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Delusions of
Détente

Why America and China
Will Be Enduring Rivals

MICHAEL BECKLEY

ith U.S.-Chinese relations worse than they have been

in over 50 years, an old fairy tale has resurfaced: if only

the United States would talk more to China and accom-
modate its rise, the two countries could live in peace. The story goes
that with ample summitry, Washington could recognize Beijing’s
redlines and restore crisis hotlines and cultural exchanges. Over time
and through myriad points of face-to-face contact—in other words,
reengagement—the two countries could settle into peaceful, if still
competitive, coexistence. Talk enough, some analysts contend, and
the United States and China might even strike a grand bargain that
establishes stable spheres of influence and something akin to a G-2
to solve global problems such as climate change and pandemics.

MICHAEL BECKLEY is Associate Professor of Political Science at Tufts University, a
Nonresident Senior Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, and Director of the Asia
Program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute. He is the author of Unrivaled: Why
America Will Remain the World's Sole Superpower.
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From this perspective, the dismal state of U.S.-Chinese relations
is not an inevitable result of two ideologically opposed great powers
clashing over vital interests. Rather, it is a mix-up between partners,
blown out of proportion by the United States’ overreaction to counter
China’s overreach, as Susan Shirk, a Sinologist and former U.S. dep-
uty assistant secretary of state, has put it. For the past two decades,
the thinking goes, China has simply been doing what rising powers
usually do: flexing its muscles and demanding a greater say in global
affairs. Although many of China’s actions, such as its menacing of
Taiwan, worry advocates of reengagement, the main target of their
critique is the United States—specifically, its relentless pursuit of
primacy and the self-serving actors behind it.

In this dark imagining, grandstanding politicians, greedy defense
contractors, sensationalizing pundits, overzealous human rights activ-
ists, and belligerent bureaucrats fan the flames of rivalry for profit,
creating an echo chamber that crowds out different perspectives.
Some individuals are supposedly repeating hawkish narratives to
protect their careers. The result, the journalist and author Fareed
Zakaria has argued, is that “Washington has succumbed to danger-
ous groupthink on China.” The fact that most Americans also hold
hawkish views on China just provides more evidence of how irra-
tionally aggressive U.S. policy has become. “The problem today isn’t
that Americans are insufficiently concerned about the rise of China,”
the historian Max Boot has insisted. “The problem is that they are
prey to hysteria and alarmism that could lead the United States into
a needless nuclear war.”

For those advocating reengagement, the solution to this cycle of
hostility is straightforward. First, defuse tensions through vigorous
diplomacy, commerce, and people-to-people exchanges. Next, create
a new forum where officials from each country can meet regularly
to hash out agreements. According to the historian Adam Tooze,
regardless of the exact structure of negotiations, the basic objective is
the same: “accommodation of China’s historic rise.” For some advo-
cates of reengagement, accommodation would merely entail reducing
trade barriers to China, a move U.S. Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen
proposed earlier this year. Other observers, however, favor more dras-
tic concessions. The political scientist Graham Allison, for example,
has urged in these pages that the United States accept China’s tra-
ditional sphere of influence in Asia. Presumably, that would mean
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giving Beijing greater freedom in the South China Sea, letting go of
Taiwan, and relinquishing American power in the region.

It is an enticing vision. The world would certainly be better off if
great powers could settle scores through diplomacy rather than by
squaring off in a security competition. Yet the history of great-power
rivalry, and of U.S.-Chinese relations in particular, suggests that
greater engagement is unlikely to mend ties between the countries
and, if performed hastily, could actually catalyze violent conflict. Of
the more than two dozen great-power rivalries over the past 200
years, none ended with the sides talking their way out of trouble.
Instead, rivalries have persisted until one side could no longer carry
on the fight or until both sides united against a common enemy.
For example, the United States and China paused their rivalry to
ally against the Soviet Union during the latter half of the Cold War,
a contest that ended only when the Soviet Union sputtered into
terminal decline. In every case, shifts in the balance of power were
preconditions for sustainable settlements. Before those shifts, periods
of détente were usually just chances to regroup and reload for the
next round of competition. In some cases, such as when the United
Kingdom sought to improve relations with Germany from 1911 to
1914 and again in 1938, pursuing détente paved the road to war.

The United States and China are unlikely to buck this pattern.
Their vital interests conflict and are rooted firmly in their respective
political systems, geographies, and national experiences. Many of the
connections binding the countries together, such as their extensive
trade, are also driving them apart by giving policymakers additional
reasons to fight and pressure points to exploit. Neither side can make
major concessions without exposing itself. And after decades of deal-
ing with each other, both governments have accumulated long lists
of grievances and view the other with deep mistrust. The United
States tried to work with China repeatedly from the 1970s to the
2010s, yet top Chinese leaders consistently viewed U.S. outreach,
especially the American attempt to integrate China into the U.S.-led
liberal order, as an insidious form of containment—a plot designed
to weaken the grip of the Chinese Communist Party and lock China
into economic dependence and political subservience to the West.
American outreach to China during this period was more extensive
than the proposals being seriously considered by U.S. policymakers
today. Nevertheless, these overtures failed to fundamentally change

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2023
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Chinese assessments of American intentions or dissuade efforts by
the ccp to dominate East Asia and beyond.

The fact is that the U.S.-Chinese rivalry is unlikely to wind down
without a significant shift in the balance of power. The United States
needs to make policy choices based on this reality and not get caught
up in a fantasy. This does not mean cutting off diplomacy or shutting
down talks completely, but being clear eyed about what that type of
engagement can realistically achieve. There are reasons to hope for a
medium-term mellowing of Chinese power that might open space
for a real diplomatic breakthrough. To get there, however, the United
States and its allies must deter Chinese aggression in the near term
and avoid concessions that disrupt favorable long-term trends.

BAD BLOOD

'The United States and China have become what political scientists
call “enduring rivals,” meaning countries that have singled each other
out for intense security competition. Over the past few centuries,
such pairs have accounted for only one percent of the world’s inter-
national relationships but more than 80 percent of its wars. Think of
the repeated clashes between India and Pakistan, Greece and Turkey,
China and Japan, and France and the United Kingdom.

Rivals feud not because they misunderstand each other but because
they know each other all too well. They have genuine conflicts of vital
and indivisible interests, usually including territorial disputes, the main
cause of war. Their redlines and spheres of influence overlap. One
side’s attempts to protect itself, such as by modernizing its military,
inherently threaten the other. If their economies are intertwined, as is
often the case, rivals wield trade as a weapon, seeking to monopolize
the production of strategic goods and lord it over the other side. The
United Kingdom and Germany, for example, waged a fierce commer-
cial competition before coming to blows in World War I.

Rivals also usually espouse divergent ideologies and view the suc-
cess or spread of the other side’s system of beliefs as a subversive threat
to their own way of life. For instance, revolutionary France not only
tried to conquer its European rivals; it also threatened to topple their
monarchical regimes through the power of its example. In the lead-up
to World War 1II, fascist powers faced off against democracies, and
during the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union divided

much of the world into capitalist and communist blocs. What is more,
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rivals share a history of bad blood. Their mutual hostility is fueled
by past acts of aggression and the fear of more to come. Just ask the
Chinese today how they feel about Japan.

Once underway, rivalries are extremely difficult to end. According
to data collected by the political scientists Michael Colaresi, Karen
Rasler, and William Thompson, there have been 27 great-power rival-
ries since 1816. These struggles lasted for more than 50 years on average
and ended in one of three ways. By my count, 19 of them—the vast
majority—culminated in war, with one side beating the other into
submission. Another six rivalries ended with the two sides allying
against a common foe. In the early 1900s, for example, the United
Kingdom set aside its differences with France, Russia, and the United
States to gang up on Germany; the result was World War I. Finally,
there was the Cold War. When the Soviet Union collapsed, its rivalries
with the United States and China ended peacefully, although in prior
decades Moscow had waged a small border war against China and
multiple proxy wars with Washington in different parts of the globe.
Today, many people fear a new cold war between the United States
and China, but historically, that type of tense standoft has been the
best possible outcome because it avoids full-scale fighting.

Confronted by this record, those advocating for greater U.S.
engagement with China might respond that they do not seek the
immediate end of the U.S.-Chinese rivalry but merely détente, a
cooling-oft period that allows the sides to put guardrails on their
relationship. Yet the history of great-power détente provides little
comfort. Such periods have rarely lasted long, even under favorable
circumstances. The most successful case, the Concert of Europe—an
alliance of monarchies founded in 1815 after the Napoleonic Wars
to crush liberal revolutions—had all the ingredients for a dura-
ble détente: a common ideology, a common foe, and partnerships
forged in war. But its top leaders stopped meeting after 1822, send-
ing lower-level emissaries instead. By the 1830s, the concert was
riven by a cold war between its liberal and conservative members.
The concert worked well when members’ core interests aligned, but
when the conservative consensus cracked, so did the concert, which
erupted in a hot war over Crimea in 1853. That failure illustrates a
more general point: guardrails are more often the result of peace, not
effective methods to maintain it. They typically are erected in good
times or immediately after crises—when they are least needed—only
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to be destroyed in bad times. The most elaborate guardrails in history
were installed after World War I, including the Kellogg-Briand Pact
outlawing war and the League of Nations, a formal collective security
organization; they failed to prevent World War II.

Those calling for Washington to engage more deeply with Bei-
jing characterize the pursuit of détente as risk free: it might fail,
but it can’t hurt and is worth a try. But when conflicts of inter-
est between rivals are severe, overeager efforts to induce détente
can be destabilizing. The Anglo-German
détente of 1911 to 1914 contributed to the
outbreak of World War I by feeding Ger- Once underway,
many false hopes that the United Kingdom rivalries are
would remain neutral in a continental war.
Between 1921 and 1922, the world’s largest
naval powers gathered in the U.S. capital
to discuss disarmament at the Washington
Naval Conference. The effort eventually backfired, however, inching
Asia closer to World War 11 as the United States signaled it would
oppose Japanese expansion but would not build the naval power
necessary to enforce that prohibition. The Munich Agreement of
1938, which gave Germany permission to annex part of Czechoslo-
vakia, enabled the Nazis to invade Poland the next year. In 1972, the
United States and the Soviet Union declared their commitment to
“peaceful coexistence” and signed arms control and trade agreements.
Détente began to unravel the next year, however, as the superpowers
squared off on opposite sides of the Yom Kippur War, followed by a
proxy conflict in Angola in 1975, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in 1979, and several terrifying nuclear crises in the early 1980s. As
so often occurs, détente had meant different things to each side.
'The Americans thought they had frozen the status quo; the Soviets
believed they had been recognized as a superpower with all the
attendant privileges, including the right to spread revolution. Once
events exposed those conflicting interpretations, the U.S.-Soviet
rivalry came roaring back.

'The bottom line is that great-power rivalries cannot be papered over
with memorandums of understanding. Diplomacy is necessary but
insufficient to resolve disputes nonviolently. Sustainable settlements
also require stable balances of power, which usually emerge not through
happy talk but after one side realizes it can no longer compete.

to end.
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HATERS GONNA HATE

Today, the U.S.-Chinese relationship has all the trappings of an endur-
ing rivalry. For starters, the main issues under dispute are essentially
win-lose affairs. Taiwan can be governed from Taipei or Beijing but
not both. The East China and South China Seas can be international
waters or a Chinese-controlled lake. Russia can be shunned or sup-
ported. Democracy can be promoted or squelched. The Internet can
be open or state censored. For the United States, its chain of alliances
in East Asia represents vital insurance and a force for stability; for
China, it looks like hostile encirclement. How should climate change
be handled? Where did covip-19 come from? Ask around Beijing and
Wiashington, and one is likely to hear irreconcilable answers.

More fundamentally, the two rivals hold divergent visions of inter-
national order. The ccp wants a world in which what it sees as ancient
autocratic civilizations are free to rule their traditional spheres of influ-
ence. The United States, by contrast, wants to consign those spheres to
the dustbin of history by protecting the sovereignty of weaker coun-
tries and integrating them into an open trade order. The U.S.-Chinese
rivalry is more than a set of diplomatic disputes—it is also a struggle
to promote different ways of life.

To make matters worse, neither side can credibly reassure the other
without losing some ability to hold it accountable. Advocates of reen-
gagement call for the United States and China to respect each other’s
redlines. But achieving a sustained thaw in relations would require at
least one side to abandon many of its redlines altogether. China wants
the United States to end arms sales to Taiwan, slash the overall U.S.
military presence in East Asia, share U.S. technology with Chinese
companies, reopen the U.S. market to a flood of Chinese exports, stop
promoting democracy in China’s neighborhood, and let Russia win its
war in Ukraine. The United States, for its part, wants China to dial back
its defense spending, refrain from aggression in the Taiwan Strait, cease
its militarization of the South China Sea, rein in industrial subsidies and
espionage, and withdraw its support for Russia and other autocracies.

Yet neither side could grant such concessions without empowering
the other to push for more. If China backed off Taiwan militarily, for
example, the island could drift toward independence; but if the United
States stopped arming Taiwan, the military balance would shift rad-
ically in Beijing’s favor. If China allowed Russia to lose in Ukraine,
the ccp would face a reeling nuclear power on its doorstep and a
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triumphant United States freed to focus on Asia; but if the United
States let Russia win, a Chinese-Russian axis could be emboldened
to take even more territory, such as Taiwan or the Baltic states, from
a demoralized West. If China abandoned its industrial policies, it
would further cede technological primacy to the United States; but
Washington would not abide Chinese mercantilism without hollow-
ing out both the U.S. economy and what was left of the open global
trading order. If the ccp stopped propping up autocracies, it would risk
waves of popular revolutions, such as occurred in 1989 and the early
years of the twenty-first century, that could energize liberal activists at
home and bring to power regimes abroad that would be more inclined
to sanction China for its human rights record. If the United States
stopped aiding and protecting fledgling democracies, however, some
could disappear behind Beijing’s digital iron curtain.

These conflicting interests cannot be traded away by diplomats sit-
ting around a table because they are rooted not just in each country’s
political system but also in their historical memories and geographies.
Contemporary Chinese political culture is ingrained by two cataclysms:
the “century of humiliation” (which took place from 1839 to 1949), when
the country was ripped apart by imperialist powers, and the revolutions
of 1989 that toppled the Soviet Union and other communist regimes
and nearly undid China’s. The ccp’s prime directive is to never let China
be bullied or divided again—a goal, China’s leaders believe, that requires
relentlessly amassing wealth and power, expanding territorial control,
and ruling with an iron fist. As an economic late bloomer, China must
use mercantilist methods to climb up global value chains long monop-
olized by the West. With China surrounded by 19 countries, many of
them hostile or unstable, the country’s leaders believe they must carve
out a broad security perimeter that includes Taiwan, chunks of India,
and most of the East China and South China Seas, where 90 percent
of China’s trade and most of its oil flow. Expansion is also a political
imperative. The ccp justifies its autocratic rule in part by promising to
recover territories lost during the century of humiliation. Demilitarizing
those areas now would mean surrendering the ccp’s solemn mission to
make China whole again and, consequently, diminishing its ability to
use anti-foreign nationalism as a source of legitimacy.

American interests are perhaps less entrenched but remain too
fixed to give up without a struggle. As a rich democracy surrounded
by allies and oceans, the United States likes things the way they are.
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Its main foreign policy goal is to prevent overseas threats from spoiling
the wealth and freedom its citizens enjoy at home. Many Americans
would love to avoid foreign entanglements, but the world wars and
the Cold War showed that powerful tyrannies can and should be con-
tained—and that it is better to do so early, before an aggressive country
has overrun its region, by maintaining strong alliances in peacetime.
Americans may eventually forget that lesson as the generations that
won World War II and the Cold War pass on. But for now, it con-

tinues to shape U.S. foreign policy, especially

toward China. When American policymak-

Cold wars are ers observe China trying to redraw the map
awful but better of East Asia, supporting Russia’s invasion of

than hot ones.
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Ukraine, or locking ethnic minorities in con-
centration camps, they see not just a series
of policy disagreements but a multifaceted
assault on the order that has undergirded U.S. security and prosperity
for generations. With the stakes seemingly so high, compromise, even
on a single issue, is hard for leaders on both sides to stomach.

Champions of reengagement correctly point out that China and
the United States are bound together by various forms of mutual vul-
nerability. Neither country wants war, runaway climate change, pan-
demics, or a global depression. The U.S. and Chinese economies are
intertwined. Both governments possess nuclear arsenals and want to
prevent other countries from acquiring them. With the costs of conflict
so potentially devastating and the benefits of cooperation so manifest,
peace should be relatively easy to maintain, at least in theory.

In practice, however, mutual vulnerability may be exacerbating the
rivalry. For example, both countries are engaging in conventional mil-
itary provocations, perhaps under the assumption that the other side
would never risk a nuclear exchange by opening fire. Scholars call this
the “stability-instability paradox,” whereby excessive faith in nuclear
deterrence makes conventional war more likely. Some Chinese analysts
argue that the People’s Liberation Army could destroy U.S. bases in
East Asia while China’s nuclear forces deter U.S. retaliation against
Chinese mainland targets. Meanwhile, some American defense plan-
ners advocate decimating China’s navy and air bases early in a conflict,
believing that U.S. nuclear superiority would compel China to stand
down rather than escalate. Instead of dampening tensions, nuclear
weapons may be inflaming them.
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'The same goes for economic interdependence. As the international
relations scholar Dale Copeland has pointed out in Foreign Affairs,
when trade partners become geopolitical rivals, they start to fear being
cut off from vital goods, markets, and trade routes. To plug their vulner-
abilities, they embark on quests for self-reliance, using various instru-
ments of state power, such as aid, loans, bribes, arms sales, technology
transfers, and military force, to secure their economic lifelines. The
result is a “trade-security spiral” that Copeland has shown helped fuel
several of history’s greatest wars. By contrast, the independence of the
U.S. and Soviet economies was a stabilizing force in the original Cold
War, as the historian John Lewis Gaddis has observed.

China’s economic situation today bears more resemblance to the
economies of Germany, Italy, and Japan in the first half of the twenti-
eth century: China imports most of its raw materials through choke-
points it cannot fully control, relies heavily on exports to the United
States and its allies for revenue, and has good reason to worry that
those countries would cut off its access to resources and markets in a
crisis. Having watched the West cripple Russia’s economy with sanc-
tions, China is reportedly redoubling its efforts to decouple from the
United States. Through its so-called dual circulation policy, China is
using subsidies and trade barriers to reorient its economy around its
domestic market and is carving out privileged zones abroad to secure
raw materials and markets lacking at home. Those moves, in turn, have
alarmed the United States, which is responding with its own campaign
for economic primacy. Rather than bringing the two countries together,
commerce is driving them farther apart.

ENGAGEMENT OR CONTAINMENT?

Those pushing for more engagement with China argue that the United
States should “test the proposition” that diplomatic overtures could
kick-start a cycle of cooperation with China, as the scholar Jessica
Chen Weiss proposed in Foreign Affairs last year. But that proposition
has been tested many times in recent decades, and the results have
been far from reassuring. The United States made concessions during
that era of engagement that would be unthinkable today, including
fast-tracking China’s integration into Western supply chains, trans-
ferring weapons to China’s military and advanced technology to
ccp-owned firms, welcoming China’s entry into major international orga-
nizations, quietly encouraging Taiwan to consider peaceful unification,
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and downplaying ccp human rights abuses. Yet internal documents
reveal that top Chinese leaders repeatedly interpreted such U.S. overtures
as insincere or even threatening.

'The examples are plentiful. Following the 1989 Tiananmen Square
massacre, U.S. President George H. W. Bush sent an apologetic letter
to the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping expressing his determination
to “get the relationship back on track” after the United States had
imposed sanctions in response to the ccp’s brutal crackdown. Bush
presumably meant resuming work as tacit allies, with the United States
dropping sanctions and furnishing technology, intelligence, and eco-
nomic access to China. But Deng wasn’t buying it. Instead, as the
scholar (and current National Security Council official) Rush Doshi
reported, Deng thought the United States had been “deeply involved”
in the “counterrevolutionary rebellion” and was “waging a world war
without gunsmoke” to overthrow the ccp.

Nine years later, U.S. President Bill Clinton visited Beijing to cement
his engagement policy, which included granting China “most favored
nation” trading status without the human rights standards normally
required of a “nonmarket economy,” the designation the United States
assigns to former and current communist countries. In a gesture of
goodwill, Clinton became the first U.S. president to publicly articulate
the “three no’s” regarding Taiwan: no independence, no two Chinas, and
no membership for Taipei in intergovernmental organizations. A few
months later, however, the Chinese leader Jiang Zemin warned the ccp
foreign policy bureaucracy that Washington’s “so-called engagement
policy” had the same aim as a “containment policy”: “to try with ulterior
motives to change our country’s socialist system.” Jiang further asserted
that “some in the United States and other Western countries will not
give up their political plot to westernize and divide our country” and
would “put pressure on us in an attempt to overwhelm us and put us
down.” The bottom line was that “from now on and for a relatively long
period of time, the United States will be our main diplomatic adversary.”

During the following decade, the George W. Bush administration
encouraged China to become a “responsible stakeholder”in the interna-
tional order and launched a series of U.S.-Chinese “strategic economic
dialogues.” The Obama administration expanded those dialogues to
cover all major issues in the relationship and put out a joint statement
respecting China’s “core interests”—all in pursuit of “strategic reassur-
ance.” But Chinese leaders were not reassured. As the scholars Andrew
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Nathan and Andrew Scobell wrote in 2012, after reviewing Chinese
sources: “The Chinese believe the United States is a revisionist power
that seeks to curtail China’s political influence and harm China’s inter-
ests.” Although Chinese leaders welcomed U.S. technology and market
access, they were more struck by the threats the United States posed to
their regime, including its massive military presence in their region, its
efforts to negotiate a trans-Pacific trade bloc that would have excluded
Beijing, the army of U.S. nongovernmental organizations meddling in
China’s internal affairs, and the numerous times that senior U.S. offi-
cials declared that the purpose of engagement was to liberalize China.
Bad memories, such as the 1999 U.S. bombing of China’s embassy in
Yugoslavia, were much more present in the minds of ccp leaders than
good ones—a common psychological phenomenon in a rivalry.

Supporters of reengagement would like to see Washington explain
that it wants to include China in a positive-sum international order.
But Chinese leaders understand U.S. offers of inclusion perfectly
well, perhaps better than many Americans do. They saw what hap-
pened when Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev tried to integrate
the Soviet Union into the Western order. As Deng predicted, open-
ing the window to the “fresh air” of U.S. engagement also allowed in
“flies” in the form of subversive political forces. To prevent something
similar from happening in China, the ccp developed an authoritarian
capitalist system designed to extract the benefits of an open global
order while keeping liberal political pressures at bay. For Americans,
this turned out to be as good as it got: a partial Chinese integration
that helped the ccp strengthen itself for a future contest over inter-
national borders and rules.

'That epic struggle now seems at hand. Determined not to suffer
Gorbachev’s fate, or worse, Chinese President Xi Jinping has spent
his time in power building a fortress around China and himself. His
national security strategy calls for the opposite of the reforms and
concessions that destroyed the Soviet Communist Party but also
brought the Cold War to a peaceful end. A massive military buildup,
the reassertion of party control over every institution, an epic campaign
to sanctions-proof the ccp: these are not the hallmarks of a regime
interested in reengaging with a liberal superpower. Rather, they are the
telltale signs of an aggrieved dictatorship gearing up for “worst-case
and extreme scenarios and . .. major tests of high winds, choppy waters,
and even dangerous storms,” as Xi now repeatedly warns his comrades.
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BATTEN DOWN THE HATCHES

'The most likely scenario in the years to come is a cold war in which
the United States and China continue to decouple their strategic
economic sectors, maintain a military standoff in East Asia, promote
their rival visions of world order, and compete to produce solutions
to transnational problems. Cold wars are awful but better than hot
ones. Many ties that bind the United States and China—especially
their dense economic links—are exacerbating their insecurities and
becoming new arenas of conflict. For U.S. policymakers, it may be
better to find avenues to create buffers between the two sides than to
try to make them more interdependent.

A cold war does not rule out all forms of cooperation. After all,
the United States and the Soviet Union worked together to erad-
icate smallpox even as they competed for dominance. Historically,
great-power rivals, even those at war, have often maintained at least
some trade in nonstrategic sectors and societal links with each other.
Diplomatic talks can continue, provided they are not preceded by desta-
bilizing concessions, as they signal to allies and adversaries alike that
the United States is not hell-bent on a superpower throwdown. A cold
war does, however, entail U.S. containment of China, a strategy that
differs in three fundamental ways from reengagement.

First, containment prioritizes deterrence and denial over reassur-
ance. The United States should mollify China when it can, but not at
the expense of weakening U.S. capabilities or sending mixed signals
about U.S. resolve on vital issues. For example, the United States can
deny support for Taiwanese independence, but it must also accelerate
arms sales to Taipei, diversify and harden the U.S. base structure in East
Asia, and convey through a robust military presence nearby that a Chi-
nese assault on Taiwan would be met with a severe U.S. response. Sim-
ilarly, the United States can limit its economic restrictions on China to
a “small yard” of sectors, as the Biden administration currently aims to
do, but it must also stock up on ammunition, especially antiship mis-
siles, to avoid pairing economic pressure with military negligence—a
deadly combination that blazed imperial Japan’s path to Pear] Harbor.

Second, containment reverses the order of carrots and sticks in
diplomatic negotiations. Whereas engagement involves enticing one’s
opponent to the negotiating table, containment starts by building up
capabilities and then pursuing diplomacy from a position of strength.
For example, some members of the Trump and Biden administrations
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reportedly considered unilaterally reducing U.S. tarifts or delaying
sanctions on Beijing as a sign of good faith. A better approach would
be to hold talks with allies, as occurred at the G-7 meeting in May,
to consolidate a free-world economic and security bloc to check
Chinese coercion and then collectively seek to settle the trade and
technology wars with Beijing.

