” one person said to me. Other 
countries, he continued, “must do what we say.” 

CRAZY TRAIN
Even after the January summit, I didn’t believe that Putin would 
launch a full-fledged war. Ukraine in 2022 was plainly more united 
and pro-Western than it had been in 2014. Nobody would greet 
Russians with flowers. The West’s highly combative statements about 
a potential Russian invasion made clear that the United States and 
Europe would react strongly. My time working in arms and exports 
had taught me that the Russian military did not have the capabil-
ity to overrun its biggest European neighbor and that, aside from 
Belarus, no outside state would offer us meaningful support. Putin, 
I figured, must have known this, too—despite all the yes men who 
shielded him from the truth.

The invasion made my decision to leave ethically straightfor-
ward. But the logistics were still hard. My wife was visiting me in 
Geneva when the war broke out—she had recently quit her job 
at a Moscow-based industrial association—but resigning publicly 
meant that neither she nor I would be safe in Russia. We therefore 
agreed that she would travel back to Moscow to get our kitten before 
I handed in my papers. It proved to be a complex, three-month 
process. The cat, a young stray, needed to be neutered and vacci-
nated before we could take him to Switzerland, and the European 
Union quickly banned Russian planes. To get from Moscow back to 
Geneva, my wife had to take three flights, two cab rides, and cross 
the Lithuanian border twice—both times on foot.

In the meantime, I watched as my colleagues surrendered to 
Putin’s aims. In the early days of the war, most were beaming with 
pride. “At last!” one exclaimed. “Now we will show the Americans! 
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Now they know who the boss is.” In a few weeks, when it became 
clear that the blitzkrieg against Kyiv had failed, the rhetoric grew 
gloomier but no less belligerent. One o�cial, a respected expert 
on ballistic missiles, told me that Russia needed to “send a nuclear 
warhead to a suburb of Washington.” He added, “Americans will shit 
their pants and rush to beg us for peace.” He appeared to be partially 
joking. But Russians tend to think that Americans are too pampered 
to risk their lives for anything, so when I pointed out that a nuclear 

attack would invite catastrophic retaliation, 
he sco�ed: “No it wouldn’t.” 

Perhaps a few dozen diplomats quietly left 
the ministry. (So far, I am the only one who 
has publicly broken with Moscow.) But most 
of the colleagues whom I regarded as sensible 
and smart stuck around. “What can we do?” 
one asked. “We are small people.” He gave up 
on reasoning for himself. “«ose in Moscow 

know better,” he said. Others acknowledged the insanity of the situ-
ation in private conversations. But it wasn’t re¾ected in their work. 
«ey continued to spew lies about Ukrainian aggression. I saw daily 
reports that mentioned Ukraine’s nonexistent biological weapons. I 
walked around our building—e�ectively a long corridor with private 
o�ces for each diplomat—and noticed that even some of my smart 
colleagues had Russian propaganda playing on their televisions all 
day. It was as if they were trying to indoctrinate themselves. 

«e nature of all our jobs inevitably changed. For one thing, relations 
with Western diplomats collapsed. We stopped discussing almost every-
thing with them; some of my colleagues from Europe even stopped say-
ing hello when we crossed paths at the United Nations’ Geneva campus. 
Instead, we focused on our contacts with China, who expressed their “under-
standing” about Russia’s security concerns but were careful not to comment 
on the war. We also spent more time working with the other members of 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization—Armenia, Belarus, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan—a fractured bloc of states that my bosses 
loved to trot out as Russia’s own nato. After the invasion, my team held 
rounds and rounds of consultations with these countries that were focused 
on biological and nuclear weapons, but we didn’t speak about the war. When 
I talked with a Central Asian diplomat about supposed biological weapons 
laboratories in Ukraine, he dismissed the notion as ridiculous. I agreed.

«e only thing  
that can stop 
Putin is a 
comprehensive 
rout.
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A few weeks later, I handed in my resignation. At last, I was no 
longer complicit in a system that believed it had a divine right to 
subjugate its neighbor.

SHOCK AND AWE
Over the course of the war, Western leaders have become acutely 
aware of Russia’s military’s failings. But they do not seem to grasp 
that Russian foreign policy is equally broken. Multiple European 
officials have spoken about the need for a negotiated settlement 
to the war in Ukraine, and if their countries grow tired of bearing 
the energy and economic costs associated with supporting Kyiv, 
they could press Ukraine to make a deal. The West may be espe-
cially tempted to push Kyiv to sue for peace if Putin aggressively 
threatens to use nuclear weapons. 

But as long as Putin is in power, Ukraine will have no one in 
Moscow with whom to genuinely negotiate. The Ministry of For-
eign Affairs will not be a reliable interlocutor, nor will any other 
Russian government apparatus. They are all extensions of Putin and 
his imperial agenda. Any cease-fire will just give Russia a chance 
to rearm before attacking again. 

There’s only one thing that can really stop Putin, and that is a 
comprehensive rout. The Kremlin can lie to Russians all it wants, 
and it can order its diplomats to lie to everyone else. But Ukrainian 
soldiers pay no attention to Russian state television. And it became 
apparent that Russia’s defeats cannot always be shielded from the 
Russian public when, in the course of a few days in September, 
Ukrainians managed to retake almost all of Kharkiv Province. In 
response, Russian tv panelists bemoaned the losses. Online, hawk-
ish Russian commentators directly criticized the president. “You’re 
throwing a billion-ruble party,” one wrote in a widely circulated 
online post, mocking Putin for presiding over the opening of a Ferris 
wheel as Russian forces retreated. “What is wrong with you?”

Putin responded to the loss—and to his critics—by drafting 
enormous numbers of people into the military. (Moscow says it is 
conscripting 300,000 men, yet the actual figure may be higher.) But 
in the long run, conscription won’t solve his problems. The Russian 
armed forces suffer from low morale and shoddy equipment, prob-
lems that mobilization cannot fix. With large-scale Western support, 
the Ukrainian military can inflict more serious defeats on Russian 
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troops, forcing them to retreat from other territories. It’s possible 
that Ukraine could eventually best Russia’s soldiers in the parts of 
the Donbas where both sides have been fighting since 2014. 

Should that happen, Putin would find himself in a corner. He 
could respond to defeat with a nuclear attack. But Russia’s presi-
dent likes his luxurious life and should recognize that using nuclear 
weapons could start a war that would kill even him. (If he doesn’t 
know this, his subordinates would, one hopes, avoid following such 
a suicidal command.) Putin could order a full-on general mobili-
zation—conscripting almost all of Russia’s young men—but that is 
unlikely to offer more than a temporary respite, and the more Rus-
sian deaths from the fighting, the more domestic discontent he will 
face. Putin may eventually withdraw and have Russian propagandists 
fault those around him for the embarrassing defeat, as some did after 
the losses in Kharkiv. But that could push Putin to purge his asso-
ciates, making it dangerous for his closest allies to keep supporting 
him. The result might be Moscow’s first palace coup since Nikita 
Khrushchev was toppled in 1964. 

If Putin is kicked out office, Russia’s future will be deeply uncertain. 
It’s entirely possible his successor will try to carry on the war, especially 
given that Putin’s main advisers hail from the security services. But no 
one in Russia commands his stature, so the country would likely enter 
a period of political turbulence. It could even descend into chaos. 

Outside analysts might enjoy watching Russia undergo a major 
domestic crisis. But they should think twice about rooting for the 
country’s implosion—and not only because it would leave Russia’s 
massive nuclear arsenal in uncertain hands. Most Russians are in 
a tricky mental space, brought about by poverty and huge doses of 
propaganda that sow hatred, fear, and a simultaneous sense of supe-
riority and helplessness. If the country breaks apart or experiences 
an economic and political cataclysm, it would push them over the 
edge. Russians might unify behind an even more belligerent leader 
than Putin, provoking a civil war, more outside aggression, or both. 

If Ukraine wins and Putin falls, the best thing the West can do 
isn’t to inflict humiliation. Instead, it’s the opposite: provide sup-
port. This might seem counterintuitive or distasteful, and any aid 
would have to be heavily conditioned on political reform. But Rus-
sia will need financial help after losing, and by offering substantial 
funding, the United States and Europe could gain leverage in a 
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post-Putin power struggle. They could, for example, help one of 
Russia’s respected economic technocrats become the interim leader, 
and they could help the country’s democratic forces build power. 
Providing aid would also allow the West to avoid repeating their 
behavior from the 1990s, when Russians felt scammed by the United 
States, and would make it easier for the population to finally accept 
the loss of their empire. Russia could then create a new foreign 
policy, carried out by a class of truly professional diplomats. They 
could finally do what the current generation of diplomats has been 
unable to—make Russia a responsible and honest global partner. 
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Why American 
Power Endures

«e U.S.-Led Order Isn’t in Decline
G. John Ikenberry

For over a century, people around the world have lived through 
an American era: a period dominated by U.S. power, wealth, 
institutions, ideas, alliances, and partnerships. But many now 

believe this long epoch is drawing to a close. «e U.S.-led world, 
they insist, is giving way to something new—a post-American, 
post-Western, postliberal order marked by great-power competition 
and the economic and geopolitical ascendance of China.

Some greet this prospect with joy, others with sorrow. But the story-
line is the same. «e United States is slowly losing its commanding 
position in the global distribution of power. «e East now rivals the 
West in economic might and geopolitical heft, and countries in the 
global South are growing quickly and taking a larger role on the inter-
national stage. As others shine, the United States has lost its luster.  

G. John Ikenberry is Albert G. Milbank Professor of Politics and International A�airs 
at Princeton University and Global Eminence Scholar at Kyung Hee University. He is the 
author of A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of Global Order.
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Divided and beleaguered, melancholy Americans suspect that the coun-
try’s best days are behind it. Liberal societies everywhere are struggling. 
Nationalism and populism undercut the internationalism that once 
backed the United States’ global leadership. Sensing blood in the water, 
China and Russia have rushed forward to aggressively challenge U.S. 
hegemony, liberalism, and democracy. In February 2022, Chinese Pres-
ident Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin issued a joint 
declaration of principles for a “new era” when the United States does 
not lead the world: a shot across the bow of a sinking American ship.

But in truth, the United States is not foundering. The stark narra-
tive of decline ignores deeper world-historical influences and circum-
stances that will continue to make the United States the dominant 
presence and organizer of world politics in the twenty-first century. 
To be sure, no one knows the future, and no one owns it. The coming 
world order will be shaped by complex, shifting, and difficult-to-grasp 
political forces and by choices made by people living in all parts of 
the world. Nonetheless, the deep sources of American power and 
influence in the world persist. Indeed, with the rise of the brazen 
illiberalism of China and Russia, these distinctive traits and capacities 
have come more clearly into view. 

The mistake made by prophets of American decline is to see the 
United States and its liberal order as just another empire on the wane. 
The wheel of history turns, empires come and go—and now, they 
suggest, it is time for the United States to fade into senescence. Yes, 
the United States has at times resembled an old-style empire. But its 
role in the world rests on much more than its past imperial behav-
ior; U.S. power draws not only on brute strength but also on ideas, 
institutions, and values that are complexly woven into the fabric of 
modernity. The global order the United States has built since the end 
of World War II is best seen not as an empire but as a world system, 
a sprawling multifaceted political formation, rich in vicissitudes, that 
creates opportunity for people across the planet.

This world system whirred into action most recently in the global 
reaction to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The struggle between the 
United States and its rivals China and Russia is a contest between 
two alternative logics of world order. The United States defends an 
international order it has led for three-quarters of a century—one 
that is open, multilateral, and anchored in security pacts and part-
nerships with other liberal democracies. China and Russia seek an 
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international order that dethrones Western liberal values—one that is 
more hospitable to regional blocs, spheres of influence, and autocracy. 
The United States upholds an international order that protects and 
advances the interests of liberal democracy. China and Russia, each 
in its own way, hope to build an international order that protects 
authoritarian rule from the threatening forces of liberal modernity. 
The United States offers the world a vision of a postimperial global 
system. The current leaders of Russia and China increasingly craft 
foreign policies rooted in imperial nostalgia. 

This struggle between liberal and illiberal world orders is an echo of 
the great contests of the twentieth century. In key earlier moments—
after the conclusions of World War I, World War II, and the Cold 
War—the United States advanced a progressive agenda for world 
order. Its success rested somewhat on the blunt fact of American 
power, the country’s unrivaled economic, technological, and military 
capacities. The United States will remain at the center of the world 
system in part because of these material capabilities and its role as a 
pivot in the global balance of power. But the United States contin-
ues to matter for another reason: the appeal of its ideas, institutions, 
and capacities for building partnerships and alliances makes it an 
indispensable force in the years ahead. This has always been, and can 
remain, the secret of its power and influence.

The United States, despite repeated announcements of its demise 
as a world leader, has not truly declined. It has built a distinctive type 
of order in which it plays an integral role. And in the face of threat-
ening illiberal rivals, that order remains widely in demand. The reason 
the United States does not decline is because large constituencies 
within the existing order have a stake in the United States remaining 
active and involved in maintaining that order. Even if U.S. material 
power diminishes relative to, say, China’s growing capabilities, the 
order the United States has built continues to reinforce its power 
and leadership. Power can create order, but the order over which 
Washington presides can also buttress American power.

Like an onion, the United States’ liberal internationalist order has 
several layers. At the outer layer are its liberal internationalist ideas 
and projects, through which the United States has provided the world 
a “third way” between the anarchy of states furiously competing with 
each other and the overweening hierarchy of imperial systems—an 
arrangement that has delivered more gains for more people than any 
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prior alternative. Beneath the surface, the United States has benefited 
from its geography and its unique trajectory of political development. 
It stands oceans apart from the other great powers, its landmass faces 
both Asia and Europe, and it accrues influence by playing a unique role 
as a global power balancer. Adding to this, the United States has had 
critical opportunities following major conflicts in the twentieth cen-
tury to build coalitions of like-minded states that shape and entrench 
global rules and institutions. As the current crisis in Ukraine shows, 
this ability to mobilize coalitions of democracies remains one of the 
United States’ essential assets. Beneath the realm of government and 
diplomacy, the United States’ domestic civil society—enriched by its 
multiracial and multicultural immigrant base—connects the country 
to the world in networks of influence unavailable to China, Russia, and 
other powers. Finally, at the core, one of the United States’ greatest 
strengths is its capacity to fail; as a liberal society, it can acknowledge 
its vulnerabilities and errors and seek to improve, a distinct advantage 
over its illiberal rivals in confronting crises and setbacks.

No other state has enjoyed such a comprehensive set of advantages 
in dealing with other countries. This is the reason that the United 
States has had such staying power for so long, despite periodic failures 
and disappointments. In today’s contest over world order, the United 
States should draw upon these advantages and its long history of 
building liberal order to again offer the world a global vision of an 
open and rules-based system in which people can work freely together 
to advance the human condition.

AMERICA’S THIRD WAY
For over a century, the United States has been the champion of a kind 
of order distinct from previous international orders. Washington’s liberal 
internationalism represents a “third way” between anarchy (orders pre-
mised on the balance of power between competing states) and hierarchy 
(orders that rest on the dominance of imperial powers). After World 
War II and again after the end of the Cold War, liberal internationalism 
came to dominate and define the modern logic of international relations 
through the construction of institutions such as the United Nations and 
alliances such as nato. People across the world have connected to and 
built on these intergovernmental platforms to advance their interests. 
If China and Russia seek to usher in a new world order, they will need 
to offer something better—an onerous task indeed.
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�e �rst generation of liberal internationalists in the late-eighteenth 
and early-nineteenth century were heirs to an Enlightenment vision, 
a belief that through reason, science, and measured self-interest, soci-
eties could build political orders that improved the human condition. 
�ey imagined that institutions and political orders could be devised 
to protect and advance liberal democracy. International order can be 
a forum not just for waging war and seeking security but also for col-
lective problem solving. Liberal internationalists believed in peaceful 

change because they assumed that interna-
tional society is, as Woodrow Wilson argued, 
“corrigible.” States could tame factious, bellig-
erent power politics and build stable relations 
around the pursuit of mutual gains.

�e essential goal of liberal order building 
has not changed: the creation of a cooperative 

ecosystem in which states, starting with liberal democracies, manage 
their mutual economic and security relations, balance their often con-
�icting values, and protect the rights and liberties of their citizens. �e 
idea of building international order around rules and institutions is 
not unique to the United States, Western liberals, or the modern era. 
But U.S. order building is unique in putting these ideas at the center 
of the country’s e�orts. What the United States has had to o�er is a 
set of solutions to the most basic problems of international relations—
namely, the problems of anarchy, hierarchy, and interdependence. 

Realist thinkers claim that states exist in a fundamental condition of 
anarchy that sets limits on the possibilities for cooperation. No political 
authority exists above the state to enforce order or govern relations, 
and so states must fend for themselves. Liberal internationalists do not 
deny that states pursue their own interests, often through competitive 
means, but they believe that the anarchy of that competition can be 
limited. States, starting with liberal democracies, can use institutions 
as building blocks for cooperation and for the pursuit of joint gains. 
�e twentieth century o�ers dramatic evidence of these sorts of liberal 
ordering arrangements. After World War II, in the shadow of the Cold 
War, the United States and its allies and partners established a complex 
and sprawling system of institutions that persist today, exempli�ed by 
the United Nations, the Bretton Woods institutions, and multilateral 
regimes in diverse areas of trade, development, public health, the envi-
ronment, and human rights. Grand shifts in the global distribution 

�e prophets of 
American decline 
are wrong.
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of power have occurred in the decades since 1945, but cooperation 
remains a core feature of the global system.

The problems of hierarchy are the mirror opposite of the problems 
of anarchy. Hierarchy is political order maintained by the dominance of 
a leading state, and at the extreme, it is manifest as empire. The leading 
state worries about how it can stay on top, gain the cooperation of oth-
ers, and exercise legitimate authority in shaping world politics. Weaker 
states and societies worry about being dominated, and they want to 
mitigate their disadvantages and the vulnerabilities of being powerless. 
In such circumstances, liberal internationalists argue that rules and 
institutions can simultaneously be protections for the weak and tools 
for the powerful. In a liberal order, the leading state consents to acting 
within an agreed-upon set of multilateral rules and institutions and 
not use its power to coerce other states. Rules and institutions allow it 
to signal restraint and commitment to weaker states that may fear its 
power. Weaker states also gain from this institutional bargain because 
it reduces the worst abuses of power that the hegemonic state might 
inflict on them, and it gives them some voice in how the order operates. 

Unique in world history, the U.S.-led order that emerged after 
1945 followed this logic. It is a hierarchical order with liberal charac-
teristics. The United States has used its commanding position as the 
world’s leading economic and military power to provide the public 
goods of security protection, market openness, and sponsorship of 
rules and institutions. It has tied itself to allies and partners through 
alliances and multilateral organizations. In return, it invites partici-
pation and compliance by other states, starting with the subsystem 
of liberal democracies mostly in East Asia, Europe, and Oceania. 
The United States has frequently violated this bargain; the Iraq War 
is a particularly bitter and disastrous example of the United States 
undermining the very order it has built. The United States has used 
its privileged perch to bend multilateral rules in its favor and to act 
unilaterally for parochial economic and political gains. But despite 
such behavior, the overall logic of the order gives many countries 
around the world, particularly liberal democracies, incentives to join 
with rather than balance against the United States. 

The problems of interdependence arise from the dangers and vul-
nerabilities that countries face as they become more entangled with 
each other. Starting in the nineteenth century, liberal democracies have 
responded to the opportunities and dangers of economic, security, and 
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environmental interdependence by building an international infra-
structure of rules and institutions to facilitate flows and transactions 
across borders. As global interdependence grows, so, too, does the need 
for the multilateral coordination of policies. Coordinating policies 
does entail some restrictions on national autonomy, but the gains from 
coordination increasingly outweigh these costs as interdependence 
intensifies. U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt made this case in his 
appeal to the delegates grappling with postwar financial and monetary 
issues at the Bretton Woods conference in July 1944. Great gains could 
be obtained from trade and investment across borders, but domestic 
economies had to be protected from destabilizing economic actions 
taken by irresponsible governments. Such logic is in wide application 
today within the U.S.-led liberal order.

In each of these areas, the United States sits at the center of a liberal 
system of order that offers institutional solutions to the most basic 
problems of world politics. The United States has been an imperfect 
champion of these efforts to shape the operating environment of inter-
national relations. Indeed, a great deal of the criticism directed at the 
United States as a global leader stems from the perception that it has 
not done enough to move the world in this “third way” direction and 
that the order it presides over is too hierarchical. But that is precisely 
the point—if the world is to organize itself to address the problems 
of the twenty-first century, it will need to build on, not reject, this 
U.S.-led system. And if the world is to avoid the extremes of anarchy
and hierarchy, it will need more, not less, liberal internationalism.
China and Russia have themselves benefited from this system, and
their reactionary vision of a post-American order looks more like a
step backward than a step forward.

THE ANTI-IMPERIAL EMPIRE
The United States is a world power like no other before it, a pecu-
liarity that owes much to the idiosyncratic nature of its rise. It alone 
among the great powers was born in the New World. Unlike the 
United States, the other great powers, including China and Russia, 
find themselves in crowded geopolitical neighborhoods, struggling 
for hegemonic space. From the very beginning of its career as a great 
power, the United States has existed far from its main rivals, and it 
has repeatedly found itself confronting dangerous and often violent 
efforts by the other great powers to expand their empires and regional 
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spheres of in¾uence. «ese circumstances have shaped the United 
States’ institutions, its way of thinking about international order, and 
its capacities for projecting power and in¾uence.

Distance from other powers has long given the United States space 
to build a modern republican-style regime. «e Founding Fathers 
were quite conscious of this uniqueness. With the European powers 
an ocean away, the American experiment in republican government 
could be safeguarded from foreign encroachments. In The Federalist 
Papers, Alexander Hamilton argued that the 
United Kingdom owed its relatively liberal 
institutions to its location. “If Britain had 
been situated on the continent, and had 
been compelled . . . to make her military 
establishments at home co-extensive with 
the other great powers of Europe, she, like 
them, would in all probability be at this day a victim to the absolute 
power of a single man.” «e United States was similarly lucky. Its Euro-
pean counterparts had to develop the robust state capacities to swiftly 
mobilize and command soldiers and materiel to wage the continent’s 
endless wars; the United States did not. Instead, it began as a fragile 
attempt to build a state that was institutionally weak and divided—by 
design—to prevent the rise of autocracy at home. «e United States’ 
isolation gave it the opportunity to succeed. 

More prosaically, the vast natural resources of the continent gave 
the United States the capacity to grow. By the turn of the twentieth 
century, the United States had joined the world of the great powers, 
a peer of its European counterparts. But it had become powerful at 
great remove, unimpeded by the acts of counterbalancing so frequently 
evident in the relations between rival powers in Europe and East Asia. 

«e United States’ sheltered experiment in republican rule invariably 
shaped its thinking about international order. One of the oldest worries 
in the liberal-republican tradition, noted by theorists across the ancient 
and modern eras, is the pernicious impact that war, power politics, and 
imperialism have on liberal institutions. Historically, republics have 
been vulnerable to the illiberal imperatives and impulses generated 
by war and geopolitical competition. Warfare and imperial expansion 
can lead to the militarization and regimentation of a society, opening 
the door to the “garrison state” and turning a would-be Athens into a 
Sparta. «e cause of protecting national independence curtails liberties. 

«e world cannot 
a�ord the end of  
the American era.
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Indeed, the American founders argued for union among the colonies 
by insisting that if left unbound, the postcolonial states would fear each 
other and militarize their societies. 

This concern, of course, did not stop the United States from joining 
the world of great powers or from ultimately becoming the world’s 
largest military power. Nonetheless, this republican worry kept alive 
the liberal internationalist notion, dating back to Immanuel Kant and 
other Enlightenment thinkers, that societies can protect their way of 
life best by working together and creating zones of peace that push 
tyrannical and despotic states to the periphery.

Such an orientation helped shape the United States’ response to the 
geopolitical circumstances it faced as a rising great power in the early 
twentieth century in a world dominated by empires. The United States, 
for a time, was itself engaged in empire building in the Caribbean and 
the Pacific, in part to compete with its peers. Indeed, every one of the 
United States’ great-power peers during this era was pursuing empire 
in one way or another. This global system of empire reached its zenith 
in the late 1930s when Nazi Germany and imperial Japan embarked on 
wars of territorial aggression. Add to that the Soviet Union and the far-
flung British Empire, and the future appeared as one in which the world 
would be permanently divided into blocs, spheres, and imperial zones.

In this bleak mid-twentieth-century setting, the United States 
was forced to contemplate what kind of order it wanted to bring 
into existence. The question that U.S. strategists grappled with, 
particularly during World War II, was whether the United States 
could operate as a great power in a world carved up by empires. If 
vast stretches of Eurasia were dominated by imperial blocs, could 
the United States be a great power while operating only within 
the Western Hemisphere? No, policymakers and analysts agreed, 
it could not. To be a global power, the United States would need 
to have access to markets and resources in all corners of the world. 
Economic and security imperatives, as much as lofty principles, drove 
this judgment. U.S. interests and ambitions pointed not to a world 
where the United States would simply join the other great powers in 
running an empire but to one where empires would be swept away 
and all regions would be opened up to multilateral access. 

In this way, the United States was unique among its peers in using 
its power and position to undermine the imperial world system. It 
made alliances and bargains with imperial states at various moments 
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and launched a short-lived career of empire at the turn of the twenti-
eth century in the aftermath of the Spanish-American War. But the 
dominant impulse of U.S. strategy across these decades was to seek a 
postimperial system of great power relations, to build an international 
order that would be open, friendly, and stable: open in the sense that 
trade and exchange were possible across regions; friendly in the sense 
that none of these regions would be dominated by a rival illiberal great 
power that sought to close off its sphere of influence to the outside 
world; and stable in the sense that this postimperial order would be 
anchored in a set of multilateral rules and institutions that would give it 
some broad legitimacy, the capacity to adapt to change, and the staying 
power to persist well into the future.

The United States’ geographic position and rise to power in a world 
of empires provided the setting for a distinctive strategy of order 
building. Its comparative advantage was its offshore location and its 
capacity for forging alliances and partnerships to undercut bids for  
dominance by autocratic, fascist, and authoritarian great powers in East 
Asia and Europe. Many countries in those regions now worry more 
about being abandoned by the United States than being dominated 
by it. As a result, alliances with fixed assets, such as military bases and 
forward troop deployments, provide partners with not just security 
but also greater certainty about U.S. commitment. This confluence of 
geographic circumstances and liberal political traits gives the United 
States a unique ability to work with other states. The United States has 
over 60 security partnerships in all regions of the world, while China 
has only a scattering of security relationships with Djibouti, North 
Korea, and a few other countries. 

Collective power
The merits of the U.S.-led order don’t just lie in what Washington made 
but in how it brought this order into being. The United States did not 
become a great power through conquest. Rather, it stepped opportunisti-
cally into geopolitical vacuums created at the ends of major wars to shape 
the peace. These moments occurred after the two world wars and the 
Cold War, when upheavals in great power relations left the global system 
and the old world of empires in tatters. At these junctures, the United 
States demonstrated the ability to build coalitions of states to hammer 
out the new terms of world order. During the twentieth century, this 
settlement-oriented, coalitional approach to order building overwhelmed 
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the aggressive e�orts of rival illiberal great powers to shape the future. 

e United States worked with other democracies to produce favorable 
geopolitical outcomes. 
is method of leadership continues to give the 
United States an edge in shaping the terms of world order today.

At three pivotal moments during the last century—after the end 
of World War I, again in the wake of World War II, and after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union—the United States found itself on the 
winning side of major con�icts. 
e old order was in ruins, and some-
thing new had to be built. In each case, Washington aimed to do more 
than merely restore the balance of power. 
e United States saw itself 
in a struggle with illiberal great-power aggressors, contesting world 
order principles and defending the liberal democratic way of life. In 
each case, the mobilization for war and great-power competition was 
framed as a contest of ideas and visions. U.S. leaders sent a message 
to their citizens: if you pay the price and bear the burdens of this 
struggle, we will endeavor to build a better United States—and a more 
hospitable world order. 
e United States sought to better organize 
the world when the world itself was turned upside down.


e United States chose to exercise its power in these crucial 
moments by working with other democracies. In 1919, 1945, and 1989, 
the United States was the leading member of a coalition of states 
(the Allies, the United Nations, the “free world,” respectively) that 
won the war and negotiated the terms of the subsequent peace. 
e 
United States provided leadership and material power that turned the 
tide in each war. U.S. o�cials emphasized the importance of build-
ing and strengthening the coalition of liberal democracies. A slew 
of U.S. presidents, including Wilson, Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and 
George H. W. Bush, argued that the country’s survival and well-being 
had to be premised on building and maintaining a critical mass of 
similarly disposed partners and allies. 

In a world of despotic, hostile, and powerful rivals, the United States 
and other liberal democracies have repeatedly concluded that they are 
safer working as a group than alone. As Roosevelt put it in January 
1944, “We have joined with like-minded people in order to defend our-
selves in a world that has been gravely threatened by gangster rule.” Of 
course, liberal states have always been willing to ally with nondemocra-
cies within larger coalitions. During the Cold War and again today, the 
United States has allied itself and partnered with authoritarian client 
states around the world. Nonetheless, in these eras, the core impulse 
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has been to build U.S. grand strategy around a dynamic core of liberal 
states in East Asia, Europe, North America, and Oceania.

Democratic solidarity also creates a setting for generating progres-
sive ideas and attracting global support. Collective security (defined 
by Wilson in his Fourteen Points speech as “mutual guarantees of 
political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states 
alike”), the Four Freedoms (Roosevelt’s goals for postwar order: free-
dom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom 
from fear), and the un’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, for 
instance, are all grand ideas forged out of great-power contests. The 
world order contest underway between the United States and its auto-
cratic rivals China and Russia offers a new opportunity to advance 
liberal democratic principles around the world.

AT HOME IN THE WORLD
The United States is not just a unique great power, it is also a unique 
kind of society. Unlike its great-power rivals, the United States is 
a country of immigrants, multicultural and multiracial, or what the 
historian Frank Ninkovich has called a “global republic.” The world 
has come to the United States, and as a result, the United States is 
profoundly connected to all regions of the world through family, eth-
nic, and cultural ties. These complex and far-reaching ties, operating 
outside the realm of government and diplomacy, make the United 
States relevant and engaged across the world. The United States is 
more knowledgeable about the outside world, and the outside world 
has a greater stake in what happens in the United States.

The immigrant tradition in the United States has also paid div-
idends in building the country’s human capital base. Without this 
immigrant culture, the United States would be less affluent and dis-
tinguished in the leading fields of knowledge, including medicine, 
science, technology, commerce, and the arts. Of the 104 Americans 
who have been awarded Nobel Prizes in chemistry, medicine, and 
physics since 2000, 40 have been immigrants. Chinese students want 
to come to the United States for their university education; foreign 
students do not flock to Chinese universities at similar rates.

Just as the diversity of its population links it to the world, so, too, 
does the United States’ welter of civil society groups build an influ-
ential globe-spanning network. In the past century, U.S. civil society 
has increasingly become part of an expansive global civil society. This 
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sprawling transnational civil society is an often overlooked source of 
American in¾uence, fostering cooperation and solidarity across the 
liberal democratic world. China and Russia have their own political 
networks and diaspora communities, but global civil society tends to 
reinforce liberal principles, amplifying the United States’ centrality in 
global confrontations over world order.

Civil society comes in many guises, including nongovernmen-
tal organizations, universities, think tanks, professional associations, 

media organizations, philanthropies, and 
social and religious groups. In recent 
decades, civil society groups have prolif-
erated and spread across the world. «e 
most salient of these groups engage in 
transnational advocacy, focused on causes 
such as the environment, human rights, 

humanitarian assistance, the protection of minorities, citizenship edu-
cation, and so forth. In fact, these activist groups are at least partially 
creatures of the postwar liberal international order. Operating in and 
around the United Nations and other global institutions, civil society 
groups have seized on the idealistic principles and norms espoused 
by liberal states—and endeavor to hold those states to account.

Global civic activism often targets Western governments, but with 
its focus on human rights and civic freedoms, autocratic and author-
itarian governments ±nd themselves most under pressure. By de±-
nition, civil society groups seek to function outside the reach of the 
state. Not surprisingly, both China and Russia have cracked down on 
the activities of international civil society groups within their borders. 
Under Putin, Russia has sought to extend state control over civil soci-
ety, discrediting foreign-funded groups and using government tools 
to weaken civic actors and promote pro-government organizations. 
China has also acted aggressively to restrict the activities of civic 
groups and to crack down on democracy activists in Hong Kong. At 
the un, China has used its membership on the Human Rights Coun-
cil to block and weaken the role of ngo advocacy groups. Global civil 
society tends to stimulate reform within liberal democracies while 
threatening autocratic and authoritarian regimes.

A multicultural immigrant society is more complex and potentially 
unstable than more homogeneous societies such as China. But China 
is home to a number of ethnic and religious minorities, and despite 

«e United States  
is uniquely a  
global republic.
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the country’s putative communist commitment to egalitarianism and 
equality, such minorities suffer intense discrimination and repression. 
Even though the United States must work harder than China to be a 
stable and integrated society, the upside of its diversity is enormous in 
terms of creativity, collaboration, knowledge creation, and the attraction 
of the world’s talent. It is hard to imagine China, with a shrunken civil 
society that is closed to the world, as a future center of global order. 

WORK IN PROGRESS 
Given the country’s recent domestic convulsions, these exhortations 
for the centrality of the United States in the coming century might 
seem odd. Today, the United States looks more beset with problems 
than at any time since the 1930s. Amid the polarization and dysfunc-
tion that plague American society, it is easy to offer a narrative of U.S. 
decline. But what keeps the United States afloat, despite its travails, is 
its progressive impulses. It is the idea of the United States more than 
the country itself that has stirred the world over the last century. The 
country’s liberal ideals have inspired leaders of liberation movements 
elsewhere, from Mahatma Gandhi in India to Vaclav Havel in Czecho-
slovakia and Nelson Mandela in South Africa. Young people in Hong 
Kong protesting against the Chinese government have routinely waved 
U.S. flags. No other state aspiring to world power, including China, has 
advanced a more appealing vision of a society in which free individuals 
consent to their political institutions than has the United States. 

The story that the United States presents to the world is one of an 
ongoing enterprise to confront and overcome painful impediments to a 
“more perfect union,” starting with its original sin of slavery. The United 
States is a constant work in progress. People around the world held their 
breath when Americans voted in the 2020 presidential election and again 
during the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by supporters of Presi-
dent Donald Trump. The global stakes of these moments were profound.

By contrast, in 2018, when Xi overturned the Chinese Communist 
Party’s long-standing rules and laid the groundwork to make him, in 
effect, dictator for life, the world simply shrugged. People across many 
parts of the world seem to expect more of the United States than they 
do of China, invariably measuring U.S. actions against the standard of 
avowed American principles and ideals. As the political scientist Samuel 
Huntington once observed: “America is not a lie, it is a disappointment. 
But it can be a disappointment only because it is also a hope.” 
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What will keep the United States at the center of world politics 
is its capacity to do better. The country has never fully lived up to its 
liberal ideals, and when it commends these ideals to others, it looks 
painfully hypocritical. But hypocrisy is a feature, not a bug, of liberal 
order, and need not be an impediment to making the liberal order 
better. The order over which the United States has presided since 
World War II has moved the world forward, and if people around 
the globe want a better world order that supports greater cooperation 
and social and economic advancement, they will want to improve on 
this U.S.-led system, not dispense with it. 

The crises over Taiwan and Ukraine underline this fact. In both 
cases, China and Russia are seeking to draw unwilling open societies 
into their orbit. The people of Taiwan look at the plight of Hong Kong 
and, not surprisingly, are horrified at the prospect of being incorpo-
rated into a country ruled by a Chinese dictatorship. The people of an 
embattled democratic Ukraine see a brighter future in greater integra-
tion into the European Union and the West. That China is ramping 
up pressure on Taiwan and that Russia sought to yoke Ukraine to its 
sphere of influence does not suggest American decline or the collapse 
of liberal order. On the contrary, the crises exist because Taiwanese 
and Ukrainian societies want to be part of a global liberal system. 
Putin famously groused that the liberal idea is becoming obsolete. In 
reality, the liberal idea still has a long life ahead of it.

EMPIRE BY INVITATION
The United States enters today’s struggle to shape the twenty-first 
century with profound advantages. It still possesses the vast bulk of 
the material capabilities it had in earlier decades. It remains uniquely 
positioned geographically to play a great-power role in both East 
Asia and Europe. Its ability to work with other liberal democracies to 
shape global rules and institutions is already manifest in its response 
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine and will stand it in good stead 
in any future collective response to Chinese aggression in East Asia. 
Although China and Russia seek to move the world in the direction 
of regional blocs and spheres of influence, the United States has 
offered a vision of world order based on a set of principles rather 
than competition over territory. Liberal international order is a way 
of organizing an interdependent world. It is, as the Norwegian his-
torian Geir Lundestad called it, an “empire by invitation.” Its success 
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depends on its legitimacy and appeal and not on the capacity of its 
patrons to force obedience. If the United States remains at the center 
of world politics in the decades to come, it will be because this type 
of order generates more supporters and fellow travelers around the 
world than that offered by China and Russia. 

The U.S. confrontation with China and Russia in 2022 is an echo 
of the great-power upheavals of 1919, 1945, and 1989. As at these 
earlier moments, the United States finds itself working with other 
democracies in resisting the aggressive moves of illiberal great pow-
ers. The Russian war in Ukraine is about more than the future of 
Ukraine; it is also about the basic rules and norms of international 
relations. Putin’s gambit has placed the United States and democra-
cies in Europe and elsewhere on the defensive. But it has also given 
the United States an opportunity to rethink and reargue its case 
for an open, multilateral system of world order. If the past is any 
guide, the United States should not try to simply consolidate the old 
order but to reimagine it. U.S. leaders should seek to broaden the 
democratic coalition, reaffirm basic values and interests, and offer a 
vision of a reformed international order that draws states and peoples 
together in new forms of cooperation, such as to solve problems of 
climate change, global public health, and sustainable development. 
No other great power is better placed to build the necessary part-
nerships and lead the way in tackling the major problems of the 
twenty-first century. Other powers may be rising, but the world 
cannot afford the end of the American era. 
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Mexico’s Dying     
Democracy

AMLO and the Toll of  
Authoritarian Populism

Denise dresser

When Mexican President Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
took o�ce four years ago, he promised to deliver what he 
branded a “Fourth Transformation,” the next in a series of 

de±ning junctures in Mexican history: the War of Independence in the 
early 1800s, the liberal movement of President Benito Juárez later that 
century, and the Revolution of 1910. To “make Mexico great again,” he 
said he would ±ght deeply ingrained corruption and eradicate persistent 
poverty. But in the name of his agenda, López Obrador has removed 
checks and balances, weakened autonomous institutions, and seized 
discretionary control of the budget. Arguing that police forces cannot 
stop the country’s mounting insecurity, he has supplanted them with 
the Mexican military and endowed it with unprecedented economic 
and political power. Today, the armed forces carry out his bidding on 
multiple fronts and have become a pillar of support for the government. 

Denise dresser is Professor of Political Science at the Autonomous Technological 
Institute of Mexico.

FAbook.indb   74 10/1/22   9:58 PM

RRetetuurnrn  toto T Tabablele  oof Conf Contenttentss



Mexico’s Dying Democracy

75november/december 2022

López Obrador, or AMLO as he is known, seems intent on restoring 
something akin to the dominant-party rule that characterized Mexi-
can politics from 1929 to 2000, but with a militarized twist.

Despite these questionable moves, the president and his party, 
Morena, remain popular. His supporters applaud the return of a 
strong and unencumbered leader, capable of enacting change in a 
country that is clamoring for more social justice for the many and 
less entitlement for the few. But his presidency, and the country’s 
trajectory, worry scholars, activists, opposition parties, and members 
of civil society who fought to dismantle the hegemony of the for-
mer Institutional Revolutionary Party (pri), which was in power for 
71 years, and now seek to defend Mexico’s transition to multiparty 
democracy. These critics contend that López Obrador is polarizing 
the populace and jeopardizing the country’s fledgling democracy with 
his routine attacks on civil society organizations, his stated desire to 
take apart key institutions, and his use of the bully pulpit to lambaste 
the media and members of the opposition.

