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Egypt: The Art of Getting from Here to There  17

into) contemporary times. A southerly approach seems better, and indeed 

following the Nile is certainly a less painful affair than trudging through 

desert. But as one moves upriver south, the Nile valley  narrows—  to a steep 

canyon in places, complete with the occasional rapids (locally known as 

cataracts)—  and it is a long, winding  nine‑  hundred‑  mile route before you 

reach a geography and climate that can support a meaningful population 

(contemporary Khartoum, Sudan). Establishing multiple defensive posi‑

tions along this route is quite easy.

In other words, you really have to want to get to Egypt.

Within Egypt, however, things are very different.

Within Egypt the Nile does two things. First and most obviously, it 

makes mass food production possible. Every patch of land within sight 

of the river is under cultivation, generating the most consistent food sur‑

pluses of any land throughout the history of not just the ancient world, 

but also the classical, medieval, and even early industrial worlds. This 

food surplus created the world’s densest population footprint for most 

of human history (the only exception being contemporary Bangladesh). 
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into the Apennine Peninsula (contemporary Italy) resulted not just in the 

occupation of the southern and western portions of the peninsula, break‑

ing Ottoman control over the Mediterranean. Spain also put a portion of 

its  long‑  arm navy permanently on station in the western Mediterranean. 

The Ottomans, still using  pre‑  deepwater ships, had to downgrade their 

naval tactics to mere privateering. The Turks found themselves forced to 

divert massive resources from their Danube campaigns to an increasingly 

failed effort to defend their Mediterranean assets (most notably the Egyp‑

tian breadbasket).

But as potent as Spain was in challenging the Ottoman position, it 

was tiny Portugal that upended it. Until Portugal’s arrival in South Asia, 

local oceanic  shipping—  including the maritime arms of the spice trade 

that the Ottomans  controlled—  was purely coastal, sailing with the mon‑

soonal winds: east in  May–  June and west in August. Winds offshore may 

have blown year round, but they were erratic and local ships couldn’t reli‑

ably navigate or survive the turbulence. The Portuguese deepwater craft, 

in contrast, found navigating the Indian Ocean to be child’s play. Portu‑

guese vessels were able to eviscerate the Ottoman connections to the Asian 

spice world, and then directly occupy key spice production locations, 

via its ships redirecting the trade in its entirety to Lisbon. Even with the 
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Enter the Accidental Superpower 51

in the world. The central portions of the plain are humid yet temperate, 

making them perfect for corn and soybean production. The western sec‑

tions are considerably drier as they lie in the rain shadow of the Rocky 

Mountains, making them ideal for several varietals of wheat. In bad years 

the Midwest produces a billion bushels of wheat, 2.5 billion bushels of soy‑

beans, and an astounding 9 billion bushels of corn.

Like America’s waterways, America’s lands would make the United 

States a global superpower on their own. But the value and importance of 

those lands increase exponentially when one considers that they overlap 

America’s  world‑  best waterways almost perfectly.
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The world’s greatest river  network—  that of the Mississippi and 

its six thousand miles of navigable  tributaries—  directly overlies the 

world’s  largest piece of arable land, the American Midwest. The Intra‑

coastal Waterway services the entirety of the Southeast as well as the 

plains of Texas. The Sacramento River and San Francisco Bay take care 

 Global Breadbaskets and Dust Bowls

Climate combined with terrain and elevation is an excellent pre-
dictor of what nations can potentially do. Elevations over five thou-
sand feet typically mean mountains, which eliminate navigable 
rivers from possibility. Rail lines also quickly fall into uselessness in 
the  highlands—  a slope as little as 0.25 percent reduces the weight 
a locomotive can lug by  half—  and the separating nature of moun-
tain ridges means that any infrastructure built in one area does not 
 benefit another. Tropical climates similarly complicate infrastruc-
ture and introduce endemic disease into the strategic math. Des-
erts, tundra, and taiga simply cannot generate large populations 
or feed them from local sources. Such wastelands and highlands 
have never  generated powers with a global reach. Tropical pow-
ers may support larger populations, but they too tend to be sharply 
circumscribed.
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of  California’s Central Valley, and the Columbia and Snake service the 

agriculturally useful regions of Washington and Oregon. With the excep‑

tion of the western fringe of the Great Plains that lies in the shadow of 

the Rockies, no American agricultural region is more than 150 miles from 

a navigable waterway. This allows the capital, agricultural, and transport 

On the other end of the spectrum are the Goldilocks zones with 
warmth but not oppressive heat and water but not excessive wet-
ness. All of the major powers of the past five hundred years have 
come from these easily developed, temperate lands. As pure hap-
penstance would have it, the easily developed lands of the United 
States are not only the largest contiguous piece of such lands in the 
world, but they are also almost perfectly overlain by the American 
waterway network.

Between such zones of ruin and perfection lie the transitions 
lands that can be developed, but only if funded by a large and sus-
tained supply of capital. Much of the economic and political activity 
of the past sixty years concerns these  moderate-  difficulty lands.

This second map puts geographic theory into practice. Unsur-
prisingly, the vast majority of the world’s farmland is located in lands 
where development is easy.
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Asia’s sea approaches are even more favorable to the Americans. Off 

the East Asian coast are not simply a series of archipelagoes, but a series 

of  well‑  established, populous nations: Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, 

 Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. All, like the United Kingdom, are 

full‑on powers in their own right. What do they have in common? A fear 

that another regional power might one day be powerful enough to end 

them. In the past this has made them hostile to Japan (and friendly to the 

United States), and in the present this has made them hostile to China 

(and friendly to the United States). As of 2014  all—  including  Japan—  are 

allies.

The net effect is that the United States now has a multilayered 

defense of the homeland before one even considers its alliance struc‑
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ture, its maritime prowess, or the general inability of Eurasian powers to 

assault it.

Which brings us to the final point about why the United States is 

nearly immune to rivals.

There is no one who is capable of trying.

A Lack of Eurasian Powers

Pulling off an invasion of North America would require three particularly 

onerous prerequisites. First and most obvious, it takes a huge population 

to duke it out with a country of over 300 million on its home territory. The 

only entities with the population that could even theoretically attempt 

such a task are China, India, the combined European Union, and Russia.
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War a lengthy list of  states—  including the once crushingly impoverished 

South  Korea—  had leveraged American economic offerings with such suc‑

cess that they themselves surpassed Soviet living standards.

Of course every plan has its complications. First, not every coun‑

try had the same interpretation of signing over its security policy as the 

Americans did. Many of the European states assumed that the Americans 

had of course intended for the European empires to continue on, now 

simply under the American aegis. Such was not the American intent, and 

convincing some of the Europeans otherwise took a little doing. As the 

premier prewar maritime powers, the British and French proved the most 

in need of attitude adjustments. The Suez Canal Crisis of 1956, which 

concluded with the Americans intentionally and publicly humiliating the 

English and French by withdrawing  post–  World War II recovery aid and 

spearheading international opposition, was the most visible manifesta‑

tion of the Americans driving home just who was in charge. Over the next 

generation every significant European colony got its independence. The 

Americans didn’t take any of them over, because it didn’t need them. Its 

goal was to break the European hold over the world and make the Euro‑

pean powers dependent upon the Bretton Woods system.

