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Editor's Note
The Alliances Issue

Ravi Agrawal    11:59PM, 11 Sep, 2023  

The cover of Foreign Policy's Fall 2023 print issue titled "The Alliances That Matter Now"
It’s hardly controversial these days to point out that the United Nations seems paralyzed. When you have a Security Council that gives Russia’s Vladimir Putin veto power, you have a problem. Add the fact that China and the United States agree on very little, and you have a recipe for despair—even before considering how to reform an institution that was born in a different era, 78 years ago, when the global south was preoccupied by hunger, not smartphones or clean energy.
Other august institutions born in that postwar moment seem similarly out of touch: The World Bank always has a president nominated by the United States; the International Monetary Fund always has a leader from Europe. It’s little wonder that as countries such as China, India, Indonesia, and Nigeria grow in influence this century, they will look for other forums that give voice to their clout.



September marks the beginning of the season for leaders to gather, at the United Nations and other multilateral convenings, so the Foreign Policy team thought it was a good time to explore where the real work of policymaking and diplomacy is now taking place.
In the lead essay for our cover package “The Alliances That Matter Now,” Princeton University scholar G. John Ikenberry makes the case for the G-7, a group that brings together Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States, as well as the European Union, which joins as a “non-enumerated member.” U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan has called the G-7 the “steering committee of the free world,” citing its ability to formally condemn Russia for invading Ukraine and its success in bringing Japan and South Korea closer together.
Neither of those accomplishments are cheered on in Beijing or Moscow. Bonny Lin, a former Asia policy-maker at the U.S. Defense Department, explains why as she examines the strengthening ties between China and Russia and how those countries’ partnership could accelerate in the event of a major shock such as a Chinese invasion of Taiwan.
Don’t forget about the rest of the world. C. Raja Mohan, an FP columnist based in New Delhi, charts the rise of so-called minilateralism, the clubbing together of small groups of countries, as world leaders especially across the global south seek more nimble arrangements to advance their regional or ideological goals.
The most obvious important alliance is the one many wrote off a few years ago: NATO. The North Atlantic alliance is back with a bang, writes former Norwegian diplomat Jo Inge Bekkevold, but will face a continued challenge from Russia—and also from China, if the alliance continues to cast its eyes farther east.
There are other clubs of nations we could have singled out, of course. There’s the G-20, which India is leading this year with great enthusiasm, and BRICS—Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa—which is expanding but whose members share little in common beyond the group’s origin story as a marketing buzzword coined at Goldman Sachs. These convenings are in search of organizing principles and struggle to get much done as a result.
For readers left concerned about the world’s ability to truly join hands and tackle global issues such as hunger, pandemics, or the climate crisis, we have just the tonic. Former U.K. Prime Minister Gordon Brown argues that Washington needs to reengage with the United Nations, the World Bank, and the IMF—the very institutions it created and has now abandoned. While the argument isn’t new, of course, Brown actually has a plan for how to refinance and reinvigorate these institutions. And China will just have to go along, Brown writes, or have its bluff called.
There’s lots more in the issue. Thanks for your support and for reading us.
As ever,



Ravi Agrawal





Features

 
	The Alliances That Matter Now
	The G-7 Becomes a Power Player
	A New Multilateralism
	NATO’s Remarkable Revival
	The Nimble New Minilaterals
	The China-Russia Axis Takes Shape

 








Analysis
The Alliances That Matter Now

Stefan Theil    11:43PM, 11 Sep, 2023  
When was the last time the nations of the world reached a major accord? You’d have to go all the way back to 1994 and the World Trade Organization’s Uruguay Round. Forget the Paris Agreement, which contains no binding commitments to cut emissions. The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals are commendable, but the deadline of 2030 to eliminate global poverty and other scourges is likely to pass with little notice. Even as the list of transnational challenges grows—pandemics, debt, climate change—the ability to arrive at collaborative solutions is at an ebb.
In the 21st century, the old multilateral institutions, many of them created in the wake of World War II, are beset by paralysis. The return of systemic rivalry—between a core group of liberal democracies on the one side and China and Russia on the other—has turned a swath of global bodies, from the U.N. Security Council to the ostensibly apolitical World Health Organization, into ugly battlegrounds of influence competition and mutual suspicion. As former U.N. and World Bank official Mark Malloch-Brown recently told Foreign Policy, “I worry that the political gridlock, and the gridlock on security issues, is so great that the U.N. is going to hibernate on politics, security, and human rights in the coming years.”
It doesn’t help that the United Nations, World Bank, and other institutions often look like relics of the past. The rising states of the global south sense that a system constructed during the colonial era might not serve their needs, and they rightfully want a bigger seat at the table. Nothing better symbolizes the system’s anachronisms than the U.N. Security Council, where only the victors of World War II (plus France, added at the insistence of British wartime leader Winston Churchill) have the right to veto decisions. It’s an odd way to organize the world in 2023.
Unfortunately, there are no easy fixes. For all its flaws, the system embodied a universal conception of progress and human rights. It was constructed with rules that, in theory if not always in practice, applied to all and protected the weak from the depredations of the strong. If the West has violated some of these principles in the past, China has made clear that it doesn’t accept the idea of constraints on its actions at all, at least not in fundamental domains such as the international law of the sea or the U.N. principle to not change borders by force. Instead, Beijing, Moscow, and their authoritarian friends are working hard to flush notions of liberalism and human rights out of the U.N. system, making the world safe for autocracy. Some countries might reject the rulebook because so much of it was written by the West, but it is unclear whether a better set of rules is on offer.
Facing a shape-shifting world with no novel way of global cooperation in sight, countries have turned to other forms of collaboration, as we explore in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. We seem to be at another historic inflection point: The global order is defined neither by post-Cold War Western predominance nor by the universal vision of global integration that underpinned the multilateral system but rather by fragmentation into larger and smaller blocs. It is these blocs where the global order is now shaped.
Though many of these trends aren’t new, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine created a sense of urgency that new forms of cooperation were needed. Russia’s grab for its neighbor—and the assault on the post-1945 peace order it represents—galvanized the West. It also put the spotlight on Taiwan, which, as Hal Brands describes, faces a similar threat from China. In the global south, the war exacerbated food and energy shortages. With the United Nations incapacitated by the veto powers, a unified response was out of reach.
Unsettled by Russia’s war and the growing challenge from China, the West and its partners have turned to traditional power blocs to coordinate a collective response. The most obvious development is the revival, enlargement, and possible globalization of NATO, the 74-year-old Euro-Atlantic alliance that had been languishing without a purpose since the end of the Cold War. The G-7, belittled for decades for its ineffectual talk, has emerged as what U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan called the “steering committee of the free world,” perhaps soon with an expanded, more representative membership of the world’s leading democracies. In the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy, G. John Ikenberry and Jo Inge Bekkevold outline the unexpected centrality of these two Western institutions.
Russia’s war has also accelerated the emergence of new partnerships. As Bonny Lin describes in our issue, China and Russia are moving closer together, even if they have yet to strike a formal pact. Similar to the West, they are building structures to tie in allies and partners, including a newly expanded BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. The most creative and dynamic form of international cooperation is the new minilateral groups, such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue and the Australia-United Kingdom-United States pact. As C. Raja Mohan argues, these are nimble, pragmatic coalitions that overcome multilateral paralysis while avoiding more formal alliances. This flexibility is particularly attractive for countries such as India, which is keen to preserve its strategic autonomy even as it shifts into closer alignment with the West.
Of course, there are many pieces still missing, as multilateralism struggles, old alliances are revitalized, and new forms of cooperation emerge. Global problems still require global collaboration. Large parts of the world remain outside both old and new power blocs. But the weakness of alliances in the global south may be a feature, not a flaw: As long as countries are focused on development, it may be in their interest to avoid alignment and let the two geopolitical camps bid for their favors. Intra-African and intra-Latin American cooperation is relatively weak perhaps because ambitious strategic actors capable of organizing regional cooperation and shaping transnational institutions have yet to emerge. After India, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, the list of power players gets thin.
Lamenting the decline of multilateral action is understandable. But there is no reason a world reshaped around blocs and coalitions will inevitably be worse. Competition between the greater West and a China-Russia bloc could yield unexpected benefits: To woo swing states in the global south, for example, each side will have to hone an attractive vision for development, security, and governance, likely backed by greater resources than before. As pragmatic new formats such as minilaterals prove their worth, they can be constructed around other urgent issues in ways that transcend ideological and geopolitical divides. Parts of the creaking multilateral system will need to be salvaged—read Gordon Brown’s proposal on how best to do that—even as new forms of cooperation are layered on top. In the end, though, what matters is getting things done.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.







Analysis
The G-7 Becomes a Power Player

Lori Kelley    6:00AM, 31 Aug, 2023  

An illustration shows the G-7 logo as a steering wheel of a ship with the flagged boats of India, South Korea, and Australia on the horizon.
Time and again over the last century, the United States and the other liberal democracies in Europe, East Asia, and elsewhere have found themselves on the same side in grand struggles over the terms of the world order. This political grouping has been given various names: the West, the free world, the trilateral world, the community of democracies. In one sense, it is a geopolitical formation, uniting North America, Europe, and Japan, among others. It is an artifact of the Cold War and U.S. hegemony, anchored in NATO and Washington’s East Asian alliances. In another sense, it is a non-geographic grouping, a loosely organized community defined by shared, universal-oriented political values and principles. It is an artifact of the rise and spread of liberal democracy as a way of life.
The closest thing this shape-shifting coalition of like-minded states has to formal leadership is the G-7, whose annual summit brings together the heads of seven major industrial democracies—Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, and the United States—and the presidents of the European Commission and European Council. It is not an international organization with a charter or secretariat. Its goals are only loosely defined, and its influence on the world stage has waxed and waned over the decades. But in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and China’s growing challenge to the liberal international order, the G-7 has emerged as a dynamic coalition, positioned at the political epicenter of global efforts to defend democratic societies and what its leaders call the “rules-based international order.” As U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan aptly put it, the G-7 is the “steering committee of the free world.”
The G-7’s strong suit is its ability to foster solidarity and coordinate policies among the leading democratic stakeholders of the Western-oriented multilateral system. Its modus operandi is agenda-setting, coalition-building, cooperative policy action, and efforts to shape the global narrative. Presidents and prime ministers come and go, crises and policy conflicts erupt and fizzle out, but the work of the G-7 continues—namely, to build on decades of cooperation among like-minded states to protect and advance the fortunes of liberal democracy. In a fractured and divided world, this role is in increasing demand.
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has illuminated—and partly triggered—today’s scramble by the great powers to shape global political alignments, coalitions, and groupings. Military aid, economic sanctions, United Nations votes, summit diplomacy, and alliance-signaling are the stuff of 21st-century world politics, and foreign-policy success or failure hinges on one’s ability to get large coalitions of states on one’s side. For Russia, its war against Ukraine is fueled by grievances about the encroachment of NATO and U.S. hegemony, while China sees the war as an opportunity to build support for a post-Western international order. Meanwhile, the global south has emerged as a loose and diverse grouping, and many countries are trying to stay on the sidelines as they hedge their geopolitical bets, draw on older principles of nonalignment, and navigate appeals from both sides. More of the world lives outside the G-7 than inside it, so the ability of the leading democracies to protect their equities and shape global rules and institutions depends more than ever on building coalitions. And this is where the G-7 comes in.
The G-7’s role in galvanizing cooperation among democracies was showcased at the group’s May summit, hosted by Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida in his hometown, Hiroshima. Calling the meeting the “most important in Japan’s history,” Kishida guided his counterparts toward agreement on a wide range of pressing global challenges. First and foremost, the leaders articulated a collective condemnation of Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine, arguing that it was an outrageous affront to the global system of rules and principles of order. The summit declaration reaffirmed the leaders’ commitment to the defense of a rules-based order, called for the peaceful settlement of territorial disputes, and urged all nations to rally to Ukraine’s defense. This is the G-7’s most elevated role, made all the more credible by Russia’s violent aggression: to speak for the community of nations, defend the core principles of the U.N. Charter, and make the case for the great modern-era project of building a cooperative world order with a glimmering of decency and justice.
With an eye on China, the G-7 leaders also said they would coordinate their efforts to prevent “cutting-edge technologies” developed in their countries from getting into the hands of rivals using them to build “military capabilities that threaten international peace and security.” If implemented, this would give the Biden administration an important buy-in from U.S. allies for creating targeted barriers to prevent the export of the most precious high-end technologies to China, a goal with profound implications for the long-term global balance of power. In the area of technology competition, partnerships and coalitions shape the patterns of winning and losing, and the G-7 process is singularly capable of fostering this sort of cross-regional and cross-sectoral cooperation. Indeed, new restrictions on technology investments in China announced by the Biden administration in August were first discussed in Hiroshima, with Britain and the European Union publicly stating they are considering similar measures.
During the Biden years, alliance cooperation across the liberal democratic world has entered a period of remarkable innovation and creativity. Japan under Kishida has committed to nearly doubling its defense budget, while Tokyo and Seoul have taken steps to work more closely in security affairs. It is no accident that South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol was invited to Hiroshima. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi also attended, and on the sidelines of the summit, the members of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or Quad—Australia, India, Japan, and the United States—discussed the next steps of their cooperation, including on digital technology, undersea cables, and maritime infrastructure. Germany, too, has reoriented its security relations, strengthening its role in NATO and ending its energy dependency on Russia.
Japan and the EU have also signaled their intentions to strengthen their economic and security ties. Following the summit, Kishida and European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen met again in Brussels to announce a new trade initiative and the launch of a ministerial-level strategic dialogue. Many of these efforts to strengthen security cooperation among democratic states are still a work in progress, but the G-7 provides the most centralized venue for advancing policy coordination among democracies.
The Hiroshima summit also made efforts to reach out to swing states in the global south, symbolized by the presence of the Indian and Brazilian leaders. In various statements and communiqués, the leaders promised stronger economic engagement with developing countries. They affirmed their shared commitment to raising new capital—up to $600 billion—for the G-7 Partnership for Global Infrastructure Investment, a democratic response to Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. Competition with China has also given additional impetus to efforts by the G-7 countries to respond to calls from the global south for new assistance to alleviate crushing debt burdens and promote development.
The summit also showed how the event can provide a platform for the host leader to speak to the crisis of the moment. In light of Russian threats to use nuclear weapons in the context of its war in Ukraine, Kishida pressed the other G-7 leaders to sign a joint statement affirming their commitment to a “world without nuclear weapons.” This aspiration was given unusual profundity with Hiroshima as the setting for the summit. To be sure, the arms control and disarmament agenda is playing out in other forums, such as the P5 Process and the five-yearly NPT Review Conference. But the summit provided a unique opportunity for Kishida, whose home city suffered from the atom bomb, to rally states to “reject the threat or use of nuclear weapons.”
Over its 50 years of meetings, the G-7 has compiled a mixed record. The summit process began modestly in 1973 as the four-member Library Group, a periodic informal meeting of the U.S. treasury secretary and three European finance ministers, seeking to coordinate macroeconomic policies in the wake of the first oil shock and subsequent financial crisis. The grouping soon expanded its membership to include Japan, Italy, and Canada, and in 1975 it became an annual meeting of heads of state and government. In the G-7’s early years, the summits were devoted mainly to trade, finance, and monetary issues, with coordinating efforts run primarily out of finance ministries. During the Reagan era, the G-7 countries periodically expanded their consultations to national security and alliance issues. In the Clinton years, Russia was invited to join, creating a G-8, only to be disinvited in the aftermath of its invasion and annexation of Crimea in 2014. During the Obama years, the G-7 was eclipsed by the G-20, which brought together a wider group of countries critical for the functioning of the world economy. But in contrast to the G-7, the G-20 never developed into a meaningful decision-making forum, and its record of fostering policy cooperation has been disappointing. Like other multilateral venues, the G-20 has fallen victim to the often sharply divergent agendas pursued by China and Russia on the one side and the Western democracies on the other.
The G-7 also has its limitations. When this grouping of states first met, the seven economies amounted to roughly two-thirds of global wealth, while the seven countries today account for about 44 percent of the global economy (or 51 percent including the rest of the EU). The summits have often been dismissed as photo opportunities, with little diplomatic or policy follow-through. There is no permanent organization with a historical memory or staff that can turn communiqués into action. Each year brings a new collection of leaders and strategic circumstances, and the success of these meetings depends on the leaders’ willingness to use the venue to foster cooperation. Then-U.S. President Donald Trump’s disastrous participation in the 2018 summit hosted by Canada shows how easy it is for a leader to disrupt the proceedings. At that summit, the Trump delegation objected to the communiqué that affirmed support for “the rules-based international order,” only reluctantly agreeing to it when “the” was changed to “a.” In the end, the acrimony led Trump to withdraw U.S. support for any communiqué.
Ultimately, the significance of the G-7 process hinges on its ability to operate as a sort of open club of democracies. The summit process provides a unique global setting that gives this grouping of states a platform to leverage their economic and geopolitical heft to push or pull a wider coalition of states in one direction or the other. Their collective identity as the world’s leading industrial democracies allows them to define and pursue shared strategic goals. Their political gravitas is built on the historic position of these states as the founders and curators of the multilateral institutions and security alliances that make up the liberal international order. Their moral gravitas is built on their willingness to at least attempt to live up to their own ideals—and their promises to build inclusive and fair rules and arrangements to solve global problems. Fifty years after its first meeting, the G-7 will need to build on these inherited capacities and expectations, finding ways to expand the coalition to include rising states that seek to be part of the governing grouping of the world’s democracies. Other countries, including the rising democracies of the global south, should be able to find a place at the table. The formal inclusion of the three countries already participating in G-7 summits on a regular basis—Australia, India, and South Korea—would make it the D-10, where the D stands for democracy.
The G-7 will be most successful if it operates as an inclusive club, using its trilateral networks across Asia, Europe, and North America to build coalitions that align with the long-term interests of the community of democracies. The rise of China as a systemic rival to this world of liberal states reinforces the importance of the G-7 as a coordinating entity. If the geopolitical competition between China and its democratic rivals is a chess game, it is a game in which each side can move multiple pieces at the same time while also adding pieces to the board. In today’s chess game to rewrite the rules of trade, technology, finance, security, energy, and the environment, the side with the largest coalition will have the upper hand. In this game, the G-7 gives the world’s democracies the advantage, coordinating moves and adding players to their team.  
This story appears in the upcoming Fall 2023 print issue.







Essay
A New Multilateralism

Lori Kelley    11:37PM, 11 Sep, 2023  

An illustration shows a hand holding a torch with tattered flames of an american flag emanating from it.
“America is back.” That was the message from U.S. President Joe Biden, the most internationalist of recent U.S. presidents, speaking at the Munich Security Conference in February 2021. There is a “dire need to coordinate multilateral action,” he declared. But his administration’s fixation on bilateral and regional agreements—at the expense of globally coordinated action—is underplaying the potential of our international institutions, all while undermining any possibility of a stable and managed globalization. Without a new multilateralism, a decade of global disorder seems inevitable.
The great irony, of course, is that the world’s preeminent multilateral institutions—from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank to the United Nations—were all created by the United States in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Through U.S. leadership, these institutions helped deliver peace, reduce poverty, and improve health outcomes. Now, with America aloof, cracks in the world order are becoming canyons as we fail to design global solutions for global challenges.
No one but Vladimir Putin is to blame for the war in Ukraine, which, to America’s credit, has brought the whole of Europe together. But elsewhere, the world is suffering from self-inflicted wounds: failures to address mounting debt; famine and poverty afflicting low- and middle-income Africa; an inability to coordinate an equitable response to COVID-19; and an impasse on finding the money to deal with the biggest existential crisis of all—climate change. These crises have left the developing world not only reeling but also angry at the West for its failure to lead.
Anything the international community has done, it has done by halves—and usually too late. It has let people die for lack of vaccines, let them starve for lack of food, and let them suffer because of inaction on climate change and on the catastrophes that follow. Just look at U.N. humanitarian aid or the World Food Program, both of which have received far less than half of the funding they need for this year. World Bank funding for poorer countries is being cut back this year and next, at a time when demands for it to add climate investment to its human capital interventions are growing.
To their credit, U.S. leaders have recognized that old approaches cannot work. The once dominant Washington Consensus now has little support, not least in Washington. In an April speech that the economist Larry Summers accurately called the “most carefully intellectually developed exposition of the administration’s philosophy,” U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan rebuked crumbling, Parthenon-like global structures. Rather, he saw more promise in targeted, precision-guided actions such as the proposed Global Arrangement on Sustainable Steel and Aluminum, the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity, and the Americas Partnership for Economic Prosperity. Sullivan made only passing reference to the need to reform the World Bank—despite the fact that U.S. Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen has devoted speeches to this—and the World Trade Organization (WTO) and no mention at all of the IMF, United Nations, or the World Health Organization (WHO). And the premier forum for international economic cooperation, as the G-20 was designated in 2009, did not even merit a name check.
As a statement of a modern industrial policy that recognizes America’s increased need to make security a decisive factor in setting its economic direction, the Sullivan synthesis cannot be faulted. But his intervention was pre-advertised as a statement of “international economic policy” and not just of domestic industrial policy—and in this respect something was missing. This comprehensive speech on U.S. international relations fell short of any plan for a managed globalization. The United States, the undisputed leader of the nearly 80-year-old global institutions designed to enhance international cooperation, seems to be absenting itself from a serious debate about their relevance and potential reform. And as trade wars become technology wars and capital wars and threaten to descend even further into a new kind of economic cold war marked by competing global systems, an America that was, generally, multilateralist in a unipolar world is closer to unilateralism in a multipolar world.
Clubs, large or small, will not give the world the stability it needs.
We cannot reduce international policy to merely the sum of regional and bilateral relationships. What happens if there’s another global financial crisis? What happens if there’s again a worldwide contagion? What happens when droughts, floods, and fires reveal a global action that needs to be taken? What happens if, as U.S. President Ronald Reagan once mused to Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, an asteroid is hurtling toward Earth? 
A ship in stormy seas needs steady anchors, and today there are none. The world used to be anchored by U.S. hegemony. Those unipolar days are now behind us. But after a unipolar age comes a multipolar age, which requires a multipolar anchor. This anchor—and the stability it provides—must be built on reformed multilateral institutions. Indeed, such an overhaul of the global architecture is the only way to repair a global liberal order that is now neither global nor liberal nor orderly—and to overcome a geopolitical recession that has given us a global no man’s land of ungoverned spaces.
A multilateral reform agenda is all the more important because alternative world orders envisaged by commentators are hardly inclusive and thus not viable. A U.S.-led free trade zone is likely to be opposed not only by those excluded from it but by the more protectionist U.S. Congress. A coalition of democracies would, by definition, have to exclude U.S. allies from Rwanda and Bangladesh to Singapore and Saudi Arabia, which Washington would be loath to do. And a Concert of Great Powers—akin to the post-1815 Concert of Europe—or a G-2 comprising just the United States and China would also provoke an angry response from most of the world’s other 190-odd countries. Clubs, large or small, will not give the world the stability it needs, making a reinvigorated multilateral system a far better way to arrest the slide toward a “one world, two systems” future.

Chinese President Xi Jinping understands well the benefits that can accrue to Beijing from shifts in geopolitical power. Just as the United States has moved from multilateralism to bilateralism and regionalism, China has introduced its own new overarching idea onto the global stage.
A decade ago, China focused on professedly regional structures such as the Belt and Road Initiative, which has succeeded in attracting 149 members, and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, with 106 members, including most of Europe, the U.K., and Canada—and which the United States has refused to join, giving the impression it will not join any club it does not lead.
Buoyed by this, China’s focus has shifted toward joint international initiatives, including the New Development Bank and the BRICS group of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. Now, China has gone global, reaching out on its own with the boldly named Global Security Initiative and the Global Civilization Initiative. With their focus on joint action on crime, terrorism, and domestic security, they follow on from what China considers to be the success of its first fully independent global program, the Global Development Initiative (GDI). All three interventions are far more Parthenon-like and certainly more structured and ambitious in their rhetoric, if not in reality. All told, some 60 countries have already joined the GDI’s Group of Friends. As detailed in Dawn C. Murphy’s China’s Rise in the Global South, China is using these global initiatives to build spheres of influence that could one day become a competing global order.
A new multilateralism powered by persuasion and not dictation would bring people together.
And this surge in Chinese global engagement is not passing propaganda from China but an enduring endeavor on Xi’s part—a deliberate display of political ambition and an attempt to present China as the true defender of the international order. Having just brokered a deal between Saudi Arabia and Iran to restore diplomatic relations, and potentially end the war in Yemen, Xi has now been sufficiently emboldened to push a peace settlement proposal to end Russia’s war in Ukraine, not to mention murmurings of a leading Chinese role in a two-state Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement, all under the umbrella of upholding the U.N. Charter.
 There’s fine print, of course. While China supports the Charter’s commitment to the territorial integrity of states and noninterference in the domestic affairs of member countries, it is silent on the sections of the Charter and subsequent U.N. resolutions that focus on human rights, the responsibility to protect, and the principle of self-determination—and China does little to uphold rulings made by the International Court of Justice and the International Criminal Court or, for example, the U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea.
The logical response is clear. Rather than retreating further, the United States must respond to a changing global order by championing a new multilateralism—not the old hub-and-spoke multilateralism that assumed unchallenged U.S. hegemony and could be upheld by instructing allies and suitors. A new multilateralism powered by persuasion and not dictation, and founded on the realities of our global economy, would bring people together through reforming the international institutions that the United States has the potential to once again lead.

Washington has yet to fully comprehend the sheer scope and power of three seismic geopolitical shifts—what Xi calls “great changes unseen in a century”—that are creating a fractured and fragmented world in which Pax Americana is no more. And such a world still requires attention to be given to the provision of global public goods if we are to combat the disruptions that come from climate change, pandemics, financial instability, and excessive inequality.
The first seismic shift is, of course, recognized by Sullivan, at least as far as it affects the White House’s domestic ambitions. Neoliberal economics, dominant for three decades, bequeathed a globalization that was open but not sufficiently inclusive. That economic order, in which half the world enjoyed higher living standards but many in the United States and the West stagnated, is being replaced by neo-mercantilist economics as states redefine their economic self-interest in terms of security protection. Resilience now trumps the old desire for efficiency; guaranteed supply trumps cost; and “just in case” matters more than “just in time.” Where once economics drove politics, politics is now driving economics—as evidenced by the trade, technology, investment, and data protectionism gripping the globe.
The second shift is not so well understood in Washington. Policymakers have failed to wake up to the full implications as the 30-year-old certainties of a unipolar world are giving way to the uncertainties of a multipolar world. This is not, of course, a world that can be described as “multipolar” in the narrow sense that three or more countries have equal power and status—and some writers have therefore concluded that there is still a “partial unipolarity.” Rather, multipolarity means a world of multiple and competing centers of power, with huge implications for future U.S. relationships around the globe. We have seen this at work in dramatic form in the resistance of half the world—most non-Western countries—to supporting Ukraine in its war against Russia. Only around 30 are imposing sanctions against Moscow. Yet another more menacing measure of multipolarity reflecting the growing group of multiplayers, as described in Ashley J. Tellis’s book Striking Asymmetries, is the possible proliferation of nuclear weapons. If Iran secures a nuclear weapon, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, and Egypt will all likely seek to go nuclear. And as China’s nuclear weapons arsenal expands from around 400 warheads to more than 1,500 by 2035, South Korea and Japan will need more definitive assurances from the United States if they are not to become nuclear weapon states in their own right. Perhaps more worryingly, an India increasingly worried about China’s growing power is looking to acquire reliable thermonuclear weapons designs, given that its most reliable weapon has a yield 100 times smaller than China’s. All this risks a different kind of domino effect in the form of a deepening relationship between a Pakistan seeking more lethal nuclear weapons and China.
Multipolarity means a world of multiple and competing centers of power, with huge implications for future U.S. relationships around the globe.
 Mainly as a result of the move away from neoliberalism and unipolarity, from one hegemon and one hegemonic world-view, a third seismic shift is underway. The hyperglobalization that characterized much of the last 20 years is being superseded by a new kind of globalization. It is not deglobalization, for trade is still growing (not at twice the rate of the world economy, as before, but keeping pace with it). In fact, global merchandise trade hit record levels in 2022. It is not even “slowbalization”—globalization at a snail’s pace—as global supply chains in digital services grew by an average of 8.1 percent annually between 2005 and 2022, compared with 5.6 percent for goods. Global exports of digital services reached $3.8 trillion in 2022, or 54 percent of total export services. As professions such as accountancy, law, medicine, and education are unbundled, many of the technical services that are now capable of being delivered from any part of the world will, like call center work, be offshored. “Globalization-heavy,” the presumption that globalization through trade would make your country’s citizens better off, has been superseded by “globalization-lite”—that restrictions on trade may be a better guarantee of protecting national living standards.
There is a common thread underpinning all three seismic shifts and which appears to bring together these new developments: It is a resurgent nationalism best reflected by the country-first movements worldwide. Even Biden’s “Buy America” label, a watered-down version of the “America First” label of the Trump years, does not seem to dilute this economic nationalism.
It is a nationalism characterized not just by more border controls, more customs duties, and more immigration restrictions but by tariff wars, technology wars, investment wars, industrial subsidy wars, and data wars. Globally, we are seeing more civil wars (around 55 in number), more secessionist movements (around 60), and more walls and fences physically separating countries (70 as of 2019, more than quadruple the number in 1990).
This resurgent nationalism is expressed in an even more aggressive way. More and more governments and peoples are thinking in terms of a struggle between “us and them”: insiders versus outsiders. This new focus on a narrow and not enlightened self-interest has come at the expense of international cooperation at precisely the moment it is most needed to deal with global challenges.
Fragmentation comes at an economic cost, too. WTO researchers have estimated that a “one world, two systems” future with reduced international trade and diminished benefits from specialization and scale would cut real incomes by at least 5 percent in the long run. Low-income countries would suffer even more, with a 12 percent fall in incomes, undermining any hopes of their convergence with middle- and higher-income economies. The IMF has done a similar study, suggesting that global losses from trade fragmentation could range from 0.2 to 7 percent of GDP. The costs may be higher when accounting for technological decoupling. Consider this: Whereas trade between the United States and the Soviet Union remained at around 1 percent of both countries’ total trade in the 1970s and ’80s, trade with China today makes up 16.5 percent of United States’ and about 20 percent of the EU’s imports, respectively.