His playbook is like those of strongmen in other countries, who 
argue that they have too many constraints on their power to effect 
foundational change, promote participatory politics, and rid the coun-
try of immoral and rapacious elites. Yet as Western scholars have 
lamented the rise of autocrats in Hungary, Nicaragua, Poland, Turkey, 
Venezuela, and even the United States, they have often overlooked 
Mexico’s prominence in the growing list of countries where democ-
racy is being subverted by elected leaders. 

López Obrador’s personalistic style of governing is a form of 
democratic backsliding. His rhetoric and policy decisions have put 
democratic norms and institutions at risk. He has reshaped the 
Mexican political ecosystem so quickly and fluidly that defending 
democracy has become extremely difficult, for civil society groups 
as well as opposition parties. López Obrador is eroding, in word 
and in deed, the democratic norms and rules that Mexico has devel-
oped since the pri lost its grip on the political system. He denies 
the legitimacy of his opponents by deeming them “traitors to the 
country.” He tolerates criminality and violence to justify the mil-
itarization of the country. And he has displayed a willingness to 
curtail the civil liberties of critics, including those in the media. 
Reports of Mexican democracy’s death may be exaggerated; it is 
not dead. But it is grievously ill. And López Obrador’s leadership is 
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affecting U.S.-Mexican relations in a way that could turn back the 
clock on three decades of economic integration, revive the previous 
mistrust between the two countries, and halt collaboration on issues 
of binational concern, including security, immigration, and climate 
change. The Biden administration does not seem to fully understand 
the dangers that loom ahead as Mexico becomes a more insecure, 
more militarized, and less democratic country. 

EVERYTHING OLD IS NEW AGAIN
According to a saying popular in Mexico in the 1970s, “Not a leaf 
moves without the president knowing about it.” That is how the 
country worked until Mexico’s transition to electoral democracy in 
the 1990s. Then, power became more dispersed, incipient checks 
and balances were put in place, and autonomous institutions, inde-
pendent from the presidency, were created. A highly imperfect, and 
in many ways dysfunctional, political system emerged. Over the 
past four years, however, López Obrador has sought to re-create 
many of the political and institutional arrangements that charac-
terized dominant-party rule. He is putting in place a strong pres-
idency with ample discretionary powers, capable of dominating 
Congress, influencing the judiciary, determining economic policy, 
remaking the apparatus of the state according to the president’s 
personal preferences, and exercising metaconstitutional powers, 
such as issuing decrees that enable the armed forces to be in charge 
of public security or allow them to carry out public works without 
fulfilling legal requirements.

López Obrador argues that he is cleaning house and combating 
corruption. He says he can do so only by being in full command of 
all levers of government. The fight against the model of economic 
liberalization and political competition that emerged in the 1990s—
which the president derides as “neoliberal”—has led to bypassing 
Congress and the constitution, ignoring regulatory procedures, and 
channeling a growing number of government activities to his cronies 
and the military. Dismissing the state as a “rheumatic elephant,” 
López Obrador has proceeded to undermine Mexico’s civil service, 
regulatory bodies, and administrative institutions, either by break-
ing them up or by filling them with his own loyalists. The Human 
Rights Commission is led by Rosario Piedra, a militant member of 
Morena, who kowtows to the president while remaining silent on 
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human rights violations committed by the military. «e Energy Reg-
ulation Commission, an oversight body, has been sta�ed by men with 
personal and political ties to Rocío Nahle, the minister of energy. 
López Obrador has also let months go by without naming new 
members to the Competition Commission, a regulatory institution 
responsible for investigating and sanctioning monopolistic practices, 
which is currently understa�ed and without a president. In decree 
after decree, López Obrador has eviscerated the Mexican state, often 
in the name of ±scal austerity, while giving 
many plutocrats free rein and refusing to 
carry out ±scal reform that would tax his 
rich allies. He may disparage neoliberalism, 
but Margaret «atcher and Ronald Reagan 
would approve of his behavior.

In recent years, political movements 
across the ideological spectrum in many lib-
eral democracies have called for “bringing 
the state back in”—that is, shoring up the capacity of the state to 
address inequality, regulate markets, combat climate change, and 
respond to global health emergencies. «e reverse is taking place 
in Mexico, with signi±cant social and political rami±cations. «e 
government’s reluctance to design a ±scal rescue package or social 
welfare spending policies to soften the blow from the covid-19 pan-
demic had devastating e�ects. As a result of what López Obrador 
described as “republican austerity,” Mexico has su�ered one of the 
world’s highest excess mortality rates during the pandemic, with 
over 600,000 Mexicans dying of covid-19. «e ranks of the poor 
have swelled by almost four million people since 2019, according to 
the National Council for Evaluation of Social Development Policy. 
During the ±rst year of the pandemic, vaccines were scarce, hos-
pitals were beyond capacity, over one million businesses collapsed, 
and immigration to the United States rose sharply. Today, fewer 
Mexicans have public health-care coverage than at any point over 
the last 20 years, and the education system lies in shambles as a 
result of government disinvestment and mismanagement. A study 
carried out by the School of Governance at the Monterrey Institute 
of Technology reports that since the pandemic began in 2020, over 
one million children abandoned school, and there was a historic 
reduction of enrollment for all grades. 

López Obrador’s 
personalistic style 
of governing is a 
form of democratic 
backsliding.
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These consequences all flow from López Obrador’s style of govern-
ing. He has formulated ineffective policies using questionable assump-
tions, such as his belief that the most indebted state oil company in 
the world—Pemex—can recover past levels of production and help 
the economy grow, instead of dragging it down. He has developed 
a personalistic method of carrying out policies, one that is prone to 
clientelism, including the distribution of cash to the poor, and based 
on an unreliable, politically motivated census developed by his party. 
And he has terminated initiatives in a haphazard and seemingly arbi-
trary way, for example, eliminating government-run trusts for science, 
technology, and educational evaluation. Arguing that a slew of gov-
ernment-run programs were corrupt, including childcare facilities, 
women’s shelters, and environmental institutes, he proceeded to shut 
them down by decree and without evidence of malfeasance. 

López Obrador’s government claims to embody progressive val-
ues, but it contradicts them at every turn. It refuses to tax the rich, 
to prioritize the fight against climate change, and to support activists 
who decry the country’s growing number of femicides. An average 
of 11 women are killed every day in Mexico, in what the un calls a 
“femicide pandemic,” but the government has cut funding for public 
shelters for the victims of gender-related violence. López Obrador 
promises to “put the poor first,” but his government’s budgetary allo-
cations belie that assertion. He has done away with a broad swath of 
social safety nets, leaving the dispossessed in a more dire situation 
than when he assumed office. The 2021 National Poll on Health 
and Nutrition shows that as a result of cuts to the public health 
system—and the dismantling of prior national health coverage such 
as Seguro Popular, or Popular Insurance—the poorest segments of 
the population spend a greater percentage of their income on health 
care than they did under previous governments, and 66 percent of 
the uninsured have been forced to seek private care. 

López Obrador champions direct cash transfers to the poor, but 
new social programs have been plagued by financial irregularities, 
charges of corruption, and wasted resources. The Federal Auditing 
Commission has documented these failings in two of the most touted 
government initiatives: “Planting Life,” in which beneficiaries burned 
down trees in order to receive public funds to plant new ones, and 
“Young Building the Future,” in which funds were disbursed to non-
existent companies that hired nonexistent workers. 
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Meanwhile, federal budget cuts are starving institutions that have 
been fundamental to the construction of level-playing-±eld capital-
ism, such as the Competition Commission and the Federal Telecom-
munications Institute. Funding has also been slashed for independent 
bodies that have been particularly important to Mexico’s path to 
democracy, including the National Electoral Institute, the Federal 
Transparency Institute, and the National Human Rights Com-
mission. By ¾ooding these institutions with partisan loyalists and 

delegitimizing their work by calling them 
instruments of “the conservative, hypocritical 
elite,” López Obrador is harming their ability 
to carry out their roles as checks and balances 
on the government. Positioning himself as 
the sole representative of “the will of the peo-
ple,” López Obrador is rigorously adhering to 
the authoritarian populist playbook.

His actions have damaged not only 
Mexico’s democracy but also its economy. 
Domestic and foreign investment have 
dwindled as the government botched its 

response to the pandemic; rolled back reforms that had helped 
boost growth, such as investment in renewable energy; and created 
regulatory uncertainty, thanks to the president’s adversarial attitude 
toward the parts of the private sector that do not comply with his 
clientelistic system. Between 2019 and 2021, when bad economic 
conditions worsened with the covid-19 crisis, Mexico’s gdp shrank 
more than that of any other Latin American country. And the 
prospects for a recovery are dim, given global in¾ation and investor 
distrust in López Obrador’s economic leadership.

For years, López Obrador decried what he called “the ma±a in 
power” and railed against greedy oligarchs and their accomplices 
operating within the structure of the state. But instead of tackling 
social inequality at its source by strengthening the state’s capacity to 
promote growth and more fairly redistribute its gains, López Obrador 
has simply reproduced the crony-capitalist model that de±ned the 
Mexican economy since the pri seized control in 1929. His govern-
ment has maintained and developed strategic alliances with some of 
the wealthiest members of Mexico’s business community, earning the 
praise and support of in¾uential ±gures such as the telecommunication 

An average of 
11 women are 
killed every day 
in Mexico, in 
what the UN 
calls a “femicide 
pandemic.”
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magnates Carlos Slim and Ricardo Salinas Pliego. Both have been 
the beneficiaries of discretionary government contracts in the bank-
ing, telecommunications, and construction sectors. By revising the 
Mexican tradition of mixing state capitalism and oligarchy, López 
Obrador and his party are emulating the pri’s vision of governance 
as a system for distributing the spoils. 

MILITARIZING MEXICO
First as an opposition leader and later in his 2018 presidential cam-
paign, López Obrador decried the government’s growing use of the 
Mexican military to combat drug trafficking and cartel-related violence, 
a practice that began in the 1990s and escalated under López Obrador’s 
two immediate predecessors, Felipe Calderón and Enrique Peña Nieto. 
One of López Obrador’s most popular campaign slogans was abrazos, 
no balazos (hugs, not bullets), and he promised to return the armed 
forces to the barracks. He garnered significant support among left-wing 
and progressive voters precisely because he vowed to redesign the failed 
security strategy that Calderón and Peña Nieto pursued. Both previous 
presidents had given the armed forces expansive powers, which led to 
an explosion in human rights violations but no significant reduction in 
homicides or other types of crime. López Obrador vowed to address 
the root causes of violence by channeling more public resources to the 
poor and keeping the military off the streets. 

But in a surprising about-face, shortly after assuming office, 
López Obrador started to backtrack on his vow to demilitarize the 
country. Pressured by prominent generals who viewed his stance as 
unrealistic, López Obrador argued that because the police force was 
corrupt and inefficient, the army would have to maintain and even 
broaden its role. He pushed through a constitutional reform in 2019 
that established a new militarized force called the National Guard 
that was to take over public security for five years. But from the 
start, López Obrador undermined what was supposed to be civilian 
control and oversight by naming Luis Rodríguez Bucio, a recently 
retired general, as head of the new body and staffing it largely with 
active members of the armed forces. 

Instead of reining in Mexico’s army, López Obrador has unleashed 
it. Over the past three years, the armed forces have taken on unparal-
leled political and economic roles. The military is now operating outside 
civilian control, in open defiance of the Mexican constitution, which 
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states that the military cannot be in charge of public security. As a 
result of presidential decrees, the military has become omnipresent: 
building airports, running the country’s ports, controlling customs, 
distributing money to the poor, implementing social programs, and 
detaining immigrants. According to the National Militarization 
Index created by the Center for Research and Teaching in Econom-
ics, a research institute based in Mexico City, during the past decade, 
the military has gradually taken over 246 activities that used to be in 
the hands of civilians. The armed forces have been allocated larger 
and larger amounts of federal money, and many projects under their 
control have been reclassified as “matters of public security,” thus 
removing them from public scrutiny under Mexico’s National Trans-
parency Law. Admittedly, López Obrador inherited armed forces that 
were increasingly given roles traditionally carried out by the police. 
But he has made things far worse by eliminating any semblance of 
civilian oversight or accountability. He has placed the National Guard 
under the direct control of the defense ministry, doing away with even 
the pretense of civilian control.

As he tries to win the loyalty of the military, López Obrador has 
ignored its history of acting with impunity and violating human rights. 
He parades with generals at his side and invites them to his morning 
press conference. At most public events, he surrounds himself with 
top brass, referring to them as el pueblo bueno (the good people) and 
claiming that they are incorruptible. But the history of the Mexican 
military is stained by its complicity with drug traffickers and criminals, 
beginning with the 1997 arrest of General Gutiérrez Rebollo, who 
was convicted of working with one of Mexico’s top drug lords. The 
Zetas, one of the most savage criminal groups in Mexico, was originally 
made up of members of the military who moved into the drug trade 
and conducted lucrative criminal operations. And in 2020, the U.S. 
Drug Enforcement Administration in Los Angeles detained General 
Salvador Cienfuegos, Mexico’s former minister of defense, and the 
U.S. government charged him with drug trafficking. In a reversal that 
remains unexplained, Washington later returned him to Mexico after 
negotiations between the Mexican government and the Trump admin-
istration’s attorney general, William Barr. Upon his arrival, Cienfuegos 
was rapidly exonerated by Mexican authorities, and two of his top col-
laborators remain in key military positions, including Luis Crescencio 
Sandoval, head of the ministry of defense. 
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Soldiers and the state: López Obrador reviewing troops, Mexico City, September 2021
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�e armed forces were also involved in the disappearance of 43 
students in the town of Ayotzinapa in 2014, when the young men were 
kidnapped by local police and their allies in the drug tra�cking trade 
in the region. Criminal gangs who pursued and ultimately killed the 
students were aided by members of the army’s 27th Battalion, including 
a general who was indicted in September 2022. 

López Obrador is unwilling to limit the armed forces because he 
is governing with them, out of distrust for the civilian institutions of 
the state. He doesn’t believe that the country’s civil bureaucracy will 
be unconditionally loyal to him; the military, on the other hand, he 
says, is “fundamental and strategic” to his transformative project, and 
that may assure its longevity beyond his six years in o�ce. He is also 
trying to carry out massive public works projects to cement his legacy, 
and the military provides an attractive option for getting things done 
quickly. López Obrador frequently refers to a supposed coup d’état that 
right-wing conspirators are allegedly preparing against him. He has 
clearly decided that a way of preventing that outcome is to have some 
of his most powerful potential enemies—including those in the mili-
tary—inside the tent pissing out, instead of outside the tent pissing in. 

�e militarization of Mexican politics will be López Obrador’s 
most enduring and consequential policy decision. Future governments 
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will be forced to either respect the enlarged power of the military or 
risk confronting it. Meanwhile, militarization is not producing the 
results López Obrador promised. According to the U.S. military, 
drug cartels have expanded their territory and now control a third of 
Mexico. Violence continues in many parts of the country, with over 
100,000 people becoming the victims of forced disappearances since 
2007, when the military was assigned to wage the “war on drugs.” 
Organized crime has access to increasingly lethal weaponry such as 
rocket-propelled grenades, and attacks on civilians in cities are now 
everyday occurrences. López Obrador’s term in office is on track to 
become the most violent in Mexico’s recent history.

DISMANTLING DEMOCRACY
Since Mexico’s democratic transition in 2000, the emphasis among 
reformers has been on building institutions that would assure 
accountability, transparency, and autonomy from the president and 
the ruling party. It was also important that opposition candidates 
have an equal chance in elections. López Obrador seems intent on 
undermining these objectives and erasing the country’s hard-won 
(albeit incomplete) democratic gains. 

Despite its many flaws, Mexico’s electoral democracy had estab-
lished basic rules for electoral competition that were largely respected. 
Fundamental to this system was the National Electoral Institute (ine), 
which is in charge of guaranteeing free and fair elections. For more 
than three decades, political scientists have viewed the ine, and its 
predecessor, the Federal Electoral Institute, as the jewel in the crown 
of Mexico’s democratic transition. Yet since arriving in office, López 
Obrador has taken aim at it. He associates it with the contentious 
election of 2006, in which he believes fraud prevented what should 
have been a victory for him, and the electoral authorities carried out 
only a partial recount of the vote. His stated goal is to replace the ine 
with a new entity overseen by his party, thus propelling the political 
system back to the era of pri rule, when the party in power controlled 
every aspect of the electoral process. 

López Obrador’s constant verbal attacks on the ine and substantial 
cuts to its budget have been accompanied by his frequent use of referen-
dums and consultas populares (popular consultations) intended to estab-
lish what he calls a “true democracy.” Whenever the president feels that 
his agenda is being stalled by constitutional limitations, he establishes 
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a mechanism for obtaining popular support for decisions that would 
otherwise be stopped by the courts. In 2019 he promoted a “popular 
consultation” to see whether the people supported the construction 
of the new Maya train line, the Dos Bocas oil re±nery, and other 
large-scale public works, but his party did not install enough voting 
booths countrywide to assure the level of participation required by 
constitutional rules for the consultation process. Nonetheless, López 
Obrador used the “yes” vote to validate the advancement of his proj-

ects, even though they failed to comply with 
legal requirements such as conducting envi-
ronmental impact studies. In addition, states 
governed by Morena had more voting booths 
than others did, thus skewing the result in 
favor of the president. 

«e implications are worrisome: if a badly 
organized instrument of direct democracy 

supports López Obrador’s views, he embraces it, even if that entails 
bending the law to his bidding. He publicly pressures and threatens 
judges and ministers of the Supreme Court when they attempt to 
place legal obstacles in his path, including their refusal to support 
his punitive policy of automatic prison without bail for petty crimes. 
Alejandro Gertz Manero, the pliant attorney general, has also come to 
López Obrador’s aid when the president wants his opponents jailed or 
indicted, as was the case with Jorge Luis Lavalle, a congressman who 
was put behind bars, without evidence, for allegedly taking bribes from 
Odebrecht, a Brazilian construction company. 

«is bullying and manipulation of the legal system makes it nearly 
impossible for opposition parties to sap support for López Obrador. 
Plus, they are burdened by a history of bad governance and corruption 
while in o�ce and remain weak, divided, and leaderless. Although the 
opposition was able to wrest voter support away from Morena in Mexico 
City during elections in 2021, the party made signi±cant electoral inroads 
at the state level and now controls 21 out of 32 governorships. According 
to the most recent public opinion polls, it is poised to win the presidency 
again in 2024. Because López Obrador is constitutionally limited to 
only one term in o�ce, he will use the resources of the state to assure 
victory for a candidate he selects himself. Just like the pri presidents of 
the past, López Obrador will choose a successor who will remain true 
to his vision, even if it means abandoning basic democratic principles.

Instead of reining 
in Mexico’s army, 
López Obrador 
has unleashed it. 
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The only true thorn in López Obrador’s side are Mexico’s feminists, 
a singular political movement that he does not seem to understand, 
cannot control, and has not been able to suppress. Women in Mexico 
are angry, and rightly so, given the tide of femicide sweeping the coun-
try. Women’s long-standing frustration with the government’s lack of 
response to the murders has been intensified by a president who seems 
impervious to and disdainful of their demands. Despite keeping his 
promise to establish gender parity in his cabinet, López Obrador has 
instituted policies and economic austerity that have been harmful to 
women. His government has closed publicly subsidized daycare cen-
ters, eliminated shelters for victims of domestic violence, defunded 
the National Women’s Institute, and cut many national programs that 
protect women, especially those in indigenous communities. Today, 
Mexican feminists are more energized and more combative than ever, 
while they seek to reframe the public debate in favor of their rights and 
against increased militarization. Throughout his term, women’s marches 
and public protests have been constant and have drawn enormous 
crowds. When they occur, López Obrador erects steel barriers around 
the presidential palace, a defensive measure no past president has ever 
resorted to. In the polls, support for the president among women has 
been falling because of his budget cuts, his repeated public attacks on 
feminism, and his tendency to tear-gas the protesters when they march.

PUSHING FOR MEXIT?
As part of his strategy to govern through fear and division, López 
Obrador has chosen to pursue an openly anti-American stance. In 
contrast with the conciliatory, even friendly posture that he assumed 
toward U.S. President Donald Trump, López Obrador has picked pub-
lic fights with President Joe Biden on many issues, the most important 
being energy policy. López Obrador has pushed through a series of laws 
that discriminate against energy production by foreign companies and 
U.S.-generated energy in favor of state-owned oil and gas companies, 
such as Pemex and Mexico’s Federal Electricity Commission (cfe). 
U.S. and Canadian enterprises have assumed increasingly critical public 
stances, arguing that Mexico is violating commitments it made in the 
U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement (usmca), which replaced the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (nafta) in 2020.

To resolve the spat, the Biden administration pursued quiet diplo-
macy. John Kerry, the U.S. special envoy for climate change, has visited 
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Mexico several times over the last two years, while other senior U.S. 
officials expressed concern, hoping that behind-the-scenes pressure 
might lead López Obrador to reconsider his position and strike down 
measures that give electricity produced by the cfe an unfair edge over 
energy from private companies and cleaner sources such as wind and 
solar. The usual tools of diplomacy, however, proved of little use, as 
López Obrador dug in and began to escalate his attacks on the United 
States, frequently asserting that Mexico is “not a colony,” decrying 
American “interventionism” in his country’s internal affairs, calling 
Mexican defenders of free trade “treasonous,” and proclaiming that 
the usmca violated Mexico’s sovereignty. To fire up his base, López 
Obrador has turned a trade dispute into a political battle. 

Biden’s patience finally wore out, and U.S. Trade Representative 
Katherine Tai announced in July that the administration would begin 
a process of dispute settlement consultations, a first step in what could 
lead to tariffs on a wide range of Mexican products. The Canadian 
government soon followed suit, challenging López Obrador’s effort 
to establish government control over the country’s oil and electricity 
sector and backtrack on the liberalization of the energy sector that 
the trade agreement established. If Mexico refuses to relent, and if the 
arbitration panel finds it to be in violation of the usmca, the country 
could face severe financial penalties and compensatory tariffs. Even 
though Biden still depends on Mexico’s assistance with immigra-
tion and security issues, he seems to have decided it is time to stop 
an emboldened López Obrador. Although López Obrador has not 
openly threatened to exit the usmca, his confrontational rhetoric 
and his unwillingness to reverse his nationalistic energy policies has 
generated concern in Washington and Ottawa.

For Mexico, leaving the agreement would be economic and polit-
ical suicide. Mexico’s inclusion in a free-trade zone with its richer 
neighbors to the north has turned the country into a manufacturing 
powerhouse and has functioned as a guarantor of stability by reassuring 
international investors that the Mexican government would play by the 
rules. As a result of nafta and later the usmca, investors came to see 
Mexico not as an unstable Latin American basket case but as a North 
American player that, in the event of a crisis, had a lender of last resort. 
When Mexico’s economy collapsed in 1994, U.S. President Bill Clinton 
bypassed Congress to provide a $20 billion loan to help the country 
recover. Had Mexico not been a nafta partner, it would not have 
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received that assistance. And if Mexico withdraws from the usmca, 
Washington would be unlikely to rescue Mexico from a similar crisis.

By rejecting the political and economic tenets of the North Amer-
ican neighborhood, López Obrador is reviving views of Mexico 
as a country subject to pendular macroeconomic policy shifts and 
presidential whims, which produced crisis after crisis in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Even if he chooses not to withdraw from the usmca, his 
erratic policymaking could lead to further disinvestment, capital 
flight, and a return to cyclical bouts of economic instability. In 2021, 
Mexico suffered record capital outflows of over $10 billion, caused 
by increased risk aversion among investors. 

But López Obrador knows that playing the anti-Yankee card can 
yield political benefits, despite polls showing that a majority of the 
country supports free trade. With the 2024 presidential elections 
not far off, he believes that his popularity with an energized political 
base matters more than the maintenance of a trilateral trade accord. 
Scoring political points and amassing political capital matters more 
to him than avoiding a return to what the Mexican poet Octavio 
Paz once called the country’s “labyrinth of solitude,” where Mex-
ico would once again waste away, brought down by protectionism, 
nationalism, corruption, crime, and poverty.

PEDESTAL POLITICS
More than a government, López Obrador’s administration is a daily 
act of political theater. His is a performative presidency that spins a tale 
of a heroic fight against privileged elites, perverted feminists, and cor-
rupt experts, all conspiring against the public. He claims that he alone 
represents the will of the pure, true people. His rhetoric is simple: he 
seeks a seismic shift, not a mere course correction. He isn’t interested in 
renovating; he wants to burn down the house. López Obrador believes 
that he embodies a moral revolution, unconstrained by the imperatives 
of democracy or the niceties of constitutional rule. 

The core goal of López Obrador’s presidency is the maintenance 
of personal popularity to assure that his party remains in power. 
His government is therefore uninterested in the material conse-
quences of its policies and actions. It doesn’t matter whether the 
critics think the performance is any good; all that matters is that the 
audience keeps applauding. As a political strategy, it has worked so 
far: recent polls show that over 60 percent of Mexicans approve of 
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López Obrador personally, regardless of the well-documented and 
easily observable adverse effects his rule has had on the economy, 
on crime, and on democratic consolidation. 

His continued popularity does not bode well for Mexico’s future. 
Stepped-up military involvement in domestic affairs is a threat to 
democracy and human rights. López Obrador’s assault on the state will 
destroy or degrade the democratic institutions that Mexican reform-
ers had managed to build over the last 30 years. His inward-looking 
policies will inhibit economic recovery and Mexico’s entrance into 
competitive post-pandemic global markets. Crony capitalism will per-
petuate a system based on favors, concessions, and collusion that will 
favor the powerful and hurt consumers and citizens. 

Democracy relies on rules, procedures, and institutions—not a 
leader endowed with mythical qualities. The cult of personality that 
the Mexican president has promoted and the polarizing ideas that he 
has injected into the public sphere have created an “us against them” 
environment. Mexican politics is increasingly fueled by fear and resent-
ment instead of by debate, deliberation, and fact-based arguments, and 
public discourse has become unmoored from any sense of what is best 
for the country. Mexico has a long history of placing its destiny in the 
hands of an authoritarian president as it lurches from crisis to crisis. 
Now, López Obrador is taking the country down a familiar path, not 
to a strong, healthy democracy but to a lawless, corrupt kleptocracy, 
supported by people who should know better. 
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�e Real  
China Hands

What Washington Can Learn  
From Its Asian Allies

Michael J. Green

F or four years, as an increasingly belligerent China breathed down 
their necks, the United States’ allies in Asia quietly endured a 
torrent of abuse from President Donald Trump. Under President 

Joe Biden, they again have a winning hand in Washington. By the time 
he took o�ce, Biden, a leading optimist about cooperation with China 
when he was vice president, had transformed into a hardened skeptic. He 
has promoted key alliance builders to the top Asia posts at the National 
Security Council, the State Department, and the Pentagon and ensured 
that his �rst in-person summit was with Yoshihide Suga, then Japan’s 
prime minister. His administration has elevated the Quad (Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue), the group linking the United States with Australia, 
India, and Japan, to a regular summit and agreed to help Australia build 
nuclear-powered submarines under the aukus pact with that country and 

Michael j. Green is CEO of the United States Studies Centre in Sydney. He served 
as Special Assistant to the President for National Security A¥airs and Senior Director for 
Asian A¥airs at the National Security Council during the George W. Bush administration.
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the United Kingdom. The White House’s Indo-Pacific strategy, issued 
in February 2022, mentioned allies or alliances more than 30 times in a 
19-page document. China merited only two references.

Despite this welcome attention, the United States still fundamentally
gets the relationship with its Asian allies backward. These countries are not 
reluctant partners that need to be shaken out of their complacency; they 
live with the threat of China every day, are eager to blunt it, and in fact 
originated many of the Biden administration’s initiatives to counter the 
country’s influence. Nor are they reckless novices that fail to understand 
the dangers of competition with China; they often have a far more subtle 
understanding of coexistence than the one that prevails in Washington. 
As it refines its China strategy, the United States should increasingly take 
its cues from Australia, Japan, and South Korea.

Indeed, as the United States becomes more dependent on allies to 
maintain a favorable balance of power in the Indo-Pacific, those countries 
will naturally expect a larger voice in formulating strategy on China. But 
the United States remains out of sync with its allies on two of the biggest 
strategic questions: the role that regional free-trade agreements should 
play in competition with China and the ultimate goal of allied policy 
toward China. And there are dangerous deficiencies in technology sharing 
and command and control that need to be addressed. These misalignments 
are not merely harmless differences between friends. The longer they last, 
the more China will be able to take advantage of them.

EARLY WARNING
As U.S. policymakers revamp their country’s China policy, a good place 
to start would be to recognize that it was not the United States that 
moved first to respond to the China challenge but its allies. A decade 
ago, the Obama administration was flirting with Chinese leader Xi 
Jinping’s proposal for a “new model of great-power relations,” which, 
in Beijing’s version, would have relegated Japan and South Korea 
to second-tier status in a new bipolar U.S.-Chinese condominium. 
Tokyo and other capitals quietly protested, as they had in 2009, when 
President Barack Obama and Chinese President Hu Jintao signed a 
joint statement promising to respect U.S.-Chinese “core interests” and 
when Obama administration officials proposed “strategic reassurance” 
to Beijing. It was not that U.S. allies sought confrontation, but they 
had legitimate concerns about losing U.S. support at a time of growing 
Chinese coercion in their region. 
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U.S. officials shifted their stance near the end of the Obama adminis-
tration, when the revisionist dimensions of China’s strategy became more 
apparent. The mood of the broader public was changing, too. In 2012, a 
survey by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs found that 40 percent 
of Americans favored placing a higher priority on building good relations 
with China than with U.S. allies; by 2018, that number had fallen to 26 
percent. The sentiment was mirrored on the other side of the Pacific, with 
polls in Australia, Japan, and South Korea showing overwhelming support 
in each country for their alliances with the United States.

In waking up to the threat of China, Washington was far behind its 
most important allies in Asia, especially Japan. Back in 2013, as Wash-
ington anticipated a closer partnership with Xi, Japanese Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe’s government released a strategy for longer-term competition 
that was based on assumptions about Chinese behavior that are now widely 
accepted in U.S. policy circles. Abe’s controversial views on Japan’s own 
history—he had argued that Japan was often unfairly criticized for its 
conduct during World War II—made him look to many in Washington 
like an unwelcome spoiler in U.S.-Chinese relations. Beijing sought to 
exploit those doubts by targeting him with a global media campaign. (In 
one of the more histrionic episodes of Beijing’s relentless campaign, the 
Chinese ambassador in London went so far as to write an article for The 
Telegraph comparing Abe to the evil Lord Voldemort from the Harry Pot-
ter books.) But Abe persisted with his strategy. He had been returned to 
power by a ruling Liberal Democratic Party (ldp) looking to reset relations 
with Beijing after years of embarrassing Chinese incursions around the 
Japanese-administered Senkaku Islands (known in China as the Diaoyu 
Islands). Abe understood full well what Washington was only beginning 
to realize: that China’s leaders judged both the United States and Japan 
as being in precipitous decline. He intended to change that perception. 

Faced with a deteriorating balance of power in relation to China, 
a nation such as Japan has three basic choices. The first is to get on 
the bandwagon of the rising power. But that was never an option that 
Abe or any other Japanese leader would consider. As he told an Amer-
ican audience in 2013, “Japan is not now and will never be a tier-two 
power.” The second option is internal balancing: enhancing one’s own 
power to meet the threat. In Japan’s case, the fastest way to accomplish 
that would have been to acquire nuclear weapons, which the country 
could develop in less than two years, but the Japanese public remains 
overwhelmingly opposed, as do its allies. Instead, Abe invested in more 
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targeted defense capabilities and new sources of economic growth.  
He proposed the acquisition of long-range missiles that would go 
beyond the strictly defensive mission of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces, 
ended a two-decade decline in defense budgets, and centralized 
national security decision-making in the prime minister’s o�ce. On 
the economy, Abe did not undertake the full-throated reforms that 
most experts have called for, but he did spur growth by deregulating a 
handful of sectors and by pushing for more women in the workforce. 

It was the third way to redress a power 
imbalance that formed the centerpiece of Abe’s 
overall strategy: external balancing, or strength-
ening one’s alliances. A decade ago, Washing-
ton may have still been debating the relative 
importance of cooperating with allies versus 
cooperating with China, but for Tokyo there 
was no question which was more important. For 
most of Japan’s postwar history, governments 
had interpreted the country’s paci±st constitu-
tion as forbidding Japan from coming to the 

aid of friendly nations under attack. Because the Japanese public feared 
getting trapped in the United States’ Cold War adventures more than it 
feared being abandoned, this interpretation provided a convenient alibi 
for sitting out con¾icts from the Vietnam War through the Gulf War. 
But Abe was now more worried about abandonment than entrapment. 
«e growing chorus of dovish voices in Washington, along with China’s 
expanded military footprint around Japan, led him to throw out the alibi.

In 2014, Abe introduced legislation recognizing that Japan would 
exercise the right of collective self-defense and could ±ght alongside 
the United States if the need arose. Although Abe was motivated in 
part by ideological opposition to Japan’s constitutional constraints, he 
fundamentally sought to ensure that the United States could depend 
more on Japan in a crisis so that Japan would still be able to depend on 
the United States. After a grueling 100-plus hours of debate in Japan’s 
parliament, the country backed him. Abe’s motivation was not a nos-
talgic attachment to U.S. leadership so much as a realistic assessment 
of what it would take to shore up U.S. power and commitments in the 
region for Japan’s own security. «at was why he, more than any other 
world leader, was willing to absorb Trump’s barbs and ensure that he 
kept the mercurial U.S. president on his side.

Washington’s  
Indo-Paci±c 
strategy ¾ows 
from Abe’s original 
framework, often 
verbatim.
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Abe’s external balancing strategy also involved reinforcing countries’ 
resilience against undue Chinese influence and coercion. His “free and open 
Indo-Pacific” strategy not only matched China’s Belt and Road funding but 
also promised high-quality infrastructure investments that would protect 
the environment and spare the recipients dangerous debt traps. This focus on 
helping the region paid off: today, Japan enjoys favorability ratings in South 
and Southeast Asia that far exceed those of China or any other country in 
the world. Abe gradually won over skeptical partners on his proposal for 
reestablishing the Quad after China’s incursions into the South China Sea 
and the contested Himalayan border with India. Free-trade agreements 
aimed at reinforcing open economic rules for the region also expanded 
under Abe. When he began his second stint as prime minister in 2012, less 
than 20 percent of Japan’s trade was covered by such agreements, but by 
the time he left office in 2020, the share had reached 80 percent. When the 
Trump administration withdrew from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (tpp) 
in 2017, Abe stepped in with his counterparts from Australia, Canada, and 
Singapore to ensure that the agreement went forward, leaving a place at the 
table should the United States regain its bearings on trade policy. 

No other world leader did more in the face of Chinese revisionism 
to align the major powers and invest in countries’ durability against it, 
and that ultimately shaped U.S. strategy. The Trump and Biden admin-
istrations’ free and open Indo-Pacific strategies and their embrace of 
the Quad all flow from Abe’s original framework, often verbatim. Gov-
ernments across Europe and Asia have begun modeling their approach 
to the region on the Indo-Pacific concept rather than on Xi’s fading 
China-centric alternative of a “community of common destiny.” 

When Abe was assassinated in July 2022, the world acknowledged 
his impact. Scholars and diplomats also noted the shortcomings of his 
approach: challenged relations with South Korea, fruitless diplomatic 
efforts with Russia, and incomplete efforts at spurring economic growth 
and sustaining the economic empowerment of women to address Japan’s 
tough demographic picture. But to move forward, Washington’s own 
approach to allies must include an understanding of how persistently 
and effectively Abe introduced the framework that defines competition 
with China—and where U.S. strategy falls short by comparison.

THE STALWARTS
Japan has emerged as the most important net exporter of security in the 
Indo-Pacific, but Australia and South Korea remain critical bookends, 
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given their capable militaries and their development and diplomacy 
toolkits. Largely for reasons of geography, Canberra and Seoul were 
not as quick to organize in response to the China challenge as Japan—
Australia because it is so far from China and South Korea because it is 
so close. U.S. allies all have closer trade relations with China than the 
United States does, particularly Australia and South Korea: 35 percent 
of Australian exports and 25 percent of South Korean exports go to 
China, compared with 22 percent of Japanese exports and nine percent 
of U.S. exports. But both Australia and South Korea are increasingly 
finding ways to adopt the same Indo-Pacific framework that Japan 
championed and Washington embraced.

Two decades ago, Australia began making a fortune exporting nat-
ural resources to China and importing students and tourists. Without 
the kind of manufacturing base that alerted the Japanese public early 
on to Chinese misbehavior in the global market—stealing intellectual 
property, dumping exports at below-market prices, and restricting for-
eign investment—Australians mostly saw upsides to their economic 
relationship with China. The Lowy Institute, an Australian think tank, 
found in 2013 that 76 percent of Australians thought their economic 
future lay with China rather than with the United States, an outlook 
that mirrored the United States’ growing optimism about China at 
the time. Whereas successive U.S. administrations spurred Beijing’s 
request for a “strategic partnership,” Canberra formed a “comprehensive 
strategic partnership” with Beijing in 2014. 

Beijing’s expansion into the South China Sea in 2014 and 2015 
alarmed members of the Australian national security community just 
as it did their U.S. counterparts. But for most Australians, the wake-up 
call came in 2018, when Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull announced 
that China was trying to build a submarine base in the Pacific Island 
of Vanuatu—a development that would have put potentially hostile 
forces in Australia’s neighborhood for the first time since World War II. 
Then, in 2019, an influential Australian news program exposed vivid 
details about the Chinese Communist Party’s extensive operations to 
influence Australian politics and society, prompting Parliament to draft 
tough laws against foreign interference. 

When the Australian government called for an international inquiry 
into the origins of covid-19 in 2020, the Chinese ambassador in Can-
berra threatened a massive consumer boycott of Australian goods. Chi-
nese imports of coal, copper, barley, and wine from Australia soon fell to 
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a trickle as Beijing tried to use economic interdependence as a tool 
for coercion. Australian journalists were detained inside China, and 
Chinese propagandists launched a disinformation campaign in the 
region with provocative charges of Australian racism and war crimes. 
Beijing escalated tensions further by delivering a list of 14 demands 
that Canberra had to meet before relations could improve, including 
silence on Chinese human rights abuses and an end to funding for 
think tanks critical of Chinese military activities. 

The Chinese gambit failed spectacularly. This year’s Lowy poll found 
a stunning reversal in views of China, with 75 percent of Australians say-
ing that China will become a military threat to Australia in the future. 
Australia became the first country to ban the Chinese companies Huawei 
and zte from its telecommunications markets, and a new foreign invest-
ment review board is limiting Chinese acquisitions of strategic assets in 
Australia. The government of Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, 
who took office in August 2018, defied China’s demands by agreeing to 
build nuclear-powered submarines and develop other advanced capabil-
ities with the United States and the United Kingdom under the aukus 
pact. Australia has also expanded defense cooperation with Japan, signing 
an agreement this year that provides reciprocal access to military facilities 
in the two countries and inviting increasing numbers of Japanese forces to 
participate in military exercises in Australia. The country has also signed 
new defense agreements with India. Like Japan, Australia has moved 
faster than the United States to manage competition with China.

South Korea is the latest U.S. ally in Asia to join the dance. In its 
case, China’s proximity left it with much less flexibility than Australia 
and Japan. Japan has thwarted one Chinese invasion, in the thirteenth 
century, and Australia has faced none, but South Korea’s history is 
scarred with dozens of invasions from its giant neighbor to the north. 
Moreover, China’s influence on North Korea—the most important 
security challenge for South Korea—is only increasing as Pyongyang 
has come to rely on China for 90 percent of its trade. 

At times, Seoul’s efforts to manage relations with the great powers 
around the Korean Peninsula have only incited greater suspicion, jealousy, 
and pressure. The governments of the previous two presidents, Park Geun-
hye and Moon Jae-in, both fell into that trap. Park solicited Beijing’s 
support despite her pro-alliance bona fides with Washington, and her gov-
ernment implicitly endorsed a U.S.-Chinese structure to Asian geopolitics 
by proposing a trilateral dialogue for the United States, China, and South 
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Group project: Biden with the leaders of South Korea and Japan, Madrid, June 2022
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Korea, much to the chagrin of Tokyo. In response to a multibillion-dollar 
Chinese boycott of South Korean companies to punish Seoul for accept-
ing U.S. Terminal High Altitude Air Defense (thaad) batteries in 2016, 
the Moon government promised Beijing that it would limit future military 
cooperation on missile defense with the United States. �is unparalleled 
accommodation of China with respect to the U.S.–South Korean alliance 
invited suspicion in Washington and raised ambitions in Beijing.