The mass independence of the  now‑  former imperial territories did 

that very well indeed, as it both forced resource supply chain responsibility 

into the hands of the U.S. Navy and removed a primary logic for the Euro‑

pean states even having navies in the first place.

Second, as the security guarantor of their alliance network, the 
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held. Volatility is not just the enemy of the day, but the enemy for the rest 

of their lives. It doesn’t matter if that volatility is in the form of currency 

risk, stock market gyrations, or the sex, lies, and videotapes of corporate 

politics. Stocks and dynamism are out. Government bonds and CDs are in.

Consequently, it isn’t simply the case that retirees don’t put new 

investments into the system, or that the nature of their investments aren’t 

the sort that generate much economic growth, but that their accrued 

investments also shrink as time goes on. And of course most of them will 

be drawing pensions as well. Unlike young workers who generate demand 

and growth, or mature workers who generate capital and investment, 

retirees as a population cohort are a net drag on the system, and that drag 

increases as their nest egg shrinks.

In a “normal” population there is a very straightforward distri‑

bution among these groups. Many infants followed by slightly fewer 

young  children followed by slightly fewer children followed by slightly 

fewer  teenagers and so on. Simple mortality steadily whittles away at the 

 population until there are very few remaining retirees. Stack the data up 

AccidentalSupe_HCtextF1.indd 96 9/2/14 10:17:51 PM



100 THE ACCIDENTAL SUPERPOWER

alignments. With the demise of European currencies already announced, 

the U.S. dollar was the only refuge for all. Ordinary Russians took to stor‑

ing dollars in their mattresses, while Russian statesmen and oligarchs alike 

held their  gains—  ill and  not—  in U.S. banks. The actual amount that fled 

remains a very hot topic in Russian circles even today, but whether it was 

tens of billions or hundreds of billions of dollars, the simple point is that 

it all flowed to the Western countries. On top of that, the Russian indus‑

trial base simply went away, but Russian commodities output did not. The 

excess didn’t so much creep as hurl itself upon international markets to 

the tune of 500,000 bpd (barrels per day) of new crude supply per year for 

nine straight years. Similar dumping occurred in every mineral industry in 

which the Russians were players.

Collectively this geopolitical change overwhelmed the normal rule 

that lots of  twenty‑ and  thirty‑  somethings makes for an  expensive‑  capital 

environment. Instead, the cost of capital plunged, allowing  consumption‑ 

 driven growth not simply to soar, but to explode. Somewhat restrained 

government spending during the Clinton administration combined with 

rising Boomer incomes (and therefore tax payments) steadily whittled 
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healthiest demography in Europe. But there is a very dark lining. If a young 

woman applies for a job, the employer must expect that she will be taking 

years of time off. That employer will nevertheless be legally required to 

keep her job open and to pay for years of maternity leave. The expected 

happens. Young Swedish women suffer from the highest unemployment 

and underemployment rates among the advanced countries, and Swedish 

women overall are far less likely to advance into the top ranks in manage‑

ment, corporations, universities, or even government sectors than their 

Western peers.

As the Russian and Swedish cases suggest, adjusting a people’s life‑

style is never easy, cheap, or free of unwanted side effects. But the need 

for change remains. Take a look at the population pyramid below and you 

get a sense of what is  possible—  and impossible.

Japan is both the oldest and the  fastest‑  aging society on the planet. 

Fully  one‑  third of the population of 126 million is sixty and over. Since 

1900 median life expectancy in Japan has increased from  forty‑  four years 

to over  eighty‑  three.
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and compounds throughout the industry. In December 2013, only sixteen 

months after the EIA’s exhaustive report, shale oil output had increased 

from 2 million bpd to 3.8 million  bpd—  that’s not only more than Cana‑

da’s oil output, but is about 50 percent more than the EIA’s projection for 

U.S. shale oil output for 2020. At the time of this writing in  mid‑  2014, even 

that data is now outdated. As of 2014 the United States is now the world’s 

largest energy producer, bringing up more oil than Saudi Arabia and more 

natural gas than Russia.

What will U.S. shale output look like in the future? Details are murky: 

There are many shifting variables, there is no such thing as “ average” 

when considering an industry that operates in wildly varied geologies and 

regulatory environments, and any estimate provided now likely will be 

overwhelmed in the time it takes this manuscript to make it into print.

But caveats aside, the learning curve is still extraordinarily steep, with 

huge gains being made at nearly every stage of the process. Deeper wells, 

longer horizontal shafts, more controlled and therefore more  effective 

fracking, better fluids, more detailed imaging, more experience using 

AccidentalSupe_HCtextF1.indd 120 9/2/14 10:17:51 PM



130 THE ACCIDENTAL SUPERPOWER

and  chest‑  thumping Iranians don’t get as much of a vote in U.S. energy pol‑

icy as they used to. And within a few short years they won’t get a vote at all.

So those are some of the obvious benefits. Now let’s turn to some of 

the less obvious ones.

Shale and Geography

Spatially, the most notable thing about shale energy is where it is (and will 

be) produced in comparison to traditional forms of energy. The follow‑

ing map highlights the world’s major producing basins, both for oil and 

natural gas. It is a familiar map with concentrations in places like Siberia, 

the Persian Gulf, the northwestern Australian shelf, Nigeria, the North 

Sea, and the Gulf of  Mexico—  all places that are difficult to operate in, 

whether technically or politically. I’ve placed this information on the same 

map as the Earth at night. Why? Because the lights are where the people 

with money live. Much of the geopolitical angst of the past seventy years 

has been about getting the energy from where it is produced to where the 

lights are. Everything from the Arab oil embargo to the  European‑  Russian 

squabbles over Ukraine to the  Iran‑  Iraq War to all things Israeli are at a 

minimum heavily tinged with international energy politics.

Shale changes that, and it is very easy to  see—  and I mean literally 

 see—  how.

My personal shale eureka moment came a cold night in December 

2012. My partner, Wayne, a pilot, had seen something out on one of his 
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 Woodford, the Fayetteville, the Niobrara, the Antrim, the Marcellus, the 

 Bakken, all of  them—  from space, hundreds of thousands of well lights 

that are bit by bit remaking how the United States sees the world.

Which led me to make this:

I’ve replaced the traditional energy basins with the known shale 

basins. There are two takeaways. First, there is very little overlap between 

the traditional basins and the shale basins, so any current energy producer 

who might due to geological blessings be able to try their hand at shale will 

still need a decade or three to build the infrastructure required. That, at a 

minimum, suggests a reshuffling of the global energy deck.

Second, and far more important, nearly all of the United States’ 

“lights” are close to, if not on top of, shale basins. For the Americans, 

this means that the role of international energy supply chain guarantor is 

no longer something that they are doing for themselves at  all—  it is only 

something they are doing for their Bretton Woods allies. It also means 

that the Americans are one of a small handful of countries that has man‑

aged to colocate their production and consumption of energy. That has 

obvious security  implications—  if your city’s energy comes from wells that 

are just outside the suburbs, it would take a particularly aggressive (para)

military effort to impact energy prices, let alone knock the lights out. But 

less obvious is that it isn’t cheap to move energy. It takes oil to move oil. 

