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For Stela Sears, and for immigrants who, like her, choose to bet on America.

And for my nieces, Denver, Ines, and Sasha, with hope for the future we will give them.






1 A WAGER ON THE FUTURE



1.

“It’s never, ever been a good bet to bet against the United States of America,” Joe Biden said at the 2023 State of the Union address. Most every U.S. president in recent memory has offered some version of the same sentiment. It’s a good line, even if such rhetoric is less an expression of analysis and more an incantation, an attempt to speak into existence strength that many see as slipping away, or already gone. For, in truth, in the last 150 years there has never been a better time to bet against America.

“I volunteer, I donate, I vote, I write to my member of Congress… and I marvel that so much still gets worse and I wonder if what I’m doing matters at all.” How many millions of Americans have uttered, or at least thought, something like that? At times, feeling hopeless becomes a kind of reprieve; caring about the future is hard work. But while many aspects of the United States have changed over nearly two and a half centuries, including some of the mechanics of our democracy, power still lies with citizens. We decide America’s fate.

This is not a book intended for academics or foreign policy insiders. This book is for those who wake up and look at their phone or turn on their computer and feel like the news is coming for them from every direction, and who want a way to focus their attention on the future with neither despair nor naïve hope that “it’ll all work out.” This book is about the problems we face. But it is not meant to sound the alarm—between the challenges to American democracy at home, increasing competition in the world, and global threats like climate change, most Americans are already concerned. Many of us feel like the problems we face are both insurmountable and innumerable.

My interest is to organize our principal challenges, show how they connect to each other, and to suggest that they are neither impossible to confront nor innumerable. The notion of a polycrisis—a mot du jour of the early 2020s—is useful for saying “there’s a lot going wrong all at once” but it can discourage us from saying “okay, where to begin?”

Consider this thought experiment: If you and I separately made lists of the top ten problems that the United States faces, our lists would probably substantially overlap. Maybe seven or eight of the problems would be more or less the same. And if the United States made progress on just two or three of those, we’d probably feel as if things were moving in the right direction, enough so that we’d contemplate capturing that momentum to tackle the other challenges.

If we’re going to use polycrisis as a concept, we should allow ourselves to conceive of polyprogress too.





2.

One of the supposed features of democracy is that it allows for societal evolution without political revolution. Democracies, when they work well, hold the things constant that ought to be constant—institutions and the principles that underlie them—while also allowing the things to change that need to change for a society to adapt to new realities.

The U.S., along with its allies, built the global economic and political realities of the twentieth century. Geographic good fortune was one source of American advantage—not only the moat formed by the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans that shielded it from nineteenth-century geopolitics but also the fertile land, the climate, the timber, the minerals, the oil. Demographic bounty was another—the immigrants who came, particularly between the U.S. Civil War and World War II, and who mined and farmed and laid railroad ties and filled factory floors to build the economic engine that would—along with the outsized sacrifice of Soviet bodies—be indispensable to the Allies’ victory in 1945. The combination of the two gave the United States a competitive edge that could be leveraged to take the central role in designing, building, and leading the world order of the last seventy-five years.

In the twenty-first century, as the world economy, technological capabilities, and global politics have changed dramatically, the United States has, so far, failed to achieve a necessary political-economic evolution. One need not indulge in hyperbole to acknowledge that the United States’ current trajectory does not encourage confidence. It’s not just that it has social and economic woes of the kind that have always been present and continue to impose a tax on the well-being of too many Americans. Our deep political divisions and dysfunctions suggest that the United States is failing at basic functions of successful states. It no longer has the confidence of the majority of its citizens when it comes to two fundamental tasks: creating the conditions that give citizens a belief that, over the medium to long term, general welfare will improve; and providing citizens with a sense of adequate security in their way of life. The pessimists have plenty of compelling and real datapoints to support a dark view of the future of the United States.

At the same time, if the idea that “it has never been a good bet to bet against America” has a kernel of truth in it, it is of course not that the history of the United States has been but a string of triumphs. Quite the contrary, it is in the weaker, darker, more difficult moments of its history that the strength of its democratic system has—imperfectly, crudely, but effectively—averted what appeared to be inevitable and often existential catastrophe. Intelligently understood, it is not a claim to a certain fate, but instead a hypothesis about the function of the democratic system: it won’t always work well, it may allow problems to fester for too long and at enormous cost, but eventually it will be able to generate both the ideas and the political will to address the challenges it faces, including its own failures.

When commentators speak of the end of the American-led world or remark on American decline today, they most often focus on the relative decline of U.S. national performance and power compared to other world powers, particularly China. My argument here is not that that kind of decline is ephemeral or unimportant; it is not. However, focusing on those measures of relative influence in geopolitics will not effectively address their most problematic implications. Ensuring continued military superiority may be a tactic, but it is not, on its own, a sustainable strategy for the long run. As King Canute could have told us a millennium ago, there’s no holding back a tide. America’s unipolar moment has receded. And rather than allowing an ongoing attempt to maintain eroding unipolarity to dominate our strategic thinking about global competition, we should focus on how the United States succeeds and fails on its own terms to make good on the promise of American democracy. That should be the guiding objective that defines its strategic approach to domestic and foreign policy. The goal is not to beat China because of its weaknesses; the goal is for America to succeed because of its strengths.