'Third, containment measures success by whether the United States
effectively defends its interests and values, not by whether U.S.-Chinese
relations are friendly. Those promoting reen-
gagement claim that competition with
China has consumed U.S. foreign policy and Containment
that the United States lacks a vision for the does not have to
world beyond bludgeoning Beijing. But the
United States has espoused the same vision ]
for decades. It is called the liberal order, an conflict.
open commercial system in which participants
can trade and prosper in peace without fear of being gobbled up by
revanchist empires. It is the system that made China’s escape from
poverty possible by pacifying Japan and giving the Chinese people
unprecedented access to foreign capital, technology, and markets. It is
the system that American policymakers have repeatedly asked China
to help uphold. But the ccp has instead become a serious threat to
that system with its aggressive territorial claims, rampant mercantilism,
and support for Russia’s brutalization of Ukraine. Some advocates of
reengagement call for sacrificing aspects of the order—rules of inter-
national trade, and human rights laws—to improve ties with China.
Some even suggest offering concessions on international borders and
access to waterways in East Asia. A policy of containment would do
the opposite by insisting that China compromise its revisionist aims
and, if the ccp refuses, accepting that the liberal order will not revolve
around a tight U.S.-Chinese partnership any time soon.

Containment may seem counterproductive at first because Chinese
leaders will howl with the outrage typical of their “Wolf Warrior” diplo-
macy. But sometimes the policy that appears most fraught in the near
term offers the best chance for a lasting peace—and the policy that
seems safest in the moment could be disastrous in the long run. Re-
engagement, a seemingly prudent middle course between appeasement
and containment, may be the most dangerous of all because it nei-
ther satisfies Chinese demands nor deters Beijing from taking what it

lead to violent
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wants by force. Since Chinese leaders repeatedly perceive U.S. offers of
engagement as stealth containment, the choice the United States faces
is not between engagement and containment but between a meek and
waflling, yet still provocative, form of containment and a clear and firm
version that at least has some hope of deterring Chinese aggression.

'Then, of course, there is capitulation. The United States could avoid
conflict with China, at least in the short term, by recognizing China’s
territorial claims and withdrawing U.S. forces from East Asia. Few
advocate such extreme concessions. But part of what makes the case
for engagement compelling is the implicit assumption that if out-
reach fails, the United States can always hit the reset button, grant
China a sphere of influence, and emerge relatively unscathed. The
thinking goes that it is better to accommodate China and risk appease-
ment than to contain China and risk war.

'The problem with capitulation, however, is that Chinese demands
cannot be satisfied by the United States alone. To make the ccp happy,
Taiwan would have to accept absorption by a brutal dictatorship, and
neighboring countries would have to beg Beijing for permission to ven-
ture beyond their coastlines. None of that is likely, which is why the most
probable result of U.S. retrenchment would be not an immaculate transi-
tion to peaceful Chinese hegemony but violent chaos. A fully militarized
Japan; a nuclear breakout by Seoul, Taipei, and Tokyo; and an emboldened
North Korea are only the most obvious risks. Less obvious are potential
knock-on effects, such as the collapse of Asian supply chains and U.S.
alliances in Europe, which might not survive the shock of seeing the
United States create a security vacuum for China to fill.

Perhaps Americans could ride out the resulting storm from the
safety of the Western Hemisphere, but the history of both world wars
suggests they would eventually be sucked into the Eurasian vortex. At
a minimum, the United States would need to arm itself to the teeth
to hedge against that possibility—as well as against the possibility of
a Chinese colossus that sets its sights on U.S. territories in the west-
ern Pacific after overrunning East Asia. Either way, the United States
would be back where it started—containing China—but without allies,
secure supply chains, forward-deployed forces, or much credibility. To
compensate, the United States might have to become a garrison state,
with its wealth and civil liberties eroded by breakneck militarization.

Capitulation might be worth a try if the only alternatives were a
catastrophic hot war or an endless and financially crippling cold war.
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But there are reasons to hope that U.S. containment of China can
be a temporary way station to a brighter future. During the original
Cold War, containment was designed to block Soviet advances until
the weaknesses of the communist system sapped Moscow’s power and
forced the Soviets to radically scale back their ambitions. That should
be the same goal with China today, and it may not take four decades
to get there. The drivers of China’s rise are already stalling. Slowing
growth, soaring debt, autocratic incompetence, capital flight, youth
unemployment, and a shrinking population are taking a toll on Chi-
nese comprehensive national power. The ccp has also made enemies
near and far. Many of China’s neighbors are beefing up their militaries,
and major economies, led by the G-7, which controls more than half
the world’s stocks of wealth, are imposing hundreds of new trade and
investment barriers on Beijing every year. China garnered goodwill
across the global South by doling out more than $1 trillion in loans to
over 100 countries. But most of those loans will mature around 2030,
and many will not be paid back. It is hard to see how a country saddled
with so many liabilities and facing so many rivals can continue to com-
pete with a superpower and its wealthy allies. The United States does
not need to contain China forever, just long enough to allow current
trends to play out. Should that occur, Xi’s dream of Chinese dominance
will start to look unattainable, and his successors may feel compelled
to address, through diplomatic moderation and internal reform, the
country’s economic stagnation and geopolitical encirclement.

In the meantime, containment does not have to lead to violent con-
flict. Competition could see the United States and China engage in a
technology race that pushes the frontiers of human knowledge to new
heights and creates innovative solutions to transnational problems. It
could also mean the two rivals cultivate internally peaceful blocs of
like-minded states, and in which they use nonviolent means, including
the provision of aid, to try to win hearts and minds and expand their
influence at the margins. This type of rivalry might not be so bad for
the world and certainly would be better than the great-power wars
that have characterized most of modern history. The “one world”
dream of a single, harmonious international system may be impos-
sible for now, but that does not rule out peaceful, if tense, relations
between two rival orders. Containing China in that competition will
entail severe risks and costs, but it is the best way to avoid an even
more destructive conflict. @
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The Al Power

Paradox

Can States Learn to Govern Artificial
Intelligence—Before It’s Too Late?

IAN BREMMER AND MUSTAFA SULEYMAN

t’s 2035, and artificial intelligence is everywhere. A1 systems run
hospitals, operate airlines, and battle each other in the courtroom.
Productivity has spiked to unprecedented levels, and countless previ-
ously unimaginable businesses have scaled at blistering speed, generating
immense advances in well-being. New products, cures, and innovations
hit the market daily, as science and technology kick into overdrive. And
yet the world is growing both more unpredictable and more fragile, as
terrorists find new ways to menace societies with intelligent, evolving
cyberweapons and white-collar workers lose their jobs en masse.
Just a year ago, that scenario would have seemed purely fictional; today,
it seems nearly inevitable. Generative A1 systems can already write more
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clearly and persuasively than most humans and can produce original
images, art, and even computer code based on simple language prompts.
And generative A1 is only the tip of the iceberg. Its arrival marks a Big
Bang moment, the beginning of a world-changing technological revo-
lution that will remake politics, economies, and societies.

Like past technological waves, A1 will pair extraordinary growth and
opportunity with immense disruption and risk. But unlike previous waves,
it will also initiate a seismic shift in the structure and balance of global
power as it threatens the status of nation-states as the world’s primary
geopolitical actors. Whether they admit it or not, AT’s creators are them-
selves geopolitical actors, and their sovereignty over A1 further entrenches
the emerging “technopolar” order—one in which technology compa-
nies wield the kind of power in their domains once reserved for nation-
states. For the past decade, big technology firms have effectively become
independent, sovereign actors in the digital realms they have created. Ax
accelerates this trend and extends it far beyond the digital world. The
technology’s complexity and the speed of its advancement will make it
almost impossible for governments to make relevant rules at a reasonable
pace. If governments do not catch up soon, it is possible they never will.

‘Thankfully, policymakers around the world have begun to wake up to
the challenges posed by a1 and wrestle with how to govern it. In May
2023, the G-7 launched the “Hiroshima a1 process,”a forum devoted to
harmonizing A1 governance. In June, the European Parliament passed a
draft of the EU's A1 Act, the first comprehensive attempt by the Euro-
pean Union to erect safeguards around the a1 industry. And in July, un
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called for the establishment of a
global A1 regulatory watchdog. Meanwhile, in the United States, politi-
cians on both sides of the aisle are calling for regulatory action. But many
agree with Ted Cruz, the Republican senator from Texas, who concluded
in June that Congress “doesn’t know what the hell it’s doing.”

Unfortunately, too much of the debate about A1 governance remains
trapped in a dangerous false dilemma: leverage artificial intelligence
to expand national power or stifle it to avoid its risks. Even those who
accurately diagnose the problem are trying to solve it by shoehorning
Al into existing or historical governance frameworks. Yet a1 cannot
be governed like any previous technology, and it is already shifting
traditional notions of geopolitical power.

'The challenge is clear: to design a new governance framework fit
for this unique technology. If global governance of Ar is to become
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possible, the international system must move past traditional concep-
tions of sovereignty and welcome technology companies to the table.
These actors may not derive legitimacy from a social contract, democ-
racy, or the provision of public goods, but without them, effective A1
governance will not stand a chance. This is one example of how the
international community will need to rethink basic assumptions about
the geopolitical order. But it is not the only one.

A challenge as unusual and pressing as A1 demands an original
solution. Before policymakers can begin to hash out an appropriate
regulatory structure, they will need to agree on basic principles for how
to govern Al For starters, any governance framework will need to be
precautionary, agile, inclusive, impermeable, and targeted. Building on
these principles, policymakers should create at least three overlapping
governance regimes: one for establishing facts and advising govern-
ments on the risks posed by A1, one for preventing an all-out arms
race between them, and one for managing the disruptive forces of a
technology unlike anything the world has seen.

Like it or not, 2035 is coming. Whether it is defined by the positive
advances enabled by A1 or the negative disruptions caused by it depends
on what policymakers do now.

FASTER, HIGHER, STRONGER

A1 is different—different from other technologies and different in
its effect on power. It does not just pose policy challenges; its hyper-
evolutionary nature also makes solving those challenges progressively
harder. That is the A1 power paradox.

The pace of progress is staggering. Take Moore’s Law, which has
successfully predicted the doubling of computing power every two
years. The new wave of A1 makes that rate of progress seem quaint.
When OpenAl launched its first large language model, known as
GPT-1, in 2018, it had 117 million parameters—a measure of the
system’s scale and complexity. Five years later, the company’s fourth-
generation model, GPT-4, is thought to have over a trillion. The
amount of computation used to train the most powerful A1 models
has increased by a factor of ten every year for the last ten years. Put
another way, today’s most advanced A1 models—also known as “fron-
tier” models—use five billion times the computing power of cutting-
edge models from a decade ago. Processing that once took weeks
now happens in seconds. Models that can handle tens of trillions of
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parameters are coming in the next couple of years. “Brain scale” models
with more than 100 trillion parameters—roughly the number of synapses
in the human brain—will be viable within five years.

With each new order of magnitude, unexpected capabilities emerge.
Few predicted that training on raw text would enable large language
models to produce coherent, novel, and even creative sentences. Fewer
still expected language models to be able to compose music or solve sci-
entific problems, as some now can. Soon, A1 developers will likely succeed
in creating systems with self-improving capabilities—a critical juncture
in the trajectory of this technology that should give everyone pause.

A1 models are also doing more with less. Yesterday’s cutting-edge
capabilities are running on smaller, cheaper, and more accessi-
ble systems today. Just three years after OpenAl released GPT-3,
open-source teams have created models capable of the same level of
performance that are less than one-sixtieth of its size—that is, 60
times cheaper to run in production, entirely free, and available to
everyone on the Internet. Future large language models will probably
follow this efficiency trajectory, becoming available in open-source
form just two or three years after leading A1 labs spend hundreds of
millions of dollars developing them.

As with any software or code, A1 algorithms are much easier and
cheaper to copy and share (or steal) than physical assets. Prolifer-
ation risks are obvious. Meta’s powerful Llama-1 large language
model, for instance, leaked to the Internet within days of debuting
in March. Although the most powerful models still require sophis-
ticated hardware to work, midrange versions can run on computers
that can be rented for a few dollars an hour. Soon, such models will
run on smartphones. No technology this powerful has become so
accessible, so widely, so quickly.

A1 also differs from older technologies in that almost all of it can be
characterized as “dual use”—having both military and civilian appli-
cations. Many systems are inherently general, and indeed, generality is
the primary goal of many A1 companies. They want their applications to
help as many people in as many ways as possible. But the same systems
that drive cars can drive tanks. An A1 application built to diagnose
diseases might be able to create—and weaponize—a new one. The
boundaries between the safely civilian and the militarily destructive
are inherently blurred, which partly explains why the United States has
restricted the export of the most advanced semiconductors to China.
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All this plays out on a global field: once released, A1 models can
and will be everywhere. And it will take just one malign or “breakout”
model to wreak havoc. For that reason, regulating A1 cannot be done
in a patchwork manner. There is little use in regulating A1 in some
countries if it remains unregulated in others. Because a1 can proliferate
so easily, its governance can have no gaps.

What is more, the damage a1 might do has no obvious cap, even
as the incentives to build it (and the benefits of doing so) continue to

grow. A1 could be used to generate and spread

toxic misinformation, eroding social trust and

AT will initiate a democracy; to surveil, manipulate, and subdue
seismic shift in citizens, undermining individual and collec-

the balance of
global power.
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tive freedom; or to create powerful digital or
physical weapons that threaten human lives.
A1 could also destroy millions of jobs, wors-
ening existing inequalities and creating new
ones; entrench discriminatory patterns and distort decision-making by
amplifying bad information feedback loops; or spark unintended and
uncontrollable military escalations that lead to war.

Nor is the time frame clear for the biggest risks. Online misinforma-
tion is an obvious short-term threat, just as autonomous warfare seems
plausible in the medium term. Farther out on the horizon lurks the
promise of artificial general intelligence, the still uncertain point where
Al exceeds human performance at any given task, and the (admittedly
speculative) peril that AcI could become self-directed, self-replicating,
and self-improving beyond human control. All these dangers need to
be factored into governance architecture from the outset.

A1 is not the first technology with some of these potent character-
istics, but it is the first to combine them all. A1 systems are not like
cars or airplanes, which are built on hardware amenable to incremental
improvements and whose most costly failures come in the form of indi-
vidual accidents. They are not like chemical or nuclear weapons, which
are difficult and expensive to develop and store, let alone secretly share
or deploy. As their enormous benefits become self-evident, A1 systems
will only grow bigger, better, cheaper, and more ubiquitous. They will
even become capable of quasi autonomy—able to achieve concrete goals
with minimal human oversight—and, potentially, of self-improvement.
Any one of these features would challenge traditional governance mod-
els; all of them together render these models hopelessly inadequate.
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TOO POWERFUL TO PAUSE

As if that were not enough, by shifting the structure and balance of
global power, A1 complicates the very political context in which it is
governed. Al is not just software development as usual; it is an entirely
new means of projecting power. In some cases, it will upend existing
authorities; in others, it will entrench them. Moreover, its advancement
is being propelled by irresistible incentives: every nation, corporation,
and individual will want some version of it.

Within countries, A1 will empower those who wield it to surveil,
deceive, and even control populations—supercharging the collection
and commercial use of personal data in democracies and sharpening
the tools of repression authoritarian governments use to subdue their
societies. Across countries, AT will be the focus of intense geopolitical
competition. Whether for its repressive capabilities, economic poten-
tial, or military advantage, A1 supremacy will be a strategic objective of
every government with the resources to compete. The least imaginative
strategies will pump money into homegrown A1 champions or attempt
to build and control supercomputers and algorithms. More nuanced
strategies will foster specific competitive advantages, as France seeks to
do by directly supporting A1 startups; the United Kingdom, by capital-
izing on its world-class universities and venture capital ecosystem; and
the EU, by shaping the global conversation on regulation and norms.

'The vast majority of countries have neither the money nor the tech-
nological know-how to compete for a1 leadership. Their access to fron-
tier A1 will instead be determined by their relationships with a handful
of already rich and powerful corporations and states. This dependence
threatens to aggravate current geopolitical power imbalances. The most
powerful governments will vie to control the world’s most valuable
resource while, once again, countries in the global South will be left
behind. This is not to say that only the richest will benefit from the
Al revolution. Like the Internet and smartphones, a1 will proliferate
without respect for borders, as will the productivity gains it unleashes.
And like energy and green technology, A1 will benefit many countries
that do not control it, including those that contribute to producing A1
inputs such as semiconductors.

At the other end of the geopolitical spectrum, however, the com-
petition for A1 supremacy will be fierce. At the end of the Cold War,
powerful countries might have cooperated to allay one another’s fears
and arrest a potentially destabilizing technological arms race. But
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today’s tense geopolitical environment makes such cooperation much
harder. A1 is not just another tool or weapon that can bring prestige,
power, or wealth. It has the potential to enable a significant military
and economic advantage over adversaries. Rightly or wrongly, the two
players that matter most—China and the United States—both see A1
development as a zero-sum game that will give the winner a decisive
strategic edge in the decades to come.

From the vantage point of Washington and Beijing, the risk that the
other side will gain an edge in A1 is greater than any theoretical risk
the technology might pose to society or to their own domestic political
authority. For that reason, both the U.S. and Chinese governments
are pouring immense resources into developing A1 capabilities while
working to deprive each other of the inputs needed for next-generation
breakthroughs. (So far, the United States has been far more successful
than China in doing the latter, especially with its export controls on
advanced semiconductors.) This zero-sum dynamic—and the lack of
trust on both sides—means that Beijing and Washington are focused
on accelerating A1 development, rather than slowing it down. In their
view, a “pause” in development to assess risks, as some A1 industry lead-
ers have called for, would amount to foolish unilateral disarmament.

But this perspective assumes that states can assert and maintain at
least some control over A1. This may be the case in China, which has
integrated its tech companies into the fabric of the state. Yet in the
West and elsewhere, A1 is more likely to undermine state power than
to bolster it. Outside China, a handful of large, specialist A1 companies
currently control every aspect of this new technological wave: what a1
models can do, who can access them, how they can be used, and where
they can be deployed. And because these companies jealously guard
their computing power and algorithms, they alone understand (most
of) what they are creating and (most of ) what those creations can do.
These few firms may retain their advantage for the foreseeable future—
or they may be eclipsed by a raft of smaller players as low barriers to
entry, open-source development, and near-zero marginal costs lead to
uncontrolled proliferation of a1. Either way, the A1 revolution will take
place outside government.

To a limited degree, some of these challenges resemble those of
earlier digital technologies. Internet platforms, social media, and even
devices such as smartphones all operate, to some extent, within sand-
boxes controlled by their creators. When governments have summoned
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the political will, they have been able to implement regulatory regimes
for these technologies, such as the Eu’s General Data Protection Reg-
ulation, Digital Markets Act, and Digital Services Act. But such reg-
ulation took a decade or more to materialize in the EU, and it still has
not fully materialized in the United States. A1 moves far too quickly
for policymakers to respond at their usual pace. Moreover, social media
and other older digital technologies do not help create themselves, and
the commercial and strategic interests driving them never dovetailed
in quite the same way: Twitter and TikTok are powerful, but few think
they could transform the global economy.

'This all means that at least for the next few years, AT’s trajectory
will be largely determined by the decisions of a handful of private
businesses, regardless of what policymakers in Brussels or Washington
do. In other words, technologists, not policymakers or bureaucrats,
will exercise authority over a force that could profoundly alter both
the power of nation-states and how they relate to each other. That
makes the challenge of governing A1 unlike anything governments
have faced before, a regulatory balancing act more delicate—and more
high stakes—than any policymakers have attempted.

MOVING TARGET, EVOLVING WEAPON

Governments are already behind the curve. Most proposals for govern-
ing AT treat it as a conventional problem amenable to the state-centric
solutions of the twentieth century: compromises over rules hashed out
by political leaders sitting around a table. But that will not work for a1.

Regulatory efforts to date are in their infancy and still inadequate.
The EU’s A1 Act is the most ambitious attempt to govern Al in any
jurisdiction, but it will apply in full only beginning in 2026, by which
time A1 models will have advanced beyond recognition. The United
Kingdom has proposed an even looser, voluntary approach to regulating
A1, but it lacks the teeth to be effective. Neither initiative attempts to
govern AT development and deployment at the global level—something
that will be necessary for A1 governance to succeed. And while volun-
tary pledges to respect A1 safety guidelines, such as those made in July
by seven leading a1 developers, including Inflection a1, led by one of
us (Suleyman), are welcome, they are no substitute for legally binding
national and international regulation.

Advocates for international-level agreements to tame A1 tend to
reach for the model of nuclear arms control. But A1 systems are not
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only infinitely easier to develop, steal, and copy than nuclear weapons;
they are controlled by private companies, not governments. As the new
generation of A1 models diffuses faster than ever, the nuclear compar-
ison looks ever more out of date. Even if governments can successfully
control access to the materials needed to build the most advanced mod-
els—as the Biden administration is attempting to do by preventing
China from acquiring advanced chips—they can do little to stop the
proliferation of those models once they are trained and therefore require
far fewer chips to operate.

For global A1 governance to work, it must be tailored to the specific
nature of the technology, the challenges it poses, and the structure and
balance of power in which it operates. But because the evolution, uses,
risks, and rewards of A1 are unpredictable, A1 governance cannot be
tully specified at the outset—or at any point in time, for that matter.
It must be as innovative and evolutionary as the technology it seeks to
govern, sharing some of the characteristics that make A1 such a powerful
force in the first place. That means starting from scratch, rethinking and
rebuilding a new regulatory framework from the ground up.

'The overarching goal of any global a1 regulatory architecture should
be to identify and mitigate risks to global stability without choking off
Al innovation and the opportunities that flow from it. Call this approach
“technoprudentialism,” a mandate rather like the macroprudential role
played by global financial institutions such as the Financial Stability
Board, the Bank of International Settlements, and the International
Monetary Fund. Their objective is to identify and mitigate risks to global
financial stability without jeopardizing economic growth.

A technoprudential mandate would work similarly, necessitating the
creation of institutional mechanisms to address the various aspects of
A1 that could threaten geopolitical stability. These mechanisms, in turn,
would be guided by common principles that are both tailored to Ar’s
unique features and reflect the new technological balance of power that
has put tech companies in the driver’s seat. These principles would help
policymakers draw up more granular regulatory frameworks to govern
AT as it evolves and becomes a more pervasive force.

'The first and perhaps most vital principle for A1 governance is pre-
caution. As the term implies, technoprudentialism is at its core guided
by the precautionary credo: first, do no harm. Maximally constraining A1
would mean forgoing its life-altering upsides, but maximally liberating
it would mean risking all its potentially catastrophic downsides. In other
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words, the risk-reward profile for A1 is asymmetric. Given the radical
uncertainty about the scale and irreversibility of some of AT’s poten-
tial harms, AT governance must aim to prevent these risks before they
materialize rather than mitigate them after the fact. This is especially
important because A1 could weaken democracy in some countries and
make it harder for them to enact regulations. Moreover, the burden of
proving an AT system is safe above some reasonable threshold should rest
on the developer and owner; it should not be solely up to governments
to deal with problems once they arise.

A1 governance must also be agile so that it can adapt and correct
course as Al evolves and improves itself. Public institutions often calcify
to the point of being unable to adapt to change. And in the case of a1,
the sheer velocity of technological progress will quickly overwhelm the
ability of existing governance structures to catch up and keep up. This
does not mean that A1 governance should adopt the “move fast and
break things” ethos of Silicon Valley, but it should more closely mirror
the nature of the technology it seeks to contain.

In addition to being precautionary and agile, A1 governance must be
inclusive, inviting the participation of all actors needed to regulate A1 in
practice. That means A1 governance cannot be exclusively state centered,
since governments neither understand nor control A1. Private technol-
ogy companies may lack sovereignty in the traditional sense, but they
wield real—even sovereign—power and agency in the digital spaces they
have created and effectively govern. These nonstate actors should not be
granted the same rights and privileges as states, which are internationally
recognized as acting on behalf of their citizens. But they should be parties
to international summits and signatories to any agreements on Al.

Such a broadening of governance is necessary because any regulatory
structure that excludes the real agents of A1 power is doomed to fail.
In previous waves of tech regulation, companies were often afforded so
much leeway that they overstepped, leading policymakers and regulators
to react harshly to their excesses. But this dynamic benefited neither
tech companies nor the public. Inviting A1 developers to participate in
the rule-making process from the outset would help establish a more
collaborative culture of A1 governance, reducing the need to rein in these
companies after the fact with costly and adversarial regulation.

Tech companies should not always have a say; some aspects of A1
governance are best left to governments, and it goes without saying
that states should always retain final veto power over policy decisions.
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Governments must also guard against regulatory capture to ensure
that tech companies do not use their influence within political systems
to advance their interests at the expense of the public good. But an
inclusive, multistakeholder governance model would ensure that the
actors who will determine the fate of A1 are involved in—and bound
by—the rule-making processes. In addition to governments (especially
but not limited to China and the United States) and tech companies
(especially but not limited to the Big Tech players), scientists, ethicists,
trade unions, civil society organizations, and
other voices with knowledge of, power over,
or a stake in A1 outcomes should have a seat China and the
at the table. The Partnership on At—a non-  [Jpited States
profit group that convenes a range of large both see Al
tech companies, research institutions, chari-
ties, and civil society organizations to promote

development as

responsible A1 use—is a good example of the ZEero-sum game.

kind of mixed, inclusive forum that is needed.

A1 governance must also be as impermeable as possible. Unlike
climate change mitigation, where success will be determined by the
sum of all individual efforts, a1 safety is determined by the lowest
common denominator: a single breakout algorithm could cause
untold damage. Because global A1 governance is only as good as the
worst-governed country, company, or technology, it must be watertight
everywhere—with entry easy enough to compel participation and exit
costly enough to deter noncompliance. A single loophole, weak link, or
rogue defector will open the door to widespread leakage, bad actors, or a
regulatory race to the bottom.

In addition to covering the entire globe, A1 governance must cover
the entire supply chain—from manufacturing to hardware, software to
services, and providers to users. This means technoprudential regulation
and oversight along every node of the A1 value chain, from a1 chip
production to data collection, model training to end use, and across the
entire stack of technologies used in a given application. Such imperme-
ability will ensure there are no regulatory gray areas to exploit.

Finally, A1 governance will need to be targeted, rather than one-size-
fits-all. Because A1 is a general-purpose technology, it poses multidi-
mensional threats. A single governance tool is not sufficient to address
the various sources of A1 risk. In practice, determining which tools are
appropriate to target which risks will require developing a living and
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breathing taxonomy of all the possible effects A1 could have—and how
each can best be governed. For example, A1 will be evolutionary in some
applications, exacerbating current problems such as privacy violations,
and revolutionary in others, creating entirely new harms. Sometimes, the
best place to intervene will be where data is being collected. Other times,
it will be the point at which advanced chips are sold—ensuring they do
not fall into the wrong hands. Dealing with disinformation and misinfor-
mation will require different tools than dealing with the risks of A1 and
other uncertain technologies with potentially existential ramifications. A
light regulatory touch and voluntary guidance will work in some cases;
in others, governments will need to strictly enforce compliance.