�e South Korean public, however, was souring on China even faster 
than Australia had. �e thaad boycott, sympathy with Hong Kong’s cit-
izens after Beijing’s crackdown, and mounting troubles for South Korean 
companies operating in China all cratered that country’s approval ratings. 
By 2021, 77 percent of South Koreans said they did not trust China. When 
the conservative politician Yoon Suk-yeul became president in May 2022, 
he realigned South Korean diplomacy with the United States and even 
Japan despite lingering tensions with Tokyo over painful historical issues. 
Yoon will still be constrained by geography and the North Korea problem. 
When Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, 
visited Tokyo after her contentious visit to Taiwan in August, for example, 
she met with Japan’s prime minister, but when she stopped in Seoul, Yoon 
was conveniently on vacation. Nevertheless, Seoul’s growing alignment 
with the United States is now tracking that of Australia and Japan. 
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In the larger tapestry of U.S. relationships in the Indo-Pacific, the 
Biden administration is rightly focused on expanded engagement with 
India through the Quad, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 
longtime treaty allies such as the Philippines and Thailand, and, now, 
with the Pacific Island countries. Many of the nations the United States 
is courting have dynamic populations poised to play leading roles in 
the future of the region and the world. Some compete with China 
but in measured fashion, such as Vietnam and India. All are debating 
their future trajectories, including their longer-term relationships with 
the United States and China. That soul-searching makes deeper U.S. 
engagement all the more important.

At the same time, for the foreseeable future, Australia, Japan, and South 
Korea will be in a league of their own. These are the alliances that the 
United States will need most in any regional crisis, and the Biden adminis-
tration has been right to prioritize them. But it will have to begin thinking 
of allies not just as instruments of U.S. policy but as strategic innovators 
who see clearly the gaps in Washington’s own approach.

TELL THEM HOW THIS ENDS
One subtle but crucial difference concerns the long-term vision for 
relations with China. Abe’s strategy was premised on resetting relations 
with China, not containing or decoupling entirely from the Chinese 
economy. In April 2022, when the ldp’s hawkish Research Commis-
sion on National Security prepared the ruling party’s framework for 
Japan’s next defense plan, its members called for a doubling of defense 
spending to two percent of gdp in five years and an expansion of Japan’s 
strike capability. Still, the document clarified that the country’s ultimate 
goal was a “constructive and stable relationship” with China. Even after 
Beijing’s economic boycott, the Morrison government in Australia 
expanded funding for exchanges with China through organizations 
such as the National Foundation for Australia-China Relations, and 
the new Labor foreign minister, Penny Wong, has spoken of her desire 
for relations to be “stabilized.” Although South Korean President Yoon 
promised to back Biden’s Indo-Pacific strategy and to be less deferen-
tial toward China, his foreign minister, Park Jin, pledged in Beijing to 
support regional and global cooperation. 

One could interpret these stances as duplicitous accommodation, but 
a more accurate reading would be that all three major allies seek to work 
with Beijing on issues of concern from a position of strength backed 
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by closer alignment with the United States and other like-minded 
countries in the region. Put another way, U.S. allies in Asia still hope 
for some version of the strategy that U.S. presidents from Richard 
Nixon to Obama pursued in the region: a combination of balancing 
and engaging China, but with a longer-term aim of integrating the 
country under rules favorable to the advanced industrial democracies. 
The idea is to compete with China, but with a clear end state in mind. 

There is broad consensus in Canberra, Seoul, Tokyo, and Washing-
ton that Xi will present geopolitical and economic challenges for the 
next decade and that U.S. allies need to cooperate to blunt his worst 
ambitions. But where the allies differ from Washington is on the need 
for a framework that does more than isolate Beijing. Although much 
of the United States’ post–Cold War strategy explicitly sought to shape 
China in the belief that a combination of engagement and counter-
balancing could bend Beijing toward a more durable relationship for 
the long term, the Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific strategy clearly 
abandons that mission: “Our objective is not to change the [People’s 
Republic of China] but to shape the strategic environment in which it 
operates, building a balance of influence in the world that is maximally 
favorable to the United States, our allies and partners, and the interests 
and values we share,” the document states. 

Xi’s China is a much tougher counterpart, and competition across all 
domains, from military to technology, will be intense. But the current 
U.S. approach has left allies and partners wondering what the American 
endgame is for relations with China. If they haven’t given up on shaping 
China, neither should the United States.

IT’S THE ECONOMIC STRATEGY, STUPID
Asian allies’ well-known frustration with the lack of a U.S. trade strategy 
since the Trump administration is rooted in this longer-term search for 
a workable equilibrium with China, the top trading partner to most of 
the region. The tpp appealed to the United States’ Indo-Pacific partners 
not only because it integrated them into the attractive U.S. market but 
also because it set the stage for more successful negotiations with Beijing 
over economic rules going forward. The original vision for the tpp was 
that the weight of so many open regional economies would propel talks 
on the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (ttip) with 
Europe and put enormous pressure on Beijing while providing it with 
incentives to negotiate along similar lines with all the member states.  
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In Sydney in 2007, the United States and other leaders attending the 
Asia Paci±c Economic Cooperation forum agreed that the tpp would 
be one building block for a broader free-trade area in the Asia-Paci±c 
that included China. («e U.S. delegation insisted on the term “area” 
rather than “agreement” to avoid triggering congressional noti±cation 
before the table was set for taking on negotiations with Beijing.) When 
the momentum behind the tpp was at its height in 2015, Obama briefed 
Xi on the pact, and prominent Chinese o�cials pointed to it as external 

validation of economic reforms, just as Premier 
Zhu Rongzi used the agreement creating the 
World Trade Organization in the 1990s to 
restructure China’s state-owned enterprises.

Whether that original vision for tpp as 
a counterweight to Beijing could ever have 
been realized is now a moot question, since 
the Trump administration withdrew from the 

partnership, and the Biden administration is adamant that it will not 
return. «is leaves U.S. allies, the U.S. business community, and even many 
Chinese businesses in a much weaker negotiating position vis-à-vis the 
Chinese state. More alarming to those depending on a U.S.-led order is 
the vacuum created by Washington’s retreat on trade policy. In 2022, an 
index of regional power maintained by the Lowy Institute upgraded the 
United States to the top regional diplomatic in¾uence but noted that its 
economic sway had declined ever more since the Trump years. Xi under-
scored the point in 2021 when he announced China’s intention to join the 
successor to the tpp—an agreement Washington had once championed.

Understanding the geopolitical rami±cations of its absent economic 
strategy, the Biden administration announced the Indo-Paci±c Eco-
nomic Framework (ipef ) in May 2022 in Tokyo. «e ipef brings the 
United States together with 13 other regional economies for dialogue 
on topics including digital trade, the environment, and corruption. 
Although the participation of countries that have previously avoided 
trade pacts with the United States, such as India and Indonesia, is a 
geopolitical plus, Biden administration o�cials insist that the ipef is 
not a trade agreement and that there will be no market-access provi-
sions characteristic of the tpp. India and Indonesia agreed to participate 
precisely because they were not being asked to open up their markets 
in any signi±cant way. «e ipef certainly addresses important modern 
issues such as digital trade, and it is possible that the talks could gather 

U.S. allies are 
making big  
moves and taking 
on new risks.
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momentum and yield meaningful agreements short of trade liberaliza-
tion or market access. But it is a shell of what the tpp would have been. 

Recognizing that the quarter loaf of the ipef is better than no loaf at 
all, U.S. allies are publicly championing the framework as evidence that the 
United States is back in the economic rule-making game in Asia. Privately, 
however, there is still great concern that the framework is insufficient to 
blunt China’s growing economic clout. The obvious way to make the ipef 
more substantive would be to negotiate a digital trade agreement based 
on existing provisions in the U.S. pacts with Canada, Japan, and Mexico 
that the Trump administration negotiated and in comparable deals that 
Australia and Singapore signed. This is not likely to happen soon, given 
the protectionists in the Biden administration and Congress who worry 
that the ipef might be a gateway drug to the tpp, but the pressure from 
allies and business to deliver substantive agreements will continue to build.

BETTER TOGETHER
Just as close allies need the United States to lead constructive engagement 
with Beijing and meaningful economic initiatives for the region, they also 
require U.S. backing to strengthen deterrence capabilities in the face of a 
more menacing China. (That may sound contradictory, but allies in the 
region have to deal with both realities.) U.S. allies are making big moves 
and taking on new risks. Japan’s recognition of the right of collective 
defense and its introduction of strike capability put Tokyo directly in Bei-
jing’s cross hairs. Beijing now regularly releases satellite images of testing 
ranges shaped like Japanese bases that have been destroyed by ballistic 
missile attacks. In addition to committing to aukus, Australia has pledged 
to expand weapons production with U.S. firms through the Guided Weap-
ons and Explosive Ordnance Enterprise, a multibillion-dollar program. 
In response to growing Chinese military challenges, Australia is devel-
oping new initiatives to host more U.S. troops and give the U.S. military 
greater access to the north and west of the country. And in South Korea, 
despite threats from Beijing, Moscow, and Pyongyang, Yoon has sought to 
increase readiness by resuming regular defense exercises with the United 
States that Trump and Moon had paused.

These developments have all been embraced by the Biden admin-
istration and Congress. Yet even though U.S. allies are making major 
changes in their defense production and operations, the mechanics 
of alliance management in Washington are still based on antiquated 
designs. True, the United States has upgraded its security cooperation 
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with Japan by creating new military-to-military working groups, but the 
U.S.-Japanese alliance lacks anything like the combined commands that
characterize the U.S. alliances with South Korea or nato—alliances on
the frontline that were designed during the Cold War to “fight tonight,”
a readiness level still maintained by the U.S. Command in South Korea.
Nor was the U.S.-Australian alliance designed for joint warfighting in
the Indo-Pacific, despite the close operational relationship that U.S.
and Australian forces developed fighting together in the Middle East.
Integrated command and control is critical for these alliances because
North Korean missiles and Chinese naval deployments have put Japan
and even Australia on the frontlines of a potential war for the first time. It
also matters because Japan’s deployment of long-range strike capabilities
could trigger escalation by China or North Korea if that deployment is
not well integrated into U.S. military planning.

Australia, meanwhile, is counting on the Pentagon and the State 
Department to share military technology in ways that follow through on 
Biden’s commitment to help build nuclear-powered submarines and other 
advanced military capabilities. In 2017, Congress expanded the definition 
of “the national technology and industrial base,” a legal concept demarcat-
ing countries whose companies are given national security priority, adding 
the United Kingdom and Australia. But in parts of the Pentagon and the 
State Department, the rules governing export licensing and technology 
transfer continue to be implemented case by case, as if the addition of 
Australia and the United Kingdom had not occurred, and “buy American” 
provisions in U.S. legislation continue to obstruct efforts to transfer tech-
nologies and integrate production between trusted allies. Without reform, 
aukus and other Australian investments in deterrence will be difficult to 
realize. That would be a setback for Australia’s defense, its alliance with 
the United States, and the overall balance of power in the Indo-Pacific.

Allies have big decisions to make as well. For Japan to actually increase 
defense spending to two percent of gdp, the government would have to cut 
social welfare programs or issue much more debt than it has. And if it is to 
further integrate itself into U.S. military planning, it will have to improve 
its protection of information to the levels of Five Eyes intelligence part-
ners such as Australia that can be trusted not to leak the most sensitive 
intelligence and technical information. Australia’s initiatives will require 
increased spending or hard choices about priorities. South Korea under 
Yoon has pledged to support the Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific 
strategy in Southeast Asia but is sticking to its excuses when it comes to 
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Taiwan contingencies closer to home, preferring to remain neutral rather 
than upset Beijing. Without more proactive reform from Congress and 
the Biden administration, however, these choices may remain too hard for 
U.S. allies to make, which would put all the participants’ security at risk.

HUB, MEET SPOKE 
The United States has one advantage in the unfolding geopolitical contest 
with China that Beijing cannot replicate: a network of security alliances 
with democracies spanning the Pacific Ocean. Although China can claim 
growing influence in parts of the global South, Beijing’s closest security 
partnerships are limited to a flailing Russia, an isolated Iran, and a provoc-
ative North Korea. The United States, in contrast, has well-established 
treaties with the region’s most advanced economies and militaries.

In 1991, James Baker, then the U.S. secretary of state, wrote in these 
pages that Asian security was underpinned by the “hub and spokes” of 
America’s bilateral alliances in the region. Today, that structure is shifting 
more and more toward the hubs. Australia and Japan are establishing 
deeper security cooperation with each other and building partnerships 
and capacity in other countries in the region, such as Indonesia, the Phil-
ippines, and Vietnam. Greater U.S. investment in its closest alliances will 
pay dividends not only in the integration and readiness of those bilateral 
relationships but also in the ability of U.S. allies to bolster cooperation 
and resilience across the region. 

The strengthening of these broader alliance networks will also help reset 
China’s expectations about American staying power and the durability of 
regional security networks. The economic interdependence of all U.S. allies 
with China makes a nato-style collective security arrangement a nonstarter 
in the absence of major military moves by Beijing. But the Quad, aukus, 
and the burgeoning security ties among Asian democracies serve as useful 
reminders to Beijing that its coercion has consequences and that collective 
security arrangements that constrain China’s choices are indeed possible. 

At the same time, some in Beijing may also find that the U.S. 
emphasis on allies helps stabilize U.S.-Chinese relations. Abe’s strat-
egy for competition with China helped define U.S. strategy under 
both Trump and Biden. Abe’s search for a sustainable equilibrium with 
China should also shape thinking in Washington. After all, from Can-
berra to Tokyo, there is a deep consensus: that beyond the immediate 
task of defending against China’s coercion, the long game is achieving 
a productive relationship with Beijing. 
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In Japan, the islands of Okinawa puportedly have one of 
the highest concentration of centenarians in the world. 
Researchers believe that, aside from the close sense of 
community and active lifestyle, their proximity to the sea and 
its bounty account for the longevity of the local population.

Tapping on the abundance of the seas that surround 
Okinawa, Kanehide Bio Co. Ltd. has succeeded in extracting 
fucoidan from the edible mozuku seaweed (Cladosiphon 
okamuranus Tokida) using its original technology.

The company has also demostrated fucoidan’s high 
functionality through joint research with universities and 
other public institutions and plans more extensive research 
in the future. In recent years, it has also been cultivating and 
commercializing microalgae containing omega-3.

Aside from fucoidan, Kanehide Bio also processes local bitter 
melon, turmeric, and herbs into tablets, powders, and liquids 
through integrated production to meet consumer needs.

 “We would like to continue to provide you with safe and 
reliable health foods made from natural ingredients from 
Okinawa,” said Kanehide Bio President & COO Mikio 
Miyagi.

Meanwhile, as the base of many 
of the largest global brands, like 
Toyota, Sony, Honda, to name only 
a few, Japan built its economic 
muscle on the back of thousands 
of small– and medium–sized �rms, 
some of them still family-owned, 
that maintain a strong ethos of 
workmanship, or monozukiri, 
while adapting an innovative spirit 
to keep them competitive.

JAPANESE SMEs

Home of innovation
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Apart from being known for its economic 
and technological leadership, Japan is 
also known as the home of one of the 
world’s so-called Blue Zones, where life 
expectancy is higher than the global 
average.

From the country that pioneered the miniaturization of 
technology, Tokyo–based Elionix Inc. has applied the same 
commitment to high quality manufacturing in its design 
and development of devices and appliances that use 
electron beam and ion beam technology for high resolution 
lithography and nanofabrication.

“We are always looking out for global partnerships, whether 
for research or business partnerships, especially within 
North America, because they invest a lot of e�ort into 
science and technology. Our ultimate goal is to expand our 
business all over the world and really solidify our foothold in 

Elionix Inc. President 
Minoru Shichino
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nanotechnology,” said Elionix Inc. President 
Minoru Shichino.

In North America, Elionix Inc. operates in the 
state of Massachusetts through SEMTech 
Solutions (STS-Elionix), which focuses 
on microfabrication technology at the 
nanoscale. Its electron beam lithography 
systems can write more than 1 million lines 
within one cubic centimeter.

Sanwa Kasei Kogyo Co. Ltd. has produced 
lubricant oil for 75 years from its base in 
Kanagawa and Shizuoka prefectures.

Its technology was applied to automotive, 
industrial processing and rust preventive 
oils, etc. which signi�cantly extends the 
life of machinery and improves energy 
conservation. 

Its unique hydrocarbon gel is also playing an 
important role in the pharmaceutical �eld. 

Sanwa Kasei Kogyo President Eisuke 
Muto has increased the imports and sales of 
base oil materials in preparation for a carbon 
neutral world.

Muto also oversaw the construction 
and launching of an automated mega-
warehouse in July 2022 amid a serious 
shortage of storage space for dangerous 
goods. He also wants the company to 

become a one-stop service that makes, 
blends, stores and sells lubricant oils, as well 
as para�nic, naphthenic, aromatic, synthetic 
base oils.

Another champion of monozukiri, Sankin 
Corp. in Osaka makes steel pipes and tubes, 
mainly for automobile and motorcycle 
manufacturers and, until a several years ago, 
for parking lift systems and storage solution 
providers. 

Founded in 1946, the company is very 
proud of its ISO 9002 certi�cation, a clear 
testament to its commitment to quality 
manufacturing. However, because of a 
persistent slowdown in car sales in Japan, 
Sankin Corp. remains focused on the United 
States, both as a material source and a 
product market.

A large consumer of cold-drawn steel 
produced in the United States, the company 
provides its pipes and tubes for around 
80% of vehicles made and assembled in the 
country, as well as supplies many factories 
in Mexico.

“In Japan, our competitors purchase steel 
from trading companies. However, we 
purchase our steel directly from the source,” 
said Sankin Corp. President Takaharu 
Den.
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�e Rewards 
of Rivalry

U.S.-Chinese Competition
Can Spur Climate Progress

Jeff D. Colgan and Nicholas L. Miller

In many ways, competition between the United States and China 
is just that—a rivalry between two powerful countries. But it is 
also much more than that. �is is a contest not only between two 

rival states but also between two rival hierarchies. As the United States 
and China square o� against each other, they are also vying for the 
allegiance of countries across the globe. 

�e broad arena of competition does increase the number of 
potential points of friction and raise the odds that countries wishing 
to remain outside the contest will be dragged into it. But the main 
e�ect is to force the United States and China to outdo each other, 
to the bene�t of the states they are trying to woo. Just as competi-
tion between the United States and the Soviet Union contributed 
to remarkable accomplishments—such as sending humans to the 

Jeff D. Colgan is Richard Holbrooke Associate Professor in the Department of 
Political Science and Director of the Climate Solutions Lab at Brown University.

Nicholas L. Miller is Associate Professor of Government at Dartmouth College.
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moon, developing civilian nuclear power, and lifting millions out of 
poverty—so, too, could a new era of international rivalry. Already, 
U.S. and Chinese efforts to win over other countries mimics the 
patterns of Cold War competition between Washington and Mos-
cow. The two superpowers are engaging in competitive shaming, 
attempting to attract or retain partners by drawing attention to 
the abuses of their rival. And they are trying to outbid each other, 
bestowing economic benefits on countries to win them over to their 
side. They also, however, sometimes pursue institutionalized coop-
eration when facing common threats. To combat the influence of 
authoritarianism and illiberal economics—and to intelligently com-
pete against a rising China—U.S. policymakers must understand 
how these three styles of engagement work. 

At stake is leadership of the global order and its rules for the world 
economy. To prevail, Washington will need to understand how far to 
press its competition with Beijing. As the war in Vietnam and other 
Cold War proxy conflicts demonstrated, it is possible for U.S. leaders to 
become so obsessed with the potential influence of a rival superpower 
that they walk into a quagmire of their own making. Washington will 
also need to manage the domestic responses to such competition, so 
that electoral politics does not sabotage national strategy. 

The twenty-first century version of superpower competition is 
important for a variety of issues but perhaps none more consequential 
than climate change. New environmental conditions create new threats 
and opportunities for many countries, altering the geopolitical land-
scape. The United States can use its recent domestic accomplishments 
on climate change, most notably the adoption of the Inflation Reduc-
tion Act, to pressure China to do more to reduce its greenhouse gas 
emissions and contribute to climate solutions. Working with European 
partners, the United States can force China to either clean up its act 
or become a climate villain in the court of world opinion.

The Bargaining Stage
An international hierarchy is, in effect, a network of semi-explicit bar-
gains between a dominant state, such as the United States or China, 
and one or more smaller states. A dominant state offers its smaller 
partners benefits, such as military protection and favorable economic 
ties. In return, the smaller state gives up some of its sovereignty. In the 
extreme, it becomes a colony in the dominant state’s formal empire, 
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but modern hierarchies are generally less formal. Dominant states typ-
ically want to enlarge their hierarchies; doing so involves competing 
for the allegiance of smaller states. 

That type of competition characterizes the world today, as the United 
States and China each try to attract smaller states to their respective 
spheres of influence. For instance, in the South Pacific, the Chinese 
recently signed a security pact with the Solomon Islands. Beyond giving 
China access to a key maritime outpost between Australia and Guam, 
the agreement contained alarming language that could allow Beijing 
to deploy Chinese police and military forces at the Solomon Islands’ 
request to “maintain social order” in the country. Recently, the Solo-
mon Islands turned down a request from a U.S. Coast Guard vessel to 
refuel there. In the economic realm, Pacific nations such as Papua New 
Guinea have accepted large loans from China that could be unafford-
able. Indeed, in November 2018, the prime minister of Tonga called 
on other Pacific Island leaders to urge China to write off their debts, 
saying his small nation was suffering “serious” debt distress. 

In June 2022, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi took a ten-day 
regional diplomatic tour to float a proposed cooperation agreement 
on security, policy, cybersecurity, and economic development with 
other countries in the region, including Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and 
Samoa. In response, Micronesian President David Panuelo warned 
in a letter to 22 other Pacific leaders that the Chinese proposal was 
intended to pull Pacific Island nations with diplomatic ties to China 
“very close into Beijing’s orbit.”

To counter China’s moves, the United States and its allies are 
seeking to shore up their support in the South Pacific. The Biden 
administration convened the first-ever U.S.-Pacific Island Coun-
try Summit on September 28 and 29 in Washington. It followed 
up on the June 24 announcement that Australia, Japan, New Zea-
land, the United Kingdom, and the United States were launching 
a scheme called the Partners in the Blue Pacific, which aims to 
help small island countries in the region tackle issues from climate 
change to illegal fishing. The United States also offered sweeteners 
such as an increased U.S. diplomatic presence in the region, more 
covid-19 vaccines, and an initiative to send young leaders from the 
region to executive education courses in the United States. U.S. 
officials acknowledged that all these moves were intended to reverse 
a long-declining U.S. presence in the region. 
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Meanwhile, Washington has repeatedly sought to cast Beijing’s actions 
in the region in a negative light. In 2021, the United States successfully 
dissuaded Kiribati, Micronesia, and Nauru from pursuing a Chinese com-
pany’s low bid to build an undersea Internet cable that would improve 
communications capabilities but potentially open them up to Chinese 
spying. U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken also warned leaders of 
Paci±c countries about “threats to the rules-based international order” and 
“economic coercion” in a thinly veiled swipe at China’s growing in¾uence 
in the region. He argued that “every country, no 
matter its size, should always be able to make 
choices without fear of retribution.” In July 
of 2022, speaking in Fiji, U.S. Vice President 
Kamala Harris criticized Chinese policies in 
the region, referring to “bad actors seeking to 
undermine the rules-based order.”

China has launched its own attacks, of 
course. Cui Tiankai, China’s former ambas-
sador to the United States, told cnn in June 
that Western countries treat the South Paci±c 
like their “backyard” in a throwback to the colonial era, whereas Beijing 
sees the small island nations as “equals.” China has often turned to 
“Wolf Warrior” diplomacy—that is, assertive language and actions to 
safeguard China’s interests—to damage the United States’ image. In a 
March 2021 meeting with Blinken, for instance, Chinese Communist 
Party foreign a�airs chief Yang Jiechi unleashed a 16-minute tirade, 
denouncing U.S. actions and attitudes. «e e�ectiveness of this style 
of diplomacy is open to question, but clearly China is trying to assert 
its own power and legitimacy and erode those of the United States.

«e South Paci±c is not the only region where this rivalry is playing 
out. Consider the Arctic, where geopolitical competition has been no 
less intense. Greenland, a semiautonomous part of Denmark, has for 
decades been cha±ng against its relationship with Copenhagen. And 
although the U.S. controlled «ule Air Base in Greenland o�ers local 
authorities bene±ts, such as jobs and pro±table contracts, it also disrupts 
the lives of local residents—a continual source of friction between 
Greenland and Washington. Here, China saw not only economic 
potential but also a geopolitical opportunity to drive a wedge between 
Greenland and the West. In 2015, a Chinese company with the improb-
able name General Nice Group invested in an iron mining project in 

Rival hierarchies 
rely on two tools 
of persuasion: 
competitive 
shaming and 
outbidding.
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Greenland and then followed up with an o�er to buy an abandoned 
Danish naval base at Kangilinnguit. «ese moves appeared to follow 
a playbook that scholars say describes China’s actions in Africa and 
elsewhere: use engineering projects as a way to gradually bind local 
political interests to China’s. But in 2016, Denmark turned down the 
Chinese o�er and withdrew the base from the market. Although Den-
mark did not o�cially comment, anonymous sources told Reuters that 
the Danish government backed away from the deal out of fear that the 
sale might antagonize Washington.

A similarly competitive dynamic has played out elsewhere. In a 
number of places, China gained partners with its Belt and Road 
Initiative, a multitrillion-dollar infrastructure and investment e�ort 
to encourage global trade and economic integration, centered on the 
needs of the Chinese economy. «e bri has led to Chinese control 
of ports in Greece and Pakistan, transportation hubs in Kenya and 
Sri Lanka, and industrial activities in Africa, Latin America, and 
elsewhere. Increasingly alarmed by Chinese e�orts, the G-7 countries 
responded in 2022 with the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and 
Investment. According to a White House announcement in June, the 
United States plans to o�er $200 billion over ±ve years to ±nance 
global infrastructure projects, principally in developing countries. 

Unmuted: watching a virtual meeting between Biden and Xi, Hong Kong, July 2022
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China was never explicitly mentioned in the announcement, but there 
was no doubt about why the new partnership was formed and whose 
influence it was intended to contain.

Echoes of the Past
This form of competition, in which rival hierarchies vie for domi-
nance across the globe, has a long and rich history. European empires 
competed for centuries, as did the United States and the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War. Just as China and the United States do 
today, previous hierarchies often relied on two tools of persuasion: 
competitive shaming and outbidding. 

To understand the dynamic of shaming in foreign policy, it is helpful 
to consider the geopolitics of nuclear technology in the early 1950s. The 
United States had demonstrated its terrible weapon in 1945, but afterward 
kept nuclear technology a closely guarded secret. That secrecy extended 
to civilian nuclear applications, which scientists were then developing 
for electrical generation and medical purposes. In the early days of the 
Cold War, the Soviet Union seized on this secrecy and reliance on nuclear 
weapons to shame and delegitimize the United States on the world stage, 
especially at the newly formed United Nations. Then Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles argued that “propaganda picturing us as warmongers 
on account of our atomic capabilities has done incalculable harm.”

Largely to combat this shaming and draw attention to U.S. benef-
icence and the peaceful application of nuclear energy, U.S. President 
Dwight Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program dramatically reversed 
the U.S. policy of nuclear secrecy. He proposed that the United States 
and other atomic powers transfer nuclear material to an international 
body—what would become the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
or iaea—that would use it for peaceful purposes worldwide, under 
safeguards. When he unveiled the program in a speech at the United 
Nations in 1953, Eisenhower declared his desire for “all peoples of 
all nations to see that . . . [the United States is] interested in human 
aspirations first, rather than in building up the armaments of war.” 
The U.S. government quickly circulated the speech internationally. In 
truth, however, the government was making the most of a situation it 
had not wanted: Soviet shaming had worked, forcing the United States 
to change policy to repair its reputation. 

Moscow responded to this new American effort by seeking to out-
bid the United States with a nuclear cooperation program of its own. 
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Until then, the Soviet Union had given no serious attention to the 
export of nuclear technology or expertise. After Eisenhower’s address, 
however, Moscow began offering nuclear assistance to communist allies 
such as China and Czechoslovakia, as well as unaligned countries such 
as Egypt and Yugoslavia. Crucially, the Soviets offered nuclear tech-
nology with fewer restrictions on its use, shaming the United States 
as imperialist for requiring safeguards on the material it transferred.

The Soviet entry into the nuclear assistance game only acceler-
ated the outbidding. Worried that Moscow would successfully use 
nuclear assistance to win over key unaligned countries, the United 
States ramped up its own program. Within four years of the Atoms 
for Peace speech, the United States sealed agreements to provide 
nuclear assistance to more than 40 countries. The State Department 
proudly reported that these efforts “put atomic energy at the service 
of major political objectives—in Asia, that of [tying] the uncom-
mitted countries to those Asian countries more closely associated 
with the United States, in Europe, that of utilizing atomic energy 
to further European integration.” 

One of the key lessons from this Cold War experience is that 
when competition between rival hierarchies is fierce, the smaller states 
often receive more benefits. Indeed, many states in what was then 
considered the Third World became remarkably adept at playing off 
the two superpowers and eliciting increasingly generous foreign aid 
packages or other concessions from one or even both sides. India, for 
instance, used the prospect of Soviet assistance to prod the United 
States to provide substantial nuclear aid, which ultimately helped 
India develop nuclear weapons the following decade. 

Today’s politics mirrors this behavior, especially in Asia, as countries 
try to maximize the benefits they gain from their relationships with 
China, the United States, or both. Many of the members of U.S.-led 
initiatives such as the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework—including 
Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam—also participate in China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative. Pakistan and Turkey seem especially well 
positioned to squeeze benefits from both sides. And just as during the 
Cold War, shaming seems to have sparked outbidding, as China has 
responded to U.S. criticism of its statecraft by stepping up its role as a 
mediator in Africa and providing more generous debt relief.

Rival hierarchies don’t simply compete, however—they can also 
cooperate when they face shared risks. Their cooperation can cut 
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against the interests and desires of their smaller partners. Here again, 
the nuclear politics of the early Cold War are instructive. After launch-
ing nuclear assistance programs, both the United States and the Soviet 
Union worried about inadvertently accelerating the spread of nuclear 
weapons. By the early 1960s, the superpowers were cooperating to 
create stronger safeguards, especially through the iaea, which seeks 
to block states from using civilian nuclear technology to help produce 
weapons. As unaligned states such as India and Indonesia foresaw at 
the time, the creation of the iaea eventually led to intense restrictions 
and regulations on civilian nuclear power. Despite the objections of 
smaller partners and unaligned states, the superpowers not only cre-
ated the iaea but went on to negotiate the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty of 1968 and more nuclear control measures in subsequent years. 
In today’s context, smaller states should be mindful of how the politics 
of rival hierarchies can turn against them, if and when the great powers 
decide they have a mutual interest in cooperation. 

Bragging Rights
One crucial area where competition and cooperation between China 
and the United States could benefit rather than harm the interests 
of smaller states is climate change, which has altered the strategic 
landscape and therefore the context of today’s rival hierarchies. Cli-
mate change in the Arctic, for instance, is shaping Chinese strategy. 
Warming temperatures have made mining opportunities in Green-
land increasingly attractive and could open up shipping lanes north 
of Russia, theoretically cutting travel times from Asia to Europe by 
weeks. Like their counterparts in the West, many Chinese analysts 
saw Greenland as potentially the first place to win independence on 
account of climate change; according to this thinking, climate change 
would unlock economic opportunities that could free Greenland 
from its current dependence on Danish subsidies. Some analysts 
in China advocated investing in Greenland to make that economic 
independence from Denmark possible while positioning China as 
an economic and political partner. 

In the South Pacific, however, climate change is seen as an existential 
threat rather than an economic liberator. Rising sea levels and increased 
storm activity could destroy many Pacific Island nations. Those countries 
tend to see Washington as failing to take seriously the risks they face. 
In the 2018 Boe Declaration on Regional Security, Pacific Island lead-
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ers embraced an “expanded concept of security” to deal with regional 
challenges, including climate change. Washington should realize that 
leaders in the Paci±c and elsewhere are looking for more robust U.S. 
commitments to o�setting climate change and helping threatened 
countries adapt. Accepting that role o�ers the United States a chance 
to cast China as a climate laggard. Failure to do so invites the reverse. 

Fortunately, competition and cooperation between the United 
States and China on climate change could also generate bene±ts for 

everyone. One example of bene±cial coop-
eration is the diplomacy the Obama admin-
istration conducted with China to pave the 
way for the 2015 Paris accord on climate 
change, the ±rst time developing countries 
agreed to a set of emissions cuts. In the long 
run, however, competition over green tech-

nologies might prove as bene±cial as cooperative diplomacy, per-
haps even more so. For instance, European countries, the United 
States, and others have become alarmed at Chinese dominance of 
the supply chain for minerals such as copper and lithium and other 
commodities that are essential for producing clean energy. As those 
governments belatedly act to shore up their supply chains, they are 
facilitating mining investments worldwide that could lower the 
costs of decarbonization for everyone.

«e more the United States accomplishes its own climate goals, the 
more pressure it can apply on China. Already, diplomats are trumpeting 
U.S. accomplishments such as the In¾ation Reduction Act (ira) as a 
way of spotlighting China’s economic reliance on activities that harm 
the climate. After the legislation passed in August 2022, for exam-
ple, U.S. Ambassador to China Nicholas Burns boasted on Twitter, 
“You can bet America will meet our commitments,” and he pointed 
to the disparity between the emissions of the United States and those 
of China. «is type of competitive shaming in front of international 
audiences might be at least as productive as nominal cooperation. As 
Todd Stern, who led U.S. climate negotiations under U.S. President 
Barack Obama, put it: “If someone said to me, ‘You can have lots of 
interaction between the United States and China but no ira, or you 
can have the ira but less dialogue and collaboration,’ I would absolutely 
pick No. 2. «e more China sees the U.S. charging in the direction of 
the clean energy transformation, the better.”

Rival hierarchies 
can cooperate, not 
just compete.
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How the Cold War Can Stay Cool
The long view of how great powers build and maintain rival hierarchies 
provides three key lessons. First, competitive behavior is normal and 
should not be an occasion for panic. Indeed, in some instances it can 
provide benefits for smaller states—so long as a cold war doesn’t turn 
hot at their expense. During the U.S.-Soviet competition, it became 
common for politicians and analysts to worry about smaller countries 
being “lost” to the other side. Such concerns can be warranted but 
sometimes go too far. An example of this pitfall is the desperate fear 
in the 1960s of “losing” Vietnam, which led the United States into 
a quagmire, as well as other proxy wars in the developing world that 
killed millions of people. Competing for the support of states through 
incentives should take precedence; direct military intervention should 
be employed only when vital U.S. interests are at stake, for example, to 
defend a treaty ally or a small set of other crucial partners. 

In a competition between rival hierarchies, one cannot expect 
either side to win all the time, and one should not assume that “los-
ing” one ally in a peripheral region will create a domino effect globally. 
Indeed, because dominant powers routinely engage in competitive 
outbidding when offering benefits to smaller states, one might argue 
that if a dominant state never loses such a competition, it might be 
“overpaying” for the loyalty of its subordinate states. A corollary to 
this lesson is that the need for outbidding is in part a function of 
how effectively a great power can shame its rival on the international 
scene. In other words, if dominant powers are perceived as more 
benign, they do not need to provide as many material benefits to 
attract smaller states. This offers another reason to avoid overreacting 
to prevent a “loss” of a country, either through military force or sup-
port for regime change or coups: these efforts often provide effective 
propaganda that can be used against the intervening state.

The second lesson is that a network of international partners is a 
costly but powerful source of national strength. One main reason Soviet 
leaders embraced reform and retrenchment in the 1980s is the terrible 
strategic situation they found themselves in, overextended by the task 
of competing with the United States around the globe. In the shorter 
run, the strength of a hierarchy influences its ability to shape the rules 
for the global economy and the international order more broadly. For 
example, if most countries accept Western ideas about sovereignty and 
market capitalism, it is much easier to call out Chinese abuses of those 
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norms than if China has a large sphere of influence. More selfishly, 
American and Western businesses will find it far easier to prosper if 
the U.S. government shapes the rules of international business than if 
its influence is weak. Thus, a foreign policy designed around “America 
first” is folly. The American network of allies is one of its strongest 
geopolitical advantages, and keeping that network requires treating 
allies with respect and offering them benefits for cooperation. 

Third, U.S. politicians must effectively manage domestic politics if 
they are to succeed in this competition. Democracies have consider-
able advantages in the international competition for legitimacy, sta-
tus, and loyalty. For instance, recent research on the effects of foreign 
aid in Africa identifies a remarkable asymmetry between Chinese 
assistance and U.S. aid. Chinese loans and investment appear to have 
done little to improve public opinion about China, and might harm 
it, whereas foreign aid from the United States has had a strong posi-
tive impact. Despite many mistakes in its past, the United States has 
also learned what works in foreign aid and economic development. 
That experience, along with an ideological commitment to individual 
freedom and democracy, could serve as a significant strength in the 
global competition for influence. 

Of course, democracy has downsides, as well. In the nuclear realm, 
for instance, research shows how the Soviet Union and, later, Rus-
sia supplanted the United States as the dominant supplier of civil-
ian technology, in large part because of domestic opposition to the 
nuclear industry in the United States. Public pressure led the U.S. 
nuclear industry to wither, and legislators intervened to make it more 
difficult to export nuclear reactors, gradually ceding the overseas mar-
ket to more autocratic countries. 

More broadly, democracies seeking to build their network of 
allies and partners face domestic accusations of hypocrisy and ille-
gitimacy when they cooperate with foreign autocrats, putting them 
at a potential disadvantage. When Chinese leaders travel to Saudi 
Arabia to woo its leaders, for instance, they feel no need to criticize 
their hosts, but U.S. leaders are expected to talk about human rights 
records when they make similar visits. 

Another important disadvantage is the growing domestic polariza-
tion that has made U.S. foreign policy more erratic over time, as shown 
by U.S. withdrawals from the Paris agreement and the 2015 Iran nuclear 
deal. American politicians must guard against being seen as “weak on 
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China”—that is, not doing enough to entice allies and losing some 
countries to China’s influence—and being too aggressive or “spending 
too much overseas” by being too generous to allies and getting involved 
in conflicts peripheral to U.S. security interests. Politicians who want to 
avoid those twin pitfalls must craft a coherent foreign policy vision and 
forge a quasi-bipartisan elite consensus. Doing so would keep complex 
diplomatic issues off the radar for most voters.

Ultimately, as U.S. policymakers compete with China for global 
influence, they should heed past lessons about the usefulness of com-
petitive shaming and outbidding to rally allies and partners. If they 
conduct this diplomacy with finesse, officials in Washington could 
make a crucial difference on climate change while preserving the core 
components of the American-led international order. 
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�e Age  
of Inflation

Easy Money, Hard Choices
Kenneth S. Rogoff

Coming on the heels of the pandemic-induced economic slow-
down, the in�ation crisis of the past two years seemed to 
catch much of the world by surprise. After three decades 

in which prices grew slowly across the world’s advanced economies, 
suddenly the United Kingdom, the United States, and the eurozone 
were contending with near or above double-digit in�ation. Prices 
across many emerging markets and developing economies have risen 
even faster, for example, with in�ation exceeding 80 percent in Turkey 
and nearing 100 percent in Argentina.

True, the worldwide in�ation of the 2020s does not yet rival the worst 
in�ation crises of past decades. In the 1970s, annual price increases in the 
United States stayed above six percent for ten years, reaching 14 percent in 
1980; in�ation in Japan and the United Kingdom peaked at over 20 percent.  

Kenneth S. Rogoff is Professor of Economics at Harvard University and a Senior 
Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations. He was Chief Economist at the International 
Monetary Fund from 2001 to 2003.
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For low- and middle-income countries, the early 1990s were even worse: 
more than 40 such countries had inflation rates above 40 percent, with 
some reaching 1,000 percent or more. Still, in 2021 and 2022, the global 
economy moved in a deeply worrisome direction as governments and pol-
icymakers belatedly discovered they were facing runaway price increases 
amid a war in Ukraine and other large-scale shocks.