That may not seem a particularly novel claim. But it is still a relevant one. And for all the politicians who aver that “a strong foreign policy depends on a strong America” or “a strong America begins at home,” we’ve made insufficient progress on demonstrating the truth behind that cliché. Republicans have ignored necessary investments in favor of short-term profit for corporatist backers and Democrats have been too impressed with their own social justice moralism and have failed to compellingly connect domestic policy to national competitiveness. The notion of a “foreign policy for the middle class” animated the first years of the Biden administration. But even more important than making sure our foreign policy is designed with working Americans in mind is a strategy for rebuilding the middle class in service of a strong America.

America needs to succeed as America because, for all the despots and authoritarians that remain, the influence of popular opinion—of so-called ordinary people— is growing in the world. (Indeed, one feature of the current political moment in the advanced democracies of what we still anachronistically call the West is that popular opinion has broken free of the mediating influence historically imposed by elites, often with alarming effect.) If one believes that the liberal principles that underlie American democracy attach to basic truths about the human condition and have universal appeal, the progress of the United States toward “a more perfect union” is not only essential for the prosperity, security, and freedom of its citizens but also for the appeal and influence of the United States in the world, and for its ability to shape international politics in the decades to come.




3.

It is a perennial challenge for strategists—in politics and war, as in business—to take the right lessons from history while at the same time guarding against the shackles or blinders it might impose. History can bequeath insight, but also encourage analytical mistakes in the form of assumptions that stowaway in our minds as we look to the future. Those assumptions affect both our beliefs about what tools or approaches are likely to be effective in future iterations of strategic competition and our beliefs about what the goals of that competition are.

In the postwar years it was a realistic objective of the United States to consolidate its position, having inherited the place of the United Kingdom as the dominant global power, and, to that end, to subdue the challenge to U.S. dominance from the Soviet Union. At the time, U.S. success was not considered a given, but the goal was not far-fetched given the relative strength of global powers at the end of World War II. That goal—and its ultimate achievement—defined seventy-five years of world politics.

Too many discussions today either implicitly or explicitly assume that the goal of the United States for the next seventy-five years should be to retain its hegemony. There is no question that would be the most advantageous outcome for the United States and would provide it maximum scope of maneuver in international politics. It would be nice to maintain unambiguous dominance. But it is simply not realistic, at least not in the way that we think of it when looking backward at the last seventy-five years. If that is the goal, then the contest is already lost.

The good news is that the United States does not need to dominate world politics unilaterally for Americans to have an expectation of good and happy lives in generations to come. There can be a good life for Americans in a post-American-hegemony world. There was a good life for British people after the end of British hegemony. Even so, there is reason for concern. After all, two world wars coincided with the empire’s decline. And a principal reason for the U.K.’s post-hegemonic success was that its closest ally and fellow democracy, the United States of America, took its place as the dominant global power and shouldered the burdens attached to that role.




4.

An understandable but perverse lesson that has been drawn from some of the more salient episodes of the history of U.S. foreign policy in the last seventy-five years—including its support for dictators and anti-leftist coups in the Cold War and its catastrophic invasion of Iraq in 2003—is that the accumulation and exercise of U.S. power in the world is bad and that therefore we should welcome America’s forced withdrawal from the world stage as its relative power declines. This view—which finds adherents both on the left and the right in American politics—is as misguided as the crude neoconservative thesis that the exercise of U.S. power has been unambiguously to the good. A tally of U.S. sins and good deeds will always be incomplete and, at least for some, inconclusive. And it is beside the point. Clearly the U.S. could have been better, measured by its own standards.

The relevant question is whether the last seventy-five years were better than the realistic alternatives of Soviet communist triumph in the Cold War, or of global politics defined by the absence of a dominant power and a continuation of the kind of geopolitical jockeying that preceded World War I and World War II. One can acknowledge that the United States has taken actions that have been extraordinarily damaging to the lives of millions of people both elsewhere in the world and in the U.S., where misguided wars have imposed enormous costs on American servicemembers and their families, yet still believe Americans are better off—as, by and large, are those living around the world—than they would be if the United States had not enjoyed its dominant position, given the plausible counterfactuals. We weren’t ever competing with a perfect world, even if we should always be credibly working toward one.

As we look to the future we must be clear: there can be a good life for Americans in a world without American hegemony; but there cannot be a good life for Americans—or at least it would be unreasonable to expect a good life for Americans—in a world dominated by the Chinese Communist Party or by Vladimir Putin or by another authoritarian state. The United States does not need to be a hegemon but it cannot abide authoritarian hegemony. Those who counsel calm about the implications of the relative decline of U.S. power and the apparent possibility that China—with its current system of government—will surpass the United States in comprehensive national power misjudge the seriousness of that prospect even as others misjudge the likelihood of it.

For the next seventy-five years, the goal is no longer a world that the United States controls in some significant measure, but rather a world that is hospitable to the continuation of the American experiment and in which the United States can compete and flourish economically, and can sufficiently influence the outcomes of international politics to defend the security of its people.

Putin’s brutal invasion of Ukraine reminded the world that authoritarian regimes cannot be pretended away as threats. It has also become common to predict or warn against a so-called new Cold War with China. Particularly in Europe, but also in much of the Global South, many warn against such a contest because they do not want to repeat the Cold War and live through its divisions, deprivations, and costs once again. Fair enough. But that backward-looking concern misses a bigger problem with using the Cold War as a frame for our own strategic thinking: the goal of the contest with China is not the same as the goal once was with the Soviet Union. Or, rather, it’s only half the same. It is important to avoid a potential future in which an authoritarian China asserts hegemony in world politics. In that sense, what we’re trying to prevent is similar to the Cold War aim of preventing Soviet domination. However, what we are seeking is not the U.S. hegemony that was the oft unspoken but barely hidden goal in the Cold War. Instead we have to aim at a new way of managing world politics. What was once done by the seats of empire, and later by the exercise of power by a superpower hegemon, must now be done by a web of alliances, agreements, pooled resources, and cooperation between countries. U.S. leadership remains essential and consequential, but the task is more challenging and requires more political finesse.

