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Introduction

A Grand Strategy for Great Power Competition

•

“Beijing Plans a New Training Facility in Cuba, Raising the Prospect 
of Chinese Troops on America’s Doorstep,” ran an ominous Wall Street 
Journal headline in the summer of 2023.1 And later that year a Washing-
ton Post columnist warned that due to the close economic connections 
between the two countries, “Americans are unwittingly funding China’s 
military expansion” through their pension funds.2 On the homeland 
security front, at the beginning of 2024, FBI director Christopher Wray 
warned Congress that China’s cyberattacks on US infrastructure had 
now reached an “unprecedented scale” and “pre-positioned malware 
could be triggered to disrupt critical systems in the U.S.”3 Meanwhile, 
over in the Middle East, while the US is assisting its ally Israel in fighting 
the Iran-sponsored Hamas terrorist group and securing the sea lanes of 
communication against Iran-sponsored Houthi attacks on international 
trade, Moscow is enhancing its military cooperation with Tehran while 
Beijing is cynically using the tragic war in Gaza to score geopolitical 
points against Washington among the countries of the Global South.4 
Lastly, building on a new “unlimited partnership,” America’s top great 
power rivals China and Russia are conducting joint military exercises, 
leading Admiral John Aquilino, the head of the US Indo-Pacific Com-
mand, to express great concern over what he described as “far beyond a 
marriage of convenience at this point in time.”5
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There is hardly a day when international news headlines are not 
dominated by talk of conflict between Washington, Beijing, and Mos-
cow, whether in geopolitical, military, economic, or technological 
domains. We have entered what Washington policymakers call the era 
of Great Power Competition (GPC). In recent years, America’s rival 
great powers China and Russia have flexed their military muscles in 
their own neighborhoods by intimidating smaller neighbors in the case 
of Taiwan and the South China Sea, or even invading them in the case 
of Ukraine. For the first time since the end of the Cold War in 1991, a 
great power war between the US and China or Russia is now a distinct 
possibility, despite the disastrous financial and human consequences 
of such a conflict.6 The United States must urgently change its grand 
strategy to re-establish deterrence against its great power adversaries 
and avoid such a terrible outcome.

China’s rise may be reaching its peak shortly due to long-term demo-
graphic and economic problems, and therefore a military conflict over 
Taiwan is likelier in the next few years before Beijing starts declining 
relative to the US.7 And if such a conflict were to occur, the US industrial 
base is ill-prepared for it, as the worrisome depletion of munitions solely 
from supporting Ukraine’s war efforts recently showed.8 If, on the other 
hand, China’s rise has not peaked and its economy will resume growing 
at a fast rate, a conflict over Taiwan may not be imminent; however, that 
would likely mean that the intense geopolitical rivalry and struggle for 
global hegemony between Washington and Beijing will be the dominant 
feature of great power politics in this new GPC era. There are even good 
reasons to believe the Chinese Communist Party will present the main 
military and geopolitical challenge to the US in the coming decades 
even if Beijing experiences heavy demographic or economic pressures, 
due to the sizeable military capabilities it has already acquired and its 
revisionist agenda.9

As limited conventional wars once again rage in the Middle East and 
Eastern Europe, and a looming war over Taiwan increasingly worries 
top US military leaders, governments around the world are significantly 
ramping up their military spending.10 After a brief period (the so-called 
post–Cold War era) of general international amity and low levels of ten-
sion among great powers, it is apparent we are now once more in a new 
era where realist thinking is dominating world politics. And while some 
liberal internationalist scholars and politicians may deplore this tragic 
reality of great power politics and instead call on Washington and Bei-
jing to defuse tensions and cooperate on global governance problems, 
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this advice is ill-suited for the new GPC reality.11 Washington needs to 
adapt to this geopolitical shift toward competition and confrontation 
by adopting a new grand strategy specifically designed for the emerging 
dynamics of our dangerous time in history. Not only does United States’ 
military strategy and its diplomatic priorities need to change in light of 
the new circumstances, but so do its policies that shape international 
economics, high-end technologies, and energy resources. In this book, 
I present such a GPC-focused grand strategic framework, an approach I 
call No Peer Rivals, and I explain how it can help secure the most impor-
tant US national security objectives in this new geopolitical environment.