Voters do not like inflation or recessions. In an August 2022 
Pew Research Center poll, more than three out of four Americans 
surveyed—77 percent—said that the economy was their number 
one election issue. Even in September, when prices in the United 
States had stabilized somewhat, a poll led by Marist College found 
that inflation continued to be voters’ top issue, ahead of both abor-
tion and health care. As with many elections, the 2022 midterms 
may ultimately hinge on noneconomic issues; nevertheless, the 
state of the economy has significant predictive power over voter 
preferences, and politicians know it.

Although much of the debate about the new inflation has focused 
on politics and world events, just as crucial is the question of cen-
tral banks’ policies and the forces that shape them. For years, many 
economists have assumed that inflation had been permanently tamed, 
thanks to the advent of independent central banks. Beginning in the 
1990s, central bankers in many countries began setting targets for the 
level of inflation; a two percent goal became an explicit part of U.S. 
Federal Reserve Bank policy in 2012. Indeed, well into the covid-19 
pandemic, most regarded a return to the high inflation of the 1970s 
as implausible. Fearing a pandemic-driven recession, governments 
and central banks were instead preoccupied with jump-starting their 
economies; they discounted the inflationary risks posed by combining 
large-scale spending programs with sustained ultralow interest rates. 
Few economists saw the dangers of the enormous stimulus packages 
signed by U.S. Presidents Donald Trump, in December 2020, and 
Joe Biden, in March 2021, which pumped trillions of dollars into the 
economy. Nor did they anticipate how long it would take for supply 
chain problems to sort themselves out after the pandemic or how 
vulnerable the global economy would be to sustained high inflation 
in the event of a major geopolitical shock, as happened when Russia 
invaded Ukraine. Having waited too long to raise interest rates as 
inflation built up, central banks are scrambling to control it without 
tipping their economies, and indeed the world, into deep recession.
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In addition to su�ering the consequences of myopic economic 
thinking, central banks have also been bu�eted by dramatic political 
and economic changes. �e 2020s are shaping up to be the most di�-
cult era in central banking since the 1970s, when the global economy 
was contending with both the Arab oil embargo and the collapse of 
the postwar Bretton Woods system of �xed exchange rates. Today, 
large-scale global shocks such as war, pandemic, and drought seem 
to be coming one after another or even at the same time. Meanwhile, 

the forces of globalization that for much of 
the past 20 years have helped sustain long-
term growth have instead turned into head-
winds, both because China is rapidly aging 
and because of growing geopolitical frictions 
between China and the United States. None 
of these changes is good for productivity and 
growth, but they are all contributing to higher 
in�ation now and will into the future.

By their nature, supply shocks are di�cult for central banks to 
address. In the case of a simple demand shock—too much stimulus, 
for example—central banks can use interest rates to stabilize both 
growth and in�ation. With supply shocks, however, central banks must 
weigh di�cult tradeo�s between bringing down in�ation and the costs 
to businesses and workers of lower growth and higher unemployment. 
Even if central banks are prepared to raise interest rates as needed to 
tackle in�ation, they have far less independence than they did two 
decades ago. �e 2008 �nancial crisis weakened central banks’ political 
legitimacy by undermining the idea that their policies ultimately work 
to the bene�t of all; many people lost their homes and their jobs in 
the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression. As central 
banks today deliberate how far to tamp down on demand, they have 
to consider whether they are willing to risk causing yet another deep 
recession. If during a recession the government’s social safety net is 
inadequate, doesn’t the central bank need to take that into account? 
�ose who dismiss such concerns as external to monetary policy have
not been reading central bankers’ speeches over the past decade.

Amid an unending series of supply shocks, central banks may 
also be confronting a long-term shift that neither policymakers nor 
�nancial markets have yet taken into account. Although many of the
immediate drivers of the extraordinary rise in prices in 2021 and 2022

Few economists 
saw the dangers  
of pumping 
trillions of dollars 
into the economy.
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will eventually dissipate, the era of perpetual ultralow inflation will not 
come back anytime soon. Instead, thanks to a host of factors includ-
ing deglobalization, rising political pressures, and ongoing supply 
shocks such as the green energy transition, the world may very well be 
entering an extended period in which elevated and volatile inflation 
is likely to be persistent, not in the double digits but significantly 
above two percent. Most central bankers insist that they can make no 
bigger mistake than allowing high inflation to linger so long that it 
starts pushing expectations of long-term inflation by any noticeable 
amount, and it is probably fair to say that the majority of Wall Street 
economists buy that argument. But they may be facing more painful 
choices over the next decade, and certainly in the immediate future. 
The social and political implications of a central-bank-induced deep 
downturn—coming after the two worst recessions since the Great 
Depression (2008 and 2020)—are profound.

PASSING THE BUCKS
Ever since U.S. monthly inflation began to rise sharply in the spring 
of 2021, Washington has been divided between those who blame it 
on excessive stimulus spending by the Biden administration and those 
who maintain that it is mostly caused by global factors beyond Wash-
ington’s control. Neither argument is terribly convincing. The stimulus 
view is clearly overblown: countries across the world today have been 
experiencing high inflation, despite vast differences in the extent to 
which they stimulated their economies. Although their stimulus pack-
ages were considerably smaller, the United Kingdom and the eurozone 
have had even higher inflation than the United States, with Australia, 
Canada, and New Zealand only slightly lower. Some have also pointed 
to the Biden administration’s clampdown on fossil fuel pipelines and 
exploration as a contributor to inflation, though the main effects on 
production and output probably lie in the future.

Yet blaming inflation mostly on Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
war in Ukraine, Chinese President Xi Jinping’s war on covid-19, 
or post-pandemic supply chain breakdowns is also wrong. For one 
thing, prices were already ramping up in the United States in 2021, 
long before Putin invaded Ukraine. And inflation initially manifested 
itself in different countries in very different ways. In much of the 
world, higher food and energy costs were the main driving factors, 
but in the United States, the most pronounced price increases came 
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in rents, vehicles, clothing, and recreation. At this point, second- and 
third-round effects are working their way through the economy, and 
price increases are radiating even more broadly across many sectors.

Many economists think the real culprit was the Federal Reserve, 
which did not begin hiking interest rates until March 2022, at which 
point inflation had been rising sharply for a year. That delay was a 
huge mistake, although more easily seen as such in hindsight, know-
ing that the worst effects of the pandemic could have quickly been 
brought under control. And the root of the mistake lies not just with 
the Fed and its staff but also with a broad consensus within the eco-
nomics profession, which had become heavily wedded to the view 
that, most of the time, it is far better to have too much macroeco-
nomic stimulus—high deficits, very low interest rates—than too little. 

Almost no one has questioned the massive spending programs 
implemented around the world in the early stages of the pan-
demic. The point of having governments preserve fiscal capacity 
is precisely so they have the resources to take large-scale actions to 
protect the vulnerable in the event of a deep recession or catastro-
phe. The issue is when to stop. Inevitably, stimulus spending is 
political, and those who promote large rescue packages are often 
also motivated by the opportunity to expand social programs whose 
approval in Congress might in ordinary times be impossible. This 
is one reason why there tends to be far less talk about reducing 
stimulus once a crisis is over.

As a candidate, Biden pledged that he would expand govern-
ment spending if elected, partly with the aim of facilitating the 
post-covid economic recovery but mainly to share the benefits 
of growth more equally and to put significant resources into the 
national response to climate change. As a lame-duck president, 
Trump attempted to frustrate his winning opponent’s ambitions by 
passing his own $900 billion covid-19 relief package in December 
2020, even though the economy was already rebounding strongly. 
Just three months later, although the economy was continuing to 
recover, Democrats under Biden passed a new $1.9 trillion stimulus 
package, with a number of prominent economists, including New 
York Times columnist and Nobel laureate Paul Krugman, cheer-
ing them on. Krugman and others argued that the package would 
enhance the recovery and provide insurance against another wave of 
the pandemic and that it carried minimal risks of igniting inflation. 
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LET THEM SPEND
Already in early 2021, there were reasons to question the prevailing 
wisdom about the Biden stimulus. Most notably, Harvard economist 
and former U.S. Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers began warn-
ing that the bill being contemplated could lead to inflation. Although 
serious inflation had not occurred in decades, Summers had a simple 
and compelling insight. Throwing trillions of dollars into an economy 
with severe supply constraints and only a modest demand shortage 
had to be inflationary. If too many people are trying to buy cars at the 
same time and have the cash to do so, car prices will rise. 

A key element of Summers’s logic was that the stimulus-fueled con-
sumption binge would not be satisfied by foreign suppliers, including 
China. Normally, when U.S. consumers go on a spending spree, the U.S. 
trade deficit supplies at least a partial outlet from internal price pres-
sures: if U.S. demand exceeds U.S. production, Americans can still buy 
from abroad. But in the spring of 2021, with the U.S. economy emerg-
ing from the pandemic faster than most and with global supply lines 
in even greater disarray than domestic U.S. supply lines, the availability 
of foreign goods was limited. Although economists have differed over 
the precise figure, a reasonable guess is that excess demand accounted 
for as much as half the cumulative rise in prices in the United States 
immediately after the pandemic.

Faced with this vast gap between demand and available supply, the Fed 
could have stepped in and taken action. The Fed cannot change how the 
government chooses to allocate stimulus funds or negate any inefficiencies 
it might entail. But it does have a powerful instrument to prevent excess 
demand from creating high inflation, namely the short-term interest rate, 
which it effectively controls. By raising interest rates, the Fed makes it more 
expensive to borrow money, which in turn lowers the price of all long-term 
assets, from equities to art. The most important example of this phenome-
non is the housing market, which is by far the largest component of most 
Americans’ personal wealth. Higher mortgage rates make it more expensive 
to buy houses, which ultimately pushes down home values. The resulting 
fall in wealth reduces consumption. More generally, higher interest rates 
discourage borrowing and encourage savings, damping consumer demand. 
Higher interest rates also cause firms to reevaluate long-term investment 
projects, directly and indirectly lowering their demand for workers.

But before it decided on a series of rate hikes, the Fed had to be 
confident that high inflation was a serious risk. Despite Summers’s  
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towering stature, his views made him an outlier. Although a few 
respected economists, including former imf Chief Economist Olivier 
Blanchard, agreed with his warnings, Wall Street and most academics 
discounted them. After all, in¾ation had not risen above four percent 
for several decades, and many of the progressives that dominated 
Biden’s economic team believed that the in¾ation e�ects of their stim-
ulus would be minor. What right did the Fed have to push back on a 
signature policy of an administration that had come to o�ce prom-
ising to help ordinary Americans and that had the support of many 
progressive economists? Had the Fed started hiking interest rates in 
spring 2021 and had a recession then occurred for any reason—such 
as a bad turn in the covid-19 pandemic—the Fed would have been 
subject to withering criticism and could potentially have compromised 
its future independence. Given these considerations, it was hardly 
surprising that the Fed was hesitant to act.

Yet the Fed delayed taking action even after it became clear that 
in¾ation was rising. By the fall of 2021—six months after the Biden 
stimulus—the economy was rapidly heating up, yet the Fed left inter-
est rates untouched. It is hard to escape the fact that Jerome Powell’s 
term as Fed chair was set to expire at the end of the year and Biden 
had not yet announced his reappointment. If Powell had chosen to 

Backup failure: container ships waiting o� the coast of Los Angeles, September 2021
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initiate a cycle of interest-rate hikes, it is entirely possible, indeed 
likely, that Biden would have replaced him with a different chair, 
perhaps Lael Brainard. A well-respected economist and prominent 
former treasury official in the Obama administration, Brainard was 
viewed by financial markets as more dovish on interest rates, more 
willing to risk inflation to sustain growth. In the event, the Fed held 
back on raising rates, and Biden eventually reappointed Powell. Only 
then, with Powell comfortably in his new term, did the Fed finally raise 
interest rates in the spring of 2022. If the administration had wanted 
the Fed to raise interest rates sooner, as some later argued it did, the 
right move would have been to reappoint Powell in the summer of 
2021, giving him a clear mandate to act as the Fed saw fit. 

MAGICAL MONETARY THINKING
Amid these pressures from Washington, the Fed was also influenced 
by an increasingly dominant strand of Keynesian economic theory that 
argued that there was considerable scope for using macroeconomic 
stimulus more aggressively. Long before the start of the pandemic, 
many economists had concluded that it was possible to significantly 
increase government spending (and/or lower taxes) without having to 
raise interest rates and without causing inflation. After nearly a decade 
of ultralow interest rates and low inflation, some thought that upward 
price pressures could be avoided even if the entire spending increase 
was financed by “printing money”—having the central bank pump 
money into the economy by buying up government debt. “Modern 
monetary theory” is perhaps the best known version of this approach, 
although more moderate versions had already become mainstream. 

One prominent idea was that running the economy “hot,” through 
high government spending and ultralow interest rates, could be an effec-
tive tool for reducing inequality. As low-wage workers were brought 
into the labor force, they would gain skills that would translate into 
higher lifetime earnings. Strong temporary stimulus could thus result 
in permanent gains, or so many assumed. Support for this approach was 
not limited to left-leaning policymakers. Trump’s economic team often 
touted the effect of the strong, tax-cut-driven economy on incomes for 
low-wage workers and minorities.

By 2019, when the Fed gathered policy perspectives from leading 
academics as part of a review of its fundamental monetary frame-
work, many economists were studying how to stimulate an economy 
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stubbornly resistant to inflation and monetary stimulus, even after 
interest rates had been taken to zero. Within the profession, there were 
growing concerns about “lowflation”—inflation well below two per-
cent—a fear that became a major reason for the Fed’s inaction two years 
later. Along with many academic economists, the Fed concluded that 
rapid price increases were no longer a serious concern, since it could 
always raise interest rates to quell them, forgetting the difficulty of 
getting the timing right and the political challenges that might ensue. 
In August 2020, the Fed announced the results of its policy review, 
making clear that it would no longer act preemptively to fight inflation 
just because labor markets were getting tight but would wait until the 
economy showed clear signs that inflation was actually taking root.

Despite its concerns about lowflation, however, the Fed failed to 
embrace one innovation that might have helped in the subsequent 
crisis: negative-interest-rate policy. That is, it could have allowed 
very-short-term interest rates to go below zero in order to push up 
inflation expectations and longer-term interest rates in a deflation-
ary economy. It may seem counterintuitive that such a tool could 
help deal with inflation as well. But if the Fed in 2021 had had such 
a “bazooka” in its arsenal, to paraphrase former Treasury Secretary 
Hank Paulson, it could have been more proactive in raising interest 
rates, knowing that if it overshot, it could cut them as much as needed 
without running into the dreaded “zero bound.”

Admittedly, for negative-interest-rate policy to be fully effective, 
a number of legal, institutional, and tax changes would have to be 
implemented, and the Fed would need the cooperation of the Treasury 
and Congress. The most important single challenge is how to prevent 
significantly negative rates—say minus two percent or lower—from 
causing investors to switch from bank accounts and Treasury bills to 
paper currency, which has a zero interest rate. So far, even Japan and 
Europe, which have tiptoed into negative rates, have avoided this 
issue, but there are two solutions that would prevent arbitrage into 
paper currency. One involves establishing an exchange rate between 
paper currency and central bank reserves (which are digital) that 
depreciates over time just enough to offset the fact that, storage and 
insurance costs aside, paper currency might otherwise look good in a 
negative-interest-rate world. The other, of course, is to eliminate paper 
currency entirely, while ensuring that free basic banking services were 
available to all, either by introducing a central bank digital currency 
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or by requiring banks to offer free basic accounts to unbanked indi-
viduals (as, say, Japan does). Between these two alternatives, it is likely 
possible to implement negative rates as low as perhaps minus three 
percent, simply by phasing out large denomination notes (hundreds 
and fifties) and taking other regulatory steps to make large-scale 
currency hoarding, in the billions of dollars, impractical.

In the event, the adoption of negative-interest-rate policy was delib-
erately taken off the table in the Fed’s 2019 review out of fear of polit-
ical repercussions, although if used effectively, it would help power the 
economy out of a deep recession. (Indeed, greater short-term stimulus 
would actually push up longer-term rates because of higher growth 
and inflation expectations.) When the Fed next reconsiders its policy 
framework, one hopes that it will consider what legal and institutional 
changes might be necessary to allow it to use such tools.

In short, the Fed’s failure to respond to inflation in 2021 illustrates 
how much central bank independence is often affected by both political 
and intellectual undercurrents—particularly during elections but also 
when the government in power is subject to populist pressures. But it 
also shows that in today’s environment, the Fed needs to expand its 
toolkit for stimulating the economy in a severe downturn if it wants to 
strengthen its resolve to fight inflation when the economy overheats. 

UNMOVING TARGET
One of the recurring questions about the 2021–22 inflation has been 
whether the current trajectory resembles the Great Inflation of the 
1970s. How bad can it get? Central bankers insist they will never 
allow the kind of complicity and complacency in economic man-
agement that characterized that era. At the start of the 1970s, the 
chair of the Fed at the time, Arthur Burns, recklessly expanded the 
money supply in what many viewed as an effort to help President 
Richard Nixon get reelected. Then, in 1978, Burns was succeeded by 
G. William Miller, who was so focused on printing money to keep 
short-term interest rates low that he failed to recognize that expec-
tations of rising inflation were driving up long-term interest rates as 
lenders demanded higher payments to keep up with inflation. Under 
Miller, inflation in the United States rose to double digits.

Only with the appointment of Paul Volcker, who succeeded Miller 
after a year and a half, did the Fed begin to conquer the problem. 
Volcker is remembered for having raised the Fed’s short-term policy 
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rate above 19 percent, eventually bringing down in¾ation from its 
peak of 14 percent in 1980. Far less noted, however, is that the Vol-
cker Fed initially held back, worried that causing a recession would 
a�ect the 1980 presidential election; instead, it allowed in¾ation to 
rise initially, possibly causing the later recession to be even larger. By 
1982, the Volcker Fed had brought annual in¾ation down to the three 
to 4.5 percent range, where it remained until Alan Greenspan took 
over as Fed chair in 1987. Notably, although Greenspan is famous 
for having masterfully steered the economy 
while lowering in¾ation even further, it took 
the Fed a while to get it to two percent. Mea-
sured by the Consumer Price Index, annual 
in¾ation rose during Greenspan’s ±rst few 
years, reaching more than ±ve percent before 
falling decisively in the mid-1990s. True, it 
was arguably a much more di�cult task back 
then when high in¾ation expectations were 
deeply ingrained. In the current crisis, so far, in¾ation expectations 
have risen relatively modestly, though central bankers remain con-
cerned that they might rise much more.

At the time of the Great In¾ation, central banks also faced very di�erent 
challenges. «e breakup of the Bretton Woods ±xed exchange rate system 
in the early 1970s removed any remaining link between currency and gold. 
Yet the United States was among only a few countries that had indepen-
dent central banks for which maintaining stable prices was an important 
part of their mandate. Over time, this mandate has proven invaluable as a 
counterweight to political pressures to hold down interest-rate increases, 
pressures that central bankers again ±nd themselves ±ghting today; politi-
cians more often push central bankers to take it easy on interest-rate hikes 
than beg for more, especially in the year before an election.

Still, the current in¾ation crisis and its predecessor have some remark-
able similarities. Above all, both eras were catalyzed by new kinds of 
supply shocks. «e opec oil embargo of 1973–74 was the biggest shock 
the global economy had seen since World War II, and Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine has likewise shaken the foundations of the global economic 
system, hugely exacerbating problems in global supply chains, which were 
already frayed by the pandemic. And in both episodes, Keynesian-oriented 
stimulus policies were in high fashion among academic economists and 
policy commentators, with supply-side economics all but forgotten.

Central bankers 
must realize that 
pushing up interest 
rates risks creating 
a deep recession.
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Central bankers today seem confident when they say they know how 
to bring inflation back to two percent, but they are less convincing when 
they insist that they will not rest until inflation returns to that target. 
They must realize that pushing up interest rates risks creating a deep 
recession. And central bankers know that a deep recession is going to fall 
particularly hard on low-income people, the young, and workers from 
historically disadvantaged groups. These are precisely the groups that 
the Fed, in its new policy framework, expressly aims to help. In light of 
recent events, the Fed will need to reconsider this shift in emphasis, but 
helping disadvantaged groups will certainly remain a priority. 

Some economists argue that central banks should never have formed 
a consensus around a two percent inflation target in the first place and 
that a three or even four percent target would be better. According to 
this view, by building higher expected inflation into interest rates, cen-
tral banks would have more room to cut rates in a crisis. It is a complex 
debate with many nuances; in essence, raising the target rate could pro-
vide an alternative to negative-interest-rate policy. For central bankers, 
the drawback of such a move is that having sworn up and down that 
they are absolutely committed to a long-run inflation target of two 
percent, any change—particularly from a position of weakness—might 
undercut their credibility, suggesting that the target could be pushed 
even higher in the future. For this reason, if the economy stabilizes at 
a higher rate of inflation for several years, central bankers are likely to 
say that although they are tolerating moderately higher inflation for 
the moment, they still intend to return to two percent in the future and 
will look for opportune ways to smoothly achieve it without causing a 
prolonged downturn. There are other drawbacks to having permanently 
higher inflation—wages and prices will eventually adjust more often, 
making monetary policy less powerful—and in a severe recession the 
extra room to cut rates might still not be enough.

THE PRICE OF STABILITY
For all their complaints about inflation, one wonders how prepared voters 
are for yet another deep recession. The Fed is surely concerned about such 
an outcome. Another risk is that long-term real interest rates—that is, 
inflation-adjusted rates, which collapsed after the 2008 financial crisis—
could continue moving back up toward the very long-term trend, which 
tilts down at about 1.6 percent per century, but nothing like the nearly 
three percent drop that occurred just a few years after the financial crisis. 
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This would make it more expensive for governments to borrow money 
and put more pressure on central banks to keep interest rates low and 
devalue government debt through inflation. Indeed, the changes in the 
political and economic landscape have become so profound that it seems 
unlikely for the foreseeable future that the Fed will choose to bring 
inflation down to prepandemic levels and keep it there.

Monetary policy has a big effect on politics; the economic cycle is 
a strong predictor of elections almost everywhere in the world. But as 
the current crisis has made clear, politics also affects monetary policy. 
The European Central Bank was doing cartwheels to explain why it 
had to keep buying large quantities of debt from countries on Europe’s 
periphery, most notably from Italy. It originally marketed this policy 
as necessary for fighting deflation, but it has now rebranded the pro-
gram while raising interest rates to fight inflation. The real reason for 
the policy, of course, has always been to demonstrate the commitment 
of northern eurozone countries to backstopping southern eurozone 
government debt, a profoundly political goal. In the United Kingdom, 
Liz Truss, who became prime minister in September 2022, has openly 
advocated reining in the Bank of England, just at the moment when her 
fiscal policies are likely to place upward pressure on long-term inflation.

The economist Milton Friedman once opined that inflation is 
always and everywhere a monetary phenomenon. That is, of course, a 
polemic overstatement. As the world is now witnessing, many factors 
affect inflation, including government spending stimulus and global 
supply shocks. It is true that central banks can bend long-term infla-
tion rates to their will if they are patient enough and independent 
enough. But it is unclear how far they can go if the global economy 
continues to suffer seismic shocks. One upside of this episode of high 
inflation is that it may increasingly force politicians to once again 
recognize that low and stable inflation cannot be taken for granted 
and that central banks must be allowed the freedom and focus nec-
essary to achieve their core mandate. Central bankers, for their part, 
should be more open to using new tools such as unrestricted negative- 
interest-rate policy to fight severe recessions, tools that could provide 
crucial help in resisting political pressures to hold rates down in an 
overheating economy. Whether or not the Fed manages to engineer 
a “soft landing” in the current crisis, the challenges it will face in the 
coming decade are likely to be considerably more difficult than what 
it confronted in the pre-pandemic world. 
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After Neoliberalism
All Economics Is Local

Rana Foroohar

For most of the last 40 years, U.S. policymakers acted as if the 
world were �at. Steeped in the dominant strain of neoliberal 
economic thinking, they assumed that capital, goods, and people 

would go wherever they would be the most productive for everyone. If 
companies created jobs overseas, where it was cheapest to do so, domes-
tic employment losses would be outweighed by consumer bene�ts. And 
if governments lowered trade barriers and deregulated capital markets, 
money would �ow where it was needed most. Policymakers didn’t have 
to take geography into account, since the invisible hand was at work 
everywhere. Place, in other words, didn’t matter.

U.S. administrations from both parties have until quite recently pur-
sued policies based on these broad assumptions—deregulating global 
�nance, striking trade deals such as the North American Free Trade 

RANA FOROOHAR is Global Business Columnist and an Associate Editor at 
�e Financial Times and the author of Homecoming: The Path to Prosperity in a Post-
Global World (Crown, 2022), from which this essay is adapted.
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Agreement, welcoming China into the World Trade Organization 
(wto), and not only allowing but encouraging American manufacturers 
to move much of their production overseas. Free-market globalism was 
of course pushed in large part by the powerful multinational companies 
best positioned to exploit it (companies that, of course, donated equally 
to politicians from both major U.S. parties to ensure that they would 
see the virtues of neoliberalism). It became a kind of crusade to spread 
this new American creed around the globe, delivering the thrill of fast 

fashion and ever-cheaper electronic gadgets 
to consumers everywhere. American goods, 
in e�ect, would represent American goodness. 
«ey would advertise American philosophi-
cal values, the liberalism tucked inside neo-
liberalism. «e idea was that other countries, 
delighted by the fruits of American-style 
capitalism, would be moved to become “free” 
like the United States.

By some measures, the results of these 
policies were tremendously bene±cial: 
American consumers in particular enjoyed 

the fruits of cheap foreign manufacturing while billions of people 
were lifted out of poverty, especially in developing countries. As 
emerging markets joined the free-market system, global inequality 
declined, and a new global middle class was born. How free it was 
politically, of course, depended on the country. 

But neoliberal policies also created immense inequalities within 
countries and led to sometimes destabilizing capital ¾ows between 
them. Money can move much faster than goods or people, which 
invites risky ±nancial speculation. («e number of ±nancial crises has 
grown substantially since the 1980s.) What is more, neoliberal policies 
caused the global economy to become dangerously untethered from 
national politics. «rough much of the 1990s, these tectonic shifts 
were partly obscured in the United States by falling prices, increased 
consumer debt, and low interest rates. By the year 2000, however, the 
regional inequalities wrought by neoliberalism had become impos-
sible to ignore. While coastal U.S. cities prospered, many parts of 
the Midwest, the Northeast, and the South were experiencing cat-
astrophic job losses. Average incomes among U.S. states began to 
diverge, having converged throughout the 1990s. 

Neoliberal policies 
caused the 
global economy 
to become 
dangerously 
untethered from 
national politics.
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Trade with China especially altered the economic geography of 
the United States. In a 2016 article in The Annual Review of Econom-
ics, the economists Gordon Hanson, David Autor, and David Dorn 
described how neoliberal policies had laid waste to certain regions 
of the United States even as it had conferred enormous advantages 
on others. China “toppled much of the received empirical wisdom 
about the impact of trade on labor markets,” they wrote. Suddenly, 
there wasn’t a single American dream, but rather a coastal dream and 
a heartland dream, an urban dream and a rural dream. The invisible 
hand didn’t work perfectly, it turned out, and its touch was felt dif-
ferently in different parts of the country and the world. 

This was not an entirely new insight. Since the beginning of the 
neoliberal era, a handful of economists had pushed back against the 
received wisdom of the field. Karl Polanyi, an Austro-Hungarian eco-
nomic historian, critiqued classical economic views as early as 1944, 
arguing that totally free markets were a utopian myth. Scholars of the 
postwar period, including Joseph Stiglitz, Dani Rodrik, Raghuram 
Rajan, Simon Johnson, and Daron Acemoglu, also understood that 
place mattered. As Stiglitz, who grew up in the Rust Belt, once told 
me, “It was obvious if you were raised in a place like Gary, Indiana, 
that markets aren’t always efficient.”

This view, that location plays a role in determining economic out-
comes, is only just beginning to land in policy circles, but a growing 
body of research supports it. From the work of Thomas Piketty, 
Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman to that of Raj Chetty and 
Thomas Philippon, there is now a consensus among scholars that 
geographically specific factors such as the quality of public health, 
education, and drinking water have important economic implica-
tions. That might seem intuitive or even obvious to most people, but it 
has only recently gained broad acceptance among mainstream econ-
omists. As Peter Orszag, who served as President Barack Obama’s 
budget director, told me, “If you ask a normal human being, ‘Does it 
matter where you are?’ they would start from the presumption that 
‘Yes, where you live and where you work and who you’re surrounded 
by matters a ton.’ It’s like Econ 101 has just gone off the path for the 
last 40 to 50 years, and we’re all little islands atomized into perfectly 
rational calculating machines. And policy has just drifted along with 
this thinking.” He added, “The Economics 101 approach, which is 
place-agnostic, has clearly failed.”
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The importance of place has become even more evident since the 
start of the covid-19 pandemic, the economic decoupling of the 
United States and China, and Russia’s war in Ukraine. Globalization 
has crested and begun to recede. In its place, a more regionalized and 
even localized world is taking shape. Faced with rising political dis-
content at home and geopolitical tensions abroad, governments and 
businesses alike are increasingly focused on resilience in addition to 
efficiency. In the coming post-neoliberal world, production and con-
sumption will be more closely connected within countries and regions, 
labor will gain power relative to capital, and politics will have a greater 
impact on economic outcomes than it has for half a century. If all pol-
itics is local, the same could soon be true for economics. 

THE NEOLIBERAL VISION
Neoliberalism’s agnosticism about place is striking, given the origins 
of the political philosophy. It emerged in Europe in the 1930s, when 
nations were turning inward and international trade was breaking 
down. Later, neoliberalism became a pillar of the post–World War II 
economic system precisely because it sought to ensure that such 
problems of place never recurred. Neoliberals wanted to connect 
global capital and global business to prevent nations from warring 
with each other. But ultimately, the system went too far, creating 
not only asset bubbles and a glut of speculation but also a major 
disconnect between capital and labor. This in turn fueled the rise of 
a new kind of political extremism. 

These events have in some ways mirrored those of 100 years ago. 
Between 1918 and 1929, the prices of nearly all assets, whether stocks, 
bonds, or real estate, rose in Europe and the United States. Central 
bankers everywhere had opened the monetary spigots and encouraged 
people to buy things on credit. But this sense of easy money and a 
rising tide lifting all boats masked ominous political and economic 
changes. The Industrial Revolution had accelerated urbanization in 
many countries and displaced millions of workers. Labor forces that 
were once primarily agricultural now toiled mostly in factories and 
industry. Wages didn’t rise as fast as prices, which meant that economic 
well-being for most people depended on debt.

Meanwhile, trade between countries slowed. World War I and the 
1918 flu pandemic, which lasted well into 1920, caused international 
trade to fall from 27 percent of global output in 1913 to 20 percent on 
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average between 1923 and 1928. The debt bubble exploded in 1929, and 
the ensuing Great Depression caused international trade to collapse to 
just 11 percent of the world economy by 1932. Trade tariffs and punitive 
taxes on both sides of the Atlantic added to the problem, and it wasn’t 
until after World War II that cross-border flows of goods and services 
exceeded 15 percent of the global economy again.

Out of this bleak economic landscape grew fascism, first in Italy 
and then in Germany. European nations hunkered down in their colo-
nial stances, grabbing resources from the developing world to finance 
their war efforts. A Hobbesian atmosphere of “all against all” fell over 
Europe, leading inexorably to the horrors of World War II.

In the aftermath, leaders and intellectuals in Europe and the United 
States understandably sought a way to prevent such carnage from ever 
happening again. They believed that if capital markets and global trade 
could be connected through a series of institutions that floated over the 
laws of any given nation-state, the world would be less likely to descend 
into anarchy. They also thought such a liberal arrangement could counter 
the rising threat of the Soviet Union. As the historian Quinn Slobodian 
has argued, the goal of the neoliberal thinkers was “safeguarding capi-
talism at the scale of the entire world.” The institutions of the neoliberal 
project, he claims, were designed “not to liberate markets but to encase 
them, to inoculate capitalism against the threat of democracy, to create 
a framework to contain often-irrational human behavior.”

CAPITALISM UNBOUND
For a long time, this idea worked, in part because the balance between 
national interests and the interests of private businesses didn’t get too 
far out of whack. Even during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, there 
was a sense that global trade needed to serve the national interest rather 
than merely the interests of large multinational companies. Reagan 
framed government as a problem rather than a solution, but his admin-
istration made national security a consideration in trade talks and used 
tariffs and other trade weapons to push back against Japanese efforts 
to monopolize supply chains for computers.

The notion that trade should be a handmaid to domestic policy 
interests fell out of favor during the Clinton administration, when 
the United States struck a series of trade deals and pushed for China’s 
entry into the wto. That latter development  was a seismic shift that 
removed the guardrails from the global economy. Adam Smith, the 
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father of modern capitalism, believed that for free markets to function 
properly, participants needed to have a shared moral framework. But 
the United States and many other liberal democracies were suddenly 
enmeshed in major trade relationships with countries—from Russia 
and the petrostates of the Middle East to numerous Latin American 
dictatorships to the biggest and most problematic trading partner of 
all, China—that had fundamentally different moral frameworks, to 
say nothing of their economic ones. 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the two biggest benefi-
ciaries of neoliberal globalization have been the Chinese state, which 
never played by the letter of the wto’s laws, and multinational com-
panies, which were mostly unaffected by national political turmoil. 
The result in the United States has been more political extremism on 
both sides of the aisle, much of it capitalizing on the economic disen-
chantment of the masses. The idea that the global economy must be 
put back in the service of national needs is gaining traction, but neither 
party has put forward a complete plan for how to do so (although the 
Biden administration has come the closest). 

What is clear is that globalization is in retreat, at least in terms of 
trade and capital flows. The 2008–9 financial crisis, the pandemic, and 
the war in Ukraine all exposed the vulnerabilities of the system, from 
capital imbalances to supply chain disruptions to geopolitical turmoil. 
Countries now want more redundancy in their supply chains for crucial 
products such as microchips, energy, and rare earth minerals. At the 
same time, climate change and rising wages in many emerging mar-
kets are reducing the incentive to ship low-margin products such as 
furniture or textiles all over the world. Different political economies 
call for different financial systems and even different currency regimes. 
Technological innovations such as 3D printing that allow products to 
be made quickly and in one place are changing the economic calcu-
lus, too, making it far easier and cheaper to build hubs of production 
close to home. All these shifts suggest that regionalization will soon 
replace globalization as the reigning economic order. Place has always 
mattered, but it will matter even more in the future. 

NO GOING BACK 
At some point, the pandemic will end, as will the war in Ukraine. But 
globalization will not revert to what it was a decade ago. Nor will it 
disappear entirely, however. Ideas and, to a certain extent, data will still 
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¾ow across borders. So will many goods and services, albeit through 
far less complicated supply chains. In a 2021 survey by the consult-
ing ±rm McKinsey & Company, 92 percent of the global supply 
chain executives polled said they had already begun changing their 
supply chains to make them more local or regional, increase their 
redundancy, or ensure that they are not reliant on a single country 
for crucial supplies. Governments have encouraged many of these 
changes, whether through legislation such as the Biden administra-

tion’s industrial policy bill or guidance such 
as the European Union’s New Industrial 
Strategy, both of which aim to restructure 
supply chains so that they are less far-¾ung.

«e exact shape of the coming post-neoliberal 
economic order is not yet clear. But it will likely 
be far more local, heterodox, complicated, and 
multipolar than what came before. «is is often 

portrayed as a bad thing—a comedown for the United States and a risk 
for much of the world. But arguably it is just as it should be. Politics takes 
place at the level of the nation-state. And in the post-neoliberal world, 
policymakers will think much more about place-based economics as they 
work to rebalance the needs of domestic and global markets. 

«is is already happening in the arena of trade. In the United States, 
for example, both major political parties are rightfully questioning 
certain aspects of neoliberal trade policy. «e idea that local politics 
and cultural values don’t matter when it comes to trade policy is belied 
by the rise of authoritarian countries, particularly by the rise of China. 
Partly as a result, the Biden administration has kept in place many of 
Trump’s tari�s on Chinese products and sought to bolster domestic 
manufacturing of goods that are critical for national security. 

Nationalism isn’t always a good thing, but questioning the conven-
tional economic wisdom is. Rich countries such as the United States 
cannot outsource everything save ±nance and software development 
to emerging markets without making themselves—and the broader 
economic system—vulnerable to shocks. Conventional trade policy will 
therefore have to evolve as countries and regions rethink the balance 
between growth and security, e�ciency and resilience. Globalization 
will inevitably morph into regionalization and localization. 

Consider the debate about manufacturing, which represents a small 
and declining proportion of jobs in most rich countries and in many 

Place has always 
mattered, but it 
will matter even 
more in the future.
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poor ones, too. Some economists argue that countries should cast 
off factory work as they move up the food chain to services, trading 
low-skilled labor forces for higher-skilled ones. But manufacturing 
and services have always been more intermingled than the jobs data 
suggest, and they are becoming ever more so. Research shows that 
knowledge-intensive businesses of all sorts tend to spring up most 
frequently in manufacturing hubs, spurring higher overall growth. No 
wonder industrial powerhouses such as China, Germany, Japan, South 
Korea, and Taiwan have opted to protect their industrial bases in ways 
the United States does not. They have done so not with wasteful subsi-
dies or failed policies such as import substitution but by incentivizing 
high-growth industries and training a workforce to support them. The 
United States and other developed countries are looking to do that 
now, particularly in key parts of the supply chain, such as semiconduc-
tors, and in strategically important industries, such as electric vehicles. 

Muscular industrial policy will be increasingly common in the 
post-neoliberal world. Even in the United States, most Democrats and 
a growing number of Republicans believe that government has a role to 
play in supporting national competitiveness and resilience. The ques-
tion is how. Subsidizing skill building, underwriting domestic demand, 
and spending to keep prices of key goods relatively stable will likely 
all be part of the answer. The United States is more reliant on overseas 
manufacturing inputs than many of its competitors, including China. 
It meets just 71 percent of its final consumer demand with regionally 
sourced goods while China meets 89 percent and Germany meets 83 
percent with such products. Achieving parity with China could add 
$400 billion to the U.S. gross domestic product, according to estimates 
by McKinsey, and that is without taking into account future earnings 
from clean energy and advanced biotech innovations such as gene 
therapy. Pandemic-related efforts to fill supply chain gaps for essential 
products such as personal protective equipment and pharmaceuticals—
along with efforts to increase domestic capacity in strategic areas such 
as electric batteries, semiconductors, and rare earth minerals—have 
created a tailwind for local production of high-value goods. And that 
could eventually pay enormous dividends for the United States. 

As global trade and supply chains regionalize and localize, global 
finance will do the same. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine will have lasting 
consequences for currency and capital markets. One consequence will 
be to accelerate the division of the financial system into two systems, 
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one based on the U.S. dollar and the other on the yuan. China and the 
United States will increasingly compete in the realm of finance, using 
currency, capital flows, and trade as weapons against each other. U.S. 
policymakers have yet to seriously consider the implications of broader 
competition of this sort: asset values, pensions, and politics will all be 
affected. Capital markets will become a place to defend liberal values 
(for example, through sanctions against Russia), pursue new growth 
strategies, and create new alliances. All this means that markets will 
be far more sensitive to geopolitics than they have been in the past.

Decentralized technologies will allow more goods to be produced 
for local consumption, something that may benefit the environment. 
High-tech “vertical farms” that grow produce on city walls or roof-
tops rather than in vulnerable climates are springing up as a solution 
to food insecurity. Large companies have been moving toward ver-
tical integration—owning more of their supply chains—as a way to 
cushion themselves against shocks, whether climatic or geopolitical. 
Cutting-edge manufacturing technologies such as 3D printing will 
speed up this shift toward local industrial systems. Such manufacturing 
saves money, energy, and emissions. And during the pandemic, it helped 
plug supply chain gaps, allowing everything from masks and other 
protective equipment to testing devices and even emergency dwellings 
to be “printed” locally. The 3D printing market grew 21 percent from 
2019 to 2020 and is expected to double by 2026. Taken together, these 
trends foretell a surge in localized manufacturing. 