The loss of hegemony means that the U.S. must adapt to a future in which it has less coercive power over other states, and this reality is colliding with another decades-in-the-making change, which is that a greater share of the security challenges that the U.S. faces are phenomena that are not primarily controlled by particular governments at all. Pandemics, climate change, human migration—these are not challenges that the U.S. can confront by twisting arms of one or a few governments; they are problems that require coordination rather than coercion. The future demands more effective global governance, that is, systems for managing global challenges collectively. At the same time, the system of global governance that the U.S. and its partners developed in the last seventy-five years (a system that includes the U.N., the international financial institutions, the World Trade Organization, and so on) is increasingly under strain both from the number of problems that are placed at its doorstep and the bad behavior of states that seek to extract concessions from others with a mix of sabotaging the international system and holding it hostage.




5.

The U.S. cannot successfully approach the contests and challenges of the twenty-first century in the frame of the geopolitical competition of the twentieth. Not only is the definition of what it means to “win” different, the means by which the U.S. will win or lose are different too. The twenty-first century will not be won—at least not by the United States and the free world that, by default if not by right, it still leads—in a head-to-head contest between states. Nor will it be won with the same things that generated geopolitical advantage in the twentieth century—larger nuclear arsenals or a U.S. economy that comprised 40 percent of the world’s economic output in 1960.1

Traditional aspects of national power, particularly military power, will continue to be important in guarding against the threats posed by authoritarian states. But military power will not be sufficient for the United States to achieve its own goals in the next seventy-five years. Nor will the sustainment of U.S. military power be possible if the U.S. does not succeed in other dimensions of competition, including economic growth and technological advantage. There is a risk that the necessary work to defend against the threats posed by authoritarian states consumes not only the attention that goal deserves, but also our surplus attention that ought to be invested in presenting and sustaining an alternative to their model. It is highly likely that much of the coming decades will be characterized by ongoing competition with China, but if we focus too much on who the contest is with and how to counter them, we might lose sight of what that contest is for.

After all, geopolitical success, to be worth caring about, has to have more significance than a football game. The foreign and security policy of the United States is not about “winning” for winning’s sake, but about protecting the ability of the people of the United States to pursue a “more perfect union,” that is, to make our own decisions about how to manage our society and to continue our uneven, nonlinear progress toward a democratic society that lives up to its principles. That collective mission to make good on the promise encoded in the idea of individual human dignity and written in our founding documents is what gives our foreign policy and our domestic politics meaning. It is a central argument of this book that we will not succeed in defending America’s autonomy in the world if we do not renew our social contract at home to make it suitable for the world we now inhabit.




6.

The dimensions of global competition, of what makes one country successful and another country less so, will be different in important ways in the next seventy-five years. Some areas of competition that seem familiar will matter in different ways than they have in the past. And we will face new kinds of competition that will strike some as unusual to think about in the context of international politics. None is independent, and the linkages between them will enhance or detract from U.S. influence in the world. Here are the four dimensions of national strength on which the United States can base a successful strategy to navigate world politics for the next seventy-five years. In each of these is a test for America in the next decade.

Scale. The United States has a population of around 330 million and its population growth, though not as slow as in some other advanced democracies, was slower in the last decade than it had been since the Great Depression. In the last seventy-five years, the United States used the advantages of scale, particularly economic scale, to assert and secure its influence—the dominant role of the U.S. dollar as a reserve currency and in the global financial system, for example, gave the United States significant leverage. In the next seventy-five years, scale will still matter, and will potentially matter even more. Network effects—the phenomenon where something becomes more valuable or useful when more people use it—are more potent in an increasingly digital and data-driven economy. And as countries compete for both strategic and economic edge on emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, being big enough will help countries incubate new applications and shape the rules around them. The United States will continue to represent a significant share of global GDP, but it may not be the largest economy, and its share of the global economy will likely continue to decline as others grow. But that doesn’t mean we should turn off the engine and coast—there are steps we can take to ensure healthy population growth, and to invest in the productivity of that population. At the same time, to continue to shape global governance, the U.S. will have to become more invested in—and more creative about—linkages that effectively remove barriers between the United States and its partners and allies so that it can—working together with other countries and pooling their economic, innovative, and political weight—leverage collective scale where once the U.S.’s own heft was sufficient.

Investment. The idea of investment as a predicate for productivity growth is not new. Nor is it novel to suggest that as advanced economies have become more skills-based, the balance of investment needs to shift from traditional capital investments— acquisition of resources, infrastructure, machinery, and the like—toward human capital. If those truths appear to us self-evident, so should the crisis in the American status quo. The United States has failed to marshal an adequate level of public and private investment and is failing to direct it to the areas where it is most crucial. A massive increase in investment in research and development, education, health, and confronting the existential threat of climate change is essential to long-term American competitive success. (The 2021 Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill and the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act and CHIPS Act are a good start.) We need new investment because U.S. success depends ever more upon increasing the productivity of its workers in a world characterized by accelerating technical advancement and global competition. The scientific discoveries that led to the invention of nuclear weapons shaped geopolitics in the second half of the twentieth century; today, new discoveries are poised to give outsized influence in different ways to those who understand them first—and who develop the standards to deploy and control them—in the next seventy-five years.