All of this requires deep understanding and up-to-date knowledge
of the technologies in question. Regulators and other authorities will
need oversight of and access to key A1 models. In eftect, they will need
an audit system that can not only track capabilities at a distance but also
directly access core technologies, which in turn will require the right
talent. Only such measures can ensure that new A1 applications are
proactively assessed, both for obvious risks and for potentially disruptive
second- and third-order consequences. Targeted governance, in other
words, must be well-informed governance.

THE TECHNOPRUDENTIAL IMPERATIVE

Built atop these principles should be a minimum of three A1 gover-
nance regimes, each with different mandates, levers, and participants.
All will have to be novel in design, but each could look for inspiration to
existing arrangements for addressing other global challenges—namely,
climate change, arms proliferation, and financial stability.

'The first regime would focus on fact-finding and would take the
form of a global scientific body to objectively advise governments
and international bodies on questions as basic as what A1 is and what
kinds of policy challenges it poses. If no one can agree on the defini-
tion of A1 or the possible scope of its harms, effective policymaking
will be impossible. Here, climate change is instructive. To create a
baseline of shared knowledge for climate negotiations, the United
Nations established the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
and gave it a simple mandate: provide policymakers with “regular
assessments of the scientific basis of climate change, its impacts and
future risks, and options for adaptation and mitigation.” A1 needs a
similar body to regularly evaluate the state of a1, impartially assess
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its risks and potential impacts, forecast scenarios, and consider tech-
nical policy solutions to protect the global public interest. Like the
1pcc, this body would have a global imprimatur and scientific (and
geopolitical) independence. And its reports could inform multilateral
and multistakeholder negotiations on A1, just as the 1pcC’s reports
inform UN climate negotiations.

'The world also needs a way to manage tensions between the major
A1 powers and prevent the proliferation of dangerous advanced A1
systems. The most important international relationship in A1 is the
one between the United States and China. Cooperation between the
two rivals is difficult to achieve under the best of circumstances. But
in the context of heightened geopolitical competition, an uncontrolled
AT race could doom all hope of forging an international consensus on
A1 governance. One area where Washington and Beijing may find it
advantageous to work together is in slowing the proliferation of pow-
erful systems that could imperil the authority of nation-states. At the
extreme, the threat of uncontrolled, self-replicating Ac1s—should they
be invented in the years to come—would provide strong incentives to
coordinate on safety and containment.

On all these fronts, Washington and Beijing should aim to create
areas of commonality and even guardrails proposed and policed by a
third party. Here, the monitoring and verification approaches often
found in arms control regimes might be applied to the most important
Al inputs, specifically those related to computing hardware, including
advanced semiconductors and data centers. Regulating key chokepoints
helped contain a dangerous arms race during the Cold War, and it could
help contain a potentially even more dangerous A1 race now.

But since much of A1 is already decentralized, it is a problem of
the global commons rather than the preserve of two superpowers. The
devolved nature of A1 development and core characteristics of the tech-
nology, such as open-source proliferation, increase the likelihood that it
will be weaponized by cybercriminals, state-sponsored actors, and lone
wolves. That is why the world needs a third A1 governance regime that
can react when dangerous disruptions occur. For models, policymakers
might look to the approach financial authorities have used to maintain
global financial stability. The Financial Stability Board, composed of
central bankers, ministries of finance, and supervisory and regulatory
authorities from around the world, works to prevent global financial
instability by assessing systemic vulnerabilities and coordinating the
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necessary actions to address them among national and international
authorities. A similarly technocratic body for a1 risk—call it the Geo-
technology Stability Board—could work to maintain geopolitical sta-
bility amid rapid a1-driven change. Supported by national regulatory
authorities and international standard-setting bodies, it would pool
expertise and resources to preempt or respond to Al-related crises,
reducing the risk of contagion. But it would also engage directly with
the private sector, recognizing that key multinational technology actors

play a critical role in maintaining geopolitical

stability, just as systemically important banks

Few favor do in maintaining financial stability.
containing Al— Such a body, with authority rooted in

and all incentives
point toward

government support, would be well posi-
tioned to prevent global tech players from
engaging in regulatory arbitrage or hiding

inaction. behind corporate domiciles. Recognizing
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that some technology companies are sys-
temically important does not mean stifling start-ups or emerging
innovators. On the contrary, creating a single, direct line from a
global governance body to these tech behemoths would enhance the
effectiveness of regulatory enforcement and crisis management—
both of which benefit the whole ecosystem.

A regime designed to maintain geotechnological stability would also
fill a dangerous void in the current regulatory landscape: responsibility
for governing open-source A1. Some level of online censorship will
be necessary. If someone uploads an extremely dangerous model, this
body must have the clear authority—and ability—to take it down or
direct national authorities to do so. This is another area for potential
bilateral cooperation. China and the United States should want to work
together to embed safety constraints in open-source software—for
example, by limiting the extent to which models can instruct users on
how to develop chemical or biological weapons or create pandemic
pathogens. In addition, there may be room for Beijing and Washington
to cooperate on global antiproliferation efforts, including through the
use of interventionist cybertools.

Each of these regimes would have to operate universally, enjoying
the buy-in of all major A1 players. The regimes would need to be spe-
cialized enough to cope with real A1 systems and dynamic enough to
keep updating their knowledge of A1 as it evolves. Working together,
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these institutions could take a decisive step toward technoprudential
management of the emerging A1 world. But they are by no means the
only institutions that will be needed. Other regulatory mechanisms,
such as “know your customer” transparency standards, licensing require-
ments, safety testing protocols, and product registration and approval
processes, will need to be applied to A1 in the next few years. The key
across all these ideas will be to create flexible, multifaceted governance
institutions that are not constrained by tradition or lack of imagina-
tion—after all, technologists will not be constrained by those things.

PROMOTE THE BEST, PREVENT THE WORST

None of these solutions will be easy to implement. Despite all the buzz
and chatter coming from world leaders about the need to regulate A1,
there is still a lack of political will to do so. Right now, few powerful
constituencies favor containing A1—and all incentives point toward
continued inaction. But designed well, an A1 governance regime of
the kind described here could suit all interested parties, enshrining
principles and structures that promote the best in A1 while prevent-
ing the worst. The alternative—uncontained A1—would not just pose
unacceptable risks to global stability; it would also be bad for business
and run counter to every country’s national interest.

A strong A1 governance regime would both mitigate the societal
risks posed by A1 and ease tensions between China and the United
States by reducing the extent to which A1 is an arena—and a tool—of
geopolitical competition. And such a regime would achieve something
even more profound and long-lasting: it would establish a model for
how to address other disruptive, emerging technologies. A1 may be a
unique catalyst for change, but it is by no means the last disruptive
technology humanity will face. Quantum computing, biotechnology,
nanotechnology, and robotics also have the potential to fundamentally
reshape the world. Successfully governing A1 will help the world suc-
cessfully govern those technologies as well.

'The twenty-first century will throw up few challenges as daunting
or opportunities as promising as those presented by A1. In the last
century, policymakers began to build a global governance architecture
that, they hoped, would be equal to the tasks of the age. Now, they must
build a new governance architecture to contain and harness the most
formidable, and potentially defining, force of this era. The year 2035 is
just around the corner. There is no time to waste. &
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Putin’s Age
of Chaos

'The Dangers of Russian Disorder

TATIANA STANOVAYA

fter Russian President Vladimir Putin launched an invasion

of Ukraine in February 2022, Russian elites acted as if the

war had not really changed anything on the home front.
Even as the campaign foundered and the West tightened sanctions
on the Russian economy, those with power in Moscow seemed to
carry on as usual. Since last autumn, however, things have been get-
ting a little more complicated. A surprisingly successful Ukrainian
counterattack in the region of Kharkiv in September 2022 exposed
the vulnerability of Russian military positions. Irked, the Kremlin
launched a military mobilization that caused tremendous social anx-
iety, although only for a short period. Then in October, a Ukrainian
strike on the Kerch Strait bridge left the key link between Crimea
and mainland Russia engulfed in smoke and flames. It also revealed
how flexible the Kremlin’s supposed redlines actually were; an event

TATIANA STANOVAYA is a Senior Fellow at the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center and
the Founder and CEO of the political analysis firm R.Politik.
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that had seemed intolerable just months prior ultimately produced
no tangible response from the state and left elites with the growing
sense that Russia’s war could rebound onto its own territory.

'The following months have only ratcheted up the pressure. The
Ukrainian front has provided little good news for the Kremlin, with
the exception of the seizure of the Ukrainian city of Bakhmut in May.
And in the meantime, a new front has opened up at home. Unknown
assailants—most likely connected to Ukrainian security services—have

attacked Moscow with drones. Paramilitaries

have raided across the border into the Rus-

It is becoming sian region of Belgorod. And most shocking,
harder for the the forces of Yevgeny Prigozhin, the leader

Kremlin to sweep
bad news under

of the Wagner private military company, car-
ried out an open rebellion in June, seizing
much of the city of Rostov-on-Don, sending

the carpet. a column of troops racing toward Moscow,
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and even shooting down a number of Russian
aircraft, killing over a dozen Russian pilots in the process.

Prigozhin’s uprising captured the world’s attention—and deeply dis-
turbed Moscow’s elite. Despite its swift resolution (in a deal brokered in
part by Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko), many in Moscow
struggle to understand Putin’s handling of the crisis. On the one hand,
the Russian president has publicly and ruthlessly condemned Prigozhin
as a “traitor,” but on the other hand, he has allowed the mercenary leader
to move freely within the country and even hosted him in the Kremlin
for negotiations at the end of June.

'These events were unprecedented in contemporary Russia. And yet
they do not seem to have ruffled the status quo; people continue their
lives as if nothing had happened. To be sure, generals are now daring
to complain more openly about the top brass. But the overall situation
in the army remains stable, and to date the Russian government and
military have not reshuffled or arrested any army personnel.

Don’t be fooled: this ostensible resilience to bad news and the seem-
ing indifference to ongoing events are deceptive. It is becoming increas-
ingly difficult for the Kremlin to sweep unwelcome developments under
the carpet. The war has begun to change Russia, and profound internal
shifts are likely underway—in Putin’s regime, in the elites’ perception
of Putin, and in the public’s attitude toward the war. Indeed, the mili-
tarization of Russian life is empowering ultranationalist hard-liners in
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the elite, eclipsing an old guard of ideologues that the Russian public
has begun to view as increasingly out of touch with the realities of
the war. The perception of Putin’s weakening has further revealed
the regime’s deep flaws: the habitual inclination of the authorities
to underestimate domestic political risks, ignore long-term devel-
opments in favor of addressing immediate challenges, and refuse
responsibility for the growing number of incidents on Russian ter-
ritory linked to the war.

Prigozhin’s mutiny has pushed the situation to an extreme and may
pave the way for the emergence of a more radicalized, hawkish, and
ruthless state. Threats to the Kremlin, such as the Wagner rebellion,
and the revelations of the government’s weakness, will not necessar-
ily lead the public to turn against Putin and bring down the regime.
Instead, these developments are transforming Russia into a far less
cohesive entity, one rife with internal contradictions and conflicts,
more volatile and lacking predictability. With so much pressure turn-
ing inward, the space for debate about the ongoing war in Ukraine
may open somewhat, even if not for outright dissent. But at home,
the order that Putin built will become more disorderly, and the world
will have to contend with a more dangerous and unpredictable Russia.

FRAGILE STATE

In the months leading up to Prigozhin’s rebellion, Russia found itself in
the unexpected position of watching the war come home. In early May,
just days before the annual Victory Day parade in Red Square, unknown
attackers used drones to try to hit targets in Moscow, including the
Kremlin. Then, at the end of May and into June, paramilitary groups
aligned with Ukraine crossed into the Russian region of Belgorod. They
caused mayhem and briefly seized various settlements. Other regions
neighboring Ukraine have also been enduring continual shelling. The
Kremlin’s response to these events has been startlingly passive; it has
simply sought to hit the mute button. Television news and talk shows
have focused instead on the supposed efficacy of Moscow’s air defenses
and advanced a narrative about the supposed ruthlessness of Ukrainians
and their Western “masters.” With rare exceptions, Putin has barely
commented on these attacks on Russian soil, preferring to delegate
that responsibility to the Defense Ministry.

'The Kremlin’s propensity to downplay seemingly shocking events is
in line with how Putin saw the war. He maintained a deep-seated belief
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that ordinary Russians brim with patriotism, that the elites remain
controllable and loyal to the state, that a path to victory in Ukraine is
still open, and that Russia’s economy is resilient enough to endure until
he achieves his goals. Consequently, senior officials in the presidential
administration, taking cues from Putin’s cool demeanor and aversion
to panic, often convinced themselves that everything was fine and that
their anxiety would be more harmful than prudent. Kremlin insiders,
speaking privately about the war’s impact on political stability, bragged
about the authorities’ capacity to maintain political control, with one
insider offering the cautious caveat that all would be well “if the mili-
tary does not let us down.” They cited consistently high public support
for the “special military operation” in Ukraine and strong approval
ratings for both Putin and the government.

Prigozhin’s growing discontent preceding the mutiny failed to alarm
these insiders. Even as late as June 23, when Prigozhin had already initi-
ated his rebellion, many sources close to the Kremlin continued to believe
that nothing of major concern was happening and that Prigozhin was
still useful for achieving certain political objectives, such as channeling
the frustration of ultranationalists. In addition, many officials were con-
vinced that people close to Putin in the Kremlin were supervising Prigo-
zhin and that Wagner would not try to challenge the Russian state. Then,
reports made clear that Wagner forces had seized the military command
center for Russian operations in Ukraine in the city of Rostov-on-Don,
that a column of Wagner soldiers was advancing on Moscow, and that
Wagner forces had even shot down Russian helicopters.

'These events served as a sobering revelation: Putin had misjudged
Prigozhin and his outrage, underestimating the danger posed by the
voluble and volatile caterer turned mercenary commander. The rebellion
was, in large part, the product of Putin’s inaction. His detached and
aloof stance and his reluctance to intervene in the escalating conflict
between Prigozhin and the two most senior Russian military officials—
Sergey Shoigu, the defense minister, and Valery Gerasimov, the chief
of the general staft—helped spark the revolt. The rebellion exposed
not only Putin’s management failures, the negligence that embittered
and inflamed Prigozhin, but also how the state had shot itself in the
foot. After all, Wagner has grown into a fighting force with tens of
thousands of soldiers only thanks to billions of dollars in state funding,
access to the state’s resources, and its links to high-profile officials who
have endorsed the mercenary outfit’s activities.
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In the wake of the rebellion, it has become much harder for the
Kremlin to project an aura of unflappable control and political compe-
tence. Just a week after the mutiny, Putin made an unscheduled public
appearance in Dagestan. His staft was unprepared for this event and
his behavior, including hugging members of the crowd, surprised many
in the Kremlin and was seen as evidence that he was acting emotion-
ally and spontaneously, seeking affirmation. In front of the cameras, he
held babies, shook hands, and posed for selfies with an adoring public.
The scene was striking given that Putin has rarely allowed himself
such interactions in the years since the covip-19 pandemic began.
Although Putin may have wanted to demonstrate his closeness with
ordinary Russians in the wake of Prigozhin’s mutiny, many observers
interpreted the spectacle as a sign of the president’s acute need to
experience the adulation of Russian citizens—a measure perhaps of
his own sense of vulnerability.

'The Kremlin’s mishandling of the war, compounded by Prigozhin’s
ensuing mutiny, has made the government appear irresponsible and the
state weak. Even the drone attacks inspired bewilderment as to why
Russian defense systems could not thwart them and stoked a percep-
tion among ordinary Russians, as well as those hawks who support the
war in Ukraine, of the state’s frailty, its inability to ensure the safety
of the capital city (never mind the country at large), and the failure
of authorities to stop enemies from infiltrating Russian territory. A
cursory look at public discussions on social media reveals speculation
among Russians about the potential presence of Ukrainian sympathiz-
ers “among us,” ready to “stab us in the back.”

SOMETHING ROTTEN

Many observers are used to viewing Putin’s regime as the product of a
social contract in which the state guarantees stability in return for the
people granting the Kremlin significant freedom to manage political
life. Since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, however, the value
of domestic stability has been gradually eclipsed by a deeper need for
geopolitical security—that is, protection from the hostile West—that has
accompanied an upsurge in nationalist sentiment. Now, after the 2022
invasion of Ukraine, Russians hunger for geopolitical security. The people
have delegated to Putin the right to deal with the West—which many
Russians believe threatens their country’s very existence—even if that
causes domestic turmoil owing to stringent sanctions and crackdowns
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on liberals. Polls show that since the war began, the percentage of Rus-
sians who overtly admire Putin has grown from eight to 19 percent,
and 68 percent of Russians now say they want him to be reelected, a
significant jump from 48 percent of Russians before the war. The war has
also increased support for all official institutions: the cabinet, regional
governors, parliament, and even the ruling party, United Russia.

But Putin’s passivity in the face of internal military threats and his
aloof stance may become a major problem for the regime in the near
future. There are signs that Russians, despite their increased support for
state institutions, are becoming much more ambivalent about the coun-
try’s authorities. They are beginning to doubt the ability of the political
class to fulfill its responsibilities. At the end of May, a drone attack tar-
geted Rublyovka, a famous upscale Moscow suburb where many wealthy
and influential Russians live. Some social media users were not altogether
sorry for the attack and suggested that the rich and powerful were get-
ting their just deserts. Rublyovka has long been a symbol of the affluent,
parasitic elite associated with both the Yeltsin era and the current regime.
Many pro-Kremlin bloggers and ordinary Russians hoped that the attack
would serve as a wake-up call to this elite, compelling them to become
more involved in helping salvage the war with Ukraine and responding
more resolutely to attacks on Russian territory.

Anti-elite sentiment also propelled the rise of Prigozhin. He had
been gaining visibility and popularity in recent months as his forces
operated in Ukraine. According to the Levada Center, an independent
Russian polling firm, Russians saw the capture of Bakhmut by Wagner
fighters in May as the most important event of that month. A study by
another polling group, Romir, found that Wagner’s triumph in Bakhmut
had elevated Prigozhin for the first time into the ranks of the top five
most-trusted politicians in Russia, after Putin, Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov, Shoigu, and Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin. His climb was
stratospheric: at the beginning of the year, Prigozhin had ranked 158th
among trusted Russian political figures.

Ordinary Russians were struck by Prigozhin’s brazen confronta-
tion with the Defense Ministry and his complaints that his troops
were desperately short of ammunition. The public perceived him as a
crusader against corruption and someone who dared to challenge the
spoiled elites. A local eyewitness to Wagner’s seizure of Rostov-on-Don
described Prigozhin in a Facebook post as “a simple, ordinary man going
to have it out with the fat cats of every stripe and color,”a sentiment that
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explains the warm welcome Rostov residents gave Wagner fighters. That
disgruntlement with the powers that be—“the fat cats”— to some extent
explains the ease with which Prigozhin took control of the city. The same
eyewitness reported with incredulity that the state was entirely missing
in action. “The buildings of the provincial and city administration and
the provincial government were completely deserted,” she noted. “In
the blink of an eye, the military, with whom the frontline city had been
filled, disappeared. The rsB [the Federal Security Services] barricaded

itself inside its own building.”

Many Western observers have suggested

The Wagner that these military troubles will push the elites
rebellion was, in and broader society to crave peace. Unfortu-

large part, the
product of Putin’s

nately, the reality is much bleaker: challeng-
ing situations tend to make Russia only more
determined and brutal in waging its war and in

inaction. quashing dissent at home. Prigozhin’s mutiny
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was not a rejection of the war but can be
understood instead as the result of dissatisfaction with the inefficient
prosecution of the war. Reactions to the drone attacks and incursions
by paramilitaries into the Belgorod region in the spring are instruc-
tive. According to Levada polling, these events only fueled support for
the war among Russians, with people becoming more hostile toward
ordinary Ukrainians and anxious about the fate of the “special military
operation.” The attacks did not in any way increase public desire for
peace talks or a Russian withdrawal from Ukraine, a country that is
perceived now more than ever as a threat to Russia’s existence. Accord-
ing to polling by Levada, Russians have started to conclude in recent
months that the war will be long and drawn out. In May, 45 percent of
respondents said they believed the war would last more than another
year—the highest percentage since the conflict began (in May 2022, it
was 21 percent). They are adapting to that reality and steeling themselves
for tough times ahead; they are not seeking to halt the war, and antiwar
sentiment remains at best subdued, at worst entirely suppressed.

If anything, the country is becoming more committed to the fight—
not in pursuit of imperial ambitions but out of a more desperate concern
for its very survival. The faction advocating for a “resolute response” to
the enemy is gaining new supporters, according to an op-ed in Russian
Forbes by Denis Volkov, Levada’s director, interpreting the results of
recent polls. In the wake of Prigozhin’s uprising, many Russians want
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to see the state be bolder, more decisive, consistent, and firm. This is
backed up by the latest Levada polls, conducted at the end of June,
which revealed a shift in people’s attitudes: the mutiny had led to a
slight decline in confidence in Shoigu and a significant decline in
confidence in Prigozhin. In other words, the mercenary commander’s
revolt has not inspired Russians against a struggling state but rather
frightened them with the prospect of destabilization and disorder.

'The mutiny and the events that preceded it suggest that the regime
may be much less resilient than it appears: a frazzled Kremlin; a detached
Putin who is failing to deal with internal conflicts; a frustrated society
that is perplexed by the state’s lethargic reaction to previously unimag-
inable events; trembling elites ready to fly away the second the regime
crumbles (the Kremlin is now trying to investigate who among officials
and the top managers of state corporations dared leave Moscow during
Prigozhin’s mutiny and why); and the shell-shocked military and secu-
rity services that, following the mutiny, will certainly try to patch up
their vulnerabilities and quash growing internal dissent in their ranks.

Putin, lulled into complacency by his conviction that people love
him and the elites are loyal to him, may do little to arrest this decay.
At the same time, the security services may seek more control and
clamp down on society. Together, these dynamics may lead to inco-
herence in government behavior, further complicating the situation.
Instead of dislodging the regime, Prigozhin’s jolt to the Kremlin will
make the government not only more repressive and more brutal but
also more chaotic and unpredictable.

THE HARDENING LINE

This situation plays squarely into the hands of Russia’s hard-liners, a
camp that consists of the security service, hawkish conservatives, pro-war
military correspondents, and radically anti-Western Tv pundits. They
advocate for tightening the screws, hunting for traitors, and placing the
country on a war footing to accumulate all the resources necessary to win.
'The current political and social conditions leave virtually no alternative for
the regime other than to become less tolerant of even minor suspicious
activities, such as any suggestion of the need to reconcile with the Ukrai-
nians, never mind overt opposition to the war. A significant portion of
Russian society may end up supporting and even aiding a new crackdown.
'The public mood has become less indulgent of those privileged Russians
who try to maintain a distance from the war, continue leading luxurious
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lifestyles, and conduct business as usual. It is becoming harder in Russia
to maintain a passive or distant position on the war; everywhere, Russians
feel pressured to perform their patriotism conspicuously.

Since the invasion, the Russian state has marginalized antiwar forces
and left no room for liberal-minded figures by cracking down on pro-
tests (which were not massive to begin with) and enacting a raft of bills
de facto outlawing antiwar and antiregime activities. That repression
and that stiffening of patriotic feeling has opened a larger space for
far more active, hardcore, and daring hawks to gain ground in politics
and the national conversation. A younger and bolder cohort of hawks
may supplant a more traditional older generation of conservative ideo-
logues, including the likes of Alexander Bastrykin, the head of the
Investigative Committee, Sergei Naryshkin, the chief of the Foreign
Intelligence Service, and Nikolai Patrushev, the secretary of Russia’s
Security Council, as well as figures such as Dmitry Medvedeyv, the for-
mer Russian president and now deputy head of the Security Council,
and Vyacheslav Volodin, the chair of the State Duma. These ideologues
helped foster and promote “Putinism,” the president’s brand of nation-
alist, anti-Western, antiliberal ideas with an emphasis on traditional
values such as the importance of family, children, spiritual bonds, and
the primacy of state interests over private rights. These men also con-
tributed to the climate that precipitated Putin’s invasion of Ukraine.
But the ongoing war has stripped them of their political uniqueness,
turning the entire political mainstream conservative and hard-line.

Worse, the old guard now has little to say about wartime realities,
with great uncertainty about the course of the war, enormous Western
military aid to Kyiv, the absolute lack of any decent exit strategy, and a
dismal future looming for the country. Leaders such as Medvedev and
Patrushev, who have long promoted the confrontational, anti-Western
policy and rhetoric of Putin’s regime, now appear to many jingoistic
hawks to be removed from reality—both physically and intellectually
far from the nitty-gritty of the war—even as they remain high-profile
figures close to the president.

As their star wanes, a new generation of hawks is rising. Some of
these new hawks are yesterday’s young technocrats, such as Putin’s
chief domestic policy adviser, Sergei Kiriyenko, who is now in charge
of the four Ukrainian regions that Moscow announced it was annex-
ing last fall, or Marat Khusnullin, the deputy prime minister tasked
with overseeing the reconstruction of destroyed Ukrainian territories
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now under Russian control. These officials spend a lot of time in the
occupied areas, regardless of the personal risks, thereby demonstrating
their courage and diligence in action to Putin and the elites in general.
'The new hawks also include practitioners involved in military affairs,
who are closely observing the course of the war and have become for
many Russians key sources of information about its developments.
By contrast, officials such as Patrushev drone on endlessly about an
“Anglo-Saxon” conspiracy to seize Russian territory and spout far-
fetched theories (including the bizarre notion that U.S. officials want to
settle Americans in Russia and Ukraine in the event of the catastrophic
eruption of a volcano at Yellowstone National Park).

Some senior members of the establishment have benefited from
the hawkish turn, however—notably Shoigu, the defense minister,
and Viktor Zolotov, the head of the Rosgvardia domestic military
force. They may become the main beneficiaries of Prigozhin’s sup-
pressed insurgency: Zolotov can now more easily beef up the ranks
of Rosgvardia to deal with events like Prigozhin’s mutiny, and Shoigu
can use the rebellion as an occasion to settle scores with internal
opponents in the army. Unlike the desk-jockey ideologues, these lead-
ers can directly access administrative resources and forces to alter facts
on the ground and show true power. To put it simply, Medvedev can
write another rant on the social media app Telegram, and Patrushev
can give his one-hundredth interview raging about the evil Ameri-
cans, but Shoigu and Zolotov can deploy real physical force to deal
with challenges and demonstrate to Putin their indispensability (even
it Shoigu, as defense minister, remains responsible for so many of the
last year’s military setbacks).