The geopolitical fallout from these seismic changes gives us a world in flux—or worse, one that is fracturing and in danger of breaking up. The old global architecture that gave us fixed allegiances and unbreakable alliances is under strain. A new global pathway is being laid, and old alliances are being reassessed, with the notable exception of an expanded NATO through which the United States has, to its credit, brought trans-Atlantic security cooperation back to life. The G-7, not the G-20, is now seen by Sullivan as the “steering committee of the free world.” But that leaves a G-180+ feeling unimpressed and unrepresented. And with other long-enduring relationships under strain, the geopolitical landscape is strewn with ragged, overlapping, and competing arrangements. Without any new plan to bring people together, we face a decade of disorder before the cement will set.
Already countries released from the unipolar straitjacket are enjoying and making a virtue of their distance from the great powers, practicing what the Singapore-based scholar Danny Quah calls “Third Nation agency”—not only breaking free from traditional loyalties and partnerships but creating new and often transitory alliances. Jared Cohen at Goldman Sachs has described these countries as “swing states” whose allegiances are blowing in the wind. They prefer to form what Samir Saran, the president of India’s Observer Research Foundation, has labeled “limited liability partnerships,” which in their own right are a different form of what political scientists are calling minilateralism, where a group of states get together not to pursue long-term shared goals but short-term economic or security interests.
Take India, now governed by a leader subscribing to Hindu-nationalism, authoritarianism, and religious intolerance. But as India’s and America’s shared values—support for democracy and religious freedom—have grown weaker, the two countries’ shared material interests, particularly in relation to China, have for now grown stronger. Even while fearful of China’s growing influence in Asia, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi is playing the United States and Russia off each other, making them battle for the country’s arms contracts and favorable trade deals.
Then there’s Indonesia, where resource nationalism is on the agenda as Jakarta takes control of its main mineral asset—nickel. However, Indonesia’s resource nationalism also means pitting the main purchasers of not just its nickel but its copper and other minerals against one another. Or consider the Middle East, where countries such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE are taking advantage of a U.S. pivot to the Indo-Pacific by exploiting the very different interests of the United States, China, and Russia.
But one-off trade and security deals and playing friend against foe will only get countries so far. Their economic future depends more on a stable international system than on ad hoc and opportunistic deals that suit the conveniences of the moment. Each country for its own different reasons needs a new multilateralism, not an old opportunism.
Africa has a new bargaining power, too, derived not just from mineral resources but untapped markets and labor pools, and the recognition that our climate crisis cannot be met and mastered without its involvement. Bringing Africa closer to the heart of a reformed multilateral system—a bigger role in the G-20, enhanced representation at the World Bank and IMF, the beneficiary of new climate finance—is a better and more durable answer than forcing countries across the continent to choose between China, Russia, and the United States.
Indeed, each of these blocs would benefit from multilateral coordination through the international institutions, as would Europe. Every European country has a reason, if a different reason, for wanting to maintain trade with China: Germany to sustain its manufacturing exports, France to further its ideas of strategic autonomy, Eastern Europe because of its dependence on the Belt and Road Initiative, and the Iberian countries because of their links with Latin America, which does not want to break with its biggest trading partner—and so Europe does not want to end up squeezed between the United States and China. And with the United States needing Europe to moderate China, and China needing Europe to moderate the United States, Europe is in a stronger position to champion multilateralism than perhaps it realizes.
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It is not just in the interests of Africa, the Middle East, and Europe to promote a more stable multilateralism. To be more effective globally, the United States must start by losing its bias against the international institutions it created and has led. Why? Because the lure of the old version of Pax Americana is no longer strong enough to entice the rest of the world to respond to U.S. power. But a new multilateralism with the United States in the lead could. If that were not reason enough, China’s Global Security Initiative should be a wake-up call for Washington, summoning it to reach beyond bilateral and regional initiatives.
I have found over the years that even when reforms have been urgently needed to recognize, for example, the rising economic strength of emerging countries on the boards of the IMF and World Bank and to recapitalize these institutions, the United States has had a habit of dragging its feet. Too often, Washington has been silent as calls have grown even from its closest allies such as the U.K. to update global institutions or end stalemates at the U.N., and the reason for this is almost certainly the survival of a unipolar mindset long after it has become anachronistic and even naive. Today, the United States lacks the power it had in the past to direct these unreformed institutions through the back door when, as most members are painfully aware, the institutions cannot flourish without fundamental reforms upfront.
Washington continues to give the impression that it will not join any club it does not create and control. 
Consider this: It is because the United States is too often trapped in the old mindset of the unipolar era that it walked away from the very trade agreement—the Trans-Pacific Partnership—that the Obama administration forged to contain China. It is indeed an irony that the group the United States envisioned to exclude China is now under pressure to bring China on board. It makes sense for an America that has pivoted to the Pacific to be part of the continent’s biggest trade partnership; however, it continues to give the impression that it will not join any club it does not create and control. And that same unilateralist mindset led to the botched Afghanistan exit that was ordered without any substantive consultation with the allies that formed the Afghan coalition.
The United States is selling itself short. The country that led a unipolar world can still lead in a multipolar world, not by issuing orders to its fellow countries as if they were vassals but by persuading them as allies. Only through the power of cooperation can we square the circle whereby the United States champions a multilateral order and enlists countries to stand with it. If Washington can no longer successfully impose, it can successfully propose. And if it does so, the United States—the country that most of the world still looks to for leadership and wants to continue to do so—could and would be the only country able to rally a majority of the world around a rejuvenated multilateralism: global solutions to global problems through global institutions.
Two conclusions follow. The United States has to build alliances worldwide, taking time to bring countries on board. Benign neglect is an innocent explanation for the problem. For example, in the last 100 years U.S. presidents have visited fewer than two dozen of Africa’s 54 countries. We must find common cause with them by listening to them as equals and not labeling them and viewing them through the hackneyed lenses of old. We need to think of a world where the West cannot just lecture developing economies but instead have to sign up as partners in a common set of global causes.
And second, if the United States renewed its historical support for the global institutions that it played a major part in creating, China’s bluff would be called. It would force Xi to either defend the international order—which includes support for the U.N., IMF, WTO, and WHO—or admit that his Global Security Initiative is founded on propaganda, not truth.

The fate throughout history of “new world orders” can largely make for depressing reading.
The new world orders of 1815, 1918, and 1945 show that changes in the global architecture tend to happen only after a war or breakdown. Indeed, 1990 was hailed by U.S. President George H.W. Bush as the start of a “new world order” as the Cold War ended. In reality, it was a turning point when history did not turn in a sufficiently decisive way. You could argue that Germany wanted German unity and was thinking only of Germany; that France wanted to contain Germany through European unity and was thinking only of France; and that the United States wanted to maintain NATO and its leadership of it and was thinking only of the United States. A humiliated Russia was never brought into the new world order. And little thought was given, at this moment when change was on the agenda, to the future role that China, India, and the developing world would play.
The existential challenges that we now face—starting with climate change and the seismic shifts we are living through—are creating a rare global moment when the bedrock shifts beneath our feet and the international architecture has to be remade once again or it shall wither. The international architecture assembled in the 1940s must be reimagined for the needs of the 2020s, when in a more economically integrated economy, a more socially interconnected and geopolitically interdependent world, every country’s independence is qualified by global interdependence. We may not be able to build a wholly new Parthenon, but we must find a way to avoid camping out in the ruins of an Acropolis. To avoid that, change must follow.
In a world in which financial contagion is always a risk and where global supply chains link countries and continents like never before, we cannot view countries the old way—as nations sufficient unto themselves—but as part of a web of networks and relationships where the spillovers from one can have devastating effects on others. So, the IMF can no longer be the body that waits to act when individual nations hit balance-of-payments crises but must be in the business of crisis prevention as well as crisis resolution. And to forestall future slumps, its global surveillance arm will have to be strengthened, in concert with the Financial Stability Board and the Bank for International Settlements, to undertake the monitoring and reporting of all risks that threaten the world economy.
The World Bank has to become a global public goods bank focused on both human capital and environmental stewardship. And given that the World Bank will need resources of around $450 billion a year—three times its current outlays—to perform these roles, its dynamic new president, Ajay Banga, will need U.S. support in the process of reform. What is more, shareholders must agree to allocate more capital to reforms such as the merger of the bank’s low-income and middle-income facilities, to innovations in its use of guarantees as well as loans and grants, and to see the bank as a platform for mobilizing private sector investments.
From the 1940s to the 1990s, the WTO worked by consensus and through often painful negotiations and uneasy compromises. Since the neoliberal reorganization of the WTO in the mid-1990s—and for the first time for 50 years—no world trade deal has been possible. And under its widely respected director-general, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, a greater focus on diplomacy and a reformed appeals system will be essential to deal with the least regulated areas of trade: in services, data, and information technology generally. And a new international framework will have to be developed to deal with the regulatory and ethical issues raised by the dangers of a free-for-all in artificial intelligence as well as the internet.
The United States could win the battle with China but in doing so lose the war for support worldwide.
In the aftermath of COVID-19, no one who looks seriously at WHO—which has a budget equivalent to three medium-sized U.S. hospitals—can now underestimate the imperative for adequate funding to confront an ever-expanding list of risks. The G-20 needs to become more representative of the other 175 states, develop a proper secretariat so that it exists between annual meetings, and pay more attention to interlocking crises in the poorest parts of the world.
And the United Nations must evolve. As long as Russia holds a veto on all issues, including punishing war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity within the exclusive Security Council, the whole organization can be frozen into inaction. If we cannot reform the Security Council by reducing or eliminating the power of the veto, the United States should encourage the U.N. General Assembly and its 193 members to take a more responsible leadership role.
At the least, under the diligent leadership of U.N. Secretary-General António Guterres, we can achieve reforms to the peacekeeping work of the U.N. and build a better way of delivering a humanitarian aid budget that, for the increased number of refugees and displaced people worldwide, requires $41 billion a year and never receives more than half of what is needed. A starting point would be Washington proposing and championing a burden-sharing agreement to adequately finance climate action, pandemic preparedness, and humanitarian commitments. In particular, at this year’s U.N. Climate Change Conference in Dubai, the Middle Eastern petrostates that have benefited from massive windfall profits should join historic and current carbon emitters in financing the mitigation and adaptation necessary in low- and middle-income countries.
A U.S. agenda for reforms such as these could put multilateralism back on track. Scholars of international relations often talk of the Thucydides trap, where a rising power takes on an entrenched hegemon just as Athens took on Sparta in the fifth century B.C. But it is often forgotten that Sparta did not lose out because of the power of Athens, which it actually defeated in that war. Sparta lost years later as states smaller than Athens destroyed its hegemonic power.
There is a lesson here for a United States whose attention is increasingly focused on China. For a while, its capacity to outrival its biggest competitor can be calculated and proved. What is less under the microscope is the fallout from the loss of U.S. influence in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. The United States could win the battle with China but in doing so lose the war for support worldwide.
Far better for the United States is to take the lead in rebuilding the global order, and here it has the best possible hand. If Washington were sufficiently bold in confronting global problems that need global solutions, then it would not need to obsess so much about Beijing’s increasing influence. Instead, China would be faced with a defining choice: either work with the United States, as it says it wants to, or be exposed for talking about international cooperation and the importance of global institutions while only being interested in a “China first” policy. Today, it looks as if China has the interest needed to be a global beacon but not the values. America has the values but not, as things currently stand, sufficient interest. Values don’t change overnight, but interests can. It’s your move, America.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.
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An illustration shows an expanding shield with the NATO alliance logo on it.
When NATO celebrates its 75th anniversary at its Washington summit next year, it will do so from a position of unity and strength. This is a remarkable turnaround from only a few years ago, when trans-Atlantic ties were clouded by mutual suspicion and uncertainty about the bloc’s future. The first large-scale war of aggression in Europe since World War II has reinvigorated the alliance, which now has more member states and greater geographic cohesion than ever before. NATO’s renaissance comes just in time—it may soon face an entirely new geopolitical landscape that will once again test its cohesion and adaptability.
There are four main reasons for NATO’s comeback as an enhanced and more coherent alliance.
The most important and obvious factor is Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which returned NATO to its roots: deterring a Kremlin bent on expansion. It also motivated Finland to abandon its long-standing neutrality and join the alliance, with Sweden expected to join soon as well. The addition of these two Nordic countries will substantially enhance NATO’s position in Northern Europe. Russia’s aggression has also prompted NATO members to markedly increase their 2023 defense expenditures, with more member states on track to fulfill the bloc’s guideline of spending a minimum of 2 percent of GDP on defense, long a bone of contention between Washington and its European allies. Furthermore, Russian President Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine has strengthened the U.S. military presence and engagement in Europe.
A second factor behind NATO’s resurgence is the rise of China, with NATO turning into the primary forum for a closer trans-Atlantic security dialogue on China. After the United States announced its rebalance to Asia in 2011, it took the European Union and NATO roughly another decade to categorize China’s rise as a security challenge. NATO’s new Strategic Concept, adopted at the Madrid summit in 2022, identifies China as a challenge to its members’ interests, values, and security. Since then, NATO has been strengthening dialogue and cooperation with its partners in the Indo-Pacific region, including Australia, Japan, New Zealand, and South Korea.
Third, new technologies and interdependencies have broadened NATO’s agenda to cover cyberdefense and disruptive technologies. Economic dependencies on China and Russia have prompted the alliance to launch new initiatives such as the NATO-EU Task Force on Resilience of Critical Infrastructure.
Fourth, the election of U.S. President Joe Biden enabled smoother cooperation between the United States and its allies than had been the case during the Trump administration. This is as much a factor of policies as of trust: According to a June 2021 Pew Research Center survey, the transition from Donald Trump to Biden dramatically improved Washington’s international image, especially among key allies and partners.
Of course, in an era of intensified great-power rivalry, the strengthening of military cooperation is not unique to the Euro-Atlantic West. In Asia, China’s rise has led several countries to reinforce their bilateral security agreements with the United States, including Japan and the Philippines. Minilateral formats—such as the Australia-United Kingdom-United States security pact and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or Quad—include efforts to deepen military ties. In August, a historic summit among the leaders of Japan, South Korea, and the United States may be the basis for another such grouping; South Korea could potentially join the Quad as well. China and Russia, in turn, are increasingly closing ranks.
But in terms of scope and depth of cooperation as well as its longevity, NATO has no parallel anywhere. Military alliances, established to address an immediate threat or balance the rise of a regional hegemon, are often dissolved when the external security environment changes. NATO, however, not only survived the collapse of the Soviet Union but also proved adept at adjusting to the post-Cold War era by taking on nontraditional security challenges (such as terrorism and piracy), conducting military operations other than war, and engaging in out-of-area operations.
NATO’s success and endurance stand in sharp relief to the frailty and collapse of a similar military alliance formed during the Cold War: the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). Using NATO as a model, SEATO was established in 1954 to prevent communism from gaining ground in Southeast Asia. Comprising Australia, Britain, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand, and the United States, SEATO was not a particularly coherent organization, whether in geographic or political terms. Thus, as soon as the security environment in Asia shifted as a result of the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War and U.S.-China rapprochement, members began to withdraw from the bloc. In 1977, it was dissolved.
NATO, on the other hand, consists of countries belonging to a distinct geographic region on both sides of the Atlantic and is founded on a strong political cohesion among its member states, almost all of which share core values of democracy and support the liberal international order. Indeed, safeguarding the principles of democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law was written into the preamble of the 1949 North Atlantic Treaty, and Francisco Franco’s dictatorial regime was one reason Spain’s accession was delayed until 1982. That said, both Greece and Portugal were dictatorships during parts of their NATO membership, and today, Hungary’s and Turkey’s commitment to liberal democracy is unclear. The importance of political and other nonmilitary cooperation for NATO’s unity has been reiterated numerous times, most recently by an independent expert group appointed by NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg to advise on the alliance’s 2030 agenda. In its final report, the group emphasized that “NATO is an outcome of political cohesion as well as a source of it.”
Will NATO still be a pillar of the security order when it turns 100? That will depend on how the alliance addresses the changing geopolitical order—above all, the threat from a rising, revisionist China. In particular, there are three scenarios for NATO’s future that could look very different from its present and past: a Europe-only NATO, a global NATO, and a fragmented NATO.
A Europe-only NATO is a scenario where the United States decides to withdraw from the alliance, either because it shifts all of its resources to the Indo-Pacific in order to take on China or due to domestic political change in the United States. As long as Washington was committed to containing the Soviet Union during the Cold War, Europe could take the U.S. security guarantee for granted. With China rising as the United States’ main rival, this is no longer the case. In that rivalry, the geographic focus is East Asia, not Europe.
When he was U.S. president, Trump abruptly awakened European elites to the possibility that a U.S. withdrawal from Europe could be just one election away. Instead of being reelected in 2024, Trump may now spend time in jail, and his main criticism of NATO allies—their inability to meet collective defense spending targets—is being addressed. Yet the idea of isolationism is still alive in the Republican Party, with John Bolton, a U.S. national security advisor under Trump, recently warning of a “virus of isolationism” among his fellow Republicans. A U.S. withdrawal would not only force Europe to take care of its own defense. It could even be the end of NATO.
A global NATO is a scenario where both the United States and its European allies shift their energies and resources from Europe to Asia. It entails European member states rebalancing a significant amount of their naval assets to the Indo-Pacific region in order to support the United States in balancing China. Such a state of affairs would differ markedly from the last time NATO went global in the early 2000s, when it deployed peacekeepers to Afghanistan, trained security forces in Iraq, and gave logistical support to the African Union’s mission in Sudan. A long-term major deployment to Asia would stretch European members’ resources to the limit, leave Europe exposed to Russian adventurism, and potentially cause disagreements among European allies. Eastern European member states, in particular, would probably be more concerned with deterring Russia than with balancing China. 
Finally, a fragmented NATO is a scenario where the United States remains committed to the defense of Europe but where allies are no longer pursuing a single, coherent strategy—because of different threat perceptions, the disparate interests of new members, or domestic political pressures. Even though Russia remains a serious challenge to European peace and security, it is not as powerful and all-threatening as the Soviet Union was. In the not-too-distant future, Southern European member states may be more concerned with security challenges in North Africa and the Middle East, while Britain and France are more oriented toward global challenges. A further NATO enlargement to include Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, and Serbia not only would influence the bloc’s priorities but could also weaken its coherence. What’s more, significant political changes in a number of member states, including the election of leaders less committed to democracy, the liberal international order, and the trans-Atlantic West, would undermine the alliance’s political and military cohesion.
None of these three scenarios have to come true in their extreme versions. But in all likelihood, NATO will have to grapple with elements of all three. Whatever they do, NATO members should not take their present unity and strength for granted.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.
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An illustration shows two large hands with pinky fingers — and their own tiny hand tips — extended in a small handshake for a story about minilateral alliances.
As the old multilateral institutions, from the United Nations to the World Trade Organization, become increasingly paralyzed and dysfunctional, minilateral organizations have emerged as another format for getting things done. Small groups of countries are focusing on specific issues and shared interests—often voluntarily, rarely as a formal bloc—as a pragmatic alternative to cumbersome multilateralism and constricting alliances. The concept goes back a long way: Think of the 19th-century Concert of Europe or the Five Eyes intelligence-sharing arrangement born during World War II.
But it’s Asia and the Indo-Pacific that have become minilateralism’s 21st-century testing ground. Geopolitical shifts are fast reshaping the region and pushing it toward a new balance of power. At the same time, the region has little tradition of—or, for now, interest in—formal military alliances beyond a handful of countries’ bilateral pacts with the United States. Their national interests, threat perceptions, and desires for alignment remain too diverse for a binding commitment in the model of NATO, the European Union, or other blocs.
Asia’s minilaterals are largely a response to China’s rise and challenge to the regional balance of power. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (known as the Quad and made up of Australia, India, Japan, and the United States) and the Australia-United Kingdom-United States pact (known as AUKUS) are the most prominent examples. India, Israel, the United Arab Emirates, and the United States established the I2U2 cooperative format in 2021, and the latest addition is the emerging trilateral partnership among Japan, South Korea, and the United States. Since preventing Chinese hegemony over Asia is the most important consideration driving these groupings, it is no surprise that many of them are sponsored or supported by Washington.
Given widespread unease in the region’s capitals to Cold War-style alliances, Asia’s new minilaterals are part of a new effort to transcend the traditional alliance framework. In light of Beijing’s rapid military buildup and Washington’s difficulties projecting power at such a great distance from its shores, the Biden administration sees minilaterals as a critical instrument to boost Asia’s ability to stand up to bullying by Beijing. In a region where the reluctance to join formal alliances remains entrenched, minilateral coalitions offer a pragmatic mechanism to cope with Chinese power.
In the past, castigation by China was enough to draw a potential minilateral grouping to a halt. In September 2007, Australia, India, Japan, Singapore, and the United States held a large naval exercise in the Bay of Bengal. China quickly denounced it as heralding an “Asian NATO,” and shortly afterward, the idea of institutionalizing such exercises was put to sleep. When the Quad had its tenuous beginnings that year, all four members were still loath to antagonize Beijing. Since then, China’s push for hegemony in the region has produced the inevitable backlash, and the Quad has become a major feature of each member’s foreign and security policy.
Postcolonial Asia was allergic to alliances. Asia’s newly sovereign nations were unwilling to subordinate their own independent foreign policies to the discipline of Cold War alliances—with a few exceptions, including Australia, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, and the Philippines, which had a unique relationship with the United States or were part of the tightly knit Anglosphere. Washington’s attempts to build regional military alliances in the NATO model—the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization and, in the Middle East, the Central Treaty Organization—failed to take off. At the same time, the region never developed much faith in the U.N. system, thanks to its failures in stemming conflict in Kashmir, on the Korean Peninsula, and in the Middle East.
While the United States settled for a handful of bilateral alliances, minilaterals soon become an attractive option in parts of the region. Britain, formerly the dominant colonial power in Asia, set up a minilateral in 1971—the Five Power Defence Arrangements—with Commonwealth members Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, and Singapore. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) also began as a minilateral; its five founding members came together amid shared interests in countering communist insurgencies at home. But ASEAN reached its limits no sooner than China began to assert territorial claims against its neighbors. Despite ASEAN’s claim for centrality in the regional order, the bloc has struggled to support members against Beijing’s encroachments in the South China Sea and seems to lack the political will to collectively cope with the China challenge.
Four lessons can be derived from the unfolding story of Asian minilaterals that suggest they have staying power—and could be useful in other regions with similarly weak multilateral and alliance structures.
First, minilaterals are networks, not blocs, making it possible to rethink regional geographies. Asia and the Indo-Pacific comprise a vast region without the compact political and geographic blocs that have long defined, say, Europe. Minilaterals allow India to be connected to the networks of U.S. alliances and partnerships in East Asia (via the Quad) and the Middle East (via the I2U2). The United States has also nudged Britain to return to the Indo-Pacific, not just in taking a general interest in engaging with the security politics of the region but in building nuclear-powered submarines for Australia under the AUKUS banner. Britain, Italy, and Japan have joined hands to build a new generation of fighter aircraft; Australia, France, and India have had trilateral consultations on regional security; and France is also engaged with India and the UAE to strengthen its role in the Indian Ocean. 
Second, Washington is using minilaterals to transcend the traditional framework of bilateral alliances. The hub-and-spoke model in Asia is no longer capable of dealing with the scale and scope of the Chinese challenge. The overlapping networks of minilaterals provide a valuable complement to the U.S. policy of rebooting its bilateral alliances. Besides the Quad and AUKUS, other groups have emerged as well: Australia, India, and Japan have their own trilateral format; the Australia-Japan-United States grouping is emerging as a powerful factor in East Asian security; India and its Southeast Asian neighbors patrol the vital sea lanes in and around the Strait of Malacca; and Bangladesh, India, and Japan are coordinating to accelerate regional integration in the eastern subcontinent.
Third, the minilateral format of strategic cooperation is particularly attractive for states with a history of nonalignment, such as India, which carefully guards its strategic sovereignty but is ready to work with the United States to pursue its security interests. Even as it raised the pressure on India following Chinese President Xi Jinping’s accession to power in 2012, Beijing was confident that New Delhi would not join hands with Washington because of New Delhi’s long tradition of nonalignment. China gambled wrong: The Quad framework has allowed India to engage with the United States and its Asian allies on security without giving up its foreign-policy independence. Indeed, the Quad has become the main instrument of India’s undisguised effort to balance China. What’s more, the U.S. strategy of boosting its partners’ capabilities has led to a bounty for India through Western help in the modernization of its defense industrial base and technological capabilities. 
Fourth, the looser, non-ideological minilateral format makes it clear that India and other participants aren’t locked into a U.S.-directed system but rather retain full agency in defining the future of the group. As a result, China’s attempts to play the Asian regional identity card are falling flat, and its narrative that Washington is an outside power manipulating the region to build an Asian NATO has not resonated as one might have expected. The purposeful vigor of Asian minilateralism seems to have surprised Beijing, which initially dismissed the Quad as “sea foam” without substance and staying power.
These features of minilaterals make them particularly suited for Asia and other postcolonial regions weary of formal alignments with the United States. India, one of the original ideologues of nonalignment and a former champion of “Asian unity,” today recognizes the need for outside powers to balance the rise of a regional hegemon. Even many of the countries staying out of the minilaterals for now are realistic enough to know that a stronger U.S. presence and the widening ambit of bilateral and minilateral arrangements with the United States improve their own bargaining power with China. So, we should expect more countries, particularly in Southeast Asia, to engage with the Quad and other minilaterals. For all the incessant talk about China’s unstoppable domination and U.S. decline, the new minilaterals are helping to put the United States right back into the driver’s seat in Asian geopolitics.
In less than three years, the Biden administration has made minilaterals an integral part of the Asian order. On the security front, these minilaterals have begun to complicate Beijing’s security calculus by enhancing the deterrent capabilities of its neighbors. On the economic front, the minilaterals are restructuring the China-centered Asian integration that has emerged in the 21st century. By encouraging the shift of industrial supply chains out of China and building new technology coalitions—including the Quad and the “Chip 4” semiconductor alliance (made up of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and the United States), the Biden administration is challenging Beijing’s economic domination.
In Asia, the rise of an overly ambitious regional hegemon, the new political will of a distant superpower to counter it, and the presence of large and capable regional powers have created propitious conditions for minilateralism. But minilaterals are becoming part of the institutional landscape in other regions as well. In Europe, the heart of both alliances and multilateralism, smaller coalitions are emerging to press forward on issues where other partners are still applying the brakes. In defense, for example, the Lublin Triangle (Lithuania, Poland, and Ukraine) and the Nordic Defence Cooperation (among the five Nordic countries) are pushing the envelope of strategic and military integration. The countries of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf are increasingly cooperating, as is the emerging triad of Azerbaijan, Pakistan, and Turkey. Each is a response to the failure of old-style multilateralism and traditional alliances to resolve conflict and promote integration, making it likely that the minilateral format is here to stay.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.
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The China-Russia Axis Takes Shape

Lori Kelley    11:30PM, 11 Sep, 2023  

An illustration shows a Russian bear and a Chinese dragon joining forces to consume a U.S. eagle framed in the shapes of their mouths between them.
In July, nearly a dozen Chinese and Russian warships conducted 20 combat exercises in the Sea of Japan before beginning a 2,300-nautical-mile joint patrol, including into the waters near Alaska. These two operations, according to the Chinese defense ministry, “reflect the level of the strategic mutual trust” between the two countries and their militaries.
The increasingly close relationship between China and Russia has been decades in the making, but Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has tightened their embrace. Both countries made a clear strategic choice to prioritize relations with each other, given what they perceive as a common threat from the U.S.-led West. The deepening of bilateral ties is accompanied by a joint push for global realignment as the two countries use non-Western multilateral institutions—such as the BRICS forum and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)—to expand their influence in the developing world. Although neither Beijing nor Moscow currently has plans to establish a formal military alliance, major shocks, such as a Sino-U.S. conflict over Taiwan, could yet bring it about.
China and Russia’s push for better relations began after the end of the Cold War. Moscow became frustrated with its loss of influence and status, and Beijing saw itself as the victim of Western sanctions after its forceful crackdown of the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989. In the 1990s and 2000s, the two countries upgraded relations, settled their disputed borders, and deepened their arms sales. Russia became the dominant supplier of advanced weapons to China.
When Xi Jinping assumed power in 2012, China was already Russia’s largest trading partner, and the two countries regularly engaged in military exercises. They advocated for each other in international forums; in parallel, they founded the SCO and BRICS grouping to deepen cooperation with neighbors and major developing countries.
When the two countries upgraded their relations again in 2019, the strategic drivers for much closer relations were already present. Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 damaged its relations with the West and led to a first set of economic sanctions. Similarly, Washington identified Beijing as its most important long-term challenge, redirected military resources to the Pacific, and launched a trade war against Chinese companies. Moscow and Beijing were deeply suspicious of what they saw as Western support for the color revolutions in various countries and worried that they might be targets as well. Just as China refused to condemn Russian military actions in Chechnya, Georgia, Syria, and Ukraine, Russia fully backed Chinese positions on Taiwan, Hong Kong, Tibet, and Xinjiang. The Kremlin also demonstrated tacit support for Chinese territorial claims against its neighbors in the South China Sea and East China Sea.
Since launching its war in Ukraine, Russia has become China’s fastest-growing trading partner. Visiting Moscow in March, Xi declared that deepening ties to Russia was a “strategic choice” that China had made. Even the mutiny in June by Wagner Group leader Yevgeny Prigozhin that took his mercenary army almost to the gates of Moscow did not change China’s overall position toward Russia, though Beijing has embraced tactical adjustments to “de-risk” its dependency on Russian President Vladimir Putin.
Building on their strong relationship, Xi and Putin released a joint statement in February 2022 announcing a “no limits” strategic partnership between the two countries. The statement expressed a litany of grievances against the United States, while Chinese state media hailed a “new era” of international relations not defined by Washington. Coming only a few weeks before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, enhanced relations were likely calculated by Moscow to strengthen its overall geopolitical position before the attack.
It’s not clear how much prior detailed knowledge Xi had about Putin’s plans to launch a full-scale war, but their relationship endured the test. If anything, the Western response to Russia’s war reinforced China’s worst fears, further pushing it to align with Russia. Beijing viewed Russian security concerns about NATO expansion as legitimate and expected the West to address them as it sought a way to prevent or stop the war. Instead, the United States, the European Union, and their partners armed Ukraine and tried to paralyze Russia with unprecedented sanctions. Naturally, this has amplified concerns in Beijing that Washington and its allies could be similarly unaccommodating toward Chinese designs on Taiwan.
Against the background of increased mutual threat perceptions, both sides are boosting ties with like-minded countries. On one side, this includes a reenergized, expanded NATO and its growing linkages to the Indo-Pacific, as well as an invigoration of Washington’s bilateral, trilateral, and minilateral arrangements in Asia. Developed Western democracies—with the G-7 in the lead—are also exploring how their experience deterring and sanctioning Russia could be leveraged against China in potential future contingencies.
On the other side, Xi envisions the China-Russia partnership as the foundation for shaping “the global landscape and the future of humanity.” Both countries recognize that while the leading democracies are relatively united, many countries in the global south remain reluctant to align with either the West or China and Russia. In Xi and Putin’s view, winning support in the global south is key to pushing back against what they consider U.S. hegemony.