Fairness. This word is not often used in foreign policy or security policy documents. But progress on fairness will be essential to any version of the U.S. that succeeds in the coming decades. Americans can’t compete in a more challenging global landscape if they tolerate the inefficiencies that unfairness precipitates, or the divisions that it engenders. The United States’ twin scourges of rising economic inequality and enduring racism impose a tax on U.S. competitiveness by perverting investment allocations and reducing productivity. They erode domestic stability and detract from international authority and influence because they are manifestly unfair. Institutions are also part of the fairness test, because stable expectations of fairness over time require domestic institutions rooted in fairness and the rule of law. In the United States, arguments for economic policies that reduce inequality and moderate corporate power have often been rooted in social justice claims (which exemplify one aspect of fairness). But the case for fairer competition in our economy, and in our politics, also connects to the practical objectives of attracting and effectively using investment. And as the U.S. and its partners work to establish responsible global guardrails around technology, resources, climate, migration, intellectual property, trade, or a host of other global issues, standards that can be explained with reference to the common good rather than privileging parochial interests of certain companies or certain countries will bolster U.S. influence, while those seen as rigging the system will undermine it.

Identity. Human beings depend upon identity to help us assign meaning to and navigate choices in our lives. The United States’ success in the coming decades is dependent on identity in two respects. First, it needs a thin but widely shared sense of national identity, sufficient to knit together Americans in a shared enterprise as the United States navigates a more intense era of global competition. The version of national identity that has historically been privileged in the United States needs renovation and restoration. American national identity has historically been founded in a combination of European heritage and liberal values—and in many ways the choice that we face as a country today is about which of these will be the dominant premise for what it means to be an American. It is essential—not just morally, but practically, if we want to secure U.S. influence in the world and the strength of the U.S. economy and political structures—that liberal values win out. Being American must be something that equally includes all Americans, because we are going to need every American’s effort to compete.

Second, the U.S. must give its citizens a sufficient sense of stability in the various other aspects of identity, which for most of us are collectively, if not individually, more important sources of meaning and direction in our everyday lives. Being a truck driver or a grandparent or a Jew or an artist is more salient in our daily lives—in our stresses and laughter, as reasons for the actions we take—than being an American. Maintaining a comfortable sense of one’s own identity is more difficult in a rapidly changing world. The technological development of the current age, and its impact on advanced economies, has accelerated the pace of changes (and not only economic changes) that have implications for individuals’ identities. Identity is core to a sense of security. Few people would say that they want the state to provide, much less determine or dictate, the core of their sense of identity, but when large numbers of individuals feel their identities to be under threat, their responses to this threat tend to undermine political stability and social cohesion.

We need to see ourselves as Americans, and to understand that identity as having implications for how we will work together and how we should see each other. And we need to experience being American, living in the United States, as something that permits and protects all other aspects of our identity that are the stuff of meaningful lives freely and well lived. The challenges surrounding identity are arguably among the most difficult to thoughtfully address through policy tools. But policy matters. Meeting the tests of scale, investment, and fairness will help individual Americans feel more secure in the ways that they understand the world and their place in it. And a thin but relatively common political identity founded on liberal values can knit America together—loosely, but loosely is enough—and be a lodestar to guide the future of our collective enterprise in the coming decades and help buffer the dislocating influences of a complex, ever changing world.



Basically, we need to be big enough, smart enough, good enough, and rooted enough. That’s how the United States can succeed in the next half century or more. We have a lot of problems—but instead of playing an increasingly frenetic or despondent game of whack-a-mole, if we focus on ideas that bring us closer to meeting these tests, other solutions and successes will fall into place.




7.

Many of us have become increasingly familiar with that strange sensation of a headline that feels like an attack. Headlines that herald storms, fires, crop failures, diseases, famines, water shortages increasingly attributable to climate change. Ominous op-eds about the rise of China and the Chinese Communist Party’s control over an increasingly advanced economy of more than a billion people that is making rapid progress on closing the gap on productivity and innovation. Articles that announce “the end of the American century” and depict the U.S.’s emergence as a major power in world politics with World War I and its acceptance of the limits of its power with the failed wars in Afghanistan and Iraq as bookends of ascendance and decline. The news of yet another Black person dead after an encounter with police. A spike in hate crimes and mass shootings. Charts and graphs that show the failure of the U.S. education system to deliver equal and high-level achievement, and that show rising inequality and decreasing social mobility in a society that still grasps for—but rarely delivers on—the American Dream. And all of this is to say nothing of the images of the fight under way about the future of democratic institutions in the world’s longest running democratic experiment—the long tail of January 6. Setting aside the merits of the arguments, it is the fact of the fight—an angry, hateful, heated fight—that is depressing enough.

It is easy to read a lot about what’s wrong with America—where we’re poorly positioned or where the trend lines are going in the wrong direction. And we can’t ignore it: thoughtful analysis and diagnosis is a useful step in addressing problems. But, as we reflect, it’s also important to step back and reaffirm the goodness of what we wish for our country. Most Americans—even across geographical divides and partisan acrimony—would say that they want a country where they and their compatriots live free and prosperous lives, and a country that is strong enough in the world to protect its citizens. To make progress, we have to avoid getting lost in, or wallowing in, a list of shortcomings. There’s a reason, I suppose, that we speak of health care rather than “disease spotting.”