'The clash of hawks, old and new, will shape Russia’s response to its
struggles in Ukraine and at home. The more challenges the regime faces,
the more quickly it will evolve into something darker. The Russian pub-
lic is growing more desperate, anti-Western, and anti-Ukrainian, and
Russian elites are becoming increasingly anxious and fractious. Most
senior officials, businessmen, and politicians had hoped to simply wait
out the war, but now they find themselves hostage to Putin’s ambitions.
More overtly hawkish and powerful groups such as the military com-
mand or the so-called Chekists in the national security establishment
will try to secure order, especially after Prigozhin’s mutiny, to boost
the regime’s capacity to endure the war, avoid defeat, and avert even
the most tentative attempt to organize another mutiny in the future.
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All these moves will occur against the backdrop of Putin’s weakening
leadership, a factor that will contribute to the regime becoming more
chaotic, indiscriminate, and internally rancorous and competitive.

In truth, Putin and those old ideologues close to him, such as Patru-
shev, are becoming in some senses obsolete, their ideas out of step
with elite sentiment regarding Ukraine and the West. Regardless of
how conservative and hawkish the elites become, they remain more
pragmatic than Putin. They are less obsessed with the notion of “sav-
ing” Ukrainians, and unlike Putin, they do not presume that Kyiv will
inevitably fail. They also have a more accurate understanding of Russia’s
capacity to wage war. And many find Putin’s tendency to ignore alarm
bells incomprehensible. That is why many pro-war activists are calling
for radical reforms to establish what would eftectively be a military
dictatorship. That is why even Prigozhin managed to win significant
visibility and attention. He advocated alternative war strategies and
argued for the necessity of using all conceivable financial, economic,
and social resources to bolster military power. No one is seriously con-
sidering or discussing a diplomatic end to the war: a notion that looks
to many high-profile Russians like a personal threat, given all the war
crimes that their country has committed and the responsibility that
the entire elite now bears for the carnage in Ukraine.

GOING OFF SCRIPT

'The system has started to learn to operate independently of Putin.
'This development does not yet reflect the solidifying of anti-Putin sen-
timent or emerging political opposition. It reflects a realization of
the inadequacies of the president’s detached managerial style that
allowed genuine threats to the regime to go neglected. By completely
underestimating Prigozhin’s radicalization and Wagner’s escalating
conflict with the military, Putin has come across as an aging leader
who is beginning to falter in ways he would never have before. Even
the miscalculations that led to the decision to move against Ukraine
were not perceived as harshly as the utter loss of control that enabled
Prigozhin’s uprising, the largest domestic conflict between state and
private armed forces. Putin appears less powerful after conspicuously
dropping charges against Prigozhin, not demanding justice for the
killings of pilots during the mutiny, and allowing enormous budget
expenditures to go to a private military company that eventually
dares to attack the state.
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Other factions are already moving into the space opened by Putin’s
weakness. Putin could become a tool in the hands of new, more dynamic
and pragmatic hawks, who are quickly learning how to use the president’s
emotions and well-known beliefs to their advantage. The presidential
administration has become adept at not simply pandering to Putin but
actively limiting what he knows by feeding him flattering reports on the
patriotism of the populace, innumerable documents on the decline of
the West, and tales of Ukrainians longing for liberation. They depict a

world eagerly waiting for Russia to upend the

existing international order. A few years ago,

'The war has left Putin’s staft mainly sought to avoid incurring
Russia grasping the president’s irritation, typically when he

for certainties in
an exceedingly

received unwelcome news. Now, they are hon-
ing their skills in shaping Putin’s moods, either
by directing his anger toward their opponents

uncertain world. or by encouraging his optimism when it bene-
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fits them. Maintaining extreme anti-Western
and anti-Ukrainian views may help the new hawks achieve their polit-
ical goals, and the concurrent radicalization of the regime could lead
authorities to become much harsher toward their domestic foes. But
a government that lacks firm political leadership, strategic vision, and
coherence will be less capable of strategic thinking and agreeing on
long-term priorities. Factions in government will focus primarily on
outmaneuvering one another and advancing their narrow interests.
Contrary to what analysts might have anticipated would follow Pri-
gozhin’s uprising—attempts by the Kremlin to consolidate its power,
dismantle private militias, and integrate Russia’s panoply of armed
groups into something more coordinated and coherent—the exact
opposite may occur. Dmitry Mironov, Putin’s influential aide and for-
mer bodyguard, proposed in June formalizing units of soldiers from
the martial subculture known as the Cossacks, a move that may irritate
Shoigu and a Defense Ministry already wary of the proliferation of
autonomous militarized groups. The Kremlin has also discussed sepa-
rating the border forces from the rsB; the Rosgvardia seeks to acquire
heavy weaponry and additional forces from the interior ministry; and
purges in the army coupled with possible military setbacks on the
Ukrainian front may ignite localized protests against the army’s com-
mand. It was widely expected that Wagner would be dismantled after
its uprising; instead, it seems Putin will allow the mercenary outfit to
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carry on under Prigozhin’s successor, Aleksei Troshev. In other words,
rather than concentration, the security forces may see further frag-
mentation, with rival factions vying for new prerogatives and powers.

At the same time, however, the political class is shifting its attention
inward to address the country’s own flaws and failures that Prigozhin’s
revolt exposed rather than focusing on Putin’s historic mission of lib-
erating Ukrainians. The more the war becomes a quagmire, the more
deputies, pundits, senators, and popular bloggers seek to highlight and
address domestic problems that they blame for making Russia less
effective in conducting the war. This inward turn could lead to a more
pragmatic approach to the war against Ukraine even as it could make
the state far more ruthless toward its own citizens.

Ordinary Russians still seem to support the war and back Putin, but
they are also becoming frustrated, gradually showing impatience with
elites, and feeling increasingly vulnerable because of the clumsy actions
(and inaction) of the authorities. Putin may enjoy high approval ratings,
but they will mask growing uncertainty, social anxiety, and (as yet)
unchanneled discontent about the course of the events. True sources
of political risk for the regime may appear in the form of figures who
back Putin and are generally loyal to the authorities (as Prigozhin was)
but who, over time, could come to pose significant problems.

For the foreseeable future, the Kremlin will be wrestling simulta-
neously with diverging internal forces: a deepening crisis of Putin’s
leadership, a growing lack of political accountability, increasingly
ineftective responses by the authorities to new challenges, an inten-
sifying fragmentation among elites, and a society that is growing
more antiestablishment.

If previously, domestic affairs were secondary to the dominant
military agenda, the reverse may come true. The war could become
a backdrop to more urgent domestic challenges. At home, Russia’s
future appears bleak, marked by ever-greater fractiousness among
elites, Putin’s shrinking influence, and a more ideological and stricter
regime in which security services play a more prominent role. These
changes will make Russia’s geopolitical actions less predictable, and
even contradictory, as the Kremlin reacts to shifting circumstances
instead of following its own strategic direction and priorities. Putin
saw the invasion of Ukraine as an act of destiny, the fulfillment of a
historical script. Instead, the war has left Russia grasping for certainties
in an exceedingly uncertain world. @
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'The End of the

Russian Idea

What It Will Take to
Break Putinism’s Grip

ANDREI KOLESNIKOV

n June 17,2023, Russian President Vladimir Putin staged
O a special ceremony on the St. Petersburg waterfront to

mark the anniversary of three flags: the flag of the Rus-
sian Federation, otherwise known as Peter the Great’s tricolor, for-
mally unfurled in 1693; the imperial Russian flag, introduced by
Tsar Alexander II in 1858; and the Red Banner, the Soviet Union’s
hammer and sickle, adopted by the Soviet state 100 years ago and
later used by Joseph Stalin. Putin watched the event from a boat as
the National Philharmonic and the St. Petersburg State Choir per-
formed the national anthem, which, thanks to a law Putin enacted
in 2000, has the same melody as its Stalin-era counterpart. The
portentous rite unfolded in front of the Lakhta Center tower, the
country’s tallest building, as well as the $1.7 billion headquarters
of Gazprom, the state-run gas company that has become another
crucial symbol of Putin’s Russia.

ANDREI KOLESNIKOV is a Senior Fellow at the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center.
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In some respects, the choice of flags was not surprising. Since the
launch of Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine in February
2022, Stalinist nationalist imperialism has become the de facto ide-
ology of the Putin regime. Tsar Peter I, who styled himself the first
emperor of all Russia after his victory in the Great Northern War in
1721, and Alexander II, who was emperor of Russia, king of Poland,
and grand duke of Finland, are closely associated with Russia’s impe-
rial aspirations. And Putin has emphasized that the Soviet Union—
especially in its triumph over Nazi Germany in World War II, when
Stalin appealed to nationalism rather than Marxism to consolidate
support and rally the population—carried out Russia’s imperial destiny
under a different name. Of course, Putin has not openly referred to
Stalin or declared himself Stalin’s heir. But for more than a decade,
the Kremlin has presented the Stalinist period as an era of greatness
in which imperial traditions were respected and national values cher-
ished. And more recently, in his language of power and his intolerance
of dissent, Putin has come to resemble Stalin in his final phase in the
late 1940s and early 1950s.

Yet the two tsars and Stalin also viewed empire as a means to
what they understood to be a modern state. In the early eighteenth
century, Peter borrowed Western innovations, including advances in
shipbuilding and other technologies, and Western ideas about govern-
ment management and even styles of dress. A century later, Alexander
abolished serfdom and carried out progressive judicial reforms influ-
enced by European examples. As for Stalin, in the 1930s he pushed
for Western-style industrialization and catch-up development even
as he transformed Marxism, a modern European ideology, into Soviet
Marxism-Leninism at the cost of countless human lives. By contrast,
Putin’s opening to the West was short-lived, more or less ending in
2003, less than four years after he came to office, when he took full con-
trol of parliament and the authorities arrested Mikhail Khodorkovsky,
the billionaire investor and one of the symbols of a free market and
independent thinking in Russia, on trumped-up charges.

Now, Putin seeks something different from any of these predeces-
sors: an empire without modernization. To fully apprehend Russia’s
continuing intervention in Ukraine and how it has been presented
to the Russian people, it is necessary to recognize this impulse. Putin
resurrected the Russian imperial idea with the annexation of Crimea
in 2014 and expanded it with the launch of the “special operation”
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eight years later. Buttressed by the abstract and archaic teachings of
the Russian Orthodox Church, he has also embraced an older strain of
nationalist ideology in which the decadent West is the enemy and Rus-
sia has a messianic destiny to oppose its harmful influence. If Peter I,
as Pushkin once said, cut a window to Europe, 300 years later, the man
who sits in the Kremlin is boarding up that window.

Putin’s dramatic reorientation of the Russian state is not unprece-
dented. At least since the beginning of the nineteenth century, Rus-
sia has repeatedly swung toward and away from the West, as well as
between modern Western-style conceptions of state power and Russia’s
place in the world, and nationalist, reactionary ones. Much the same
has happened with the state’s attitudes toward Stalinism. Three times
in the last 70 years—under Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev in the
1950s and 1960s, under Premier Mikhail Gorbachev in the 1980s, and
under Russian President Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s—Soviet and Rus-
sian leaders have sought to rid the country of Stalinist ideas and Stalin-
ist discourse, only to have those precepts return, even if just tacitly. For
much of the past century, Russia’s political ideas have been shaped by
the struggle between liberal and totalitarian tendencies, or what could
be called de-Stalinization and re-Stalinization.

What is particularly striking about Putin’s Russia, however, is the
extent to which it has combined re-Stalinization with antimodern impe-
rialism. In reviving some of the most extreme versions of what in the
nineteenth century was called “the Russian Idea’—a concept originally
meant to convey the country’s separateness and exalted moral stature
but that in practice came to stand for raw militarized expansionism—
Putin has drawn on a pernicious ideological tradition to shape both
the campaign in Ukraine and his long-term vision of power. Although
Putinism may be finite, its advanced state of development and its deep
roots in anti-Western thought suggest that it may take more than the
outcome of war for Putin’s hold over Russian society to break.

HOLY RUSSIAN EMPIRE

For much of Russian history, the twin pillars of the Russian state were
the Russian Orthodox Church and the military. In ancient times, the
daily life of Russians was organized and regimented by church bells.
Their sounds were later complemented by those of Russia’s cannons
on the battlefields of early modern Europe. If the bell embodied
the controlling order of the state, the cannon backed that order by
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physical force—and sometimes superseded it. In his 1966 study of
Russian culture, 7he Icon and the Axe, the American historian James H.
Billington points out that in the late seventeenth and late eighteenth
centuries, church bells in provincial Russian towns and monasteries
were melted down to make cannons for the Russian army. In reviving
and glorifying the archconservative values of the Russian Orthodox
Church and steadily remilitarizing the country, Putin has forged his
own bell and cannon doctrine.

As Russia emerged as a major empire in the eighteenth century,
these symbols of power were complemented by broader visions of the
Russian state. At first, the contradictions of Russia’s swing toward
Europe and the Enlightenment were ignored: Russian Empress
Catherine II could correspond with Voltaire even as she continued
to enslave the peasants. After its victory over Napoleon in 1812, Rus-
sia gained a new sense of patriotism and unity, as well as a place
in the European order, despite its retrograde autocracy. The failed
Decembrist revolt of 1825—Iled by aristocratic Russian officers who
refused allegiance to the new tsar, Nicholas I, and sought to abolish
autocratic rule—exposed the need for European-style modernization.
But during his reign, the conservative Nicholas (1825-55) opted for
reaction rather than reform. It was in this era that Russian thinkers
began to formulate a comprehensive state ideology.

In 1832, the education minister, Count Sergey Uvarov, introduced
a doctrine he called “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality.” In some
respects, it bore the imprint of Europe. Like other Russian aristocrats,
Uvarov thought and wrote in French; he also spoke German and kept
up a correspondence with Goethe. But Uvarov believed that Western
ideas posed a threat to Russia, and he sought to keep in check any
modernizing impulses that could undermine the foundations of tsarist
power, or what he called autocracy. In his model, orthodoxy, or the
Russian Orthodox Church, served as a means of safeguarding Russia’s
separate identity, whereas nationality provided the link between the
tsar and the people. Even before he had given the doctrine its final
formulation, he had made clear his expansionist aims. In a letter to
Nicholas in 1832, Uvarov wrote that “the energy of autocratic power is
a necessary condition for the existence of the Empire.”

In this same period, meanwhile, a second tendency in Russian think-
ing about the state emerged with the birth of the Slavophile move-
ment. Beginning in the 1840s, the debate between “Westernizers” and
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Andrei Kolesnikov

“Slavophiles”became a central theme in the political conceptualization
of Russia. The Westernizers viewed the tsarist state as backward and
argued that Russia could only compete with the great powers of the
West through European-style modernization and constitutionalism.
'The Slavophiles were also dissatisfied with the tsar’s absolute power
but believed that Russia, founded on its own unique values, stood apart
from the West and was morally superior to it. But that romantic vision
gradually evolved into something else. Unlike the early Slavophiles,

who opposed despotism, their successors in

the second half of the nineteenth century

Russian defended it, arguing that any attempts to
imperialists SaAW limit autocracy would weaken or undermine

Moscow as the
successor to Rome.

66

Russia’s place in the world.

In the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, these ideas were pushed in a new direc-
tion with the work of the Russian philosopher
and ideologue Nikolai Danilevsky. In his influential Russia and Europe
(1869), Danilevsky argued that Russia and the Slavic countries belonged
to a special cultural-historical category or type, a widely debated theory
that marked the beginning of the pan-Slavic movement. Among other
things, he envisioned a union of all Slavic nations that would be ruled
from Constantinople, or what the Russians called Tsargrad—emperor
city. Danilevsky was also deeply suspicious of the West and its mod-
ernizing ideas. “Europe is not only something alien to us, but even
hostile,” he wrote. These theories have long found echoes in Putin’s own
rhetoric about Russia as a “state-civilization” defined in opposition to
its European counterparts. In the October 2022 meeting of the Valdai
Club, the annual forum that Russia has hosted since 2004 that has
in the past included prominent foreign analysts and scholars, Putin
invoked Danilevsky directly to explain why the West must be resisted.

In 1856, the novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky added his own vision of
Russia’s special destiny with his concept of the Russian Idea. Although
a great connoisseur of European culture, Dostoyevsky, like other Slavo-
philes, believed that the West was declining and that an ascendant
Russia would take its place. He described this conceit in a letter to
the poet Apollon Maykov in which he admired the poet’s allusion to
Russia’s ability “to complete what the West began.” As Dostoyevsky
saw it, the state should serve as the guardian of the country’s special
path and revive the system of universal Christian morality that had

FOREIGN AFFAIRS



The End of the Russian 1dea

preceded the Enlightenment—values that reigned before Europe-
ans became obsessed with ideas of progress, freedom, and individual
rights. But this vision gradually took on more radical forms. During
the World War I era, a wave of patriotic philosophers, liberal and
conservative, embraced the idea of a purifying war through which the
nation could rejuvenate itself, unify its people, and push back against
the decadent modernity that had overrun Europe. Intertwined with
pan-Slavism and the dream of a Slavic empire, these notions fed a
new nationalist imperialism.

Yet another strand of nineteenth-century state ideology that would
come to cast a long shadow on the Russian state is the “Third Rome”
thesis. In the 1860s, Russian imperial thinkers began to promote the
old sixteenth-century idea that Moscow was the successor of Rome
and Constantinople as the center of world Christianity, the legitimate
heir to the Byzantine Empire, and the last Christian kingdom, and thus
bore a messianic destiny. Indeed, to many on Russia’s far right, the state
has always had a mission to defend and spread its traditional values
and spirituality in the world. In a speech in April, Patriarch Kirill, the
head of the Russian Orthodox Church and a crucial mouthpiece for
the Kremlin, traced this messianic vocation back to Russia’s defeat of
the Teutonic knights in 1242 and its victory over the Mongols in 1380:
“Wasn't this what the holy prince Alexander Nevsky fought for? Wasn't
this why our great predecessors fought on the Kulikovo Field?”

PUTIN VS. SATAN

Paradoxically, little of this reactionary tradition held much sway when
Putin first came to power 23 years ago. At the time, post-Soviet Mos-
cow was awash in Western ideas. Under Gorbachev in the 1980s, the
Soviet government had progressively abandoned social controls and
opened up to liberal thinking. Then, after the Soviet Union’s dissolu-
tion, the economist and acting Russian prime minister Yegor Gaidar,
with the backing of Russian President Boris Yeltsin, undertook dra-
matic reforms that transformed the shell of a 70-year-old Marxist
empire into a market economy with modern Western-style political
institutions. Although this wholesale restructuring was controversial,
it helped usher in a new concept of Russia: one of Gaidar’s principles
was that it was impossible to build a liberal economy on the scale of
an empire and that for the reforms to succeed, the country would have
to redefine itself as a nation-state.
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In his early years, Putin did not oppose continued modernization
based on market principles. But from the outset, he has publicly
regretted the collapse of the Soviet empire and sought new ways to
regain control of Russian society. He took advantage of the coun-
try’s economic liberalization and its lucrative natural resources, which
allowed him to lavishly reward loyalists and strengthen the state’s grip
on the political and economic system. When he returned to the pres-
idency in 2012 after Dmitry Medvedev’s one-term administration,
he began to dismantle the liberal reforms that he and Medvedev had
earlier supported. By that point, he was already openly embracing
authoritarianism and repression and had begun using conservative
ideology to justify the shift. He was also increasingly irritated by the
West—he claimed the United States and its allies did not treat Rus-
sia as an equal partner or consider its interests and were fomenting
internal opposition and turning civil society organizations against
the government—and he felt less need to maintain the appearance
of political pluralism and free speech. As the Kremlin now saw it,
Russia’s liberal economists served solely to maintain macroeconomic
stability and could be reduced to mere technocrats.

Rather than driving Putin’s changing conception of power or the
evolution of the Russian political system, the annexation of Crimea
in 2014 was the result of those developments. Even as Russia contin-
ued to supply much of Europe’s gas and oil and to draw on Western
investments and technologies, Putin gave voice to an older, more
spiritual idea of the state as empire. Already, in 2013 he had begun to
portray the Russian Orthodox Church as the bedrock of a Russia that
included the historic lands lost in 1991. “At the heart of the Russian
nation and the Russian centralized state,” he said, “are the common
spiritual values that unite the entire large European territory, on
which today Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus are located. This is our
common spiritual and moral space.”

By 2022, Putin and many around him were actively adopting the
most extreme forms of Russian nationalist-imperialist thought. A
common refrain in Putin’s circle is that the West is in moral and
spiritual decline and will be replaced by a rising Russia. Since the
“special operation” in Ukraine began, the Kremlin has used these
claims to justify the disruption of ties with Europe and the United
States and an ever more sweeping repression of Russian civil society,
including attacks on Western-oriented human rights organizations,
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the promulgation of laws targeting gay and transgender people, and
broad new restrictions on organizations and individuals identified
as “foreign agents.” Putin’s ideologues now suggest that Russia can
only uphold its status as the defender of civilization by combining a
reinvigorated empire with the conservative precepts of the church.
“We are fighting a war to have peace,” Alexander Dugin, the ultra-
nationalist thinker and self-styled Kremlin philosopher, said in June.

Today, Kyiv has taken the place of Constantinople/Tsargrad in
right-wing discourse, with Putin effectively assigning the role of lost
Byzantium to Ukraine. According to Kremlin propaganda, Ukraine
is slipping into the grip of a dangerous and “satanic” West that has
been encroaching on the historical lands of Russia and the canonical
territory of the church. In a post on Telegram, a messaging service
popular among Russians, in November 2022, Medvedev cast Russia’s
fighting in Ukraine as a holy war against Satan, warning that Moscow
would “send all our enemies to fiery Gehenna.”

THE EMPEROR UNCLOTHED

Part of what makes the Putin regime so threatening is the way it has
simplified traditional ideas to the extreme. As the historian Andrei
Zorin has observed, in Count Uvarov’s era in the early nineteenth
century, “the past was called upon to replace a dangerous and uncertain
future for the empire,” In Uvarov’s view, Russian autocracy and the
Orthodox Church were “the last alternative to Europeanization.” By
the early twentieth century, however, nationalist ideologues were already
using the concept of Russian exceptionalism to defend an unvarnished
militarism. “Russia’s national idea . . . has become incredibly crude,” the
Russian philosopher Georgy Fedotov, who had left Soviet Russia for
France, wrote in 1929. “Epigones of Slavophilia . . . have been hypno-
tized by naked force, which made them miss the moral idea.”

At the time Fedotov wrote these words, the Soviet state was already
putting them into practice. Stalin called 1929 “the year of the great
turning point”—that is, the beginning of forced industrialization,
which required forced labor and forced collectivization and drained
the peasantry of all its resources. A year later, the Soviet authorities
established the gulag, and a period of mass repression soon followed.
But Fedotov’s insight may have even greater relevance today.

As the struggle in Ukraine continues, the Kremlin’s obsession with
naked force has become more and more apparent. In Putin’s version,
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the Russian Idea amounts to little more than territorial expansion
and the repression of domestic dissent in defense of a sacralized
state. The regime’s embrace of this concept in its most primitive
form has coincided with a shift from soft authoritarianism into
what is now closer to a hybrid totalitarianism modeled on Stalinist
precepts. In addition to the complete suppression of civil society and
independent media and the brutal repression of any form of dissent,
the state now makes new political demands of Russians themselves.

In many situations, it is no longer acceptable

for people to just passively acquiesce to the

'The Kremlin is regime, as they could in past years; they must
Waging 2 war express their support loudly. Russian schools

against memory.
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now include mandatory “patriotism” lessons,
textbooks dictate the correct interpretation
of Putin’s actions, and citizens are sometimes
required to participate in pro-Putin rallies. By such means, Putin
is imposing a totalitarian regime that seeks to possess sole control
of how events are explained to the country—and what Russians are
supposed to think about them.

Perhaps most revealing is the effort to suppress knowledge of the
political persecutions of the Soviet era. In late 2021, just before the
invasion of Ukraine, the Russian government shut down Memorial,
an organization devoted to preserving the memory of Stalin-era
crimes; after all, the Putin regime no longer regards Stalin’s purges
as a negative event. But the closure of Memorial is only one example
of a much broader erasure. Already in 2020, authorities in the city
of Tver removed a memorial plaque from the site of a mass shooting
of Polish prisoners of war in World War II, part of the notorious
mass killings by agents of the NkxvD, Stalin’s secret police and the
predecessor to the k6B, in the spring of 1940 known as the Katyn
massacre. Since then, the Russian media and parliament have sought
to rewrite the history of Katyn, rehashing false Soviet narratives that
blame the Nazis.

This campaign has accelerated over the past year. In April, residents
in Russia’s Perm region discovered that a monument commemorating
Poles and Lithuanians who had been deported there from Lithuania
in 1945 had been demolished. A few weeks later, a monument and a
cross marking the mass graves of Lithuanians shot by the NkvD near
the eastern city of Irkutsk in the 1930s were destroyed. And in July,
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a Polish memorial at Levashovo Memorial Cemetery in St. Peters-
burg—a cemetery that was established in 1990 to commemorate the
victims of Stalin’s political repressions—was removed. Local author-
ities are likely the instigators of these actions: amid the conflict in
Ukraine, they have sensed the change in Russia’s ideological climate.
Putin is waging a war against memory. As his Kremlin sees it, victims
of past political persecution were opponents of the Russian state, just
as their present-day counterparts—opponents of Putin—are now. To
affirm a just cause for Putin’s reprisals, the regime needs to repress
the record of Stalin’s.

Stalin’s dictatorship, based on nationalism, imperialism, naked force,
and what became a growing anti-Westernism, led to millions of deaths
in the gulag and set back the country’s development by decades while
causing multitudes to live in constant fear of arrest. Putin’s autocracy,
by adding a messianic, anti-Western worldview to these currents, has
now plunged into a senseless quagmire in Ukraine, resulting in vast
destruction, the reversal of Russia’s economic development, and the
imposition of an antimodern consciousness on the elite and the general
population. The return of the Russian Idea in today’s Kremlin is thus
the product of two centuries of ideological corruption—a process that
has been spurred by recurring fears of the West.