In all it takes about 1 million bpd of crude  oil—  refined into various fuels, 

of  course—  to move the rest of the crude oil around the planet. Oil that 
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industry, but certain ones will benefit more than most. Heavy chemicals, 

steel, aluminum, plastics, fertilizers, and manufacturing of all  types— 

 precisely the sort of jobs that shifted out of country during the 1990s and 

 2000s—  are already returning to the United States, and the manufacturing 

sector alone has already added half a million jobs since 2008, in large part 

due to shale’s impact.

One manufacturing subsector is particularly worthy of mention: 3‑D 

printing (a.k.a. additive manufacturing). A 3‑D printer sprays metal powder 

or plastic resin in a manner similar to how a laser printer sprays toner. But 

instead of spraying a single layer, it sprays thousands, one upon the other, 

until a  three‑  dimensional object emerges. These objects can contain moving 

parts, hinges, and even disconnections (like a Swiss Army knife, mechanical 

clock, necklace, or even a firearm), and be printed in all one run.

In most parts of the world 3‑D printing is a fringe technology, but a 

number of characteristics make the merger of shale and 3‑D printing par‑

ticularly notable for the United States:

• Because it does not use molds, 3‑D printing only makes one 

item at a time. This encourages customization and generates 

opportunities for design jobs in a highly educated country like 
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hasn’t gotten around to swallowing them up yet. Regardless of the 

cause, as modern states they won’t be with us much longer.

2. Decentralization: Russia, China, Bolivia, Nigeria, Cameroon, 

Sudan, Ethiopia, etc. Like the first category, these states do not have 

what they need to survive in the new era. Sufficient food, energy, 

raw materials, capital, markets,  security—  most lack at least three. 

Making matters worse, they won’t have any allies, and they’ll lack 

the capacity to even attempt to secure their needs in the long run. 

However, the pressures facing them are not quite  state‑  destroying. 

Central government will hold, if only just. Life will be painful. But 

at least it will still be life.

3. Degraded: Brazil, India, Canada, Hungary, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, 

etc. These states are missing some of the basic building blocks of 

modern society: popular buy‑in, government legitimacy, sufficient 

food or energy or markets. But what they do have is the capacity to 

partially address some of their challenges. They will fail at most of 

these attempts, but it won’t all be bad. Most important, the pres‑

sures they are  under—  while multivectored and  structural—  will 

not hit them with critical force. Central authority in these coun‑

tries will remain fairly strong, even as most everything else about 

the country weakens.

4. Steady state: United Kingdom, France, Denmark, Sweden, Peru, 

Philippines, etc. The countries in this group will probably be able 
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trade. Remove that characteristic, however, and Cuba, which lacks even a 

merchant marine, is all on its own.

The Americans are certain to underscore that status, because Cuba’s 

ability to vex the United States comes from its position at the mouth of the 

Gulf of Mexico. Capable military forces stationed on the island would be 

able to pinch closed the Florida and Yucatán Straits, blocking most trade 

that would have entered or exited the greater Mississippi system. However, 

“capable” military forces are not ones that could naturally originate on 
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 world—  has accepted these monies with open arms, building the UK 

financial world into a global powerhouse and the kingdom’s most dynamic 

economic sector. As the EU descends into depression and dissolution, that 

flow of  capital—  and London’s  fortunes—  will only fatten.

Now for the downside. This huge inflow of capital already puts ever 

stronger upward pressure on the pound versus the euro. As the pound rises, 
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its own terms. Even better, perennial political discord between the Bang‑

kok core and the inland plateau all but guarantees that Thailand will never 

pose a military threat to its neighbors. It is the perfect ally: It doesn’t need 

U.S. troops stationed on its soil, it doesn’t need much economic help, and it 

doesn’t generate much heartburn. It is also a damnably useful friend due to 

its strategic position between India, China, and the Southeast Asian trade 

lanes. Additionally, Bangkok’s extensive experience in dealing with its 

somewhat squirrelly neighborhood means it can even offer the Americans 

extensive security cooperation as a sweetener to any alliance deal.

One surprising potential partner is Myanmar, a country that has 

been on America’s blacklist for the past generation. Myanmar has three 

things going for it. First, it has moderate volumes of a wide array of natu‑

ral resources from oil and natural gas to zinc and copper to hydropower 

and timber. As it is right next door to Thailand, the synergies are many 

and obvious. Second, Myanmar’s Irrawaddy River is the only river in the 

region that is navigable for any reasonable length. If there is a part of the 
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market. These two traditional allies will be the litmus test for just how far 

the Americans are willing to go to support allies in the new era.

Which brings us to Singapore. As Singapore sits upon the world’s bus‑

iest trade and energy transport artery, it is difficult to imagine a country 

that gained more from the United States’ forcing of free trade upon the 

 world—  or to imagine a country that will suffer more from its removal. 

Singapore has greater trade and energy throughput than any other loca‑

tion on the planet, the flows it manages form global benchmarks, and its 

considerable  technocratic‑  industrial base is funded almost entirely from 

its trade facilitation profits. Simply put, Singapore is free trade in physi‑

cal form. Without a global trade order, without the Americans protecting 

trade flows between East Asia and Europe and energy flows between East 
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 century‑  long process that the Vietnamese are not even halfway through. 

These weaknesses also create a very peculiar demographic geography. All 

of the  countries sport only lightly populated hinterlands, instead being 
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mid‑  1980s. Within five years it will be the far smaller generation of  post– 

 Cold War births who will be parents, and there simply are not enough of 

them to sustain a Russian population at even half its current size.

And this is the  best‑  case scenario. HIV and  multi‑  drug‑  resistant 

tuberculosis run rampant through the Russian population, with most 

of the cases concentrated in the fifteen‑to‑ thirty‑  five age group: the age 

group most likely to have children. Even Russia’s population pyramid is 

deceptively positive, as it contains the data for the Russian national popu‑

lation as a whole, not the Russian ethnic population. While many of Rus‑

sia’s conquered populations escaped the Russian yoke with the Soviet 

collapse, many others remain within contemporary Russia’s borders. 

In particular Turkic Muslim populations like the Tatars, Bashkirs, and 

Chechens are young, vibrant, and growing. Their data are blended in with 

the ethnic Russians, who are rapidly aging, diseased, and not reproduc‑

ing. By 2040, the Russian national population will almost certainly have 

shrunk below 120 million, with Russian ethnics but a thin majority within 

their own country.
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In any form an independent Ukraine is a threat to Russia. But it is only 

the first threat Russia must address before 2020.

The second most critical region is the Northern European frontier, 

home to Poland, Belarus, and the Baltic trio of Estonia, Latvia, and Lith‑

uania. Collectively these five states command Russia’s exposure to the 

North European Plain as well as the Baltic coastline and the fate of Rus‑

sia’s second city, Saint Petersburg. Russia must at a minimum neutralize 

this region, but in this faces extreme challenges. Poland and the Baltic trio 

are pathologically hostile to Russia, with extremely good reason: The Rus‑

sians/Soviets occupied all of them for two generations. The four not only 

collaborate closely to resist Russian influence but are also increasingly 

partnering with two other countries historically famous for doing so with 

more success: Denmark and Sweden. In dealing with this frontier, Russia’s 

key advantage is Belarus, which suffers from a culture cringe that is some‑

what similar to Stockholm syndrome. Belarus suffered under Soviet times 

just as much as the other occupied peoples, but the Belarusians are the 
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First, Bulgaria and Romania are a slam dunk. Whether outright con‑

quering, an  Ottoman‑  style suzerainty relationship, or a more traditional 

alliance, a formalized relationship with the two Danubian peoples would 

solidify Turkish control over both the eastern Black Sea and the lower 

Danube, end any possible chance of food shortages, and put a plug in Rus‑

sia’s ambitions.