Most of the trends and trajectories that are the sources of our concern are also the products of human behavior and human choices. Different behaviors and different choices are possible. And so are different trajectories.

It can be jarring to realize that there’s nothing that says the world must be organized into different countries or sovereign states. Indeed for most of human history the world was not made up of states; the evolution of states in their modern form, as entities defined in international law and with commonly recognized features, is only a few centuries old.

Perhaps the most basic and fundamental question that Americans have to answer is whether, in this century, we will see ourselves as part of a collective enterprise. Will we attempt to navigate the threats and challenges of a changed and changing world together? If not, the tests that this book lays out don’t matter. If the answer is yes—as I believe it should be, because I think we have better odds together than apart, and better odds as Americans than as members of any other existing polity—then we have our work cut out for us.

This book is an attempt to answer a question that I’ve encountered about “the American enterprise” in different forms and different settings over the last five years—in small-group discussions about U.S. politics in rural Colorado; at conferences for educators about tackling equity gaps; on summer evenings eating outside with friends and talking about the state of the world—and in its most basic form the question is this: Given all that’s going on, would you still bet on America?

I am bearish about the challenges the United States faces—in many ways, I think they are bigger than we even realize.



But I am still bullish about the future of the United States. So in some sense, this book is an invitation to make that bet with me, and an exploration of the things that we have to do together to make that bet pay off.








2 FROM HEGEMON TO COOPERATOR-IN-CHIEF THE SCALE TEST



1.

As a child during the last decade of the Cold War, I would look up at the map of the world in my elementary school classroom and ponder the sizes of various countries. I recall examining the United States and the USSR on the map and marveling, with some patriotic jealousy, at the Soviet Union’s vast expanse. It seemed obvious that when it came to countries—like presents under the tree—bigger was better.

At some point I asked a question about why the U.S. was so much smaller and my teacher answered that while Soviet territory was much bigger than the United States (over 8 million square miles compared to the United States’ almost 4 million), the populations were more similar, with the U.S. only slightly smaller than the Soviet Union—around 250 million people in America and closer to 300 million in the USSR. But in terms of wealth, of the output of the two economies, the teacher told me, the U.S. was twice the size of the Soviet Union. There followed a nerdy obsession with learning the population of various countries and their GDP per capita figures. Around 1990 I was like a walking Google, as long as what you wanted to know was the population of a NATO member or Warsaw Pact country.

Territory, population, and productivity have been central to international competition in the modern era. Empire was the business model of “successful” powers between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries—including Spain and Portugal; Russia and Austria-Hungary; France, Holland, and Belgium; Japan and Qing dynasty China; and, of course, Britain. It involved conquest (sometimes aided by innovation in weaponry and transportation, other times aided by population size or disease) and extraction—of human resources, often in the form of enslaved persons, and of natural resources (often with large amounts of subjugated labor). The purported “civilizing” mission of empire was, at its core, a con; it was a thin veneer to cover a violent and exploitative system.

One of the advantages that empire produced (beyond the wealth that accrued to metropoles from using violence to extract value) was scale. It was generally useful to have control over territory that had a lot of people or a lot of resources, or both. Trade networks within empires increased productivity by connecting raw materials like cotton with factories. And empires provided manpower and the ability to put military bases abroad, which was useful for asserting influence vis-à-vis other powers and for defending against their attacks. Empires “overstretched” when the burdens of expanding or defending them, and maintaining systems of subjugation in them, became more than the empire’s seat could manage.

In school I learned that one of the unique attributes of the United States was that it was the first modern world power never to have presided over an empire. Yes, it briefly controlled the Philippines and it annexed Puerto Rico and Guam after the War of 1898, and it maintains today several island territories (and a capital city) that have not been fully integrated as U.S. states or parts of states with full political representation, but it never depended on overseas territories it formally controlled as a main source of either labor or resources.

This version of history is a fudge. For of course the United States began as part of an empire, as a set of colonies, and long before its founding as an independent nation it had begun to use massive amounts of enslaved labor facilitated by the growing empire of which it was part. Conquest was also essential to America’s rise—from the initial European settlers in the seventeenth century to the wars of the nineteenth century, Native Americans were conquered and displaced.

Still, one could say the U.S. was expansionist without being conventionally imperial. And the unusual mode of governance established by the new nation of the United States of America in the late eighteenth century would prove an advantage over time, even if the democratic experiment would likely never have succeeded if the United States hadn’t been jump-started and incubated by abundant natural resources and two world oceans that functioned as moats. More recently, in the twentieth century, the United States stepped into the void as the British Empire receded, and—fueled by immigration, resources, and its role in the reconstruction of Europe and industrialization of Asia—became the dominant world power.

For many baby boomers and Gen Xers in the United States, there’s a tendency to see the American “moment” in world history as beginning with Allied victory in World War II and the achievements of the Greatest Generation. But while American success in the Cold War may seem more overdetermined in retrospect than it did in the midst of it, American hegemony wasn’t unambiguous until the 1990s. It lasted perhaps only a decade, and certainly less than three.