Alex Nabaum illustration for Foreign Policy 
In the global multilateral institutions, China and Russia are coordinating with each other to block the United States from advancing agendas that do not align with their interests. The U.N. Security Council is often paralyzed by their veto powers, while other institutions have turned into battlegrounds for seeking influence. Beijing and Moscow view the G-20, where their joint weight is relatively greater, as a key forum for cooperation.
But the most promising venues are BRICS and the SCO, established to exclude the developed West and anchor joint Chinese-Russian efforts to reshape the international system. Both are set up for expansion—in terms of scope, membership, and other partnerships. They are the primary means for China and Russia to create a web of influence that increasingly ties strategically important countries to both powers.
The BRICS grouping—initially made up of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa—is at the heart of Moscow and Beijing’s efforts to build a bloc of economically powerful countries to resist what they call Western “unilateralism.” In late August, another six states, including Egypt, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, were invited to join the group. With their growing economic power, the BRICS countries are pushing for cooperation on a range of issues, including ways to reduce the dominance of the U.S. dollar and stabilize global supply chains against Western calls for “decoupling” and “de-risking.” Dozens of other countries have expressed interest in joining BRICS. 
The SCO, in contrast, is a Eurasian grouping of Russia, China, and their friends. With the exception of India, all are members of China’s Belt and Road Initiative. The accession of Iran in July and Belarus’s membership application put the SCO on course to bring China’s and Russia’s closest and strongest military partners under one umbrella. If the SCO substantially deepens security cooperation, it could grow into a counterweight against U.S.-led coalitions.
Both BRICS and the SCO, however, operate by consensus, and it will take time to transform both groups into cohesive, powerful geopolitical actors that can function like the G-7 or NATO. The presence of India in both groups will make it difficult for China and Russia to turn either into a staunchly anti-Western outfit. The diversity of members—which include democracies and autocracies with vastly different cultures—means that China and Russia will have to work hard to ensure significant influence over each organization and its individual members.
What’s next? Continued Sino-Russian convergence is the most likely course. But that is not set in stone—and progress can be accelerated, slowed, or reversed. Absent external shocks, Beijing and Moscow may not need to significantly upgrade their relationship from its current trajectory. Xi and Putin share similar views of a hostile West and recognize the strategic advantages of closer alignment. But they remain wary of each other, with neither wanting to be responsible for or subordinate to the other.
Major changes or shocks, however, could drive them closer at a faster pace. Should Russia suffer a devastating military setback in Ukraine that risks the collapse of Putin’s regime, China might reconsider the question of substantial military aid. If China, in turn, finds itself in a major Taiwan crisis or conflict against the United States, Beijing could lean more on Moscow. During a conflict over Taiwan, Russia could also engage in opportunistic aggression elsewhere that would tie China and Russia together in the eyes of the international community, even if Moscow’s actions were not coordinated with Beijing. 
A change in the trajectory toward ever closer Chinese-Russian ties may also be possible, though it is far less likely. Some Chinese experts worry that Russia will always prioritize its own interests over any consideration of bilateral ties. If, for instance, former U.S. President Donald Trump wins another term, he could decrease U.S. support for Ukraine and offer Putin improved relations. This, in turn, could dim the Kremlin’s willingness to support China against the United States. It’s not clear if this worry is shared by top Chinese or Russian leaders, but mutual distrust and skepticism of the other remain in both countries.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.





arguments

 
	Aid Is the Next Battleground Between China and the West
	Xi Jinping Is Trying to Adapt to Failure
	Manipur Crisis Tests Modi’s India
	India Is Becoming a Power in Southeast Asia
	Europe’s Losers Have Become Its Winners Again
	The EU Isn’t Ready for Ukraine to Join
	How Sudan Became a Saudi-UAE Proxy War
	Will Bola Tinubu’s Reforms Help or Harm Nigeria?
	Women Will Be the Biggest Victims of Israel’s Judicial Reforms
	America’s Love of Sanctions Will Be Its Downfall
	More Police Won’t Solve Haiti’s Crisis
	Cluster Bombs and the Contradictions of Liberalism
	Deterrence in Taiwan Is Failing

 








Argument
Aid Is the Next Battleground Between China and the West

Stefan Theil    8:32AM, 22 Jun, 2023  
When around 50 country leaders gather in Paris on Thursday and Friday for the Summit for a New Global Financing Pact, the main question on their agenda is a familiar one: how to tackle climate change and global poverty. Yet the summit is less conventional than it first appears: France and Barbados, the event’s co-organizers, seek to advance these goals through new rules for restructuring developing countries’ debt, a prerequisite for giving them more fiscal space to help their populations. This focus is unusual, and it shows that aid is becoming the next battleground in the competition for global influence between China and the West.
Indebtedness in the global south has reached alarming levels in recent years. The trend emerged following the triple shock of the COVID-19 pandemic (which sank growth and fueled a rise in health care expenses), rising U.S. interest rates (which hit developing markets’ currencies and added to debt-servicing costs), and the war in Ukraine (which fueled a rise of commodity prices and thereby inflated the import bills of many developing countries). Just like a private household in dire financial straits, many of these countries had no option but to take out loans to stay afloat and keep paying their bills.
The problem is that many developing economies are now struggling to pay back their piled-up debt. Statistics are disturbing: The world’s 91 poorest countries are spending an average of more than 16 percent of their fiscal revenues on debt servicing, roughly a threefold rise compared to 2011. Some cases are jaw-dropping: Nigeria, for instance, spends approximately 96 percent of its tax receipts to service debt. Sky-high debt is fueling poverty: Because they spend so much on paying back lenders, many low-income countries have little left to finance education or health care. One data point says it all: Since 2020, African countries have spent more on debt servicing than on health care.
To make matters worse, a lot of this debt is owed to Beijing. Pakistan, Kenya, Laos, and several other developing countries owe more than 30 percent of their external debt to China. This is not surprising: China is today the world’s largest creditor, with a loan portfolio larger than those of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and 22 major rich-country governments combined. African countries have been among the biggest recipients of Chinese money over the past decade: According to the China Africa Research Initiative, a research program at Johns Hopkins University, African countries signed up for Chinese loans totaling $153 billion between 2000 and 2019. (The exact amount may well be higher, given that around half of debt owed to China is not publicly reported.)
In theory, financial support from China should not be a problem; evidence of debt-trap diplomacy, whereby Beijing supposedly uses debt to seize poor countries’ resources and entrap them politically, is scarce. Yet it is clear that China is hardly the most flexible of creditors when developing economies struggle to repay loans. Zambia is a good example of this: In the 2010s, the country borrowed billions of dollars from China to finance infrastructure projects. Like many economies, Zambia was hit hard by the COVID-19 crisis. In 2020, at the height of the pandemic, the country asked China if it could suspend interest payments. China refused, leaving Zambia with no choice but to default on its debt—including nearly $7 billion owed to China. Zambia is no exception; the year 2022 recorded the highest-ever number of sovereign defaults. Experts fear there will be many more defaults by next year as repayment costs keep rising.
After many years of inaction, rich countries are finally striving to respond to China’s growing influence in the global south.
This backdrop is bleak, but it presents an opportunity for Western countries to benefit from growing resentment in the global south against Beijing’s lending practices. The two objectives of Western countries at the Paris summit this week are all about countering China. Their first goal will be a short-term one: ensuring that they have a seat at the negotiating table when emerging markets’ debts are restructured, even when Beijing is the lender. There is virtually zero chance that China would agree to cooperate with the Paris Club, the group of 22 rich countries that handles debt restructurings on behalf of official creditors. Instead, Western states will promote the G-20 Common Framework for Debt Treatment, a new policy tool that seeks to ensure that indebted countries are not left alone with China and can benefit from a G-20-designed set of common rules when they need to renegotiate their debts.
So far, this instrument has proved disappointing. Zambia was supposed to be a test case for the new arrangement, but debt restructuring negotiations have stalled. Beijing has a responsibility for this failure, since it refused to enter discussions, let alone make financial concessions, under the G-20 arrangement. Ethiopia and Ghana have also applied for the G-20 scheme, with a similar lack of results so far. By refusing to show some goodwill, China is making its stance clear: Beijing does not want the West to meddle in its financial affairs in developing economies. Instead of collaborating with the G-20 and working according to multilaterally agreed rules, China intends to control the process and renegotiate debts behind closed doors on a case by case, bilateral basis. That leaves indebted countries in a much weaker bargaining position.
For Western countries, focusing on debt restructuring is a smart strategy: At a time when their fiscal room for maneuver is limited, restructuring has no immediate impact on taxpayers and actually increases the chance that official lenders will get their money back. Rich countries also believe that now may be the perfect time to strike back against Beijing’s financial largesse, for two reasons. First, China is facing economic difficulties: The post-COVID rebound is disappointing, the financial sector is wobbling, and local governments are weighed down by debt. In light of these challenges, Beijing has focused its efforts on reviving the domestic economy at the expense of international outreach. Second, Beijing is facing a growing backlash in indebted countries amid fears of corruption and predatory lending. In Pakistan, for instance, these exact concerns sparked protests against a Chinese-backed port project earlier this year.
As a result of these factors, China’s formerly grandiose Belt and Road Initiative is now only a shadow of its former self. Beijing has downgraded its ambitions and pivoted toward “small and beautiful” investments abroad: As opposed to previous grand development schemes, these projects are of only short duration and focus on key natural resources and the transport infrastructure to access them. Data illustrates this pivot. Since 2019, developing countries have been repaying more money to Beijing than they have received in new Chinese loans.
Western countries hope that China’s difficulties will give impetus to their second, longer-term objective, which is to reassert the position of the World Bank and IMF as the world’s leading multilateral institutions for development finance. In doing so, the United States and the European Union want to undermine the competition from the two non-Western development banks headquartered in China: the New Development Bank (also known as the BRICS bank) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (whose Canadian global communications director has just resigned, citing alleged Chinese Communist Party interference). Curbing Chinese financing will be a key way to bolster the IMF’s global role. Data from Boston University shows that for each 1 percent of its GDP that a country borrows from China, it is 6 percent less likely to ask the IMF for a loan. One reason might be that Chinese money is pulling these countries closer into Beijing’s orbit and away from Western lenders.
There is a lot to do to revive multilateral lending. As a first step, Western countries hope that a reform of the IMF’s governance—which is also on the Paris summit’s agenda—can help address developing countries’ concerns over how the fund makes decisions. The IMF was created nearly 80 years ago, and voting rights in its decision-making bodies reflect the long-gone post-World War II economic landscape dominated by the United States and a handful of Western countries. The distribution of power within the IMF is no longer in line with current population figures or economic clout: Rich countries account for only about 15 percent of the world’s population and around 40 percent of global GDP in terms of purchasing power parity, but they hold about 60 percent of the IMF’s voting rights. Progress on IMF reform will be slow, though, as convincing Washington to give up voting shares will be easier said than done.
Like so many other summits, the Paris gathering will probably produce lots of cheery promises that will never be implemented in practice. But it may be the summit’s symbolic meaning that really matters. After many years of inaction, rich countries are finally striving to respond to China’s growing influence in the global south. This highlights how aid is fast becoming another battleground for influence between China and the West. The upshot is that low-income countries could well benefit from the trend, assuming that they are willing and able to seize this opportunity to play China and the West against each other.
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Xi Jinping Is Trying to Adapt to Failure

James Palmer    2:00PM, 24 Jul, 2023  

Chinese President Xi Jinping attends a signing ceremony in Moscow on March 21. 
Xi Jinping has ruled China for over a decade, but the way he rules it is changing. Xi faces domestic and international environments that are markedly worse than when he took office in 2012 as general secretary. The economy is struggling, confidence is faltering, debt is looming, and strategic competition with the United States and its allies is endangering the future of China’s technological advancement and economic growth.
Many analyses still portray Chinese politics in relatively static terms, as either returning to growth-oriented practicality post-COVID or as having discarded economic concerns to pursue authoritarian control and geopolitical dominance. But what such takes miss is that policymaking is becoming increasingly volatile, as China’s mounting challenges lead Beijing into deeper swings between the politics of its ideological agenda and the pragmatism of delivering a baseline of economic growth. This volatility stems mostly from three balancing acts: balancing growth with security in economic policy, balancing diplomatic struggle against U.S. global leadership with avoiding economic decoupling from the West, and balancing competition between different factions in elite politics.



This article was originally published in ChinaFile. 
The defining theme of domestic policymaking in Xi’s third term could be the securitization of everything, especially economic policy. Xi’s report to the 20th Party Congress in October 2022—an authoritative policy document in the Chinese Communist Party system—said that national security should “permeate every aspect and the whole process” of governance, instructed the party to “comprehensively strengthen the national security system” by 2035, and added a new section on national security to the report’s usually fixed structure. In May, Xi chaired the first post-congress meeting of his Central National Security Commission, the readout of which declared “the complexity and enormity of the national security issues that we are currently facing” to have “increased significantly.”
The party leadership’s pro-growth sentiment this year has been undermined by raids of foreign firms, national security bans on Western chips, and amendments to the Anti-Espionage Law that expand its application to businesses. Sources in Beijing also suggest the government is planning to launch a Chinese equivalent to the United States’ Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS), which will escalate scrutiny of foreign investors in China.
Xi’s rising focus on security seems driven mainly by a belief that China must reduce its economic and technological dependencies on the United States and its allies in an era of intensifying geopolitical competition. In March, he accused Western countries and especially the United States of “implementing comprehensive containment, encirclement, and suppression against China, bringing unprecedentedly severe challenges for China’s development.” This is almost certainly a reference to the sanctions, export controls, and reshoring policies adopted by the Trump and now Biden administrations in Washington.
The official summary of a May meeting of Xi’s Central Financial and Economic Commission said that Beijing will invest heavily in creating a “modern industrial system” built around manufacturing and innovation. Western high-tech firms will be welcome, but Xi hopes they will help boost China’s “self-reliance” on a “whole-nation system” of homegrown competitors.
The securitization of economic policy is likely to bring clearer party leadership and stronger intervention in almost all areas of the Chinese economy. Recent years saw an uptick of ideological interventions in specific industries—for example, banning for-profit tutoring to ameliorate educational inequality, restricting video gaming to curb youth internet addiction, and regulating platform technology companies to limit their market power and political clout.
The sense from Beijing now, by contrast, is more expansive: The party needs to supervise the whole economy to protect its security. In April, the Central Comprehensively Deepening Reforms Commission (CCDRC), arguably Xi’s most influential policy coordination body, held a meeting whose readout said the party should determine “for whom to innovate, who should innovate, what to innovate, and how to innovate” by “holistically planning the whole chain of technology innovation.”
Increasingly, firms will be expected to align with policy objectives. Some of this alignment will be coerced, through legislation mandating firms contribute to intelligence or military projects, for example, but the more prevalent mechanism will likely be firms proactively falling into line to avoid the fate of companies caught up in previous rectification campaigns. The CCDRC readout said the party would “actively encourage and effectively guide private enterprises to participate in major national innovation.” Xi is not anti-business or anti-market, he is simply pro-party; he wants to better harness private-sector activity to advance his goals for the party-state.
Security is not everything, however, as “development” formally remains ahead of “security” as a priority for Xi’s administration, at least in authoritative party documents like last year’s congress report. Xi has directed authorities to balance development and security. This signifies that economic growth is still crucial, but he believes greater concessions must be made to safeguard national security. The worry both inside and outside China is that security policies will compound the surprisingly rapid slowdown in China’s post-COVID recovery and hamstring the country’s economic trajectory. Confusion will rise, with Beijing periodically switching its emphasis between growth and security, and Xi’s economic and security teams each vying for the upper hand.
Witness the bewilderment of foreign firms in China right now as local governments appeal for their investments while central authorities stifle the business services essential for such commitments. The continued centralization of power and tightening of policy execution mean that slight shifts in messaging will ripple through the bureaucracy even quicker, more frequently, and more damagingly than before. Uncertainty is already depressing private-sector investment, dimming the prospects of the Chinese economy.
Mixed messages about growth and security will hit market confidence, but the biggest issue for business between China and the West is the momentum behind high-tech decoupling in the U.S. alliance system, which will likely be aggravated by Xi’s growing diplomatic pushback against Western global leadership in his third term. Xi helped broker a normalization of relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia, put China forward as a mediating party in any future peace deal between Russia and Ukraine, and offered to play a larger role in Israel-Palestine negotiations. He renewed efforts to promote a multipolar international order through his Global Development Initiative, Global Security Initiative, and Global Civilization Initiative. And he has eschewed provocation by sustaining dialogue with Western leaders, moderating some of the more extreme “wolf warrior” diplomacy, and telling his foreign-policy team to improve global narratives about China.
Xi’s diplomatic push to position China as a vital economic partner, a political champion of the developing world, and an indispensable stakeholder in addressing transnational problems such as climate change and public health is partly to counterbalance the rising hostility of the United States and its allies. There is also a strong domestic angle, with Xi looking to shore up his legitimacy at a time of economic difficulty. Many analysts guess that Xi sees unification with Taiwan as a requirement to justify his extended tenure, because it would surpass the accomplishments of past paramount leaders. But another less risky, more rewarding way to do that would be for Xi to become a global leader on par with the U.S. president in his gravitas and his weight in international affairs—something that neither Mao Zedong nor Deng Xiaoping ever really achieved.
Notwithstanding the Biden administration’s desire to stabilize bilateral ties, China’s efforts to project diplomatic influence will probably enhance the perception of threat from Beijing in Washington and, to a lesser degree, in other Western capitals. The U.S. will likely push further policies designed to weaken China’s geo-economic power, particularly if Republicans win the White House in 2024. This could exacerbate Xi’s domestic growth troubles, but he can also invoke Western threats to stoke popular nationalism and highlight the importance of party unity around his leadership. This dynamic could become a vicious cycle of short-term political gain but longer-term geopolitical pain.
As China’s economic and diplomatic challenges continue to grow, so too does Xi’s grip on the party. He engineered the retirement of any lingering political rivals at the 20th Party Congress and filled high-ranking posts with loyalists. This situation may seem paradoxical, but what matters for Xi is not winning a popular vote but controlling key instruments of authoritarian power, namely the military, the security services, the anti-corruption apparatus, the personnel department, and the propaganda machinery. On this metric, surrounded by people he chose, Xi’s dominance has never seemed so pronounced.
Yet Xi’s ability to pick his own team does not necessarily mean that his people all get along with each other. The most significant development in Chinese elite politics during the next five years could be the emergence of “sub-factional” rivalries between various clusters of Xi supporters. Xi has assembled a leadership team with representatives from groups of officials who used to work for him in different provinces and rode his coattails into the party center. This arrangement appears to help Xi ensure that no one else becomes too powerful, as he can play allies off against one another, even though such tactics may come at the expense of stable and predictable policymaking.
Xi is the decisive actor in personnel and policy decisions, but people on the ground suggest that a fierce competition is unfolding behind the scenes between networks of Xi-aligned cadres, especially those connected to him through Zhejiang province and Fujian province. These two sub-factions respectively trace their influence up to Politburo Standing Committee members Li Qiang and Cai Qi. Vice Premier He Lifeng is also a major Fujian powerbroker. Both groups are reportedly trying to maneuver their associates into lower-level positions in key institutions, including the General Office that manages party business, the Organization Department that oversees personnel, and economic agencies like the National Development and Reform Commission.
Sub-factional jockeying under Xi differs from previous models of factional politics, which helped explain elite contention under Xi’s predecessors. Internal debates over the leadership and vision of the party boss will be nearly absent, but what may seem like minor differences in policy implementation or ideological emphasis could come to serve as platforms and disguises for political battles between sub-factions. Such power fragmentation would inevitably impact Beijing’s already-weakened governance capacity and hinder the effective realization of central policies.
Xi has tough tasks ahead in his third term: balancing growth with security in economic policy, balancing ambition with restraint in foreign policy, and balancing competing sub-factions in elite politics. The base case outcome of this balancing act is that China will muddle through, continuing to build its national power while falling short of its full economic potential. But in the long term, slowing growth, less predictable governance, and an increasingly hostile external environment, if left unchanged, are making national stagnation more likely than national rejuvenation.
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Manipur Crisis Tests Modi’s India

Audrey Wilson    2:30PM, 1 Aug, 2023  

Protesters burn an effigy of Mizoram Chief Minister Zoramthanga after he expressed solidarity with the Kuki community in Imphal, the capital of Manipur, India, on July 26.
It took a viral video for Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to finally break his silence on ongoing ethnic violence in the northeastern state of Manipur. The footage, which became public only last month, sparked outrage far beyond the state: Filmed on May 4, it shows a mob assaulting two women from the Kuki minority—stripped naked—before pushing them into an empty field. Reports citing the survivors’ families revealed the complicity of the state police. Ironically, the police station a few hundred yards from the site of the crime was awarded the “Best in the Country” title in 2020.
Violence between the Meitei ethnic majority and the Kukis has hounded Manipur since May, when a court order reserving some government jobs for Meiteis exacerbated tensions over land rights, poppy farming, and religious freedoms. Manipur Chief Minister N. Biren Singh has carved out a role for himself as the Meitei community’s de facto leader. More
cases of sexual assault have come to light in the past two weeks, but Singh—a member of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)—now denies that the women in the May 4 video were raped. His state government imposed an internet shutdown for weeks, hindering the spread of information.
The crisis has not subsided, and thousands of weapons stolen from police armories are still circulating among mobs. On Tuesday, India’s Supreme Court described the violence as “an absolute breakdown of law and order.” The presence of federal forces in Manipur hasn’t improved the situation: New Delhi’s strategy has instead divided the state, burning bridges between the Meiteis and Kukis. This apparent political ineptitude falls in line with the BJP’s Hindutva ideology, which identifies Hindus as India’s rightful inhabitants, justifying violence against religious minorities. In Manipur, the Meitei community sees itself as the state’s original inhabitants, replicating the use of violence against Kukis and others whom it perceives as outsiders.
The use of state machinery to aid the majoritarian project in Manipur recalls the 2002 Gujarat riots targeting the state’s Muslim population, which occurred while Modi was chief minister. (An opposition politician has even invoked dark parallels to the Rwandan genocide, where the role of the state is well documented.) Manipur’s internet ban, now partially lifted, underlines institutional paranoia about controlling the narrative. Tensions have already spread into other Indian states as well as neighboring Myanmar, where the Kuki community shares ties with the Chin minority. The crisis raises serious questions about Modi’s governance model and his political ability to deal with India’s diversity and the tensions it raises.

In Modi’s statement about the viral video in Manipur, he invoked examples of sexual violence in opposition-led states, diminishing the specificity of the crime and seeking to deflect public outrage. His comments did not lead to any shift in national policy. And while sexual assault against women has captured attention, the scale of overall violence in Manipur is startling. More than 160 people are dead, and another 60,000 people are displaced. More than 4,500 weapons are missing from state armories, with officials estimating that almost all of them are with Meitei militias. More than half of these weapons are automatic—a stunning comparison with the situation in Indian-administered Kashmir, where New Delhi has fought a three-decade-old insurgency in which many militants are armed with pistols.
Manipur’s state police force is not incompetent or careless; its inaction amid the violence borders on complicity. A bulk of the weapons stolen in Manipur have not been returned to or recovered by security forces, and it is not for a lack of personnel in the state. In addition to the 29,000-strong state police, New Delhi has sent 124 federal companies—each with between 80 and 100 troops—to Manipur. Then there are 164 columns of similar strength from the Indian Army and the Assam Rifles, a paramilitary affiliate. For a state with a population of 3.2 million, this comes out to an average of nearly one security person for every 55 citizens.
In May, Modi’s government sent its army chief to Manipur and brought in a new police chief from another state to restore order, but both officials have failed to overcome the partisan state government. The state police forces are split vertically, with the new police chief asking cops to report to duty in areas where their ethnic group is in the majority. New Delhi also issued directions that cleave the state with a federally manned buffer zone between the Meitei-dominated valley and the Kuki-dominated hills. Rather than bringing the violence under control, this approach has cemented the divide between the ethnic groups. The Kukis now demand a new administrative structure separating them from the Meiteis, which is vehemently opposed by the majority community.
The administrative incompetence on the part of both the national government and the state government led by Singh reflects the majoritarian nationalism espoused by the BJP. The embrace of Hindutva in states led by the ruling party has led to the lynching of young Muslim men for the flimsy excuse of smuggling cows and to the creation of laws that seek to criminalize interfaith marriages. In Manipur, the same ideology is tailored at a subnational level: The majority Meiteis have found resonance between their indigenous Sanamahi faith and Hindutva, targeting the largely Christian Kukis. Although the fault lines of the conflict are not drawn explicitly around faith, there are religious undertones to the violence.
New Delhi’s failure to stop the violence in Manipur has not yet affected Modi on the international stage. In the wake of the Gujarat riots, which began after a fire in a train compartment killed 58 Hindu pilgrims traveling from Ayodhya, Modi described the ensuing attacks against Muslims as “a chain of action and reaction.” India’s Supreme Court at the time called Modi a “modern-day Nero,” and he was denied a visa to the United States on the grounds that he was responsible for violations of religious freedom. The ban was reversed only after he became prime minister in 2014. By contrast, in June, with violence escalating in Manipur, Modi chose to travel to Washington for an official state visit. French President Emmanuel Macron welcomed him to Paris in July.
All the while, he remained silent. In the three months since the violence began, Modi has not publicly chaired a meeting on Manipur or issued an official statement for the victims, let alone traveled to the state. In a rare press conference for Modi following his meeting with U.S. President Joe Biden, the Indian leader responded to a question—only one was allowed—about the status of religious minorities in his country. Despite the question coming while churches were burning and women were being assaulted in Manipur, Modi blurted out meaningless paeans to Indian democracy. At the time, complaints to state police and federal authorities were still awaiting a response.