Former world boxing champion Mike Tyson astutely observed that 
“everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”12 And yet 
governments and militaries around the world continue to design strate-
gies, grand or otherwise, to guide their decisions and provide coherence 
to their actions. Every new US administration publishes a National Secu-
rity Strategy (NSS) document to outline the contours of its grand strategy. 
And at critical times of geopolitical transitions from one strategic era 
to another, such as the beginning of the Cold War or in the aftermath 
of 9/11, the choice of grand strategy impacts the success of US foreign 
policy for decades to come. The United States is now at such an inflex-
ion point, as the War on Terror era gives way to a period of intense great 
power competition.13

In the realm of international relations scholarship, the very term 
“grand strategy” is a contested concept when it comes to precisely defin-
ing what it means. As Nina Silove showed in a survey of this large and 
diverse literature, some scholars use it to describe a state’s long-term 
strategic plans, others view it as a set of theoretical principles that shape 
a state’s pursuit of its national interests, and yet others regard it as an 
emerging pattern of policy decisions and actions that converge over time 
into a strategy.14 Each of the three elements of the definition (grand 
design, intellectual framework, and emergent pattern) captures a dif-
ferent aspect of how grand strategy leads to successful foreign policy 
outcomes, and each of them is valuable in its own way.

Critics of grand strategy often miss the second and third part of the 
definition, and only focus on the first (and most common) understand-
ing of grand strategy as a plan.15 For example, the difficulty of articulat-
ing and implementing a grand design in today’s complex environment 
has led some scholars to call for abandoning grand strategy altogether. 
Daniel Drezner, Ronald Krebs, and Randall Schweller provocatively 
argue that “grand strategy is dead” and should stay that way: “it is time 
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to operate without one” and instead rely on “decentralization and incre-
mentalism.”16 This kind of advice is not entirely wrong, but it is ultimately 
unhelpful because it underestimates the benefits of an anchoring grand 
strategic framework to establish priorities in the face of today’s intense 
geopolitical challenges from China and Russia. As a matter of fact, the 
emergent strategy approach recommended by those authors is best used 
as a complement to grand strategy, not as a substitute for it, as was shown 
at length in my previous book Emergent Strategy and Grand Strategy: How 
American Presidents Succeed in Foreign Policy.17

Drezner et al. conceptualize grand strategy narrowly as a “road map 
for how to match means and ends,” and subsequently base their critique 
on the impossibility of designing and implementing such a grand plan 
at this point in time. However, our understanding of grand strategy as 
a concept should be much broader than a specific plan to be imple-
mented. The value of grand strategy mostly comes from setting objectives 
and prioritizing them, shaping US foreign policy choices in a coherent 
direction, and providing a useful way to explain Washington’s actions to 
domestic and foreign audiences.18 Washington’s strategic performance is 
certainly in need of improvement, but abandoning the practice of grand 
strategy will not help with the adoption and implementation of better 
foreign policies. Quite likely, it will actually lead to even worse outcomes 
as policymakers will be constantly reacting to the crisis du jour or the 
pressures of domestic politics.

Having a grand strategy is not the same as having the right grand 
strategy, however, and the main question addressed in this book can be 
summarized as follows: What is the best grand strategic framework for the 
new era of Great Power Competition? The answer is critical for deciding 
the best course of US grand strategy in the years, and perhaps decades, to 
come. With Washington arguably already engaged in a proxy war against 
Moscow and a cold war against Beijing, while still pursuing counterter-
rorism efforts in the Middle East and working to address Iran’s and North 
Korea’s nuclear weapons programs, a critical reevaluation of American 
grand strategy is thoroughly needed. The Biden administration’s 2022 
National Security Strategy outlines the administration’s framework in the 
GPC era, but their designs are theoretically incoherent, an uneasy effort 
to respond to the structural realist pressures of the international system 
while also advancing their preferred liberal internationalist priorities. 
At the same time, both the Washington policy debate and the academic 
scholarly arguments about US grand strategy have entered a new phase 
over the last few years, with new coalitions forming up and four schools 



Introduction  •   5

2RPP

of thought emerging as distinctive contenders: liberal internationalism, 
conservative internationalism, defensive realism, and offensive realism.