In any case, the period of America’s rapid relative ascendance in terms of the scale of its national power is over. Once the United States acknowledges that—and many of the pundits and political leaders who claim to understand this reality nonetheless continue to suggest strategies that betray a stubborn level of denial—the challenges of America’s relative decline can be managed and addressed so that it does not become an absolute decline. Just because the rise of other countries means that the U.S. is unlikely to represent 40 percent of world economic activity again in the foreseeable future doesn’t mean that the U.S. economy cannot continue to grow. Just because the relative dominance of U.S. military power will likely decline over the next half century doesn’t mean that the U.S. can’t remain powerful enough to defend itself. Just because the U.S. can’t reasonably pursue a new era of American hegemony doesn’t mean that America can’t retain a significant degree of preeminence if it manages to lead in the world. And that has to be the goal if America is to succeed in the coming decades: the U.S. has to be able to protect the interests of its citizens—their life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness, their freedom and prosperity, their security and welfare—without the advantage of being unquestionably the most powerful nation on earth across multiple dimensions.
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One challenge that we face is structural. Hegemonic powers—like monopolistic firms—make for lazy strategists. Their surplus of power reduces the incentives for coming up with more efficient or effective ways of achieving their goals. And it can blur their analysis of risk.

For the first fifteen years after the Cold War, from roughly 1990 to 2005, the U.S. did not need a particularly sophisticated strategy because its sole superpower status was so pronounced. One doesn’t need to be a savvy poker player if one starts every hand with a full house. In the second chunk of fifteen years after the Cold War, the U.S. struggled to make sense of a new reality precipitated by both its monumental strategic blunder in Iraq and the distinct challenges posed by a revanchist Russia empowered by high oil prices and a rising and increasingly assertive China propelled by two decades of explosive economic growth. To succeed in the next half century, the United States must first acknowledge that while it still has a strong hand to play most of the time, it is no longer guaranteed to have the strongest hand at the table. In the vacuum left by declining relative U.S. power, strategy—a new approach to advancing U.S. interests—must grow.

Declining hegemons have to (re)learn strategy; they also have to adjust what they do to achieve their goals in the world. Therein lies a second challenge: the tools of the hegemon are not the same as the tools of a successful former or future hegemon. The caricature that emerged in the early twentieth century of the U.S. as “the world’s policeman” was never wholly accurate, but it is nonetheless fair to say that the United States is losing some of its coercive power. With a smart strategy, it can compensate for this loss by enhancing its political power. There are fewer and fewer situations where the U.S. can achieve its objectives primarily through the international politics equivalent of arm-twisting; consequently, the U.S. will have to get better at persuasion and coalition-building to get what it needs.

The challenge here is one of shifting from being a boss to being a genuine leader. Part of developing the leader’s more sophisticated approach is lengthening time horizons. For a hegemon, power becomes a substitute for clear strategic objectives: as long as the hegemon has superior power, it doesn’t have to have a particularly clear view of the outcomes it seeks in ten or twenty years because hegemony is a kind of trump card allowing it to influence outcomes as new situations arise. When controlling influence wanes and leadership becomes imperative, the former hegemon needs a clearer sense of what it expects and what it wants in the longer term. The U.S. needs to shape the evolution of international politics and, in a discriminating fashion, apply its more limited power within it rather than expect to dictate outcomes. It needs a more thoughtful strategy. And it needs new ways of implementing that strategy in the world.

As the U.S. navigates a world in which it is no longer the biggest economy, in which its population is not the largest, and in which the other instruments of our national power, while still formidable, are not always as superior as they once were, the first test that the United States faces is the test of scale. It can meet this test with a two-pronged approach: First, make the most of the scale it has and can maintain so that it remains a major world power for the long run. And, second, the U.S. needs to revamp how it exercises power in the world. It needs to treat global politics as a cooperative endeavor that entails working with other countries more than it has since the end of the Cold War. It needs to pool resources and coordinate joint approaches to problems—so that it can create some of the effect and advantages of dominant scale where necessary and prevent other large actors from achieving dangerous outcomes. If we aren’t the biggest, can we stay big enough? And, even though we aren’t the biggest, can we figure out ways to make it feel like we are bigger than we really are when we need to?
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Scale matters for several reasons. In a crude sense, the size of a country’s population has some connection to the maximum potential headcount of its military. But military power is—today more than ever before—a proxy for or indicator of other national strengths. The power of the U.S. military depends on the strength of the U.S. economy which funds it, the talent of U.S. innovators who develop its cutting-edge tools, its status as a volunteer force dedicated to defending a democratic society, the history of its development as a professional force under civilian control, and so on. The strength of a military is more a reflection of a society’s strength than a determinant of it.

Having a larger population—as long as it’s working as a social, political, and economic system—gives a country scale benefits, particularly once it reaches a certain threshold of economic development. It’s cheaper to spread the overhead cost of investments—such as high-quality advanced education or an aircraft carrier—over a larger population. And a larger population can make small innovations—such as treatments for uncommon maladies or niche technologies that ultimately become part of a specialized weapons system—more economically viable. Those developing transformative products—such as a computer or alternatives to meat protein—are able to build on the past discoveries of a larger innovation community, find investors in a larger investment community, and find a sufficient number of customers in a larger market.