As George Kennan observed in his “Long Telegram” from Mos-
cow to the U.S. secretary of state in 1946, Russian rulers “have always
teared foreign penetration, feared direct contact between Western
world and their own, feared what would happen if Russians learned
truth about world without or if foreigners learned truth about world
within.” As a consequence, he wrote, “they have learned to seek secu-
rity only in patient but deadly struggle for total destruction of rival
power, never in compacts and compromises with it.” In Putin’s Russia,
this kind of thinking has led to the “special operation”in Ukraine—a
cynical perversion of the idea of “defending the fatherland” from the
West at a time when no one has attacked the fatherland. Citizens are
being asked to risk their lives for this idea, and Russian boys have
been turned into cannon fodder.

THE PLOT AGAINST RUSSIA

In entering a world of ideological necessity, the Kremlin has unleashed
forces it cannot always contain. One surprising example is Yevgeny
Prigozhin, a convicted thief and fraudster who reinvented himself as
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a serial entrepreneur, eventually running a Kremlin-favored catering
business and, later, the Kremlin-backed Wagner mercenary outfit.
His rebellion in June 2023 should not be misunderstood as a direct
challenge to Putin’s system. Prigozhin, as much as any of the other
characters around the president, is a product of that system and an
embodiment of the concept of naked force. If he had any disagree-
ments with Putin, they were—as the dissident and writer Andrei
Sinyavsky, parodying his own differences with the Soviet regime,
once put it—"“stylistic.”

At the same time, however, Prigozhin is a product of Putin-style
state capitalism, in which the Kremlin distributes tax revenues to
various outsourcers. This is what Putin’s Russia has been reduced
to: a feudal system in which the supreme leader hands out pieces
of property to his vassals to manage or delegates functions to them
at his subjects’ expense. As one of these outsourcers, Prigozhin was
paid more than $1 billion in state—that is, taxpayer—money to
create a private army that was not fully controlled by the state. He
was allowed to briefly cause chaos and in the end was not punished
for his antics. Such an anomalous situation can be explained only
by the extreme personalist nature of Putin’s autocracy and the need
to defend the homeland from Western attacks and promote Rus-
sia’s military influence abroad, as for example in Africa. Prigozhin
was valuable because he was a supplier of expendable human mate-
rial. In this case, he felt he might be losing his government contract
and decided to show his capabilities. His goal was not to displace
Putin but to be recognized as an equal partner of the president.
But he made a false start and overplayed his hand. In his eruption,
Prigozhin malfunctioned, frightening Putin but not significantly
shaking his hold on power.

Paradoxically, the Kremlin has seemed less concerned about the
real possibility of more rebellions from within than about imagined
dangers from without. In fact, the regime’s main ideological precept is
simple, revolving around a single imaginary threat: the West is out to
destroy the Russian state. In the words of Sergey Kiriyenko, the first
deputy chief of the presidential administration and a chief Kremlin
spin doctor, “The goal of those who are trying to fight against Russia
today is very clear. . . . They want Russia to cease its existence.” Rus-
sian officials bombastically refer to this as a “civilizational challenge”
or “existential threat.” The simplicity of this premise has made it a key
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rationale for continuing the “special military operation” in Ukraine,
which officials, including Putin, are finally calling a war, even as they
punish ordinary Russians for doing so.

Russians were certainly not seeking to sacrifice themselves for the
state before February 2022. The government’s promotion of the idea
of a heroic death “for the fatherland” emerged only after the “special
military operation” began. Now, Putin argues that death on the bat-
tlefield means a life not lived in vain. As he told a group of mothers
whose sons had been killed in the fighting in November 2022, “With
some people . . . it is unclear why they die—because of vodka or
something else. . . . Their lives passed without notice. But your son
did live—do you understand? He achieved his goal.” Already, this
idea has permeated Russian culture. Consider the Russian pop star
Shaman, who has been transformed by the Kremlin’s propaganda
machine into a mouthpiece of military expansionism. In his recent
hit “Let’s Rise,” he not only claims that “God and truth are on our
side” but calls on Russians to praise the fallen—“those who found
themselves in heaven and are no longer with us.”

Helping advance a warrior cult, the Russian Orthodox Church
has become a crucial ideological and propaganda instrument of the
regime. But it has also lost its Christian message. Consider the case
of Father Ioann Burdin, a pacifist village priest in the Kostroma
region northeast of Moscow: after his parishioners informed on
him, he was fined for discrediting the army in his sermons and in
March 2023, was banned from leading services. Russia’s diocesan
court ruled that his pacifism was inconsistent with the teachings of
the Russian Orthodox Church. (Burdin has correctly pointed out
that the church is serving the state, rather than Christ.)

An even more powerful tool than church decrees, however, may
be the Kremlin’s rewriting of history. As the sociologist Lev Gudkov
has observed, long before the invasion of Ukraine, the government
began nurturing the idea in Russian textbooks that the country is “a
national unit that emerges as the empire expands.” In this framing,
the colonization of neighboring territories serves as a projection
of Russian national superiority while “conflating regime interests
with the interests of the people.” (As a joke making the rounds in
Moscow has it, “Russia borders on whatever country it wants.”) Just
like Stalin-era textbooks, many of which were compiled with Stalin’s
personal involvement, today’s textbooks betray the extraordinary
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lengths that officials and educators loyal to the regime have gone to
adapt history to Putin’s nationalist-imperialist ideas.

The government’s new “Concept of Teaching Russian History
to Non-History Higher Education Institutions,” introduced in the
winter of 2022-23, makes two key points. First, it stresses the impor-
tance of a strong centralized authority, which it says is “essential for
maintaining national statehood.” Second, in interpreting the events
that brought about Russia’s actions in Ukraine—including, according
to the document, the “attempt to create a ‘belt of instability’ around
Russia” and the “refusal” of the United States and NATO to “discuss
threats to Russia’s security”—it asserts that they were all instigated
by the West. According to the document, Ukraine’s leadership “had
turned [Ukraine] into ‘anti-Russia’and, with the help of NATO, was
preparing for the ‘return of Crimea and Donbas” to Kyiv. It was this
existential threat, the government says, that “led to the inevitability
of a special military operation by Russia in 2022.”

AFTER THE AUTOCRAT

Putin’s attempt to resurrect an empire by naked force is failing. The
imperial model is on its last legs and can no longer be revived. The
question is: For how much longer will ordinary Russians be receptive
to Putinism, Russian messianism, and the state’s increasingly flimsy
justifications for using military power? The evidence is contradictory:
according to the Levada Center, an independent research organi-
zation, Prigozhin’s mutiny has had little effect on Putin’s approval
ratings. In the eyes of ordinary Russians, Putin won that battle,
and the country has remained relatively calm. Russian society may
be mobilized, but not all citizens are involved in the fighting, and
Putin has been able to show that for those who are not on the bat-
tlefield, the state can continue to provide relatively tolerable living
conditions. People may not trust the authorities, but that does not
prevent them from supporting the regime and its uncontested leader
and even showing their loyalty when necessary.

Ordinary Russians, long conditioned to ignore their own opin-
ions, tend to follow the arguments that the state gives them. Consider
the law used to designate certain Russian individuals, including this
author, as “foreign agents.” According to the Levada Center, in an
October 2021 poll, shortly after the law was expanded, just 36 percent
of respondents supported the government’s claim that it seeks to limit
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the “negative influence of the West on our country.” But by September
2022—-eight months into the “special operation”—57 percent of those
polled agreed that the government had good reasons for designating
prominent Russians as foreign agents. In short, ideology does work,
but only when reduced to simple points hammered into people’s heads.
Yet the mutiny, during which no one seemed to rally around Putin,
also exposed the extent of public ambivalence toward the regime.
Putin can count on the indifference of the population, which has
allowed him to take the country into, and
sustain, a disastrous military adventure, and,
in this case, to quickly end a failed rebellion. Putin will find
But that same indifference could be fatal if  \yords to present

the regime truly comes under threat. Having
been conditioned for so long to be passive
observers of events, Russians are unprepared
to defend their president. Similarly, many condemn those who have
fled the country to avoid mobilization yet fear being conscripted
themselves. They also find the archaic conceits that the state feeds
them about the satanic West and the special destiny of Russia at odds
with their modern, urban Western lifestyles.

Despite the Putin regime’s glorification of arms and empire,
financial well-being remains far more important to most Russians.
Before 2022, sociologists found that a substantial majority felt that
the country’s greatness lay in its economic rather than its military
might. To some extent, the government has been able to bridge this
ideological gap between the state and the people by offering better
pay to those who serve in the military. Moscow is now plastered with
posters conveying the message that fighting in Ukraine is a “real
job” for “real men,” unlike, say, driving a taxi or working as a security
guard. Another financial incentive is the benefits that families of
soldiers receive if they are killed or permanently disabled. In June,
Putin boasted about the growth of real incomes in Russia, but the
private sector is withering. Rising incomes are being driven instead
by ever-greater transfers from state coffers, whether through social

defeat as victory.

payments or higher salaries, especially for security forces, service
members, and mercenaries. This is growth due to destruction and
death, not innovation or productivity.

One sign of how far Russia has traveled down the road to total-
itarianism is the imposed dominance of official thought. Earlier in
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the Putin era, Russian society enjoyed a great diversity of political
currents and debates. Liberal thought in various forms, embraced by
a number of Russian politicians, was very influential; policy debates
and alternative points of view could be heard. But liberalism has
become Putin’s main enemy. Its public supporters are now in prison
or have been thrown out of the country, and its channels of infor-
mation have been destroyed. Now, questioning government policy
is not just forbidden; it is viewed as an anti-state act.

At the end of earlier totalitarian phases, Russia has traditionally
reversed course: Alexander IT’s Great Reforms of 1861, Khrushchev’s
de-Stalinization of 1956, Gorbachev’s perestroika of 1985, Yeltsin’s
reforms of 1992. But an end to Russian actions in Ukraine is unlikely
to mean the end of Putinism as a political and ideological phenome-
non. Putin will find words to present defeat as victory. For citizens, in
any case, the Russian Idea will remain a sledgehammer that the state
can continue to wield against them. In a personalized dictatorship,
the pendulum will swing the other way only when the dictator him-
self steps aside or leaves the scene. Putinism has a chance to outlive
Putin, but Russian history, including the history of Stalinism, shows
that as soon as an autocrat disappears, a new era of liberalization can
begin. After Stalin, people had the opportunity to think and breathe,
although the regime remained communist. Similarly, the end of
Putin would inevitably start a cycle of de-Putinization, though the
underlying structure of the state would likely survive for some time.

Of course, change could come from within the system itself: at
least historically, all political transformation in Russia has come from
the top. It is possible that a new group of reformers could emerge
from among the moderate members of the existing elite—liberals
who are still serving in government or the civil service. This new
group would have to decide just how radically they want to change
the country. If they embarked on a new course of modernization
and opening to the West, it could provoke conflicts between former
Putinist circles and the counter-elite returning from abroad or being
released from prisons.

Still, a pragmatic or conciliatory path, resulting from compromise
between elite and counter-elite, could also be followed. If such an
outcome is hard to imagine now, it cannot be ruled out. But before
a more constructive, less messianic vocation for the Russian state
can be born, the Russian Idea must die. @
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Christopher Miller, PhD

Associate Professor of International History

The Fletcher School at Tufts University

Dynamic Frameworks to Address
Complex Geopolitics in Today’s
Technological Landscape

What role does technology play in geopolitics and
international affairs today?

The role of technology in geopolitics and international
affairs is as important as ever, shaping global power
dynamics and countries’ strategies. A quarter of global
tradeis either in semiconductors or in goods that wouldn’t
exist if it weren’t for semiconductors. This industry is
more concentrated than any other, and it creates not
only positions of economic influence but also geopolitical
power for those who control access to this technology.
The United States is trying to restrain the technological
chip-making progress of China, which is spending billions
of dollars to catch up, and China’s leadership is deeply
fearful this gives the United States leverage over China
that can be used both during peace and wartime.

In response, our curriculum emphasizes the study of
digital diplomacy, cybersecurity, and the study of emerging
technologies’ political and economic impact. Fletcher
students are keen on understanding the connections
between these issues, and the curriculum and degree
programs are designed to promote intersectional thinking
and problem-solving.

What skills do students need in order to
understand and manage contemporary crises?
Alot of discussion about technology fails to putitin proper
historical context. Everyone’s impulse is to say, “This is
fundamentally new,” but usually it isn’t. | first became
interested in semiconductors and microchips because
of the role they played in the Cold War space race and
arms race; these issues have been relevant for decades.
Understanding how technology hasimpacted politics and
international relations historically is key to making sense
of its relevance today.

To understand and manage crises, students need a
combination of critical thinking, problem-solving, and
communication skills. My classes at Fletcher focus on
cultivating analytical abilities, decision-making under
pressure, and devising effective crisis communication
techniques. Many classes involve simulated crisis scenarios
and case studies to enable students to develop practical
crisis management skills.

How do you best prepare a student to be adaptable
in a fast-changing global environment?

With complicated problems, you need complex frameworks
to make sense of them. Fletcher’s approach to every issue
is to bring multiple different analytics to bear on problems.
One of my main goals in the classroom is to get students
excited about seeing these new frameworks. Gaining
new analytical purchase on difficult issues is something
students finding enlightening.

My classes at Fletcher try to draw explicit connections
between academic thinking and real-world problems. The
study of history--which my classes focus on--provides
case studies that help students develop analytical toolkits
that can be deployed to future dilemmas. We ultimately
can’t predict the crises that we’ll have to address in the
future, especially when it comes to the interaction of new
technologies and politics. But understanding the impact of
technology and international affairs in the past provides
templates for making sense of the present and future.

L/RFLETGHER

The graduate school
of global affairs
at Tiufis University
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Hitoshi Mitomo

Professor

Graduate School of Asia-Pacific Studies

Waseda University

The Role of Digital Technology in Geopolitics
and Sustainabhility in the Asia-Pacific Region

he Asia-Pacific region has varying degrees of digital

development. While the digital divide remains wide
and digital technology profoundly impacts geopolitics
in the Asia-Pacific region, it is expected to play a crucial
role in realizing sustainability. Digital technology
has facilitated the spread of information, enhanced
connectivity, and reshaped the economic landscape.
Moreover, it has also intensified the competition for
regional dominance. Countries in the Asia-Pacific are
increasingly engaged in cybersecurity and information
warfare, seeking to protect their national interests
and influence the regional narrative. Digital platforms
have become battlegrounds for strategic messaging,
propaganda, and influence operations.

How does fake news impact countries?

Fake news, misinformation, and disinformation impact
both within and across countries, and they struggle to
counteractit. In countries where mass media information
is unreliable or heavily controlled, social networking
sites serve to communicate the truth. In many move-
ments for democratization, social networking played a
crucial role. As social media is gaining importance, fake
information negatively affects the country’s stability,
especially regarding political and human rights issues. In
addition, generative artificial intelligence (Al) can affect
the dissemination of fake news. Deepfakes, which can be
visual or auditory, and manipulated images, can be used
to spread false information and misrepresentindividuals.
Generative Al makes it difficult for people to distinguish
between genuine and artificially generated content, which
amplifies the potential for fake news to spread rapidly
and deceive a broad audience. It can also be leveraged
to personalize and target fake news content to specific
individuals or groups.

How can societies balance regulating false
information and freedom of speech?

It has been argued that the spread of disinformation
should be subject to regulatory and legal restrictions since
spreading false information and misinformation can have
harmful consequences, such as undermining public trust,
inciting violence, or influencing essential decision-making
processes. However, regulatory measures raise concerns
about potential abuse of power, censorship, and stifling
of legitimate speech. While there are countries in the
Asia-Pacific where freedom of expression is not ensured,
there is a movement toward democratization in many
parts of the region. The balance between regulating false
information and upholding freedom of speech has been
debated in many societies.

What role is education expected to play?

Education plays a crucial role in combating the spread
of fake information. The Graduate School of Asia-Pacific
Studies (GSAPS)provides an education that equips indi-
viduals with the tools to navigate and evaluate the vast
information available by promoting critical thinking, media
literacy, and information source evaluation skills. GSAPS’
curriculum ensures that students develop these skills as
an integral part of their education. Of course, we must
remember the importance of building trust—especially
at the individual level—in the classic sense: by building
mutual understanding through increased mutual trust
across the Asia-Pacific.

Waseda University
Graduate School of Asia-Pacific Studies
SMEAASE KRR 7S FAEERRR
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Ginevra Fontana

Graduate of the Diploma Programme 2022-2023
Diplomatische Akademie Wien
Vienna School of International Studies

An Interdisciplinary Approach to

CurrentIssues

raduate programs at the Diplomatische Akademie

Wien-Vienna School of International Studies (DA)
prepare students to excelin a range of international careers.
Located in the heart of Vienna, the DA is near international
organizations, nongovernmental organizations, diplomatic
missions, and cultural institutions. With its vast alumni
networkin over 120 countries and 14 active alumni chapters
worldwide, the DA offers an excellent balance between
theoretical and practical approaches.

How is the role of technology in geopolitics
and international affairs changing? How is this
reflected in your curriculum or ways of teaching?

Technology developments have always affected geopolitics
and international affairs: as history teaches, they play a
major role in both armed conflicts and social changes. The
speed at which discoveries and products are nowadays
developed and made accessible to the public hasincreased
exponentially—effectively speeding up the process to a
previously unimaginable tempo. The curriculum at the
DA is designed to equip students with the necessary
knowledge and skills to comprehend and engage with
these transformations in a timely and effective manner,
by implementing a holistic interdisciplinary approach
through a wide and varied course offer.

What skills are needed to help students prepare to
understand and manage crises?

As the oldest professional school in the world, the DA has
prepared students throughout the centuries to under-
stand and manage crises, as attested by its numerous
distinguished alumni throughout history and all over the
globe. The current curriculum focuses on interdisciplinary
approaches to support the development of the skillset
needed to educate adaptable and capable professionals.
Particular attention is reserved for multilingualism and
intercultural dialogue, further fostered by the various
cultural and interest-based societies, which allow for
advocacy and independent student activities. The DA’s

students and alumni distinguish themselves for their sound
academic background, think-outside-the-box mentality,
and flexible approach to complex issues—all skills honed
with their training.

How do you hest prepare a student to be adaptable
in a fast-changing global environment?

The DA focuses on state-of-the-art education, offering
three post-graduate courses that cater toward different
demographics: the Diploma Program, a one-year course
aimed at preparing professionals for the international
arena, with the Class of 2023 as its fifty-ninth graduating
class; the Master in Advanced International Studies, a
two-year master’s degree hosted in cooperation with
the University of Vienna; and the Master of Science in
Environmental Technology and International Affairs, hosted
in cooperation with the TU Wien. A Master of Science in
Digital International Affairs is currently being established.

The curriculum offered at the DA is diverse and well-
balanced, spanning from digital diplomacy to trade law,
international history to crisis management, environmental
economics to ethics of technology, cybersecurity, and
artificial intelligence. The choice between theoretical and
practical courses is well-balanced, allowing students to
seek out and tailor their education to their professional
objectives and personal academic interests. The DA prides
itself on expanding its curriculum every year, hosting
visiting academics and conferences to focus on current
issues and keepingin stride with all recent developments
and discoveries.

diplomatische
akademie wien

Vienna School of International Studies
Ecole des Hautes Erudes Internationales de Vienne
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Shaun Goughlin

Trust and Safety, Google

2006 School of Global Policy and Strategy Graduate

UC San Diego

Facing Policy Ghallenges as

Technology Evolves

When you think about human rights and social
justice globally, what are the main risks and
rewards you see as technology evolves?

I worked on human rights and international justice at the
U.S. State Department when the Assad regime increased
its killing of civilians in the Syrian civil war and ISIS showed
its depravity to the world by beheading captives. These
conflicts present a great example of both the risks and
rewards of technology. We saw how a regime or terrorist
organization could use social media for propaganda and
disinformation operations, while human rights defenders
shared videos of atrocities to galvanize world action and
civil society organizations debunked misinformation,
such as the investigative journalism group Bellingcat,
who geolocated and validated alleged atrocities depicted
in social media posts.

What informs your thinking about these
challenges?

The School of Global Policy and Strategy (GPS) and UC
San Diego prepared me with two incredibly useful tools:
an analytic framework and cross-cultural understanding.
At GPS, we looked at policy challenges through the lens of
incentive structures by identifying key stakeholders and
influencers, understanding their interests, and identifying
conflicts and commonalities in desired outcomes. Cultural
understanding came from a combination of the diverse
student body and array of outside learning opportunities
offered on campus. In the evolving technology space,
applying these tools can generate critical insights into
needs, such as stress-testing generative artificial intel-
ligence (Al) tools in ways they could be exploited by
violent extremists, or ensuring diversity and inclusion
areincorporated into product design, such as developing
phone cameras that capture outstanding photos of all
skin tones.

In addition to collaboration and teamwork, what
skills will prepare graduates of the future to
manage crises and analyze risk?

Two skills stand out for me: quantitative proficiency and
writing for brevity.

Senior officials and executives hope for a quantified
measure of a crisis or risk whenever possible. It allows for
prioritization relative to other crises and risks and creates
the opportunity for measuring when you have successfully
transitioned out. While it may take a greater aptitude to be
the person designing the quantification system, at minimum
it is important to be proficient enough to understand its
operation, application, and outputs. The GPS curriculum
ensures quantitative proficiency while offering opportunities
for those interested to gain advanced skills. Also, within
private and public sector institutions, decision processes are
driven mostly by short memos as opposed to long papers,
especially when informing or influencing senior executives
or government officials. If a paperis too long, it will not be
read—and GPS requires expertise in short-form writing for
impact, thereby positioning students for success.

How do you collaborate with current students?

I regularly connect with current students to help expand
their outlook on job opportunities. For example, someone
interested in online mis/disinformation and dreaming of a
job at Google may not be aware of positions of interest with
federal government agencies. Or someone interested in
foreign policy may not know that USAID and the Department
of Commerce have their own foreign services. Other alumni
and the GPS career and professional development center
exponentially expanded my awareness of professional
possibilities, and | enjoy paying it forward.

UCSanDiego

SCHOOL OF GLOBAL POLICY AND STRATEGY
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Nina Kelsey

Associate Professor of Public Policy and International Affairs
The Elliott School of International Affairs
The George Washington University

Intersections of Science, Technology, and
International Affairs: Navigating Challenges
and Seizing Opportunities

Cybersecurity. Artificial intelligence (Al). Climate
change. Decarhonization. 5G—and 6G. Smart
cities. Adaptation to climate stress and disasters.
The rise of commercial space programs. Nuclear
security. Smart agriculture. Offshoring and
homeshoring of critical industrial technologies.
Technology transfer for innovations such as
critical drugs, genetically modified crops, or
cutting-edge energy technologies.

Today, the mostinteresting problems in international affairs
areallintertwined with science, technology, and innovation.
There are two ways to respond to this trend: specialize or
generalize. Policy practitioners need to do both.

Onthe one hand, international affairs work will increas-
ingly require specialized knowledge. Deep science and
technology expertise helps practitioners do things such as
translate the science of climate change for policymakers,
assess cybersecurity risks, handle biosecurity and disease
management cooperation problems, and understand the
ways Al could upend competitive advantage in industry or
even how humans see and understand the world.

On the other hand, to cope with the rapidity and
unpredictability of technological change, practitioners
also need to be able to quickly grasp new developments
and adapt to change. That requires fast, flexible, rigorous
thinking and communication, with broad science and policy
literacy and versatile problem-solving skills.

The Elliott School offers an unmatched playing field
to pursue both.

We're a great place to specialize. You’ll dig deep into
specialized programs, institutes, and courses from cyberse-
curity to space policy to sustainable development—many
taught by active policy practitioners. Moreover, George
Washington University offers an unusual range of other
schools that can further your expertise, in engineering
and applied sciences, public health, law, public policy,

business, media and public affairs, and arts and design.
At the Institute for International Science and Technology
Policy, where | work, connecting students to the right
expertise is a core part of our mission.

But we’re also a great place to generalize and get
practical experience. What excites me about my teaching
and research in climate policy is that I’'m often dealing
with policy problems that haven’t been solved. How do
we get to a zero-carbon energy grid? How do we protect
ecosystems from unprecedented pressures? It's people such
as my students that will go on to create those solutions.

My teaching emphasizes rigorous, open-ended
approaches to break down the important aspects of
a problem—technologically, socially, politically—and
figure out how those building blocks could be changed or
rearranged to allow a novelsolution. I focus on tools to do
that: frameworks for organized, critical thinking, efficient
research skills, and practice in concise, clear policy writing.

There’s no better place to learn this than Elliott—not
just because of our own resources but because the
opportunities to turn theory into practice are so accessible.
Given our location in the heart of Washington, many of my
students work next door in the executive branch, the World
Bank/IMF, K Street, or leading nonprofits. The unique fun
of being hereis that what we discuss in class one day may
be what a student wrestles with at work the next.

Elliott School of
International Affairs

THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY
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Professor Henry Schwalbenherg

The Graduate Program in International
Political Economy and Development
Fordham University

Director

Understanding Technology-Driven Ghanges
through an Interdisciplinary Lens

What sets Fordham IPED apart from other
international affairs programs?

Fordham’s Master’s program in International Political
Economy and Development, or Fordham IPED, offers a
unique, rigorous, and innovative approach to analyzing
contemporary global economic relations. Issues in
international economic relations and in international
development are understood from both a political and an
economic perspective. We provide a strong quantitative
methods foundation that allows our students to develop
robust analytical skillsin data analysis, project assessment,
and computer programming. We also stress professional
experience outside of the classroom. And we only admit
a select group of about 20 students each year.

How does Fordham IPED prepare its students

in anticipating changes in the international
affairs landscape brought about by technological
innovations?

Our core curriculum, consisting of economic, political,
and quantitative courses, provides our students with an
advanced interdisciplinary knowledge of global economic
relations. Our electives allow students to specialize in the
fields of international development studies, international
and development economics, development and finance,
international banking and finance, or in global environ-
mental and resource economics. These give our students
the analytical expertise to anticipate and adapt to shifts
in the global economy brought about by technological
innovations. A pressing concern to many of our faculty
is understanding the technological changes needed to
develop a green economy that will promote poverty
reduction in the developing world.

What unique advantages are available for
students in Fordham IPED?