The differences among these four schools of thought can be found 
both in their diagnoses of the dynamics of GPC-era international politics 
and in the grand strategy and policy recommendations made by their 
advocates. For example, is the world still unipolar, or are we already in 
a bipolar or multipolar world? International relations scholars surveyed 
recently by Foreign Affairs magazine differed in their assessments, and 
their differences shape the kind of strategic objectives they believe Wash-
ington can and should pursue.19 Are great powers more prone to com-
petition or cooperation? How powerful is the impact of the “nuclear 
revolution” on deterring great power conflict? Is dealing with China’s 
ambition the most urgent strategic challenge, or more of a medium- and 
long-term concern? Is Russia merely a spoiler, or a third great power 
that is now allying with China against the US? What kind of interna-
tional order is possible and desirable in today’s world—a continuation of 
the broad US-led liberal order, or a narrower realist one with different 
norms and constraints? Are transnational challenges like climate change 
and pandemics now as big of a grand strategic priority as confronting 
great powers? Is expanding the free flow of goods and services still in 
the best interest of the United States, as many globalization advocates 
contend? Lastly, are we in a new grand ideological clash of democracy vs 
authoritarianism, as the Biden administration argues? And how should 
US values impact Washington’s grand strategy on issues like democracy 
promotion and human rights? These are the questions I will ask of the 
four ideal type grand strategic frameworks mentioned above.

In this book, I argue that a No Peer Rivals grand strategy grounded in 
the theoretical framework of offensive realism is best suited for defend-
ing the US national interest in the GPC era. Offensive realism is often 
presented in the scholarly literature as a social science theory of inter-
national relations, most extensively by John Mearsheimer. However, this 
book will be the first work to apply its principles in order to fully develop 
a comprehensive and practical grand strategy for the United States. The 
theory of offensive realism highlights the struggle for hegemony between 
great powers as the main driver of world events.

Arguably the first iteration of this paradigm goes back to the writ-
ings of G. Lowes Dickinson during World War I, who observed the fol-
lowing dynamic between great powers operating in an anarchic system 
with no world government: “While this anarchy continues, the struggle 
between States will tend to assume a certain stereotyped form. One will 
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endeavor to acquire supremacy over the others for motives at once of 
security and domination, the others will combine to defeat it, and his-
tory will turn upon the two poles of empire and the balance of power.”20 
In the 1950s, another scholar with an early offensive realist worldview, 
John Herz, wrote about how political realism “always centers around the 
basic dilemma which arises from the very fact of human competition 
for security, namely, the vicious circle of competition which never quite 
achieves full security, but which, in trying to do so, increases the necessity 
for accumulating power as a means of attaining more security.”21 Even 
before modern interpretations like John Mearsheimer’s pessimistic con-
clusions about the possibilities of great power peace, therefore, some 
early scholars sowed the seeds of this school of thought.

Given that the future intensions of great powers are “inscrutable,” 
according to Sebastian Rosato, great power politics are usually domi-
nated by uncertainty and conflict rather than cooperation and amity.22 
Unlike defensive realists who argue that the offense-defense technologi-
cal balance provides some source for optimism regarding great power 
relations, offensive realists believe that politics, not technology, domi-
nates great power dynamics, and therefore there is no technologically 
driven status quo bias leading to peaceful relations.23 In recent years, 
other scholars further extended the principles of offensive realism to 
various questions of international relations and US foreign policy, as the 
GPC era appears to confirm the suitability of this theory to our current 
strategic environment.24