Scale doesn’t guarantee that a country will develop some advantage in international politics, but scale creates the background conditions that make success more likely. Consider the rise of the U.S. as a global power in the first half of the twentieth century. Part of this story is the role the United States’ military played in the two world wars. But the story of U.S. preeminence superseding the British was also the story of American industrialization and of energy transition around the rise of oil. The U.S. became an early major exploiter, exporter, and deliverer of oil, which it sold in dollars. And because of this early and sustained role in the oil industry, U.S. naval power became critical to the global economy and the dollar became its currency, augmenting U.S. influence and giving it significant leverage. The early prominence of the United States in the oil industry was not caused by the scale of the rapidly growing country, but the sufficient scale of the U.S. was a necessary precondition. The United States wasn’t the biggest, but it was big enough.
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Population isn’t a source of power on its own, but for a country such as the United States, with a high GDP per capita—well above the level needed to meet basic needs—population and productivity are the two components of economic scale. One way of maintaining the benefits of scale is to ensure that the U.S. population continues to be productive, and that it continues to grow at a reasonable rate, or at least that it does not shrink. And there are only two ways to do that: keep having babies in this country or get people from other countries to immigrate to the United States. Procreation and immigration are the only two ways you get new Americans.

The U.S. is not on the list of the twenty countries whose population is expected to decline by 10 percent or more over the next thirty years—a list that includes small countries such as North Macedonia and much larger ones such as Japan and Italy. And even if the United States did see a population decline of 10 percent, from over 330 million to around 300 million, it would still be among the world’s largest democracies. (Population decline, however, comes with all sorts of negative consequences, particularly for the economy but also for family life, as aging populations have more care needs that fall to fewer young people.)

The population of the United States is likely to grow more slowly than the world average—birth rates tend to decline as economic development progresses, and especially as women achieve education and more civil equality. But the United States, if it’s succeeding, should continue to grow at a rate at or above the average population growth for advanced democracies. In 2020, the U.S. growth rate was less than half of the world average, but about even with the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average (.4 percent). Healthy population growth is both a contributor to the strength of a democratic society and an outcome of it.

Since 2007, the birth rate in the United States has fallen by about 20 percent according to one of the most common measures used by demographers, which is the number of births per thousand women of childbearing age. In 2007, 69.7 of every 1,000 women of childbearing age (15–44) gave birth. In 2020, that number had fallen to 55.8. Over the same time period, the total fertility rate, which is a statistical estimate of the total number of children each woman will have in her life, fell from 2.12 to 1.64. The rate required for replacement of the current population, without immigration, is approximately 2.1. Americans are choosing to have fewer children. 1

Setting aside the ongoing battle in the United States over abortion rights, it is clear that in all advanced democracies the decision to have children is, to a much greater extent than it was a few generations ago, a real choice. That parenthood is a choice is a sign of both political and economic development. It is morally good that people are able, as they pursue meaningful and satisfying lives, to choose to have children and also to choose not to. More options on the menu of life—more choices about work, about learning, about where and how to live—add to the individual experience of human freedom.

It’s also the case that while for some people the expansion of choices has led them to choose to have fewer children, for others, it’s not that they feel empowered to make different choices, it’s that the affirmative choice to have children has become a more difficult one for them to make. This distinction is important: it’s not just that people are choosing not to have children, they are not choosing to have them. From 2018 to 2021, according to the Pew Research Center, the percentage of nonparents aged 18–49 who said that they were “not too likely” or “not likely at all” to ever have children went from 37 percent to 44 percent. That’s a huge jump, and given that it included the first year of the pandemic, it’s unlikely that more people said they were unlikely to have children because they looked around and saw a bunch of other choices—choices that might preclude having children—as more attractive. The choice to have children itself has declining appeal.

Faced with data that show that fewer Americans are choosing to have children, some argue, in effect, that the way to increase birth rates is to decrease choices, particularly for women. This form of social conservatism is not principled; it is crudely culturally revanchist. It’s about turning back time to an era where women had more children and, not coincidentally, fewer choices. It is morally wrong to narrow the freedom and opportunity of some Americans just because we’d like them to have more children. It would also be silly economic policy. Even if a harebrained attempt to re-create the 1950s would increase the birth rate modestly, the other costs of returning to that world—rolling back educational attainment levels and labor force participation by women—would destroy a huge chunk of GDP and set back the entire country, as well as the livelihoods of tens of millions of households. The Handmaid’s Tale is dystopian fiction, not policy analysis.

And, of course, there is an alternative way to influence the choices that Americans make about whether or not to have children: instead of limiting, through law or culture, their other options with regard to questions like bodily autonomy, education, or workforce participation, we can choose policies that make the prospect of having children a more attractive proposition to those in a position to do so.

When people aged 18 to 49 without kids who say they don’t intend to have kids were asked why, a bit more than half of them didn’t name a specific reason—they just didn’t want kids. But the other half, when given an opportunity to share their reason, gave an interesting list. Medical reasons, not having a partner, age, and a partner who doesn’t want kids account for about half of those who gave explanations. Let’s call this the no-child-but-not-by-choice group. But a third of those who gave reasons said that their reasons were financial (17 percent), the state of the world (9 percent), or climate change (5 percent).2 Just to back up a bit and move out of percentages—based on a total population between 18 and 49 of approximately 140 million Americans,3 and about 62 million who say they won’t have kids, we’re talking about around 5 million Americans who say they aren’t going to have kids specifically because of financial reasons; nearly 3 million because of the state of the world; and 1.5 million because of climate change. (Other polls suggest that the share of those choosing not to have children because of climate change is a larger share of this no-child-by-choice group.) And some of those who declined to specify a particular reason for why they just don’t want kids may be people who would want to have kids if it didn’t seem so darn hard.