Our curriculum and our location in New York City are ideal
for anyone who wishes to be at the center of the world
economy. Our location affords our students a wealth of
internship opportunities, ranging from the United Nations
and international nonprofit organizations to international
think tanks and Wall Street. Through an endowed summer
intern fellowship program, we fund a number of field
placements for our students to gain practical experience
not only here in New York but also in Washington D.C., as
well as in Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America.

We complement our classes with a weekly lecture
series and various career trips that feature a broad range
of professionals, highlighting the practitioner perspective
on contemporary issues in international affairs.

We have a small class size of roughly 20 students,
providing the opportunity for close interactions with our
supportive and distinguished faculty. Our students, drawn
from around the world, come from diverse cultural and
professional backgrounds. We admit our students from
among the top 40% of all applicants to U.S. graduate
programs and offer generous scholarships to exceptional
students.

Lastly, we have a strong alumni network and close
association with various international organizations. Our
placement record is strong, with about 38% of alumni
in the private sector, 23% in the nonprofit sector, 30%
in government, and the remaining 9% in academia.
Our graduates have a strong record of winning various
prestigious awards, such as Fulbright fellowships, U.S.
Presidential Management fellowships, and international
development fellowships.

FORDHAM | IPED

THE GRADUATE PROGRAM IN
Internanional Pourical Economy AND DEVELOPMENT

FORDHAM UNIVERSITY, NEW YORK CITY
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Andrew Grotto

William J. Perry International Security Fellow

Director, Program on Geopolitics, Technology, and Governance
Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies
Stanford University Ford Dorsey Master’s in International Policy

Studying International Affairs in Silicon Valley—
Balancing Policy, Leadership, and Technical Skills

What is it like studying international affairs in the
heart of Silicon Valley?

Technology is front and center ininternational affairs. Digital
technologies, such as artificial intelligence (Al) and machine
learning systems, cloud computing, semiconductors, and
quantum technologies, have both civilian and military
applications in a geopolitical context of interdependent
economies. Societies’ increasing reliance on them is
an opportunity for strengthening social, political, and
economic bonds but also a vulnerability that threat actors
can exploit.

Many of the innovations and companies behind these
technologies were created in Silicon Valley by Stanford
researchers and students. So, we feel a heightened sense
of responsibility to the world for maximizing the chances
that digital technologies are used ethically to advance
peace and prosperity.

How do you prepare students for leadership in
international affairs?

The curricular heart of our master’s in international
policy (MIP) program is the core, which emphasizes policy
problem-solving skills. Students also choose a specializa-
tion. We offer four, including the one I lead: Cyber Policy
and Security. The program concludes with participation
in capstone projects with world-class, external partner
organizations.

The MIP degree is also customizable: beyond the
core, capstone, and specialization requirements, students
“choose their own adventure.” Faculty and staff help
students map out their coursework, and students rely on
each other for advice as well.

Overall, the MIP experience helps students build the
intellectual infrastructure to take any problem, break
it down into smaller parts, identify stakeholders, build
coalitions, design implementable solutions, and com-
municate them effectively. Students graduate with the
tools and mindset necessary to be effective leaders and
problem-solvers.

What does leadership look like, especially when it
comes to the intersection of digital technologies
and geopolitics?

Technological advances happen so fast that it is essential
for students to develop and practice foundational skills:
how to lead people and organizations, and how to triage
problems and prioritize the most urgent ones. Being an
effective communicator is also critical. These are skills
woven through our curriculum and that students carry
through their careers, no matter what policy issues they
are working on.

Do MIP students have opportunities to enhance
their technical skills?

We wantour students to become changemakersin whatever
career path they choose. This means having foundational
analytical, quantitative, and interpersonal skills and the
confidence to use them. It also requires knowledge about
the technical dimensions of digital technologies—how they
work, how they fail. We encourage students to supplement
their policy coursework by taking advantage of the myriad
opportunities that Stanford offers for delving deeper into
the underlying technologies, whether through coursework
or broader engagement with the Stanford and Silicon Valley
innovation ecosystems.

We have no prior expectations about our students’
technical abilities or lack thereof. That is because different
career paths require vastly different degrees of technical
depth—some paths require a “conversational” level of
fluency in tech, while others require true fluency. We help
students map this out when they get here. They also help
each other out—the MIP community is small and tight-knit,
and our students often coordinate taking more technical
courses together.

Ford Dorsey Master’s
in International Policy
Freeman Spogli Institute

Stanford
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Arancha Gonzalez

Paris School of International Affairs

Sciences Po

Preparing Future Leaders, Inspiring
Change in the Digital Era

What makes Sciences Po and the Paris School of
International Affairs (PSIA) unique?

Founded 150 years ago, Sciences Po’s uniqueness is
remaining faithful to its original approach: multidisciplinary
collaboration in both research and teaching in social and
human sciences, permanent dialogue between sciences
and applied knowledge, and international openness and
social inclusion.

At PSIA, we continue this tradition by providing
students education and professional training in the most
salient fields of international affairs. Located in Paris, at
the heart of Europe, and with English as the language of
instruction, we attract students from over 100 countries
and diverse academic backgrounds. Our specialized
master’s programs and wide range of thematic and
regional concentrations allow students to personalize
their curriculum and chart their very own career paths.

Per QS World University Rankings, PSIA is a global
leader, as reflected in Sciences Po’s continuous top-three
ranking for politics and international studies since 2019.

How does PSIA prepare students to shape
global affairs?

We attract the brightest students from across the planet
and instill these future leaders with the knowledge, skills,
and experiences to understand, navigate, and shape the
complexities of our world. By the end of their two years
in PSIA, graduates are ready to be agents of change in the
public and private sectors.

World-renowned professors and leading practitioners
teach specialist courses that balance conceptual founda-
tions with the most up-to-date operational training and
best practices. Students at PSIA have regular opportunities
for hands-on practice and to engage with world leaders
and scholars through our extensive series of public events,
including our annualintergenerational flagship youth and
leaders summit.

You're launching a dual degree Master’s in
Technology and Global Affairs this year. Why?
Technology isincreasingly shaping international affairs. It
drives innovation and enhances connectivity at a global
scale, butitalso presents fundamental ethical and security
challengesto our societies, our economies, and our forms of
governance. This groundbreaking degree, jointly delivered
by PSIA and IE University in Madrid, will help students gain
knowledge in technologies such as artificial intelligence,
big data, augmented realities, or cybersecurity tools. They
will learn about the impact these technologies are having
on citizenship and rights, geopolitics and security, and
prosperity and sustainable growth, as well as the role that
technology can play to address global pressing challenges,
such as climate change. Students will explore what kind
of global architecture is needed to govern them.

You joined PSIA, having held senior roles at the
United Nations and in the Spanish government.
What qualities do tomorrow’s leaders need

to be successful?

In my experience, leadership transcends titles and posi-
tions. It is about embodying values such as compassion,
fightingintolerance, and rejecting injustice; coherence, as
incoherent leaders are not only inefficient but also build
mistrust; commitment, not just holding on to power but
rather using it for a purpose, and, courage, daring to suc-
ceed but also to fail. These are values that PSIA cherishes
and cultivatesin leaders. Ultimately, itis about a sense of
responsibility toward addressing global challenges that
makes us rise higher together.

SciencesPo

PARIS ScHoOOL OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
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Dehak Das

Assistant Professor

Korhel School of International Studies

University of Denver

Developing a Diverse, Critical, and Practical
Toolkit to Tackle a Fast-Ghanging Glohal

Environment

How is the role of technology in geopolitics

and international affairs changing? How is this
reflected in your curriculum or ways of teaching?
Therole of technology has expanded manifold in geopolitics
and international affairs. From cyber security to artificial
intelligence (Al), autonomous systems, hypersonics,
and nuclear weapons to the use of cryptocurrencies as
tools of democratic activism—especially in the Global
South—emerging technologies now shape international
affairs more than ever.

At the Korbel School, we grapple with these issues
not only from the point of view of present challenges in
international affairs but also through theoretically informed
historical analysis. For example, in my emergingissuesin
international security class, we focus on how each new
technological development in international relations
affects a broad range of issues, such as climate change,
energy security, biosecurity, the war in Ukraine, security
in the Indo-Pacific, and the role of the Global South in
international affairs.

What practical experience do you provide for
students with hoth technology-bhased and
traditional discourse?

We equip students with both hands-on experience and a
broad range of analytical skills. Beyond providing students
with the tools to critically analyze the intersection between
technology and international affairs, we also ensure that
students are exposed to policymakers and practitionersin
the government, private sector, and civil society through
guest lectures and short courses. Many master’s degrees at
Korbel also require students to have internships in either
international organizations, U.S. government agencies,
think tanks or other nongovernmental organizations. These
provide students with the practical experience required to
be successful after their degrees are complete.

What skills are needed to help students prepare to
understand and manage crises?

To manage a crisis, students first need a clear understand-
ing of the issue’s historical background. They also require
critical thinking and strategic analytical skills along with
the ability to produce thoughtful—yet realistic—solutions.
Managing crises also requires quick thinking and the ability
to make difficult decisions under pressure. In the classroom,
| get students to practice all these skills in wargames
and simulation exercises based on current international
crises. At a broader school level, my colleagues and | run
the Sié Simulations, hosted by the Sié Chéou-Kang Center
for International Security and Diplomacy, that apply
wargames to real-world crises. These dynamic exercises
teach students to think through different constraints faced
by decision-makers, alongside practicing policymaking
firsthand at a granular level.

How do you hest prepare a student to be adaptable
in a fast-changing global environment?

The key to being adaptable in a fast-changing environment
is to have a diverse toolkit at your disposal. | aim to equip
students with the tools of critical thinking and analysis with
a focus on enhancing substantive knowledge, historical
understanding, and evidence-based argumentative skills.
Experiential learning is key to this process. It helps our
students have analytical frameworks and heuristics at hand
to be able to distilinformationin a sharp and coherent way
and adapt to any new challenges that they are faced with.

Josef Korbel School
of International Studies
UNIVERSITY of DENVER
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Dr. Joel S. Hellman

Dean and Distinguished Professor of the Practice
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service

Georgetown’s School of Foreign
Service: Expanding and Innovating to

Meet the Moment

How is the School of Foreign Service (SFS)
adapting its academic offerings to meet
the changing global landscape, including
technological advances?

The School of Foreign Service was the first school in the
United States dedicated to preparing leaders to understand
the world and to change the world in the face of newly
emerging global challenges. As we look to our next century,
those challenges are deeply connected with how technology
is changing international affairs. And SFS is changing to
meet those challenges.

For example, with total grants of over $100 million, SFS
created the Center for Security and Emerging Technology
(CSET), which has now become the leading provider
of data-driven analysis on the security implications of
emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence (Al),
advanced computing, and biohazards. With sixty-five
full-time staff and hundreds of student research assistants
since 2019, CSET has been transforming the policy dialogue
in Washington by bringing leading experts on technology
and security together with SFS’s world renowned faculty
ininternational affairs. Researchers at CSET have taught
more than twenty classes at SFS on the impact of emerging
technologies on global security and international relations,
and SFS students regularly serve as research assistants
and co-authors of policy briefs at CSET, launching them
on careers in these critical areas.

We’ve also created a whole new range of courses
across our master’s degree programs that look at the
impact of new technologies on all aspects of international
affairs. Students can focus on science, technology, and
international affairs through a concentration in our Master
of Science in Foreign Service (MSFS) program that examines
how all aspects of science and technology are reshaping
security and diplomacy. Importantly, this year, we are
launching a new master’s degree in environment and

international affairs that looks deeply into the science of
climate change and environmental degradation and how
they are shaping international affairs and global public
policy. We are also launching a new master’s degree in
migration and refugees, which has been reshaped not
only by politics but by coreissues, such as global warming
and environmental change, leading to record numbers
of forced migration around the world. With these new
programs, SFS is once again leading the way in shaping
a new generation of leaders to confront a new set of
global challenges.

What differentiates SFS from its competitors in
graduate education?

With our Washington, DC location, we have always been
dedicated to linking together the worlds of analysis and
practice to develop sustainable solutions to pressing
global problems. Especially when it comes to fast-moving
emerging technologies, it is critical to combine the experi-
ence of practitioners deeply engaged in problem-solving
with the analytical rigor of the country’s best professors
of international affairs. Washington, DC is the hub for
decision-making that will ultimately determine how we
deal with the risks and opportunities presented by new
technologies in international affairs. With its century-old
history, SFS is the place where those decision makers
gather to grapple with these new issues. There has
never been a more exciting and consequential moment
to be at SFS.

GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY
School of Foreign Service
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Mohamad Mirghahari

Sharkey Distinguished Visiting Scholar
School of Diplomacy and International Relations

Seton Hall University

Studying International Relations at the
Intersection of Technology and Geopolitics

As the director of School of Diplomacy’s National
Security Fellowship (NSF) program, how is the
changing role of technology in international affairs
reflected in the research your students are doing?
Over the years, we have witnessed a rapid evolution in
the use of technology and its implications for national
security, geopolitics, and international relations. From
cybersecurity to strategic messaging and information
warfare, our graduate students’ research reflects a growing
recognition of the critical interplay between technology
and geopolitics. Their research explores the risks and
opportunities, ethical considerations, policy implications,
and international cooperation required to navigate the
evolving landscape of technology in international affairs
and national security. All these elements are incorporated
and presented to U.S. government agencies with real world
impacts and recommendations.

Specifically, how does artificial intelligence (Al),
social media, and other forms of new technology
factor into the classroom experience?

Artificialintelligence, social media, and other forms of tech-
nology play a crucial role in our fellowship when assessing
how the intersection of technology and geopolitics impacts
national security. As our national security fellows conduct
research and develop their policy recommendations, they
do real-time analysis of social media and open-source
intelligence. They develop case studies to support their
policy recommendations and implications. Overall, social
media, Al, and other technologies are integral to all our
research projects for U.S. government agencies.

What practical opportunities, both technology-
based and through traditional discourse, does the
NSF program provide for students?

During the year, our national security fellowship students
can wed their research skills with unique access to data
to develop policy recommendations. In partnership with

FNA—a deep technology, Al, and machine learning firm
specializing in advanced network analytics and simula-
tions—the NSF students can develop statistical analysis
models to enhance their recommendations along with an
assessment of the potential impact their recommendations
could have to policy.

What skills do students need to prepare to
understand and manage crises in the global arena?

From critical thinking and analysis to collaboration and
teamwork, our students learn to work across their teams
in a manner that will acclimate them to the crises and
strategic surprises of the real world. By developing these
skills, students will better understand, navigate, and
manage crises in the global arena and thereby contribute
to effective crisis response, conflict resolution, and long-
term stability.

Any advice for young professionals considering a
career in international affairs?

Develop a strong academic foundation, cultivate critical
language skills, gain real world experience, network and
seek mentorship, keep abreast of local, national, and
international developments, be adaptive and never stop
learning. Pursuing a career in international affairs requires
patience, perseverance, and continual learning. Begin by
being proactive and seizing opportunities; be open to
diverse paths and possibilities, and remember that your
passion, dedication, and commitment will guide you in
the right direction.

SCHOOL OF DIPLOMACY AND
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

| SETON HALL UNIVERSITY
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Dean
IE School of Politics, Economics & Global Affairs

Shaping the New Generation of Impactful

Global Leaders

How is the role of technology in geopolitics

and international affairs changing? How is this
reflected in your curriculum or ways of teaching?
We live in an exponentially changing world, with break-
throughs in artificial intelligence, biotechnology, energy
storage, and quantum computing. It is therefore impera-
tive that we study the political, economic, and societal
implications of change and that we advance solutions to
the challenges it brings.

From a global order perspective, technology has
become a full domain for foreign policy—one where our
strategic interests and values are at stake. This is why
technology is present in all our programs. The twenty-
first century will be impossible to navigate without an
understanding of technology and its impact on societies.
Our economics students dive into the implications of
automation, e-platforms, and the circular economy.
Our international relations students learn about tech
diplomacy, the geopolitics of emerging technologies, or
theintersection of technology and democracy. We are also
currently designing a joint Master in Technology and Global
Affairs with Sciences Po to allow for a singular training path
for those with a clear interest in these matters.

What practical experience do you provide for
students with both technology-based and
traditional discourse?

IE University is among the most innovative academic
institutions in the world. We see the arrival of disruptive
technologies as an immense opportunity to enhance our
pedagogy and mold responsible leaders. At the same time,
we have always emphasized the ethical use of emerging
technologies.

An example of our work in this area is the
Tech4Democracy program, an initiative we lead in partner-
ship with the U.S. Department of State, which supports
startups in the field of democracy-affirming technologies,
such as data for policymaking, fact-checking, digital trust,
or GovTech.

What skills are needed to help students prepare to
understand and manage crises?

We firmly believe that learning outside the classroom is
just as important as learning inside of it. This is why we
adopt a practice-based approach, organizing a series of
simulations, role-play exercises, and competitions.

Our students, for example, built a mock refugee camp
and designed a humanitarian response. Through this, they
learned the advantages of proper team management in
uncertain contexts. In other exercises, students simulated
the negotiation of trade agreements.

This applied learning methodology produces very
effective graduates, and |E University has been consistently
ranked among the best in employability worldwide.

How do you best prepare a student to be adaptable
in a fast-changing global environment?

We give students the tools they need to be adaptable
and resilient. Our unique international environment and
outlook shapes global citizens, able to navigate complex
economic, political, and social dynamics that go beyond
borders and cultures.

On top of our applied learning methodology, students
also engage with global speakers through events and
outreach activities. We recently organized a transatlantic
conference, which fosters debates on the U.S.-Europe
relationship and broader Ibero-American issues, as well
as or the Concordia Europe Summit, with seventy-five
decisionmakers having high-level and interactive conversa-
tions centered on the theme of democracy, security, and

geopolitical risk.
e
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Ted Wittenstein

Executive Director, International Security Studies
Lecturer in Global Affairs
Yale Jackson School of Global Affairs

The Yale Jackson School Focuses on
Artificial Intelligence, Emerging
Technologies, and National Power

How is the role of technology in geopolitics
and international affairs changing? How is this
reflected in your curriculum or ways of teaching?

Technology is the backbone of our global commerce and
communication and defense systems and a key aspect of
the criticalinfrastructure that powers our modern civiliza-
tion. Technologies and information spread instantaneously,
while the world economy and supply chains are integrated
to a degree unprecedented in history.

Yet despite the immense benefits that have resulted
from this global connectivity, significant vulnerabilities
persists and threats are on the rise. Competition over
strategic technologies and contests for advantage are
growing but without standard international rules of the
road. Moreover, the future likely will prove even more
transformative due to advances in artificial intelligence (Al).
Machines capable of sophisticated information processing,
toward the frontier of autonomy, pose tremendous oppor-
tunities for economic growth and societal well-being. But
the potential threats also are extraordinary: autonomous
weaponry, Al-augmented cyberwarfare, sophisticated
disinformation campaigns, and geopolitical instability as
nations race to deploy these unpredictable technologies.

A signature new initiative of Yale’s Jackson School
of Global Affairs and International Security Studies (ISS),
the Schmidt Program on Artificial Intelligence, Emerging
Technologies, and National Power examines how Al has
the potential to alter the fundamental building blocks of
world order. The Schmidt Program offers a new yearlong
course, team-taught by faculty across the university, that
spans the disciplines of computer science, data science,
economics, engineering, history, international relations,
law, philosophy, physics, and political science. Through
this exposure to leading scholars across multiple fields,
thisinnovative course equips aspiring policy leaders with
the requisite technical fluency to identify and respond to
emerging threats and opportunities.

What practical experience do you provide for
students with both technology-based and
traditional discourse?

Students familiarize themselves with Al tools through
traditional classroom discussion combined with hands-on
demonstrations, simulations, and group project work.
For example, rather than merely discuss the challenge of
disinformation and its impact on global affairs, students
design their own disinformation bot and learn to utilize
Al to detect disinformation online. The result is that non-
STEM students appreciate the technical aspects of the
challenge, while STEM students gain great exposure to
the broader legal, policy, and ethical implications of the
basic scientific research.

How do you hest prepare a student to he adaptable
in a fast-changing global environment?

In today’s hyper-connected and high-tech world, future
thinkers need to be flexible thinkers, creative problem-
solvers, and work well in interdisciplinary teams. In the
Schmidt Program, students engage in group project work
designed to simulate realistic scenarios and solve global
challenges. For example, students participate in the Yale-
Renmin Student Dialogue on Al, emerging technologies,
and U.S.-China relations, in which they engage in actual
diplomatic exchange with Chinese counterparts. Another
student group composed of global affairs and computer
science students developed a new startup company based
on a group project from class. From their interdisciplinary
expertise, they sought to utilize Al for commercialimagery
analysis to aid in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.

Yale jackson scHOOL
OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS
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Lionel C. Johnson

Professor of Practice, Public Administration and International Affairs
Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs

Syracuse University

Leveraging Technology Requires

a Human Touch

Over four decades, Lionel Johnson’s career has
encompassed the government, nonprofit, and
private sectors. He has been president of the Pacific
Pension and Investment Institute since July 2014 and
previously served as senior vice president of the Initiative
for Global Development. He was vice president and
director of international government affairs at Citigroup.
As a member of the U.S. Foreign Service, Johnson was
assigned to embassies in Haiti, the Philippines, and
Kenya and served as special assistant to Secretaries of
State George P. Shultz and James A. Baker l1I. In addition
to teaching, he directs Maxwell’s graduate international
relations internship program in Washington, D.C., and
other sites.

How do you prepare students to adapt to a world
driven by technological advances?

First, the ability to hear and listen is just as important as
the ability to articulate in both written and verbal terms.
Second, we have instant telecommunications and artificial
intelligencein thisera, butit’s essential to analyze and think
critically. Nothing is ever what it appears to be, and you
must be willing to invest the time and resources to get to
a position based on facts. Fact-based decision-making is
critical. It’s learning to discern, think, and formulate points
of view about complex issues that have been vetted by as
many people and institutions as possible.

How do you help students understand their place
in this changing environment?

| encourage them to think about their career as a
continuum of various opportunities and experiences,
not only in government and the nonprofit space but
also in the private sector. Government resources are
finite across the board. Institutional investors such
as pension funds, endowments and companies have
a responsibility and need to be at the table. It’s not

just about profits but also about using that capital
responsibly and sustainably to help address common
problems. We have so many impressive innovators
worldwide that, given a little bit of opportunity, capital
can bring new ideas to fruition. The fundamentalissues
related to income and wealth disparity that we see
around the world and are driving so much unrest require
aresponse that brings in the talent and the insights of
a range of people and institutions.

What practical experience helps students engage
with these opportunities?

Students come into Maxwell internships with a commit-
ment to learning, and they finish with an appreciation
of how complex the world is and how difficult decision-
making can be. | am finding that they are shocked by how
much they are exposed to in their internships’ early days.
The U.S. Agency for International Development, the State
Department, and the Millennium Challenge Corporation
all have Maxwell students. There is a vibrant nonprofit
community in Washington where students are in places
such as the Council of the Americas and Oxfam America.
Those interested in the policy side get opportunities on
Capitol Hill; I would add how impressed I've been with
the number of students interested in the intelligence
community. Those deployed in places such as the National
Security Agency and the Defense Intelligence Agency are
also getting meaningful experiences.

Syracuse University

Maxwell School of
Citizenship & Public Affairs
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Dr. Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabhaar

Associate Professor

Department of International Affairs

Texas A&M University

How the Persian Guif is Reshaping
the World: Technology and Threats

Region of instabhility

Nuclear technology and its geopolitical consequences
have regained center stage in recent years. Increasing
tensions among great powers and the spread of nuclear
weapons to other states, combined with new technologies
in weapons systems, cyberspace, and media, all threaten
to undermine global and regional order.

Long dominated by oil and religious politics as
well as armed conflicts, many Persian Gulf and broader
Middle East states are now competing for advanced
nuclear technology for strategic and domestic lever-
age. Iran has effectively established itself as a nuclear
threshold state, and in response, Arab states have taken
steps to develop civilian nuclear reactors. Some have
even sought alternative nuclear suppliers in China and
Russia, given U.S. refusal to provide an indigenous
enrichment program, a critical element for states
seeking the weapon option.

Arab states in the Persian Gulf have now established
strong energy and economic ties with U.S. rivals.
Multitrillion-dollar sovereign wealth funds are flowing
across the globe, including to Chinese businesses and
their high-tech sectors. This massive surge of wealth
and investments has led some experts to state that the
Persian Gulf is reshaping the world. The nexus of energy,
nuclear ambitions, and chronic instability makes the
region an evolving hotspot in international politics in the
coming years.

Why the Bush School?

The Bush Schoolis equipped to train the next generation
of policymakers focused on proliferation and recent
technological advances. Having both academic and
practitioner backgrounds, our faculty have contributed to
scholarship and debates on critical foreign policy issues.
My own research on Iran’s foreign and nuclear policy has
appeared in international relations journals as well as
policy outlets such as Foreign Affairs.

Armed with theoretical foundations and method-
ologicaltools, students learn to conduct research, analyze
contemporary issues, and be informed participants in
policy debates. They delve into primary sources and
examine declassified documents to understand how
policy is made and implemented, and then further
shaped by social media.

What practical experiences do you offer students?

Students complete a capstone project for a real-world client
intheirfinal semester. We offer a wide range of cutting-edge
topics covering diplomacy, cyber, defense, intelligence,
and more for government and nongovernmental entities
in and outside of the United States. In the past decade,
my capstone students have reported to the Department
of State and the National Security Council on topics such
as proxy warfare, Iran’s nuclear politics, U.S. strategic
options toward Iran, the role of Russia and China in the
Middle East, and hostage diplomacy.

This intense course pushes students to learn quickly
about a topic they may know little about and produce a
nuanced yet concise report for policymakers. They conduct
interviews and background conversations with national
security advisors, ambassadors, policy experts, academics,
and journalists. Thanks to the ever-advancing commu-
nication and media technologies, our students engage
with experts with diverse opinions and backgrounds,
which, in turn, further elevate their critical thinking and
communication skills.

TEXAS A&M UNIVERSITY

The Bush School

. of Government & Public Service
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Ryoji Nakagawa, PhD

Graduate School of International Relations (GSIR)
Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto Japan

Technology’s Impact on
International Relations

How is the role of technology in geopolitics and
international affairs changing?

Looking back in history, the steam engine developed by
James Watt in 1769 not only revolutionized the power
of machines but also revolutionized locomotion when
applied to steamships and steam locomotives. The
invention of textile machinery, such as the flying shuttle
invented by John Kay in 1940, revolutionized production.
These inventions brought about a dramatic change in the
international position of Britain. Technological innovations
in chemistry, electricity, petroleum, and iron and steel
since the 1870s have greatly contributed to the develop-
ment of the United States and Germany and subsequent
changes in international relations. Nuclear development
was crucial to relations between the two great powers
during the Cold War.