For offensive realists, the anarchic structure of the international sys-
tem leads great powers to worry about each other’s military capabilities, 
as the possibility of a major war is ever present. Therefore, they histori-
cally wanted to become regional hegemons first, to be safe from attack by 
any neighboring country, and then if possible global hegemons so that 
they don’t have to worry about another regional hegemon interfering 
in their own sphere of influence or constraining their ability to advance 
their interests in other parts of the world—“the freedom to roam”—as 
Mearsheimer wrote in the canonical modern text of offensive realism, 
The Tragedy of Great Power Politics.25 Therefore, because global hegemony 
is very difficult to achieve, in practical terms “the best outcome a great 
power can hope for is to be a regional hegemon.”26 And once that status 
is achieved, as it is currently the case for the United States in the Western 
Hemisphere, the next task is to make sure no other rivals can match it: 
“states that achieve regional hegemony seek to prevent other great pow-
ers in other regions from duplicating their feat.”27 Therefore, this theory 
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implies, the grand strategy best suited for the United States in the GPC 
era is one assuring that no peer rivals emerge.

One of the most powerful arguments in favor of adopting an offen-
sive realist grand strategy is that America’s rivals in Beijing and Moscow 
already act much more in line with the predictions of this paradigm than 
those of any other competing theories. Presidents Xi Jinping and Vladi-
mir Putin follow ruthless offensive realist grand strategies, contrary to 
what other schools of thought predicted that China and Russia would 
act like in the 21st century. Therefore, Washington needs to adapt as 
well to these structural imperatives of the GPC era or face grave strategic 
threats to its geopolitical interests abroad, as well as to its national secu-
rity and economic prosperity at home.28 Over the past decade, two geo-
political trends have emerged. First, China is on a quest for regional and 
eventually global hegemony. Second, Russia’s actions are destabilizing 
European security and the global economy, and siphoning US resources 
away from the Asia-Pacific theater. Consequently, both as a permissive 
condition and as a reinforcing consequence of these two developments, 
the international system has moved toward an era of multipolarity and 
intense great power competition.

As a great power’s economy and its technological sophistication 
increase significantly relative to its neighbors and other distant rivals, 
offensive realism expects the leaders of that country to engage in a mili-
tary buildup and launch a quest for regional hegemony first, and even 
challenge for global superpower status later if circumstances allow it. 
This is arguably exactly what China has been doing for the past decade 
under the leadership of President Xi.29 China expert Sheena Greitens 
recently showed in Foreign Affairs how Xi has been promoting the con-
cept of Quanqiu Anquan Changyi, or the Global Security Initiative, 
which he framed as “promoting the common security of the world.”30 
She argues that the initial framework was a “regime security concept cod-
ified as grand strategy,” and that Xi is now “applying that framework to 
foreign policy, attempting to remake regional and global security order 
to guard against threats to China’s domestic stability and further consoli-
date the party’s grip on power.”31 Similarly, in the most extensive schol-
arly analysis of China’s contemporary strategy (The Long Game: China’s 
Grand Strategy to Displace American Order), Rush Doshi concludes: “The 
‘struggle for mastery,’ once confined to Asia, is now over the global order 
and its future. If there are two paths to hegemony—a regional one and 
a global one—China is now pursuing both.”32 Chinese elites believe that 
the world is in the midst of “great changes unseen in a century,” and that 
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presents an opportunity for Beijing to displace the United States from its 
current role as the preeminent power in Asia and beyond.33 Meanwhile, 
in Eastern Europe, the war in Ukraine clearly shows Russia’s ambition of 
establishing regional hegemony in its “near abroad.”34 Combined with 
the close Russian-Chinese military and economic partnership that has 
emerged in the past couple of years, the contours of an intense era of 
GPC are clearer than ever.

There is now an intense debate in both Washington’s corridors of 
power and in the halls of academia over the future direction of US grand 
strategy in this new era of intense geopolitical competition. Particularly 
when it comes to China, a cooperative liberal internationalist strategic 
approach dominated in the decades leading up to the Trump presidency, 
when the pendulum shifted toward a more confrontational realist posi-
tion. That was not one moment too soon, as the GPC era fits much better 
with a realist view of great power politics than a liberal internationalist 
one. Washington is already paying a large price for its post–Cold War 
era decisions such as allowing China into the World Trade Organization. 
As Mearsheimer trenchantly reflected on the failed US policy toward 
China over the past decades, “Engagement may have been the worst 
strategic blunder any country has made in recent history: there is no 
comparable example of a great power actively fostering the rise of a peer 
competitor.”35 Realist thinking must now replace liberal internationalist 
principles in delineating the contours of the new US grand strategy to 
counter Beijing and Moscow, and therefore this book recommends a 
multidimensional framework to achieve that.