For New Delhi, hoping that the fires in Manipur will be doused on their own has not worked. India’s government was long able to pacify the state with support from friendly neighbors in Bangladesh and Myanmar. But as tensions spread beyond Manipur, it is at risk of losing those gains. India’s federalism is already under strain, driven by calls for “Hindi, Hindu, Hindustan,” the ominous idea of one language, one religion, and one nation defining India. States in the country’s south, where the BJP is relatively weak, have cited the decay of India’s federal structure to rally supporters, raising the possibility of some states demanding more autonomy—a demon thought to have been buried in the early years of India’s independence.
The situation in Manipur has also raised alarms about the capacity of the Indian state to clamp down on violence. Whether unable or unwilling to restore order in Manipur, the national government finds its credibility and authority frayed by the crisis. The state’s internet ban suggests a government that fears the free flow of information, using the suppression of violence as a pretext for broadly curtailing freedom of expression and depriving the citizens of their rights. No modern state can function in such digital darkness—and especially not as Modi boasts on the global stage that India’s digital public infrastructure is “highly secure, highly trusted, and highly efficient.”
In fact, the violence in Manipur is putting India’s desire to be recognized as a global power to the test. Apathy on the part of top leadership, targeting of minorities, and internet shutdowns are not the hallmarks of a country that hopes to be respected as an important player on the world stage—as much as Modi would like to avoid mentioning the issue. Furthermore, the violence in Manipur only draws attention to the fact that India has not held local legislative assembly elections in Muslim-majority Kashmir for more than a decade. The country christens itself as the “mother of democracy” and others hail it as the world’s largest democracy, but such hypocrisy overpowers any public relations campaign by New Delhi and its cheerleaders in foreign capitals.
India is no longer the world’s fastest-growing economy; Saudi Arabia is, followed by Vietnam and the Philippines. Unemployment is a serious concern, as is widening inequality  and weak rural demand. Modi and the BJP head into national elections next year with an economic record that they cannot boast about. The Ladakh border crisis with China has stripped the prime minister of national security talking points. Amid the Manipur crisis, he cannot brag about his ability to make tough calls. If the BJP decides to double down on religious polarization ahead of the elections, as it has regularly done under Modi, it could render India’s minorities even more vulnerable.
India’s leaders once stressed that the country embodied the idea of unity in diversity, allowing it to manage social and ethnic differences without pandering to majoritarian impulses. The violence in Manipur serves as a warning of just how far the BJP’s pursuit of such politics could drag India down.
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India Is Becoming a Power in Southeast Asia
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A sailor walks on the deck of an Indian Navy Scorpene-class submarine during its commissioning at a naval base in Mumbai on March 10, 2021. 
The moment has been long in coming, but India is turning into a strategic actor in Southeast Asia. Amid a flurry of regional diplomacy, India has sealed an arms deal with Vietnam, sided with the Philippines over China on sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea, and enhanced defense cooperation with Indonesia. It is balance-of-power politics worthy of an international relations textbook: Even though most Southeast Asian governments have long made it their mantra not to choose geopolitical sides, China’s aggressive posture in and around the South China Sea is driving India and its partners in the region together. As yet, none of these relationships are on the level of alliances or include a serious force deployment component, but the trend is clear. And even though the United States and its Asian treaty allies are not involved, India’s moves raise the tantalizing possibility that it will increasingly complement the United States’ Indo-Pacific strategy to counter China in the coming years.
India’s strategic outreach had its humble beginnings in 1991, when New Delhi announced the Look East policy—a recognition of the geostrategic significance of Southeast Asia to Indian security. More a vision than a concrete set of measures, Look East was followed by the Act East policy in 2014, when India began to proactively engage with the region to prevent it from succumbing to Chinese domination. Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who first announced Act East, India in recent years has steadily strengthened key partnerships across Southeast Asia, particularly with countries along the maritime rim of the Indo-Pacific. These moves are clearly designed to cooperate with Southeast Asian partners who also seek to maintain the rules-based international order and norms of behavior in the face of rising Chinese assertiveness in the region.
Last month, Vietnamese Defense Minister Phan Van Giang visited his Indian counterpart, Rajnath Singh, in New Delhi and announced that India would transfer a missile corvette to the Vietnamese Navy to enhance maritime security. The two sides also reportedly discussed stepped-up training for Vietnamese military personnel operating submarines and fighter jets, as well as cooperation on cybersecurity and electronic warfare. There is also ongoing speculation that Vietnam may soon purchase India’s BrahMos cruise missile, which is co-produced with Russia and could complicate Chinese military operations in disputed seas. To strengthen relations further, Hanoi and New Delhi have also been considering a potential trade deal.
These recent moves reinforce the “comprehensive strategic partnership” India and Vietnam have maintained since Modi’s 2016 visit to Vietnam. Hanoi maintains just four partnerships at this highest of levels—with China, India, Russia, and most recently South Korea. That underscores the high strategic value Hanoi places on New Delhi. By comparison, the United States is only a “comprehensive partner” for Vietnam, two levels below India’s status. Washington has struggled to raise the partnership.
The Philippines, a U.S. treaty ally, is steadily expanding and deepening its security partnership with India as well. Late last month, Philippine Foreign Secretary Enrique Manalo visited New Delhi and met with his Indian counterpart, S. Jaishankar. For the first time, India recognized the legitimacy of the 2016 arbitration ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague in favor of Philippine sovereignty claims over China in the South China Sea. During the meeting, Jaishankar reiterated India’s call on China to respect this ruling. Both sides further vowed to enhance their defense partnership through increased interactions between defense agencies and by sending an Indian defense attaché to Manila. India also offered a concessional line of credit to the Philippines to buy Indian defense equipment. According to a diplomatic source close to the negotiations, “We are both maritime nations and there is great scope where we could identify various cooperative activities including, in the future, joint sales and joint patrols and exchanging information, best practices and anything to enhance [maritime domain awareness].”
It is balance-of-power politics worthy of an international relations textbook: China’s aggressive posture is driving India and its Southeast Asian partners together.
Both nations have closely collaborated on security matters in recent years. In 2019, for example, India participated in a joint naval drill in the South China Sea with Japan, the Philippines, and the United States. In 2021, the Indian Navy conducted bilateral drills with the Philippines. In addition, a fourth round of high-level defense dialogue between India and the Philippines concluded in April, with the two sides pledging to deepen defense cooperation further. In 2022, the Philippines inked a major deal to purchase India’s BrahMos missiles. According to the Indian ambassador in Manila, India is exploring a preferential trade deal with the Philippines to boost their relationship, similar to what it is discussing with Vietnam.
Meanwhile, India’s security partnership with Indonesia has quietly been evolving in ways that also support the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy. In February, an Indian Kilo-class conventional submarine made a first-ever port call to Indonesia, underscoring that New Delhi’s undersea assets could have access to Indonesian ports sitting astride the strategic waterways traversing the vast archipelagic nation. Beijing already faces a major strategic headache in the form of the so-called Malacca dilemma—China’s vulnerability to having its most important trade route cut off by the United States and its allies in the narrow waters between Singapore and Malaysia. Add potential blockades of Indonesia’s Sunda Strait and Lombok Strait—two other strategic narrows—and China might have to rethink future military operations entirely.
Indo-Indonesian defense relations truly kicked off in 2018, when Modi visited Jakarta and elevated relations to a comprehensive strategic partnership. As part of this, the two nations signed a new defense cooperation agreement. That same year, India and Indonesia launched a new naval exercise, Samudra Shakti, that incorporated a warfighting component. Since then, the two navies have conducted four rounds, the last of which was in May and prioritized anti-submarine operations. The Indian Navy has further supported Indonesia with humanitarian and disaster relief operations, particularly following the Sulawesi earthquake and tsunami that hit Palu in 2018. New Delhi and Jakarta are exploring potential air force cooperation as well. Indonesia may also follow in the footsteps of the Philippines by purchasing BrahMos missiles.
On the economic side, the two nations are considering a preferential trade agreement, similar to what India is discussing with Vietnam and the Philippines. Other plans include enhancing links between Indonesia’s Aceh province and India’s Andaman and Nicobar Islands. These parts of the two countries are separated by just over 500 miles of sea, and Jakarta and New Delhi have been cooperating to boost trade and travel between them. India and Indonesia are also cooperating on developing infrastructure, such as a port at Sabang in Aceh, which could be viewed as India’s rival to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
India is also cooperating with Malaysia, another counterclaimant against China in the South China Sea, on the basis of an enhanced strategic partnership signed in 2015. In 2022, both Jaishankar and Singh met their Malaysian counterparts and expressed interest in deepening their partnership. After his meeting with Malaysian Defense Minister Hishammuddin bin Hussein, Singh described the engagement as “wonderful.” Although Kuala Lumpur’s decision earlier this year to cancel a deal to purchase Indian-made Tejas fighter aircraft may have dampened the partnership somewhat, the intent clearly remains to strengthen ties in line with upholding the mutual goal of maintaining the rules-based international order in the region—especially internationally recognized maritime borders and freedom of navigation, neither of which Beijing accepts. When Jaishankar met then-Malaysian Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah, the latter emphasized that India is a friend who shares the “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific,” using the acronym for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations.
Brunei is another emerging partner for India along the South China Sea. In 2021, the two nations renewed their defense agreement for five years, and they regularly engage in joint exercises, port visits by navy and coast guard ships, and official defense exchanges.
India’s strategic partnerships with Singapore and Thailand—a key partner and ally of the United States, respectively—are also close and long-standing. Singapore regularly engages in bilateral exercises, high-level dialogues, visits, and professional training with India. Modi visited Singapore twice in 2018, and on the first trip, he signed 35 memoranda of understanding agreements on a range of security and economic issues. For example, he signed a logistical agreement to boost bilateral naval cooperation and multiple agreements pertaining to investment in human capital. On his second trip, Modi attended the India-ASEAN summit, underscoring New Delhi’s emphasis on the region’s significance.
In 2022, Thailand and India took stock of their partnership and pledged to elevate defense engagements further, to include cybersecurity. Perhaps of greater importance is the economic side of their relationship. In a nod to New Delhi’s original Look East policy, Bangkok implemented its own Look West policy in 1997, in part to tap into the enormous Indian market. Moreover, Thailand and India are partnering with Myanmar to construct the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway that will significantly upgrade transport links between Southeast Asia and South Asia. Once the highway is completed, Modi and his government also want to add connections to Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam—another clear rival to China’s BRI.
India further has good relations with both Cambodia and Laos. In May, Cambodian King Norodom Sihamoni visited India, and the two sides reaffirmed “the strong civilizational bond between us.” Phnom Penh and New Delhi cooperate on a range of socioeconomic projects, de-mining, water conservation, and heritage protection. India’s engagement with Laos is less robust, but nevertheless, New Delhi and Vientiane are likely discussing ways to boost economic ties. This is all the more remarkable as both Phnom Penh and Vientiane are widely considered to be firmly in China’s camp.
Not all Indian engagements in the region are necessarily positive for the United States and its Indo-Pacific strategy, however. One notable example is India’s relationship with the military junta in Myanmar, which has plans to enhance its partnership with Beijing. New Delhi has yet to condemn the 2021 coup that brought it to power, and India refuses to join Washington in putting political pressure on the junta in the form of sanctions or through other means. To be sure, India is in a difficult spot as chaos in Myanmar has caused concerns that instability could spill over the border, where the Indian states of Mizoram, Manipur, and Nagaland have ethnic and kinship ties with Myanmar. New Delhi hopes that its continued cooperation with the Burmese junta will contribute to greater stability in the border region.
But even in Myanmar, India is doing some things that are in Washington’s interest. Modi’s joint statement with U.S. President Joe Biden last month, for example, mentions Myanmar and notes the importance of the junta releasing all political prisoners and returning to constructive dialogue. While this is hardly the condemnation of the regime Washington has been seeking, it is a start. Additionally, New Delhi in recent months confronted the junta on how it is apparently allowing Chinese workers to build a listening post to spy on India in the Coco Islands in the Bay of Bengal.
From a multilateral perspective, India has been active as well. Within the existing India-ASEAN framework, the two parties in May held their inaugural group military exercise, known as ASEAN-India Maritime Exercise, in the South China Sea. The exercise reportedly attracted the attention of China’s maritime militia, which was operating within Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and approached the exercise participants.
Overall, India’s Act East policy is a net positive for the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy aimed at countering China. Washington should welcome and gently encourage New Delhi to do even more. For example, additional joint patrols in the South China Sea among India, the United States, and other nations—including those in the region—could bolster deterrence. Additional Indian infrastructure and development projects, as well as trade deals, could help lessen Beijing’s economic dominance of Southeast Asia.
Realistically, however, New Delhi rightly worries first and foremost about its own neighborhood, and its time and resources are inevitably constrained. China also maintains the inside track in Southeast Asia due to its growing power and proximity to the region. That said, New Delhi’s policy of outreach to Southeast Asia—even if it is sustained only at current levels—will help further undermine Beijing. That, in and of itself, is a big win for Washington and its Asian allies.
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Europe’s Losers Have Become Its Winners Again
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People walk past the art installation “The World Turned Upside Down” by Mark Wallinger on September 07, 2020 in London, United Kingdom. 
One of the nicer stories doing the rounds in Brussels these days is about how Europe’s COVID-19 recovery funds are spent. We’re talking here about the roughly $869 billion in grants and loans the European Union’s 27 national leaders earmarked in 2020 for projects to kick-start their economies after the pandemic. By now, all member states have proposed dozens of different projects, with some of them already implemented. In Brussels, around 80 officials are working around the clock to process and evaluate these applications, and check project details against a list of criteria such as green transition, digital innovation, economic and social resilience, and so on.
Which projects pass this scrutiny with the greatest ease? Interestingly, they’re the ones proposed by countries such as Greece, Ireland, and Portugal. During the euro crisis, over 10 years ago, these countries got used to receiving money in exchange for reform plans. To them, creditors coming back for more details all the time is nothing special. Intrusiveness is something they have learned to anticipate. That is why even the first drafts of their project proposals, officials say, often contain the required details: In Athens, Dublin, and Lisbon, they know what Brussels wants and they don’t take any of it personally.
This matter-of-fact attitude is bolstered by the fact that, with the euro crisis behind them, Southern European countries generally now feel more confident in their dealings with Brussels: Economic reforms have largely worked, the economies are picking up, tourism is booming, foreign investors have returned. According to the latest economic forecasts of the European Commission, Cyprus, Greece, and Portugal will be among the fastest-growing EU economies in 2023. Moreover, last winter’s energy crunch was less severe in the south of Europe because it relies on Russian oil and gas less than other regions in Europe. As a sign of Southern Europe’s growing confidence, Portugal initiated the creation of an EU group of Atlantic countries, which met in the coastal city of Porto at the end of May.
This glimpse into Europe’s backstage shows how quickly the positions of countries and the relationships between them can change. Rifts and conflicts that appear during one crisis are often replaced by different ones during the next. It’s a reminder to be careful with clichés about any EU member state—after all, yesterday’s losers can be tomorrow’s winners. In Europe, reality can catch up with you fast.
In the case of the COVID-19 recovery funds, it cuts both ways. Project proposals from some Northern European countries tend to be too short and not detailed enough, officials say. When pressed for additional data or guarantees that promised reforms will indeed be carried out, northerners are sometimes a little irritated: Why on earth is Brussels meddling so much? As creditor countries during the euro crisis, they were the ones making those demands—to such an extent that some called it a “creditors’ dictatorship.” They were the ones changing dots and commas in Greek or Portuguese reform plans, deciding which laws needed to be changed, and how and sometimes even when. Now, they find it difficult to be in the role of the recipient. Some of their projects get off to a more difficult start as a result.
The emancipation of Central and Eastern Europe is another example of how quickly the fortunes of EU countries can change, transforming the balance of power within the EU.
Poland is a good example. Before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, Poland was marginalized in the EU because of its rule of law violations. In several areas, including foreign policy, Poland was less consulted than before and boxed below its weight. Ministers from other EU member states hardly ever visited the country, waiting for better times. Then, after the Russian invasion, Poland became a frontline state practically overnight. Humanitarian aid, weapons deliveries, foreign dignitaries, refugees—almost everything and everyone on the way to or from Ukraine passes through Poland. Polish warnings on Russia’s belligerence that western Europeans often found exaggerated were now proven right.
As a result, today, Polish views are more closely listened to. Some even say that Poland is already becoming too dominant in Brussels’ debates. The country now tries to use this new clout to box itself out of the rule of law corner as well; it has made some concessions, but according to the European Commission they do not go far enough. The moves themselves are interesting because they show, once again, that things never stay the same for long in Europe.
In many respects, the Russia-Ukraine conflict has prompted the emancipation of not just Poland, but the Central European and Baltic region too. It is not just that these regions’ assessment on security and defense issues obviously carries more weight in the EU than before because of their proximity to the war. On strategic themes such as EU enlargement, their views have also become more influential. It was their idea, initially, to offer Ukraine candidate status for EU membership. The recent blockade of Ukrainian grain by Poland and other Central European countries, moreover, shows their determination that Ukraine’s integration should not take place at their detriment.
Last but not least, the fact that Central European and Baltic countries have taken in millions of Ukrainian refugees is changing Europe’s difficult asylum and migration debate. In Brussels, the regions were previously regarded as a partner unwilling to do anything except build fences and fortify Europe’s external borders. Today, they grapple with the same integrational dilemmas familiar to Western European societies. With more EU member states sharing similar experiences, there is more mutual understanding and willingness to help each other—with one exception: Hungary, which is completely isolated and can hardly use a veto on this dossier.
Nordic countries are moving a little more to Europe’s center, too. Russian aggression has made Denmark and Sweden realize what Finland—Russia’s direct neighbor—acknowledged already long ago: The EU is not just a market but provides political shelter and security, too. Russia’s war in Ukraine prompted Denmark to join EU defense initiatives. The war also reinforced Danish and Swedish debates about the merits of joining the European banking union. Even both countries’ resistance to the abolition of the veto in the EU foreign affairs and security domain seems to be melting away.
Although the Nordic countries still advocate open, liberal markets, they have started supporting more “protectionist” EU policies, too—measures shielding European companies from takeovers by foreign, state-owned companies or cyberattacks, for instance. Nor have the Nordic countries blocked the European Commission’s push for a European industrial policy, which would make Europe a little less dependent of the rest of the world in some respects. What is more, despite their stingy reputation, the Nordic countries are willing to pay for these policies too.
So, Europe is in constant transformation. With new challenges, old feuds are settled and new ones emerge. During the euro crisis, there was a deep divide between the north and the south. Later, during the refugee crisis, the main disagreement was between the east and the west. Now, with the war in Ukraine, with every country affected in a different way again, alliances and rifts change once more.
Almost every challenge that comes Europe’s way produces first a fracture and then a scar. Over the years, the scar tissue has become thick and multi-layered. Feuds are rarely forgotten and sometimes flare up again. Still, the tissue has proven to be stronger than some tend to think.
Correction, May 25, 2023: Portugal’s capital was misidentified due to an editing error.
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The EU Isn’t Ready for Ukraine to Join
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European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky smile after a press conference in Kyiv on May 9.
Ukraine is in the waiting room to join both NATO and the European Union. NATO leaders meeting in Vilnius, Lithuania, disappointed Kyiv last week with only a vague statement on a future invitation to join the alliance when “conditions are met.”
But at least NATO is being honest in signaling that there are still obstacles to overcome among the allies. That stands in stark contrast to the EU and its messaging on Ukrainian membership. If you think Ukraine’s path to NATO is a struggle, wait until what happens when Ukraine’s EU accession gets serious.
With its grand rhetoric on Ukraine’s future in the EU, Brussels is talking as if Kyiv joining the bloc were a done deal. When Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky visited Brussels in February, EU leaders elbowed each other for a photo-op with the wartime leader. European Council President Charles Michel greeted Zelensky with a tweet: “Welcome home, welcome to the EU.”
When EU membership is discussed in detail with Ukraine, the focus is on what Ukraine needs to do to join. Deeply united by the war, Ukrainians are pressing ahead to do their part, adopting new laws and implementing regulations required for EU membership. The Ukrainians are checking more and more boxes on the long EU membership to-do list, from reforming their judiciary to developing a new media law to cracking down on corruption.
Ukraine, together with Moldova, attained EU candidate status in June 2022, drastically shortening a byzantine process that has taken years for other countries on the waiting list. Kyiv  will get the first written progress assessment from the European Commission in October. To keep up the momentum, Ukrainian officials are pushing for the official start of accession negotiations by the end of this year, possibly at a European Council meeting scheduled for December.
Were the EU’s budget and redistribution process to remain unchanged, Kyiv would immediately suck in a vast part of the EU budget.
But while Ukraine is working at pace to join the EU, Brussels and the bloc’s member states are not doing nearly enough to be ready to absorb Ukraine. EU leaders’ high-flying rhetoric on Ukraine’s membership therefore does not match their actions. To absorb a country with the size, population, low income level, financing, and reconstruction needs of war-torn Ukraine, it would require a major reform of EU institutions, policies, and budget processes. At the very least, this will set off vicious conflicts between current members about the distribution of EU funds.
Therefore, if EU leaders were really serious about membership for Ukraine, efforts to reform the bloc should already be underway. At the heart of the issue is the EU budget, which is dominated by two major elements: agricultural subsidies and development projects in poorer regions, which combined account for roughly 65 percent of the EU’s long-term budget. For both these issues, prospective Ukrainian membership is explosive. Ukraine is one of the poorest countries in Europe, with a per capita income of barely one-tenth of the EU average and less than half that of the EU’s poorest member, Bulgaria. Ukraine also now has vast infrastructure and reconstruction needs. To all of this, add one of the continent’s largest agricultural sectors that would suddenly be eligible for EU subsidies.
Were the EU’s budget and redistribution process to remain unchanged, Kyiv would immediately suck in a vast part of the EU budget, including funds now going to the bloc’s less affluent members in Eastern Europe and elsewhere. Many countries currently benefiting from EU funds would turn into net contributors overnight. If you think any of this will be a smooth process, then you don’t know much about European politics.
Given the current redistribution of funds within the EU, it’s no surprise that the biggest cracks in support for Ukrainian membership have come in Eastern Europe, where the EU’s net recipients are concentrated. In fact, the battle over giving Ukraine access to European agricultural markets has already started, long before a single euro in EU farming subsidies is reallocated: Following the invasion, Brussels supported Ukraine by allowing its grain and other agricultural products to enter the EU’s single market. Cheaper Ukrainian goods undercut farmers in neighboring Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia. Even though Ukraine was desperate for revenue, Poland violated EU rules and unilaterally blocked Ukrainian grain from entering Polish territory. The EU intervened with a compromise, allowing Ukrainian produce to enter the EU but requiring it to bypass five Eastern European countries most affected by the unwelcome competition.
It is also no surprise, then, that some of these Eastern European countries—which count among Ukraine’s biggest military and diplomatic backers—also oppose any serious effort to undertake the EU reforms that are a prerequisite for Ukraine to join. Not only do these countries potentially stand to lose substantial funds, but EU reforms to prepare the way for Ukrainian membership will also likely include streamlining EU decision-making rules, which could reduce individual members’ power, especially countries such as Hungary and Poland that have made liberal use of their veto power to influence EU decisions.

EU enlargement is one of the most successful political, economic, and social policies in history, peacefully expanding the union to incorporate 450 million people in 27 countries. For new members, entering the bloc has often set off an economic miracle—a combination of market access, EU funding, the bloc’s rules on good governance, and the confidence that comes with having a secure future. Yet for the past decade, further enlargement has been on ice, largely because the redistribution involved when new, usually poor, members join has been so politically wrought.
Since Zelensky submitted an official application for EU membership on Feb. 28, 2022, just four days after the start of the Russian invasion, the question of further enlargement has been back on the table. Besides membership for Ukraine and Moldova, EU leaders are increasingly aware that other countries not yet in the EU—specifically, in the Western Balkans—will also have to be brought on board if European security and stability is to be ensured.
The explosive impact of Ukraine’s membership on the EU budget will force a discussion about the EU forging a fiscal union. In essence, that would mean a large increase in contributions by wealthier members, such as Germany, France, and some of the smaller rich countries; EU-wide income and other progressive taxes; a big increase in the EU’s ability to issue its own debt; or all of the above. Obviously, this is no minor discussion.
Further enlargement would also strain the EU’s already handicapped ability to make decisions and adopt new laws and policies. Reaching unanimity—needed in foreign policy, for example—among 27 sovereign member states is already a Herculean task, complicated further by the presence of an illiberal, Russia-friendly state such as Hungary. Adding Ukraine and other countries patiently waiting to join could push the EU to well past 30 members. There is a long history of  members weaponizing their veto power, which explains why other member states hesitate to add more countries to the decision-making mix without changes to the EU’s functioning.
Germany, for example, is pushing for the expansion of qualified majority voting to new policy areas, such as foreign policy. No longer requiring unanimity would significantly streamline the ability of the EU to make foreign-policy decisions. Smaller countries fear that losing their veto would mean losing their voice in the EU—a debate familiar to any student of constitutional history. Other potential concerns relate to the distribution of member of the European Commission—currently one commissioner per member—or seats in the European Parliament. Enlargement would require reform in these areas, too.
Enlargement would also spotlight the unresolved issue of rule of law and democracy. The EU defines itself as a union of democracies and has strict rules on civil rights, and there are deep concerns over democratic decline and the rollback of the rule of law in Hungary and Poland. Western European governments, in particular, are very wary of enlarging without strengthening the EU’s ability to act against democratic erosion. This concern is especially acute since not a single country on the candidate list is rated fully free in Freedom House’s 2023 Freedom in the World index.

Ukraine could be the catalyst to jump-start a new wave of enlargement. The prospect of its membership requires reform, which in turn would remove many of the obstacles that have similarly held up the accession of Western Balkan countries. Russia’s brutal attack on Ukraine has already been a catalyst for the EU in another way—by demonstrating to Europeans that their bloc is indispensable to their security. When it comes to defense, in survey after survey, Europeans want the EU to play a much greater role. Critically, support for Ukraine among EU citizens remains incredibly high. Even after a year of sanction packages, millions of refugees, energy decoupling, and a cost-of-living crisis, 74 percent of EU citizens approve of the bloc’s support for Ukraine, according to a Eurobarometer poll.
Ukrainians are fighting for their European future. EU leaders now need to do their part to be ready to bring in Ukraine. If they pursue the long-overdue reforms of EU institutions and processes that will be required to make Ukrainian membership work, they will not just make the EU larger. They will make it stronger as well.
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How Sudan Became a Saudi-UAE Proxy War
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Fighting in Sudan, now in its third month, shows no signs of abating. The country’s two rival generals have flouted multiple cease-fires as they vie for control. Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, who first gained power after the 2019 ousting of longtime Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir and later cemented his position in a 2021 coup, is fighting Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, known as Hemeti, who heads the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF).
Under Bashir, Hemeti led the RSF (formerly known as the janjaweed) alongside Burhan’s army in Darfur. After a so-called Sovereign Council was formed following the 2021 coup, Hemeti stepped in as Burhan’s deputy. However, their relationship became turbulent as both generals squabbled over power and how to merge the RSF into the Sudanese military. The clashes—which began on April 15—have so far resulted in hefty humanitarian costs, with more than 3,000 people dead and some 2.1 million internally displaced.
But the conflict between Burhan and Hemeti is not just a domestic squabble. Sudan is a bridge that links the Middle East and Africa, and its abundant natural resources mean the battle for Khartoum has taken on a regional dimension. Gulf heavyweights Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates view the war as a chance to cement their hegemonic status in the Middle East. While Saudi Arabia supports Burhan, the UAE has backed Hemeti.
Given Burhan’s international legitimacy, the chances of an RSF victory over the Sudanese military are slim. More likely is that Burhan and Hemeti establish rival spheres of control in Sudan that mimic the situation in Libya, where an ongoing rivalry between various political and military factions has created a fragmented state with multiple centers of power. In such a scenario, the RSF would be a thorn in the side of Burhan and his external benefactors—giving the UAE added leverage in the country’s future and helping to cement Abu Dhabi as the emerging preeminent power in the Gulf.

Riyadh and Abu Dhabi—both members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)—have been ostensible allies for decades. But their relationship has always featured a hint of competition for regional primacy that is now escalating.
For a long time, tensions within the Middle East required Saudi Arabia and the UAE to prioritize partnership over competition. Now, as Riyadh normalizes ties with its archrival Tehran—and appears be to mediating in Lebanon, Syria, as well as among feuding Palestinian political parties—Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has taken his rivalry with the UAE up a notch.
Geopolitical changes have been buttressed by economic ones. In recent years, Saudi Arabia and the UAE focused on diversifying their economies away from oil, forging more prominent regional and international roles in aviation, sports, infrastructure, and other areas. Riyadh under Mohammed bin Salman has shifted from an identity dominated by Islam to hypernationalism, while Abu Dhabi under President Mohammed bin Zayed has adopted a cultural policy that promotes more religious diversity and acceptance.
Abu Dhabi and Riyadh began butting heads in 2009, when they disagreed over where to locate the GCC’s proposed central bank, which would have promoted a more unified Gulf economy and a common currency. The council agreed that the UAE would house the bank, only for Riyadh to pull out of the plan at the last minute without explanation. Neither the bank nor the currency has since come to fruition. Instead, tensions between Saudi Arabia and the UAE have bubbled to the surface—sometimes violently by proxy.
The UAE is considered a partner in Saudi Arabia’s ongoing war against Houthi rebels in Yemen. But since the conflict began in 2015, Riyadh’s and Abu Dhabi’s objectives gradually diverged, as Riyadh supported the internationally recognized government of Yemeni President Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi, while Abu Dhabi opted to back the Southern Transitional Council. This gave the UAE control over many of Yemen’s ports and islands—and therefore access to the Bab el-Mandeb Strait and the Horn of Africa.
In 2019, fierce clashes broke out between the Southern Transitional Council and Hadi’s forces in a bid to control the port city of Aden. But the Saudi-Emirati rivalry in Yemen was not limited to ports. Reports leaked to Al Jazeera in 2018 showed that Riyadh had planned to construct a pipeline transporting Saudi oil to the Yemeni seaport of Nishtun on the border with Oman, which would have reduced the risk of any Iranian threats by bypassing the Strait of Hormuz. The project would have undermined the UAE’s key position in oil and gas transportation and given the kingdom more control within OPEC.
Outside the Middle East, Washington has also become a key venue for Saudi-Emirati competition. The rise of Mohammed bin Salman—who U.S. intelligence concluded ordered the 2018 murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi—has caused the relationship between Riyadh and U.S. policymakers to become frosty in recent years. This gave the UAE a golden opportunity to replace Riyadh as Washington’s favorite Gulf military ally.
Abu Dhabi’s standing was only bolstered when it signed the U.S.-sponsored Abraham Accords to normalize ties with Israel in 2020. (The United States is currently promoting Saudi-Israeli normalization, to little bite from Riyadh so far.) While the United States suspended arms sales to Saudi Arabia over the war in Yemen, the Trump administration chose to supply its most advanced fighter jet, the F-35, to the UAE—although the Biden administration paused the sale for review. If the deal goes through, it would make the UAE the first Arab country to receive the plane.