Second, Turkey must secure some oil supplies. Luckily, Turkey’s needs 

are  moderate—  it only requires about 700,000  bpd—  and it has some 

options. Northern Iraq is home to the Kirkuk oil fields, which are capable 

of producing more than enough for Turkey as well as its Bulgarian and 

Romanian relations. Additionally, Kirkuk already has infrastructure link‑

ing it to Turkey, specifically a series of pipelines that terminate at Ceyhan, 

Turkey’s southern energy hub and superport. Control of northern Iraq 

would also give Turkey direct overlordship over the largest Kurdish com‑

munity not located in Turkey already, allowing the Turks to better smother 

Kurdish separatism.

Of course, control over northern Iraq will not come easily. Kurds 

aside, Turkey will be entering into direct and unrelenting competition 
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the deals are exceedingly good, the Russians and Turks may even be able 

to find a means of working around each other’s interests in the Caucasus 

as well.

Should the Russians fail to make an offer that is sufficiently lucrative 

from the Turks’ point of view, then the Turks will be able to eject the Rus‑

sians from the Caucasus wholesale and hugely complicate Russian efforts 

in Ukraine. The Turks are as young and vibrant as the Russians are old 

and sickly. Unlike most of the developing world, they boast a large and 

growing market that is not overly dependent upon external capital, or 

even external demand.

The Turks can draw upon many groups of similar ethnicities across 

the northern Caucasus region, most immediately the Ingush, Dagestanis, 

Kabards, Circassians, and Chechens, and farther abroad the Kazakhs 

and Uzbeks as well. Committed Turkish opposition would be more than 

enough to unravel Russia’s entire southern rim. Which isn’t to say that the 

Russians would take it lying down. Russia would repay the effort by using 

its  world‑  class intelligence skills to destabilize Turkey from within,  stirring 

up every minority the Turks control whether in territories new or old.
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military, and above all the coherent state apparatus required to make sure 

it is the Uzbeks who get that water.

The competition isn’t exactly stiff. Stalin drew all of this region’s bor‑

ders to ensure maximum conflict should any of the republics gain inde‑

pendence, ergo their  spaghetti‑  like characteristics. He wielded his pen 

with skill.

• Tajikistan is not even a functioning state. The country’s north‑

ern neck separates Uzbekistan proper from its Fergana territo‑

ries, holds all of the connecting road and rail infrastructure, 

and is populated by Uzbeks. Additionally, the Amu’s headwaters 

are all in Tajikistan, along with several hydroelectric dams that 

control its flow. The Uzbeks will take Tajikistan in its entirety.

• Kyrgyzstan controls nearly all of the slopes and highlands of 

the Fergana Valley, as well as all of the Syr’s headwaters and 

several hydroelectric facilities that both control the water flow 

on the river and supply electricity to Uzbekistan. Uzbekistan 

will want the entire southern half of the country.
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An  Uzbek‑  Turk alliance could set fire to Russia’s carefully policed ethnic 

balance.

Plenty of questions arise as to how much force the Russians will 

expend to hold off the Uzbeks. Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan 

lack the capacity to contribute to their own defense in any appreciable way. 

The region is over a thousand miles removed from the Russian border and 

two thousand miles removed from populated Russia. The only thing going 

for the Russians in this fight is that the Uzbek’s  drought‑  driven invasion 

might occur before Russia’s own  demographic‑  driven twilight. But if the 

Amu and Syr don’t force the Uzbeks’ hand before 2020, then Russia will 

have utterly lost its capacity to compete meaningfully in distant Central 

Asia. And a wave of young Uzbeks will wash asunder all foolish enough to 

stand in their way.

Saudi Arabia: Wrath of the Righteous

Saudi Arabia is a quintessential example of the sort of oddities that Bret‑

ton Woods encouraged to proliferate. Over 90 percent of the country is 
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Because of this quirk, the Saudis lack many of the advantages of a 

modern state, most notably an industrial base or a tax base. They have 

no navy to speak of, much less one that could guarantee the security of 

their exports and by extension their income. They also lack a (meaning‑

ful) army and so cannot guarantee the security of their state.3

Consequently, the Saudis’ existential challenges fall into two catego‑

ries: naval threats and local ones.

In terms of naval challenges, anyone who needs oil and has the 

 ability to reach Saudi Arabia will be both a threat and an opportunity to 

the Saudis. The Saudis will want countries to come to them to purchase 

their oil, but they won’t want countries to come to them to take their oil. 

Unfortunately for the Saudis, their oil complex is eminently seizable. 

Nearly all Saudi oil production is in the country’s extreme east. The Gha‑

war superfield, which currently produces some 5 million bpd, is in fact less 

3. The Saudis have spent billions on the best hardware the Americans are willing 

to sell, but they don’t train on it. The  equipment—  complete with Abrams tanks and 

Apache  helicopters—  simply sits  shrink‑  wrapped in  air‑  conditioned warehouses, the 

Saudi strategic plan being that should they ever be directly threatened, the Americans 

will send troops to man Saudi Arabia’s prepositioned equipment and defend the king‑

dom. In a Bretton Woods world, it is a fairly clever strategy. In a  post–  Bretton Woods 

world, all that equipment is really just a lot of very expensive paperweights.
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This strategy, however, generates its own risks. Arm enough men with 

weapons, fill them with righteous fury, send them to kill legions of apos‑

tates, and sooner or later some of them will start choosing their own tar‑

gets. The last time the Saudis lost control of such men, the September 11, 

2001, attacks occurred and the Saudis ended up fighting a brief civil war 

against their own militants. Managing a carefully metered flow of violence 

out of Pandora’s box will prove a constant struggle.

Japan: Dusting Off Tojo

Japan is one of the great aggressive maritime empires of the not‑so‑distant 

past. Bereft of resources or markets at home, Japan ventured out from its 

home islands in search of both and in doing so built an imperial commer‑

cial empire stretching along all of the East Asian archipelagoes and conti‑

nental coastline all the way to Myanmar.
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the Persian  Gulf—  will disappear as options, either having been already 

spoken for, too far away, or both. Which will exhaust the nice side of Japan.

The first military target is likely to be Russia’s Sakhalin Island. It is 

just off the coast of Japan’s northernmost Hokkaido Island, putting it well 

within Japan’s naval and air force power projection range. Its infrastruc‑

ture was largely built by Japanese firms, that infrastructure terminates on 

the island’s southern tip, the Japanese have the technical skill to keep all 

of Sakhalin’s offshore energy production running, the Russians do not, 

and Japanese nationalists still fume that the Russians seized it from Japan 

in the wars of the first half of the twentieth century. Securing Sakhalin 
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the port into the African interior. Once it is completed, and at the time of 

this writing the project is already in the T‑crossing stage, Angola will start 

siphoning off traffic that for a century had been destined to South Africa, 

and South Africa’s chokehold on the region’s economic and political life 

will end. At that point it will be up to South Africa to respond. It is poorly 

positioned to do so.