Plan of the Book

In the first chapter of the book, I begin by describing the evolution of 
the theoretical scholarly debates on American grand strategy from the 
end of the Cold War to the beginning of the new GPC era. Subsequently, 
I outline the contours of a new framework consisting of seven categories 
that separate the four schools of thought competing for influence today. 
I classify them as two idea-focused internationalist approaches that each 
come in a liberal and a conservative variety, and two power-focused ones 
based on realist theory that in turn come in a defensive and an offensive 
variant. I then describe each of these school’s principles and recommen-
dations in separate sections, focusing on explaining their differences in 
both strategic diagnoses and policy prescriptions.
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Chapter 2 outlines the recent changes in world politics that have led 
many scholars and government officials to talk about the arrival of a new 
strategic age of intense great power competition, and then shows how 
US grand strategy has slowly been shifting in a realist direction over the 
past decade. This adaptation to the new geopolitical circumstances has 
been uneven, however, and there are ongoing vigorous debates inside 
both academia and in Washington’s corridors of power regarding the 
best grand strategy for defending America’s interests in today’s GPC 
world.

Chapter 3 at first discusses the threats to US interests from the two 
major great power competitors, China and Russia, and makes the case 
for focusing on Beijing primarily and on Russia only secondarily. In 
terms of the magnitude of the geopolitical challenge they pose, China 
is more akin to how some people regard climate change (a long-term 
problem, very difficult to combat and requiring massive sustained coor-
dinated efforts), while Russia is more like a hurricane (a problem that 
may cause some intense stress in the short run but will often pass without 
causing irreversible damage). Lastly, even during the GPC era, threats to 
the US homeland can also come from actors other than great powers, 
and this chapter therefore goes on to discuss three important such trans-
national challenges: drug cartels, international terrorism, and nuclear 
proliferation. The key offensive realist insight here is that the US should 
tackle these threats first and foremost in a cost-conscious manner, with-
out getting distracted from the main GPC priorities.

The final three chapters of the book show the ways in which the No 
Peer Rivals grand strategy must shape various tools of foreign policy and 
national security. Chapter 4 deals with military force. It outlines strategic 
planning priorities for the Department of Defense across all areas of 
warfare, from conventional to nuclear to cyber and artificial intelligence. 
Chapter 5 addresses the “sinews of power”: geoeconomic issues such as 
international trade and investment, the global technological competi-
tion against China, and a realist approach to energy resources and mar-
kets. Subsequently, chapter 6 shifts the narrative to diplomacy, alliances, 
and the emergence of a realist world order replacing the liberal world 
order of the past few decades. A brief conclusion summarizes the case 
for adopting a No Peer Rivals grand strategy, refutes potential counterar-
guments, and issues a call to action.
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Chapter One

International Relations Theories  
and Great Power Politics

•

What US grand strategy framework best explains the dynamics of great 
power politics in today’s international security environment? In the new 
era of Great Power Competition, the answer to this question is critical 
for deciding the best course for American foreign policy in the years, 
and perhaps decades, to come. After all, if a grand strategy does not 
accurately diagnose the nature of the interactions between great powers 
in today’s world, then its prescriptions are unlikely to lead to successful 
results. International relations theorists and scholars of American grand 
strategy have been arguing over this question for the three decades since 
the end of the Cold War. This chapter begins by presenting the evolution 
of this scholarly debate, and subsequently offers a theoretical conceptual 
framework to better understand the main schools of thought in today’s 
GPC context. Lastly, I describe in more detail the assumptions, predic-
tions, and policy recommendations of each of the four contenders: lib-
eral internationalism, conservative internationalism, defensive realism, 
and offensive realism.