In recent years, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have expanded their competition to Africa—and resource-rich, strategically located Sudan in particular.
Gulf countries have played a significant role in Sudan since Bashir’s ouster. Abu Dhabi and Riyadh immediately funded the Transitional Military Council, the junta that took over, with $3 billion worth of aid. At the time, Saudi and Emirati interests in Sudan were generally aligned, and both helped play a role in the country’s short-lived democratic transition. Both states also extracted concessions from Khartoum: Sudan provided military support for Saudi Arabia in Yemen, and the UAE mediated Khartoum’s accession to the Abraham Accords.
Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also long invested in Sudan’s economy. As of 2018, Abu Dhabi had cumulatively invested $7.6 billion in the country. Since Bashir fell, the UAE has added another $6 billion worth of investments that include agricultural projects and a Red Sea port. In October 2022, Riyadh announced that it would invest up to $24 billion in sectors of Sudan’s economy including infrastructure, mining, and agriculture.
As emerging Middle East hegemons, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi are now at odds—each seeking to control Sudan’s resources, energy, and logistics gateways by aligning with Burhan and Hemeti, respectively. While their interests in the country initially aligned—particularly when Bashir remained neutral during the Saudi-Emirati blockade on their foe Qatar—Burhan has since sought to thaw relations with Doha. The UAE gained trust in Hemeti because RSF fighters had been active in southern Yemen since 2015 and in 2019 expanded to Libya to back Gen. Khalifa Haftar, one of the country’s rival leaders who is backed by Abu Dhabi.
While Saudi Arabia has cooperated with Egypt in supporting Burhan, the UAE has collaborated with Russia in supporting the RSF through the paramilitary Wagner Group. The Wagner Group has been active in Sudan since 2017, when it signed contracts with the country’s resource ministry for projects in Darfur, where the RSF was active. Wagner in 2019 became active in Libya, fighting on behalf of Haftar. (After Wagner’s failed mutiny in Russia last month, its future is uncertain, though reports suggest the group is still operating “as usual” in the many countries where it is active.)
Abu Dhabi has kept silent about its alliance with the RSF. But reports suggest Hemeti has acted as a custodian of Emirati interests in Sudan, guarding gold mines controlled by Wagner; gold from these mines is then shipped to the UAE en route to Russia. The three-way relationship between the UAE, the RSF, and Russia via the Wagner Group was cemented by Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, when Moscow became more dependent on gold and other finances to mitigate the impact of Western sanctions. The U.S. Treasury Department recently sanctioned two firms associated with Hemeti that operate in the gold industry, Al Junaid and Tradive. They are based in Sudan and the UAE. (Treasury also sanctioned two defense companies associated with Burhan.)
While the UAE has been fighting for gold, Saudi Arabia has worked tirelessly to brand itself as a peacemaker and humanitarian in Sudan. Riyadh has sponsored cease-fire talks with the United States in the Saudi city of Jeddah, provided aid to the Sudanese people both inside and outside the country, and helped evacuate many civilians out of Khartoum. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi—a Saudi ally—has also provided aid to the Sudanese military, particularly air support, in its bid to regain full control of the state.
Analysts have suggested that Egypt may be considering a full-scale invasion of Sudan in a bid to help Burhan fight the RSF. This would ensure that Saudi investments in Sudan are protected and also expand Riyadh’s influence into Africa. But, as Mahmoud Salem recently wrote in Foreign Policy, Egypt finds itself in a Catch-22: Cairo “does not have the resources or the desire to fight a war, yet it cannot afford to ignore the situation any longer.”
The fall of Sudan under the control of either Burhan or Hemeti—and thereby either the Saudi or Emirati sphere of influence—would shift the balance of power in the Gulf and escalate tensions between Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. But it is unlikely that the outcome of the war will be this clear-cut: Similar to Libya, Sudan is likely to fracture even further, perhaps along ethnic and tribal lines.
The conflict in Sudan is an opportunity for both Saudi Arabia and the UAE to expand their regional presence—and control. For Riyadh, a total victory for the Sudanese military would reinforce its stature as a leader in Arab and Islamic worlds. For the UAE, any RSF gains create leverage to weaken Riyadh’s grip over the Middle East—which would be a win for Abu Dhabi.







Analysis
Will Bola Tinubu’s Reforms Help or Harm Nigeria?

Clara Gutman Argemi    5:20PM, 24 Jul, 2023  

A man looks at snacks displayed at a bus station beside a campaign billboard of Nigerian President Bola Tinubu and Vice President Kashim Shettima at a bus station in Lagos, Nigeria, on June 1.
As the day winds to a close, Janet Omole sits on a wooden bench under the stall where she sells smoked fish and pepper in Basiri, a bustling market district of Ado-Ekiti, Nigeria. Wisps of smoke seep out from beneath her grill, where a fire keeps the flies away from the fish. Close by, small bowls containing tomato and pepper sit in rows.
These are all telltale signs that Omole’s business is going through a hard time.
“Usually by this time of the day, most of my fish and pepper would be almost sold out. But for four weeks now, the market has become unbearably slow, and things have become more expensive, so customers don’t come, and when they do, they buy so little,” said the 39-year-old, whose dwindling patronage has reduced her profits, making it nearly impossible to support her family of six.
The four weeks of unbearably slow markets followed Nigerian President Bola Tinubu’s May 29 announcement that he would end the country’s fuel subsidy regime, a decision that led the price of gasoline to soar from 190 to 550 naira per liter (a change from about $0.24 to $0.69), causing daily consumption to drop by 18.5 million liters (about 4.9 million gallons). In Nigeria, more than 22 million gasoline generators power 26 percent of households and 30 percent of small businesses. Fuel price hikes caused the price of common goods to soar, grinding businesses such as Omole’s to a halt.
Despite being Africa’s largest oil producer, Nigeria has no functional refinery, so it can’t just produce more fuel to bring down the high cost of gas. The country’s four major oil refineries were shut down because bad maintenance rendered them inoperable, forcing producers to send crude abroad—to Belgium and the Netherlands—to be refined before shipping it back; a newly commissioned refinery near Lagos will begin operating soon but may not have a major impact on prices.
The fuel subsidy was introduced in 1973 to keep gas cheap for Nigerian citizens. Since then, the government has been covering part of the cost of gasoline so people could buy it at a lower price. But the system came with baked-in vulnerabilities. Last year, Nigeria lost $10 million to fuel subsidy scams lining the national oil company’s pockets. Tinubu framed his decision as benefiting the poor, earning him a sigh of relief from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, which have been pushing to end the policy for decades.
In addition to scrapping the subsidy policy, Tinubu’s government rolled out a currency reform to stop the naira’s rate from being fixed by the country’s central bank and pegged to the U.S. dollar, giving way to rates determined by supply and demand, a policy known as “floating.” Tinubu’s move to kill both birds with one stone constitutes his attempt to rebuild the country’s economy, a key campaign promise. The effects of these decisions could, in theory, help Nigeria on a macroeconomic level by reducing its national debt—at the price of harming regular Nigerians.
Since the government floated the currency, the naira has plummeted to record lows against the dollar. The fixed rate, which used to be 450 naira per dollar, rose as high as 800 naira per dollar. Floating the naira immediately drove up the prices of imported goods and services, devastating small businesses and low-income households due to Nigeria’s import-dependent economy. Companies that distribute electricity have increased tariffs by 40 percent in an effort to make up for the naira’s loss of value.
Nigerians could theoretically work around this by selling naira at black-market rates, but the difference between the official float rate and the black market is not as wide as it used to be. Before the change, official rates were pegged at 450 naira per dollar, and black-market rates could be 700 naira. As of this writing, the black-market rate is at 823.3, while the floating rate is 792.2 naira across all sectors.
Now is the best time to pursue a change in currency policy, said Mma Ekeruche, a senior research fellow at the Center for the Study of the Economies of Africa. “It is unsustainable for the government to maintain an artificial exchange rate. It encourages arbitrage, leads to scarcity of forex, decline in foreign reserves, and drives away investors,” she said, adding that a market-determined naira will attract more foreign investors.
But ordinary Nigerians battling inflation, unemployment, and the waves of Russia-Ukraine war, which reduced grain imports and increased the price of bread, are yet to see the impact of this trickle-down reasoning. Indeed, 63 percent of Nigerians already live in multidimensional poverty, and experts say more people may slide down the economic ladder if the government does not reverse course.
Instead, Tinubu is adding a fiscal policy that is further harming the country’s poor. Market women such as Omole, who drive Nigeria’s informal economy, will have to pay a newly instituted value-added tax to the Federal Inland Revenue Service as the government tries to broaden its revenues.
Imposing a new tax on the informal economy is ill-timed, according to Stanley Achonu, the Nigeria country director at the ONE Campaign, an international organization working to end extreme poverty.
“Nigerians predominantly engage in the informal sector and are still grappling with the repercussions and hardships resulting from the subsidy removal. Introducing any supplementary tax would further burden the citizens,” he said.
So why is Tinubu pursuing these measures, and could they come at a political cost?

This is not the first time that a Nigerian government has attempted to cut petroleum subsidies. In early 2012, the administration of former President Goodluck Jonathan announced their suspension—to strong public backlash. A two-week Occupy Nigeria movement, led by civil society leaders, labor unions, and Tinubu’s then-opposition party, brought the country to a standstill. At the time, Tinubu said that Jonathan’s subsidy removal broke his “social contract” with the people. Jonathan capitulated, restoring the fuel subsidy to end nationwide protests.
This year, as Tinubu toes the path that he opposed 11 years ago, he faces no protest because Nigerians are in a comparatively precarious economic situation. Experts blame the latest elections, which were fraught with irregularities and whose results are presently being contested at presidential tribunals, for the lack of protests. Opposition figures who criticized Tinubu’s U-turn may be hoping that the court will annul his victory before they resort to mobilizing against him.
Nigerians may also lack the spark of 2012 because they are just exhausted. A contested election is only one of the hardships the country has had to endure in the past few years; inflation has also been rampant. According to Ikemesit Effiong, the head of research at SBM Intelligence, a Lagos-based geopolitical risk advisory firm, the latest policy did not come as a shock.
“There have been a lot of moves signaling, for months, that there would be a policy shift. There have been more conversations for more than a year about the fuel subsidy and the FX regime, and that sort of primed Nigerians,” he said.
But the harmful effect that these policies have on millions of Nigerians has pushed some to say Tinubu’s election mantra of “renewed hope” has translated into renewed troubles. The economic situation has pushed low-income families such as Omole’s to skip meals and forgo essentials. Her husband, a motorcycle taxi driver, used to support the family, but the increase in fuel prices has handicapped his contributions, which pushed Omole to open the fish stall in Basiri.
“I come to my stall every day because I just cannot sit at home at a time like this. I and the kids manage whatever food we are able to get. How we have been eating is a total miracle—that is the only way I can explain it,” Omole said.
In Ilorin, Olamilekan Abdulsalam, a tricycle taxi driver, is barely able to feed his family because his income has dropped significantly since the new policies were announced. These days, he eats more garri, cassava-derived flakes soaked in water and eaten with groundnuts and sugar.
“I used to buy food in bulk not too long ago. But now, I only buy in measured quantities. Everything has become more expensive, and you start to wonder if the government don’t want us to eat anymore,” the 35-year-old said.
The country’s minimum wage of 30,000 naira per month has not increased since 2019, despite the sharp increases in cost of living. Experts say a government intervention is urgently needed to relieve pressure on low-income households that may otherwise crumble under the weight of Tinubu’s subsidy, currency, and tax policies.
“You are also looking at a situation where if people cannot provide for their family at an adequate level, then they will resort to criminal and illegal means in order to supplement income. So there is a national security and crime dimension to this economic situation,” Effiong said.
Rather than roll back the policies that caused the harm in the first place, some experts think Tinubu should add a new poverty relief policy to ameliorate their effects. Achonu, of the ONE Campaign, said the government should consider reducing the cost of governance by cutting salaries and slashing bureaucratic offices to demonstrate to citizens that they are aware of the fiscal crunch, and must strengthen and broaden social safety net programs to provide immediate support to vulnerable Nigerians.
This could include targeted cash transfers, food assistance programs, and subsidized health care to mitigate the impact of rising prices on essential goods and services. But the country’s precarious fiscal health and pressure from international organizations such as the IMF and World Bank make it near impossible to roll back the policies aimed at debt relief.

In the meantime, Tinubu’s plan to get the country back on track appears to be harming its citizens—and it’s not clear whether the plan can achieve the end that would justify its painful means. In June, Nigeria’s Debt Management Office said that the country’s debt service-to-revenue ratio stands at 73.5 percent, describing it as threatening and unsustainable. The projected external debt may reach approximately $4 billion by 2025—up from $3 billion in 2023 and $2.5 billion in 2024. And the country could encounter additional challenges in debt repayment, which experts say will further impact resources for social projects in vital sectors such as education, health care, and agriculture.
Nigeria’s debt keeps escalating, harming the very sectors that directly sustain low-income households, which rely heavily on government support in areas such as health and education. Failure to prioritize their needs exacerbates poverty and inequality, Achonu explained.
“President Tinubu and his economic team should promote fiscal discipline, boosting revenue generation from nonoil sectors, enhancing transparency and accountability in public finances, and implementing targeted policies to support vulnerable populations and stimulate small business growth—while working with other African countries to reach common positions on the global financial architecture,” he said.
On June 12, Tinubu asked Nigerians to painfully persevere and sacrifice a little more for the survival of the country. “For your trust and belief in us, I assure you that your sacrifice shall not be in vain. The government I lead will repay you through massive investment in transportation infrastructure, education, regular power supply, healthcare and other public utilities that will improve the quality of lives,” he promised.
Back at her stall, Omole is praying for divine intervention. Although she has a deep distrust of the government, she hopes it will act to lighten her hardships.
“I come to my stall every day because I just cannot sit at home. Everything is too expensive. I don’t even go out anymore due to the price taxis now charge,” she said. “I have people to support, including my old parents, who I can’t help at the moment. It is only the one who has eaten who can start looking out for others.”







Argument
Women Will Be the Biggest Victims of Israel’s Judicial Reforms

sashapsuk    11:43AM, 2 Aug, 2023  

A woman confronts police during a protest against the government’s plan to overhaul the judiciary at Ben Gurion Airport near Tel Aviv, Israel, on July 11. 
On July 24, the Israeli government charged ahead with plans for a judicial overhaul with the passage of a bill striking down the courts’ ability to review the “reasonableness” of government and ministerial decisions in a 64-0 vote as many opposition members of the Knesset, Israel’s parliament, walked out in boycott.
Thousands of protesters remain in the streets, demanding the defense of democratic values in what is now both the longest-running and largest protest movement in Israel’s history. While the majority of Israelis oppose the reform, the fear is most acute among women: Nearly 63 percent of women expressed concern over a potential retreat in gender equality as a result of the legislation. Alongside chilling photos of protesters dressed as characters from Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale marching through the streets, memes about the “Talibanization” of Israel have become commonplace. This is not surprising: As gender equality is not explicitly legally entrenched, judicial reform poses a unique threat to the status of women.
In a country where women have been historically underrepresented in government, the Supreme Court has been a critical buttress for women’s rights on wide-ranging issues. Court rulings have struck down gender-based wage discrimination, supported affirmative action for women’s access to state-owned company boards, prohibited gender segregation in public spaces, established women’s right to privacy in sexual harassment cases, eliminated discrepancies in retirement ages between men and women, and reinforced women’s representation in public bodies. The list goes on.
Its interventions have also helped to ensure female representation in political parties and on key decision-making bodies, as it moved to uphold the Women’s Equal Rights Law and to remove the use of gendered terms in party bylaws. Despite resistance—and at times noncompliance from the ultra-Orthodox community—the impact of these cases have been considerable: Access to state-owned company boards rose 30 percent, female representation in public bodies grew by 35 percent, bus segregation declined—but has by no means disappeared.

In the absence of a constitution, the Knesset has incrementally introduced 14 Basic Laws, some intended to safeguard human dignity and liberty. But these Basic Laws have always fallen short of their intended goal: They neither enshrine the right to equality nor ensure a comprehensive framework for protecting the rights of Israeli citizens, or the country’s female majority.
In this context, the Supreme Court has played a critical, if at times contentious, role in interpreting the Basic Laws, issuing landmark decisions that have sought to preserve and expand the scope of fundamental human rights protections. To many on Israel’s right, such rulings represent partisan and unlawful judicial overreach. Those on the left, meanwhile, lament the court’s overly cautious approach to ensuring human rights guarantees. Yet gaps in protection for marginalized communities, including women, remain unaddressed.
The shortcomings in women’s rights are unlikely to be addressed legislatively. Women’s representation in the Knesset—despite seeing a steady rise from 14 in 1999 to a record 35 seats in 2022—has petered out. Today women hold just nine of the 64 seats in the governing coalition; only six of 32 ministers are women. Two of the coalition parties deny the inclusion of female representatives altogether—despite past Supreme Court rulings demanding their inclusion. Israel’s global ranking for the proportion of parliamentary seats held by women has plummeted from 61st to 93rd as a result. The number of political parties headed by women has likewise dwindled to just one: Israel’s beleaguered Labor Party. Similar disparities prevail on the local level; women lead only 14 of 257 local authorities.
If all the wider reform ambitions are realized, the court could cease to serve as a mechanism for protecting women from discrimination.
The judicial reforms sought by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s far-right government could deal a catastrophic blow to both the judiciary and, by extension, women’s rights. If all the wider reform ambitions are realized, the court could cease to serve as a mechanism for protecting women from discrimination, rendering them increasingly defenseless against a government that lacks both female representation and essential constitutional guarantees of basic equality.
The initial judicial reform package demanded a reduction in quotas for women on the Judicial Appointments Committee from four members to three, which, if they reappeared, would further diminish women’s input in judicial selection. Another provision sought to expand the reach of state-run rabbinical courts—which bar women from serving as judges, and often as witnesses—to adjudicate civil issues. Another proposed law would empower a simple legislative majority to override Supreme Court rulings, effectively undercutting the court’s capacity to review and potentially block legislation that violates the Basic Laws.
In a government dominated by far-right factions, the potential harm to women is not merely hypothetical. Religious parties seek to deny the personal rights of women in almost every facet of life. As a basis of its formation, the coalition government agreed to amend anti-discrimination laws to permit and normalize gender segregation in public spaces. While femicide rates in Israel have grown 50 percent in the past year alone, the coalition vowed to not ratify the Istanbul Convention to prevent and combat violence against women.
In March, they tried unsuccessfully to block legislation mandating an electronic monitoring system to tag domestic abusers. In its most blatant efforts to erase women from government spaces, earlier this month, the head of Israel’s Civil Service Commission, an Orthodox rabbi and former right-wing politician, banned gender-inclusive spelling in official documents.
The explosive growth of the ultra-Orthodox (known in Israel as Haredi) population and their entrenchment in the coalition affords them disproportionate influence over Israeli society. Under the guise of religious protection, they have consistently pressed for more and more concessions that come at the expense of women. A key provision of the coalition agreement with the Religious Zionism party would allow businesses the right to refuse service on religious grounds. If passed, such laws could empower religious business owners to deny service to immodestly dressed women, or allow doctors to deny birth control or medical treatment to women.
Such restrictions would effectively minimize the availability of public spaces and the quality of services for women. To date, ultra-Orthodox leaders have been preoccupied with the priority court cases that affect them most—for example, exempting ultra-Orthodox young men from military service—but as issues that were once treated in the secular domain come under their purview, they are likely to be met with religious resistance.
In the past, the Haredi have brazenly defied legal efforts—including those by the Supreme Court—to protect women. Reports abound of ultra-Orthodox women who are blocked from boarding buses, relegated to sitting in the back, scrubbed from advertisements, barred from public concerts, and prohibited from teaching college courses. Such tactics underscore a steady normalization of gender segregation in public life. Under this government, the court stands as the last barrier to the success of many such efforts. And a religious right that has long sought gender segregation in academia, the military, and, increasingly, in health care are now enjoying unprecedented opportunities to entrench those demands legally.

The judicial reform proposals—and corresponding protests—have thrown a global spotlight on Israel’s democratic vulnerabilities. But merely delaying the coalition’s judicial reform ambitions is not enough. In the short term, Israelis must demand a judicial compromise that explicitly accounts for the protection of women. The judicial appointment committee should not be politicized, with membership remaining balanced between coalition and opposition representatives. A reevaluation of the judicial appointment committee must also ensure greater gender parity, with defined gender and minority quotas for all levels of the judiciary.
These steps should also be replicated across government structures including in the legislature. Women must not be barred from political parties or party leadership roles, as remains the case with the religious parties United Torah Judaism and Shas. Rather, gender quotas and placement mandates for party lists can help equalize women’s participation in the Knesset. These should not be left to the discretion of parties, but rather formalized through mandates for both party-level and Knesset representation.
Washington and other allies that have influence over Israeli leaders need to prioritize the status of women when engaging with Netanyahu’s government.
In this regard, Tunisia offered a brief if useful model: After the Arab Spring, the country strengthened existing gender laws by mandating that party lists alternate between male and female candidates, and by ensuring that half the parties would be headed by women. Before a subsequent electoral law abolished those gender parity provisions in 2022, 47 percent of municipal council positions were held by women. Similar diversity quotas should be applied to cabinet appointments in Israel.
Of course, none of this will be possible under the current coalition. But Israel’s moderate parties must prioritize and incorporate these goals into their work—and prepare for the moment when the political pendulum swings back once again. When the time comes, leaders must prioritize a constitution-drafting process, one that includes women, and is led by an impartial and inclusive expert committee reflective of the diversity of Israeli society. And it must commit to enshrining in that constitution the fundamental rights and freedoms of all its people, including women.
For its part, Washington and other allies of Israel that have influence over its leaders need to center the status of women when engaging with the Netanyahu government over its potential democratic backsliding.
The presence of women in government leadership roles and basic women’s rights are essential to a thriving democracy. Israel’s Western allies must continue to raise alarm bells over the proposed judicial reforms and the impact they have on women must be squarely on the agenda. To be accepted, any compromise on future judicial reform must account for its impact on the totality of Israel’s democracy—its balance of power, its protection of minorities—and the safety of Israel’s powerful but increasingly marginalized female majority.
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America’s Love of Sanctions Will Be Its Downfall
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A U.S. flag waves over the U.S. Treasury Department in Washington, D.C., on May 8.
Picture this: a global summit of all the governments and public and private officials who have been sanctioned by the United States. The family photo would feature a diverse group of leaders from across Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East—and look not unlike the G-7 or any other semiregular gathering on the global calendar. At the center would be China, proudly presenting itself as a moral and diplomatic—not to mention commercial and financial—ally to the club of governments that have been named and shamed by the United States.
In the past two decades sanctions have become the go-to foreign-policy tool of Western governments, led by the United States. Recent economic and personal sanctions packages applied to Russia for its invasion of Ukraine as well as to Chinese companies for national security reasons mean the two powers have joined a growing club of U.S.-designated bad boys such as Myanmar, Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Syria, and Venezuela.
According to a database maintained by Columbia University, a total of  six countries—Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Russia, Syria, and Venezuela—were under comprehensive U.S. sanctions, meaning that most commercial and financial transactions with entities and individuals in those countries are prohibited under U.S. law. An additional 17 countries—including Afghanistan, Belarus, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Mali, Nicaragua, Sudan, and Yemen—are subject to targeted sanctions, which indicates that financial and commercial relations with specific companies, individuals, and, often, the government are forbidden under U.S. law.
According to a Princeton University database, another seven countries, including China, Eritrea, Haiti, and Sri Lanka, were under specific export controls. This already lengthy list does not even include targeted sanctions placed on individuals and businesses in countries such as El Salvador, Guatemala, or Paraguay, or sanctions placed on territories such as Hong Kong, the Balkans, or Ukraine’s Crimea, Donetsk, or Luhansk regions.
By 2021, according to U.S. Treasury Department’s report, the United States had sanctions on more than 9,000 individuals, companies, and sectors of targeted country economies. In 2021, U.S. President Joe Biden’s first year in office, his administration added 765 new sanctions designations globally, including 173 related to human rights. All told, the countries subject to some form of U.S. sanctions collectively account for a little more than one-fifth of global GDP. China represents 80 percent of that group.
Now, a growing coalition of autocratic governments is seeking to rewrite the rules of the global financial system—largely in response to the ubiquity of U.S. sanctions. It’s time to reconsider how these punitive measures are eroding the very Western order they were meant to preserve.

Beijing’s disproportionate weight in the list of U.S.-sanctioned countries is a problem. That’s because the Chinese Communist Party has fashioned itself an economic, diplomatic, and moral ally of the global south.
Regular Foreign Policy contributor Daniel W. Drezner and columnist Agathe Demarais—a political scientist and economist, respectively—have both recently published detailed arguments about how U.S.-sanctioned governments have exploited loopholes in the U.S. sanctions regime to undermine these measures’ intended pain and have built often-illicit means to replace their reliance on the dollar and Western financial system.
Unlike many among these sanctioned nations, China has the economic weight, growing diplomatic clout, currency stability, and liquidity—at least for now—to push for the increasing international adoption of the renminbi and Chinese financial schemes, such as its Cross-Border Interbank Payment System.
China also provides a sizable and lucrative market for commerce for sanctioned countries’ exports—such as Venezuelan, Russian, or Iranian oil and gas. Though many of the re-routed commercial markets are expensive and inefficient, they provide enough rent to sustain targeted governments.
These Chinese-led parallel financial arrangements bring significant systemic risks for the United States and its allies.
One is the rising number of non-sanctioned countries in the global south that are joining a parallel anti-sanctions world economy. Returning from his April trip to Beijing, Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva repeated his support for a trading currency among the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa). In raising the initiative, Lula cited his concerns about a dollar-dominated global economy, where the United States leverages the dollar’s dominance for its punitive foreign policy.
Within the BRICS club—which at least a half-dozen other emerging economies are queueing to join—only two countries are under some form of sanctions: China and Russia. The other three, in particular India, are countries the United States has growing partnerships with and are thus unlikely to come under U.S. sanctions anytime soon. In other words: Even U.S. partners are hedging their bets against Washington’s extraterritorial sanctions policies.
Lula’s promise represents a genuine, growing desire among many members of the global south to break free of the dollar’s dominance and the U.S. financial system, even if some of those reasons stem from misplaced solidarity. It’s time for Washington to recognize that its love of sanctions may be undermining its own economic and diplomatic power worldwide.

Beyond the still incipient—but likely to endure—efforts to displace the dollar, there is a more immediate threat to Western influence: secondary sanctions on the purchase of distressed debt.
When countries default on their loans—or appear to be close to default—large institutional lenders will seek to offload that debt on secondary debt markets to other investors for a fraction of the price. When those countries are under U.S. sanctions, Western investors are reluctant to buy their distressed bonds—and shadier, often U.S.-antagonistic actors tend to step in.
Venezuela is a case in point. In 2017, Caracas defaulted on $60 billion in foreign debt after missing $200 million in payments to creditors. Since then, as interest has compounded, Venezuela’s debt has grown. Years of fiscal profligacy that broke the independence of the oil-rich country’s central bank and PDVSA, its flagship energy company, bankrupted the government, starving the energy company of investment and leading to an economic free fall. From 2014 to 2021, Venezuela’s economy contracted by three-quarters; inflation soared at one point to an estimated annualized rate of more than 1 million percent.
Three months before the default, the Donald Trump administration imposed a new round of sanctions on Venezuela that prevented President Nicolás Maduro’s cash-strapped regime from returning to U.S. capital markets to raise new money to roll over its debt. Although it was part of the White House’s rudderless “maximum pressure” strategy to remove Maduro from power, the move had a particular logic: Allowing U.S. investors to enable Venezuela to roll over poorly performing debt was a bad bet.
What has happened since should give pause to sanctions advocates and U.S. policymakers alike. As Venezuela’s default and the economic crisis dragged on, many of the original U.S. institutional holders of Venezuelan bonds—including pension funds and trusts—moved to offload the risky debt at low, distorted prices. But under the threat of U.S. sanctions and fines—for both U.S. and non-U.S. investors, because U.S. secondary sanctions are extraterritorial—Western-based institutional and individual investors were either prohibited from or did not dare take the chance of purchasing Venezuela’s debt.
As a result, a growing share of that defaulted debt has migrated to shadowy holders via the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, and others. It is difficult to identify who the buyers are, but several market analysts and investors suspect these new creditors are fronts for buyers from China, Iran, Russia, and other U.S. adversaries. According to one source at Mangart Capital—a hedge fund in Switzerland—75 percent of Venezuela’s original debt from 2017 was held by U.S. interests; today, that amount is estimated to have declined to around 35 percent to 40 percent. A large share has moved to mysterious investors in unknown jurisdictions.
This trend will give fundamentally non-market-based economies a growing seat at the table when it comes time to renegotiate the conditions of Venezuela’s debt exit and return the government and PDVSA to financial markets. The country’s new bondholders could prevent a democratic, pro-Western government from coming to power and lock Caracas out of global capital exchanges. In other words: U.S. sanctions are handing bad actors a stake in Venezuela’s future—though for now, talks appear to be a long way off.
But there’s more: Many of Caracas’s bonds were securitized with assets in the country’s rich oil and gas reserves. In buying those funds, new investors hold a stake not just in Venezuela’s bankruptcy and recovery but also in its energy assets—and, as a result, global energy security. There are recent examples of investors seizing or attaching assets of the debtor nation to pursue or extort a payment of defaulted debt, such as after Argentina’s 2001 default, when U.S. hedge fund Elliott Capital seized an Argentine Navy ship in Ghana with more than 250 crew members on board. It’s bad enough when an aggressive U.S.-based holdout is willing to trash relations with a neighbor in the name of profit; it becomes a geopolitical threat when a firm or government opposed to U.S. and Western interests could gain control over energy supplies and infrastructure, as could be the case in Venezuela.
The Maduro government has also taken advantage of the large outflow of bonds at bargain prices to engineer debt-for-asset swaps. Under this scheme, bonds sold by regulated U.S. institutional investors are purchased by unregulated entities of unknown provenance outside of the United States and then swapped at inflated prices with Caracas or PDVSA for assets. The switch does not cancel the debt but simply promises payment to holders via goods, services, or the closing of pending claims. Backed by assets, those bonds can be sold again on the market for cash, allowing them to be purchased by non-U.S.-regulated entities with the promise of lucrative assets in Venezuela’s energy industry—giving them control over critical global energy supplies.