First, the South Africans are out of practice. South Africa used to 

have a highly capable special forces branch that efficiently pursued the 

nation’s interests throughout the southern portion of the continent. With 

the end of apartheid, however, the military writ large fell into disarray 

and disrepair. It would take a dedicated multiyear effort to regenerate the 

 country’s expeditionary fortunes, and at present efforts in that direction 

are  middling at best. They certainly will not be completed by 2015. Even 
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maintenance of the infrastructure that ensures South Africa’s current 

dominance is falling back to more typical African standards.

The Mbundu, in contrast, didn’t stop at the end of their war. They have 

used their rising military strength to intimidate and sculpt neighboring 

countries, complete with engineering a coup to install a friendly govern‑

ment in Namibia and bombing Zambia to warn them off from support‑

ing Ovimbundu insurgents. The Ninjas have been particularly effective at 

strengthening friendly regimes in Zimbabwe and Congo (Brazzaville) by 

terrorizing dissident groups there.

Second, it isn’t clear that South Africa can put up a fight anymore. 

While their plateau certainly lifted them out of the tropical disease zone, 

that elevation does nothing for nontropical diseases. Some 80 percent of 

South Africans carry tuberculosis while 30 percent of pregnant women are 

 HIV‑  positive. Such diseases have absolutely gutted South Africa’s skilled 

labor and tax intakes, preventing the government from maintaining its 

 apartheid‑  era levels of growth, security, and  infrastructure—  to say noth‑

ing of taking a proactive foreign policy. In contrast, Angola’s lack of infra‑

structure and the horrors of its civil war mean that it is the sole southern 
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African country to have (so far) escaped the ravages of HIV. It has a demo‑

graphic so young it is literally a throwback to the preindustrial age.

In short, Angola is clearly coming from (far) behind in the contest, but 

in the long game it seems almost certain to win.

Iran: From Enemy to Ally

Iran is not a typical power. In fact, from the criteria that we’ve been using, 

there is nothing about Iran that indicates that it should be successful.

The country certainly has a balance of transport, but it is balanced in 

the wrong way. Iran enjoys no big piece of flat land from which to  generate 

a large community and food surpluses. It has no navigable river to speak of 

that could raise capital (and few rivers of any size or reliability). The coun‑

try lies in the heart of the  African‑  Asian aridity belt, starving it of water. 

Nearly all of its people live in the hundreds of mountain valleys that are high 

enough to wring some precipitation out of the air. Moving around within 

Persia is difficult and expensive at best, and there is no obvious nearby eco‑

nomic node to which Persia might connect to mitigate its poverty.
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necessary. It has historically used those booms to extend its 

control not just up and down the river valleys, but south into 

Arabia, west into what is now Syria, and east into the Persian 

highlands. It has always been the geography that has gener‑

ated the most difficulties and hardships for the Persians, and as 

such is typically the first territory that Persia absorbs in its own 

expansionary phases. At the time of this writing, the United 

States’ war with Iraq is over, and Iran has taken advantage of 

the American withdrawal to install many of its allies into the 

Iraqi government, up to and including the prime minister. 

While it would be overly simplistic to say that Iran already 

controls Iraq, it is certainly more of a springboard for Iranian 

future ambitions than a sandbag.

• To the southwest lies Saudi Arabia, the largest of the Gulf 

oil states and the world’s largest exporter of crude oil. Iran’s 

goal is nothing less than the subordination of Saudi Arabia, 

and the two countries’ religious  differences—  Saudi Arabia is 

the keeper of Sunni Islam while Iran is the protector of Shia 

 Islam—  only adds a layer of religious feuding to a contest that 

is already economic, political, and strategic. Iran is clearly the 

superior power, with nearly triple the population and a military 

that is actually used to shooting people while the Saudi mili‑

tary does not operate well outside of  air‑  conditioning. But an 
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Russian troops, but introduces an irredentist threat hard up on 

Iran’s northwestern border. The only way that Iran’s northern 

flank can truly be secure would be if it occupied most of the 

Caucasus region itself. Unfortunately, the only way that Rus‑

sia’s southern flank can be secure would be for Russia to do the 

same. For both Iran and  Russia—  to say nothing of Georgia, 

Azerbaijan, and  Armenia—  the Caucasus is a  zero‑  sum game. 

While Russia is far from a pushover and attacking the Cauca‑

sus would be expensive and difficult, time is on the Iranians’ 

side. Iran has a young and rapidly growing population, while 

Armenia, Georgia, and Russia have three of the world’s oldest 

and most rapidly contracting.

• Finally, to the northwest lies Turkey. Most of Turkey’s eco‑

nomic and political interests lie in the Black Sea and Danubian 

basins, but that is in a world in which free trade thrives. Once 

the Americans stop guaranteeing global energy supplies, the 

Turks will have to secure their own. The closest energy lies in 

northern Iraq, an area populated by Kurds whom the Turks 
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Europe Today

A continent riven by war is hardly how most of us think of Europe, but 

that is because the Europe we know has been transformed utterly by Bret‑

ton Woods.

With the imposition of Bretton Woods and the American alliance 

network, the Europeans no longer needed to struggle for iron ore or steel 

or oil or food or spices or markets or borders. Instead of battling to be the 

NEP colossus, France and (West) Germany could cooperate economically 

and focus on exporting to wider Europe and the wider world. Instead of 

being nervous about the NEP uniting, countries on the European periph‑

ery could, with some caution, participate in Bretton Woods’ legion trade 

opportunities. The Europeans were not only able to take a vacation from 

geopolitics, but a vacation from their own brutal history. The  result— 

 as elsewhere in the  world—  was seventy years of peace and prosperity, 

although in Europe the emphasis was definitely on the “peace” part.

The end of the Cold War had any number of impacts on the world 

writ large, but in Europe it was absolutely wonderful. Europe was the 

 primary Cold War battle line, so defense outlays were far higher there 
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than  anywhere but in the United States, the Soviet Union, and the Koreas. 

With the Cold War’s end, resources dedicated to defense could be redi‑

rected to investment. A belt of states from Estonia to Bulgaria ceased being 

Soviet property and started down the road to European Union member‑

ship, eventually providing an infusion of over 100 million new consum‑

ers and  low‑ and  mid‑  cost workers. But most of all, the Cold War’s end 

made the French and Germans sufficiently confident in a future without 

war that they launched their most ambitious unification project yet: a cur‑

rency union.

Which is where contemporary Europe’s problems begin.

Problem One: Enter the Euro

In the United States, finance is somewhat nondenominational. There 

are so many rivers servicing such a substantial population that capital 
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simply have no resources remaining to lend to businesses and consum‑

ers. This means that until Europe can rectify the financial imbalances the 

euro has caused, any growth in Europe must occur without more than 

middling participation from its banking  sector—  a sector that controls 

nearly all of the system’s available credit.

That would be bad enough if everyone involved still agreed what the 

goal of a united Europe was. That, alas, is a degree of unity that no longer 

exists.