Kennan Sweepstakes: The Post–Cold War Debate on US Grand Strategy

After the Cold War ended, the decades-old Containment grand strategy 
stopped being a useful organizing principle for US policymakers, and 
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the search for a new “post–Cold War” grand strategy began. Sometimes 
derided as a “Kennan Sweepstakes,” in honor of the famous US diplo-
mat George Kennan and his influence in shaping America’s Cold War 
grand strategy in the 1940s, the debate was arguably first presented in 
a theoretically rigorous way in a seminal International Security article by 
Barry Posen and Andrew Ross in 1996.1 They outlined four frameworks 
competing for influence at the time, three based on versions of real-
ism and one on liberalism. The three realist ones were summarized as 
follows: “Neo-Isolationism,” which adopted a minimal/defensive realist 
view of the world; “Selective Engagement,” which was based on balance-
of-power realism; and “Primacy,” which relied on maximal realism and 
unilateralism. On the contrary, an alternative “Cooperative Security” 
grand strategy adopted a liberal internationalist view of the world.2

In the absence of a clear overarching threat such as the Soviet Union, 
the strategy debates of the post–Cold War era revolved therefore on 
theoretical and empirical questions about the nature of the interna-
tional system and the US role in it. Posen and Ross usefully separated 
the four schools along some conceptual categories (such as how each 
defines the “Major Problem of International Politics,” “Preferred World 
Order,” or “Conception of National Interests”), as well as based on 
how they address strategic choices deemed as important in the 1990s 
(“Nuclear Proliferation,” “NATO,” “Regional Conflicts,” “Ethnic Con-
flicts,” or “Humanitarian Intervention”). Lastly, the authors limited 
their discussion of the tools of the grand strategy to military ones (while 
acknowledging economic ones are also important), and discussed what 
each paradigm recommends with regard to “Use of Force” and “Force 
Structure.”3 While some of these issues (like NATO expansion and the 
efforts to curtail nuclear proliferation in Iraq and North Korea) proved 
more relevant than the others to US grand strategic behavior over the 
following decades, the framework provided by Posen and Ross offered 
scholars an excellent tool to conceptualize the contours of the debate on 
America’s role in the world.

For example, Eugene Gholz, Daryl Press, and Henry Sapolski pub-
lished a detailed manifest for a neo-isolationist/defensive realist approach 
in the same International Security journal the following year, while Chris-
topher Layne similarly introduced the idea of offshore balancing into the 
mainstream grand strategy debates. His approach was slightly more 
forward-engaged than neo-isolationism in that it contended that the US 
should step back for now, but also be ready to intervene if a regional 
hegemon rises in a key region of the world. This was more restrained 
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than the liberal internationalist and primacy approaches, however, in 
many ways setting the bounds of the defensive-realist restraint/retrench-
ment camp that will become the main alternative to the establishment 
global leadership strategy in future decades.4 At the other end of the 
spectrum, neoconservative commentators William Kristol and Robert 
Kagan articulated a version of primacy based not on offensive realism 
but on American exceptionalism and the promotion of US values in an 
influential Foreign Affairs article that same year, a precursor to the conser-
vative internationalist school that was more influential in the Bush years 
and beyond.5

The Clinton administration’s Engagement and Enlargement frame-
work, to the dismay of Posen and Ross, chose to “mix and match” from 
these different strategies, thus being guilty of strategic incoherence and 
leading to unsatisfying results in its foreign policy.6 The ad-hoc mix of 
liberal internationalist and multilateralist instincts, combined with the 
temptations of pursuing unilateral primacy in the new unipolar world 
of the 1990s, left most scholars unimpressed.7 Only a serious crisis, they 
speculated, would focus the minds of policymakers into making hard 
choices and prioritizing among competing objectives and preferences. 
The 9/11 terrorist attacks provided just such a shock to the US foreign 
policy establishment.