Even today, semiconductor technology has decisive
significance in the security and economic relations between
the United States and China and is the focus of the United
States’ decoupling/derisking policy.

At the Graduate School of International Relations
(GSIR), guidance is provided so that students can consider
the meaning of these technologies in international relations
while comprehensively clarifying international relations
from political, economic, and cultural perspectives. This
includes, for example, the implications of things such as
the development of dual-use technology for U.S. security
policy, agricultural technology developmentin sub-Saharan
Africa on food security, and nuclear development in North
Korea on relations with the United States.

How does GSIR best prepare a student to be
adaptable in a fast-changing global environment?

Our curriculum offers four clusters of programs in global
international relations. These clusters are global gover-
nance, sustainable development, culture, society, and
media, and global Japanese studies. They are aimed at

students with diverse backgrounds and interests from
over thirty-two countries, some of whom are working
policymakers from overseas, sponsored by their govern-
ments, or on scholarship programs from the Japanese
government. The courses are provided by scholars and
practitioners, including experienced external lecturers
such as diplomats, economists, journalists, managers of
nongovernmental organizations, and entrepreneurs from
the private sector.

Our curriculum gives students opportunities to
promote their understanding of what is happeningin the
real world and encourages them to find clues to address
globalissues. We also offer more practical courses, such as
professional training that provides hands-on experience
in international development in Asia and beyond, from
practitioners who have experience working for national,
regional, and international organizations. The global
Japanese studies cluster encourages students to learn
from the experiences of Japan and other Asian countries,
developing alternative and critical insights into global
affairs beyond Western paradigms. Furthermore, GSIR has
been strengthening the double master’s degree program,
which offers qualified students an opportunity to study
at overseas partner universities and research institutes
in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Asian and
European nations. Through this program, students can
earn two master’s degrees in as short as two years. This
program prepares them to work in a rapidly changing
world. We continue to update our program to maintain
relevance to the changing needs of professional schools
in international relations.

RITSUMEIKAN UNIVERSITY
Graduate School of

I\ International Relations
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Chair, SIS Department of
Foreign Policy & Global Security

Samantha Bradshaw

Professor, School of International Service

American University

Meeting Tomorrow’s Security

Challenges Today

How is international affairs changing due to rapid
advancements in technology?

Campbell: Technology is reshaping every aspect of
international affairs. Disinformation and foreign influence
operations undermine democratic processes. Drones,
robotics, and bioweapons change how defense officials
evaluate offensive and defensive capabilities. Innovations
in surveillance technology affect human rights, including
privacy, intellectual property, freedom of assembly, and
political advocacy. Due to cultural differences and the
intrinsically borderless nature of many technologies,
debates about international norms and the regulation of
technology are a new area of contention within interna-
tionaland regional bodies. New innovations in generative
artificial intelligence (Al) and quantum computing will
reshape things further. We are reshaping what we teach
to prepare practitioners.

Bradshaw: Today’s complex challenges require a
multidisciplinary approach that provides students with
both a theoretical and analytical toolkit to understand,
evaluate, and act on the biggest questions of our time. New
technologies, such as drones, change the power balance
between state and non-state actors; we talk about how
this affects the nature of conflict and how policymakers
can limit harmful or unanticipated effects. Misinformation
spread on social media raises difficult questions about the
boundaries of speech; students explore how platforms bal-
ance competing social and cultural obligations with profit.
Advancements in Al provide new tools for public safety,
hiring and recruiting, education, banking, and healthcare,
but they also risk perpetuating bias and inequality: how
can technologists ensure that these systems are built in
ways that are both just and effective? We want to be part
of that conversation.

At American University, we offer classes that tackle
these questions, bridging academic theory and public policy
to give students a deep and nuanced understanding of the

problem and an analytical toolkit to develop and evaluate
new policies. Our globally oriented and multidisciplinary
faculty offer students a variety of perspectives onissues at
the nexus of new technology and international relations,
including those from history, political science, economics,
and international development.

How do you build in real-world experiences to
prepare students to adapt in a fast-changing
global environment?

Bradshaw: We incorporate opportunities for both a
practicum and an internship, usually with government,
industry, or nongovernmental organizations, which give
students real-world experiences in project management
and consulting. For the practicum, students spend
one semester working in teams with clients, including
U.S. and international government agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and businesses, to conduct policy and
program analyses. Students draw on their research and
their qualitative and quantitative skills to prepare final oral
and written analyses and recommendations.

Campbell: Internships and practica are great opportunities
to network and make connections. When I served in govern-
ment, managing crises was critical; this will be even more
important as technology increases connectivity, bringing
things occurring abroad closer to home and speeding up
decision cycles. Analytical and communication skills are
both critical in this regard. Our ability to bring practitioners
to campus as teachers and panelists means students hear
firsthand accounts of difficult decision-making. Many of
our courses also include simulations and scenarios during
which students practice crisis management skills.

EA‘ SCHOOL of INTERNATIONAL SERVICE
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Professor Moyara (Mo) Ruehsen

Middlebury Institute of International Studies

How New Technologies are
Changing Glohal Security

How are new technologies changing the glohal
security field?

There’s a lot of excitement around artificial intelligence
(Al) and how it can enhance the work of governments
and private sector compliance professionals in detecting
criminal activity, such as financial sanctions evasion and
cross-border smuggling.

More criminal activity is migrating online and being
conducted with alternative communication methods and
payment methods. So, we need to keep up with “older”
technologies, such as blockchain forensics. Criminals
may not be using Bitcoin as often as they did, but we
have the technology to track what they’re doing on other
blockchains.

Beyond my field of financial crime, my colleagues have
been using open-source tools to monitor extremist group
hate speech and satellite imagery to monitor shipping
traffic and nuclear weapons facilities.

How is this shifting power dynamics? What do you
see as the peril and the promise of these
new technologies?

With the advent of ChatGPT and digitally manipulated voice
and video, we’re starting to see what Al is capable of. Just
as Al can help the good guys, it can also be abused by the
bad guys. | worry about what awaits us once criminals and
rogue states master their own Al capabilities.

How is this reflected in what you teach and

how you teach it?

No one can singlehandedly keep up with all the new tech-
nologies—we rely on a team of professional practitioners
who teach these cutting-edge techniques. | am constantly
adapting my own courses. For example, | was teaching a
course called cyber-enabled financial crime, but most
financial crime today is already cyber-enabled. The cases
| used in that course are now part of my introductory
typologies course.

What skills are most critical for students to build
so they can understand and address emerging
threats in a fast-changing global environment?
Traditional communication skills, including written and
spoken communication, cross-cultural communication,
and foreign language skills, will always be important,
especially because many threats are transnational and
require close collaboration with foreign counterparts.
Language translation technology is no substitute for
building interpersonal cross-cultural relationships.

Blockchain forensics for tracing crypto assetsis another
exciting development. We train our financial crime students
in advanced blockchain analytics techniques and how
to use public tools that highlight the flow of funds and
recognize patterns.

Other critical skills include data analytics, which
is getting more sophisticated. Coding classes, such as
Python and SQL, are becoming standard components of
data analytics curricula.

What do you see on the horizon? Where do you
see emerging needs and opportunities for people
entering this field in the coming years?

While it’s entertaining to watch movie characters such
as James Bond and Jack Ryan and their high-speed car
chases, most of the exciting work in the international
security space will be done with a computer. While there will
always be a need for digital skills within federal agencies,
law enforcement, and the military, thereis also a need for
these skills in the private sector—it’s a growth industry.

Middlebury Institute of
International Studies at Monterey
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Director, Jack D. Gordon Institute for Public Policy

Founding Executive Director, Cybersecurity@FIU program
Steven J. Green School of International & Public Affairs
Florida International University

Educating Leaders to Address the Glohal

Cyher Landscape

How is the Green School of International & Public
Affairs preparing students for cybersecurity’s crucial
role in international relations and government policy?

Through programs such as the Cybersecurity and
Technology Policy track of the Master of Arts in Global
Affairs program, students gain knowledge and skills to
navigate an increasingly complex cybersecurity landscape.
Multidisciplinarity, experiential learning, and practical skills
prepare students for the global cyber policy workforce. The
multidisciplinary curricula includes faculty from the Green
School, College of Law, and College of Engineering as well
as practitioners from government and industry. Coursework
topicsinclude cyber warfare and cybersecurity policy and
its legal and ethical dimensions. By emphasizing pathways
to internships, providing research opportunities, and
engaging students with the workforce, students acquire
practical knowledge and insights into the challenges and
best practices of cybersecurity.

What skills are needed so Green School students
will understand the impact of technology in glohal
affairs and how to effectively harness it?

We emphasize hard and soft skill development to ensure
graduates are prepared to enter global cyber and technology
policy workforces. Thisincludes a sophisticated understand-
ing of the existing and emerging technological landscape—for
example, artificial intelligence (Al), blockchain, Internet of
Things, quantum computing—and how technologiesimpact
societies, governance, security, economics, and international
relations. Students must develop critical thinking and
analytical abilities to assess implications of technology
adoption, evaluate risks and benefits, and formulate strategic
policies—and have the communications skills necessary to
inform and influence policymakers.

How can tomorrow’s leaders combat crises and
threats posed by Al and social media—and utilize
them as positive forces?

Graduates must be prepared to tackle unprecedented
challenges due to the speed and breadth of technological

disruption. Artificial intelligence, Internet of Things,
mobile technologies, extended reality, and biotechnolo-
gies will have a profound impact on societies and their
interactions in the international system. Aspiring profes-
sionals should embrace a wide range of multistakeholder
approachesto innovating policy solutions for the greater
good, including collaborative governance, international
engagement, agile policy development, and running
policy innovations through testbeds such as regulatory
sandboxes and pilot programs.

What sets the Green School apart from other
graduate programs in international relations and
public policy?

Our programming emphasizes multidisciplinarity,
experiential learning, and practitioners in the classroom.
Faculty provide meaningful exposure to technical and
legal curricula to ensure students are equipped to think
holistically about persistent cyber policy issues. Experiential
learning engages studentsin policy-relevant research and
includes partnerships with government agencies and
industry leaders. For example, the Gordon Institute for
Public Policy leads a Cyber Threat Intelligence Fellowship
program that provides students with specialized cur-
riculum, professional development activities, near-peer
mentorship from alumniin the workforce, and internship
opportunities. The program has a placement rate of over
80% and was highlighted before the U.S. Congress by the
Honorable Avril Haines, Director of National Intelligence.
Such dimensions provide a comprehensive and forward-
thinking education, equipping students to address complex
challenges in international relations and public policy in
the twenty-first century.

Steven J. Green
School of International
& Public Affairs
FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY
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Dr. Sanjeev Khagram

Director General and Dean
Thunderbird School of Global Management
Arizona State University

Shaping Higher Education for the Fourth

Industrial Revolution

How is the role of technology in politics and
international affairs changing?

The first Industrial Revolution was powered by the steam
engine, the second by the automobile, and the third by
the Internet and personal computer. Today, in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, we have at least twelve interacting
technologies. From artificial intelligence to augmented
reality and virtual reality, biotechnology, blockchain,
distributed ledger and geoengineering, this is the most
complex combination of transformative technologies ever
witnessed in our planetary and human history.

Technologies are reshaping individual lives, trans-
forming business processes, changing societal dynamics,
and influencing government policies. At Thunderbird, we
have one of the most technologically advanced global
headquarters of any leadership, management or business
school in the world. The F. Francis and Dionne Najafi
Thunderbird Global Headquarters brings the world’s
leading technology directly to the hands of our students
and faculty. The building spans five floors and features
state-of-the-art flexible classrooms and 1,600 square
feet of displays with more than twenty million pixels of
direct-view LED screens showcasing presentations and
events worldwide. The building features a green screen
studio, a full XR production and development studio,
and a volumetric capture studio that creates full three-
dimensional renderings for faculty and student initiatives.
This technology is used to incorporate immersive language
learning, allowing Thunderbird students access to learn
new languages and meet with students and faculty from
every corner of the globe.

We in higher education can help by developing lead-
ers who will put technology to work to solve our greatest
challenges. We can help empower students, our current
and future leaders, to positively impact our world by
encouraging the desire to overcome boundaries and cooper-
ate across disciplines and by fostering an entrepreneurial
mindset in all that we do.

How does Thunderbird help students prepare to
manage global challenges?

Businesses today compete in a global marketplace
characterized by some combination of volatility, uncer-
tainty, complexity and ambiguity. As we face political,
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Xi’'s Age of

Stagnation

'The Great Walling-Off of China

IAN JOHNSON

n the early months of 2023, some Chinese thinkers were expect-

ing that Chinese President Xi Jinping would be forced to pause

or even abandon significant parts of his decadelong march toward
centralization. Over the previous year, they had watched the gov-
ernment lurch from crisis to crisis. First, the Chinese Communist
Party had stubbornly stuck to its “zero covip” strategy with vast
lockdowns of some of China’s biggest cities, even as most other
countries had long since ended ineffective hard controls in favor of
cutting-edge vaccines. The government’s inflexibility eventually trig-
gered a backlash: in November 2022, antigovernment protests broke
out in Chengdu, Guangzhou, Shanghai, and Beijing, an astounding

IAN JOHNSON is Stephen A. Schwarzman Senior Fellow for China studies at the
Council on Foreign Relations and the author of the forthcoming book Sparks: China’s
Underground Historians and Their Battle for the Future. A Beijing-based correspondent for
The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and other publications for 20 years, he was
awarded a Pulitzer Prize for his reporting on China in 2001.
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development in Xi’s China. Then, in early December, the government
suddenly abandoned zero covip without vaccinating more of the
elderly or stockpiling medicine. Within a few weeks, the virus had
run rampant through the population, and although the government
has not provided reliable data, many independent experts have con-
cluded that it caused more than one million deaths. Meanwhile, the
country had lost much of the dynamic growth that for decades has
sustained the party’s hold on power.

Given the multiplying pressures, many Chinese intellectuals
assumed that Xi would be forced to loosen his iron grip over the
economy and society. Even though he had recently won an unprece-
dented third term as party general secretary and president and seemed
set to rule for life, public mistrust was higher than at any previous
point in his decade in power. China’s dominant twentieth-century
leaders, Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, had adjusted their
approach when they encountered setbacks; surely Xi and his closest
advisers would, too. “I was thinking that they would have to change
course,” the editor of one of China’s most influential business jour-
nals told me in Beijing in May. “Not just the covip policy but a lot
of things, like the policy against private enterprise and [the] harsh
treatment of social groups.”

But none of that happened. Although the zero-covip measures
are gone, Beijing has clung to a strategy of accelerating government
intervention in Chinese life. Dozens of the young people who pro-
tested last fall have been detained and given lengthy prison sentences.
Speech is more restricted than ever. Community activities and social
groups are strictly regulated and monitored by the authorities. And
for foreigners, the arbitrary detention of businesspeople and raids on
foreign consulting firms have—for the first time in decades—added
a sense of risk to doing business in the country.

For more than a year, economists have argued that China is embark-
ing on a period of slowing economic growth. To account for this, they
have cited demographic changes, government debt, and lower gains in
productivity, as well as a lack of market-oriented reforms. Some have
talked of “peak China,” arguing that the country’s economic trajectory
has already or will soon reach its apex and may never significantly
overtake that of the United States. The implication is often that if only
Beijing would tweak its economic management, it could mitigate the
worst outcomes and avoid a more dangerous decline.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS



Xi's Age of Stagnation

What this analysis overlooks is the extent to which these economic
problems are part of a broader process of political ossification and ideo-
logical hardening. For anyone who has observed the country closely
over the past few decades, it is difficult to miss the signs of a new
national stasis, or what Chinese people call nejjuan. Often translated
as “involution,” it refers to life twisting inward without real progress.
'The government has created its own universe of mobile phone apps
and software, an impressive feat but one that is aimed at insulating
Chinese people from the outside world rather
than connecting them to it. Religious groups
that once enjoyed relative autonomy—even Today in China,
those favored by the state—must now contend  even bus drivers
with onerous restrictions. Universities and
research centers, including many with global
ambitions, are increasingly cut off from their

must listen to
lectures on “Xi

international counterparts. And China’s small ]inping Thought.”

but once flourishing communities of indepen-
dent writers, thinkers, artists, and critics have been driven completely
underground, much like their twentieth-century Soviet counterparts.

'The deeper effects of this walling-off are unlikely to be felt over-
night. Chinese society is still filled with creative, well-educated, and
dynamic people, and the Chinese government is still run by a highly
competent bureaucracy. Since Xi came to power in 2012, it has pulled
oft some impressive feats, among them completing a nationwide high-
speed rail network, developing a commanding lead in renewable energy
technologies, and building one of the world’s most advanced militaries.
Yet neijuan now permeates all aspects of life in Xi’s China, leaving the
country more isolated and stagnant than during any extended period
since Deng launched the reform era in the late 1970s.

In the months since Beijing ended its coviD restrictions, foreign
journalists, policy experts, and scholars have begun to return to the
country to assess the future of China’s government, economy, and
foreign relations. Many have tended to focus on elites in the capital
and have related China’s isolation and economic slowdown to frictions
between Washington and Beijing or to the effects of the pandemic.
Speaking to people from different regions and classes, however, offers
a different view. Over several weeks in China this spring, I spoke to
a few big-picture thinkers, such as the business journal editor. But I
decided to spend most of my time with a much broader cross section
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of Chinese people—doctors, business owners, bus drivers, carpenters,
nuns, and students—whom I have known for years. Their experiences,
along with broader trends in civil society and government, suggest
that China’s leaders have begun to sacrifice technocratic progress and
even popular support in their pursuit of stability. Beijing’s bet seems
to be that in order to withstand the pressures of an uncertain world,
it must turn inward and succeed on its own. In doing so, however, it
may instead be repeating the mistakes of its Eastern bloc predecessors

in the middle decades of the Cold War.

MOVING MOUNTAINS, BUILDING FORTRESSES

'The Xi administration’s obsession with control might seem to be
something that mainly hurts intellectuals or urban professionals.
And it is true that ever more pervasive restrictions on civil society
have shuttered magazines, driven artists out of the country, and
caused hundreds of thousands of middle-class people to emigrate.
Yet the tightening is having a deep impact on ordinary Chinese peo-
ple as well. Consider the experience of participants in an annual folk
religion pilgrimage to a holy mountain near Beijing. Mao’s zealots
destroyed many of the original temples in the 1960s, but in the late
1980s, the mountain’s mainly working-class visitors raised money
to rebuild them, and for more than 30 years, the annual 15-day
event was largely self-managed and self-financed. Over the past two
decades, authorities encouraged this traditional communal activity,
which drew on Han Chinese folk practices, as a useful counter-
weight to religions such as Christianity, which they view as foreign
and subject to outside influence. Officials showered the pilgrimage
with positive media coverage, allowing it to grow rapidly into one
of the country’s largest religious festivals, attracting hundreds of
thousands of visitors.

But state sponsorship has now brought state supervision. Over
the past decade, the government has imposed rules on religious sites
across China, closing down unauthorized places of worship, forbid-
ding minors from attending religious services, and even insisting that
religious sites fly the national flag. In the case of the holy mountain
near Beijing, the government transferred management of the site’s
temple complex to a state-owned company, which has deployed pri-
vate security guards and uniformed police to patrol the shrines and
has cluttered the mountain with party propaganda. Near the top, next
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to a shrine to the Buddhist goddess of mercy, managers from the state
enterprise erected a giant billboard emblazoned with hammers and
sickles. One panel displays the oath of allegiance that new members
must take when they join the party. Another panel announces in huge
characters: “The Party is in my heart. Eternally follow the Party line.”
As a result of this overt politicization, the number of visitors

is down, and on some days this spring, no pilgrims came at all.
Many people who attend the temple or work there are intensely
patriotic and support the party line on many

issues. Bring up the United States, the war

China’s leadership in Ukraine, or a possible invasion of Tai-
shuns debate wan, and they will passionately argue that

and feels no
compulsion to

the Americans seek to contain China, that
Washington is to blame for Russia’s assault
on Ukraine, and that Taiwan must reunite

explain itself. with China or face invasion. But they are
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also dismayed by the slowing economy, the
government’s handling of the pandemic, and political “study ses-
sions” at work—even bus drivers must now listen to lectures on “Xi
Jinping Thought” and download mobile phone apps that instruct
users on party ideology. Observing a squad of police officers march
past, one manager who has worked on the mountain since the 1990s
expressed disappointment at how much the pilgrimage has changed.
“In China today,” he said, “you can’t do anything without taking care
of one thing first: national security.”

Still more consequential may be the state’s now ubiquitous pres-
ence in Chinese intellectual life. Chinese leaders have always viewed
universities somewhat suspiciously, installing party secretaries to
oversee them and surrounding them with walls. Still, for decades,
universities were also home to freethinking academics, and their gates
were rarely shut to visitors. Since Xi came to power, however, these
freedoms have gradually been eliminated. In 2012, the government
began to impose bans on teaching subjects such as media freedom,
judicial independence, promoting civil society, and independent his-
torical inquiry. Then, with the onset of the pandemic, the government
expanded surveillance and added new security measures that have
since become permanent, transforming universities into fortresses.

One day in May, I arranged to meet a professor and four of his
graduate students at Minzu University of China, a leafy campus on
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the western side of Beijing founded to train new leaders among the
country’s 55 recognized non-Han ethnic minorities, such as Tibet-
ans, Uighurs, and Mongolians. Before the pandemic, I usually met
him at a university canteen or café. Now, visitors entering the cam-
pus must present their faces to a camera at a turnstile so that the
authorities know precisely who is entering. The professor suggested
that we convene off campus at a Mongolian restaurant, and we used
a private room to avoid eavesdroppers. “Maybe it’s better that they
don’t know we’re meeting,” he said.

The professor was hardly a dissident. He strongly supports unifi-
cation with Taiwan and has researched the shared cultural roots of
mainland Chinese and Taiwanese society. With the help of local offi-
cials, he rebuilt a traditional meeting place for members of a clan in
his hometown in southeastern China. In earlier years, he also traveled
widely and held fellowships abroad, and he is now working on a book
about a religious movement that took hold in China in the 1920s.

Over the past decade, however, the government has incrementally
stymied much of his research. He now needs approval to attend
conferences abroad and must submit his writing for vetting before
publishing it. His new book cannot be published in China because
discussions of religious life, even that of a century ago, are considered
sensitive. And state authorities have so thoroughly obstructed the
anthropology journal he has been editing that he has resigned his
post. Over the past three years, the journal has prepared 12 issues,
but only one has made it past the censors.

Outside universities, the boundaries of what can be published
have similarly narrowed, even affecting analysis of initiatives and
ideas that Xi supports. In the first decade of this century, for exam-
ple, one public intellectual I know wrote several groundbreaking
books on old Beijing. Although Xi is widely seen as a champion
of the capital’s old city, the writer now avoids the issue, and pub-
lishers will not reprint his earlier works because they discuss the
endemic corruption that underlies the destruction of historic
areas. Instead, he has reverted to seemingly distant and apolitical
subjects in order to obliquely criticize the present situation. His new
focus: Beijing’s thirteenth-century history under Genghis Khan,
which he portrays as an open, multicultural time—in implicit con-
trast to today. “It’s easier to write about the Mongolians,” he said.
“Most censors don't see the parallels.”
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WHAT MISTAKES?

Ordinary Chinese workers have a different set of concerns, mostly
relating to the economy and the pandemic. During the first quarter
of 2023, China’s slowing economy barely reached the government
growth target of five percent, and it achieved that level only with heavy
state spending. The youth unemployment rate is over 20 percent, and
many people wonder how their children will be able to get married if
they cannot afford to buy an apartment. Figures for the second quarter
were slightly better, but only compared with the second quarter of last
year, when the economy was nearly brought to a standstill by covip
lockdowns. A variety of indicators show growing vulnerabilities in
a range of sectors, and many Chinese feel they are in a recession.
A group of textile manufacturers from Wenzhou in coastal Zhe-
jiang Province told me that sales across China are down 20 percent
this year, forcing them to lay off staff. They believe the economy will
recover, but they also think that the go-go years are gone. “We're in
a cloudier era,” one of them said.

Many business owners point to the sharp decline in foreign visitors.
'The plunge is partly due to covIDp travel restrictions, which have been
relaxed only recently, but it is also a reflection of how difficult it has
become to move around the country. To visit China today is to enter a
parallel universe of apps and websites that control access to daily life.
For outsiders, ordering a cab, buying a train ticket, and purchasing
almost any goods requires a Chinese mobile phone, Chinese apps, and
often a Chinese credit card. (Some apps now accommodate foreign
credit cards, but not all vendors accept them.) Even a simple visit to
a tourist site now requires scanning a Qr code on a Chinese app and
filling out a Chinese-language form. On one level, these hindrances
are trivial, but they are also symptomatic of a government that seems
almost unaware of the extent to which its ever more expansive cen-
tralization is closing the country off from the outside world.

'The whiplash course of the pandemic in China—from months-
long closures to the uncontrolled spread when the harsh measures
ended—has also left lasting scars. Although much of the international
coverage focused on the lockdowns in big cosmopolitan cities such
as Shanghai, rural areas were hit particularly hard by the subsequent
wave of infections. Outside urban centers, medical services are often
rudimentary, and when the authorities suddenly began ignoring the
disease, many people succumbed to it. One doctor who works in an
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emergency ward in a rural district near Beijing said he was stunned by
the number of elderly people who died in the weeks after the controls
were lifted. “We were told that it was normal that old people died,”
he said. “But aren’t we supposed to be a civilization that is especially
respectful of the elderly? I was so angry. I guess I still am.”

In elite circles closer to the government, it is common to hear
such concerns downplayed or brushed oft. In May, the editors of the
Beijing Cultural Review, a mainstream media publication, told me
that the government’s handling of the pandemic may have been a bit
heavy-handed and that officials underestimated the economic damage
caused by zero covip. But now that they had reversed course, they
said, the economy would soon bounce back. “Maybe it’ll take three
years,” an editor told me. “But it will recover, and people will move on.”