Money, fears about the future state of affairs in the U.S. and the world, and climate change. These reasons are all directly tied to public policy decisions, decisions that we and our representatives make. (Some of the medical reasons are likely affected by policy too.) Financial concerns are arguably the most directly addressable factor influencing the decision not to have children. Before the coronavirus pandemic, approximately one in six children in the United States was living in poverty. The expanded child tax credit, which was passed as part of the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 (temporarily) made two changes: it increased the amount of the tax credit and it made it “fully refundable,” meaning that instead of waiting for annual tax filing time, the credit was paid out monthly to qualified recipients—parents of more than 90 percent of the kids in the U.S. The impact of this policy change was immediate—it effectively cut child poverty in half. (And then it was allowed to expire within a year and child poverty, predictably, spiked.)

Obviously it matters that millions of children were lifted out of poverty by this policy decision, but it also matters that the policy meaningfully changed the experience of parents. Consider a married couple, both 38, with a three-year-old and a six-year-old. Both parents work—say, a cop and a teacher—and they make $100,000 in combined income. For this family, the child tax credit was the biggest tax cut of their lives. If they are thinking about having a third child, it could tilt the balance in making the necessary child care possible. (Three quarters of people who are already parents say they won’t have more kids, and of those who gave a reason, a third said financial concerns were the primary reason.) The impact wouldn’t be immediate, but the basic point is this: if we chose, as a society, to make parents’ lives better financially, it is reasonable to expect that, over time, the tax credit would factor in to the decision-making of some people who hesitate to have children for financial reasons. And before people say “that’s ridiculous, no one is going to have a kid just because they get $300/month!” the point isn’t that people would say “oh, I read about the child tax credit and now I am going to have a kid.” It’s not about a transactional exchange, it’s about changing the experience of parenting. If the policy can make general perceptions of what it’s like to be a parent in America today a little less stressful and frightening, more people will make the choice to do so.

There are other ways to make parenting easier, many of which are steps we should take and investments we should make for other reasons too, as the next chapter will dig into—support for prekindergarten and preschool, investment in the “care economy,” and better public education including higher education. In most cases the strongest arguments for updating the social contract and the way that we invest in people in America have nothing to do with population growth. But those policies can also have positive knock-on effects that help ensure that if Americans choose to not have children, that choice is one that reflects their freedom to craft lives of their own making, and not their perception that parenting in America is too onerous and stressful to contemplate.

The other two nonfinancial reasons—climate change and the state of the world—are more difficult to address in the short term through policy. It’s hard to know specifically what folks who said “the state of the world” meant by that, but many feel distraught about the moment we’re living in for inchoate and multiple reasons—political polarization, democratic erosion, rising geopolitical competition, the perception that governments and institutions are not equipped to deal with the challenges of our time. Americans—including those who have lived under oppressive laws and social subjugation, who have endured generations of poverty, or who have been dispossessed of land—have still found hope in hard times. It’s not that life has to be perfect or easy or that the world has to be free of problems for people to feel hopeful. But in periods of realignment and of shifting paradigms such as the one that we are living through, the social, technological, and political currents that define the context for our lives don’t just feel significant and threatening, they feel jumbled and out of control. If you’re on a bus and you see a boulder in the highway ahead, that’s scary. But if you’re on a bus and there’s no one driving, that feels scarier.

Climate change is, for an increasing number of people, the most specifiable of their concerns about “the state of the world.” When faced with the news that the next decade will determine and reveal whether climate change will be accompanied by existential ecological and biodiversity consequences beyond the catastrophes already witnessed, people look at political leaders and don’t want to take the risk that they can be trusted to avert the cliff. This feeling is understandable. And it’s addressable. The United States and other countries will not take action on climate change because they want to bolster declining birth rates, but when they do tackle climate change seriously and make real progress in the energy transition, even if it doesn’t bring confidence that the worst long-term impacts can be fully averted, it might reduce the sense that we’re heading for them apace.



Although a rewinding of the clock is not a defensible or realistic prescription, there is another, more typically conservative, observation about how we might make the choice to have children a more attractive one. It is more cultural and sociological than it is economic: when people say they are concerned about “the state of the world,” they may also be expressing an understandable sense of uncertainty about their own place in it. The feeling that so many problems in the world around us creates is often one of dislocation—what am I even doing here?—and that question is one that, in previous times, organized religion might have addressed. In many cases, organized religion has also been a mechanism of enforcing social and economic coercion and exclusion; so this view need not invoke an unvarnished expression of nostalgia for times when more Americans were churchgoers. Rather we can acknowledge that it is not only the material circumstances of their own households or the world that may affect individuals’ decisions about whether or not to have children. There are more metaphysical considerations, rooted in identity and beliefs about what constitutes a meaningful life that may also affect the confidence of individual members in their sociopolitical community.

Population replacement and growth is one of the ways that the United States can maintain sufficient scale to remain competitive in a globalized world where being big enough to matter still matters. And while it would be incongruous, and ineffective, in the American context for leaders to implore Americans to have more children the way that some leaders in other countries have, the choices of American voters and their leaders can add up to a more inviting or more discouraging environment as people decide whether or not to be parents. Most people who decide to have children do it for personal reasons that reflect their own experience and culture; they don’t think about policy questions as part of their decision. But having a child by choice is a vote of confidence in the future. It is a direct contribution to the reproduction of the society of which one is a part. As the United States continues its debates about what forms of adaptation we need to adjust to global competition in an increasingly postindustrial world, we should see those discussions as not only debates about social and economic fairness for members of our society, but also as a pitch to those who might think about bringing new people into the world to join it.
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