THE POST-NEOLIBERAL WORLD
Like the neoliberal world, the post-neoliberal world will bring chal-
lenges as well as opportunities. Deglobalization, for instance, will be 
accompanied by a number of inflationary trends (although technology 
will continue to be deflationary). The war in Ukraine has put an end 
to cheap Russian gas. The global push toward carbon neutrality will 
add a permanent tax on fossil fuel usage. Spending by companies 
and governments to shore up supply chains will fuel inflation in the 
short term (although to the extent that it boosts strategic industries 
such as clean tech, it will ultimately spur growth and improve the 
fiscal position of countries that invest now). Meanwhile, the end of 
the U.S. Federal Reserve’s bond-buying program and its repeated 
interest-rate hikes are putting a cap on easy money, pushing up the 
prices of goods and services. 
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Aspects of this new reality are good. Counting on autocratic gov-
ernments for crucial supplies was always a bad idea. Expecting coun-
tries with wildly different political economies to abide by a single 
trade regime was naive. Polluting the planet to produce and transport 
low-margin goods over long distances didn’t make environmental sense. 
And maintaining historically low interest rates for three decades has 
created unproductive and dangerous asset bubbles. That said, there is 
no getting around the fact that a deglobalizing world will also be an 
inflationary one, at least in the short term, which will force govern-
ments to make tough choices. Everybody wants more resilience, but 
it remains to be seen whether companies or customers will pay for it. 

As U.S. policymakers and business leaders seek to address these 
challenges, they must push back against conventional economic think-
ing. Instead of assuming that deregulation, financialization, and hyper-
globalization are inevitable, they should embrace the coming era of 
regionalization and localization and work to create productive eco-
nomic opportunities for all segments of the labor force. They should 
emphasize production and investment over debt-driven finance. They 
should think about people as assets, not liabilities, on a balance sheet. 
And they should learn from the successes and failures of other countries 
and regions, drawing place-specific lessons from place-specific experi-
ences. For too long, Americans have used outdated economic models 
to try to make sense of their rapidly changing world. That didn’t work 
at the height of neoliberal mania in the 1990s, and it certainly won’t 
work today. Place has always mattered when it comes to markets—and 
it is about to matter more than ever. 
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Africa’s Past Is Not  
Its Future

How the Continent Can  
Chart Its Own Course

Mo Ibrahim

Africa is a vast and abundant continent. Roughly ten times the 
size of India and three times the size of China, it is home to 
nearly 18 percent of the world’s population and roughly 30 

percent of its mineral resources. With an average per capita gdp of just 
over $2,000, however, it remains the poorest continent by far. Of the 
46 countries the United Nations has rated as the least developed, 35 
are African. More than three-quarters of the continent’s population 
lives in countries where life expectancy, income, and education are well 
below the global mean. Africa, as the Ghanaian diplomat Ko± Annan 
once said, “is a rich continent with many, many poor people.”

We Africans are poor for a variety of reasons—some that are of others’ 
making and some that are of our own. Slavery, colonialism, and the Cold 
War caused serious damage to African societies and economies, much of 
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and Co-Chair of the Africa-Europe Foundation. A Sudanese-born entrepreneur, he 
founded the telecommunications company Celtel in 1998.
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which endures. Exclusion from Western-dominated institutions of global 
governance does still more harm today. But the blame for Africa’s failures 
cannot be pinned on external forces alone. The continent’s colonial history 
has another enduring insidious legacy: it gives some African leaders, and 
too many of Africa’s people, an excuse for not getting their own houses in 
order and for continuing to blame the West. Misrule, coups, and corrup-
tion have hindered progress and wasted many years since independence 
some 60 years ago. Yet we continue to point the finger at others. 

Almost every nation suffered some form of colonialism or exploita-
tion at some point. Unfortunately, that is our history as a human 
race. But most countries have picked themselves up and moved on. 
We Africans need to look forward, not backward, and take respon-
sibility for and ownership of our destiny. That means continuing to 
fight for better governance, the rule of law, and decent leadership. 
But our friends in the West must also display more integrity and 
less hypocrisy. They must give Africa a bigger voice in institutions of 
global governance, improve the governance of these institutions and 
of multinational corporations, and close the regulatory loopholes that 
enable massive illicit financial flows out of the continent. Africa needs 
allies in its development, not accomplices to its plunder.

THE GHOSTS OF COLONIALISM 
Undoubtedly, colonial rule did lasting damage to Africa. European 
powers drew casual and haphazard borders, mostly disregarding eth-
nic, geographic, and historical realities. Some countries, such as the 
Gambia and Lesotho, came to exist mostly or entirely within other 
countries. Many others ended up landlocked and therefore dependent 
on their neighbors for access to the sea. Most of the fragile countries of 
the Sahel belong to that category: Burkina Faso, the Central African 
Republic, Chad, Mali, and Niger. Each is a far cry from the great Mali 
Empire, which from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century ruled over 
territory spanning nine present-day African countries. Wisely, African 
countries agreed at independence to freeze these artificial borders to 
avoid conflict, but the seeds of instability had already been planted.

Take the continent’s agricultural sector. The colonial powers 
built economies to serve their own needs, focusing on the export of 
resources—whether wood, cotton, cocoa, tea, or coffee. These pri-
orities go some way toward explaining the difficulties many Afri-
can countries still have in ensuring their own food security. Ghana, 

FAbook.indb   148FAbook.indb   148 10/1/22   9:58 PM10/1/22   9:58 PM



Africa’s Past Is Not Its Future

149november/december 2022

Kenya, and Senegal, for example, still grow crops for export on more 
than half of their cultivable land while importing food to feed their 
people. «e war in Ukraine has suddenly highlighted the fact that 
most African countries are net importers of wheat, with Russia and 
Ukraine being the largest providers.

«e infrastructure Africa inherited at independence was similarly 
tailored to an extractive economy. Most of the roads and railways 
that colonial powers built were designed to take raw commodities 
to ports. Partly as a result, African countries 
remain poorly connected to one another. It is 
easier to move goods from Nigeria to Kenya 
by sea than by road or rail and cheaper to 
move goods from West Africa to China than 
from West Africa to East Africa. 

Governance was another area that colo-
nial powers neglected. Rather than building 
inclusive democratic institutions, they fos-
tered brittle, hierarchical ones. Independence brought colorful new 
¾ags, proud national anthems, and rewarding jobs for presidents and 
those in their inner circles but not much else. «e weak institutions of 
the newly independent African nations were no match for the wave 
of military coups that took place in the wake of independence. During 
the 1960s and 1970s, Africa weathered 82 coup attempts—one every 
89 days, on average. Roughly half of them succeeded.

Constitutional and civilian rule remains tenuous in much of the 
continent today. West Africa in particular has seen a resurgence of 
military coups over the last ±ve years and an erosion of the rule of law. 
«ere and in other parts of Africa, an overreliance on military coop-
eration with foreign powers such as France, Russia, and the United 
States seems to have encouraged national security forces to turn their 
guns on their fellow citizens to grab power instead of protecting their 
populations and borders and ±ghting terrorists.

«e malign in¾uence of foreign powers waned but did not cease 
with the end of colonialism. During the Cold War, the United States 
and the Soviet Union both treated Africa as an arena for competition 
over resources, military outposts, and votes at the United Nations. Both 
often made common cause with dictators and kleptocrats, downplaying 
the importance of good governance and ignoring human rights abuses. 
Although the World Bank channeled funds toward the United States’ 

«e blame for 
Africa’s failures 
cannot be pinned 
on external  
forces alone. 
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allies on the continent, few of these countries achieved much in the 
way of development. Conditional foreign aid became a driving force in 
African economic policy, fostering economic dependence on the West 
rather than the much-needed continental integration.

It was not a coincidence, then, that Africa’s governance began to 
improve after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. Many countries transi-
tioned to multiparty elections, adopting new constitutions that included 
presidential term limits. According to the latest Ibrahim Index of Afri-
can Governance, published in 2021 by the foundation that I run, more 
than 60 percent of Africa’s population now lives in a country where 
overall governance has improved over the last decade.  

The LOST decades
As destructive and painful as it was, Africa’s troubled history of colo-
nialism and Cold War meddling cannot explain all its current woes. 
Missed opportunities, bad governance, corruption, and even crimes 
committed by African leaders have also held the continent back. 
Among the costliest errors was the mismanagement of vast natural 
resource endowments. Oil and diamond producers in particular have 
provided a powerful example of what not to do with natural resources—
looting nation wealth, growing overly reliant on mineral “rents,” while 
allowing other sectors of the economy to waste away.

Before oil was discovered and developed in Nigeria, the country 
had a successful agricultural sector, producing enough food to feed 
its population until the outbreak of civil war in 1967. Now, Nigeria 
is a major importer of food. With its vast copper, cobalt, and oil 
endowments, the Democratic Republic of Congo should be one of 
the richest countries in the world. Instead, it is poor, fragile, and 
home to one of the un’s largest peacekeeping force, now a perma-
nent feature on the landscape there. 

By contrast, Botswana stands out as a role model for the continent, 
with its healthy democracy and strong governance. Botswana was 
blessed with natural resources—diamonds, mainly—but it also had 
great leaders: President Ketumile Masire, who led the country from 
1980 to 1998, and President Festus Mogae, who succeeded Masire 
and stepped down after his second five-year term in 2008. Both 
served their people instead of themselves. Thanks in part to their good 
governance, Botswana has gone from one of the poorest countries 
in continental sub-Saharan Africa in the late 1960s to the region’s 
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highest ranked on the Human Development Index, which measures 
overall social and economic development.

Good governance and decent leadership have unfortunately been 
in short supply. Africa had its fair share of strongmen and dictators in 
the second half of the twentieth century. They looted their countries, 
enriched their families and friends, and curtailed the rights of their cit-
izens. The most notorious leaders fueled the perception that the whole 
continent was corrupt, prompting serious investors to shun Africa and 
a swarm of corrupt businesspeople to descend on the continent. The 
harm inflicted was grievous and is still being felt today.

The end of the Cold War was a boon to Africa, as dictators lost 
much of their value to the victorious West. The United States and 
Europe started to pay more attention to corruption, human rights, 
and democracy—in most cases, making aid contingent on improve-
ments in these areas. But by then, the continent had already lost half 
a century to corruption and misrule. 

STILL FROZEN OUT
Today, Africa still exists at the margins of the global order, largely 
excluded from international institutions and treated as a basket case to 
be fixed. The current multilateral system, created at the end of World 
War II, does not effectively represent or serve the present world. Almost 
everyone agrees with this assessment, but the international community 
keeps kicking the can down the road. A fresh look at the mission and 
the governance of institutions such as the United Nations, the World 
Bank, and the International Monetary Fund is overdue. 

Take the un Security Council, which has been rendered impotent 
by the veto powers of its five permanent members: China, France, 
Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. None of these 
countries is keen to give up its unfair privileges, even if that means 
crippling a vital institution. All can act with impunity and offer pro-
tection to their client states, allowing atrocities to go unpunished and 
shielding dictators in Africa and elsewhere from scrutiny. This state 
of global governance is unacceptable. 

The G-7 and G-20 groups of major economies are also failing 
Africa. Understandably, no African countries are members of the for-
mer and just one, South Africa, is included in the latter. But unlike the 
European Union, the African Union does not get a seat at either table. 
It is occasionally invited to dinner but never into the meeting room. 
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«is treatment has enormous consequences for Africa, which has lit-
tle say in the setting of international standards that a�ect everything 
from ±ghting corruption to ±nancing development to mitigating the 
e�ects of climate change. Debates and decisions on these and other 
issues would be fairer and more e�cient if the G-7 and G-20 didn’t 
simply dictate to Africa but treated it as an equal partner. 

Africans have been asking for more cooperation from the West as 
they seek to battle corruption. After all, funds stolen from the conti-
nent nearly always end up in Western banks. 
North American and European countries 
need to establish public registries that iden-
tify those who own or bene±t from secretive, 
anonymous companies. Yet they have resisted 
doing so, despite regularly haranguing Afri-
cans about corruption. Now, Western coun-
tries are getting a small taste of their own 
medicine as they struggle to trace the assets of Russian oligarchs.

Illicit ±nancial ¾ows out of Africa, mispricing of exports and 
imports, and the shifting of pro±ts within multinational companies cost 
African countries more than $88 billion every year between 2008 and 
2017, according to one estimate by the United Nations. «at exceeds 
the $52 billion in annual international aid the continent received during 
those years, raising the question of who was funding whom. Western 
countries must act swiftly to close the tax and banking loopholes that 
are bleeding the African continent dry.

«e West should also take Africa’s ±nancing needs more seri-
ously. African countries struggle to borrow in international ±nancial 
markets to fund their development needs or deal with crises such 
as the covid-19 pandemic, climate change, and food insecurity. 
Countries that manage to borrow must pay punitive interest rates, 
reaching as high as ten percent. It is little wonder that the rich are 
getting richer and the poor are getting poorer, even as Western 
o�cials lecture Africans about inequality.

International credit-rating agencies should ask themselves whether
their assessments are driven by prejudice or reality. Often, when they 
rate African economies as subinvestment grade, thereby depriving them 
of much-needed ±nancing or forcing them to borrow at ruinous rates, 
they actually engineer the failures they predict. As the economist Je�rey 
Sachs recently pointed out, Ghana’s debt-to-gdp ratio of 83.5 percent 

Africa needs allies 
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is lower than Greece’s (206.7 percent) and Portugal’s (130.8 percent). 
Yet Moody’s rated Ghana several notches below both European coun-
tries in 2021, leading creditors to overestimate the risk of lending to 
Ghana’s government and to charge an interest rate of nine percent 
on ten-year bonds. Greece and Portugal, meanwhile, paid just 1.3 
percent and 0.4 percent, respectively. The result was predictable: in 
its 2021 review of Ghana’s debt sustainability, the imf warned that 
the country was at high risk of debt distress and vulnerable to shocks, 
and in August 2022, Fitch downgraded the country’s credit rating to 
ccc, indicating “substantial risks.” 

Finally, Western countries should take full responsibility for their 
contribution to the climate crisis and stop asking African nations to 
sacrifice their development goals to fix a problem they didn’t create. 
North Americans still generate 14 tons of carbon emissions per per-
son every year, on average, while Europeans and Chinese generate 
seven tons. Africans, by contrast, emit just 1.1 tons. And yet Western 
countries still resist the obvious solution: putting a price on emissions 
and letting the market forces they worship play their role. Instead, 
they focus on reaching carbon neutrality through “energy sobriety” or 
encouraging people to change their lifestyles and behaviors to reduce 
emissions. This is a reasonable approach for developed countries that 
are high emitters, but it makes no sense for low emitters whose pop-
ulations still lack basic access to energy.

ONE AFRICA
For Africa to live up to its potential, its leaders and citizens must 
address their own challenges and shortcomings. First and foremost, 
Africa must speed up its economic integration. Yes, the continent’s 
arbitrary division into 54 countries is unhelpful. But it is irrevers-
ible, so the best and only way forward is to deepen the economic 
and political links between them. The African Union has done much 
to knit the continent closer together. For one thing, the continental 
free trade agreement the union brokered in 2018 promises to reduce 
barriers to trade and perhaps one day create the largest free trade 
area in the world. But this monumental commitment has yet to be 
fully and effectively implemented. 

For years, I have asked Africans a simple question: If China, whose 
population is only slightly larger than that of Africa, had been divided 
into 54 countries with different regulations and currencies, could it 
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have developed into the superpower it is today? For markets, size 
matters, so Africans must buy from and sell to each other. That is 
the only way to develop the continent’s economy and attract for-
eign capital. African countries should come together to establish a 
pan-African stock exchange, which would encourage investment and 
improve African companies’ access to finance. 

Greater integration and market size will spur the development 
of African industries, including those producing pharmaceuticals 
and vaccines. The lessons of the covid-19 pandemic are clear. In 
emergencies, countries rediscover nationalism, erect trade barriers, 
and seek to put their own people first. African countries still import 
almost 95 percent of the medicinal and pharmaceutical goods they 
consume—and 99 percent of the routine vaccines. In times of global 
crisis, they cannot depend on the kindness of others to ensure that 
their people will remain healthy and secure. 

In that sense, the pandemic has been useful. In April 2021, the 
African Union and the African Center for Disease Control set a goal 
of producing 60 percent of the vaccines the continent will need by 
2040. With the help of the European Union, Africa is now working to 
establish or strengthen six manufacturing hubs on the continent—in 
Egypt, Ghana, Morocco, Rwanda, Senegal, and South Africa. Assum-
ing African governments are willing to make the necessary invest-
ments, including in public health, these initiatives will improve the 
continent’s health security and potentially create jobs. 

Similar efforts to become more self-reliant are needed in the realm 
of food security, as evidenced by the disruptions to crucial grain and 
fertilizer exports to Africa caused by the war in Ukraine. For too 
long, Africa has disregarded its agricultural sector, allowing its crop 
yields to fall far below the global average. This in some ways is good 
news because it means there is enormous potential for improvement. 
Africa still has more arable land than the rest of the world combined, 
which is also good news. But the continent must reexamine its agri-
cultural model, still mostly based on subsistence farming. African 
governments should prioritize production systems that benefit their 
own people first. Exports should continue, of course, but in a way 
that does not jeopardize food security. 

African states must move up the value chain in agriculture and 
in other industries such as mining. Otherwise, they will continue to 
earn relatively low fees for raw materials while other countries reap 
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much larger rewards from exporting ±nal products sold at prices 
many Africans cannot a�ord. It is unacceptable that an African 
farmer receives a few cents for the cocoa used to make a chocolate 
bar that sells for $4 in the West. 

«en there is the need for power. Some 600 million people in 
Africa continue to live without access to electricity. Without power, 
forget about development, education, and health. It has not helped 
that some well-meaning countries and development ±nance institu-

tions have pushed to end funding for oil and 
gas projects in Africa and elsewhere. None of 
them seem to have thought of the millions of 
African women and children who have got-
ten sick or died from breathing fumes from 
unclean cooking fuels. Western countries are 
now scrambling for access to African gas to 

o�set the loss of access to Russian gas, but many still don’t want
Africans to develop such resources for their own use.

Africa is already doing well when it comes to green energy. 
Twenty- two African countries currently rely on renewables such as 
hydropower and geothermal as their main source of electricity. But 
renewables alone cannot meet the enormous and growing need for 
energy across Africa. To bridge that gap, while of course speeding 
up the development of renewable energy, Africa must be able to tap 
its natural gas endowments. «is will require African governments 
and their partners to commit resources to upgrade and scale up gas 
storage, transportation, and distribution. Without such investment, 
Africa will not be able to reach the un’s Sustainable Development 
Goals or the African Union’s Agenda 2063 development goals.

Last but not least, demographics. Africans love to brag about their 
youthful population and the many advantages it confers, including a 
strong labor force, a growing market, dynamism, and an innovative 
spirit. But the so-called demographic dividend is a double-edged 
sword, paying o� only if young people are educated and trained to 
succeed in the twenty-±rst-century economy. Unemployment among 
African youth is high and rising, which poses a risk to the stability 
of African countries and other countries as well. Unemployed youth 
who have lost hope often opt to migrate illegally and sometimes join 
criminal or terrorist groups. African governments must create an 
environment for them to succeed on their own continent, expanding 
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access to power, building needed infrastructure, and strengthening 
governance and the rule of law. But they must also improve access to 
family planning and make it less taboo. If population growth outpaces 
economic growth, as it does in many African countries, our people 
will continue to move backward instead of forward. 

A WAY UP?
To meet all these challenges, Africa needs better governance and better 
elected leaders. We Africans need to stop complaining about a past we 
can do nothing to change and start focusing on the future we can own. 
We need to look forward, work on our development, and rely on our-
selves. Only we are responsible for our future and that of our children.

We hope that Western countries will also improve their gover-
nance, be more honest and inclusive in their dealings with Africa, 
and appreciate the depth of mistrust their past misbehavior and 
current hypocrisy has created. There are promising signs that both 
sides are starting to talk to each other rather than past each other. 
In February, Senegalese President Macky Sall, chair of the African 
Union; French President Emmanuel Macron, chair of the European 
Union; and European Council President Charles Michel hosted the 
sixth European Union–African Union summit in Brussels. Instead 
of the endless speeches by heads of state that so often eat up all the 
available time at international summits, this meeting featured a series 
of substantive and interactive roundtables focused on vital, often 
contentious issues such as security, health, finance, migration, and 
agriculture. Both the African and the European leaders committed 
to equal partnership and better governance. Let us hope both sides 
implement these commitments so that one day we can look back on 
this sixth summit as a new beginning. 

FAbook.indb   157FAbook.indb   157 10/1/22   9:58 PM10/1/22   9:58 PM



158 foreign affairs

R E V I E W  E S S A Y

Boom and Bust
Why It’s Hard to Predict Economic Growth

Liaquat Ahamed

Slouching Towards Utopia: An Economic History of the Twentieth Century
by J. Bradford Delong. Basic Books, 2022, 546 pp.

Brad DeLong’s highly antic- 
ipated economic history of 
the twentieth century, Slouch-

ing Towards Utopia, begins with the 
reminder that economic growth is 
overwhelmingly a twentieth-century 
phenomenon. According to the best 
estimate, between the birth of Jesus 
and the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, the living standard of an 
average person rose by barely one 
third—1.5 percent every 100 years. 
Even after 1750, when the economy 
began appreciably expanding thanks 
to the steam engine, improvements 
in the welfare of a typical person 
remained paltry, scarcely doubling 
over 120 years in the global North as 
the benefits of economic expansion 
were matched by population growth. 
It was only in the late nineteenth cen-
tury that the economy began growing 

notably faster than the population, 
allowing living standards to mean-
ingfully increase.

As DeLong notes, in the 150 years 
since 1870, the world’s total economic 
output has increased by a factor of 50, 
and the average output per person has 
gone up almost ninefold. He argues 
that this quantum leap in the growth 
of productivity was brought about by 
three developments: “the coming of 
the industrial research lab, the modern 
corporation, and truly cheap ocean and 
land transport.” Collectively, DeLong 
writes, these led to a “technological 
cornucopia” that made “the world one 
global market economy.” 

Yet Slouching Towards Utopia is 
not a book about these wellsprings 
of productivity growth. DeLong, 
an economic historian and profes-
sor at the University of California, 
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Berkeley, has instead written a master-
fully sweeping account of the ups and 
downs of the global economy on its 
century-and-a-half climb to prosperity. 
Almost half the book is devoted to all 
the things that seemed to go wrong 
during the climb, for the same century 
that brought unparalleled plenty for so 
many was also uniquely and violently 
unstable, characterized by wars, revo-
lutions, economic depressions, financial 
crises, and stock market crashes—the 
“most terrible century in Western 
History,” according to political theo-
rist Isaiah Berlin. It is these upheavals 
that give DeLong’s book so much of 
its excitement and drama.

Slouching Towards Utopia is as much 
about politics as economics, and 
DeLong obviously relishes telling 
the story. His distinctive voice, with 
its exuberant vocabulary and won-
derful cadence, familiar to the many 
thousands who have been reading his 
widely followed economics blog for 
the last 20 years, makes the book a 
joy to read. Few economic historians 
have as fluent a grasp of political or 
military history or, more important, 
write as lucidly and with such great 
flair about these subjects. 

For a book that begins discussing 
the glorious technological advances 
that the twentieth century delivered, 
Slouching Towards Utopia has a par-
ticularly downbeat view of the future. 
DeLong notes that over the last 15 
years, productivity growth—usually 
defined as the growth in GDP per 
capita—has stalled. That’s especially 
true for the global North, but it ’s 
also increasingly true for the global 
South, where the increase in GDP per 
capita (though still higher than in 

the global North) is clearly slowing 
down. The world, DeLong writes, has 
been convulsed by “waves of political 
and cultural anger from the masses of 
citizens, all upset in different ways and 
for different reasons at the failure of 
the system of the twentieth century 
to work for them as they thought that 
it should.” He therefore concludes 
that the circumstances that produced 
more than 100 years of extraordinary 
growth have come to an end.

The pessimism, however, may be 
unwarranted. One of the great vir-
tues of Slouching Towards Utopia is 
the central importance that DeLong 
attaches to the role of human agency 
in reshaping political and economic 
events. He constantly reminds his 
readers that these events were not 
preordained. Nor, over the 150 years 
he chronicles, did growth happen in 
a straight line. Its pace varied dra-
matically from one decade to another, 
sometimes by a factor of four to one. 
Decades like the current one, when 
economic growth faltered and the 
future looked similarly grim, were fol-
lowed by a rebound and a new boom. 
It would therefore be premature to 
conclude that the present slowdown 
means the era of growth is truly done. 

BOOM AND BUST
The twentieth-century expansion in 
the global economy can be broken 
down into four great waves, alternating 
periods of 30 to 50 years during which 
productivity growth accelerated and 
then decelerated. The first such wave, 
from 1870 to 1913, was perhaps the 
most remarkable. In a stark break with 
the past, total output in the West tri-
pled, and standards of living doubled. 
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DeLong, quoting the economist John 
Maynard Keynes, describes it as an 
“economic El Dorado.” 

That “golden age,” however, was 
shattered by the onset of World War I, 
which DeLong sees as the result of an 
irrational collective spasm of nation-
alism. In the period following the war, 
from 1919 to 1938, growth in the heart 
of the global North—Canada, France, 
Germany, Japan, Italy, and the United 
States—slowed to half the pace of the 
previous wave, thanks in part to the 
Great Depression, making it seem as 
if the economic machine powering the 
whole Western enterprise had started 
to wobble and was perhaps irretriev-
ably broken. It is not a coincidence that 
this period also saw intense political 
turmoil—multiple revolutions, a sec-
ond world war—that proved to be a 
near-death experience for capitalism. 
It was a powerful reminder that the 
global North’s upward march and eco-
nomic success were not predetermined. 

But the Allied victory ushered in the 
third wave, lasting from 1945 to 1973. 
It was another golden era, during 
which the world economy once again 
leaped ahead at an unprecedented 
pace. Economic output nearly quadru-
pled. Standards of living in Canada, 
France, Germany, Japan, Italy, and the 
United States almost tripled.

Finally, in 1973, the last wave 
arrived. As with the interwar years, it 
was one of slowdowns. Productivity 
growth in the global North went from 
three percent a year to half that, and 
inequality began rising again as the 
paychecks of the middle and working 
classes stagnated. In DeLong’s view, 
the productivity slowdown was in part 
caused by the need to retool advanced 

economies to be more energy efficient 
after the sharp jump in energy prices. 
But as he confesses, the ultimate rea-
sons for this sharp slowdown remain 
“a mystery even today.” 

DeLong isn’t the first person to 
suggest that the modern global 
economy is subject to 30- to 50-year 
cycles—decades of good years fol-
lowed by decades of lean ones. It was 
first popularized during the 1930s 
by the great Harvard economist 
Joseph Schumpeter. Schumpeter, in 
turn, got it from the obscure Soviet 
economist Nikolai Kondratiev, who 
identified these waves in the 1920s. 
(Kondratiev eventually fell afoul of 
the Stalinist regime and was executed 
for failing to wholeheartedly embrace 
the Marxist-Leninist doctrine that 
capitalism was inexorably doomed.) 
Schumpeter attributed these waves 
to the ebb and flow of investment 
associated with innovation and the 
introduction of new technology. But 
he was never able to produce a sat-
isfactory account of why technolog-
ical innovation came in historical 
bunches or why the up-and-down 
cycles came so regularly. 

DeLong does not fully dismiss the 
Schumpeterian idea that bursts of 
technological innovation lie behind 
these decadelong phases. He argues, 
for example, that the slowdown in pro-
ductivity growth after 1973 was in part 
because the world was “running out of 
the backlog stock of undeployed use-
ful ideas that had been discovered and 
partially developed,” especially after 
Japan and Western Europe’s postwar 
catch-up. But for the most part, he 
attributes these cycles to the global 
economy being randomly buffeted 
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and thrown off course by unpredict-
able external shocks—such as a cat-
aclysmic war in 1914 or the massive 
rise in the price of energy in the early 
1970s—and to the dysfunctional 
political response to these jolts.

THE BIG IDEA
Slouching Towards Utopia is concerned 
with more than just economic cycles. 
Onto these four periods, DeLong 
superimposes waves of a wholly dif-
ferent nature: ideas. The twentieth cen-
tury, he posits, was the battleground 
between two opposing sets of doc-
trines—one arguing that unfettered 
free markets were best at generating 
economic expansion and the other 
emphasizing that markets needed reg-
ulation and state spending to generate 
fair and just growth. He calls the tug of 
war between these two ideologies the 
“grand narrative” of his book.

It is certainly a recurring theme, a 
sort of leitmotif, one that DeLong 
traces to the writings of two men 
both born in late-nineteenth-century 
Vienna. One was Friedrich Hayek, 
who attributed the leap in produc-
tivity during the nineteenth century 
to governments giving unregulated 
markets full play. The other was Karl 
Polanyi, who thought that free-market 
capitalism was a massively disruptive 
force that upended traditional forms 
of social protection. Polanyi still saw 
capitalism as a positive, but he argued 
that to protect groups from the dis-
ruptions, governments would have to 
temper its effects. 

In DeLong’s account, one or the 
other of these ideologies has been 
ascendant at various points. During 
the first wave, free market ideas almost 

completely dominated the intellectual 
climate. But the dramatic widening 
of the franchise following World 
War I and the extensive social and 
economic changes that came with it 
meant that unregulated capitalism 
was no longer sustainable. Questions 
of economic justice rose to the fore, 
especially when Western economies 
collapsed during the Great Depres-
sion. Ideologies such as socialism, fas-
cism, and communism all gained new 
adherents during the interwar years. 

All these doctrines proved to be fail-
ures. But it was only after World War II 
that Western economies finally hit upon 
a model capable of both producing high 
growth and sharing the fruits of that 
prosperity more widely. They did so by 
preserving markets while dramatically 
expanding the role of government in 
regulating capitalism to avoid another 
Great Depression and establishing 
strong social safety nets—in DeLong’s 
memorable phrase, “a shotgun mar-
riage” between Hayek and Polanyi. It 
was a paradigm that would produce a 
sort of zenith for Western capitalism. 

Then, in the mid-1970s, slowdowns 
pushed Western policymakers to 
reconsider their economic philosophy. 
Almost every major capitalist economy 
responded with what DeLong calls 
the neoliberal turn: radically shifting 
to more market-oriented policies and 
jettisoning the hybrid model that had 
worked so well for a whole generation. 
The politicians were not entirely mis-
guided in making this call. Although 
the new menu of policies—freeing up 
labor markets, deregulating industries, 
privatizing public services, and cut-
ting taxes—did not initially succeed in 
reversing the slowdown in productivity, 
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by the late 1990s, the change had actu-
ally begun to reap some benefits. There 
was a nearly decadelong revival in pro-
ductivity growth in the early years of 
the twenty-first century. 

But the success was cut short when 
the global financial crisis hit in 2008. 
Unlike after the Great Depression, pol-
icymakers did not follow it with New 
Deal–style reforms to curb the influ-
ence of markets. Instead, most countries 
made the puzzling decision to stick 
with neoliberal, market-friendly poli-
cies, largely, in DeLong’s view, because 
the model’s major beneficiaries—the 
rich and the superrich—had come to 
dominate Western political discourse, 
especially in the United States. Never-
theless, there are signs that the contin-
ued embrace of neoliberalism may end. 
A backlash against free-trade policies 
both from the nationalist right, which 
resents the rise of China, and from 
the left, which wants to temper trade’s 
effect on the working class, has led 
many Western states to turn away from 
embracing unregulated free markets.

WHEEL OF FORTUNE
Viewing the twentieth centur y 
through the prism of ideological and 
growth cycles is an illuminating way 
of understanding recent history. It 
shows that the rate of productivity 
growth is more than just an economic 
statistic. It is a measure of the vitality 
of a society, with a pervasive impact on 
so many other economic variables—
wages, investment rates, the stock 
market, and public spending that is 
possible, to name just a few. Changes 
in GDP per capita therefore have the 
power to define the ethos of an entire 
generation or even a whole era. 

The problem is that for all the impor-
tance of increased productivity, econo-
mists still don’t have a good handle on 
what drives it. Hayek, for example, may 
have been right that pro-market pol-
icies are necessary for strong growth. 
But it is clear that by themselves, they 
are not enough. Otherwise, the last half 
century—when pro-market ideas have 
overwhelmingly dominated politics—
would not have coincided with a sharp 
economic slowdown. Similarly, eco-
nomics has a long tradition of positing 
a fundamental tradeoff between poli-
cies that seek to maximize economic 
growth with those that seek a more 
equitable distribution of income. Yet 
the years from 1945 to 1973 resulted 
in both the twentieth century’s stron-
gest period of growth and its biggest 
improvements in the distribution of 
income; the so-called tradeoff between 
efficiency and equity thus seems to dis-
solve when viewed through the wider 
lens of history. This uncertainty means 
that any account that puts productiv-
ity growth on center stage—including 
DeLong’s—has a gaping hole.

But Slouching Towards Utopia is, ulti-
mately, not a prescriptive book. It is a 
work of narrative history, with all the 
ambiguities and contingencies that make 
any full account of the past so rich—and 
with a special emphasis on the choices 
that key political actors make in shaping 
the trajectory of the future. 

DeLong’s emphasis on human 
agency is most apparent in his descrip-
tions of how the United States behaved 
after World War I and World War II. 
He draws heavily on the writings of 
his old teacher Charles Kindleberger, 
a professor of economics at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology, 
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who argued that a well-functioning 
global economy required one country 
to act as the hegemon, serving as the 
supplier of capital of last resort during 
crises and the economic locomotive 
for the world. Before World War I, 
the United Kingdom held this role. 
Left nearly bankrupt by the conflict, 
however, it was unable to fulfill that 
function. The mantle of leadership 
should have passed to the United 
States at that point, but Washing-
ton, dominated by isolationists, was 
too parochial and insular to seize its 
position. The result was 30 years of 
global economic turmoil. After World 
War II, by contrast, U.S. policymak-
ers fully embraced their country’s role 
as hegemon. As DeLong notes, the 
result was 30 years of high and stable 
growth across the West.

DeLong also remarks on the aston-
ishing speed with which free-market 
beliefs came to dominate the eco-
nomic discourse in the late 1970s and 
1980s—and, with it, policymaking. 
Neoliberalism succeeded undoubt-
edly because these theories had been 
incubating for over a quarter century 
in circles led by the economist Mil-
ton Friedman at the University of 
Chicago. DeLong speculates almost 
wistfully about what might have hap-
pened if there had been an equally 
well-prepared ideological vanguard 
on the social democratic side. “Might 
social democracy have survived, 
regrouped, and staggered onward?” 
he asks. “Here again is a place where 
a great deal of the course of history 
might, or might not, have evolved dif-
ferently had a relatively small num-
ber of influential groups of people 
thought different thoughts.”

BACK TO THE FUTURE
Given this emphasis on agency, one 
would not expect Slouching Towards 
Utopia to end on the gloomy note that it 
does. Yet in the final chapters, DeLong 
suggests that statesmen will not again 
be able to seriously reshape economic 
history. He gives a litany of factors that 
all point to a somber future: the contin-
ued slide in productivity since the global 
financial crisis, stalling globalization, 
eroding confidence in U.S. leadership 
following the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, the failure of Western policies to 
restore full employment, and the inabil-
ity of the world to take needed collective 
action to deal with global warming. He 
goes so far as to proclaim that the long 
march upward in fact ended in 2010, the 
year when it became apparent that the 
world’s recovery from the Great Reces-
sion would be disappointingly anemic.

There is no hint, however, that 
DeLong believes that the fall in pro-
ductivity growth is somehow perma-
nent because humans have lost their 
ability to find creative technological 
solutions to problems. Instead, his pes-
simism stems from the dysfunctional 
global political climate. The failure 
of neoliberalism to revive growth in 
the wake of the Great Recession and 
ever-increasing levels of inequality 
are fueling the sort of toxic combi-
nation, albeit in milder form, of the 
political populism and xenophobia 
that poisoned the world in the 1930s. 
He fears that society may be in for 
a period comparable to the interwar 
years, when growth slowed because of 
dangerous political instability.

The interwar period was also the 
last time that global economic lead-
ership made a tumultuous switch, 
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from the United Kingdom to the 
United States. Today, the world is 
in the middle of a comparable shift 
in the economic landscape. During 
most of the twentieth century, the 
global South represented less than a 
third of the world economy. It is what 
allowed DeLong, in Slouching Towards 
Utopia, to focus unapologetically on 
the West and largely ignore the rest 
of the world. But with the remark-
able growth of China, India, and 
other Asian economies over the last 
quarter century, the role of the global 
South in the world has been trans-
formed—it now accounts for close to 
60 percent of humanity’s economic 
output. The global North, headed by 
the United States, can no longer act 
on the assumption that it is in charge. 

The wider lesson of DeLong’s sweep-
ing history, however, has to be that one 
should be wary of making categori-
cal pronouncements about the future. 
The interwar period and subsequent, 
cataclysmic conflict were not, after all, 
the end of rapid growth. In 1945, with 
Europe in rubble, few experts foresaw 
the extraordinary transformation that 
made the continent so wealthy over the 
next 30 years. In 1973, just as Western 
capitalism seemed to be reaching its 
peak, almost no one predicted that a 
decade of financial turmoil and hard 
times was just around the corner. 

Today, despite the political chal-
lenges the global economy confronts, 
there are causes for optimism. Over 
the last two decades, entrepreneurs 
and scientists have created a whole 
new generation of technologies with 
the potential to dramatically alter the 
trajectory of growth. Advances in arti-
ficial intelligence promise to radically 

improve the efficiency of economies. 
Improvements in battery storage and 
solar cell technology could change the 
way energy is used and generated and 
also lower its cost. And recent break-
throughs in vaccine technology could 
have enormous dividends for treating 
all sorts of diseases.

The course of the twentieth century 
can almost be defined by the events of 
the few hinge years—1919, 1932, 1945, 
1973—when the global economy was 
shifting from one gear to another and 
the future was unpredictable. Given 
the inventions of the last 20 years, it 
is possible that the world is once again 
at a critical turning point. 
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R E V I E W  E S S A Y

Good at Being Bad
How Dictatorships Endure

Sheri Berman

Revolution and Dictatorship: The Violent Origins of Durable Authoritarianism
by Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way. Princeton University Press, 2022, 656 pp.

In the ear ly 1980s, the great 
scholar of democracy Robert Dahl 
observed that “in much of the 

world the conditions most favorable 
to the development and maintenance 
of democracy are nonexistent, or at 
best only weakly present.” Barely had 
Dahl penned these pessimistic words 
when it became clear that democracy 
was on the verge of its greatest his-
torical efflorescence. During the late 
twentieth century, a democratic wave 
engulfed the globe, toppling dictator-
ships in Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
southern and eastern Europe, and the 
Soviet Union. By the beginning of the 
present century, the world had more 
democracies than ever before.

If Dahl turned out to be overly 
gloomy about the future of democ-
racy, however, many of his successors 
would be far too optimistic. Francis 

Fukuyama’s often misunderstood 
concept of “the end of history”—pos-
iting that the world had reached “the 
end point of mankind’s ideological 
evolution and the universalization of 
Western liberal democracy as the final 
form of human government”—cap-
tured the era’s Zeitgeist. Many other 
social scientists produced books and 
articles seeking to fathom this dem-
ocratic wave and whether the democ-
racies it created would endure. Since 
Dahl and his counter parts in the 
previous generation had not antici-
pated the wave, the scholarship that 
arrived in its immediate wake focused 
less on the preconditions supposedly 
associated with successful democracy 
and more on the process of demo-
cratic transition. This perspective, 
which came to be known as “tran-
sitology,” argued that the origins of 
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democratic regimes—that is, the way 
they transitioned from dictatorship to 
democracy—critically affected their 
development and chances of success.

In fact, despite the extraordinary 
number of countries that embraced 
democracy, this democratic moment 
inevitably came to an end. As was the 
case in previous such waves in 1848, 
1918, and 1945, the late-twentieth 
century democracy wave was followed 
by a strong undertow that pulled in 
the opposite direction. By the sec-
ond decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, more countries were moving in 
an authoritarian direction than were 
democratizing. Consider Hungary, 
Thailand, and Turkey, where once 
promising democratic regimes have 
turned into de facto authoritarian 
ones. In response, scholars have again 
followed the historical cycle and are 
trying to determine whether the world 
is entering a new age of autocracy.

Into this debate step two of the 
most prolific and respected scholars 
of democracy and dictatorship, Steven 
Levitsky and Lucan Way. Levitsky, an 
expert on Latin America, and Way, an 
expert on the countries of the former 
Soviet Union, bring together their 
immense regional and theoretical 
expertise in their new book, Revolu-
tion and Dictatorship. For those try-
ing to understand where history is 
headed, their approach offers useful 
insights and lessons. 