Problem Three: Two Drivers, No Steering Wheel

The European Union, and its predecessor, the European Economic Com‑

munity, has always been a strange animal. Any organization that was 

formed in the early years of Bretton Woods was going to have an economic 

underpinning considerably different from the previous era, and in this the 

EU did not disappoint. But more than an economic grouping designed to 

take full advantage of the security and trade network the Americans had 

created, the EEC/EU ultimately had a political rationale.
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aging European states. Of the danger states, only Spain still has 

a bulge in its population profile that is under forty, and even 

they are already in their late thirties.  Consumption‑  led growth 

in Southern Europe is now largely impossible.

• For Germany and other heavily technocratic European states 

like Finland and the Netherlands, their development policy 

combined with a lack of young people means that a  local‑ 

 consumption‑  driven model hasn’t been possible for twenty 

years. And with no replacement generation growing into adult‑

hood, such a model cannot be returned to within the next 

thirty years.

• Aggressive German exports limited industrial expansion across 

Southern Europe, meaning fewer local jobs for the few  twenty‑ 

and  thirty‑  somethings who remained. Southern Europe was 

never competitive with Germany in the first place. Now, with 

all of Southern Europe in the eurozone, these countries cannot 

devalue their currencies to compete on cost. Southern Europe 

cannot have  export‑  led growth.
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escalates from a niggling political issue to a catastrophic economic one. 

Living in a world in which German industry dominates your economic life 

is one thing, but waking up to discover that the Americans are no longer 

holding the Germans in check is quite another.

Perhaps Germany’s biggest problem will be that there is no single 

place (or even five places) that the Germans need access to if they are to 

survive. Courtesy of Bretton Woods, the economic geography of  early‑ 

 twenty‑  first‑  century Europe is far more entangled than that of any other 

age of German independence. The most accessible energy production sites 

are nearly two thousand miles away, either in Azerbaijan or northwest‑

ern Russia, and Germany needs 2.2 million barrels of crude imports daily. 

As far as raw materials are concerned, everything from aluminum to iron 

ore is no longer even produced in Europe, which is long since mined out. 

German supply chains are no longer exclusively nationally held, but are 

instead dependent on intermediate inputs and even finishing work in 

 Belgium, the Netherlands, Austria, Poland, and the Czech Republic.

This all makes Germany sound like a dependent  has‑  been, doesn’t it? 

But this is Germany, and German organizational acumen and efficiency 
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And the shield isn’t done. 

It also hives off Ontario from 

Quebec. There is only one 

multilane road connecting 

the two, the 401, which fol‑

lows the shore of Lake Ontario 

and the Saint Lawrence River 

for nearly its entire length. 

The shield reaches down 

all the way to the lake and 

the river in several places, 

and dominates the northern 

suburbs of Toronto, Mon‑

treal, Ottawa, and Quebec 

City, complicating significant 

northward urban expansion. 

In fact, only Toronto is suf‑

ficiently free from the shield 

in other directions that it 

can expand in any meaning‑

ful way (mostly to the south‑

west along Lake Ontario). 

One result is that Ontarian 

and Quebecois cities sport 

some of the most expensive 

real estate in North America, 

despite being in a climate that 

is far from balmy. Another 

is that despite being surrounded by Anglophone Canada, the Quebecois of 

Quebec have so few practical connections to their neighbors that they have 

fairly easily been able to maintain their Francophone status.

East of Francophone Canada lie the Maritime provinces, which are, 

well, maritime and not linked into the rest of the country much at all. 

From the bridge crossing at Quebec City, a single road snakes across two 

hundred miles of the southern extension of the Canadian Shield south of 
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into the Atlantic just north of America’s  megalopolis—  the home of Amer‑

ica’s densest population centers. Canada’s  two‑  century‑  old decision to 

 baby‑  step ever closer to the Americans means that it is attached to the 

very center of the American trade network, no matter how the Americans 

choose to define the term.

Canadian state planning, consciously or not, has also been preparing 

the country for the new era. Canada’s biggest developmental and political 

obstacle since the British North America Act has been a lack of physical 

connections among its various regions. Those connections are still mid‑

dling, but they’re also beside the point. Canada’s rapid aging means that 

its consumer base isn’t in Canada but rather in the United States. After 

150 years of infrastructure construction, the Canadians are now fully 

hardwired into the American system, just in time for their own domestic 

consumption to plunge. Simply put, Canada does not need to sustain a 

large internal market or even traditional domestic financing, because for 

all intents and purposes Canada has already become a satellite economy 

of the United States. As Canadians  age—  and the Americans age not so 
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 Western world.4 Its wealth is now so high compared to its fellow provinces 

that as of 2012 it became the only Canadian province that is a net con‑

tributor to the national budget with a net pay‑in of over $16 billion. As of 

2013, that takes an average of $6,000 annually out of the pocket of every 

 Albertan. As Canada’ s—  and Ontario’s and Quebec’ s—  population contin‑

ues to age, a far worse than disproportionate share of the compact’s cost 

will be loaded into the Albertans’ national tax bill.

And it gets worse. A lot worse. Demographically, Alberta is the  anti‑ 

 Canada. Largely because of the province’s exploding energy sector, it is 

attracting masses of young people from across Canada (and the world), 

actually reducing the province’s average age even as it raises the labor 

pool’s skill levels. Nearly unique in the contemporary Western experi‑

ence, Alberta’s population is getting younger, more highly skilled, and bet‑

ter paid. As the demographic and financial disconnect between Alberta 

and the rest of Canada grows, these younger, more highly skilled, and 

4. At $85,000 per capita (in U.S. dollars) the Albertans are richer than everyone but 

the Luxembourgers.
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Colorado, Texas, Oklahoma, Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. Put sim‑

ply, Alberta is selling its energy into the United States’ most saturated and 

most competitive market, forcing it to be sold at a discount of $20 to $40 

a barrel compared to the international average. And that’s the good news. 

Albertan natural  gas—  unlike American shale natural  gas—  is not a waste 

product. It is simply not  price‑  competitive in American markets anymore 

and so the bulk of the subsector faces drastic drawdowns if not outright 

closure.

To date, landlocked Alberta’s efforts to reach  non‑  American mar‑

kets have failed utterly. Its effort to participate in a pipeline project that 

would ship some of its crude directly to the U.S. Gulf Coast (Keystone) 

has become snarled in U.S. domestic politics. Its attempts to build a simi‑

lar export infrastructure to the Pacific coast have proven even less suc‑

cessful. The political debate in British  Columbia—  the Canadian province 
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than the national average), but American tax policy would not 

be singling it out.

• The only people besides NAFTA members who have more open 

access to America’s consumer market are the constituent parts 

of the United States itself; in a world in which market access 

will be nearly everything, that’s an advantage that is impossible 

to ignore.

• The biggest advantage would be full inclusion in the Ameri‑

can currency zone. Albertan inward investment and “export” 

income would be in the same currency as its outward tax 

payments and labor costs. Agriculture wouldn’t struggle to 

survive. Manufacturing wouldn’t face impossible price compe‑

tition. Alberta could even get into refining and sell products 

like gasoline and jet  fuel—  also denominated in U.S.  dollars— 

 to its former countrymen for a deliciously fat profit.

Alberta as a U.S. state would not simply be  rich—  the richest in the 

Union, in  fact—  but would have a vibrantly  well‑  financed and diverse 
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5  million.2 The economies of scale, abundant capital, and ease of develop‑

ment that the Americans take for  granted—  and that make industrializa‑

tion  possible—  are all absent in Mexico.