The Bush administration’s grand strategy after 9/11 revolved primar-
ily around the “Global War on Terror” against al-Qaeda and international 
terrorism. The 2002 National Security Strategy document significantly 
downplayed the traditional geopolitical threats from great powers, and 
inflated those from nonstate actors and regional instability: “America is 
now threatened less by conquering states than we are by failing ones. We 
are menaced less by fleets and armies than by catastrophic technologies 
in the hands of the embittered few.”8 It also judged that that the United 
States “possesses unprecedented—and unequaled—strength and influ-
ence in the world,” and vowed to use this extraordinary power to “pro-
mote a balance of power that favors freedom.”9 This informed the Bush 
Doctrine’s emphasis on not only aggressively pursuing terrorist networks 
around the world, a reasonable response in the aftermath of the shock 
of 9/11, but also attempting to democratize the Middle East by force in 
the illusory hope that free societies will provide the ultimate antidote to 
terrorism. The War on Terror thus appeared for a while to provide a new 
organizing principle for America’s post–Cold War grand strategy. How-
ever, the failed wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the overall disappoint-
ment with Bush’s interventionist grand strategy among both the general 
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public and the experts, led to an intense renewal of the pre-9/11 grand 
strategy debates between the various schools of thought.

At the end of the Bush presidency, the bipartisan Washington think 
tank Center for a New American Security (CNAS) invited some of the 
most preeminent scholarly voices on the topic to outline the contours 
of their preferred US grand strategy. The resulting collection of articles 
shows both elements of continuity and change from the initial efforts 
by Posen and Ross to summarize the debate 20 years before. The liberal 
internationalist based Cooperative Security approach has been further 
refined and updated in what John Ikenberry termed a Liberal Order Build-
ing grand strategy. At the core of this approach is the idea that Washing-
ton needs to “lead the way in the creation and operation of a loosely 
rule-based international order.”10 America’s overwhelming power, in 
Ikenberry’s view, needs to be “put in the service of an agreed-upon sys-
tem of Western-oriented global governance,” which will in turn allow 
this system to “solve problems, create stability, and allow democracy and 
capitalism to flourish.”11 As he later explained in his book Liberal Levia-
than, the idea behind this grand strategy is that the United States should 
use its hegemonic power to pursue liberal internationalist “milieu” goals 
such as “building the infrastructure of international cooperation, pro-
moting trade and democracy in various regions of the world, and estab-
lishing partnerships” rather than realist goals like containing the rise of 
a specific adversary or maintaining balances of power.12 In this view, if 
China were to become a peer superpower, the deep institutional order 
already in place should significantly protect the security and economic 
interests of the United States even in a less favorable balance of power.13

At the theoretical crossroads of liberal internationalism and real-
ism, one could find an updated version of the grand strategy of Selective 
Engagement outlined by Robert Art.14 The older version of this frame-
work, as summarized by Posen and Ross, was a defensive realist approach 
designed to merely prevent unfavorable balances of power in key regions 
if it can be done at an acceptable cost, while eschewing many of the other 
ambitions of liberal internationalists. Art’s newer version incorporates a 
much more expansive list of priorities and goals. The six “fundamen-
tal national interests” according to him combine three that flow from a 
realist theoretical understanding of national security (protect the home-
land from attack; keep a deep peace among the Eurasian great powers; 
and preserve assured access to stable supplies of oil) with three that are 
liberal internationalist ones (preserve an open international economic 
order; spread democracy and the rule of law, protect human rights and 
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prevent mass murders in civil wars; and avert severe climate change).15 
Therefore, rather than being grounded purely in defensive realism, 
Art’s adaptation of selective engagement offered a more intervention-
ist strategy more willing to stay deeply enmeshed in alliances around 
the world, maintain forward deployed troops, and support admittedly 
selective “world-ordering” military interventions in the name of stability, 
international law, and genocide prevention.