The book makes two related argu-
ments. The first concerns the stay-
ing power of authoritarian regimes. 
To figure out whether the world is 
at the dawn of a new autocratic era, 
one needs standard criteria by which 
to assess contemporary dictatorships 

and determine which ones are likely 
to last. But since political scientists 
have largely neglected the study of 
authoritarian governments and what 
made some “successful” during the 
late-twentieth-century expansion of 
democracy, few scholars have discussed 
such criteria. Levitsky and Way address 
this gap, offering an argument about 
the political and institutional structures 
necessary for what they call “author-
itarian durability.” The second argu-
ment they put forward concerns where 
these structures come from. Here Rev-
olution and Dictatorship harks back to 
the perspective that transitologists 
adopted not that long ago: namely, that 
a regime’s origins critically affect its 
development and durability.

At a time when authoritarian states 
such as Russia and China are not 
only proclaiming that their regimes 
are superior to Western democratic 
ones but also becoming increasingly 
aggressive abroad, the debate about 
the durability of dictatorships is of 
more than passing interest. If these 
and other similar regimes share under-
lying features that can predict their 
longevity, as Levitsky and Way sug-
gest, it is crucial that strategists and 
policymakers learn to recognize them.

BUILT TO LAST
Levitsky and Way begin their analysis 
with a commonsensical yet underap-
preciated insight: durable dictator-
ships, like durable democracies, require 
strong states capable of defending and 
controlling their territory, solving 
problems, and dealing with challenges 
to their stability. (Here and elsewhere, 
Revolution and Dictatorship echoes 
a classic study of the relationship 
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between revolutionary regimes and 
state building, Theda Skocpol’s States 
and Social Revolutions.) Scanning the 
history of modern dictatorships, Lev-
itsky and Way identify three features 
in particular, or what they call “pillars,” 
of long-lasting authoritarian regimes. 

The first is a cohesive ruling elite. 
This is necessary because authoritarian 
regimes are commonly undermined via 
internal schisms. Such divisions hinder 
a dictatorship’s ability to deal force-
fully and effectively with problems, 
and they provide opportunities for 
opposition movements to entice elite 
defections from within the regime. As 
examples of this dynamic, Levitsky 
and Way offer the ruling parties in 
Georgia, Kenya, Malawi, Senegal, and 
Zambia, all of which were weakened 
or destabilized by intra-elite conflicts 
and/or suffered large-scale defections. 
By contrast, durable regimes such as 
Enver Hoxha’s Albania, communist 
China, Fidel Castro’s Cuba, and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran “suffered vir-
tually no defections, often for decades.”

The second pillar of dictatorial 
durability is a powerful and loyal 
coercive apparatus. Authoritarian 
regimes often collapse as the result 
of mass uprisings or mobilized oppo-
sition. If the military, the police, or 
other arms of the state have interests 
that are independent of those of the 
regime, they are less likely to use vio-
lence against their fellow citizens to 
defend the regime when it has become 
unpopular. Therefore, strong dicta-
torships need armed forces, police, 
and intelligence agencies that are 
controlled by or fused with political 
authorities—for example, by being 
integrated into the ruling party or 

elite or by being overseen by politi-
cal commissars or other party insti-
tutions. This is the case with Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guard and the Chi-
nese People’s Liberation Army. Sim-
ilarly, authoritarian regimes often fall 
prey to coups, which are best guarded 
against by ensuring that the military’s 
interests coincide with those of the 
regime. Pakistan provides a classic 
example of the dangers of an inde-
pendent military, with the country’s 
armed forces regularly intervening in 
politics and even overthrowing gov-
ernments. During the Arab Spring, 
Egypt’s military abandoned longtime 
dictator Hosni Mubarak in the face of 
growing mass mobilization and for-
eign condemnation; two years later, 
it also toppled the semidemocratic 
Muslim Brotherhood regime that 
succeeded Mubarak once that gov-
ernment appeared weak and unable 
or unwilling to defend the military’s 
interests and prerogatives. 

The third pillar of dictatorial dura-
bility is a weak and divided opposi-
tion. This helps prevent the planning 
of sustained mass protests and other 
forms of political activity that can 
undermine an authoritarian regime or 
force it to engage in violence against 
its own citizens, which would fur-
ther feed dissatisfaction and dissent. 
In communist Vietnam, the authors 
note that by the 1960s, “all indepen-
dent sources of power outside the state 
had been crushed, leaving opponents 
without a mass base.” Scholars and 
observers have also pointed to divi-
sions between secular and Islamist 
oppositions as a key factor underpin-
ning dictatorial durability in parts of 
the Muslim world. 
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STRENGTH FROM STRUGGLE
Despite their importance, Levitsky 
and Way argue, these sustaining 
features do not alone determine a 
regime’s longevity. It also matters 
how autocracies come to power. 
Revolution and Dictatorship asserts 
that dictatorships with revolutionary 
origins are “extraordinarily durable.” 
According to Levitsky and Way, such 
regimes last on average nearly three 
times as long as their nonrevolution-
ary counterparts; 71 percent of them 
survived for three decades or more, 
compared with only 19 percent of 
nonrevolutionary regimes. Although 
many authoritarian regimes collapsed 
at the end of the Cold War, some 
revolutionary governments, such 
as those of China, Cuba, and Viet-
nam, remained intact. Levitsky and 
Way define “revolutionary” regimes 
as those whose origins lie in mass 
movements that violently overthrow 
the old regime, subsequently produce 
a fundamental transformation of the 
state, and engage in radical socio-
economic and cultural change. The 
authors claim that 20 such regimes 
have existed since 1900. 

Somewhat confusingly, however, 
they then differentiate within this 
category. They note that not all rev-
olutionary regimes embark on radical 
paths after toppling the old regime. 
Some pursue moderate, or what they 
call “accommodationist,” courses 
instead, entailing more restrained 
state transformation and socioeco-
nomic and cultural change. (Out 
of their 20 revolutionary regimes, 
three—Bolivia, Guinea-Bissau, and 
Nicaragua—fit in this category.) Lev-
itsky and Way argue that this accom-

modationist path may seem sensible 
in the short term, as it creates less 
instability and chaos, but proves 
counterproductive in the long term 
because only radicalism triggers the 
“reactive sequence” they assert is nec-
essary for authoritarianism to endure. 

The key feature of this process 
is violent domestic and/or interna-
tional counterreaction. The authors 
observe that “from revolutionary 
France to Communist Russia and 
China, to postcolonial Vietnam, to late 
twentieth-century Iran and Afghani-
stan, revolutionary governments have 
often found themselves engulfed in 
war” or other types of violent conflict. 
Sometimes a new revolutionary regime 
cannot survive such intense internal 
or external resistance: four of the 20 
regimes they cite—the Khmer Rouge 
in Cambodia, post–World War I Fin-
land and Hungary, and the first Taliban 
regime in Afghanistan—did not. But 
by Levitsky and Way’s count, for a large 
majority of these regimes, the violent 
counterreactions created the condi-
tions necessary for building the pillars 
of dictatorial durability. 

Here is where the reactive sequence—a 
concept the authors borrow from the 
scholar James Mahoney—comes into 
play. First, the existential threat that 
violence and war pose to a new regime 
leaves no room for division or disunity; 
elite cohesion is the result. This cohe-
sion is further cemented by the memory 
of war and the suffering it entailed, as 
well as by the ideological component 
of revolutionary regimes, which, Lev-
itsky and Way argue, tends to “lengthen 
actors’ time horizons” and inhibit 
“short-term egoistic behavior.” In their 
view, “In Russia, China, Vietnam, Cuba, 
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Nicaragua, Iran, Mozambique, and 
elsewhere, fear of annihilation amid 
civil or external wars generated a 
powerful and often enduring incen-
tive to close ranks.” And this “siege 
mentality” helps explain why elites 
remained committed to the regime 
in these countries even in the face of 
economic and other crises.

Second, confronting the chal-
lenge of war on the heels of the old 
regime’s collapse pushes new revo-
lutionary regimes to quickly con-
struct a large security apparatus, as 
the Castro regime did in the face of 
a persistent U.S. military threat. By 
building such security forces from 
scratch, revolutionary leaders are in 
turn able to “penetrate the armed 
forces with political commissars and 
other institutions of partisan over-
sight and control.” And finally, Levitsky 
and Way find that counterrevolution-
ary conflict almost inevitably leads 
to the weakening or destruction of 
alternative power bases, not least 
because wars “provide revolutionary 
elites with both a justification and 
the means to destroy political rivals.”

While identifying the qualities that 
make autocracies last is a worthwhile 
goal, Levitsky and Way’s emphasis 
on revolutionary origins leaves some 
important questions unanswered. 
Unavoidably, scholars will differ over 
which regimes belong in the revolu-
tionary category. It is not clear, for 
example, why regimes such as Boliv-
ia’s or Nicaragua’s—which adopted 
moderate or “accommodationist” posi-
tions and accordingly achieved less 
than transformative social and eco-
nomic change after taking power—
should be considered “revolutionary.” 

Conversely, Levitsky and Way omit a 
number of regimes that fit the defi-
nition better than some they have 
included. Most interesting here are 
Benito Mussolini’s Italy and Adolf 
Hitler’s Germany, which the authors 
leave out on the grounds that these 
regimes came to power “through insti-
tutional means” that did not involve 
state collapse. Yet both were obviously 
revolutionary and transformed their 
states, societies, and cultures at least as 
much as and perhaps more than other 
regimes the authors include. Both also 
created cohesive elites, employed vast 
security forces, and successfully elim-
inated opposition groups. Nonethe-
less, rather than being strengthened, 
fascist Italy and Nazi Germany were 
undermined by the violent counter-
reaction—World War II—they trig-
gered. This outcome challenges the 
causal chain that Revolution and Dic-
tatorship posits. Also worth noting, as 
Levitsky and Way do, is the question 
of whether the “revolutionary” regimes 
discussed in Revolution and Dictator-
ship reflect in part the forces that were 
in play during a particular historical 
era: from the great ideological clashes 
that preceded World War II through 
the Cold War that followed it.

 
NURTURE OVER NATURE?

Today, pessimism about democracy 
is once more widespread. As noted 
above, however, the authoritar-
ian resurgence should not come as 
a surprise: all previous waves have 
been followed by backsliding and 
the disappointment that inevitably 
accompanies it. Yet the authoritarian 
undertow of the past decade or so has 
been weaker than those that followed 

14Berman_Blues.indd   17014Berman_Blues.indd   170 10/4/22   4:38 PM10/4/22   4:38 PM



Good at Being Bad

171november/december 2022

the previous waves. More of the new 
democracies created in this most recent 
wave have survived than did their 
counterparts in previous waves. And 
although the world has fewer democ-
racies today than a decade ago, it has 
many more democracies than when the 
wave began in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Perhaps, just as Dahl’s pessimism in the 
1980s turned out to be unwarranted, so, 
too, will be recent assertions, such as 
that made by the Hungarian autocrat 
Viktor Orban, that “the era of liberal 
democracy is over.”

Nonetheless, the number of coun-
tries becoming authoritarian has 
undoubtedly been growing. A cru-
cial task for scholars, accordingly, is 
figuring out whether this trend will 
continue and whether the dictator-
ships produced by it will prove resil-
ient. One way to tackle this question is 
to again focus on transitions. Indeed, 
the origins and early phases of a new 

regime’s existence critically shape the 
development of its institutions, power 
structures, international standing, and 
more. But transitions are only one 
piece of the puzzle. As with people, 
a regime’s birth can influence but not 
entirely determine its fate. 

One difficulty with Revolution and 
Dictatorship’s argument about revo-
lutionary regimes is that few of them 
exist today. Instead, the most common 
type of contemporary dictatorship is 
what is often called “electoral autoc-
racy.” Regimes such as Orban’s Hun-
gary, Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Turkey, 
and Narendra Modi’s India do not 
engage in extensive violence or in rad-
ical socioeconomic or cultural experi-
ments. What they do instead is hold 
tainted elections and severely restrict 
critical features of liberal democracy 
such as a free press and civil society, 
checks on executive authority, an inde-
pendent judiciary, and respect for civil 

�e enemy within: Orban visiting Vienna, Austria, July 2022
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rights and liberties. Levitsky and Way’s 
emphasis on revolutionary origins can 
explain only so much about these new 
autocracies. But the authors’ identifi-
cation of the three pillars that make 
dictatorships work can help determine 
how likely they are to endure. 

In this regard, Revolution and Dic-
tatorship adds to a growing body of 
work. Scholars such as Roberto Foa 
have argued that in recent decades, 
the state capacity of dictatorships 
has generally increased, at least when 
compared with democracies. Lev-
itsky and Way’s analysis suggests 
that such strong states are better 
able to meet the social, economic, 
and external challenges they face and 
therefore are more resilient. In other 
words, the greater the number of 
strong-state dictatorships, the more 
durable the current autocratic wave 
will be. Even without the radicalism 
and extensive violence characteriz-
ing Levitsky and Way’s revolution-
ary regimes, dictatorships that can 
create cohesive elites and strong but 
politically subservient militaries and 
police forces while keeping opposi-
tion movements weak and divided 
are more likely to be resilient. 

Thus, present-day revolutionary 
regimes such as communist China and 
the Islamic Republic of Iran possess 
cohesive military and political elites, 
and their opposition is practically 
nonexistent. This is surely why these 
regimes have been relatively stable 
over the past few decades. Yet Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, although 
his regime does not have revolutionary 
origins, also seems to have the military 
firmly under his control, has tied the 
country’s oligarchs to his rule through 

a web of corruption, and has elimi-
nated all organized opposition. These 
factors may lead us to predict further 
stability. They have also likely helped 
persuade Putin not just that he could 
survive but that he could enhance his 
and his country’s standing by leading 
Russia into a war in Ukraine. The war 
has turned out to be far more diffi-
cult than he expected, however, and it 
remains unclear whether this military 
adventure will ultimately strengthen 
or weaken Putin’s hold on power. Lev-
itsky and Way contend that violent 
conflicts during the early phases of 
a revolutionary regime are likely to 
strengthen it; perhaps we need more 
study of the factors or contexts that 
determine how well dictatorships can 
withstand violent conflicts that come 
later in their development. 
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The Unwinnable War
America’s Blind Spots in Afghanistan

Laurel Miller

The Fifth Act: America’s End in Afghanistan
by Elliot Ackerman. Penguin Press, 2022, 288 pp.

In August 2021, Afghanistan was 
thrust back into the headlines. 
Taliban forces rapidly closed 

in on Kabul, and the United States 
began making its final military with-
drawal. Suddenly, the world was 
confronted with images of desper-
ate people squeezing their way into 
Kabul’s airport for a chance to flee. 
Almost overnight, nearly everything 
that the United States and its allies 
had accomplished in 20 years of 
fighting, spending, and building in 
Afghanistan disintegrated. For the 
one million or so Americans who had 
taken part in those failed endeav-
ors, and for the millions of young 
Afghans who had grown up under a 
Western-backed democracy, flawed 
though it was, such losses were head 
spinning. With their livelihoods 

imperiled, and with many fearful for 
their lives, hundreds of thousands of 
Afghans sought to leave the country, 
posing a new challenge for withdraw-
ing Western forces.

The United States didn’t expect to 
mount such a large evacuation, or at 
least not so quickly. Over ten days, 
the U.S. military and its allies airlifted 
about 120,000 people, including 
80,000 Afghans, from Kabul, mostly 
to military bases in the Middle East, 
from where they eventually left for 
the United States and elsewhere. The 
effort was chaotic. For those without 
a U.S. passport or visa, often the only 
ticket out was a personal connection 
to someone who could pull strings 
with U.S. personnel on the ground. 
American veterans, former diplo-
mats, aid workers, and journalists 

Laurel Miller is Director of the Asia Program at the International Crisis Group. 
From 2013 to 2017, she served as Deputy and then Acting Special Representative for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan at the U.S. Department of State.
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scrambled to find passage for vul-
nerable Afghans. Many Afghans who 
wanted to leave were turned away. 
Amid this crisis, many Americans 
who had served in Afghanistan were 
angry that the evacuation was so 
haphazard and left behind so many 
Afghans they believed to be at risk. 

One of  those Amer icans was 
Elliot Ackerman, who served in 
Afghanistan as a marine and later 
as an adviser to Afghan counterter-
rorism teams under a cia-led pro-
gram. In the final weeks before the 
U.S. withdrawal, he joined a series 
of impromptu efforts to help evacu-
ate small groups of Afghans. Acker-
man used his connections to the U.S. 
military and other agencies involved 
in the evacuation to help Afghans 
get into Kabul Airport and onto 
planes. In The Fifth Act, Ackerman 
describes these efforts, interweaving 
the account of the withdrawal with 
his combat experiences and views on 
what went wrong with the war.

For decades, U.S. veterans have 
written books that use their intimate 
experiences of war to challenge the 
prevailing wisdom of U.S. strategists 
and military planners in Washington. 
That is not the case with The Fifth Act. 
Paradoxically, in setting out to explore 
the missed opportunities of the U.S.-
led war and the botched withdrawal, 
Ackerman ends up reflecting the 
same misguided mindset that drove 
the war’s architects. Looking at the 
conduct of the war through a narrow 
aperture, he focuses, as Washington 
did, largely on U.S. forces and U.S. 
policy; the politics, motivations, and 
experiences of Afghans are pushed 
offstage. In doing so, however, the 

book usefully, if inadvertently, reveals 
many blind spots that compromised 
Washington’s strategy. 

CURTAINS UP
Ackerman’s book is divided into five 
parts, or “acts” (hence the title), and the 
drama proceeds by combining a num-
ber of disparate narrative strands. The 
most resonant one centers on Acker-
man’s combat experience and describes 
two missions in which he participated 
as a Marine Special Operations team 
leader in 2008. In each mission, one of 
his comrades was tragically killed. This 
narrative intends to convey the impor-
tance of the “leave no one behind” 
ethos in the U.S. military, a theme that 
resurfaces in the evacuation narrative. 

In the aftermath of a mission gone 
wrong, Ackerman is particularly 
haunted by having had inadequate 
personnel and equipment left to 
retrieve the body of one of his men. He 
decides to defer the task to another unit 
of marines, in the interest of protecting 
the lives of others under his command, 
but he writes that “a measure of guilt 
settled its weight on me.” More than 
a dozen years later, he still carries the 
weight of regret about this decision. 
Ackerman’s prose successfully trans-
ports the reader to the battlefield and 
into the midst of ambiguities facing 
young combatants required to make 
life-and-death decisions. He writes 
lovingly of his comrades, bringing 
them to life and heightening the poi-
gnancy of the stories he tells.

But that message about military 
valor is overshadowed by the powerful 
illustration he provides of wasted life. 
One of the missions on which one of 
Ackerman’s comrades died achieved 
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no apparent military objectives. Ack-
erman notes that the team did not find 
the Taliban forces they were looking 
for, leaving readers with a sense of the 
counterinsurgency’s futility. 

Yet, Ackerman’s war-fighting nar-
rative fails to address why the United 
States lost. Ackerman skates over cru-
cial problems with how the U.S. mili-
tary carried out the war. For instance, 
in describing his work as a cia para-
military operator, during which he 
advised an Afghan counterterrorism 
unit established and funded by the 
agency, he does not seem to recognize 
that these teams were a double-edged 
sword. He celebrates their tactical suc-
cesses, such as when they kill or cap-
ture enemy targets. But he ignores the 
mountain of evidence that their routine 
night raids on villages, including ones 
in which he took part, fomented bit-
terness toward foreign militaries and 
undermined the Afghan government’s 
ability to build popular support.

Consider also an operation that 
Ackerman describes that took place 
in the Zerkoh Valley in Herat Province 
in 2008, when he was a marine. He 
briefly notes that a U.S. general had 
to pressure Afghan President Hamid 
Karzai to green-light the operation 
because Karzai had concerns about 
civilian casualties. He also dismis-
sively refers to the “tribal politics that 
had allowed Zerkoh Valley to become 
a Taliban sanctuary.” But Ackerman 
leaves out the fact that a year earlier, 
U.S. airstrikes in the same area killed 
dozens of civilians, causing local out-
rage and demonstrations against the 
government. (Although the United 
States never made an accounting of 
the casualties, the Afghan govern-

ment claimed that 42 had been killed, 
and Human Rights Watch reported 
at least 25 deaths.) Karzai’s concerns 
were justified, and no Afghan leader 
could simply brush aside tribal politics 
as Ackerman seems to propose.

In recounting another 2008 oper-
ation, this time in Farah Province, 
Ackerman refers to “a turbaned man 
and his family who we’d turned out of 
their home.” The man shouted at the 
marines searching his home each time 
he heard “the sound of an item crash-
ing to the floor.” Ackerman misses a 
chance to discuss the corrosive effect 
of foreign invaders repeatedly harass-
ing Afghan civilians—a mistake that 
U.S. policymakers and Pentagon plan-
ners made, as well. 

The Fifth Act mirrors another flaw 
in the thinking of strategists in Wash-
ington about what U.S. forces could 
achieve in Afghanistan. Ackerman 
advised a large group of Afghan 
commandos as well as cia-led coun-
terterrorism units. Yet these men are 
no more than bit players in his story. 
Repeatedly, Ackerman refers to “our 
war,” “my war,” “us,” and “our Afghan 
tragedy.” In doing so, he calls to mind 
the habit of U.S. policymakers to see 
themselves as the primary protago-
nists of the war and to perceive the 
conflict in Afghanistan as an Ameri-
can initiative built around the United 
States bending Afghans to its will, 
rather than as one in which the actions 
and motivations of Afghans on both 
sides would hold ultimate sway.

In the face of the Taliban’s rapid 
reconquest of the country in 2021, 
Ackerman seems baffled by the 
“bitter” and “humiliating” defeat by 
a far inferior force. But he looks for 
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answers only in U.S. policy errors and, 
to a lesser extent, in the failings of the 
U.S.-backed Afghan government. The 
Taliban, an enemy poorly understood 
by the United States, are largely miss-
ing from his picture. Ackerman tries 
to explain why the United States lost, 
yet he overlooks half the equation. 
The real story is not only one of U.S. 
failure but of Taliban success, owing 
to strong motivation, organizational 
resilience, and support from outside 
the country, particularly Pakistan.

BLAME GAME
Ackerman is least persuasive when he 
strays from his own memories of com-
bat in Afghanistan. When the book 
comments on policy and politics, it 
offers no basis for its reasoning besides 
Ackerman’s personal experience. Acker-
man leans heavily on the idea that the 
United States lost the war because “we 
never understood what winning meant.” 

But he never makes clear what, in his 
own view, “winning” meant. 

A better explanation for Washing-
ton’s failures in Afghanistan is that 
the United States should have focused 
from the outset on how to end the 
war, not how to win it. That might 
have meant seeking to prevent an 
insurgency from gaining traction in 
the first place by including the Tali-
ban early on as minority stakeholders 
in the post-2001 government. Or it 
could have meant negotiating seri-
ously with the Taliban at the height of 
U.S. power, around 2011, rather than 
waiting to do so until 2019, at which 
point U.S. influence in the country 
was approaching its nadir and U.S. 
leaders had made clear their inten-
tion to pull out. Quiet negotiations 
with the insurgents began in 2009 
but proceeded in fits and starts and 
lacked strong political commitment 
from Washington until it was too late.

On a wing and a prayer: waiting for evacuation, Kabul, Afghanistan, August 2021
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In February 2020, the United States 
struck a deal with the Taliban that 
included a timeline for withdrawal. 
Ackerman blames the agreement for 
having “fatally delegitimized Presi-
dent [Ashraf ] Ghani and his central 
government.” That agreement was 
flawed and probably accelerated the 
government ’s downfall. But it was 
far from a primary cause of the col-
lapse. For all its problems, the deal 
should be credited as an effort to sal-
vage the possibility of intra-Afghan 
peacemaking and for ensuring that 
the United States could withdraw 
without a fight. The agreement must 
be judged against the backdrop of 
President Donald Trump’s decision to 
pull out U.S. forces from the country. 
There is little evidence to suggest that 
the brittle Afghan government would 
have remained intact had the United 
States withdrawn without a deal.

Ackerman joins a sizable camp of 
critics who have blamed the United 
States for not being committed 
enough to fighting the war. But he 
fails to explain what being commit-
ted enough would have looked like, 
beyond creating an impression that 
the U.S. military would remain in the 
fight indefinitely. What should the 
United States have done that it had 
not already done—and for how much 
longer? Ackerman does not say. How-
ever long the United States might 
have stayed, the Taliban would have 
stayed longer. 

Ackerman decries the lack of a 
“social construct to sustain” the war, 
by which he means a war tax or draft 
that would have, in his view, entailed 
greater buy-in from the American 
public. But he leaves unclear how such 

steps would have helped and ignores 
their political implausibility. At the 
same time, he implies that the United 
States should have rationalized keep-
ing troops in Afghanistan, instead of 
pulling out, by claiming they were not 
“at war,” such as the United States has 
done in Syria and parts of Africa. But 
it strains credulity to suggest that even 
keeping a relatively small number of 
U.S. troops in the country indefinitely 
would have meant that there was any-
thing other than a war going on: in 
2021 alone, there were over 35,000 
war-related deaths in Afghanistan. 
What is more, to suggest that U.S. 
officials should have downplayed the 
war sits uneasily with Ackerman’s 
contention that they also should have 
encouraged ordinary Americans to 
personally invest in it more. 

THE DENOUEMENT 
Ackerman played a laudable role in 
helping Afghans escape their coun-
try as the Taliban advanced on Kabul 
in August 2021. And his depiction 
of the evacuation as chaotic is unde-
niably true. But his vantage point, 
from thousands of miles away, could 
offer only a limited view. He weaves 
descriptions of text messages, emails, 
and phone calls about evacuating 
Afghans with vignettes from his fam-
ily vacation in Italy, which happened 
at the same time, a juxtaposition that 
is hardly illuminating. 

Ackerman provides limited por-
traits of the Afghan evacuees he 
assisted; as he notes, he didn’t know 
most of them. His efforts to aid 
strangers in need were admirable. 
But the lack of a personal connec-
tion means that readers who want a 
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rich account of the final days of the 
U.S. war in Afghanistan—including 
the experience of the Afghans whose 
lives were turned upside down—will 
need to look elsewhere.

Despite the book’s subtitle, its 
focus is not the end of the U.S. war 
in Afghanistan. Ackerman was not 
there during the withdrawal, and he 
does not suggest that he has closely 
studied the denouement. None-
theless, he regards the timing of 
the withdrawal as arbitrary and its 
handling as a betrayal. He proposes 
that the United States should have 
extracted more Afghans, and sooner. 
But nothing would have precipitated 
widespread panic and the collapse of 
the Afghan government with greater 
certainty than the United States 
evacuating hundreds of thousands of 
Afghans well in advance of the with-
drawal date—whenever that date was 
set to be. And it is doubtful that a 
more deliberate evacuation, rather 
than a quick and reactive one, could 
have been sustained with less chaos 
as the government crumbled and the 
Taliban rolled into Kabul. 

Ackerman’s position presupposes 
that the United States should have 
risked this highly probable sequence 
of events. But Ackerman, like many 
critics of the withdrawal process, fails 
to acknowledge the dilemma that 
U.S. policymakers faced. It is unde-
niable that aspects of the emergency 
evacuation could have benefited 
from advance planning. For exam-
ple, the U.S. government could have 
processed more Special Immigrant 
Visas, for which Afghans who worked 
for the United States are allowed to 
apply. But the notion that a massive 
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evacuation could have been carried 
out well ahead of the August 31 
deadline without turmoil is fanciful. 
Furthermore, since the withdrawal, 
the United States and private groups 
have arranged for passage out of the 
country for thousands more Afghans, 
including many who were vulnerable 
or who had worked with U.S. forces.

NO WAY OUT
In the final years of the war, it became 
clear that Washington’s choice in 
Afghanistan was between losing 
quickly or losing slowly. When U.S. 
President Joe Biden decided in April 
2021 to completely pull out, he chose 
to lose fast, though how fast was 
uncertain. Ackerman claims that “the 
Afghan government had fought the 
Taliban to a stalemate when President 
Biden announced his withdrawal.” 
This is false; in fact, the Taliban had 
been gaining ground for years, espe-
cially since the United States began 
to draw down its forces after 2014. 
After that point, some U.S. offi-
cials called the situation an “eroding 
stalemate”—an oxymoron. Moreover, 
Ghani’s domestic legitimacy and grip 
on the political system had become 
shaky, and he remained dependent 
on foreign aid and military support. 

Once Biden decided to withdraw, 
there were two plausible outcomes 
to the war that might have taken 
hold. In the first scenario, the Tal-
iban would gain ground, sparking 
a protracted battle to control cities, 
which would possibly have devolved 
into a multifactional civil war. In the 
second scenario, which is the one that 
materialized, the withdrawal would 
provoke a crisis of confidence among 

Afghans, leading to a rapid collapse 
of their government and security 
forces. It would have been difficult 
for the United States to predict the 
likelihood of the second scenario 
because it depended on accurately 
evaluating how a vast number of 
Afghans would feel about continuing 
their fight—a measurement the U.S. 
had little capability to make.

There was always a risk that the 
chaos that blighted the denouement 
would have occurred in any with-
drawal. Some critiques of how the 
Biden administration handled the 
pullout, including several leveled by 
Ackerman, are fair. But by dwelling 
so much on what happened during 
15 days in 2021, his book implies 
that the principal failures had to do 
with how the United States got out 
of Afghanistan, rather than how it got 
in—and what it did while it was there. 
What the final days show most of all 
is the hollowness of the Afghan gov-
ernment and the security institutions 
that the United States tried so hard 
to build over two decades. If the story 
that Americans come to tell them-
selves about the Afghan war focuses 
not on those realities but on the orga-
nization and timing of the U.S. exit, it 
will distract them from the war’s most 
important lessons: there is a limit to 
what American money and willpower 
can achieve, and the best way to avoid 
having to get out of an unwinnable 
war is to avoid getting into one. 
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Can Silicon Valley Be Redeemed?

Margaret O’Mara

The Internet Is Not What You Think It Is: A History, a Philosophy, a Warning
by Justin E. H. Smith. Princeton University Press, 2022, 208 pp. 

Work Pray Code: When Work Becomes Religion in Silicon Valley 
by Carolyn Chen. Princeton University Press, 2022, 272 pp. 

Dignity in a Digital Age: Making Tech Work for All of Us 
by Ro Khanna. Simon & Schuster, 2022, 368 pp.

“We are as gods and might 
as well get used to it.” So 
began Stewart Brand’s 

introduction to the first issue of The 
Whole Earth Catalog, an encyclopedic 
compendium of resources for back-to-
the-land living that became a foun-
dational document of Silicon Valley’s 
techno-utopian culture. The Catalog 
departed from typical countercultural 
fare in seeking to impart technological 
know-how to commune dwellers. It 
included the use of handheld calcula-
tors and treatises on information the-
ory among its recommended essentials 
for self-sufficient living. Such skills 
and knowledge, Brand explained, were 

hoarded by big corporations, govern-
ment agencies, schools, and churches. 
It was time to return power to the peo-
ple and give them the tools to shape 
their individual destinies.

In 1968, the year of the Catalog’s 
debut, the real power in American life 
lay far from Brand’s storefront pub-
lishing house in the sleepy northern 
California suburb of Menlo Park. The 
ten firms atop the Fortune 500 were 
four oil companies, three carmakers, 
two other major manufacturers, and 
only one computer company: ibm. 

Today, six of the ten most valuable 
corporations in the world are U.S. com-
puter hardware and software companies.  

Margaret O’Mara is Howard and Frances Keller Endowed Professor of History 
at the University of Washington and the author of The Code: Silicon Valley and the 
Remaking of America.
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A seventh, Tesla, produces electric cars 
that are essentially supercomputers on 
wheels. All of these companies hail 
from the West Coast. All have grown 
to enormous size on promises of indi-
vidual empowerment and social bet-
terment, with slogans such as “think 
different,” “don’t be evil,” and “make 
history.” Today’s technology firms are 
not merely enterprises but social insti-
tutions driven by an almost messianic 
sense of purpose. They have taken 
Brand’s urging quite literally. The gods, 
it appears, have gotten used to it.

The social and political upheavals 
of recent years have gravely tested 
this sunny narrative, however, lead-
ing to intense public scrutiny of the 
data-extracting business models 
behind Silicon Valley’s growth and 
wealth. Algorithmically curated social 
media platforms have connected most 
of humanity, but they have also allowed 
disinformation and political extrem-
ism to metastasize. Mobile apps have 
delivered frictionless convenience by 
relying on armies of underpaid gig 
workers. In 2019, the social theorist 
Shoshanna Zuboff gave the industry’s 
inescapable data-tracking a piquant 
and malevolent handle—“surveillance 
capitalism”—becoming one of many 
authors crowding the bestseller lists 
with sharp critiques of Silicon Valley as 
a place, an industry, and an idea. 

But even as public ambivalence 
grew, the  cov id-19  pandemic 
directed more and more users to the 
platforms, sending tech-sector market 
valuations soaring, along with their 
founders’ fortunes. Large technology 
companies have become more pow-
erful than any of the firms The Whole 
Earth Catalog hoped to subvert.

Three new books—one by a his-
torian and philosopher, another by a 
sociologist, a third by a sitting member 
of Congress—insist on a Silicon Valley 
reckoning. In The Internet Is Not What 
You Think It Is, the philosopher Jus-
tin Smith looks to the past to explain 
both the Internet’s true antiquity and 
its unparalleled capacity to distract, 
consume, and transform its users. In 
Work Pray Code, the sociologist Carolyn 
Chen dissects the immersive and influ-
ential work culture of Silicon Valley’s 
present. And the U.S. Congressman Ro 
Khanna’s Dignity in a Digital Age looks 
to the future: to a techno-geography 
remade, a tech workforce reimagined, 
and a policy environment reformed. 

All three works offer fresh takes 
on what is now a well-worn subject. 
Although remote on their own strato-
spheric plane of existence, the gods of 
technology may want to listen to what 
these critics have to say.

THE SEARCH FOR ORDER
Few texts have placed the Internet in 
a broader context than does Smith’s 
probing critique. “We are the targets of 
a global corporate resource-extraction 
effort on a scale the world has never 
before seen,” Smith writes darkly in 
the first pages of The Internet Is Not 
What You Think It Is. But this trim vol-
ume should not be mistaken for merely 
another surveillance-capitalism lament. 
His “philosophy of the internet” is less 
concerned with tearing down or break-
ing up big technology companies than 
with “clarifying the nature of the force 
with which we are contending.” 

Overloaded with information, Smith 
observes, people fail to grasp the sig-
nificance of the Internet. Users are dis-
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tracted and disengaged, living a life of 
continual interruption, their prefron-
tal cortexes muddled by online soci-
ety’s perpetual anxiety and alarm. “By 
allowing the internet to compel us to 
attend to a stream of different, trivial 
things,” he writes, “we have become 
unable to focus on the monolithically 
important thing it is.” Underneath the 
platforms, apps, and multitudinous 
diversions lies the backbone of the 
digital world—a material force with 
a physicality, a politics, and a history. 

To unpack the crisis of online life, 
Smith goes back in time, earlier 
than most histories of computing 
and beyond human histories alto-
gether. Consider the Internet the 
latest network of many, he urges. 
Think of telecommunication as not 
something merely human-made but 
natural, ecological, essential. 

Thus, 50 pages into a book about the 
Internet, the reader must consider the 
sonic vibrations of an elephant’s stomp, 
the chemical signals emitted by tomato 
plants, and the pheromones of moths. 
In all these cases, critical fragments 
of information move through space 
from one living thing to another, hold 
equal sonic or olfactory weight, and 
form webs of connection without one 
central node. In this delicate light, the 
Internet’s nonhierarchical design does 
not seem that novel after all.

Smith then returns to the human 
realm, moving back and forth across 
continents and centuries as he chron-
icles human efforts to reckon with 
space, time, and knowledge itself. For 
millennia, human beings have tried 
to impose their own order on the 
ineffable, not only through religion 
and other systems of knowledge but 

also through machines. Roger Bacon, 
a thirteenth-century English natural 
philosopher, allegedly devised what 
Smith describes as a “medieval Siri,” 
a bronze automaton known as Brazen 
Head that was supposed to be capa-
ble of answering yes-or-no questions. 
The seventeenth-century German 
philosopher Gottfried Leibniz, a fig-
ure about whom Smith has written 
extensively, pursued an early modern 
variety of artificial intelligence that 
could calculate without judgment, 
eliminate philosophical confusion, 
and bring clear resolution to human 
disputes. If Leibniz were living in the 
twenty-first century, he would prob-
ably be a Google engineer. 

These early modern thinkers and 
tinkerers were trying to wrest rational-
ity out of a thicket of mysticism. They 
dreamed of a machine-aided society 
unmuddied by religious belief. The 
ensuing age brought about the Indus-
trial Revolution and a new, secular 
faith in organizations, bureaucracies, 
and balance sheets, a faith that vener-
ated systems of classification capable 
of precisely surveying conquered land, 
cataloging flora and fauna, and, in its 
most damaging incarnations, arranging 
humankind into hierarchies of intelli-
gence predicated on ethnicity, religion, 
and skin color. 

Smith skips most of the twentieth 
century and thus does not tease out the 
connections between that earlier search 
for order and the Cold War political 
economy that built the foundations for 
Silicon Valley’s eventual ascent. But 
the through lines are there: in Stanford 
University’s reputation as a center of 
eugenics “science” in the early twen-
tieth century; in a defense economy 
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that enlisted the brightest engineer-
ing minds in developing high-tech and 
highly deadly weapons of war; in the 
Catalog’s techno-optimistic faith that 
“access to tools” could transform the 
very structures of power; and in the 
creation of the Internet itself. 

Like many other foundational tech-
nologies of the digital age, the Inter-
net began as a Department of Defense 
project. It was funded in 1969 with a 
$1 million appropriation that was a 
rounding error in the military’s space-
age budget. Its distributed design 
was the brainchild of computer sci-
entists whose politics aligned more 
closely with those of Brand than of 
the Pentagon brass but whose aims 
were practical rather than political. 
They needed a way for the comput-
ers in their far-flung laboratories to 
communicate, and they didn’t want 
one single institution—or the Penta-
gon—to be in charge. The resulting 

nonhierarchical, interoperable system 
remained primarily academic and 
government-run for two decades, a 
network as far removed from com-
merce and profit as those of stomping 
elephants or flittering moths.

The Internet is a good example of 
how the indirect nature of much Cold 
War defense spending—grants to uni-
versities, contracts to electronics and 
aerospace companies—both allowed 
technologists creative freedom and 
ultimately obscured the true extent 
of public-sector involvement in gener-
ating their success. Much of what the 
countercultural readers of The Whole 
Earth Catalog knew about computers 
came via something funded by the 
U.S. government: a college computer 
lab, a physics course, a research assis-
tantship, a job at a defense-electronics 
firm. The military-industrial complex 
was everywhere they looked, its Viet-
nam War–era failures fueling their 
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desire to escape its tight embrace. 
When they successfully did so, a new 
creation story emerged: of young ide-
alists in garages, tinkering their way 
to entrepreneurial glory, with nary a 
government bureaucrat in sight.

GOING TO CHURCH
The long tai l  of  that  narrat ive 
reframing comes into focus in Chen’s 
Work Pray Code, a meticulous, absorb-
ing ethnography of Silicon Valley  
workplaces. Temporally and geo-
graphically, Smith ranges far beyond 
Silicon Valley in search of answers to 
the problems created by full immer-
sion in modern technology. Chen, a 
sociologist at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley, looks deep inside 
it. There, amid snack stations and 
Ping-Pong tables, she finds religion. 

The gospel of the Catalog endures 
in the Valley ’s gargantuan office  
complexes but now provides a techno- 
utopian gloss for an especially relent-
less variant of modern corporate  
capitalism. Workers tell Chen of 
their desire “to make a difference in 
the world” by logging 70-hour weeks. 
Firms invite New Age spiritualists to 
deliver keynote addresses at corpo-
rate meetings and sponsor workplace 
seminars on personal and spiritual 
improvement. (Participants in one 
such course, at Google, called the 
exercise “going to church.”) 

Sprawling tech campuses are as 
immersive and as attentive to the 
lives of employees as 1960s communes 
were for their residents. Workers at 
enterprises such as Apple and Goo-
gle can access abundant organic pro-
duce and yoga on demand. One-time 
countercultural seekers have pivoted 

to lucrative careers as “meditation 
entrepreneurs,” coaching corporate 
employees through their inescapable 
periods of burnout. 