 Transport—  always the difficulty of the human  condition—  is more 

onerous in mountains than in any other terrain. Sharp elevation changes 

generate swift currents, meaning that not one of Mexico’s rivers is navi‑

gable, naturally or otherwise. The Mexico core region of Mexico City sits 

at an elevation of about eight thousand feet despite being only two hun‑

dred miles inland.3 Even when Mexico’s disassociated regions manage to 

construct some local infrastructure, links between those regions require 

tackling topographic verticality that is painfully daunting not just to build 

but also to operate. Organic consumption growth is nearly impossible 

because what little capital there is must be dedicated to infrastructure. 

2. The United States has ten.

3. In comparison, Minneapolis sits at only  one‑  tenth the elevation despite being 

seven times the distance inland.
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 generation. Chinese competition aside, the biggest hurdle that has faced 

Mexican industry in recent years is reliable power supplies. The surge in 

shale gas into Mexico has already greatly mitigated that problem, and within 

a (very) few short years Mexico’s chronic rolling power outages will be a 

thing of the past. For manufacturers, whether Mexican or American, that 

removes one of Mexico’s chronic limitations on industrial development.

3. Mexican Demography Generates a Large Market  
and a Larger Labor Pool

Mexico also has a young population. Normally this would be somewhat 

of a problem for a country at Mexico’s stage of development: A  capital‑  shy 

demographic combined with a  capital‑  shy geography could forever trap 

Mexico in underdevelopment. In fact, that has been the trap Mexico has 

lived in ever since independence. But the positive aspects of a young popu‑

lation still apply. Mexico’s young adults are hungry for goods and  property. 

They just need paychecks. Luckily, their large number proportional to the 

overall population keeps their labor costs low and keeps  foreign entities 

eager to invest in Mexico for goods production. While those investors 
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may have initially been interested in selling those goods into the Ameri‑

can market, there is every reason to service the local population as  well— 

 doubly so since Mexico’s lack of ability to  self‑  industrialize means that 

internal goods supplies are so limited.5

If anything, Mexican demographics are even more favorable toward 

consumption than they look at first glance. Mexico’s current demographic 

profile also shows a characteristic somewhat different from the normal 

pyramid. About  twenty‑  five years ago, coinciding with higher labor par‑

ticipation rates brought upon by NAFTA, Mexican families started to 

shrink in  size—  not so much that Mexico started to undergo the demo‑

5. In the early years, the Americans took brutal advantage of this with the Santa Fe 

Trail. American manufactures were shipped to Santa Fe (a Mexican city) in order to 

build economic dependency upon the United States throughout the areas we now think 

of as the American Southwest. (At the time the Americans founded the trail, Mexico 

was still an imperial Spanish territory.) When the  Mexican‑  American War occurred 

just  thirty‑  five years later, most of the sparsely populated territory was so deeply within 

the American economic and cultural orbit that its inhabitants assisted the American 

war effort. The result was the capture of what is contemporary California, New Mexico, 

and Arizona and their transformation into American territories.
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into the United States is somewhat limited. But the Department of Justice 

estimates that as of 2013, the cartels are already active in over a thousand 

U.S. municipalities that include multitudes of communities in the greater 

Los Angeles,  Dallas–  Fort Worth, Houston, Atlanta, Kansas City, Denver, 

Chicago, Detroit, and Baltimore metro regions.

The cartels’ expansion into the United States proper is still in its early 

stages, so at present their conflicts with American gangs are being swal‑

lowed up by the normal noise of gang‑on‑gang violence. But in the not 

too distant future, the cartels will have (easily) won those battles. And if 

the cartels are willing to go to war with each other for transport routes 

through Mexico, it is difficult to imagine that they’ll pull punches when 

attempting to secure the cash cow of American demand from each other.

Scared New World: Something to Be Scared About

This is the point where I think I’m supposed to say something dramatic, 

like “the drug war will be with us soon,” only that’s not the point: The 

Mexican drug war has already expanded north of the border. It is no 
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The Northern Militarists

China’s dominant Han ethnic group traces its roots to early cultures along 

the Yellow River in what is today northern China. But the Yellow is not a 

friendly river. It is extremely  flood‑  prone. Seasonal rains in multiple parts 

of the watershed lead to  large‑  scale flooding at various times of the year. 

The Yellow is also not tightly contained in a narrow valley as the Nile is, 

but instead flows through an extremely broad and very flat floodplain. 

When the river overflows its banks, it regularly inundates broad swaths 

of territory, far in excess of the sorts of floodings that are  common—  and 

largely constrained in  reach—  elsewhere in the world.

As a result, Chinese society has developed along starkly different lines 

than Western versions. Chinese political development manifested less out 

of a need to manage food surpluses and expand populations than out of a 

need to manage the ravages of the Yellow River. One result among many was 

a much tighter hold by the government on the populace. Work gangs were 

regularly formed to construct river levees stretching for miles, not simply to 
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government dared not risk changing the fundamental method of handing 

out credit, nor the  large‑  scale absence of quality checks, nor the absence 

of due diligence. The “solution” was to issue a centrally imposed quota on 

bank lending every month. In most months, the quota was reached well 

before month’s end, causing the entire financial sector to seize up when 

the credit suddenly dried up.

This led to two outcomes. First, the central bank had to (repeat‑

edly) pump in emergency credit the day after the quota was reached, or 

else face the sort of systemic financial crash that U.S. subprime caused in 

late 2007. Second, banks, firms, and retail investors, appalled by the idea 

that the government might actually deny them credit because of some‑

thing as silly as a lending quota, built their own financial network to run 

in parallel to the existing system. This shadow system includes everything 

from  loan‑  sharking to financial products with even fewer quality controls 

than official bank lending (after all, they were formed expressly to bypass 

government authority). By the first quarter of 2013, China’s own central 

bank estimated that such shadow lending was exceeding all other forms of 

credit combined.

That puts total financing at around $5 trillion for an economy only 
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place to absorb some of the cost. The burden of having to financially sup‑

port their elderly has a catastrophic impact on young workers’ professional 

and financial development, reducing educational opportunities, gutting 

consumption, and all but making savings impossible. In China’s specific 

situation, not only will this factor alone freeze in place China’s efforts to 

switch its economy from exports to internal consumption and stymie its 

efforts to move up the  value‑  added scale, but it will also prevent the sort of 

savings that makes the  force‑  fed‑  finance model possible in the first place.

Second, China will never be able to move away from its current  export‑ 

 driven model. Recall what roles each age group carries out in society from 

an economic point of view: Young workers do the consuming that gener‑

ates economic growth. The last baby boom that China experienced was in 

the 1980s just as  one‑  child was picking up, and China has suffered from an 

intentional baby bust ever since. Those boom babies are now aged  twenty‑ 

 five to  twenty‑  nine and are very visible as a bulge in China’s population 

pyramid. It may be only a  five‑  year increment, but it represents about 

125 million people. This group’s consumption is the primary reason why 
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China appears to be succeeding somewhat in its current efforts to switch 

from an  export‑  led to a  consumption‑  led economy.  But—  again, cour‑

tesy of  one‑  child—  their successors are ever smaller population cohorts. 