That’s not necessarily a Pollyannish view. Over its nearly 75 years
in power, the government has withstood a series of major crises: the
Great Famine of 1958—61 and the Cultural Revolution of 1966-76,
which together led to tens of millions of deaths; the Tiananmen Square
massacre of 1989, in which the government unleashed the military on
peaceful student demonstrators with the world watching; the Falun
Gong crackdown of 1999-2001, in which the authorities killed more
than 100 protesters and sent thousands to labor camps; and the Sichuan
earthquake of 2008, in which more than 60,000 people died—in sig-
nificant measure because of faulty government construction, especially
of public schools. These incidents riveted the country and led some to
wonder whether China’s leaders could escape repercussions.

Especially over the past forty years, the party’s control of the media
and its ability to maintain fast-paced growth allowed it to quickly
tamp down grievances. After the Falun Gong protests, for example,
the government’s portrayal of the group as a cult became part of the
historical narrative; at the same time, the authorities loosened control
over folk religious groups as long as they avoided politics. In 2001,
China joined the World Trade Organization, and under a techno-
cratic leadership that encouraged international investment and private
enterprise, the country enjoyed double-digit economic growth.

It is possible that such techniques can still work. As the Chinese
astrophysicist and dissident Fang Lizhi observed in 1990, “About
once each decade, the true face of history is thoroughly erased from
the memory of Chinese society.” Likewise, if faster growth returns,
the current crises could quickly be forgotten, making the immediate
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post-covID era just another blip in the party’s relatively stable control
of China over the past nearly half century. At least that may be the
government’s assessment, helping explain why it has not changed
course despite the recent upheavals.

But such comforting assumptions ignore a key lesson of the past:
that the party also survived by adapting and experimenting. After Mao
died, for example, party elders around Deng realized that the party
confronted a crisis of legitimacy. They introduced market reforms and
relaxed the party’s grip on society. Likewise, after the 1989 Tiananmen
massacre and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Deng and his
immediate successors came to believe that a lack of economic progress
underpinned both events and pushed through wide-ranging reforms
that transformed China into an emerging economic superpower.

'This adaptive authoritarianism can be attributed in part to a gener-
ation of leaders who saw the People’s Republic as a work in progress
that could be continually improved rather than as a fixed political
system that had to be preserved at all costs. Leaders such as Deng
had helped found the new country in 1949, but they knew that it was
prone to large-scale crises that needed correction. In the aftermath
of the Mao years, they also realized that their rule was precarious.
Relinquishing political control was oft the table, but most other things
were open for discussion. Today it’s almost shocking to read govern-
ment policy documents from the Deng era. For example, the 1982
party directive Document 19 explicitly allowed religious practices
that are now increasingly banned, such as home-based preaching
and baptism. Underground religious movements were to be treated
gently because the state had “used violent measures against religion
that forced religious movements underground,” the document said.

There are few signs today of such self-critical reflection. Although
it is difficult for outside observers to know the inner workings of the
current leadership, the about-face by fiat on zero covibp is in keeping
with Xi’s overall approach. In decades past, if accidents or disasters
occurred that reflected poorly on the party, leaders such as former
president Hu Jintao and former prime minister Wen Jiabao visited
the locales in question to show they cared, drawing on much the
same playbook as their Western counterparts in such situations. Xi
also travels often around China, but rarely to express condolences, let
alone to take implicit government responsibility for failures. Instead,
he mostly visits local communities to exhort them to comply with
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party doctrine and government policy. This feeds into the impression
among many Chinese people of an increasingly remote leadership that
allows few dissenting viewpoints, shuns internal debate, and feels no
compulsion to explain itself to the public.

THE BERLIN TRAP

For many who live in this era of neijuan, the question is how long
it will last. Although the Chinese Communist Party of today differs
from its historical counterparts in other countries, some Chinese
thinkers see broad parallels between China’s inward turn and the
stifling atmosphere of Eastern bloc countries during the height of
the Cold War. One striking analogy that some mention is the Berlin
Wiall. When it was first erected in 1961, this symbol of communist
oppression consisted of rolls of barbed wire strung down the middle
of the street; it only gradually acquired its final form as an all but
impermeable series of concrete barriers buttressed by a network of
watchtowers and searchlights. From the start, it seemed to demon-
strate the inherent failure of the East German state to build a desir-
able place to live, and many saw it as an anachronistic effort to lock
people in their own country. Yet it was also remarkably successful,
allowing the regime to stabilize itself and survive for another three
decades. The wall couldn’t save the German Democratic Republic,
but it bought the leadership time.

Now, China’s rulers seem to be building and perfecting their own
twenty-first-century version of the Berlin Wall. Although tens of
thousands of Chinese citizens languish in prisons or house arrest for
their views, the barrier is not primarily physical. Instead, state power
is exercised through an increasingly complete system of censorship
of speech and thought, whether on the Internet or television or in
textbooks, movies, exhibitions, or even video games, to create a widely
accepted historical narrative that makes the party seem essential for
China’s survival. It also now includes the idea that China should build
all key technologies on its own, rejecting the principles of compar-
ative advantage that have been the bedrock of globalization. These
efforts amount to a more subtle form of control, giving people the
illusion of freedom while guiding them away from anything that
would challenge the regime.

But like its East German counterpart, China’s wall is intended to
forestall an existential challenge. Just as East Germany faced collapse
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from uncontrolled emigration in the 1950s, China was facing its own
crisis in the two decades before Xi took the helm as new technologies
such as the Internet helped foster the first nationwide movement
against the party. The source of dissent was not an organization with
members and bylaws but a loose alliance of critical intellectuals, vic-
tims of party abuse, and ordinary citizens unhappy with local con-
ditions. Condemnation of one-party rule began appearing in the
media, online, and in underground magazines and documentary films.
Leaders such as Hu and Wen had to respond.

At first, they did so by allowing a public

discussion of national crises and sometimes Chinese dissidents

by undertaking reforms in response. In 2003, are far more
for example, after the death of a student who imble th
had been beaten by police caused a national nln.l c .an
outcry, Wen announced an immediate mod- their Soviet-era
ification of police custody laws. But fearful counterparts.
that too much citizen oversight could chal-

lenge the party’s authority, leaders soon resorted to new social con-
trols. A turning point came in late 2008, after the Beijing Summer
Olympics had ended and the world’s spotlight was off China. The
government arrested the dissident writer and future Nobel Peace
Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo and soon implemented greater surveil-
lance of social media. Xi ramped up this trend and systematized it.
To cap it off, he oversaw the rewriting of the party’s official history
in 2021, downplaying past debacles such as the Cultural Revolution
and glorifying his own policies. Using the tools of the digital age,
Xi transformed China’s wall from an ad hoc assembly of rules and
regulations into a sleek, powerful apparatus.

As in East Germany, this tactic has been successful—at least up
to now. Many people have internalized the party’s version of history:
in that telling, its leaders saved China from foreign domination and
made China strong and powerful, and therefore only the party, even
if it has a few flaws, can lead the people into the future. This belief
system, however, relies on the party’s efficient management of China’s
many challenges. That was relatively easy over 45 years of remarkably
durable economic growth, which allowed people to set aside their
objections to the long arm of the party-state; as in most countries, it
is difficult to organize against a regime that is bringing rapid gains
in standards of living. In the communist states of Eastern Europe,
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the general prosperity of the immediate post-World War II era had
diminished by the 1970s, causing many to look to dissidents and
critics for explanations of their new reality. Could this happen in a
China entering a similar long-term stagnation?

THE WAITING GAME

The differences between Xi’s China today and the Eastern bloc of
the 1960s and 1970s are many. In those years, the countries in the
Soviet sphere experienced a shortage economy, with lines for bread
and years-long waits to buy automobiles. There are no signs of such
privation in China today. Nonetheless, the government’s pursuit of
total control has set the country on a path of slower growth and
created multiplying pockets of dissatisfaction. Critics of the regime
point out that Beijing’s restrictions on information very likely cre-
ated the conditions that led to the covip-19 crisis: in late 2019,
local officials hushed up early warnings of the virus because they
tfeared that bad news would reflect poorly on them. That silence
allowed the virus to gain a foothold and spread around the world.
Although censorship keeps these and other government-induced
problems out of the public eye, it also cuts oft some of the smartest
citizens from global trends and the latest research. Such knowledge
barriers, as they become self-reinforcing, can only hurt China. If
even the United States is dependent on other lands, such as the
Netherlands and Taiwan, for advanced chips and other technologies,
one wonders whether China can really go it alone, as its leaders
now seem to imagine.

The party can control and weaponize information, but dissent-
ers are also surprisingly well entrenched. Aided by digital technol-
ogy, they are also far more nimble than their Soviet-era counter-
parts. Among China’s educated elite, many persist in opposing the
regime’s version of reality. Even though they are banned, virtual
private networks, which allow users to bypass Internet controls, are
now widespread. Underground filmmakers are still working on new
documentaries, and samizdat magazine publishers are still produc-
ing works distributed by basic digital tools such as pDFs, email, and
thumb drives. These efforts are a far cry from the street protests and
other forms of public opposition that attract media attention, but
they are crucial in establishing and maintaining the person-to-person
networks that pose a long-term challenge to the regime.
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In May, I visited the editor of an underground magazine in a
relatively remote part of south Beijing. He publishes a fortnightly
journal featuring contributions by academics across China, who
often use pen names to protect their identities. Their articles
challenge the party’s account of key crises in its history, filling
in events that have been whitewashed. Some of the editing work
is now done by Chinese graduate students working abroad. This
model of underground digital publishing was adopted last year by
protesters, who used vPNs to upload videos to Twitter, YouTube,
and other banned sites. Such online platforms function as store-
houses, allowing Chinese people to download information that the
state is trying to suppress.

In this case, the editor commissions the articles, edits them, and
sends them abroad for safekeeping in case the authorities raid his
office. The journal’s layout is also created abroad, and volunteers
inside and outside China email each issue to thousands of pub-
lic intellectuals across China. The magazine is part of a growing
community that has been systematically documenting the party’s
misrule, from past famines to the covip pandemic. Although his
journal and similar efforts may ordinarily reach only tens of thou-
sands of people in China, the articles can have a much larger impact
when the government errs. During the covip crisis, for example, the
magazine’s editor and his colleagues noticed a spike in readership,
and others found that their essays were even going viral. In good
times, this pursuit of the truth might have seemed quixotic; now, for
many of the Chinese, it is beginning to seem vital. As they spread,
these anonymous informal networks have opened a new front in the
party’s battle against opposition, the control of which now requires
far more than simply throwing dissidents in jail.

I sat with the editor in his garden for a couple of hours, under
trellises of grapes he uses to make wine. The skies were deep blue, and
the sun was strong. The cicadas of a Beijing summer day drowned
out the background noise. For a while, it felt as if we could be any-
where, maybe even in France, a place that the editor has enjoyed
visiting. He has published the journal for more than a decade and
has now handed off most of the work to younger colleagues in China
and abroad. He was relaxed and confident.

“You can’t do anything publicly in China,” he said. “But we still
work and wait. We have time. They do not.” @
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How Beijing’s Struggles Could Be an
Opportunity for Washington

ADAM S. POSEN

s 2022 came to an end, hopes were rising that China’s econ-
A omy—and, consequently, the global economy—was poised

for a surge. After three years of stringent restrictions on
movement, mandatory mass testing, and interminable lockdowns,
the Chinese government had suddenly decided to abandon its “zero
covip” policy, which had suppressed demand, hampered manufac-
turing, roiled supply lines, and produced the most significant slow-
down that the country’s economy had seen since pro-market reforms
began in the late 1970s. In the weeks following the policy change,
global prices of oil, copper, and other commodities rose on expec-
tations that Chinese demand would surge. In March, then Chinese
Premier Li Keqiang announced a target for real cpp growth of
around five percent, and many external analysts predicted it would

go far higher.

ADAM S. POSEN is President of the Peterson Institute for International Economics.
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Initially, some parts of China’s economy did indeed grow: pent-up
demand for domestic tourism, hospitality, and retail services all made
solid contributions to the recovery. Exports grew in the first few
months of 2023, and it appeared that even the beleaguered resi-
dential real estate market had bottomed out. But by the end of the
second quarter, the latest GDP data told a very different story: overall
growth was weak and seemingly set on a downward trend. Wary
foreign investors and cash-strapped local governments in China
chose not to pick up on the initial momentum.

This reversal was more significant than a typical overly optimistic
forecast missing the mark. The seriousness of the problem is indi-
cated by the decline of both China’s durable goods consumption
and private-sector investment rates to a fraction of their earlier
levels, and by the country’s surging household savings rate. Those
trends reflect people’s long-term economic decisions in the aggre-
gate, and they strongly suggest that in China, people and companies
are increasingly fearful of losing access to their assets and are prior-
itizing short-term liquidity over investment. That these indicators
have not returned to pre-covip, normal levels—let alone boomed
after reopening as they did in the United States and elsewhere—is
a sign of deep problems.

What has become clear is that the first quarter of 2020, which saw
the onset of covip, was a point of no return for Chinese economic
behavior, which began shifting in 2015, when the state extended its
control: since then, household savings as a share of DP have risen by an
enormous 50 percent and are staying at that high level. Private-sector
consumption of durable goods is down by around a third versus early
2015, continuing to decline since reopening rather than reflecting
pent-up demand. Private investment is even weaker, down by a his-
toric two-thirds since the first quarter of 2015, including a decrease of
25 percent since the pandemic started. And both these key forms of
private-sector investment continue to trend still further downward.

Financial markets, and probably even the Chinese government itself,
have overlooked the severity of these weaknesses, which will likely
drag down growth for several years. Call it a case of “economic long
covip.” Like a patient suffering from that chronic condition, China’s
body economic has not regained its vitality and remains sluggish even
now that the acute phase—three years of exceedingly strict and costly
zero-coviD lockdown measures—has ended. The condition is sys-
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DISTRESS SIGNALS

Indicators of insecurity among Chinese citizens and companies
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temic, and the only reliable cure—credibly assuring ordinary Chinese
people and companies that there are limits on the government’s
intrusion into economic life—cannot be delivered.

China’s development of economic long covip should be rec-
ognized for what it is: the result of President Xi Jinping’s extreme
response to the pandemic, which has spurred a dynamic that beset
other authoritarian countries but that China previously avoided in
the post-Mao Zedong era. Economic development in authoritarian
regimes tends to follow a predictable pattern: a period of growth as
the regime allows politically compliant businesses to thrive, fed by
public largess. But once the regime has secured support, it begins
to intervene in the economy in increasingly arbitrary ways. Even-
tually, in the face of uncertainty and fear, households and small
businesses start to prefer cash savings to illiquid investment; as a
result, growth persistently declines.

Since Deng Xiaoping began the “reform and opening” of China’s
economy in the late 1970s, the leadership of the Chinese Communist
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Party deliberately resisted the impulse to interfere in the private sector
for far longer than most authoritarian regimes have. But under Xi, and
especially since the pandemic began, the ccp has reverted toward the
authoritarian mean. In China’s case, the virus is not the main cause
of the country’s economic long covip: the chief culprit is the general
public’s immune response to extreme intervention, which has produced
a less dynamic economy. This downward cycle presents U.S. policy-
makers with an opportunity to reset the economic leg of Washington’s
China strategy and to adopt a more effective and less self-harming
approach than those pursued by the Trump administration and—so
far—the Biden administration.

NO POLITICS, NO PROBLEMS, NO MORE

Before the pandemic, the vast majority of Chinese households and
smaller private businesses relied on an implicit “no politics, no prob-
lem” bargain, in place since the early 1980s: the ccp ultimately con-
trolled property rights, but as long as people stayed out of politics,
the party would stay out of their economic life. This modus vivendi
is found in many autocratic regimes that wish to keep their citizens
satisfied and productive, and it worked beautifully for China over
the past four decades.

When Xi took office in 2013, he embarked on an aggressive anti-
corruption campaign, which along the way, just happened to take
out some of his main rivals, such as the former Politburo member
Bo Xilai. The measures were popular with most citizens; after all,
who would not approve of punishing corrupt officials? And they
did not violate the economic compact, because they targeted only
some of the party’s members, who in total make up less than seven
percent of the population. A few years later, Xi went a step further
by bringing the country’s tech giants to heel. In November 2020,
party leaders made an example of Jack Ma, a tech tycoon who had
publicly criticized state regulators, by forcibly delaying the initial
public offering of one of his companies, the Ant Group, and driving
him out of public life. Western investors reacted with concern, but
this time, too, most Chinese were either pleased or indifferent. How
the state treated the property of a few oligarchs was of little relevance
to their everyday economic lives.

'The government’s response to the pandemic was another matter
entirely. It made visible and tangible the ccp’s arbitrary power over
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everyone’s commercial activities, including those of the smallest players.
With a few hours’warning, a neighborhood or entire city could be shut
down indefinitely, retail businesses closed with no recourse, residents
trapped in housing blocks, their lives and livelihoods put on hold.
All major economies went through some version of a lockdown
early in the pandemic, but none experienced anything nearly as
abrupt, severe, and unrelenting as China’s anti-pandemic measures.
Zero coOVID was as unsparing as it was arbitrary in its local appli-
cation, which appeared to follow only the
whims of party officials. The Chinese writer
Murong Xuecun likened the experience to Economic long

a mass imprisonment campaign. At times, COVID will
shortages of groceries, prescription medi-

likely plague the

cines, and critical medical care beset even
wealthy and connected communities in Bei-
jing and Shanghai. All the while, economic for years.

activity fell precipitously. At Foxconn, one

of China’s most important manufacturers of tech exports, workers
and executives alike publicly complained that their company might
be cut out of global supply chains.

What remains today is widespread fear not seen since the days
of Mao—fear of losing one’s property or livelihood, whether tem-
porarily or forever, without warning and without appeal. This is the
story told by some expatriates, and it is in keeping with the economic
data. Zero coviD was a response to extraordinary circumstances, and
many Chinese believe Xi’s assertion that it saved more lives than the
West’s approach would have. Yet the memories of how relentlessly
local officials implemented the strategy remain fresh and undiluted.

Some say the ccp’s decision to abandon zero covip in late 2022
following a wave of public protest indicated at least some basic, if
belated, regard for popular opinion. The about-face was a “victory”
for the protesters, in the words of 7he New York Times. Yet the same
could not be said for ordinary Chinese people, at least in their eco-
nomic lives. A month before the sudden end of zero covip, senior
party officials told the domestic public to expect a gradual rollback
of pandemic restrictions; what followed a few weeks later was an
abrupt and total reversal. The sudden U-turn only reinforced the
sense among Chinese people that their jobs, businesses, and everyday
routines remain at the mercy of the party and its whims.
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Of course, many other factors were at play in the immense, com-
plex Chinese economy throughout this period. Business failures and
delinquent loans resulted from a real estate bubble that burst in
August 2021, and remain a persistent drag on growth and continue
to limit local government funding. Fears of overregulation or worse
among owners of technology companies also persist. U.S. trade and
technology restrictions on China have done some damage, as have
China’s retaliatory responses. Well before the onset of covip, Xi
had started to boost the role of state-owned enterprises and had
increased party oversight of the economy. But the party had also
pursued some pro-growth policies, including bailouts, investment in
the high-tech sector, and easy credit availability. The covip response,
however, made clear that the ccp was the ultimate decision-maker
about people’s ability to earn a living or access their assets—and that
it would make decisions in a seemingly arbitrary way as the party
leadership’s priorities shifted.

SAME OLD STORY

After defying temptation for decades, China’s political economy
under Xi has finally succumbed to a familiar pattern among auto-
cratic regimes. They tend to start out on a “no politics, no problem”
compact that promises business as usual for those who keep their
heads down. But by their second or, more commonly, third term in
office, rulers increasingly disregard commercial concerns and pur-
sue interventionist policies whenever it suits their short-term goals.
They make examples of a few political rivals and large multinational
businesses. Over time, the threat of state control in day-to-day com-
merce extends across wider and wider swaths of the population. Over
varying periods, Hugo Chavez and Nicolds Maduro in Venezuela,
Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, Viktor Orban in Hungary, and
Vladimir Putin in Russia have all turned down this well-worn road.

When an entrenched autocratic regime violates the “no politics,
no problem” deal, the economic ramifications are pervasive. Faced
with uncertainty beyond their control, people try to self-insure. They
hold on to their cash; they invest and spend less than they used
to, especially on illiquid assets such as automobiles, small business
equipment and facilities, and real estate. Their heightened risk aver-
sion and greater precautionary savings act as a drag on growth, rather
like what happens in the aftermath of a financial crisis.
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Meanwhile, the government’s ability to steer the economy and
protect it from macroeconomic shocks diminishes. Since people
know that a given policy could be enforced arbitrarily, that it might
be expanded one day and reversed the next, they become less respon-
sive to stimulus plans and the like. This, too, is a familiar pattern.
In Turkey, for instance, Erdogan has in recent years pressured the
central bank into cutting interest rates, which he hoped would fuel
an investment boom; what he fueled instead was soaring inflation.
In Hungary, a large fiscal and monetary stimulus package failed to
soften the pandemic’s economic impact, despite the success of similar
measures in neighboring countries.

'The same trend is already visible in China because Xi drove up the
Chinese private sector’s immune response to government interven-
tion. Stimulus packages introduced since the end of the zero-covip
policy, meant to boost consumer spending on cars and other dura-
ble goods, have not gained much traction. And in the first half of
this year, the share of Chinese companies applying for bank loans
remained about as weak as it was back in 2021—that is, at half their
pre-covib average—despite efforts by the central bank and finance
ministry to encourage borrowing at low rates. Low appetite for illig-
uid investment and low responsiveness to supportive macroeconomic
policies: that, in a nutshell, is economic long covip.

Once an autocratic regime has lost the confidence of the average
household and business, it is difficult to win back. A return to good
economic performance alone is not enough, as it does not obviate the
risk of future interruptions or expropriations. The autocrat’s Achilles’
heel is an inherent lack of credible self-restraint. To seriously commit
to such restraint would be to admit to the potential for abuses of
power. Such commitment problems are precisely why more demo-
cratic countries enact constitutions and why their legislatures exert
oversight on budgets.

Deliberately or not, the ccp has gone farther in the opposite
direction. In March, China’s parliament, the National People’s
Congress, amended its legislative procedures to make it easier, not
harder, to pass emergency legislation. Such legislation now requires
the approval of only the Congress’s Standing Committee, which
is made up of a minority of senior party loyalists. Many outside
observers have overlooked the significance of this change. But its
practical effects on economic policy will not go unnoticed among
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households and businesses, who will be left still more exposed to
the party’s edicts.

'The upshot is that economic long covIp is more than a momen-
tary drag on growth. It will likely plague the Chinese economy for
years. More optimistic forecasts have not yet factored in this lasting
change. To the extent that Western forecasters and international
organizations have cast doubt on China’s growth prospects for this
year or the next, they have fixated on easily observable problems such

as chief executives’ fears about the private

high-tech sector and financial fragility in

China today the real estate market. These sector-specific
is gripped b}’ stories are important, but they matter far less

widespread fear
not seen since the

to medium-term growth than the economic
long covip afflicting consumers and small
businesses at large, even if that syndrome is

days of Mao. less visible to foreign investors and observ-
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ers. (It may be apparent to some Chinese
analysts, but they cannot point it out in public). And although tar-
geted policies may reverse problems limited to a particular sector,
the broader syndrome will persist.

In recent months, Bank of America, the Economist Intelligence
Unit, and Goldman Sachs, for example, have each adjusted down-
ward their forecasts for Chinese P growth in 2023, shaving off at
least 0.4 percentage points. But because the persistence of economic
long covip has not yet sunk in, and because many forecasts assume,
erroneously, that Beijing’s stimulus programs will be effective, China
watchers still overestimate prospects for growth in the next year and
beyond. Forecasts of annual cpp growth in 2024 by the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (5.1 percent) and the
International Monetary Fund (a more modest 4.5 percent) could be
oft by 0.5 percent or more. The need to correct downward will only
grow over time.

China’s private sector will save more, invest less, and take fewer
risks than it did before economic long covip, let alone before Xi’s
second term. Durable goods consumption and private-sector invest-
ment will be less responsive to stimulus policies. The likely conse-
quences will be a more volatile economy (because macroeconomic
policy will be less eftective in inducing households and smaller busi-
nesses to offset downturns) and more public debt (because it will
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take more fiscal stimulus to achieve the desired impact). These,
in turn, will drive down average economic growth over time by
reducing productivity growth, in addition to reducing private
investment in the near term.

Yet Xi and other ccp leaders may simply take this as vindication
of their belief that the country’s economic future lies less with the
private sector than with state-owned enterprises. Even before the
pandemic, government pressure was leading banks and investment
funds to favor state-owned enterprises in their lending, while invest-
ment in the private sector was in retreat. Research by the economist
Nicholas Lardy has found that the share of annual investment going
to China’s private-sector firms peaked in 2015 and that the state-
owned share has risen markedly since then, year-over-year. Economic
long covip will reinforce this trend, for two reasons. First, private
investors and small businesses will err on the side of caution and
remain liquid rather than make large loan-financed bets. Second, any
tax cuts or stimulus programs aimed at the private sector will deliver
less immediate bang for the buck than investment in the state sector.
Add to this Xi’s ongoing push for self-sufficiency in advanced tech-
nology, which is subjecting a growing share of investment decisions
to even more arbitrary party control, and the outlook for productivity
growth and returns on capital only dims.

OPEN-DOOR POLICY

U.S. and allied officials, some of whom see strong Chinese growth
as a threat, might take heart from the country’s current ailment. But
a slower-growing and less stable Chinese economy will also have
downsides for the rest of the world, including the United States.
If the Chinese keep saving rather than investing and continue to
spend more on domestically delivered services than on tech and other
durable goods that require imports, their overall trade surplus with
the rest of the world will keep growing—any Trump-style efforts to
curtail it notwithstanding. And when another global recession hits,
China’s growth will not help revive demand abroad as it did last
time. Western officials should adjust their expectations downward,
but they should not celebrate too much.

Neither should they expect economic long covip to weaken Xi’s
hold on power in the near future. As Erdogan, Putin, and even Mad-
uro can attest, autocrats who break the “no politics, no problem”
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compact tend to remain in office despite slowing, sometimes even
cratering, growth. The perverse reality is that local party bosses and
officials can often extract yet more loyalty from a suffering populace,
at least for a while. In an unstable economic environment, the rewards
of being on their good side—and the dangers of drawing their ire—go
up, and safe alternatives to seeking state patronage or employment
are fewer. Xi might take economic measures to paper over the cracks
for some time, as Orban and Putin have done successfully, using Eu
funds and energy revenues, respectively. With targeted government
spending and sector-speci