The covid-19 pandemic abruptly 
silenced this busy beehive, beginning 
two years of mostly remote operations 
that cast doubt on the future of office 
work. But as Chen notes in her later 
chapters, the perks of working for 
these companies seamlessly migrated 
home as well: free meditation apps 
and online therapy, cash stipends for 
self-care, subsidies for office furni-
ture. Although the form of Silicon 
Valley ’s post-pandemic workplace 
remains uncertain—will workers 
return to their desks, maintain hybrid 
schedules, or go completely remote?—
these institutional habits are now too 
ingrained to abandon. Perks are not 
extras, but essentials. 

Even in prosperous times, success 
does not come easy in Silicon Val-
ley. Most startups fail, many new 
products flop, and true technolog-
ical innovation is elusive. One bad 
performance review or disappoint-
ing quarter can cost a worker a job. 
To keep faith in technology, as in 
any religion, Chen notes, one must 
“believe in things yet unseen.” 

Religiosity has long infused Amer-
ican capitalism. Earnest Silicon Val-
ley mission statements are latter-day 
updates of the oil magnate John 
Rockefeller’s pious declaration in 1905 
that “the power to make money is a 
gift from God.” Altruistic pronounce-
ments by technology billionaires—“I 
believe that the wealthy have a respon-
sibility to invest in addressing ineq-
uity,” Bill Gates wrote in 2009, shortly 
after pledging his Microsoft riches to  
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establish the world’s largest philan-
thropic foundation—deliberately echo 
Andrew Carnegie’s 1889 essay “The 
Gospel of Wealth,” which declared that 
the rich had a moral obligation to give 
away their fortunes in their lifetimes. 
Silicon Valley’s saintly elevation of the 
founder- entrepreneur follows a century 
of management theory that celebrated 
such figures for their work ethic and 
higher purpose. “The impulse which 
drives him forward,” wrote one pan-
egyrist about a tycoon of industry in 
1914, “is the joyful power to create.”

But all this faith ultimately serves 
the bottom l ine. Extravagantly 
appointed tech cathedrals, such as 
the sprawling Google headquarters 
in Mountain View, California, are the 
latest incarnation of Gilded Age com-
pany towns, designed to forestall labor 
organizing and impose moral order on 
a workforce. Such welfare capitalism 
has morphed into what Chen reso-
nantly terms “corporate maternalism,” 
which “monetizes the nonproductive 
parts of life that the busy tech worker 
has no time for—eating, exercising, 
rest, hobbies, spirituality, and friend-
ships—and makes them part of work.” 
Exhortations to practice mindfulness 
and get more sleep seem like empa-
thy but are really geared to making 
workers more efficient. Focused, 
well-rested employees are more pro-
ductive and less likely to jump ship.

The quirks and perks of Silicon Val-
ley work culture have been extensively 
chronicled by tech journalists, deftly 
satirized by Hollywood showrun-
ners, and exuberantly evangelized in 
business bestsellers. Through Chen’s 
sharply focused sociological lens, they 
inform a bigger story: about the human 

search for meaning and security in a 
world where a handful of companies 
and people wield so much power over 
what matters and who wins.

The rise of technology companies is 
the ironic culmination of the United 
States’ long revolt against bigness. 
Institutions that once knit commu-
nities together in shared, though not 
necessarily harmonious or equita-
ble, understanding—churches, civic 
groups, unions, and the government 
itself—have been diminished or dis-
credited. Once stable jobs and indus-
tries have succumbed to the churn 
of economic globalization and cost 
cutting. But people still need to find 
meaning and purpose in their lives. 
An earnest, privileged, beatific enclave 
on the far western edge of North 
America has rushed in to fill the gap. 

TAMING THE VALLEY
Tales of the techlash tend to operate 
at one of several levels of analysis. 
Many focus, as Smith does, on how 
the digital affects the individual, grap-
pling with what technology is doing 
to brains, habits, and attention spans. 
Others, such as Chen’s, examine the 
world of the digital-age corporation 
and the business ecosystems those 
corporations create. 

A third group scales up to the level 
of countries and societies. They don’t 
only ask why the technology sector has 
become so indispensable and so prob-
lematic: they search for policy remedies. 

Khanna is a former Obama admin-
istration official who currently rep-
resents Silicon Valley in the U.S. 
Congress. In some respects, his Dig-
nity in a Digital Age is a policy book of 
familiar type. It is dense with human 
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stories and legislative ideas, written 
by a lawmaker of wonky enthusiasm 
and political ambition, cannily pub-
lished at the start of an election year. 
But few books of its kind offer folksy 
tales of encounters with constituents 
interwoven with sober discussion of 
political theorists and philosophers 
such as Jürgen Habermas and Martha 
Nussbaum or invoke Frederick Dou-
glass and John Rawls while making 
a case for better platform regulation. 

The crisis that Americans face, 
Khanna argues, cannot be solved by 
simply taming a few technology com-
panies. Instead, it requires reordering 
society’s priorities. The goal should 
be to ensure human dignity, a concept 
Khanna draws from Amartya Sen, the 
Nobel Prize–winning economist who 
also supplied the book’s foreword. “A 
key pillar of building a multiracial, 
multireligious democracy is provid-
ing every person in every place with 
the prospect of a dignified life,” writes 
Khanna, “including the potential to 
contribute in and shape the digi-
tal age.” Thoughtful public policy 
can bring about this kind of change, 
he argues with convincing techno-
cratic optimism. All that is needed 
is political will. Americans may live 
in the world Silicon Valley has made, 
Khanna avers, but they can and must 
make that world better.

The author has navigated this mid-
dle ground nimbly since he arrived in 
Congress in 2017, a progressive-left 
Democrat representing the capital 
of Big Tech in a time of intensifying 
fury against the industry. He is an ally 
and admirer of the tech trustbuster 
Senator Elizabeth Warren, Democrat 
of Massachusetts, and his critique of 

the industry’s failings is unsparing, 
particularly when calling out the sex-
ism and racial exclusion in technol-
ogy firms, whose top ranks remain 
overwhelmingly white and male. Yet 
Khanna also proclaims the Valley “a 
magical place for start-ups and found-
ers,” where appetite for risk, forgive-
ness of failure, and enthusiasm for big 
challenges “are in direct contrast to 
how Washington, D.C., works.”

Despite such Reaganesque flour-
ishes, Silicon Valley’s congressman 
channels the spirit of another U.S. 
president, Franklin Roosevelt, in 
making his case for bringing the 
state back in. Khanna’s main pre-
scriptions echo the original New 
Deal in structure and soul: public 
investment to bring jobs and growth 
to a left-behind hinterland; legisla-
tion to advance workers’ rights and 
raise pay and benefits; regulation of 
big companies to protect consumers 
and advance democracy. “Instead of 
passively allowing tech royalty and 
their legions to lead the digital revo-
lution and serve narrow financial ends 
before all others,” Khanna writes, “we 
need to put it in service of our broader 
democratic aspirations.” 

Khanna’s emphasis on public-sector 
solutions is a contrast to the passion-
ately held gospel of many of his high-
tech constituents. Because technology 
companies grew large and successful 
in an era when government deliber-
ately minimized its own role, today’s 
tech leaders generally see public pol-
icy as an impediment to innovation 
and disdain the grubby business of 
policymaking and partisanship.

In a widely hailed 2020 essay, Net-
scape co-founder and venture capitalist 
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Marc Andreessen lamented that the 
grievous institutional failures of the 
United States’ covid-19 response 
exposed the country’s “widespread in- 
ability to build.” Andreessen refrained 
from saying precisely who or what 
should lead a turnaround but declared 
in characteristic tech-mogul fashion 
that “we need to separate the imper-
ative to build these things from ide-
ology and politics.”

 A recent follow-up blog post by 
Andreessen’s colleague Katherine 
Boyle was more pointed: the solution 
lies with entrepreneurs. “The only 
way to reverse the course of stagna-
tion and kickstart nationwide renewal 
post-covid is through technologists 
building companies that support the 
national interest,” Boyle wrote. She 
added, “It’s now easier to solve critical 
national problems through startups.” 

Few places in the United States are 
deeper shades of blue than the Bay Area 
and its big-tech sibling, Seattle. But the 
contrast between the way many in tech 
hubs see the world and Khanna’s “pro-
gressive capitalist” agenda is a reminder 
of how much the modern technology 
industry is a product of the United 
States’ 40-year turn toward the market. 

Silicon Valley had its roots in the 
Keynesian military-industrial com-
plex, but it became a corporate colos-
sus in a supply-side age of tax cuts 
and deregulation. The policy shift 
propelled technological and eco-
nomic growth, making billionaires 
out of talented computer geeks such 
as Andreessen. But this growth came 
at the cost of denuded government 
revenues and degraded public services. 

In California, the 1978 passage of 
Proposition 13, a strict property-tax 

cap, so sharply curtailed local revenue 
that the state’s public schools now 
have one of the lowest rates of per 
capita student funding in the nation. 
In Silicon Valley and other tech hubs, 
fragmented public transit and overbur-
dened infrastructure make for choking 
traffic and grinding commutes. Cush-
ioned from the full impact of govern-
mental austerity by school fundraising, 
corporate shuttles, and the workplace 
perks Chen describes, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that technologists do not 
always recognize the urgent need for 
public reinvestment.

A DIVINE SYNCHRONICITY
The intense concentration of corpo-
rate power and cultural capital in the 
technology sector has sparked a fierce 
backlash, its reverberations evident 
in these three books. Yet the sound 
and fury has done little to slow the 
Silicon Valley wealth machine. The 
digital economy has supersized and 
expanded, disrupted old categories 
and classifications, and liberated peo-
ple to join the glorious online mess. 
Americans lament the turbulent times 
and argue over how much social media 
is responsible for them. They curse 
their endless scrolling and shattered 
attention spans. Yet they are utterly, 
hopelessly dependent on the informa-
tion and connective social tissue that 
the Internet provides. 

The covid-19 pandemic made this 
dilemma clear. For Khanna, the pan-
demic underscored digital capitalism’s 
stark inequities but also showed how 
remote work could more fairly distrib-
ute wealth and talent. Chen conducted 
her 100-plus interviews between 
2013 and 2017 and thus discusses 

FAbook.indb   188FAbook.indb   188 10/1/22   9:58 PM10/1/22   9:58 PM



The World Tech Made

189november/december 2022

the pandemic only at her book’s end, 
but she pointedly notes that going 
remote only widened Silicon Valley’s 
vast inequities and underscored the 
economic chasm bifurcating modern 
American life. White-collar technolo-
gists remained safely at home in their 
company-bought ergonomic chairs, 
while thousands of gig workers, cus-
todians, and shuttle drivers lined up 
at food banks and dodged eviction.

Smith has the sharpest pandemic 
commentary, as his book exists only 
because covid-19 lockdowns closed 
off archives he planned to use during 
a sabbatical year. Instead, he was at 
home, with e-books and pixelated 
digital facsimiles his only sources 
and Zoom meetings his only means 
of collegial conversation. 

Smith realized that the ad hoc 
arrangements the pandemic pro-
duced were less a workplace reboot 
than an acceleration of existing trends 
toward work lives of perpetual digital 
immersion. “While we may attempt 
to write this off as a temporary com-
pensation,” he ruefully concludes, “the 
truth is that the pandemic has really 
only pushed us over a ledge on which 
we already teetered.”

The reckoning machines have suc-
ceeded beyond their creators’ wildest 
dreams. The rationalists have tri-
umphed. A society-smashing pan-
demic enriched the technology sector 
so enormously that its moguls gave 
away billions and still saw their net 
worth rise. Even as the market turned 
bearish in early 2022, the combined 
market capitalization of the five larg-
est technology companies made up 
over one-fifth of the value of the 
S&P 500. These giants have amassed 

enough profit and market share to 
weather an economic downturn and 
possibly emerge even stronger.

Silicon Valley’s empire of binary 
code encircles the planet, leaving 
individuals and firms searching (and 
paying) for relief through the mysti-
cism of ancient faiths: mindfulness 
apps, yoga retreats, walking medita-
tion labyrinths with corporate logos 
at their center. These diversions are 
but brief interludes away from lives of 
staring at screens, tapping keyboards 
and smartphones, communing with 
the digital tools with which the mod-
ern mind is now melded. “I find there 
is perfect coordination, almost like 
ballet, in my own human-computer 
interface,” Smith muses about his 
online writerly self, “of not just hand 
and eye, but of hand, eye, and world.” 
It is a synchronicity so complete as 
to be nearly divine. 
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Political and Legal
G. John Ikenberry

Liberalism and Its Discontents
by francis fukuyama. Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2022, 192 pp.

In this learned work, Fukuyama 
shows that liberalism’s great advan-
tage over rival ideologies in the 

modern era has been its ability to create 
the political conditions that allow for 
the coexistence of an array of hallowed 
but often contradictory values: liberty, 
equality, individualism, and community. 
He argues that liberalism is now being 
challenged from both the right and the 
left, as older compromises over class and 
culture have broken down. Progressives 
decry liberalism as neoliberalism, as 
manifest in ruinous financial crises and 
growing inequality. Conservatives point 
to the elevation of personal autonomy 
and identity politics as a threat to tra-
ditional religious and cultural beliefs. 
According to Fukuyama, the extreme 
versions of these critiques will lead not 
to reform, compromise, and a rebalanc-
ing of principles but to a deeply divisive 
postliberal future. Right-wing forces 
may push their societies in the direc-
tion of authoritarianism, while those 
on the left will seek a more systemic 

redistribution of wealth and power, as 
well as the greater formal recognition 
of group, rather than individual, rights. 
Fukuyama sees the right-wing threats 
to liberalism as much more immedi-
ate and existential. But if liberalism is 
to survive, partisans across the political 
spectrum will need to find new grand 
compromises, rediscovering and forg-
ing national traditions of universal civic 
rights and shared political community.

The Age of the Strongman: How the 
Cult of the Leader Threatens Democracy 
Around the World
by gideon rachman. Other Press, 
2022, 288 pp.

Rachman provides one of the most 
vivid and incisive accounts yet of the 
new authoritarianism that has swept 
the world. In Brazil, China, Hungary, 
India, the Philippines, Poland, Russia, 
Turkey, and the United States, a diverse 
cohort of would-be authoritarian lead-
ers have emerged, each seeking to estab-
lish personalistic forms of one-man rule 
by serving up political cocktails of fear, 
grievance, nationalism, and reaction-
ary populism. What Rachman finds 
most interesting is that the strongman 
model of rule has grown in both dem-
ocratic and autocratic systems. From 
former U.S. President Donald Trump 
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measurement and calculation, models or 
paradigms, and laws. Using these catego-
ries, the book ranges omnivorously across 
monastic orders, cookbooks, mechanical 
calculations, military manuals, and legal 
treaties. Daston traces an arc of devel-
opment from the ancient era to modern 
times that moves from a world of high 
variability and unpredictability to a more 
predictable and knowable world. But 
there is no inexorable logic of modernity 
at work in the evolution of rules; in the 
past and the present, rules can be used 
both to liberate and to oppress.

Where the Evidence Leads: A Realistic 
Strategy for Peace and Human Security
by robert c. johansen. Oxford 
University Press, 2021, 440 pp. 

In this ambitious and masterful study, 
Johansen advances a set of sweeping prin-
ciples and strategies for peace-building 
and security in the twenty-first century. 
Driving the book is a sustained critique 
of realist-inspired U.S. foreign policy, 
which may have served U.S. interests 
during the Cold War but which is now 
completely incapable of grappling with 
today’s planetary threats and dangers. 
Johansen hopes for a paradigm shift in 
Washington’s global security strategy, one 
that recognizes that the United States 
must reckon with the declining utility of 
war, the rise of nonstate actors, the prolif-
eration of transnational problems such as 
climate change, and the growth of world 
poverty and desolation. If this new vision 
is to take hold, activists and transnational 
social movements will need to lead the 
way. Johansen’s eloquent appeal for new 
thinking is inspired by cosmopolitanism 
and deep moral conviction, but his eye 

to Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
strongman leaders cement their hold 
on power through a cult of personality, 
contempt for the rule of law, and pop-
ulist attacks on the elite establishment 
and the liberal consensus of the 1990s. 
In country after country, strongman 
leaders appeal to people “left behind” 
in rural areas and small towns, invoking 
nostalgia for a lost glorious past. Rach-
man argues that the strongman ethos is 
deeply rooted in global economic and 
technological changes and in the fail-
ures of and disillusionment with liberal 
democracy. But strongmen have their 
own weaknesses: personalistic rule can-
not last forever, and dictators are rarely 
able to deliver what they promise.

Rules: A Short History of  
What We Live By
by lorraine daston. Princeton 
University Press, 2022, 384 pp.

In this intimidatingly erudite tour de 
force, Daston offers a sweeping global 
history of the rise and evolution of rules 
in societies and civilizations. Most of 
what Daston uncovers is hidden in plain 
sight. Rules emerged and proliferated 
everywhere to support and constrain 
human activity, ranging from the simple 
(rules for driving, tipping in a restaurant, 
and when to leave a dinner party) to the 
intricate and world-spanning (rules for 
managing the global economy, fighting 
wars, and pursuing scientific research). 
Daston’s history suggests that rules have 
proliferated in the last two millennia, 
creating a “cat’s cradle of complexity 
almost as complex as culture itself.” She 
argues that since Greco-Roman antiq-
uity, rules have taken three forms: tools of 
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remains firmly fixed on how policymak-
ers in the real world can shift their prior-
ities to move the United States and the 
rest of the world closer to the realization 
of unifying human ideals.
 

The Downfall of the American Order?
edited by peter j. katzenstein 
and jonathan kirshner. Cornell 
University Press, 2022, 246 pp.

This engaging collection of essays brings 
distinguished scholars of political econ-
omy together to explore the changing 
faces of economic liberalism within the 
U.S.-led postwar international order. 
Kirshner considers the role of Keynesian 
ideas in the postwar efforts to find a “third 
way” between unfettered markets and 
planned economies. Mark Blyth offers a 
revisionist account of the establishment 
of the initial U.S.-led order between 
World War II and the 1970s, stressing 
not the farsighted power of planners in 
Washington but accidents and improvi-
sations driven by Cold War imperatives. 
Rawi Abdelal makes the provocative 
argument that the neoliberalism that 
came to the fore in the 1980s was the 
work of European thinkers, not Amer-
ican ones, and that it ushered in growth 
and prosperity in the global South even 
as it generated economic inequality and 
financial instability in the North. Kat-
zenstein offers trenchant observations on 
the complexity and contingency of the 
evolution of liberalism in all its varieties 
across the last century. The value of this 
volume is not in a shared judgment about 
the future of the U.S.-led international 
order but in the richness of the debate 
about how orders, liberal and otherwise, 
are shaped and reshaped.

Economic, Social,  
and Environmental
Barry Eichengreen

The Journey of Humanity: The Origins 
of Wealth and Inequality 
by oded galor. Dutton, 2022,  
304 pp.

To call this book ambitious is an 
understatement. The author 
offers a unified account of the 

development of living standards over 
the course of human history. Galor 
attributes the stagnation of incomes for 
99 percent of history to the Malthusian 
trap—to the tendency for populations 
to grow in response to technological 
progress that raises incomes, putting 
pressure on the land until living stan-
dards fall back to subsistence levels. 
But he also links the acceleration of 
technological progress to population 
growth, arguing that more people made 
for more inventors and more successful 
inventions. As technological progress 
accelerated, societies reached a tipping 
point. Parents realized that to succeed 
in a quickly changing world, their off-
spring had to be equipped with educa-
tion and skills to enable them to adapt; 
this expensive investment in children 
in turn required fertility control. From 
this point, population growth no longer 
responded positively to technological 
progress, and living standards took off. 
The argument ranges over the roles 
of culture, institutions, and genetics 
in economic development and under-
development. One need not agree 
with the author that his framework is 
entirely novel to be provoked.
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Streets of Gold: America’s Untold  
Story of Immigrant Success 
by ran abramitzky and leah 
boustan. PublicAffairs, 2022,  
256 pp.

In this scholarly yet engaging book, 
the authors synthesize more than a 
decade of their historical research on 
U.S. immigration, dispelling myths 
and discerning patterns. They com-
bine personal stories drawn from 
memoirs, secondary accounts, and 
other sources with careful data anal-
ysis. Abramitzky and Boustan helped 
pioneer the use of machine learning 
to link records and trace individuals 
across decennial population censuses 
and to harvest data from genealogical 
websites such as Ancestry.com. Putting 
these sources and methods to work, 
they establish that today’s immigrants 
to the United States continue to suc-
ceed economically to at least the same 
extent as those of earlier eras. Children 
of immigrants do even better econom-
ically than children of the native born. 
Immigrants erroneously seen as slow 
to assimilate (for instance, the Irish in 
the nineteenth century and Central 
Americans today) in fact assimilate the 
fastest. More surprising, immigrants 
rarely compete for jobs and success 
with native-born workers. They are a 
source of entrepreneurial and scien-
tific talent that benefits the country as 
a whole. This evidence-based analysis 
leads the authors to recommend less 
restrictive immigration policies.
 
 

 

Fixing the Climate: Strategies for an 
Uncertain World 
by charles f. sabel and david 
g. victor. Princeton University 
Press, 2022, 256 pp.

The climate crisis poses a problem of 
global collective action that govern-
ments have sought to address through 
high-level international negotiations. 
The resulting arrangements, such as the 
2015 Paris agreement, mandate compul-
sory reductions in emissions and require 
comprehensive plans for meeting those 
targets. The authors argue that these 
treaties are failing because they provide 
inadequate opportunity for initiative and 
experimentation at the subnational level. 
Since the route to successful emissions 
reduction is fundamentally uncertain, 
experimentation with different technol-
ogies and approaches is essential. Given 
that the best course is unknowable at the 
outset, successful strategies are likely to 
be developed locally and contextualized 
to local needs. Instead of insisting that 
all countries must endorse the details of 
a global agreement, like-minded gov-
ernments and firms should forge ahead 
with their own solutions. Sharing the 
results of their efforts —what works, what 
doesn’t—will then limit the costs and 
risks of adaptation to climate change, 
while trade taxes and reputational penal-
ties can bring reluctant governments and 
firms on board. The authors point to the 
1987 Montreal Protocol, which protects 
the ozone layer, as a successful example 
of this kind of experimental governance. 
Californians similarly might point 
to their state’s stringent fuel economy 
standards and to its plan for banning the 
internal combustion engine.
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Military, Scienti±c, 
and Technological
Lawrence D. Freedman

Fugitives: A History of Nazi 
Mercenaries During the Cold War
by danny orbach. Pegasus, 2022, 
400 pp.

Orbach has written a detailed, 
sobering, and absorbing 
account of the many ways 

in which ex-Nazis managed to lead 
comfortable and active lives after 
World War II. He begins with Gen-
eral Reinhard Gehlen, a former 
Wehr macht analyst, who used his 
trove of material on Soviet forces to 
start a new career running an intel-
ligence organization, first for the 
Americans and then later for West 
Germany. Gehlen drew on the Third 
Reich’s vehement anticommunism 
while shedding the rest of his Nazi 
baggage. Other former Nazis moved 
closer to Moscow, including as kgb 
agents who used Gehlen’s organiza-
tion to insert themselves into West 
German intelligence. Many never 
abandoned their anti-Semitism. One 
of the architects of the Holocaust, 
Alois Brunner, ended up in Damas-
cus, where he advised the regime of 
Hafez al-Assad on torture techniques 
and sought to avoid the fate of his 
former boss Adolf Eichmann, who 
was kidnapped by the Israelis in 1960 
while hiding in Argentina. Orbach 
includes some jaw-dropping stories 
of double dealing, espionage, and 
outright criminality. The book inev-
itably raises questions about those in 

the West who were happy to make 
use of these ex-Nazis without worry-
ing about their checkered pasts.

The Great War and the  
Birth of Modern Medicine
by thomas helling. Pegasus, 
2022, 496 pp.

It is one of the paradoxes of war that 
the enormous effort put into harming 
people often gives rise to medical break-
throughs and great strides in the treat-
ment of the wounded. This valuable and 
thoroughly interesting study, informed 
by the author’s own experience of mili-
tary surgery, contributes to the histories 
of both World War I and modern med-
icine. Helling shows how the horrors of 
war spurred medical research, including 
about how to address the effects of gas, 
reconstruct disfigured faces, use simple 
splints so that shattered limbs mended 
in ways that avoided later deformities, 
understand the psychology of “shell 
shock,” and deal with the influenza 
epidemic that began in 1918. It was not 
just new techniques that made the dif-
ference but also new infrastructure, as 
surgical facilities were moved closer to 
the frontlines so that soldiers could be 
treated as quickly as possible.

A Question of Standing:  
The History of the CIA 
by rhodri jeffreys-jones. 
Oxford University Press, 2022, 320 pp.

Jeffreys-Jones, who has been studying 
the trials and tribulations of the cia for 
many years, provides a concise, informed, 
and thoughtful history of the agency.  
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Intelligence agencies will never fully sat-
isfy their political masters because some 
important events simply cannot be antic-
ipated. The cia has had the additional 
problem of being responsible for covert 
operations. The exposure of such opera-
tions and consequential embarrassment 
(perhaps most famously in the Bay of 
Pigs debacle in 1961) has given the cia an 
unwelcome reputation for torture, assas-
sinations, and coups. It can be tempting 
to treat the agency’s history as a succes-
sion of scandals, awkward revelations, 
and official investigations—a “legacy of 
ashes,” as the journalist Tim Weiner has 
dubbed it. Jeffreys-Jones’s approach is 
more balanced, addressing such issues as 
“excessive Ivy League influence” and lack 
of diversity in the agency. He notes that 
much of the cia’s influence depends on 
its relationship with the sitting admin-
istration. For the system to work best, 
the cia’s director must have access to the 
president and be given the autonomy to 
present uncomfortable assessments while 
resisting politically convenient claims—a 
task the agency has often failed to accom-
plish, perhaps most significantly in the 
run-up to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq.

A Continent Erupts: Decolonization, 
Civil War, and Massacre in Postwar 
Asia, 1945–1955 
by ronald h. spector. Norton, 
2022, 560 pp.

After the Japanese surrender in World 
War II in August 1945, European pow-
ers reclaimed their former colonies in 
Asia, failing to appreciate how much their 
return would be resented and resisted. 
The world is still living with the con-
sequences of this complacency and the 

violent conflicts it triggered. In this 
compelling account, Spector combines 
meticulous research with lively writing 
to describe these extraordinary bloody 
conflicts, as the Dutch struggled to hold 
on to Indonesia, the French to Indo-
china, and the British, more successfully, 
to Malaya. The United States became 
involved in Asia to check the growth of 
communism (especially in the wake of 
Mao Zedong’s victory over the national-
ists in China in 1949), culminating in the 
decision to defend South Korea from the 
North’s invasion in the summer of 1950. 
Washington viewed matters through a 
Cold War lens, neglecting the strong 
anticolonial currents rippling through 
the upheavals of the time. By 1955, the 
end of Spector’s period of investigation, 
most of the old colonies had won their 
independence, and the Korean War was 
over with the seemingly indelible parti-
tion of the peninsula.

«e United States
Jessica T. Mathews

Laboratories Against Democracy:  
How National Parties Transformed 
State Politics
by jacob grumbach. Princeton 
University Press, 2022, 288 pp.

In 1932, Supreme Court Justice 
Louis Brandeis labeled the 50 U.S. 
states “laboratories of democracy,” 

where new policies could be incubated, 
tested, and spread to other states. 
Grumbach uses masses of mostly 
quantitative data to take a new look at 
this widely held belief and concludes 
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that, if anything, the opposite is now 
true: state governments have become, 
in the author’s phrasing, “laboratories 
against democracy.” In today’s deeply 
partisan environment, state govern-
ments are often dominated by one of 
the two national parties. In theory, law-
makers at the state level should be closer 
to their constituents and therefore more 
responsive to their needs. In practice, 
this doesn’t hold. Voters pay even less 
attention to state elections than they do 
to ones at the federal level, allowing the 
choice of poorly prepared and extreme 
candidates and policy outcomes that 
are increasingly divorced from public 
opinion. (Bans on abortions passed by 
many states this summer are an obvious 
case in point.) Worse still, because states 
exert constitutional authority over elec-
tion rules, many Republican-controlled 
states bent on suppressing Democratic 
voter turnout have become a threat to 
American democracy writ large. Grum-
bach concludes that in the interest of 
democracy and justice, the roles of state 
and local government should be reduced 
over the long term.

America’s Great-Power Opportunity: 
Revitalizing U.S. Foreign Policy 
to Meet the Challenges of Strategic 
Competition
by ali wyne. Polity, 2022, 224 pp.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and China’s 
threats over the future of Taiwan under-
line the increasingly widespread view 
that U.S. foreign policy must return to 
the familiar realm of great-power com-
petition. The “opportunity” in Wyne’s 
somewhat misleading title is the oppor-
tunity not to accept that paradigm. 

Great-power competition, he points 
out, is a phenomenon, not a frame-
work: a description rather than a useful 
blueprint for policy. It dictates a posture 
that is inherently reactive, which would 
“cede the strategic initiative” to China 
and Russia and lure the United States 
into geopolitical detours tangential to 
its true national interests. Instead, the 
United States should build an “affirma-
tive vision” based on its various competi-
tive advantages (including its geography, 
ability to attract immigrants, strong cur-
rency, and numerous allies) that recog-
nizes how much the world has changed 
in recent decades through globaliza-
tion and the emergence of transnational 
threats that demand urgent collabora-
tion. Wyne does not attempt to describe 
in any detail what such a policy might 
look like. But he makes a timely and 
compelling case that the United States 
should resist the temptation of simply 
reacting to the agendas and actions of 
other powers and instead pursue the 
more demanding but rewarding route 
of setting an independent course.

Social Media, Freedom of Speech, and 
the Future of Our Democracy 
edited by lee c. bollinger and 
geoffrey r. stone. Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2022, 448 pp.

The evolution of digital technology—
especially of social media—threatens 
the freedoms of speech and of the press 
enshrined in the First Amendment. In 
this elegant volume, equally valuable to 
specialists and lay readers, two lifelong 
scholars of First Amendment juris-
prudence gather an array of experts to 
explore the problems presented by digital  
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technology and their possible solu-
tions. The authors conclude that First 
Amendment law can adapt to this new 
technology as it has to new media 
in the past. Hate speech, conspiracy 
theories, and false and misleading 
information may be constitutionally  
protected, but placing limitations on 
the algorithms and artificial intelli-
gence used to amplify such speech 
would be “content neutral,” hence con-
stitutional. The authors also propose 
a way to modify, rather than revoke, 
the controversial Section 230 law 
that prevents online platforms from 
being held liable for the third-party 
content they publish. In the authors’ 
view, near-monopoly control by a few 
corporations, coupled with the sys-
tem’s “perverse incentives” to avoid 
developing responsible standards, 
pose “extraordinary risks” to democ-
racy. The rapid rate of technological 
change and the need for international 
coordination make workable regula-
tion extremely difficult to design, but 
responsible reform, the authors con-
clude, is both possible and necessary.

The Destructionists: The Twenty-five 
Year Crack-Up of the Republican Party 
by dana milbank. Doubleday, 
2022, 416 pp.

Partisans: The Conservative  
Revolutionaries Who Remade  
American Politics in the 1990s
by nicole hemmer. Basic Books, 
2022, 368 pp.

These two books cover much of the 
same history but merit individual atten-
tion. Both identify the 1990s as the key 

decade that spawned the Republican 
Party that exists today. Milbank com-
presses every awful political occur-
rence of the past quarter century into 
a page-turner that is both difficult to 
stomach and hard to put down. He 
traces Donald Trump’s prehistory to the 
Republican revolution of 1994 which 
made Newt Gingrich became Speaker 
of the House and indelibly changed the 
language—and soon the content—of 
politics. Gingrich identified one of the 
Republican Party’s “great problems” as 
insufficient nastiness and produced a 
memo that laid out the words Repub-
lican candidates should use to describe 
their Democratic opponents: “sick, 
corrupt, cheat, betray, lie, steal, greed, 
destroy, pathetic, bizarre, anti-family,” 
and so on. Political compromise with 
such a group was obviously out of the 
question: unyielding obstructionism was 
the course to follow.

Rather than trace Trumpism’s roots, 
Hemmer begins several decades ear-
lier by asking why the more moder-
ate doctrine of Reaganism collapsed 
so quickly after President Ronald 
Reagan left office in 1989. Anticom-
munism, she finds, was the glue that 
held the various strands of American 
conservatism together. With the end 
of the Cold War, traditional conser-
vatives and the New Right diverged, 
with the latter turning toward pop-
ulism and increasingly overt racism. 
Pat Buchanan is the central figure in 
this telling. In three presidential runs, 
Buchanan championed the strand of 
conservative politics that Trump later 
channeled in his “America first” slo-
gan, his opposition to nato, hostility 
to immigrants, and support for trade 
tariffs. This was Buchanan’s populist, 
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 xenophobic agenda with “few updates.” 
Hemmer focuses on the evolution of 
conservative views on key policies from 
isolationism to trade and on the crucial 
role of far-right media that sidelined 
mainstream Republicanism. Two weeks 
into the Barack Obama administration, 
the right-wing talk-show host Glenn 
Beck sensationally denounced the new 
president as a dictator: “We are really, 
truly stepping beyond socialism, and 
we’re starting to look at fascism.” As the 
narrative nears recent years, Hemmer’s 
account and Milbank’s converge in a 
similar retelling of the anger, grievance, 
nativism, anti-elitism, and conspiracy 
that Trump recognized and exploited. 

honed their ability to speak in public, and 
triumphed over their peers in cutthroat 
schoolboy politics. Also, whether born 
to it or not, they learned how to wear 
white tie, speak with a proper accent, 
and break rules with a witty insouciance 
that signaled unquestioned upper-class 
privilege. Once at Oxford, they eschewed 
the study of the natural and social sci-
ences in favor of English, constitutional 
history, and classics—subjects whose 
obvious lack of practical utility further 
cemented their social distinction and 
whose ease allowed them to fake their 
way through tutorials without sharpen-
ing analytical skills or spending hours 
reading. Instead, they frequented the 
Oxford Union, a venerable institution 
of which Johnson was president. At its 
parliamentary-style debates, they per-
fected the arts of manipulating arcane 
procedures, stabbing fellow students in 
the back, and, above all, making others 
laugh, which allowed them to triumph 
over those who came armed with facts, 
analysis, and a sense of public purpose. 
Three decades later, the result is an expe-
rienced cohort of superficially eccentric 
yet in fact resolutely reactionary leaders 
whose ability to appeal to both wealthy 
interests and popular prejudices has been 
honed to a fine edge. Theirs may be the 
last generation of such Oxford Tories, 
yet their policies may well influence the 
United Kingdom for generations.

Salazar: The Dictator Who Refused to Die 
by tom gallagher. Hurst, 2020, 
360 pp.

In this book, a British academic expert 
on Portugal seeks to salvage the reputa-
tion of António Salazar, the autocrat who 

Western Europe
Andrew Moravcsik

Chums: How a Tiny Caste of Oxford 
Tories Took Over the UK
by simon kuper. Profile Books, 
2022, 240 pp.

Most foreigners are perplexed 
by the flagrant air of diffi-
dence and dilettantism with 

which former British Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson and other contempo-
rary Brexiteers have ruled the United 
Kingdom. According to this engaging 
and detailed book, their conduct reflects 
their upbringing. Since 1955, five Con-
servative prime ministers (and a sur-
prising number of their close associates) 
have attended Eton College and then 
Oxford University. At Eton, most of 
them studied ancient languages, read 
nostalgic tales of the British Empire, 
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ruled the country from 1932 to 1968. Few 
would quibble with the first half of the 
author’s argument: rather than being a 
totalitarian, Salazar was a conservative. 
His rule was milder than that of contem-
poraries such as Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, 
and Franco. He engaged in only modest 
domestic repression, sought no territorial 
expansion, remained neutral in World 
War II, and took the side of the West 
in the Cold War. He wore no uniform, 
proposed no radical ideology, eschewed 
cults of personality, avoided mobilizing 
the masses, and lived a restrained and 
apparently incorrupt personal life. Some 
may balk, however, at the second half of 
the argument, namely that Salazar was a 
“benevolent autocrat,” an interpretation 
that overlooks his suppression of mul-
tiparty democracy, his support for the 
Catholic Church’s socially reactionary 
values, and his disinterest in economic 
development as long as the government 
budget remained in balance. The book 
also dismisses as insignificant Salazar’s 
stubborn (and overtly racist) decision to 
defend the remains of Portugal’s empire. 
Yet today Portugal is a stable democracy 
where a recent poll found that its citizens 
consider Salazar the greatest leader the 
country has ever had. Gallagher invites 
readers to wonder whether, in the end, 
Portugal’s slow and cautious road to 
democracy might have been for the best.

Do Elections (Still) Matter?: Mandates, 
Institutions, and Policy in Western Europe 
by emiliano grossman and 
isabelle guinaudeau. Oxford 
University Press, 2022, 224 pp. 

Many citizens of European countries, 
notably those on the far right and left, 

believe that elections are meaning-
less. Politicians make promises, but 
no matter who wins, shadowy elites 
and self-serving politicians collude 
or produce gridlock. This rigorous 
and data-rich study of five European 
countries draws a less cynical conclu-
sion. Although the leaders of victo-
rious political parties cannot simply 
impose their preferred policies, their 
electoral promises do shape political 
priorities during their time in gov-
ernment. In multiparty proportional 
representation systems, such as those 
in Denmark, France, Germany, and 
Italy that accord some political rep-
resentation on the basis of votes cast 
(and not simply seats won), import-
ant issues command focused atten-
tion from small groups of voters, who 
demand action. Ironically, opposition 
parties often play a critical role in this 
process of translating election promises 
into action, because they gain advan-
tage by mobilizing those small groups 
to punish the government for its fail-
ure to deliver on its promises. The 
United Kingdom, however, emerges 
as an exception: British parties do not 
keep their promises. The first-past-
the-post electoral system suppresses 
the distinct ideological identities of 
the major parties as politicians must 
try to win a broad electorate; they can 
afford to ignore the niche inclinations 
of small groups, whose particular inter-
ests have little hope of finding politi-
cal representation. In such a system, 
opposition parties cannot score points 
by appealing to small groups and are 
therefore less able to hold their rivals 
to account. This dynamic helps explain 
not just the widespread perception of 
some recent British governments as 
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arbitrary and unpredictable but per-
haps also the increasingly disillusioned 
attitude of voters in the world’s other 
prominent majoritarian political sys-
tem: the United States.

Foreign States in Domestic Markets: 
Sovereign Wealth Funds and the West 
by mark thatcher and tim 
vlandas. Oxford University Press, 
2022, 192 pp.

Rising economic interdependence 
within a neoliberal global economy is 
often believed to be undermining the 
power of sovereign states. These authors 
respond that, in fact, states are in many 
respects more active than ever. Over the 
past 20 years, for example, massive state-
run sovereign wealth funds based in Asia 
and the Middle East have, often acting 
at the direction of their governments, 
purchased or invested in many leading 
financial, retail, sports, media, industry, 
and technology companies in the United 
States and Europe. One might have 
expected a hostile reaction to efforts by 
figures from nondemocratic countries 
such as China, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, 
and the United Arab Emirates to buy 
into Western economies. Yet most in the 
West have welcomed such state invest-
ment. The only major country to enact 
laws discriminating against these foreign 
entities, thereby limiting their presence, 
is the United States. Despite their patina 
of political science jargon, the four case 
studies in this book offer basic data and 
succinct analysis of recent policies on 
this issue—which is sure to loom large 
as Western democracies ponder how 
to respond to the rising geoeconomic 
power of their global competitors.

The New Atlantic Order: The 
Transformation of International 
Politics, 1860-1933 
by patrick o. cohrs. Cambridge 
University Press, 2022, 1,112 pp.

This magisterial work focuses on the 
failure to prevent World War II. Realists 
and liberal defenders of the League of 
Nations have long contended that after 
World War I, France, the United King-
dom, and, above all, the United States 
should have formed a military alliance 
to contain Germany. Cohrs advances 
a less well-known argument. In his 
view, any European order based solely 
on military containment was doomed 
unless it addressed the deeper sources 
of all European conflicts from 1850 to 
the present: diverging claims of national 
self-determination, opposing economic 
and financial interests, and intense ideo-
logical strife between the political right, 
left, and center. Not enough was done at 
Versailles—and, the author sometimes 
seems to suggest, not enough could 
possibly have been done—to resolve 
these matters in ways that would have 
lent the settlement a critical measure of 
domestic and international legitimacy. 
This failure encouraged nondemocratic 
revisionist powers (notably, but not only, 
Hitler’s Germany) to make intractable 
demands, such as to revise the Treaty of 
Versailles and to restore lost territory, 
with fatal consequences for the post-
war peace. Although this account owes 
much to classic works by the economist 
John Maynard Keynes and the sociol-
ogist Max Weber, among others, its 
sweeping synthesis and grounding in 
primary sources makes an impressive 
thousand-page read.
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Globalizing Patient Capital:  
The Political Economy of Chinese 
Finance in the Americas  
by stephen b. kaplan. Cam-
bridge University Press, 2021, 390 pp. 