So congratulations are due to China for having impressive consumption 

growth in recent years, but that consumption growth has never beat out 

investment/ loan‑  driven activity, and is now nearly played out.

Third, so too is the Chinese development model. Simple aging has 

already reduced China’s pool of young, mobile workers by over 40 million 

during the past decade. And because of the baby bust, that decline is about 

to accelerate greatly. Put simply, China has run out of surplus labor; its 

presence on the  low‑  cost side of global manufacturing has run its course. 

This is already reflected in Chinese labor costs, which have sextupled since 

2002.

Looking forward just  twenty‑  five years, China faces a far darker finan‑

cial future than Europe and a far darker demographic future than Japan.

I normally caution people I speak with about drawing forward linear 

 trends—  for example, the idea that China, or before it the Soviet Union 
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or Japan, will soon rule the world. But demography is different. Young 

workers simply do not magically appear. They have to be born and raised. 

It takes twenty years to grow a  twenty‑  year‑  old.3 Changing a demogra‑

phy requires a  broad‑  scale shifting of cultural and economic trends, and 

then holding the change for decades. Simply abolishing  one‑  child is only 

one step of the process. China would then need to encourage the young 

workers who are crammed into apartment housing to produce multiple 

children while still working and taking care of their parents (and grand‑

parents). It would have to build out an entirely new series of social services 

in health and child care whose absence provided the spare capital that 

helped make China’s manufacturing boom possible.

Even if we assume that China can pull this off and an immediate 

abolition of the  one‑  child policy leads to an immediate doubling of birth 

 rates—  which would be unprecedented in human  history—  it would still 

be two decades before China would begin to benefit from an expansion of 

3. Twenty years and nine months if you want to be exact.
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that of the Chinese in absolute terms. Second, unlike the Chinese, 

the Japanese actually have a  blue‑  water  navy—  the world’s second 

most powerful, in  fact—  and so can go get what they need. One of 

the few things standing in the way of the Japanese will be anything 

sailing up and down the Chinese coast.

4. Even if China did have a  blue‑  water navy, it could not use it freely. 

Bisecting the Chinese coastline is of course Taiwan. The biggest 

challenge Taiwan presents to the mainland is not its ability to make 

a mockery of the concept of a “united China” simply by its exis‑

tence, but rather the fact that it is far cheaper to use a  land‑  based 

military to threaten sea lanes than a  sea‑  based military. Taiwanese 

cruise missiles and aircraft can deny Chinese shipping and even 

military vessels access to a wide swath of territory. And Taiwan 

isn’t alone. Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Singa‑

pore form a line of islands off the Chinese coast that block any 

possible Chinese access to the ocean blue. All of these  countries 
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As for southern and central  China—  that is, southern and central 

coastal  China—  they will face management adjustments. Between the col‑

lapse of the  Beijing‑  inspired financial system that has kept the southern 

and central Chinese happy, and the collapse of the international trade 

order that has made them rich, every coastal region south of the North 

China Plain will rebel against Beijing’s control. Most will cut deals with 

foreign governments and corporations that can promise a degree of access 

to capital and markets and resources. In essence, everything from Hainan 

Island to Shanghai will become a series of unaffiliated  city‑  states that hitch 

their wagons to American, Japanese, Taiwanese, Korean, Australian, and 

even Singaporean stars. Some of the outsiders might use military means 

to secure what they are after. Some of the coastal cities may not simply 

tolerate but actually suggest such moves in order to assist in their efforts to 

carve out a bit of wealth and security for  themselves—  and to keep a seeth‑

ing Beijing at bay.

For its part, Beijing will fail in its struggle to stay ahead of such a 

hydra of problems. In no particular order, Beijing will have to try to keep 
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an overlay that highlights global concentrations of skilled labor. All of the 

countries that aren’t in the “improved” or “steady state” categories are 

likely to generate large volumes of immigrants, but only the countries with 

a large proportion of skilled labor are going to contribute to  long‑  range 

migration streams. The migration trends of the future are not likely to be 

so many Greek construction workers or Egyptian secretaries, but instead 

Italian architects, German financial analysts, and Chinese physicists.

The lion’s share of these migrants are likely to seek entry into the same 

place: the United States. The reasoning is pretty straightforward. The 

United States is going to be somewhat above the global chaos, and its ori‑

gin as a settler society makes it better able to absorb foreign populations 

than most countries. It will be an attractive destination from both a secu‑

rity and an economic point of view.

And it is more than mildly attractive to the Americans as well. Immi‑

gration is a huge societal cost saver. Raising children is one of the most 

expensive things that a person can do, and educating children is one of 

the most expensive things a government can do. Once everything from 

salaries to debt to busing to landscaping is factored in, the Department 

of Education estimates that total outlays for K‑12 in the United States was 

$638 billion for the  2009–  10 school year. That comes out to $12,750 per 

kid per year! In current dollars that means that the average high school 

diploma runs American society $165,000, and that’s without the affiliated 
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cles to their operation that they currently do not. The first is a problem 

that transnational terror groups will find that they have in common with 

international migrants and multinational corporations: It will become 

harder to get around. Crossing international borders, much less oceans, 

will be a much grander undertaking than it is now. Just as economies and 

trade will regionalize and even localize, so too will militant activity. That 

leaves would‑be transnational terror groups with a  much‑  constrained def‑

inition of “transnational.”

The second constraint regards the sort of home territory that trans‑

national terror groups require to operate. If the home government is too 

strong, the transnational groups are hunted down and exterminated. If the 

home government is too weak, the transnational groups have to expend 

their scarce resources and personnel to carve out and maintain their own 

piece of territory, just as more traditional militant groups would. That 

would leave them with few resources with which to hurl an operation into 

another hemisphere. Terror groups’ Goldilocks zone is a government that 

is on the  edge—  just strong enough to hold a territory together, but weak 

enough that it cannot actually control all of it. That’s a very specific mix, 

and is represented by the “decentralized” layer of the global stability map.

I’m not going to say anything as blanket as “the United States doesn’t 

need to worry about terrorism anymore,” but the mechanics of the future 

are going to add an extremely thick layer of insulation to America’s already 

impressive distance from the world at large. Take a look at the map below. 
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Kyber is the most  infamous—  that allow access from Central Asia and 

 Persia into the Indus core. In times past, the Mongols used such routes. In 

more recent times, the Soviets threatened Pakistan via the same passes. As 

much as the Sindhi/Punjabi core might not want to have much to deal with 

the highlands, they dare not go without a military presence there.

Put all these geographic features together and you get a very ugly coun‑

try. To the east is a hostile India that will be more powerful than Pakistan 

under almost any scenario. To the northwest are people who will always 

resist central power, but who must be subjugated in order to gain basic secu‑

rity for the core. Throughout the core Indus territories, there is a catastroph‑

ically high need for tight management and expensive irrigation to prevent 

desertification and starvation. Consequently, Pakistan is one of the poorest, 

most militarized, most corrupt, and least secure states ever created.
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Second, because of this bow in the line of approach, Russia’s control 

of Chechnya is dependent upon its ongoing control of Ukraine, and the 

powers that wish to knock Russia back all see Ukraine as the weakest 

point in the Russian system. Romania, Poland, and Turkey in particular 

are all local powers that would like to loosen Russian influence over the 
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