Unfortunately, U.S. policymakers are unlikely to seriously reconsider their love affair with sanctions anytime soon. Their application is easy, cheap, and less dangerous than the threat of military action. Sanctions have become the all-purpose tool of statecraft, meant to convey opposition to everything from military invasions to human rights abuses to nuclear proliferation to corruption, irrespective of whether they help or undermine long-term U.S. interests. They are a means of virtue signaling that allow politicians to show that they are doing something when faced with a given issue.
But objective processes and guardrails must be built to ensure that sanctions are considered rationally and that they don’t undermine national and international interests. These should include a nonpartisan process to review and compare the effectiveness of sanctions to their stated goals.
U.S. policymakers need to be clear and honest about what these intended goals are. Any honest review process must also be willing to examine whether and how sanctions may have strengthened the political and economic weight of the governments and their economic allies in  sanctioned countries and illicit actors in both the short and long term. As we have seen in Cuba, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela, sanctions do not produce the quick intended result of regime change but, over time, instead reinforce alliances among targeted regimes.
Much of this will require a sober willingness by policymakers in both parties to consider a basic fact: Sometimes sanctions don’t work. And in many cases, they are actively undermining U.S. interests.
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More Police Won’t Solve Haiti’s Crisis
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People carry a coffin as others protest during a demonstration against Henry and the United Nations amid a health and security crisis in Port-au-Prince on Oct. 21, 2022. 
Over the past decade, Haitians have been held captive by a political leadership beholden to gangs. Former President Michel Martelly had extensive ties to drug dealers, money launderers, and gang leaders. Under his successor and protégé, the late Jovenel Moïse, senior government officials helped plan and supply attacks by a police officer-turned-gang leader named Jimmy Chérizier, or Barbecue, who later became a leader of the G-9 Family and Allies gang alliance that now controls much of Port-au-Prince.
When Moïse was assassinated in July 2021, the international community backed Ariel Henry to become prime minister, despite concerns about Henry’s relationship with a key suspect in the assassination. Unelected and unpopular, Henry lacks the will to rein in gangs—and at least one gang leader, Vitelhomme Innocent, has boasted about his ties to Henry. (Henry has not addressed the allegations.)
Under Henry, gang violence has terrorized and paralyzed the country, making it less safe and less governable. Haiti is also poorer and more hungry—nearly half of Haitians lack access to sufficient food. The United Nations Integrated Office in Haiti reported a doubling in gang killings, attacks, and kidnappings in the first three months of 2023 compared with the previous year. In that period, at least 846 people were killed and 395 kidnapped.
But this spring, Haitians in communities across the country fought back to defend their neighborhoods. Some have unleashed their rage in horrific lynchings, and at least 160 suspected gang members have been killed. Many more Haitians barricaded their neighborhoods to prevent gang members’ entry and, as I have personally witnessed, worked with police to keep impromptu checkpoints calm. This civilian engagement shifted the terms of Haiti’s crisis: For the first time since Moïse’s assassination, kidnappings and gang assaults all but stopped. Many gangs went quiet, and their reign of terror lifted.
In theory, this would have been an opening for the police to stamp out gangs. But instead, the gangs regained their footing over the past month and the kidnappings and killings have resumed. The police cannot make significant inroads against gangs absent a broader political breakthrough. In Haiti, gang members are not independent warlords operating apart from the state. They are part of the way the state functions—and how political leaders assert power.




A police officer prevents protesters from entering a hotel during a protest against Haitian Prime Minister Ariel Henry calling for his resignation in Port-au-Prince on Oct. 10, 2022. Richard Pierrin/AFP via Getty Images 
Political sponsorship of gangs in Haiti dates at least to Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the country’s first democratically elected president. After he was ousted by a 1991 military coup, Aristide was reelected for a second term and returned to the presidency so mistrustful of the police and military that he fostered neighborhood gangs to safeguard his power. Over the past decade, as Haiti’s political leaders destroyed democratic institutions, they similarly sponsored gangs to protect their positions.
The list of Haitians sanctioned by the United States and Canada for their connections with arms and drug trafficking, gang patronage, and corruption include some of Henry’s closest political associates: Martelly, who launched Henry’s political career; former Henry government ministers Berto Dorcé and Liszt Quitel; four senators who served alongside Henry; and three of the country’s most powerful business leaders.
The rot in politics directly impacts the Haitian National Police, which serves municipalities throughout Haiti as the country’s only police department. The authority that oversees the police force, the National Superior Council, consists of the prime minister, the interior and justice ministers, the police chief, and the police inspector-general. Henry’s recent ministers of justice and the interior, Dorcé and Quitel, respectively, left their jobs and council positions in November 2022 after their visas were withdrawn by the U.S. government. They were later sanctioned by Canada specifically for aiding and supporting gangs.
Though Dorcé and Quitel are no longer serving, Henry also has other advisors connected to gangs.
Gang infiltration extends beyond Haiti’s police to the justice system. The new interim justice minister, Emmelie Prophète Milcé, fired three prosecutors last winter for accepting payoffs from gang members who had been arrested. On April 28, Prophète Milcé reinstated those three prosecutors without explanation.




Workers flee tear gas fired by police as they demonstrate to demand better wages and working conditions in Port-au-Prince on May 9. Richard Pierrin/AFP via Getty Images 
When I recently conducted interviews for an annual assessment of Haiti’s police by my organization, the National Human Rights Defense Network in Haiti, police officers told me that their superiors are stymying their best efforts to stamp out gangs. One officer makes a productive move against gangs—and someone higher up takes action that cancels it out.
Over the past month, I met with 15 members of the Haitian National Police whom I have known for years and trust. Twelve were rank-and-file officers and three were senior in the hierarchy of the force. They hailed from four different units.
Two of the officers told me that, just as they were gaining ground in battles against the Izo gang in its stronghold—the Village de Dieu neighborhood of Port-au-Prince—on May 1, they received the bewildering order to retreat. At least eight other officers told me their colleagues had told them about the order to withdraw from battle. After police officers protested
on
social media, operations against the Izo gang resumed on May 9. The Haitian National Police did not respond to my request for comment on their changed stance.
The events in Village de Dieu were not the first time Haiti’s police command aborted anti-gang operations. Since June 2022, police officers have reported to me at least five instances when they suddenly got orders to retreat during otherwise successful operations against Innocent, the leader of the Kraze Baryè gang who is on the FBI’s Most Wanted list for his involvement in the 2021 kidnapping of 17 U.S. missionaries in Haiti.
Two officers present at the scene reported to me that, on Feb. 5, during Operation Tornado 1, their team had arrested two of Innocent’s gang members and were on the verge of arresting Innocent himself when their superiors told them to withdraw, which gave Innocent the chance to escape before operations resumed the next day. Three other officers corroborated the story and shared their concerns about the order their colleagues received to abort. Again, the Haitian National Police did not respond to my inquiry about the incident.



Protesters speak with a police officer during a demonstration to demand better wages and working conditions in Port-au-Prince on May 9. Richard Pierrin/AFP via Getty Images 
Counterproductive orders during anti-gang operations are not the only way police collaborate with gangs. Over the past 22 months since Moïse’s assassination, my organization has documented gangs beheading, burning, and raping people—and even brutally killing whole families. The police did not intervene or attempt to save lives in any of the six large-scale massacres
we
have
documented under Henry’s government.
My organization has also documented at least three recent instances in which members of the G-9 gang alliance received vehicles from the Haitian National Police and other state agencies and used them to fight rival gangs and massacre bystanders. In late April and early May 2022, during gang fighting in la Plaine du Cul-de-Sac, a neighborhood just outside of Port-au-Prince, members of the G-9 used an armored vehicle belonging to the Haitian National Police. The car had been assigned to the Unit for the Maintenance of Order, a special unit of the police that Chérizier was once a part of and that maintains ties to the G-9. According to our counts, at least 191 people were killed in the fighting. The police waited five days to intervene.
In July 2022, the G-9 used government-owned heavy machinery from the National Equipment Center in fighting against a rival gang in the Cité Soleil slum of Port-au-Prince. In late February and early March of this year, the G-9 used three armored tanks belonging to the Haitian National Police against a local gang in the Bel-Air neighborhood of Port-au-Prince. More than 300 people were killed in the fighting and more than 210 houses were destroyed by state vehicles. The Haitian National Police did not respond to my request for comment about how the gangs had acquired the police vehicles and whether the police had investigated further.
Police almost never act against members of Chérizier’s G-9 gang alliance. Instead, they fight other gangs—G-9 rivals. Even when the G-9 blockaded the country’s main fuel terminal last September, triggering a humanitarian catastrophe and talk of foreign military intervention, police took almost two months to move to assert control.




People carry a coffin as others protest during a demonstration against Henry and the United Nations amid a health and security crisis in Port-au-Prince on Oct. 21, 2022. Richard Pierrin/AFP via Getty Images 
Last fall, Henry called for an international force to intervene in Haiti to restore security, but countries have been reluctant to get directly involved on the ground. International intervention over generations in Haiti has triggered more problems than it has solved. The last U.N. force in Haiti brought cholera and sexual abuse, failed to make a lasting impact against gangs, and left a legacy of weakened state institutions. The United States looked to Canada to lead an intervention, but Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said that Canada was not interested until Haitians reached a political solution.
The discussion has now shifted to proposals to bolster the Haitian National Police. U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris recently announced that the State Department would work with the police force to develop a new transnational criminal investigative unit. Canada has planned to provide training to Haitian police officers with a management consulting group. Early in June, an office opened in Port-au-Prince to manage vetting of police officers, but according to my sources, the vetting will be conducted by the Haitian National Police—the source of the problem.
Bolstering the police force will not bring change absent a broader political agreement. The Haitian National Police is split between brave and committed officers fighting gangs and officers who are aiding gangs. If the international community trains and supplies the department now, crooked cops will continue to share tactical information, vehicles, arms, and ammunition with gangs. The hamstrung police force will not make any more headway.
To achieve durable security, Haiti must strenuously vet and restructure the police force so that senior officials connected to gangs leave and remaining officials do not receive gang-protective orders from gang-linked politicians. The current government is invested in the existing system and is not interested in seriously pursuing either measure. Haiti needs a clean, representative interim government to guide and lead these tasks and create a functional police force.
The United States can help. U.S. officials must make it a diplomatic priority to support negotiations for a clean and legitimate interim government.
The United States for at least a century has played an outsize role in Haitian politics—usually to disastrous ends. After Moïse’s assassination, U.S. officials’ support helped install Henry, instead of an interim government or several other competing candidates for head of state. The U.S. envoy to Haiti, Daniel Foote, resigned in September 2021 with a scathing letter decrying the “hubris” of “international puppeteering” in U.S. support for Henry, writing: “This cycle of international political interventions in Haiti has consistently produced catastrophic results.” If U.S. officials received Foote’s message, it seemed to have triggered a reluctance to engage at all.
Haitian civil society leaders have taken the lead in calling for a pathway to democracy through an interim government that can begin to restore trust and democratic institutions. U.S. officials have met with them frequently and urged negotiation with Henry to form a consensus government. But Henry has consistently undermined negotiations, with at least tacit support from the U.S. officials who, by doing nothing, persist in backing him.
U.S. officials should create and execute a clear and consistent policy on Haiti that puts democracy at its center and supports advocates seeking to break the stranglehold of an undemocratic regime. They should support the creation of a representative interim government that can begin to right the wrongs of the past decade, including crucial reform of the police force and justice system.
An interim government could not immediately eradicate gangs. But with clean, democratic leaders, it could begin to break the link between political power and gang violence and establish education and job programs to offer poor young men a viable alternative.
Prophète Milcé recently told Haitians that they have the responsibility to defend themselves against gangs. But it is the Haitian government and police that are responsible for protecting the people. When they fail, the international community—which has contributed to so many of the conditions of that failure—must support the Haitians seeking to build a solution.
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Cluster Bombs and the Contradictions of Liberalism
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U.S. presidential candidate Joe Biden pauses while speaking at the SEIU Unions for All Summit in Los Angeles on Oct. 4, 2019. 
The Biden administration’s controversial decision to supply Ukraine with cluster munitions is a telling illustration of liberalism’s limitations as a guide to foreign policy. The administration’s rhetoric extols the superiority of democracies over autocracies, highlights its commitment to a “rules-based order,” and steadfastly maintains that it takes human rights seriously. If this were true, however, it would not be sending weapons that pose serious risks to civilians and whose use in Ukraine it has criticized harshly in the past. But as it has on other prominent issues (e.g., relations with Saudi Arabia, the expanding Israeli oppression of its Palestinian subjects, or the commitment to an open world economy), those liberal convictions get jettisoned as soon as they become inconvenient. This behavior shouldn’t surprise us: When states are in trouble and worried that they might suffer a setback, they toss their principles aside and do what they think it takes to win.
Liberalism begins with the claim that all human beings possess certain natural rights, which should not be infringed upon under any circumstances. To preserve these rights while protecting us from each other, liberals believe governments should be accountable to their citizens (typically through free, fair, and regular elections); constrained by the rule of law; and that citizens should be free to speak, worship, and think as they wish, provided that exercising these rights does not harm others. For the record: I like these principles as much as anyone, and I’m glad I live in a country where they are (mostly) intact.
For liberals, the only legitimate governments are those that subscribe to these principles, even though no government does so perfectly. When they turn to foreign policy, therefore, liberals tend to divide the world into good states (those with legitimate orders based on liberal principles) and bad states (just about everything else) and blame most if not all the world’s problems on the latter. They believe that if every country were a well-established liberal democracy, conflicts of interest would fade into insignificance and the scourge of war would disappear. Liberals also place considerable weight on the importance of norms and institutions—which underpin the vaunted rules-based order—and frequently accuse non-liberal states of violating them with callous disregard.
This view of international affairs is undeniably appealing. Instead of seeing relations between states as a relentless struggle for power and position, liberalism offers a seductive vision of forward progress, moral clarity, and a positive program for action. It allows Americans (and their closest allies) to tell themselves that what’s good for them will be good for everyone else as well. Just keep enlarging the liberal order and eventually perpetual peace will emerge in an increasingly prosperous and just world. Moreover, what’s the alternative? Does anyone really want to defend the arbitrary exercise of power, the suppression of freedom, or the claim that powerful actors can do whatever they want?
Unfortunately, the liberal perspective suffers from at least two serious flaws.
The first problem is liberalism’s universalist pretensions. Because they are founded on the claim that every human being everywhere has certain inalienable rights, liberal states tend to be crusaders who see foreign policy as an all-or-nothing struggle between good and evil. George W. Bush trumpeted this view in his second inaugural address, when he proclaimed that the ultimate goal of American foreign policy was “ending tyranny in our world.” Why was this necessary? Because “the survival of liberty in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands.” If put into practice, however, this policy would guarantee unending conflict with countries that have different traditions, values, and political systems. These convictions can also encourage a dangerous overconfidence: If one is fighting on the side of the angels and swimming with the tides of history, it is easy to assume that victory is inevitable and won’t be that hard to achieve.
Moreover, if world politics is a Manichean clash between good and evil with humanity’s future in the balance, there are no limits on where you must be willing to fight and little reason to act with restraint. As Sen. Barry Goldwater put it in his unsuccessful campaign for president in 1964: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. … Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” This same mindset is present today in the overheated rhetoric of Ukraine’s loudest liberal and neo-conservative defenders, who are quick to attack anyone with a different view of the conflict as an appeaser, a defender of Russian President Vladimir Putin, or worse.
The second problem is the fragility of these liberal convictions when they are put to the test, as President Joe Biden’s decision to give cluster munitions to Ukraine demonstrates. If the (evil) enemy proves more resilient than expected and victory does not come quickly, then self-proclaimed liberals will begin to embrace policies or partners that they might shun in better times. George W. Bush may have extolled the virtues of liberty, but his administration also tortured prisoners. As the Forward has reported, a more recent case in point is the June 2023 visit to Stanford University by representatives from the Azov Brigade, a Ukrainian militia with a well-documented Nazi and white supremacist past. Putin’s claims that Ukraine needs to be de-Nazified are exaggerated, but the willingness of outspoken liberals such as Michael McFaul or Francis Fukuyama to welcome Azov representatives to Stanford shows a remarkable ethical flexibility.
Politics is the art of the possible, of course, and sometimes moral convictions must be compromised to achieve larger aims. The United States allied with Stalinist Russia to defeat Nazi Germany, for example, and this sort of ethical expediency is widespread. As Alexander Downes shows in his exhaustive study of civilian targeting, democracies are often just as willing to kill civilians as their authoritarian counterparts, and to do so deliberately. The British waged a brutal counterinsurgency campaign during the Second Boer War, the Allied blockade in World War I starved Germany’s civilian population, and the United States and Great Britain purposely bombed civilian targets during World War II (including the use of two atomic bombs on Japan). The United States later dropped nearly 6 million tons of bombs on Vietnam during the war there (roughly three times what it had dropped on Germany and Japan during World War II), including deliberate attacks on Vietnamese cities, and its “sanctions-happy” foreign policy has harmed civilians in Syria, Iran, and elsewhere. And when liberal states (or their allies) commit war crimes or atrocities, often their first instinct is to cover them up and deny responsibility.
Such behavior is no surprise to realists, of course, who emphasize that the absence of a central authority in world politics forces states to worry about their security and sometimes leads them to act aggressively toward other states because they have convinced themselves that doing so will make them safer. This familiar tendency doesn’t make it right or excuse the excesses that both democracies and autocracies sometimes commit, but it does help us understand why the distinction between “good” liberal states and “bad” autocracies is not as clear-cut as liberals maintain.
Indeed, a good case can be made that well-meaning liberal crusaders are responsible for a lot more trouble than those allegedly cold-hearted, amoral realists. As Michael Desch has argued, a broadly realist approach to world politics would produce a saner and more peaceful world, precisely because it rejects universal crusading and recognizes that other societies have values that they will want to preserve as much as we might want to spread our own. For this reason, realism emphasizes the need to take the interests of other states into account and to make prudent diplomatic adjustments as balances of power shift. This approach would have helped the United States avoid some of the counterproductive excesses of the unipolar era, mistakes that caused considerable suffering and tarnished America’s image in many places.
I should probably be more tolerant of some of my liberal antagonists. They might be loath to admit it, but their willingness to abandon their liberal convictions in the face of uncomfortable international realities is itself a powerful vindication of the basic realist perspective. It would be nice if the liberal voices who dominate U.S. foreign-policy discourse were more willing to acknowledge these lapses and less self-righteous when defending their policy recommendations. Public discourse would be more civil and productive, and the success rate of U.S. foreign policy would almost certainly improve.
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Deterrence in Taiwan Is Failing
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An illustration of a hand grenade with a Taiwan flag in the pin.
“My gut tells me we will fight in 2025,” U.S. Air Force Gen. Mike Minihan wrote in a January memo to officers in the Air Mobility Command. The memo, which promptly leaked to reporters, warned that the United States and China were barreling toward a conflict over Taiwan. The U.S. Defense Department quickly distanced itself from Minihan’s blunt assessment. Yet the general wasn’t saying anything in private that military and civilian officials weren’t already saying in public.
In August 2022, a visit to Taiwan by U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi had set off the worst cross-strait crisis in a quarter century. China’s aircraft barreled across the center line of the Taiwan Strait; its ships prowled the waters around the island; its ballistic missiles splashed down in vital shipping lanes. Months after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine had reminded everyone that major war is not an anachronism, the Taiwan crisis made visceral the prospect that a Chinese attack on that island could trigger conflict between the world’s two top powers.
Washington certainly took note. A year earlier, the outgoing chief of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, Adm. Philip Davidson, had predicted that a war in the Taiwan Strait could come by 2027. After the August crisis, this “Davidson window” became something like conventional wisdom, with Minihan, Secretary of State Antony Blinken, and other U.S. officials
predicting that trouble might start even sooner. If the United States and China do clash over Taiwan, it will be the war everyone saw coming—which would make the failure to deter it all the more painful.
To be sure, U.S. President Joe Biden has made deterring that conflict a priority. Despite the long-standing policy of “strategic ambiguity,” Biden has publicly affirmed, four times, that the United States would come to Taiwan’s aid if it were attacked. Yet deterrence is about more than declaratory policy: It requires assembling a larger structure of constraints that preserve the peace by instilling fear of the outcome and consequences of war. More than a year after the August crisis and nearly three years into the Davidson window, the United States and its friends are struggling to build that structure in the limited time they may have left.

Taiwan is important in many ways—as a critical node in technology supply chains, as a democracy menaced by an aggressive autocracy, as an unresolved legacy of China’s civil war. Yet Taiwan has become the world’s most perilous flash point mostly for strategic reasons.
Taiwan is a “lock around the neck of a great dragon,” as Chinese military analyst Zhu Tingchang has written. It anchors the first island chain, the string of U.S. allies and partners that block China from the open Pacific. If China were to take Taiwan, it would rupture this defense perimeter, opening the way to greater influence—and coercion—throughout the region and beyond.
In 1972, Chinese leader Mao Zedong told U.S. President Richard Nixon that Beijing could wait 100 years to reclaim Taiwan. China’s current leader, Xi Jinping, is not so patient. He has said the island’s awkward status cannot be passed from generation to generation; he has reportedly ordered the People’s Liberation Army to be ready for action by 2027. Militaries constantly prepare for missions they never execute, of course. But the risk of war is rising as China’s capabilities—and urgency—grow.
A great-power war over Taiwan would be cataclysmic. It would feature combat more vicious than anything the United States has experienced in generations.
Beijing is reaping the rewards of a multidecade buildup focused on the ships, planes, and other platforms needed to project power into the Western Pacific; the “counter-intervention” capabilities, such as anti-ship missiles and sophisticated air defenses, needed to keep U.S. forces at bay; and now the nuclear capabilities needed to enhance China’s options for deterrence and coercion alike. The scale and scope of these programs are remarkable. Adm. John Aquilino, Davidson’s successor at Indo-Pacific Command, said in April that China has embarked on “the largest, fastest, most comprehensive military buildup since World War II.” As a result, the balance is changing fast. By the late 2020s, several recent assessments
indicate, Washington might find it extremely hard to save Taiwan from a determined assault.
Xi would surely prefer to take Taiwan without a fight. He currently aims to coerce unification through military, economic, and psychological pressure short of war. Yet this strategy isn’t working. Having witnessed Xi’s brutal crackdown in Hong Kong, the Taiwanese populace has little interest in unification. Since 2016, the more hawkish, pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) has thumped the more Beijing-friendly Kuomintang in presidential elections. If the DPP wins the next presidential race in January 2024—its candidate, Lai Ching-te, currently leads the polls—Xi might conclude that coercion has failed and consider more violent options. 
Biden knows the threat is rising—he recently called China a “ticking time bomb”—which is why he has repeatedly said Washington won’t stand aside if Beijing strikes. But make no mistake: A great-power war over Taiwan would be cataclysmic. It would feature combat more vicious than anything the United States has experienced in generations. It would fragment the global economy and pose real risks of nuclear escalation. So the crucial question is whether Washington can deter a conflict it hopes never to fight.

Not everyone believes it can. “Taiwan is like 2 feet from China,” U.S. President Donald Trump reportedly remarked in 2019. “We are 8,000 miles away. If they invade, there isn’t a fucking thing we can do about it.” But protecting Taiwan isn’t as hopeless as the map makes it seem.
China’s fundamental advantages are proximity and the mass of forces it can muster in a war off its coast. The U.S. advantage is that control is harder than denial, especially when control requires crossing large contested bodies of water. An invasion of Taiwan, with its oceanic moat and rugged terrain, would be one of history’s most daunting military operations, comparable to the Allied invasion of Normandy in 1944. Options short of invasion, such as blockade or bombardment, offer no guarantee of forcing Taiwan to submit. Given the risk that a failed war could pose to Xi’s regime and perhaps his life, the Chinese leader will probably want a high chance of success if he attacks. So the United States and other countries should be able to inject enough doubt into this calculus that even a more risk-acceptant Xi decides rolling the iron dice is a bad idea. 
This will require two mutually reinforcing types of deterrence. “Deterrence by denial” convinces an enemy not to attack by persuading him that the effort will fail. The ability to deter invasion, in this sense, is synonymous with the ability to defeat it. “Deterrence by punishment” convinces an enemy not to attack by persuading him that the effort—even if successful—will incur an exorbitant price. The strongest deterrents blend denial and punishment. They confront an aggressor with sky-high costs and a low likelihood of success. The U.S. task in the Western Pacific, then, is to show that Taiwan can survive a Chinese attack—and that any such war will leave China far poorer, weaker, and less politically stable than before.
In practice, this approach would rest on five pillars: first, a Taiwan that can deny China a quick or easy victory because it is bristling with arms and ready to resist to the end; second, a U.S. military that can sink a Chinese invasion fleet, decimate a blockade squadron, and otherwise turn back hostile forces trying to take Taiwan; third, a coalition of allies that can bolster this denial defense while raising the strategic price China pays by forcing it to fight a sprawling, regionwide war; fourth, a global punishment campaign that batters China’s economy—and perhaps its political system—regardless of whether Beijing wins or loses in the Taiwan Strait; and fifth, a credible ability to fight a nuclear war in the Western Pacific—if only to convince China that it cannot use its own growing arsenal to deter the United States from defending Taiwan. 
If this sounds like a tall order, it is. Deterring determined revisionists is never easy. If these steps sound awful to contemplate, they are. Deterrence involves preparing for the unthinkable to lessen the likelihood it occurs. The United States and its friends are making real, even historic progress in all these areas. Alas, they are still struggling to get ahead of the threat.




Tyler Comrie illustration for Foreign Policy 
Consider Taiwan itself. That country is the first line of defense in the Western Pacific. It may also be the weakest.
In fairness, Taiwan faces an epic task in hardening itself against its hulking neighbor. To do so, it has adopted a smart, asymmetric defense concept that emphasizes using “large numbers of small things,” as former U.S. defense official David Helvey termed it—sea mines, anti-ship missiles, mobile air defenses—to slow and attrite Chinese forces; it is building an army that can surge troops to invasion beaches; and it is raising a reserve force that can fight guerrilla-style in Taiwan’s complex terrain. The United States is selling—and, now, simply giving—Taiwan missiles, drones, and other weapons to hasten this transformation. It is quietly increasing its training and advisory presence on the island. Given time, Taiwan can make itself a prickly porcupine. The question is how much time that will take. 
Taiwan’s promising defense reforms have been dogged by political and bureaucratic opposition, just as U.S. arms sales have lagged for years due to backlogs in the military supply pipeline. Yet the underlying problem is more fundamental. It is hard to claim that a country that spends just 2.4 percent of its GDP on defense, that is only slowly preparing the sort of all-of-society resistance that has sustained Ukraine, and whose military spends precious dollars on expensive, easy-to-kill capabilities that could be useless in the event of war is entirely serious about its own defense. According to the Rand Corp., Taiwan’s ability to hold out until help arrives is becoming more tenuous—which will make it a more tempting target for Beijing.
The United States reportedly lacks enough anti-ship missiles and other munitions to blunt the first Chinese attack, let alone keep fighting after a few days or weeks.
For the U.S. military, the story is also one of smart reforms and glaring weaknesses. The Pentagon is doing many of the right things to turn geography against Beijing by transforming the Western Pacific into a killing zone for attacking forces: buying more missiles and munitions, hardening its bases and learning to disperse its forces, investing in loitering shooters and sensors, exploring creative ways of delivering firepower from longer ranges, and even making the Marine Corps into a ship-killing force that operates from tiny islands. As new capabilities, such as a next-generation stealth bomber, and new basing opportunities come online in the late 2020s and 2030s, the United States may stand a good chance of stymying a Chinese attack. Yet these changes are still years or more from fruition, and striking deficiencies remain.
Modern combat remains a matter of mass. Recent investments aside, the United States reportedly lacks enough anti-ship missiles and other munitions to blunt the first Chinese attack, let alone keep fighting after a few days or weeks of high-intensity combat. Amphibious ships, attack submarines, and other critical platforms are all too scarce. Rapidly surging production of any of these capabilities is difficult, thanks to decades of disinvestment in the defense industrial base—and because even now, defense spending is roughly as low, relative to GDP, as at any time since World War II. As aging ships, planes, and submarines are retired in the late 2020s, in fact, U.S. firepower in the Western Pacific will decline, just as China’s current military reforms reach fruition. The Pentagon is working hard to address the China challenge, but it is still a long way from closing the window of vulnerability that is opening up.