Drawing on his academic expertise and 
his practical experience as a researcher 
at the Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York, Kaplan presents an in-depth, 
carefully reasoned assessment of the 
sudden burst in Chinese lending to 
Latin American governments. Some 
critics allege that China surreptitiously 
seeks to lure vulnerable countries into 
debt traps, but Kaplan emphasizes how 
Chinese state banks are working to 
export what they perceive as their suc-
cessful state-led development model 
while creating fresh business oppor-
tunities for large state-owned enter-
prises. In contrast to capitalist banking, 
Chinese lenders offer long-term loans 
that better fit the development needs 
of Latin America; less concerned 
with the near-term debt repayment 
capabilities of loan recipients, patient 
Chinese lenders don’t seek to impose 
intrusive macroeconomic conditions 
on countries. But Chinese banks do 
seek assurances by demanding col-
lateral in commodity exports and by 
tying credits to purchases of Chinese 
industrial products and sometimes 
even by requiring a Chinese work-
force for local projects. Kaplan advises 
Latin American governments to push 
back against Chinese procurement 
demands, to insist on greater trans-
parency in project contracts, and to 
mitigate future debt burdens through 
alternative forms of financing, includ-
ing direct foreign investment.

Western Hemisphere
Richard Feinberg

A Small State’s Guide to  
Influence in World Politics 
by tom long. Oxford University 
Press, 2022, 240 pp.  

Building on his seminal 2015 
work, Latin America Confronts 
the United States, Long per-

suasively presses his case that smaller 
states, with creative leadership, can 
often successfully defend their national 
interests in contests with bigger ones. 
He urges his scholarly colleagues to 
redefine international relations studies 
by stretching beyond the interactions 
of great powers to focus on the many 
smaller states that light up the geo-
political firmament. Deploying some 
20 illustrative country studies, Long 
outlines the key variables that smaller 
states must consider in designing win-
ning bargaining strategies: which pol-
icy issues matter in dueling countries, 
the extent of policy divergence between 
them, and the cohesion among elites 
in great powers. Smaller polities can 
be ambitious but must admit the very 
real constraints imposed by asymme-
tries of power and by global norms and 
institutions. Long’s success stories in 
Latin America include Panama gain-
ing control over its canal at the end 
of the twentieth century and, more 
recently, El Salvador negotiating with 
the United States over military facili-
ties and Bolivia bargaining with neigh-
boring Brazil over natural gas. 
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Escaping the Governance Trap: Economic 
Reform in the Northern Triangle 
by neil shenai. Palgrave Pivot, 
2022, 175 pp. 
 
Security and Illegality in Cuba’s  
Transition to Democracy 
by vidal romero. Tamesis, 2021, 
174 pp.

Two books seek ways to ward off chaos 
in Central America and the Caribbean. 
Shenai, a former U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment official responsible for Central 
America, has written a thoughtful 
study of the vexing problems plaguing 
the countries of the Northern Triangle: 
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. 
Loyal to his Treasury training, Shenai 
makes the case for structural economic 
reforms such as improving tax collec-
tion, reducing barriers to legitimate 
commerce, and expanding the access 
of citizens to financial instruments. If 
combined with enhanced public-sector 
accountability and financial integrity, 
these economic reforms could lead to 
virtuous cycles of more rapid economic 
growth, renewed trust in government 
institutions, and stronger, more effi-
cacious development. Recognizing 
that reform-minded forces in Central 
America confront entrenched vested 
interests, Shenai calls on the United 
States—along with Canada, Mexico, 
and international financial institu-
tions—to actively engage when domes-
tic constituencies eager for reform gain 
sway. Shenai’s hopeful policy recom-
mendations are broadly in line with 
those of the Biden administration’s 

“root causes” strategy for reducing 
immigration from the Northern 
Triangle. Fixing Central America is 
a complex generational project, and 
Shenai urges patience even as he rec-
ognizes that many politicians, in the 
region and in Washington, inevitably 
search for quick fixes.

Romero, a Mexican political sci-
entist, fears that Cuba, a decaying 
socialist state, could descend into the 
gang-infested criminality and corrup-
tion that haunt the nearby Northern 
Triangle. Currently, the Cuban gov-
ernment guarantees public security 
while tolerating a culture of illegal-
ity characterized by petty corruption 
in the public sector and widespread 
black markets. Romero imagines a dis-
turbing future wherein an inefficient 
bureaucratic state allows a degree of 
economic liberalization only to open 
the floodgates to international crimi-
nal organizations; the consequent tur-
moil prompts popular demands for an 
even more authoritarian government. 
To escape this nightmare scenario, 
Romero proposes preemptive mea-
sures remarkably similar to those the 
Biden administration and the inter-
national community are now urging 
for the Northern Triangle: enhancing 
public-sector transparency, combat-
ing money laundering, incorporating 
informal entrepreneurs into the legal 
economy, and constructing positive, 
independent civic organizations. He 
adds that Cuba should be admitted to 
international financial institutions to 
receive assistance in building compet-
itive markets and pursuing progressive 
governance reform.
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Unsettled Land: From Revolution to 
Republic, the Struggle for Texas 
by sam w. haynes. Basic Books, 
2022, 496 pp. 

Haynes delivers a powerful counter-
narrative to the traditional founda-
tional myths about the defense of the 
Alamo and the origins of Texas: the 
shopworn narrative of a heroic Amer-
ican resistance overcoming Mexican 
despotism. In so doing, he proposes 
another myth: a pre-independence, 
Mexico-ruled multicultural province 
where English speakers, Hispanics, 
indigenous tribes, and freed Blacks 
coexisted in relative harmony. For all 
these groups, apart from white males, 
independence for Texas in 1836 and 
then its incorporation into the United 
States as a state in 1845 resulted not 
in liberation but in a devastating loss 
of liberty. Haynes enriches this revi-
sionism with the histories of embat-
tled indigenous tribes (some native to 
the region, others recently arrived), 
all tragic victims of a purposeful, 
blood-soaked ethnic cleansing per-
petrated by whites. Endemic political 
chaos in Mexico City and an under-
funded and poorly led Mexican mili-
tary allowed Texas, with a population 
of under 100,000 (only some 30,000 
of whom were Anglo-Americans), to 
win independence from Mexico, with 
a population of some eight million 
people. Haynes’s riveting tale of the 
state’s violent, intolerant, color-coded 
history reverberates in the radical 
politics of today’s increasingly radical 
Texas Republican Party.

Infinite Country: A Novel 
by patricia engel. Avid Reader 
Press, 2021, 256 pp. 

Engel’s unstated premise is that 
national borders are artificial, illegit-
imate boundaries and that enduring 
family love and human compassion 
should outweigh restrictive, often 
brutal immigration laws. She wraps 
her worldview in a poignant if at 
times overwrought tale, threaded 
with Andean mythologies, of three 
generations of urban, working-class 
Colombians who overcome social 
barriers and personal flaws to finally 
reunite in their new homeland, the 
northeastern United States. Bur-
nishing her progressive credentials, 
Engel, a dual U.S.-Colombian citi-
zen, insists on leavening her heroes’ 
achievements with sharp if famil-
iar criticisms of the depreciated 
American dream. In describing the 
heartbreak of family separations and 
betrayals across generations, Engel’s 
style lies between the lyricism of 
the prolific Chilean novelist Isabel 
Allende and the deeper erudition of 
the younger Mexican writer Vale-
ria Luiselli. Tellingly, Engel fails to 
consider the route to redemption 
suggested, albeit through a form of 
magical realism, in Disney’s block-
buster film Encanto: namely, that 
internally displaced persons, rather 
than venture across international 
borders, can find safer havens within 
their Colombian homeland, rich in 
natural beauty, community solidarity, 
and economic opportunities. 
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Eastern Europe 
and Former Soviet 
Republics
Maria Lipman

Ripe for Revolution: Building Socialism 
in the Third World 
by jeremy friedman. Harvard 
University Press, 2022, 368 pp. 

Many developing countries 
that had liberated them-
selves from Western, cap-

italist rulers in the twentieth century 
were naturally drawn to socialism. 
Friedman’s impressive study, which 
spans several decades and five coun-
tries—Angola, Chile, Indonesia, Iran, 
and Tanzania—is devoted to “the trial 
and error” of postcolonial socialist proj-
ects in these places. China, the Soviet 
Union, and other communist coun-
tries tried to guide these initiatives, but 
they found that promoting an ideology 
based on class was almost impossible 
in societies where social relations were 
often defined by race. Friedman points 
out that citizens in newly independent 
countries frequently saw the Soviets 
as “whites”—that is, the same as their 
former imperialist oppressors. And 
although militant atheism remained 
the cornerstone of communist ideol-
ogy, the Soviets had to learn to regard 
Islam as a positive force in national 
liberation movements in countries 
such as Indonesia and Iran. The com-
munist mentors also grappled with 
the independent ambitions of their 
protégés, such as Julius Nyerere, the 
first president of Tanzania, who firmly 

insisted that his country was building 
its own kind of socialism and would 
not become a client of either China 
or the Soviet Union, despite relying 
on their economic aid and expert 
assistance. Although the pursuit of 
socialism in the global South generally 
ended in failure, Friedman argues that 
it left lasting legacies across Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America.

Strategic Uses of Nationalism and 
Ethnic Conflict: Interest and Identity in 
Russia and the Post-Soviet Space 
by pal kolsto. Edinburgh  
University Press, 2022, 294 pp.

Fluid Russia: Between the Global and the 
National in the Post-Soviet Era 
by vera michlin-shapir.  
Northern Illinois University Press, 
2021, 264 pp. 

Two books explore the evolution of 
Russian national identity in recent 
decades. Kolsto’s in-depth study looks 
at the intricacies of nationalism in the 
post-Soviet space, from perestroika in 
the late 1980s to the Russian annexation 
of Crimea and the war in the Donbas 
in 2014. As the Soviet Union disinte-
grated, leaders of the newly independent 
states promptly switched from cham-
pioning communism to embracing 
ethnic nationalism. In Russia, however, 
national identity remained vague, and 
the term “Russianness” was ambiguous 
and politically charged. On the one 
hand, Russia was (and remains) a mul-
tiethnic nation comprising two dozen 
ethnic territories, some of them ethnoc-
racies in their own right. On the other 
hand, “Russianness” was not confined 
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to Russia’s borders: the government and 
the people alike tend to claim that their 
neighbors, Ukrainians and Belarusians, 
are mere subgroups of a larger Russian 
nation, and self-identified ethnic Rus-
sians live across the post-Soviet space. 
Kolsto’s thorough analysis portrays 
Russian identity as an entanglement 
of the imperial and the ethnic. The 
annexation of Crimea in 2014 was uni-
versally applauded in Russia, including 
by ethno nationalists who used to crit-
icize Putin for neglecting the interests 
of ethnic Russians. They subsequently 
condemned Putin, however, for not 
going all the way to Kyiv in what they 
saw as a betrayal of their Russian kin 
in Ukraine. With his new invasion 
of Ukraine, Putin has suppressed his 
ethno nationalist opponents and fully 
appropriated the broad nationalist cause. 

Michlin-Shapir posits, contrary to 
many scholars, that the blurred char-
acter of Russian national identity—its 
“fluid Russianness,” variably about lan-
guage, culture, ethnicity, citizenship, 
and residence—is neither abnormal nor 
a source of crisis. The collapse of habit-
ual social routines and the withdrawal 
of the state from people’s lives following 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union 
left Russians confused and disoriented. 
But it was not simply the destruction 
of the Soviet state that shook Rus-
sians. Michlin-Shapir emphasizes that 
there was another, more common fac-
tor at play: postcommunist Russia was 
exposed to the forces of globalization. 
The experience of freedom of move-
ment, the free flow of information 
and capital, and a fast-changing social 
environment produced in Russia a frag-
mented national identity and a sense of 
insecurity, familiar to many societies 

in the globalized West. Putin worked 
to instill a sense of stability and secu-
rity among Russians after becoming 
president in 2000 but, Michlin-Shapir 
writes, his attempts to grant his people 
a unified identity proved unsuccessful 
because “he never isolated Russia from 
the global world.” Soon after her book 
was published, the invasion of Ukraine 
led to Russia’s radical deglobalization, 
demonstrating how even the most 
insightful analysis may be tested by the 
heinous actions of a dictator.

 

Soviet Nightingales:  
Care Under Communism 
by susan grant. Cornell  
University Press, 2022, 336 pp.

Grant delves into a fascinating yet 
understudied topic: the history of 
nursing in the Soviet Union. The 
pre-revolutionary Sisters of Mercy 
were strongly associated with religious 
virtue but became increasingly secular-
ized and professionalized during World 
War I. After the Bolshevik revolution 
in 1917, these nurses were reinvented as 
Soviet medical workers. Any religious 
connections were banned, and political 
instruction became an indispensable 
element of nursing education. In 1920, 
the Sisters of Mercy became simply 
known as “sisters.” Grant emphasizes 
the incongruity between the brutal 
reality of the communist regime and its 
inexorable demand—even during Sta-
lin’s Great Terror—that nurses be kind, 
caring, and devoted to their patients. 
The government took very seriously 
patients’ complaints about neglect 
or callousness on the part of nurses. 
Meanwhile, nurses suffered low wages, 
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long shifts, and a chronic shortage of 
housing and often worked in dismal 
conditions without running water or 
functioning sewage systems. Grant 
admits that some of these problems 
also troubled nurses in Western coun-
tries, but even by the end of its exis-
tence, in 1991, the Soviet Union had 
not improved the lot of these workers.

Central Peripheries: Nationhood  
in Central Asia
by marlene laruelle.  
UCL Press, 2021, 264 pp. 

Laruelle, a prolific expert on post- 
Soviet Central Asia, compiles ten 
updated essays on nationalist ideolo-
gies in the post-Soviet era. The oldest 
of the essays here—a 2007 paper posit-
ing the resurgence of pagan Tengrism, 
the old Turko-Mongolic religion of 
the Eurasian steppes, as a rival for 
Islam—admittedly feels a bit dated; 
Islam still dominates in all Central 
Asian republics. Fortunately, the rest 
of the book offers a stronger introduc-
tion to Laruelle’s important work. One 
highlight is her alarming study of the 
embrace of “Aryanism” in Tajikistan, 
where President Emomali Rahmon 
dubbed 2006 “The Year of Aryan Civ-
ilization” and Tajik historians proposed 
that their “Aryan” ancestors embarked 
on a civilizing mission against neigh-
boring Turkic nomads. Another is her 
incisive survey of Soviet ethnography, 
in which she connects Soviet forms 
of “race science” to the ethnic chau-
vinism endorsed by some post-Soviet 
regimes. The volume’s second half uses 
case studies from Kazakhstan to show 
how the country has at once embraced 

globalization as well as the kind of 
classical ethno  nationalism that glo-
balization is often presumed to under-
mine. Kazakh citizens are encouraged 
to engage with the world but to speak 
Kazakh at home, or else risk marginal-
ization. Ethnic minorities, meanwhile, 
have left the country in droves despite 
its post-Soviet prosperity.

jeff eden 

Middle East
Lisa Anderson

States of Subsistence: The Politics of 
Bread in Contemporary Jordan 
by josé ciro martínez. Stanford 
University Press, 2022, 368 pp. 

The nine million residents of 
Jordan consume ten mil-
lion loaves of the local flat 

khubz arabi a day, nearly all of it 
made with government-subsidized 
wheat. Martínez worked as a baker 
in Amman, accompanied government 
inspectors on their rounds, talked to 
customers, and visited bakeries from 
Aqaba to Ma’an. In this fascinating 
book, he reveals the extent to which 
the bread subsidy is intimately woven 
into the economic, social, and politi-
cal life of the kingdom. The Jordanian 
government did not always support 
this staple: the Ministry of Industry, 
Trade, and Supply and its subsidy were 
introduced in the mid-1970s; before 
that, as one of Martínez’s informants 
observed, “We used to feed ourselves.” 
As bread-making moved from the  
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family hearth to the neighborhood bak-
ery, bread became both an essential staple 
and a symbol of state authority. Decades 
of economic liberalization, however, 
have left the Jordanian welfare state in 
tatters. As Martínez deftly shows, the 
public debates about bread—a universal 
demand in the Arab Spring uprisings—
illustrate both the state’s profound role 
in shaping national identity and its fad-
ing influence in popular understandings 
of political authority. As Martinez says, 
“The bread subsidy was never just about 
providing food.” It symbolized the mon-
archy’s patrimonial responsibility for its 
people, a role lost in neoliberalism’s cash 
transfers to low-income families.

Degrees of Dignity: Arab Higher 
Education in the Global Era
by elizabeth buckner.  
University of Toronto Press, 2021, 
264 pp.

A brisk, comprehensive look at univer-
sities in the Arab world, this book seeks 
to assess how well the institutions fulfill 
their missions. Buckner has lived and 
worked throughout the region, and she 
puts to good use her understanding of a 
variety of educational systems, including 
in Jordan, Morocco, Qatar, and Syria. 
Growing populations, shrinking gov-
ernment budgets, and increasing global 
competition have put a strain on minis-
tries of higher education in the region. 
Many governments have responded by 
authorizing the establishment of pri-
vate, sometimes for-profit institutions 
to operate beside the public universities 
that were established soon after many of 
these countries won independence in the 
twentieth century. Sometimes, these new 

private initiatives have absorbed some of 
the demand for university places, created 
healthy competition, and encouraged the 
introduction of novel curricula, partic-
ularly if they are affiliated with foreign 
institutions or offer instruction in foreign 
languages. But often they have failed in 
these tasks and poorly serve their fac-
ulty and students. Buckner argues that 
by framing education and research as 
technical issues—quantified in terms 
of graduation rates, citation frequencies, 
and institutional rankings—govern-
ments end up crippling universities and 
suppressing their intrinsically political, 
often subversive missions of fostering 
critical thinking, thoughtful research, 
and creative invention.
 

Black Markets and Militants:  
Informal Networks in the Middle East 
and Africa 
by khalid mustafa medani. 
Cambridge University Press, 2021, 
426 pp.

In this dense, deeply researched, and 
edifying volume, Medani takes on 
the vexed question of how Islamist 
political movements use informal 
financial networks in recruiting and 
sustaining their members. He draws 
on an unusual and remarkably fruitful 
comparison of the Islamists of Egypt, 
Somalia, and Sudan, starting in the 
1980s. That decade witnessed the rapid 
expansion of migrant labor to the Gulf 
and the parallel growth of remittances 
sent home by migrant workers. The 
elaborate informal mechanisms for 
transferring money were shaped by, 
and in turn reinforced, networks of 
clan, tribal, and religious affiliation. 
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New private banks and other finan-
cial institutions helped strengthen an 
Islamist bourgeoisie in Egypt and an 
Islamist military elite in Sudan. In the 
1990s, an economic downturn in the 
region limited the capacity of states to 
manage the economy and restrain local 
militant mobilization. Somalia’s state 
succumbed altogether; the regime in 
Egypt cracked down, pushing many 
moderate Islamists into the waiting 
arms of more militant groups; and 
Sudan staggered under the interna-
tional sanctions imposed on its Islamist 
government. Medani is particularly 
acute in describing the complexity of 
local politics in these countries. The 
utility of regional identities, clan links, 
and religious ties varied with fluctua-
tions not only of state policy but also 
of global business cycles.

Reaching for the Heights: The Inside 
Story of a Secret Attempt to Reach a 
Syrian-Israeli Peace 
by frederic hof. U.S. Institute of 
Peace Press, 2022, 216 pp. 

In the early years of the Obama admin-
istration, Hof led a U.S. attempt to 
secure a peace treaty between Israel 
and Syria. The effort foundered in 
2011 when Syrian President Bashar al- 
Assad’s bloody crackdown on peace-
ful protesters horrified U.S. officials 
and sank the negotiations. It is not 
clear, however, that the process, which 
was shot through with flaws, would 
have succeeded in any event. U.S. 
President Barack Obama’s National 
Security Council seems to have mis-
taken Israeli-Palestinian negotiations 
for a comprehensive settlement to the 

region’s troubles, and neglected the 
Syrian track. Syria appears to have 
entertained the discussions largely 
to improve relations with the United 
States. And the Israeli government 
was alternately tempted by and skep-
tical about the prospects for a separate 
peace. Hof himself concedes that it 
was “an American-facilitated beating 
of Iran and Hezbollah,” Syria’s prin-
cipal allies, that motivated his “inter-
est in mediating peace.” In the event, 
no party got what it hoped for. The 
U.S. administration came away look-
ing indecisive and ineffectual, and 
Hof was disappointed and chastened. 
Refreshingly self-critical, Hof faults 
himself for not understanding the 
ways of Washington, torn between its 
self-appointed roles as honest broker 
and global hegemon.

All Necessary Measures? The United 
Nations and International Intervention 
in Libya 
by ian martin. Hurst, 2022, 224 pp.

Martin, a un Special Representative to 
Libya from 2011 to 2012, has produced 
a judicious, thoughtful analysis of inter-
national involvement in Libya during 
and immediately after the 2011 upris-
ing against Libyan President Muammar 
al-Qaddafi in Libya. This book com-
bines the perspective of an insider with 
the acuity of a seasoned practitioner and 
analyst. Martin painstakingly weighs 
the pros and cons of the nato interven-
tion in 2011, concluding that “a smooth 
path to a modern democratic state” 
was not possible. At the same time, he 
argues that outside powers must bear 
much of the blame for the country’s  
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collapse into civil war: the United States 
advocated for and supported the nato 
operation but refused to take responsi-
bility for it; European countries worked 
at cross-purposes; and the un was 
hamstrung by coordination challenges. 
Martin acknowledges but plays down 
one of the most destructive features of 
the international involvement: within 
days of the imposition of an interna-
tional arms embargo on Libya, at least 
half a dozen countries began sending 
arms and military personnel to aid an 
uprising they did not understand. This 
support continued long after Tripoli fell 
and contributed mightily to the coun-
try’s plunge into civil war.

Asia and Paci±c
Andrew J. Nathan

Line of Advantage: Japan’s Grand 
Strategy in the Era of Abe Shinzo
BY MICHAEL J. GREEN. Columbia 
University Press, 2022, 328 pp.

Green knows Japanese foreign 
policy like few others. He 
argues that Shinzo Abe, who 

served as Japan’s prime minister from 
2006 to 2007 and again from 2012 to 
2020, reoriented Tokyo’s strategy in a 
way that will persist, despite his tragic 
assassination in July 2022. Proactive 
rather than reactive, he created the con-
cept of a “free and open Indo-Pacific” 
that became part of American think-
ing; strengthened military cooperation 
between the two allies; consolidated 
the quasi-alliance of Australia, India 
Japan, and the United States known 

as the Quad; and resuscitated Wash-
ington’s abandoned trans-Pacific trade 
pact in the form of the Comprehen-
sive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (which the 
United States has yet to rejoin). These 
initiatives reflected a “maritime and 
cosmopolitan” approach that aims to 
secure Japan’s access to the surrounding 
oceans on the basis of rule of law and 
free commercial transit. In Southeast 
Asia, Abe advanced a “values-oriented 
diplomacy” and positioned Japan as a 
trusted partner of countries seeking 
to hedge against China. At home, he 
embedded his vision in a strengthened 
security establishment. Despite its fail-
ure to bridge intractable differences 
with South Korea, Japan today “argu-
ably has the clearest conceptualization, 
consensus, and implementation of a 
grand strategy of any of the democra-
cies confronting Chinese hegemonic 
ambitions in the Indo-Pacific.” 

Spies and Lies: How China’s Greatest 
Covert Operations Fooled the World
by alex joske. Hardie Grant, 2022, 
272 pp.

America Second: How America’s Elites 
Are Making China Stronger 
by isaac stone fish. Knopf, 2022, 
288 pp. 

Two books consider the subtle and 
covert ways Beijing is seeking to spread 
its influence abroad. China’s Minis-
try of State Security (mss) engages in 
traditional spycraft, but unlike most 
countries’ intelligence agencies it also 
has a large portfolio of campaigns 
designed to influence opinion in the 
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West and among Chinese overseas 
communities. With prodigious dig-
ging on the Internet, Joske has been 
able to expose many of the ministry’s 
senior operatives and their achieve-
ments. A vice minister who worked 
under the pseudonym Yu Enguang 
charmed Westerners while serving as a 
journalist in London and Washington, 
created the China International Cul-
ture Exchange Center (whose mission 
was to “use culture to make friends” 
abroad), and infiltrated George Soros’s 
China Fund, which attempted to pro-
mote liberal reforms in China in the 
year and a half before the 1989 Tianan-
men crackdown. Zheng Bijian, known 
for the emollient concept of “China’s 
peaceful rise” (which he described 
in an article for this magazine), was 
not an mss employee but chaired an 
mss-created think tank called the 
China Reform Forum, which encour-
aged Western academics and officials 
to support engagement with China. 
The ministry’s Tenth Bureau infil-
trates overseas student and dissident 
groups; the Eleventh Bureau runs a 
foreign policy think tank that engages 
Western diplomats; the Twelfth 
Bureau manages front organizations 
designed to sway unwitting Western 
targets of influence—many of whom 
Joske identifies by name.

Stone Fish looks at Chinese influ-
ence operations from the side of the 
targets, naming numerous American 
consultants, chief executives, Holly-
wood big shots, and academics who 
have said and done things that China 
wants said or done, either for the sake 
of access or out of an idealistic sense 
of “friendship” cultivated by warm 
treatment from Chinese officials.  

He focuses especially on Henry 
Kissinger, whom Stone Fish accuses 
of “monetizing” his relationship with 
China by charging business executives 
for introductions to Chinese leaders 
after he left government service. Other 
major figures Stone Fish criticizes for 
falling victim to Chinese blandish-
ments include members of the Bush 
family, executives of the Disney cor-
poration, sports figures, and former 
U.S. President Jimmy Carter. Holly-
wood has bowed to tacit Chinese cen-
sorship to avoid being excluded from 
the enormous Chinese market. Many 
academics have steered clear of sensi-
tive topics or softened their language 
to avoid visa denials for themselves or 
trouble for their students. But it is hard 
to find purely disinterested discussions 
of China: those who have something 
valuable to say usually also have inter-
ests or need access. Many Westerners 
named in both these books could plau-
sibly argue that influence goes in both 
directions and that their contacts with 
China make their understanding of the 
country more, not less, well informed.

Ultimate Economic Conflict Between 
China and Democratic Countries: An 
Institutional Analysis
by c. y. c. chu, p. c. lee, c. c. lin, and 
c. f. lo. Routledge, 2022, 204 pp.

Four prominent legal and trade spe-
cialists from Taiwan argue that China 
should be seen not as a market econ-
omy that gets away with transgress-
ing international norms but as a dif-
ferent type of system that prospers 
under different rules. The authors use 
case studies of Chinese e-commerce  
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platforms, social media companies, 
corporate governance structures, anti-
trust legislation, and inbound and out-
bound investment practices to show 
that the Chinese system works through 
direct and indirect mechanisms of 
state guidance, subsidization, protec-
tion, and data control. These practices 
apply to both state and nominally pri-
vate large enterprises. Such a complex 
and well-functioning system could not 
be taken apart and reassembled into a 
Western-style market economy even if 
Chinese leaders wanted to—and they 
like their economic model the way it 
is. The authors suggest that instead of 
complaining about inequitable trading 
practices, market economies should cre-
ate a separate trading community out-
side the wto that implements market 
principles among themselves. But they 
acknowledge that this will be difficult, 
given the huge stakes that key Western 
companies have in China.

Coalitions of the Weak: Elite Politics 
in China from Mao’s Stratagem to the 
Rise of Xi 
by victor c. shih. Cambridge 
University Press, 2022, 232 pp.

In the last ten years of his life, Mao 
Zedong purged his senior colleagues 
and installed in high positions very 
young officials or those with check-
ered records. Shih is the first scholar to 
draw theoretical insight from this curi-
ous fact. He suggests that at moments 
of vulnerability, dictators may sur-
round themselves with “coalitions of 
the weak” to prevent challenges from 
powerful rivals. Mao’s successor, Deng 
Xiaoping, and his fellow elders fol-

lowed a similar strategy near the end 
of their lives, putting a weak group of 
leaders in place. Shih bases his narra-
tive of intricate factional strife on the 
biographies of Chinese elites, enabling 
him to assess who was strong and who 
was weak partly on the basis of how 
many connections each politician had 
generated with other ranking actors on 
his path to high office. Xi Jinping, who 
came to power with a strong personal 
network, was able to step into the post-
Deng power vacuum and start a new 
cycle of one-man control, backed by his 
own coalition of the weak.
 

We Uyghurs Have No Say: An 
Imprisoned Writer Speaks 
by ilham tohti. translated by 
yaxue cao, cindy carter, and 
matthew robertson. Verso, 
2022, 192 pp.

Tohti is the most famous of the hun-
dreds of Uyghur intellectuals impris-
oned by the Chinese state in its effort 
to destroy Uyghur culture and iden-
tity. In 2014, he was a professor at the 
Chinese government’s special univer-
sity for the study of ethnic minority 
issues when he was arrested and given 
a life sentence on the charge of “sepa-
ratism.” This selection of his writings 
shows what this separatism consisted 
of: bracingly honest analyses of the 
racism, discrimination, marginaliza-
tion, and coercive policies that shape 
Beijing’s treatment of the country’s 
55 recognized “national minorities”; 
nuanced analyses of the social tensions 
between Uyghurs and Han Chinese; 
and thoughtful recommendations for 
how to realize the promises of equal 

FAbook.indb   211 10/1/22   9:58 PM

https://bookshop.org/a/81876/9781009016513
https://bookshop.org/a/81876/9781839764042


Recent Books

212 foreign affairs

citizenship and minority cultural 
self-rule laid out in the Chinese con-
stitution and the Regional Ethnic 
Autonomy Law. Describing himself 
as a “Chinese patriot,” Tohti warned 
for years against a rising tide of “total-
itarian ethnonationalism,” until that 
tide swept him away.

Poverty and Pacif ication: The Chinese 
State Abandons the Old Working Class
by dorothy j. solinger. Row-
man & Littlefield, 2022, 332 pp.

Although the Chinese Commu-
nist Party has received much credit 
for “lifting millions out of poverty,” 
Solinger delves into how the party’s 
economic reforms have also left mil-
lions behind. Scholars have fixated 
on the lot of poor peasants, but she 
focuses on the urban poor created 
by the shuttering and privatizing of 
state-owned enterprise in the late 
1990s. Solinger argues that dibao, 
China’s social assistance program for 
the urban poor, is shaped by political 
motivations. It is designed to pacify 
its recipients rather than to lift them 
up. Based on outdated benchmarks, 
the minimum income guarantees 
condemn the urban poor to being a 
permanent underclass, offering a suf-
ficient threshold to both keep them 
silent and prevent them from becom-
ing upwardly mobile. The book obvi-
ously benefits from Solinger’s decades 
of experience studying this issue, evi-
denced in copious firsthand interview 
notes and government statistics, but 
it buries some of its key insights in 
the latter half. Solinger compares 
the Chinese case with those of other 

countries to reveal the irony of Chi-
na’s avowed “socialism with Chinese 
characteristics,” which, by neglecting 
the plight of the proletariat, shows 
that there is really nothing socialist 
about the party any longer.

lynette ong  

 

Africa
Nicolas van de Walle

To Catch a Dictator: The Pursuit and 
Trial of Hissène Habré
by reed brody. Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 2022, 296 pp.

Hissène Habré’s tenure as 
president of Chad lasted 
from 1982 to 1990 and was 

marked by large-scale human rights 
abuses. But well over a decade after 
he was deposed in a coup and exiled 
to Senegal, it seemed likely he would 
escape responsibility for his record in 
office. Brody, a longtime lawyer with 
Human Rights Watch, tells the story 
of how a broad coalition of human 
rights activists, lawyers, and victims of 
Habré’s violence conducted a 25-year 
campaign to bring the dictator to jus-
tice. The book makes for great read-
ing. Brody provides just enough detail 
of Habré’s grisly rule to sketch the 
extent of his human rights abuses but 
moves quickly to an engrossing blow-
by-blow account of the international 
campaign that began in 2000 and 
would end in a courtroom in Dakar 
in May 2016, when Habré was found 
guilty of rape, sexual slavery, and the 
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killing of over 40,000 citizens. He was 
sentenced to life in prison. Brody 
provides fascinating insights into the 
nature of such an international legal 
coalition, the larger-than-life per-
sonalities involved, and their inevi-
table arguments over tactics. 

Multiethnic Democracy: The Logic of 
Elections and Policymaking in Kenya
by jeremy Horowitz. Oxford 
University Press, 2022, 224 pp.

Conventional wisdom has it that in 
African countries such as Kenya, where 
the political salience of ethnicity is very 
strong, politicians will focus their cam-
paigns on narrow promises of mate-
rial benefits to their co-ethnic voters. 
This generalization is misleading on at 
least two counts, as Horowitz demon-
strates in an original study of the role 
of ethnicity in recent Kenyan elections. 
Appealing only to one’s co-ethnics will 
not generate a majority vote in Kenya, 
as no ethnic group can claim more than 
a fifth of the population; politicians 
have to appeal to other groups to win 
national and many subnational elec-
tions. In addition, plenty of evidence 
suggests that ethnic attachment is not 
the only motivation for voters, who are 
often driven more by economic consid-
erations than by the bonds of identity. 
Using carefully collected data on vot-
ers and on the dominant discourse in 
recent campaigns, Horowitz shows that 
Kenyan elections are fought over swing 
voters, who are typically not co-ethnics 
of any of the major candidates. Kenyan 
political leaders design their campaigns 
around broad, inclusive policy goals 
that will expressly appeal to all groups.  

Sharia, Inshallah: Finding God in 
Somali Legal Politics  
By mark fathi massoud.  
Cambridge University Press, 2021, 
372 pp.

Responding to those who claim that 
sharia fuels much of Somalia’s violence 
and political instability, Massoud argues 
that Islamic law instead holds the key to 
rebuilding the political order in the coun-
try. He points out that sharia is invoked 
to justify misogyny and human rights 
abuses but that it has also been used to 
advocate for gender equity and democ-
racy. He argues that it is not sharia but 
struggles over the legal system that have 
been the main source of contention and 
conflict going back to the beginning of 
the colonial era. Two noteworthy chap-
ters discuss this history in which succes-
sive national states grappled with how to 
integrate Western jurisprudence and both 
customary law and sharia. Massoud views 
the conflicts that led to the collapse of the 
central state in 1991 as the logical contin-
uation of these earlier debates about the 
legal underpinnings of the Somali state. 
The book is vague on how the principles 
of sharia can in practice reconstruct an 
organic and stable legal order, although 
Massoud appears to view the breakaway 
state of Somaliland as a potential model of 
how the right kind of sharia could emerge.

The Inheritors: An Intimate Portrait of 
South Africa’s Racial Reckoning 
by eve fairbanks. Simon & 
Schuster, 2022, 416 pp.

In this often moving but sometimes 
rambling narrative, Fairbanks assesses 
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the legacy of apartheid in South 
Africa through portraits of a handful 
of individuals and the people around 
them. She tells these stories ably, and a 
picture emerges of a South Africa bat-
tling various demons inherited from 
the institutionalized racism that ben-
efited the white minority for a cen-
tury. Blacks tend to be disappointed 
by the slow progress the country has 
made in eliminating social and eco-
nomic inequalities, whereas whites are 
adjusting to their sense of their dimin-
ished status in a new order, rather 
oblivious to how they have retained 
much of their old privileges. Inter-
estingly, Fairbanks argues that many 
whites feel a sense of guilt—and, in 
a curious way, a form of anger—over 
the fact that the Black majority has 
not exacted greater retribution for the 
crimes of the past. An underdeveloped 

theme in the book is the similarity 
between the United States and South 
Africa in their wrestling with the leg-
acies of racial injustice.

States, Markets, and Foreign Aid 
By Simone Dietrich. Cambridge 
University Press, 2021, 276 pp.

In this meticulously researched book, 
Dietrich explores why and how donor 
countries deliver aid to needy recipi-
ents. She argues that the various ways 
in which aid is delivered reflect dif-
ferences in national administrative 
cultures and, in particular, ideologi-
cal notions of what role states should 
play in development. More neoliberal 
countries, such as the United States, 
tend to deliver aid via organizations 
that bypass the central state in the 
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recipient country, particularly when 
that state has serious governance defi-
ciencies. On the other hand, Dietrich 
finds that the social democratic states 
of western Europe are more likely to 
deliver their aid directly to state bod-
ies. The statistical evidence offered 
for this arresting hypothesis will not 
convince all readers, but two compel-
ling chapters reinforce its plausibility 
through extensive interviews with 
officials in donor agencies. Unfor-
tunately, Dietrich does not discuss 
the developmental implications of 
these differences in aid delivery, so 
the reader is left wondering how the 
choices donors make affect develop-
ment in low-income countries.

F O R  T H E  R E C O R D

The essay “The Beginning of History” 
(September/October 2022) incor-
rectly identified anthrax as a chemical 
weapon. It is a biological agent. 

The review essay “Old World Order” 
(September/October 2022) incor-
rectly described Batu Khan as the 

great-grandson of Genghis Khan. He 
was in fact Genghis’s grandson.

“The Weakness of Xi Jinping” (Sep-
tember/October 2022) contained sev-
eral incorrect statements, some owing 
to errors in translation and editing. 
The National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party can grant Xi a third 
term as party leader, not president. Xi’s 
mother’s note was read aloud before a 
province’s Standing Committee, not its 
Politburo Standing Committee. The 
election that preceded his 1988 move 
was a municipal people’s congress elec-
tion, not a local election, and after a 
poor showing, Xi became party chief of 
a prefecture, not a district. References 
to the “provincial ministerial level” 
should have read “provincial and min-
isterial level.” And Emperor Qianlong 
reigned during the eighteenth century, 
not the nineteenth century.

Because of an editing error, the article 
“The Fractured Superpower” (Septem-
ber/October 2022) incorrectly referred 
to the presence of the line-item veto 
at the federal level. In fact, the authors 
were referring to the veto’s absence.  
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T H E  A R C H I V E

The Chinese have made it clear 
that they regard Khrushchev’s 
Cuba misadventure as a neg-

ative confirmation of the soundness of 
their line. In their view, because he over-
estimates the importance of nuclear 
weapons and assumes that they have a 
decisive importance, he reck-
lessly involved himself in the 
export of nuclear weapons to 
Cuba, i.e. he was tactically an 
adventurist. And again, because 
he attaches such importance to 
these weapons, he then allowed 
himself to be intimidated by 
U.S. nuclear power; he pulled back and 
settled for a “compromise,” i.e. he was 
strategically a “capitulationist.” In other 
words, Khrushchev’s short-range gam-
bles are reckless, while his long-range 
policy involves the abandonment of rev-
olutionary struggles by the masses.

In contrast the Chinese presumably 
see their recent policy toward India as 
a positive confirmation of their strat-
egy. By exercising restraint in capital-
izing on their military advantage, they 
prevented direct Western involvement 
on India’s behalf, thereby displaying 

“tactical” respect for imperi-
alism. At the same time, the 
long-range effect of their 
military victory over India in 
their view showed the other 
nations of Asia that China 
is the number-one power in 
the region, that it cannot be 

defied effectively, that it has the ability 
“to slight imperialism strategically.” As 
the revolutionary Communism gains in 
strength, the Chinese may eventually 
expect to be able to “slight” imperialism 
tactically as well, thereby precipitating 
a major threat to peace. 

April 1963

“� reat and Opportunity 
in the Communist Schism”

Zbigniew Brzezinski

In 1963, Zbigniew Brzezinski was a young academic, 
14 years away from becoming U.S. national security adviser. 
In Foreign A� airs, he took note of China’s growing frustra-
tion with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev and called on the 
United States to exploit the widening Sino-Soviet split—an 
opportunity Washington would wait nearly a decade to seize. 
Today, the power dynamic between Moscow and Beijing has 
� ipped, but the relationship between them—with con� icting 

signals of convergence and tension—is once again top of mind.
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