What about the multilateral aspects of deterrence? The best news, ironically, involves addressing the long-standing U.S. weakness in the Indo-Pacific: the lack of a regional alliance that makes an attack on one an attack on all. History and geography still conspire against such an arrangement. In recent years, though, Washington has made great strides in strengthening and stringing together relationships that could make up a winning coalition.
The U.S.-Japanese alliance is becoming a real warfighting partnership, as Tokyo embarks on its greatest defense buildup in generations and works with Washington to turn its Ryukyu Islands into maritime strong points. Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States have formed a partnership focused on shoring up the military balance—especially undersea—in the region. Australia, Papua New Guinea, and the Philippines are giving Washington expanded basing access in the first and second island chains; the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue is holding more ambitious exercises; and numerous European countries are expanding deployments to the region. South Korea and Japan are enhancing their security cooperation. Officials in Washington, Tokyo, and Canberra are even whispering about fighting together in a three-way coalition to defend Taiwan.
That coalition could be a game-changer. Japan in particular would bring vital air and sea assets to a scrap. Even short of that, additional basing options can make a big difference, by making it harder for Chinese missiles to crush U.S. power without starting a huge regional war. Then there is the psychological contribution to deterrence. A Chinese regime that obsessively monitors the “correlation of forces” can hardly be encouraged as an Indo-Pacific balancing coalition coheres.
Officials in Washington, Tokyo, and Canberra are even whispering about fighting together in a three-way coalition to defend Taiwan.
Yet, if that coalition is a tribute to Beijing’s self-defeating bellicosity, the process is hardly complete. There remain uncertainties about which foreign facilities the United States will actually be able to use in wartime. Even the most enthusiastic allies, Australia and Japan, haven’t explicitly declared that they would fight for Taiwan. In 1914, another loose coalition—the Triple Entente—failed to prevent World War I because the lack of a firm British commitment caused German leaders to hope, wrongly, that the pact might crack under stress. Coalitions that fully coalesce only after a war has started coalesce too late to prevent the war from breaking out.
The same dynamic challenges the formation of a global punishment campaign. Russia’s war in Ukraine showed that advanced democracies around the world can rally to impose costs on an aggressor. NATO and the G-7 are taking a growing interest in Taiwan and the Western Pacific; Washington has engaged allies about hitting China with technological, financial, and trade sanctions in case of war. Add in the fact that the U.S. Navy could use its control of maritime choke points to cut off Beijing’s seaborne energy imports, and Xi now has to grapple with the possibility that attacking Taiwan would lead to economic ruin.
It’s only a possibility, though. There is no agreed, let alone announced, Western position on sanctioning China. Some European countries—most notably France—are publicly cool to the idea. Others are probably reluctant to commit, and thereby earn Beijing’s wrath, until the shooting starts. Xi, for his part, has surely noticed that sanctions have harmed but not destroyed Russia’s economy. He is sprinting to reduce China’s exposure by stockpiling food and gas, cultivating technological self-sufficiency, and investing in overland pipelines and supply routes that are safer from the threat of interdiction. Deterrence is thus a moving target. As Washington tries to prepare a punishment campaign, China tries to mitigate its potential effects.

Finally, there is the nuclear pillar. It seems unlikely that the United States would use nuclear weapons first in a war over Taiwan—an important but not existential interest—given that Beijing could respond in kind. A better objective is to dissuade China from thinking it can use the threat of limited nuclear escalation, likely against U.S. forces or bases in the region, to prevent Washington from intervening in the first place. 
Through the end of this decade, the U.S. nuclear arsenal will remain larger and far more lethal than China’s, which gives Washington dominance at the top of the escalation ladder. The Pentagon is also developing and fielding limited nuclear capabilities—such as lower-yield warheads delivered via submarine-launched ballistic missiles—that will make it harder for Beijing to exploit an escalatory gap on the rungs below. Even so, deterring China from using nuclear threats to win a conventional war may not be as simple as it seems.
Chinese leaders may believe they possess greater resolve in a Taiwan conflict because that island—thanks to geography and history—is less important to Washington than to Beijing. As China’s arsenal expands rapidly from the late 2020s onward, Beijing may also be more inclined to use nuclear weapons for coercive leverage, as Moscow did when Soviet intercontinental capabilities matured in the Khrushchev years. 
Not least, it is possible that recent events have convinced Beijing that the United States just won’t fight a conventional war against a nuclear-armed rival. Biden’s stated reason for not intervening directly in Ukraine is that doing so would cause “World War III.” If Xi doubted that the United States was any more eager for a contest in nuclear risk-taking in Asia, he might well be wrong—but he wouldn’t be crazy. Plenty of wars have begun due to miscalculations more egregious than this.

Deterrence is ultimately in the eye of the beholder. Short of climbing inside Xi’s head, we can’t know precisely what will or won’t stay his hand. The best Washington can do is try to reduce any optimism Xi could plausibly have about where a war might lead while recognizing that this will always be an imprecise art. It’s reassuring, in this context, that the United States and its friends are doing so much to address the growing danger—and deeply worrying that they sometimes seem to be moving in slow motion as China races to get ready for a fight. On issues from coalition-building to hardening Taiwan to strengthening U.S. capabilities, the direction of travel is excellent. The speed of travel is not.
Some analysts believe the only way to increase that speed is to downshift elsewhere—that the United States can only save Taiwan by sacrificing Ukraine. Things aren’t quite that simple. Deterrence, after all, is a product of will and capabilities. Many Indo-Pacific democracies, including Taiwan, have so strongly backed Ukraine because they know that the free world’s response to aggression in one place must figure into Xi’s assessment of the likely consequences of aggression in another. Materially speaking, the war in Ukraine has also impelled many of the positive moves—defense spending hikes, closer cooperation among partners and allies, investments in the U.S. defense industrial base—occurring in the Indo-Pacific. The right approach is to find, in one shocking war, the sense of urgency needed to ramp up efforts to prevent another. In the early 1950s, for example, the Truman administration used the alarm stoked by the Korean War to mount the U.S. military buildup and diplomatic offensive that bolstered free-world positions around the globe.
As U.S. President Harry Truman once put it, countries that don’t pay the price of peace will eventually pay the price of war.
Many obstacles—spending constraints, bureaucratic logjams, collective action problems—make an emergency program of this type difficult. But given that failure to deter Chinese aggression would confront Washington with a choice between fighting an earth-shaking conflict and letting Beijing reorder maritime Asia, those challenges should be kept in perspective. As President Harry Truman once put it, countries that don’t pay the price of peace will eventually pay the price of war. 
To some degree, all the discussion of timelines and prospective D-Days is artificial. There presumably isn’t a giant clock ticking down to zero in Beijing. But it’s not a bad idea to pretend that there is. Deterring an awful war in the Western Pacific won’t require some magic formula. It will require greater urgency, resources, and unity than those committed to defending the existing order have exhibited so far. Washington and its allies must start acting as though they believe what U.S. officials have been saying—that time may be the free world’s most finite asset of all.  
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism.
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Review
An Epic History of the Soviet Everyday

James Palmer    11:09AM, 23 Jul, 2023  

People line up outside a store in Siberia in early 1991 before the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
A few months ago, a Sovietologist (as we used to be called) who was an exchange student in Moscow with me in the late 1960s wrote and asked if I happened to have kept a sobachka as a memento of our Moscow days. Sobachka (literally, little dog) was the metal device we used to block the keyholes to our dorm rooms in Moscow State University so that others couldn’t use their own keys to get in. Not only did I not have a sobachka, but I had also completely forgotten that such a thing existed and would not recognize one if I saw it. But that’s because I don’t notice things. Karl Schlögel, a German historian who has written extensively on the history of the Soviet Union, is the opposite, and his wonderful noticing of things and how they sit in space is on full display in the 900-plus pages of The Soviet Century.



The Soviet Century: Archaeology of a Lost World, Karl Schlögel, trans. Rodney Livingstone, Princeton University Press, 928 pp., $39.95, March 2023
Schlögel variously calls his book an archaeology, an exhibition, and a museum of the Soviet “lifeworld.” Its focus on the things of everyday life makes it, in his view, not an “encyclopedia of banalities” (a phrase used by the Russian historian Natalia Lebina about her own history of everyday life) but rather “an encyclopedia of fundamentals.” Just about everything memorable and (to a Westerner) odd about Soviet everyday life is there: the endless queues, the communal apartments and the horrors of the shared kitchens and lavatory, the flea markets, the missing telephone directories, the kitchen table around which friends would sit late into the night talking about what Russians saw as fundamentals (not things, but the deep questions of life). One of my favorite sections deals with the stores uncompromisingly labeled “Food” (Produkty), “Meat,” “Bread,” and “Fish” (leaving out “Milk,” for some reason), with their skimpy array of goods, surly salespeople, and, of course, the usual elaborate system of queuing.
Schlögel gives due space to intercity train journeys, when on overnight trips you shared a small compartment with strangers with whom, convention dictated, you often had long midnight conversations. He notes the absence, until the very end of the Soviet period, of plastic wrapping and celebrates the rectangles of tough brown paper that were carelessly slapped on top of the sausage or whatever you were buying as the “apotheosis of materiality.”
Indeed, in post-Soviet retrospect, as Russia becomes clogged like the rest of the world with “vast quantities of plastic,” that brown paper does acquire virtue. That does not apply, however, to the basement lavatories without toilet paper at the Lenin Library in Moscow, whose awful smell, combined with that of the cigarettes that could be smoked only in that noisome space, wafted all the way up to the library’s elite First Hall. Almost the only thing Schlögel leaves out—probably because he was never a foreign exchange student at Moscow State University—is the sobachka and other curiosities of student life such as the loudspeakers in each room broadcasting a single radio channel that (at least in theory) could never be turned off.
As the Soviet Union was collapsing at the end of the 1980s, its citizens became obsessed with the idea of wanting to live a “normal” life. This seemed to mean a Western life with more consumer goods and fewer bureaucratic roadblocks, but it was a curious comment on their attitude to habits of Soviet life that had been around for decades. The Soviet equivalent of German Ostalgie developed quickly, however, with the fall of the Soviet Union and the realization that, without its empire and status as a Cold War superpower, Russia had lost the world’s respect. The simplicity and predictability of life in Soviet times is often fondly remembered by the older generation, with the Brezhnev era—stigmatized as boring at the time—now representing stability, a functioning welfare state, lots of leisure, and comparative social equality.
It is impossible for a longtime fellow inhabitant of Western foreigners’ spaces not to have a few quibbles. First, with regard to revolutionary name coinages, “Roi” may sometimes have been understood as an acronym of “Revolyutsiya, Oktyabr, Internatsional” (Revolution, October, International), as Schlögel claims, but the most famous of Soviet Rois—Roy Medvedev, twin brother of Zhores—got his name from the Indian revolutionary M.N. Roy, resident in Moscow in the 1920s as a Comintern member and part of Joseph Stalin’s brain trust. Second (a point to the English translator, Rodney Livingstone), “House on the Moskva” is completely wrong for the great gray edifice on the river, now sometimes called “House on the Embankment,” after Yury Trifonov’s eponymous novel, but known to decades of Muscovites as the “House of Government” (Dom pravitel’stva), the title of Yuri Slezkine’s wonderful 2017 biography-of-a-building.
Schlögel’s book, first published in German in 2017, was written too early for him to have cited Slezkine’s book or, more importantly, to reference the war that began with the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. But that conflict does cast its shadow, since, as Schlögel tells us, he was inspired “to take one more look at the [Soviet] empire that had disappeared” by the outrage at Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea.
Had he been writing six years later, he could have added some interesting twists to the stories of the great Soviet industrial construction projects that are the focus of chapter 2 (“Highway of Enthusiasts”). Azovstal in Mariupol, for example, was one of the great Soviet iron-and-steel projects of the early 1930s; in 2022, it was the site of stubborn resistance to Russian incursion by the Azov Brigade, born in 2014 as an ultranationalist, neo-Nazi paramilitary group but since incorporated into the Ukrainian National Guard. DniproHES, the famous hydroelectric scheme that preceded Azovstal by a few years, is accorded a whole chapter, ending with it being blown up by the retreating Soviets to stop it falling into German hands in August 1941. In the spring of 2023, Russian-controlled Nova Kakhovka, sixth and last of the run of Dnipro River dams that began with DniproHES, was blown up either intentionally or accidentally as the Ukrainians launched their long-awaited counteroffensive.
DniproHES is given its Ukrainian name rather than the Russian one (Dneproges) by which it was known at the time and in the history books, but that is an exception in this book, whose perspective, for all the author’s passionate support of the Ukrainian cause in the current war, remains generally Russian and Moscow-centric. Schlögel admits this straightforwardly: Such Russo-centrism was the product of an “academic socialization” that he and the rest of his cohort of Western historians (including this reviewer) shared, and it imposed “a limitation of our competence that cannot be easily rectified.”
Post-colonial reappraisal, in other words, will have to be left to a younger generation. Although the term “empire” is used, both in the first chapter of the book (“Shards of Empire”) and its last sentence (on the ephemerality of “all the might of empire”), the substance of empire, and the power disparities that are at its heart, are not of real interest to Schlögel. When he writes of empire, he is writing of the expansive domain of Soviet life forms, of a Soviet way of life.
The fact that this way of life is now dead is crucial to the emotional tenor of the book. The Soviet Century is not exactly a work of nostalgia, but rather a latter-day equivalent of Good-Bye to All That, Robert Graves’s 1929 evocation of an England destroyed by World War I, in which affection for and repudiation of a lost world are inextricably intertwined. Gulag and the various mechanisms of Soviet repression are a presence throughout Schlögel’s book, as well as the specific subject of two chapters. At the end of the book, he makes the extraordinary suggestion that Lubyanka—the complex of buildings in central Moscow built to house the Soviet secret police—should be turned into a “Musée imaginaire of Soviet civilization.”
This is saying goodbye to all that with a vengeance. Schlögel is so intent on vacuuming up the shards of the Soviet empire that he overlooks the fact that Lubyanka in 2023 is not an empty place in search of a function. Rather, it is the buzzing corporate headquarters of the FSB (Federal Security Service), the Russian Federation’s successor to the Soviet KGB, whose current responsibilities include foreign espionage, border security, domestic security, organized crime, antiterrorism, cyberoperations, and intelligence aspects of the “special operation” (war) in Ukraine. Russia, like it or not, has a 21st-century life, in which Soviet and post-Soviet elements are presumably combining to produce new patterns. But an author can’t do everything, even in 900-plus pages, and in any case, the present is not a historian’s territory. We’ll have to wait a few decades for some new Schlögel to come along and tell us about the life forms, as he dubs them, that emerged in Russia (and, for that matter, Ukraine) in the wake of the fall.







Review
Britain’s Racism Isn’t America’s

Chloe Hadavas    6:00AM, 30 Jul, 2023  

This is Not America: Why Black Lives in Britain Matter, Tomiwa Owolade, Atlantic Books, 273 pp., £18.99 ($25)
My race changed when I moved from Britain to the United States two years ago. I don’t mean that I tick a different box now. I remain born to Indian immigrants, a person with obviously brown skin. In both countries, I’m categorized as Asian. What changed when I crossed the Atlantic was what my race signified.
British Asians, the United Kingdom’s largest ethnic minority group by a sizable margin, faced some of the highest mortality rates in the country in the early months of COVID-19 pandemic. In the United States, meanwhile, deaths among Asian Americans were the lowest of any group.



This Is Not America: Why Black Lives in Britain Matter, Tomiwa Owolade, Atlantic Books, 273 pp., £18.99 ($25), June 2023
This can be explained in large part by demographic variations, rooted in different histories of immigration. But the figures also prove that race isn’t a static quantity. It depends on context. If I had moved to the United States in 1971 rather than 2021, I wouldn’t have been categorized as Asian at all. Officially, I would have been labelled “white,” because I would have been seen as belonging to so-called Indo-European stock. Even now, not all Americans consider Indians to be Asian, since Asian Americans are commonly seen as being of East Asian heritage.
When it comes to race, the where and the when make a difference.
That is the nub of This Is Not America: Why Black Lives in Britain Matter, a polemic published this summer by the provocative British writer and critic Tomiwa Owolade, who migrated to England from Nigeria at the age of 9. His book focuses on black Britons, who comprise roughly 4 percent of the population. By contrast, roughly 14 percent of people in the United States identify as Black. (Another difference: “Black” is generally a proper noun in the United States nowadays. In Britain, it’s usually not, and Owolade uses “black” throughout).
Owolade’s central concern is that race in Britain has been refracted and magnified through the United States’ lens, one justifiably fixed on its Black-white divide. The problem, he argues, is that the United States’ sins when it comes to race are unequalled in Britain. “Racism is not the same everywhere in the world,” he writes, adding that the racism that black people in Britain faced after World War II “was much closer in nature to the racial hostility encountered by other immigrant groups.” Yet even Owolade can’t help but look to the United States, admitting to the reader that he has joined those he criticizes “by focusing on the experiences of black people in Britain despite the fact that there are more Asians in the country.”
That line betrays the exasperation behind This Is Not America—one that many of us who write about race in Britain have shared. Owolade wonders why the United States has such a tight grip on how Britons think, himself included. That’s a fair question, and one that could easily extend to why almost no U.K. high street is without a McDonald’s or a Starbucks, or why British cinema screens are dominated by Hollywood movies.
Such is the importance of race to U.S. politics that it reverberates across the world. The protests that followed the murder of George Floyd by police officers in Minneapolis in 2020 prompted activists globally to force debates on race in countries sometimes unaccustomed to having them. In the United Kingdom, this fervent couple of years provoked a long-overdue public reckoning with the country’s bizarre nostalgia about the British Empire. Its rose-tinted (some might say deluded) view of itself as always being on the right side of history has taken a much-needed knock.
At the same time, publishing space has finally been given to British ethnic minorities to tell these stories, including journalist Sathnam Sanghera’s accessible and popular Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain and journalist Reni Eddo-Lodge’s bestselling Why I No Longer Talk to White People About Race. At long last, it feels as though Britain can start to be honest with itself.



A boy looks over his shoulder in front of a “Black is Beautiful” sign in Manchester, England, in 1969. Michael Ward/Getty Images
But according to Owolade, Britain is still not being honest, not really, not as long as it pretends that the United States’ problems are its own. This can read at many moments in his book like an apologia for the British state. “Everything is so different here,” he quotes the great U.S. abolitionist writer Frederick Douglass in a letter from Edinburgh in 1846. “No insults to encounter, no prejudice to encounter, but all is smooth. I am treated as a man and equal brother.” Here is proof that Britain was always better, Owolade appears to suggest, overlooking that Douglass wasn’t an everyday visitor. He came to Britain as a welcomed guest to deliver lectures on slavery. He was surrounded by supporters of the abolitionist cause, some of whom raised money to purchase his freedom.
“Lynching has never been practised in the United Kingdom,” Owolade continues. That is not true. While not the same in scale or nature as U.S. lynchings, racist murders have happened on British soil. During riots in the city of Liverpool in 1919, a white mob drowned a black seaman named Charles Wotten in what has been described historically as a lynching. Only this summer did Liverpool finally commemorate Wotten with a permanent headstone.
And despite Owolade’s complaints about Britain borrowing from U.S. race debates, even he has to admit that there has always been a distinguished—if relatively small—cadre of British race scholars, most notably Stuart Hall, Ambalavaner Sivanandan, and Paul Gilroy. It’s interesting, though, that Gilroy—famous for his 1987 book There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack—felt the need to leave Britain for Yale University for a while, telling the Guardian in 2000: “Even to be interested in race, let alone to assert its centrality to British nationalism, is to sacrifice the right to be taken seriously.”
Herein lies the problem. Is it any wonder that anti-racist activists in the United Kingdom have no choice but to lean on U.S. scholars for inspiration, when British universities and cultural institutions have done such a poor job of retaining even this small number of black academics and encouraging homegrown scholarship on race?
One of Owolade’s targets is Kehinde Andrews, Britain’s first professor of Black Studies, who has argued that decolonizing British universities is such an uphill battle that black Britons would be better off building their own institutions. In the United States, historically Black colleges and universities have indeed been vehicles for Black academic excellence. But as Owolade asks, how feasible would this be in a country like Britain, with its relatively small black population?
The more pressing problem, which Owolade skims over, is that Britain’s right-wing Conservative government has made any anti-racism efforts increasingly difficult. In 2020, members of the government criticized the National Trust, a major heritage conservation charity, for running a historical review of the relationship of its properties to slavery and colonialism. In another especially petty move in 2021, then-Culture Secretary Oliver Dowden warned museums not to move any statues or monuments linked to Britain’s colonial past. I was on the advisory boards of two large museums at the time and was horrified at the chilling effect this had just when cultural institutions were starting to make genuine progress in addressing uncomfortable parts of British history. Since then, Conservative politicians have doubled down on their insistence that the British shouldn’t be made to feel ashamed of their country’s past.




A group of children share some sweets outside a pub in Dalston with a huge English flag hanging over its window, on June 6, 2006. The flag, displaying the Cross of St George, has been associated with some racist and right-wing groups, but its use has become widespread in other contexts. Gideon Mendel/Corbis via Getty Images
As selective as some of Owolade’s critiques are, he’s more convincing when he explores his own relationship to Britain. His argument goes beyond the fact that being a black Briton isn’t the same as being a Black American. It’s that even to be a black Briton isn’t the same for all black Britons. He is right that the label groans under the weight of diversity within it. “The point is that to accept the humanity of black people, or anyone else, you can’t define them as a homogeneous bloc,” he explains. Owolade is referring here to Britons of African and Caribbean heritage, but until recently, the label “black” was applied so widely that it even included British Asians such as myself. Even well into the 1990s, to be nonwhite was to be considered “politically black.” My trade union, the National Union of Journalists, categorized me as a black member.
These days, though it is more narrowly defined, race is no longer a solidly reliable predictor of even political affiliation. Those at the top of the Conservative Party, running the country, are a case in point. Hostile to immigration, seemingly unconcerned about crushing poverty rates, and unashamedly “anti-woke,” they are also more racially diverse than any cabinet in British history. The first nonwhite prime minister belongs not to the left-wing Labour Party, but to the Conservatives.
For left-wing British politicians who have long basked in the myth of racial solidarity, assuming that immigrants and the children of immigrants all want the same things, the overdue discovery that we actually don’t all think the same way, appears to have come as a surprise. In 2022, Labour MP Rupa Huq went so far as to describe then-Conservative Chancellor Kwasi Kwarteng, who has Ghanaian heritage, of being only “superficially” black, partly because of his private school upbringing and cut-glass English accent. (Huq later apologized for her remarks).
Like much of the Conservative cabinet, Owolade belongs to a generation of ethnic minorities who no longer find a good fit for themselves on the left, who feel left behind by the “politically black” politics of the 1980s. That time is gone, for better or worse. The experience of race in Britain has become more complex, and unfortunately, it’s only the center-right that seems to have noticed.
As demographics shift and old political certainties break down, left-wing leaders are in desperate need of fresh thinking about race. The Labour Party, which is tipped to win the next national election, must understand Britain as it is, not as it imagines it to be. Looking to the United States will not help. Owolade’s answer is to build a more united sense of Britishness, one that fully embraces everyone and consequently transcends race. He is “irreducibly British,” he concludes in his final chapter.



A Black Lives Matter protester confronts a police officer in London on June 6, 2020. Alex Pantling/Getty Images 
But that is the problem: Racism is what stands in the way of this ideal.
I’m often asked which country I believe to be the most racist: the United Kingdom or the United States. I find that many Britons look to the United States with a mixture of pity and relief, telling themselves that at least their country isn’t burdened with such bitter racial politics and ugly histories of slavery and segregation. But the tales of these two places are in fact deeply intertwined. The founders of the United States borrowed from the prejudices of Europe when building their nation. Britain profited generously from the slave trade and its colonies. Britain and the United States built their racial ideologies on exactly the same bedrock.
Owolade is right to say that they’ve diverged since then. No two nations are the same, just like every family has its own dysfunctions. Among the differences, at least as far as I’ve observed, is that the United States is perhaps more open about racism because its injustices and struggles have been on the same soil. In Britain, many of the brutalities of empire and slavery were carried out at a distance, in places that most everyday Britons never saw.
The British find it easier, then, to sweep their own racism under the rug. There are those who can manage to feel horrified at children being detained away from their parents at the U.S. border, yet convince themselves that children dying in small boats to reach the United Kingdom are somebody else’s problem. It tends to be a quieter bigotry, dressed up to appear like something more respectable.
Some right-leaning British commentators have already welcomed Owolade’s book as reassurance that Britain isn’t racist the way the United States is. But Britain is racist, too—just in its own way.  
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The Word That Captures Nigerians’ Feelings About the Future

Audrey Wilson    7:00AM, 12 Aug, 2023  
In late February, Nigeria held a presidential election that many citizens regard as flawed and illegitimate. The vote wasn’t expected to go smoothly, but accusations of vote-rigging were immediate. There were reports of people snatching ballot boxes and gunmen attacking polling stations. A new electronic voting system that aimed to make the election more transparent did not go according to plan; electoral staff at some locations failed to upload results, leading to further accusations of tampering.
A week later, Nigerians woke up to the news that the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) had declared Bola Tinubu the winner. Tinubu had not technically passed the threshold for outright victory in the first round, as he did not achieve 25 percent of the vote in the Federal Capital Territory, which includes Abuja. Two candidates contested the results: former Vice President Atiku Abubakar and Peter Obi, who had defected from Abubakar’s party and picked up significant youth-led support ahead of the election. Obi ran on a promise to change the status quo.
After Tinubu’s victory, the word japa—which literally means to run, flee, or escape—trended on Twitter. A Yoruba word, japa has in the last few years become part of Nigeria’s slang lexicon as a shorthand for migration. “It’s time for me to japa” is now a common refrain, often in response to bad news. The word even appears in local headlines. Although the expression is often used playfully among friends, it signifies the serious dream of a better life beyond Nigeria. This duality reflects something unique about the Nigerian mindset: the ability to feel pain and a sense of loss—in the event of Tinubu winning, for example—as well as a nonchalant hopefulness about the future, simultaneously.
Last year, the country’s immigration service issued a record number of passports—1.9 million—in part reflecting an increasing number of citizens leaving for work or study. Emigrating isn’t possible for everyone, but the determination to reach greener pastures in Europe, the United States, or beyond often outweighs financial considerations. Nigerians who decide to leave may do whatever it takes to make it work. And when it doesn’t, threatening to japa serves a form of escapism: a reason to feel good about the future and a reason to persist.

Many young Nigerians first expressed their desire to japa in the wake of the #EndSARS protests in 2020. The movement took aim at police brutality, calling for the disbanding of the notorious Special Anti-Robbery Squad, or SARS, unit. Military forces cracked down with force against protesters, killing more than 100 people and injuring hundreds more. After the violence, some Nigerians felt that to japa was their only hope. In a 2021 survey of Nigerians by the Africa Polling Institute, 73 percent of respondents said they would seize the opportunity to move abroad with their families. That figure seems only likely to rise in the aftermath of this year’s presidential election.
Direct experience with police brutality was the final straw for Ademola Olaitan, a content creator who moved to the United Kingdom last year. In October 2021, while returning home from a photo shoot in Lagos, Olaitan was searched and detained by police officers. “I spent hours in the cell for literally doing nothing wrong,” he said, adding that the incident had traumatized him. Olaitan expressed that the situation in Nigeria had forced his hand. “I didn’t want to japa: My plans were to come here for vacation or maybe make money, but after that incident, it just forced me to,” he told Foreign Policy.
Nigeria has grappled with significant outward migration for decades, starting with an economic collapse in the 1980s. In the years that followed, the health care and agriculture sectors suffered, and unemployment skyrocketed, pushing people abroad for work. These trends have shaped today’s Nigeria, which now lurches toward another crisis. For the last eight years, under former President Muhammadu Buhari, corruption deepened despite his promises to fight it. And unemployment rose from 9.7 percent in 2014 to a projected 37 percent this year. For most Nigerians, the cost of living has become unbearable.
Ahead of the presidential election, many Nigerians expressed fears that their country’s democracy was on life support, and the vote was seen as a critical moment for its survival—a chance at better and more accountable governance. With Tinubu’s win, that hope crumbled. People expressed their anger on Twitter: “INEC Chairman Mahmood [Yakubu] stole our mandate,” one user wrote in the wake of the results. For some Nigerians, the outcome seemed to revive a desire to emigrate. “‘Dust your passports! It’s time to japa,’” another tweeted—tinged with a bit of irony—on March 1, the day the INEC declared Tinubu’s victory.
Aisha Abdullahi, a psychologist in Abuja, said the lack of steady electricity was her trigger. “If I ever japa, just know electricity drove me to [it]. Nothing else,” she said. “I’m ready to keep hustling and making my ends meet.” Abdullahi said her frustration stemmed from her expectation that a country such as Nigeria should be able to provide steady electricity and other basic services for its citizens. “Nigeria, especially the capital city, not having constant power supply creates a deep resentment inside me. It is a shameful hardship,” she said.
In recent years, the notion of japa has become a catalyst for community building, both for those who have left Nigeria and those who remain. On social media, Nigerians in different parts of the world have come together to talk about their experiences living far from home, recounting rejections they faced, how their visas were ultimately processed, and the hardships of leaving loved ones behind. Then there are the difficulties they share in adjusting to life post-japa, from bureaucracy to just how long it takes to settle into life in a new country. Nevertheless, these communities—mainly Twitter spaces—have inspired others who wish to emigrate.

The japa phenomenon is fueling brain drain in Nigeria, and this phenomenon is most evident within the country’s health care system. A report this year by the U.K. Nursing and Midwifery Council recorded a 280 percent increase in the number of Nigerian-trained nurses and midwives registered in the United Kingdom between 2018 and 2023. Many factors drove them to emigrate: poor work environment, low pay, and government disregard for their profession. But the result is fewer qualified health professionals in Nigeria, further weakening the sector.
In June, Obi addressed the “japa wave” on Twitter, arguing that such brain drain may eventually reap benefits for Nigeria. “Nigerians leaving the country may look like a loss today,” he wrote, “but when we start doing the right things and taking the governance of our nation more seriously, the knowledge and resources from them will be critical in the building of the New Nigeria, as it happened in China, India, Ireland and other developing countries.” For those thinking of leaving, the country’s opposition leader had just seemingly endorsed their decision.
To millions of Nigerians facing the prospect of Tinubu holding on to power for up to eight years, the country seems to be heading in a bad direction, one where they can’t quite envision a future for themselves. If the lines of people seeking to renew their passports are any indication, desperation to japa is deepening. For many people reeling from the results of a disputed election, battling for a better future abroad seems worth the risk—and gives them a glimmer of hope.







Review
Trump Trade War Mastermind Is Back With a Dangerous New Plan

James Palmer    7:00AM, 16 Jul, 2023  

WASHINGTON, DC – JUNE 17: U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer speaks at a Senate Finance Committee hearing on U.S. trade on Capitol Hill, on June 17, 2020, in Washington DC. (Photo by Andrew Harnik-Pool/Getty Images)



U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer speaks with Chinese Vice Premier Liu He at the Xijiao Conference Center in Shanghai on July 31, 2019. NG HAN GUAN/AFP via Getty Images 
In the clubby world of Washington, D.C., trade lawyers, Robert Lighthizer was always an outsider. He became wealthy representing the steel industry in its decadeslong battles to block imports, while Republican and Democratic administrations alike pursued free-trade deals. “It was like he was in the Galapagos,” away from the action in Washington, D.C., where trade pacts were being hammered out, another trade lawyer told me.



No Trade Is Free: Changing Course, Taking on China, and Helping America’s Workers, Robert Lighthizer, Broadside Books, 384 pp., $32, June 2023
But in Donald Trump, Lighthizer found a president who shared his protectionist ideas. Together they shifted U.S. economic policy away from engagement with China toward confrontation. While the shift had been gathering speed for some years before 2016, none of Trump’s predecessors had been willing to bludgeon China with massive tariffs to pursue U.S. goals. Reversing U.S. policy toward China is probably the Trump administration’s most important economic legacy.
In No Trade Is Free: Changing Course, Taking on China, and Helping America’s Workers, Lighthizer recounts how he fought China as Trump’s U.S. trade representative—essentially the top general in a three-year trade war—and recommends policies to finish the job. No challenge is more important, he argues. “China remains the largest geopolitical threat the United States has faced, perhaps since the American Revolution,” he writes, elevating China over Nazi Germany or Civil War secessionists.
Lighthizer has produced an important book, though a wildly uneven one. No Trade Is Free is sure to be a handbook for Republican presidential candidates searching for a China policy and economic nationalists across the board. During the Trump administration, Lighthizer was always in the running for White House chief of staff, and in our age-is-just-a-number political era, the 75-year-old Lighthizer is a likely candidate for that office or another senior post should Trump regain the White House.



U.S. President Donald Trump makes remarks as Lighthizer looks on in the Oval Office at the White House on Jan. 23, 2018. The administration issued tariffs on imported solar panels and large washing machines. Mike Theiler/Pool/Getty Images 
No Trade Is Free is a kludge of two different books. The main part is an informative and provocative account of how he fought the China trade war and other trade battles. While he oversells his and Trump’s accomplishments and doesn’t acknowledge any of the failures, his efforts have important lessons for dealing with Beijing.
But he tacks on a shorter book in which he proposes truly radical policy recommendations to delink the United States and China. He would hike tariffs to towering levels, end the benefits China has received from the United States for joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), cut off investment between the nations, block Chinese social media companies, halt cooperation on technology—and keep the measures in place until China’s trade surplus, now nearly $400 billion, disappears. In other words, for decades if not forever.
He calls his proposals “strategic decoupling,” but there is nothing strategic about it. He would fully sever ties between the world’s two most important economies—with likely disastrous results.




As the nominee to be U.S. trade representative, Lighthizer speaks with former Sen. Bob Dole, his former boss, before testifying during his confirmation hearing in Washington on March 14, 2017. Bill Clark/CQ Roll Call 
Lighthizer and I have a long and complicated relationship. As a Wall Street Journal reporter, I began covering him in 1996 when he was the treasurer and unofficial idea man for Sen. Bob Dole’s ill-fated presidential run.
Back then, his swagger and protectionism were a novelty. He raced a red Porsche 911 Targa at a track in West Virginia. For his 40th birthday, he installed a big oil portrait of himself in the parlor of his suburban Maryland home. “I think everyone should have one,” he joked with guests. “I don’t mean a painting of yourself; I mean a painting of me.” When he moved to Florida, he kept the painting but moved it to a less prominent location.
When he was Trump’s trade representative, I covered him intensively, sometimes flying with him to Beijing in the hopes of getting a hint of his next move in the trade war. That rarely worked; he would sleep nearly the entire 13-hour flight. I co-wrote a book about the trade war where he played a major role.
Sometimes he took sharp exception to what I wrote and once even denounced me and my co-author, Lingling Wei, by name in a press release for a story he thought was false. He stopped answering emails after we wrote a piece arguing the United States didn’t win the trade war. But in my exit interview with him two days after the storming of the U.S. Capitol, he said this: “I don’t always agree with you, as you know, but I—you know, you’re a hardcore, old-school journalist in a—in a—I mean, you’re like a goddamned, you know, dinosaur.” (I took that as a compliment.)
It wasn’t obvious that Lighthizer, a big, showy personality, would thrive under Trump. But his work with Dole taught him how to get along with a boss who has no interest in sharing the limelight, a crucial skill for working with Trump. In an administration filled with leakers and bumblers, Lighthizer was close-mouthed and competent. He didn’t call attention to himself like advisor Steve Bannon or fight Trump decisions like Defense Secretary James Mattis. Lighthizer was one of the few Trump aides whose reputation was enhanced through his service.



 Lighthizer and White House senior advisor Jared Kushner talk at the White House in Washington on Oct. 12, 2017.  Jabin Botsford/The Washington Post via Getty Images  
 



 Lighthizer confers with senior White House advisor Ivanka Trump after the signing of a trade agreement in New York on Sept. 24, 2018.  NICHOLAS KAMM/AFP via Getty Images 
 
Lighthizer used Air Force One flights to Florida, where his home was just a few miles from Mar-a-Lago, to get to know his boss better. He made friends with Trump’s daughter Ivanka and son-in-law, Jared Kushner, and counted on the latter to help sew up some trade deals. In his book, Lighthizer is unfailingly complimentary of Trump and doesn’t say a word about Trump’s efforts to reverse the 2020 election or the storming of the Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021—the events that caused another prominent China hawk in the administration, Deputy National Security Advisor Matt Pottinger, to finally resign.
The book recalls when Trump upbraided Lighthizer during a televised meeting with Chinese negotiators because Lighthizer was pushing for what’s called a “memorandum of understanding” with Beijing. In the trade world, an MOU is a deal that doesn’t require congressional approval, but in Trump’s real estate world it means a preliminary agreement. After making a brief effort to try to explain the difference to Trump, Lighthizer recounts how he promised never to use the term MOU again. But he doesn’t say how his top aides later lobbied reporters to downplay any disagreement with Trump.




President Ronald Reagan shakes hands with Lighthizer during a meeting for a cabinet affairs briefing in the Oval Office on April 25, 1983. Pictured in the middle is then-Secretary of Commerce Malcolm Baldrige. Ronald Reagan Presidential Library 
While he was trade representative, Lighthizer used unconventional means—tariffs on a scale not used since the 1930s—to produce a conventional outcome, a trade deal incorporating numerous U.S. compromises. Rather than decouple from China, strategically or otherwise, his Phase One accord envisioned increased trade between the two nations and had detailed procedures to work out disputes. Ironically, Lighthizer provided a roadmap for continued engagement, not decoupling.
The Biden administration hasn’t had the political will yet to try to build on his work. And irony upon irony, Lighthizer praises the Biden team for continuing the tariffs, but not the deal. “Fortunately, the Biden administration so far hasn’t taken the bait” of cutting tariffs in the hopes of getting China to import more U.S. goods, he writes.
Lighthizer’s own opposition to China is rooted in his disdain for free trade and the rapid pace of globalization since the 1990s. As a young official in the Reagan administration, he helped negotiate deals to limit imports of Japanese cars and computer chips. After Japan’s economy cratered, China became the next target for economic nationalists like Lighthizer.
He criticizes what he calls China’s mercantilist policies, although his definition of mercantilism describes his own policy preferences. “Mercantilism is a school of nationalistic political economy that emphasizes the role of government intervention, trade barriers, and export promotion in building a wealthy, powerful state,” he writes. Exactly the direction he wants the United States to head.


Yet he doesn’t explain why he thinks the radical decoupling he proposes is necessary only three years after he left office. He repeats the usual complaints about Chinese economic and military predation, threats to Taiwan, and violation of human rights—all of which were clear when he was in the government and none of which got in the way of him doing business with Beijing. In his book, he recalls how he ignored Beijing’s takeover of Hong Kong and demolition of democratic rights there because that would get in the way of finishing his trade deal. “I quickly responded [to Chinese negotiator Liu He] that the Hong Kong issue was not related to our discussions and that we needed to stay in our own lane,” he writes.
Lighthizer doesn’t mention his inaction on Taiwan. He discontinued low-level talks on trade and investment common in previous administrations and opposed deeper economic integration. Trump national security officials regarded Lighthizer as the biggest impediment in their push for a free-trade pact with Taiwan, which they believed would give Taiwan a political boost.
To Lighthizer, Taiwan was just another Asian export-hungry nation subsidizing its goods and stealing U.S. jobs, and one that could distract from a trade deal with Beijing. He called himself “a business guy” when I would ask about his policy toward the self-governing island. Foreign policy was for others.




Lighthizer shakes hands with Chinese President Xi Jinping before proceeding to their meeting at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing on Feb. 15, 2019. ANDY WONG/AFP via Getty Images 
As a trade negotiator, Lighthizer could be fierce. In Trump’s first meetings with Chinese leader Xi Jinping in Beijing, Lighthizer bluntly lectured Xi about Chinese cybertheft, pressure on U.S. companies, and the impact of big trade deficits on American workers. The Chinese side was stunned. “It was not exactly a setting known for open, critical speech directed at the highest authorities” of the Chinese Communist Party, he writes.
At a dinner afterward, the Chinese seated two of the seven members of the ruling Politburo Standing Committee on either side of Lighthizer to try to figure out how much influence he had on China policy.
In confronting China, Lighthizer calculated that the United States alone still had enough economic heft to force Beijing to change. For years, the United States had largely worked out trade disagreements through the WTO, which takes years to reach decisions and whose rules don’t cover many U.S. complaints about China, such as unfair subsidization of domestic companies or the actions of state-owned companies.
Instead, Lighthizer dusted off Section 301 of U.S. trade law that sometimes authorizes the president to impose tariffs in response to unfair trade practices without turning to the WTO. Lighthizer found plenty of Chinese actions that met that definition, including theft of intellectual property, pressure on American companies to turn over technology, and regulations that disadvantaged American agricultural and other exporters. By the end of the three-year trade war, Trump imposed tariffs of as high as 25 percent on three-fourths of everything China sold to the United States.
Lighthizer recounts in detail round after round of negotiations that produced a deal where, on paper, the United States came out ahead. China agreed to strengthen cooperation on intellectual property protection, end discriminatory regulations, vastly increase purchases of U.S. goods, and work out disagreements. The United States also kept in place nearly all its tariffs and said it would only roll them back when China carried out its pledges. He pats himself on the back for a “historic success” and says China has largely met its obligations, aside from purchases, though he now opposes any tariff rollback. But he doesn’t discuss any of the deal’s shortcomings or failures, or the times Trump backed off from tough actions when the stock market started to tank because of the trade war.



Chinese police officers watch a cargo ship at a port in Qingdao in China’s eastern Shandong province on March 8, 2018. AFP via Getty Images 
A fuller account of the trade war makes it clear that the United States wasn’t the winner—nor was China. Both the U.S. and Chinese economies suffered, though China’s more than America’s because it is more dependent on trade. China fell 40 percent short of its commitments to buy U.S. goods. The Office of the United States Trade Representative continues to complain about Chinese coercion, technology theft, and other misdeeds.
Trade is one of the many battles the two sides continue to fight in their deepening conflict. The Biden administration has picked up on Trump complaints about the shortfall in purchases and continued pressure by China on U.S. companies to hand over technology. Chinese negotiators still press the United States to lift tariffs as a sign of goodwill.
As for helping factory workers, tariffs did the opposite. Prior to the pandemic-induced recession of 2020, the United States was adding factory jobs, but 75 percent of the gain occurred before the first tariffs took effect against China in July 2018. Then growth in manufacturing jobs began to decline and stalled out before the pandemic reached U.S. shores.
The clearest winner from the trade war is Vietnam. According to calculations by Kearney, a management consulting firm, China shipped $50 billion less in manufactured goods to the United States in 2021 than it did in 2018, as tariffs on China increased. During that same time, Vietnam—free from those U.S. tariffs—increased its factory goods shipments to the United States by $50 billion. The additional export revenue helped Vietnam to build up its industrial parks, ports, and roads and attract higher-paying industries like electronics. In yet another trade war irony, many of those new Vietnamese export companies are Chinese-owned.



Lighthizer speaks with Liu in Shanghai on July 31, 2019. NG HAN GUAN/AFP via Getty Images 
In one of the book’s biggest omissions, Lighthizer fails to detail the concessions Chinese negotiators agreed to make concerning industrial subsidies and the behavior of state-owned firms but then dropped in May 2019 when they were overruled by the Politburo Standing Committee. These areas were top U.S. priorities. Disclosing the text would have been enormously useful in understanding China’s economic red lines and helping future American negotiators push for change.
There is precedence for publishing preliminary text. In 1999, Clinton’s trade representative, Charlene Barshefsky, published China’s offer to sharply remake its economic policy to get Clinton’s backing to join the WTO, even though Clinton at that point hadn’t approved the deal. Barshefsky wanted to make sure the Chinese didn’t back off from its pledges, infuriating the Chinese. Her tactic largely worked.
Lighthizer doesn’t explain this omission. In earlier conversations, he said he wanted to act in good faith with Liu, China’s top negotiator, whom he had come to admire. In the trade world, gentlemen don’t reveal texts that aren’t included in a final deal.




Flanked by Vice President Mike Pence (L) and Lighthizer, Trump speaks during a signing ceremony for the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement on the South Lawn of the White House on Jan. 29, 2020. Drew Angerer/Getty Images 
Even if it wasn’t a U.S. victory, there are important lessons to learn from the trade war. Tariffs, even on the scale Lighthizer used them, won’t tank the global economy, as S&P Global and many on Wall Street had worried. Eliminating the China tariffs now could reduce inflation by roughly 1 percentage point, according to the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a free-trade think tank that views tariffs the same way the Catholic Church views Satan. With inflation running around 4 percent or so, that isn’t an insignificant number, but it’s not economy-shaking, either.
Importers paid the tariffs and only sometimes passed them on to consumers, keeping the inflationary bite lower than expected. Trade with China has now reached pre-pandemic highs, although imports of tariffed goods lag behind, as customers shifted to producers outside of China.
Lighthizer, who considers himself a conservative Republican, also showed that tariffs and trade policy could be used to further some progressive goals.
During talks with Mexico and Canada, he negotiated a provision in the U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement requiring automakers to pay hourly wages of $16 for much of the work done on cars shipped to the United States—besting by $1 an hour Bernie Sanders’s dream for a new minimum wage. Another provision enables the trade representative to sue Mexico for labor violations at Mexican factories.
He also demonstrated that tariffs can sometimes preserve jobs. The 25 percent tariff he placed on Chinese auto imports helped blunt an automobile import surge from China that had swamped Europe. He now supports using tariffs to help fight climate change by raising the cost of imports made by carbon-intensive methods.



 Lighthizer testifies at a Senate Finance Committee hearing on Capitol Hill about Trump’s 2020 trade policy agenda on June 17, 2020. 
 



 Lighthizer gestures at the hearing.  ANDREW HARNIK/POOL/AFP via Getty Images  
 
But Lighthizer takes his infatuation with tariffs too far. He proposes using them to eliminate the enormous U.S. trade deficit with China altogether. To do that would require a level of protectionism much greater than anything he advocated while in office.
The trade war showed that 25 percent tariffs reduced the trade deficit with China somewhat, but the overall trade deficit continued to rise. While he doesn’t name a number in the book, the tariffs he envisions would need to be much higher than 25 percent—probably more like 100 percent or higher—and they would have to be imposed widely to stop countries like Vietnam coming in to pick up the lost trade.
Levies of that scale could devastate the broad swaths of the U.S. economy—from importers of toys and clothing to makers of machinery and electronics that use imported parts from China. While Lighthizer argues that the income from the tariffs would be a boon to the U.S. Treasury, the trade war shows that wouldn’t be the case. The additional income the United States collected on 25 percent tariffs went to subsidize farmers whose sales cratered after China responded with its own levies. Tariffs high enough to fully block imports do just that—meaning there is no tariff revenue to collect.
And what if the Chinese retaliate with their own tariffs in the new trade war he proposes? Lighthizer is sanguine about the loss of U.S. exports to China. “To the extent that they [retaliate],” he writes, “that would also contribute to the strategic decoupling.”
Lighthizer doesn’t weigh the likelihood that China would retaliate in sectors where the United States needs imports to meet environmental and other goals. China gave a hint of the sort of pressure it could apply recently when it said it would restrict exports of gallium and germanium used to make advanced microelectronics. China dominates the markets for solar and wind power equipment, automobile electric batteries, and minerals used in electronics, among other industries.




Lighthizer is surrounded by media as he leaves a press conference during the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Ministers Responsible for Trade meeting in Hanoi, Vietnam, on May 21, 2017. KHAM/AFP via Getty Images 
Throughout his book, Lighthizer argues that eliminating the trade deficit is crucial to help workers and restore American power, but he provides little evidence to make his case. Right now, the U.S. unemployment rate, for instance, has fallen nearly to 50-year lows despite a mushrooming trade deficit.
Chinese imports certainly have hurt big swaths of the Southeast and upper Midwest where factory towns lost out to Chinese imports. Import competition is also one reason median incomes have been stuck for years. But other factors are important there, too, including automation and the falling level of unionization.
There have been enormous gains from globalization, too, which Lighthizer largely ignores. Imports have lowered costs for American businesses and consumers across the board, increased the range of goods available to consumers, and put pressure on U.S. industry to innovate. Foreign investors employ millions of Americans and have brought new technology to the United States. Lighthizer isn’t alone in downplaying the traditional gains from trade. That’s been one of the impacts of the current swing to economic nationalism.
Lighthizer sees the trade deficit as enabling China’s rise. “It is no exaggeration to say that the biggest navy and biggest army in the world has been built with U.S. dollars and it is not in America,” he writes.
It’s also no exaggeration to say that the roughly $1 trillion Beijing invested in U.S. government securities is essentially held hostage in the United States, giving it significant political leverage. As Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has shown, in a pinch the United States can freeze assets held by foreigners. Despite China’s efforts to make the yuan a global currency, world trade is still dominated by the dollar.
It’s true that expanded trade means the United States sends hundreds of billions of dollars to China, which China has used to grow and prosper. That’s what was intended. That trade has helped transform China and lifted tens of millions of Chinese out of poverty.
He doesn’t consider what might have happened if the United States had kept China outside the global trading system. It’s not hard to imagine a still-poverty-wracked China, embittered at the United States, looking to foment revolution and arming American adversaries with weapons, including nuclear ones, as it did for countries like Vietnam and North Korea before the rapprochement between the two nations in the 1970s.
Lighthizer’s view that the United States depends too heavily on China is now widely shared. The trade war followed by the pandemic showed that the United States relies too much on global supply chains for medicine, technology, and other critical goods. American companies also were late in realizing the need to diversify their manufacturing away from China. A correction is underway. But how to manage that correction? The Lighthizer of No Trade Is Free would undo the remaining ties between the world’s two largest economies. The Lighthizer who negotiated a trade deal with China held out hope that the two countries could continue to work together and sort out their differences.  







Essay
Let There Be Microchips

Lori Kelley    6:27AM, 10 Sep, 2023  

Visitors view a screen showing a wafer
 at the TSMC Museum of Innovation in
 Hsinchu, Taiwan, on July 5.
The world can’t stop talking about the chip, but the thrill is in the toppings. The toppings are the atomic-sized transistors, the fragments of supercharged pimentos and capers that, when carved, layered, and latticed into a semiconductive nano-universe, give a microchip its fathomless virtuosity. By contrast, the chip is just a crisp, visible morsel carved out of a silicon wafer.
Admittedly, not just any silicon. Silicon wafers are the flattest objects in the world. The circular disks, between 6 inches and a foot in diameter, are shiny flat frisbees, half a millimeter thick, shimmering with rainbows like wide-stretched soap bubbles. Semiconductor fabrication plants, or fabs, are known by the size of the wafers they process into chips. The bigger the wafer, the bigger the haul, so companies such as Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Co. (TSMC) and Samsung and Intel pride themselves on having 12-inch fabs, the largest ones.
The surface of a perfectly polished silicon wafer cannot be felt. The skin on our salty fingertips is among the most sensitive in nature, after only crocodile and alligator faces, and the mechanoreceptors on the ends of our fingers respond to discontinuities as small as 13 nanometers. But a silicon wafer is polished free of all blemishes, including sub-nanometer ones. So, without transistors, the wafer feels like a featureless blank, even to such exquisite sensors as humans have. This supernatural smoothness is the starting point for a feat of engineering that involves quintillions of other objects that humans can’t perceive either by sight or touch or both.
So, how to manipulate surfaces with no texture and transistors a few atoms thick? The magnificent software in the fabs has the answer: “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite,” as the English poet William Blake wrote. The doors of artificial intelligence’s perception have been cleansed, and it has been trained, among other things, to scan chips for defects that, to a human on Earth, would appear like a half-dollar on the moon. In the fabs, AI can see ultraviolet light and palpate the impalpable. 
But let’s rewind the supply chain—disintegrate that smooth wafer for a minute and return its raw materials to the earth. To make a chip, you start with sand. Silica sand is quarried all over. It exists on our planet in an obscene surplus. In its natural state, it is dielectric, or insulating, but it can conduct electricity if rigged to do so—if, say, humans impurify it in a process known endearingly as doping. It’s versatile and controllable and thus excellent for humans looking to tyrannize over electrical currents.
You can see why Mark Liu, the chairman of the formidable TSMC, considers silicon a gift from God. After oxygen, silicon is the second-most common element on Earth. I’ve come to see it like this: Silicon is to the built world what oxygen is to the humans who built it. It’s the animator.
Silicon may be more scooped than mined, but the process of making wafers still entails the signature violence of humankind: “digging stuff up and burning it,” in the words of the environmentalist Bill McKibben. Quarried silica sand is heated in a crucible to some 2,000 degrees Celsius and, when molten, spun. A small seed crystal, separately grown, is then dipped into the hot brew and painstakingly withdrawn by a robot arm. This method of creating a salami-shaped ingot composed of a single crystal is named for its Polish inventor, Jan Czochralski, who in 1916 went to ink his fountain pen, missed the inkwell, and dipped the pen into molten tin. When he pulled the pen out, he got a metal rod.
So, a large crystal is formed when the robot pulls out the seed crystal. That part looks a bit like candy-making. The resulting single-crystal silicon ingots feature a Bravais lattice. What’s a Bravais lattice? Crystallography is tantalizingly complex, and Bravais even more so, so let’s just say the structure of the entire log of silicon is like that of a gemstone—continuous, unbroken to its edges, and free of any boundaries between crystals. No impurity or lacuna in the system can interfere with the flow of electrons. Electrons will flow only where humans tell them to, with transistors. The toppings.



Visitors view a screen showing a wafer at the TSMC Museum of Innovation in Hsinchu, Taiwan, on July 5. Sam YehAFP via Getty Images 
We’ll get to those soon. A saw made of solid diamond slices wafers out of the ingot. Each freshly sliced wafer is then exfoliated with chemicals, including diamond liquid slurry—only the finest—to reduce all possible peaks, valleys, and damage. The whole disk lands in a lithography machine, and things get even more exquisite. We’re down to the atoms.
A photolithography machine carves with light, and it’s the litho that must be refined in order to keep the wheels of Moore’s law turning. A reminder: Moore’s law is not a law. It’s better understood as a guess, made by Gordon Moore, a co-founder of Intel, in 1965. Every year (or two)—or so the “law” goes—engineers will maybe, probably, double the number of transistors they can stuff onto a silicon chip. Remarkably, Moore’s hunch has held. Liu at TSMC told me that he considers Moore’s law “shared optimism.” It’s hope itself.
Lithography means the same thing in chipmaking as it does in printmaking. The process was invented in 1796 by the German playwright Alois Senefelder, who found he could copy scripts if he wrote them in grease on wet limestone and then rolled ink over the wax. As late as the 1960s, engineers still made chips by dropping wax onto metal and etching away at it. That worked to fit four or eight transistors on a chip, but as the number rose to millions, billions, and now trillions, the transistors became first more invisible than wax and then much, much smaller than invisible. Engineers needed something considerably more precise than wax: light. Light with a short, precise wavelength, way out past red and yellow, on to the right past blue, indigo, and violet, blasting out of the visible spectrum.
For the world’s most sophisticated chips, machines made by the Dutch firm ASML do 100 percent of the photolithography. This requires scanner metrology software that measures and compensates for the sub-nanometer flaws that creep in during production as the temperature and atmospheric pressure fluctuate. Machine learning tools speed up manufacturing by processing the terabytes of data thrown off by the metrology systems.
The next generation of ASML’s machines, each the size of a modest foyer, will cost around $400 million. They earn their keep. A company like TSMC gets its entire eye-popping valuation to the degree that it etches more and smaller transistors onto a silicon chip each year than do its rivals.
The process of etching on materials a few atoms thick is a kind of transubstantiation. It turns sand into mind. A projector, its lens covered by a crystal plate inscribed with patterns made by chip designers, including the ones in Apple’s homeland of Cupertino, cranes over the wafer. Extreme ultraviolet light is beamed through the plate and onto the wafer, where it burns a design on each chip segment. Then the wafer is bathed in chemicals to etch along the pattern. This happens again and again until dozens of latticed layers are etched and printed. The wafer is then scored like a sheet of stamps so it can be divided into chips. Finally, the chips are punched out of the wafer. Each chip, with billions of transistors and wires stacked on it, amounts to an atomic multidimensional chessboard with billions (or even trillions) of squares. The potential combinations of ons and offs can only be considered endless.
There is some bad news. There had to be. The transistors on the microchip were, like Stanford University and the Third Reich, the brainchild of a eugenicist. In the 1940s, William Shockley, a physicist, oversaw research into semiconductors at Bell Labs. In 1956, he and two of his colleagues won a Nobel in physics for their discovery of the transistor effect—the way switches attached to semiconductive material could replace expensive and fragile vacuum tubes. Shockley founded a semiconductor company, only to have some of his employees later defect and set up Fairchild Semiconductor. The members of the original Fairchild team have all become household names, including Moore and Robert Noyce, who co-founded Intel. Noyce, not a eugenicist, is today considered the proper “father of the microchip.” But it should not be forgotten that the transistors, the toppings, are an inheritance from Shockley, who spent most of his life gibbering nonsensically about race, arguing for the sterilization of Black men and compulsively banking his sperm, which he considered racially pure and dense with IQ points.
Microchips abhor linearity. The switches go on and off and zig and zag in such a rococo way that it should not be surprising to find that these things have some immoral authors and can—in the form of, say, a hypersonic missile—be put to immoral uses. But if Shockley was a racist lunatic, the chairman of TSMC, which makes 92 percent of the world’s most avant-garde chips, must be the most decent, humane, and accomplished scientist ever to run a global company.
“We are doing atomic constructions,” Liu told me last year, when I asked him about making microchips. “I tell my engineers, ‘Think like an atomic-sized person.’” He also cited a passage from the Book of Proverbs, the one sometimes used to ennoble mining: “It’s the glory of God to conceal matter. But to search out the matter is the glory of men.”    
This article appears in the Fall 2023 issue of Foreign Policy. Subscribe now to support our journalism. 
Correction, Sept. 11, 2023: A previous version of this article incorrectly described the origins of Fairchild Semiconductor.
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