Posen developed his own new grand strategic framework of Restraint, 
a defensive realist paradigm he outlined in more detail in a book a few 
years later. He formulated this grand strategy by drawing elements from 
both the Neo-Isolationism and Selective Engagement ideal-types he pre-
sented in his earlier article.16 In the view of Posen as well as that of many 
other realists like Layne, Stephen Walt, and Mearsheimer, the post–Cold 
War emergent grand strategy of Liberal Hegemony (a combination of Pri-
macy and Cooperative Security) had very poor results: “unnecessary, 
counterproductive, costly and wasteful,” as he scathingly describes it in 
the preface to his book.17 Instead, he recommends a realist approach 
that eschews liberal hegemonic priorities and replaces them with three 
main goals: “preventing a powerful rival from upending the global bal-
ance of power, fighting terrorists, and limiting nuclear proliferation.”18 
Fighting terrorism and limiting nuclear proliferation, however, should 
require less use of direct military force to avoid costly “nation building” 
wars such as Iraq and Afghanistan. And as far as preventing the rise of a 
potential regional hegemon in Asia, he argued that regional rivals such 
as India, Russia, and Japan should be able to balance against Beijing with 
limited US assistance. Moreover, Washington should avoid actions that 
might “unnecessarily threaten” China and make the Chinese Commu-
nist Party act more aggressively.19

Even though this defensive realist paradigm of Restraint (sometimes 
called Retrenchment) soon became the dominant scholarly alternative 
to the liberal hegemonic grand strategy preferred by the US foreign 
policy establishment, hints of a more offensive realist approach could be 
found in an important article by Sebastian Rosato and John Schuessler in 
Perspectives on Politics in 2011.20 They advocated a grand strategy focused 
on balancing against major powers with the potential to become peer 
competitors, such as China, while taking a more relaxed view toward 
other minor powers unless they could aim for regional hegemony of key 
areas of the world, like Iran in the Middle East, for example.21 In a key 
break with both the liberal internationalist view on China and with the 
defensive realist one, they warned against the danger of a benign view 



16  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

of Beijing’s potential rise to superpower status: “intentions are unknow-
able, and even if known, are subject to change. This being the case, no 
state should knowingly put itself in a position of weakness.”22 The US 
should therefore begin actively balancing and containing China’s rise, 
as opposed to relying on either nuclear deterrence, as defensive realists 
would suggest, or on the potentially pacifying impact of international 
law, norms, and institutions, as liberal internationalist preferred.23

The Obama administration’s grand strategy has been criticized 
by many scholars for being either entirely nonexistent or at best well-
meaning but ineffective.24 Daniel Drezner argued that Obama’s initial 
grand strategy was one of multilateral retrenchment, “designed to curtail 
the United States’ overseas commitments, restore its standing in the 
world, and shift burdens onto global partners.”25 As such, one could 
notice a trend toward elements of both defensive realism (the retrench-
ment part) and liberal internationalism (the multilateralism part). How-
ever, later in the administration, Obama’s team shifted slightly toward a 
more assertive realist position by signaling the so-called Pivot to Asia, but 
they never truly followed through with it partly because their liberal posi-
tions on international economics and climate change limited the extent 
of this shift. The subsequent rise of a much less internationalist strategy 
with the election of Donald Trump in 2016 narrowed the grand strategy 
debate into two broad camps. In their book Open World, Rebecca Lissner 
and Mira Rapp Hooper describe the two broad approaches competing 
for influence in the past decade: a realist Restraint focused on retrench-
ment, and an internationalist Deep Engagement approach emphasizing 
renewed global leadership.26 Some of the most heated scholarly argu-
ments in the 2010s, and even today, took place between the proponents 
of these two approaches.

For example, Stephen Brooks, John Ikenberry, and William Wohl-
forth argued on the pages of International Security that US grand strategy 
since 1945 could in fact be summarized as a Deep Engagement grand 
strategy focused on three broad goals: “managing the external environ-
ment to reduce near- and long-term threats to U.S. national security; 
promoting a liberal economic order to expand the global economy and 
maximize domestic prosperity; and creating, sustaining, and revising 
the global institutional order to secure necessary interstate cooperation 
on terms favorable to U.S. interests.”27 This description, they claimed, is 
more accurate than the “Liberal Hegemony” one used by its critics such 
as Posen or Layne. Crucially, Brooks, Ikenberry, and Wohlforth contend 
that the benefits of this grand strategy continue to outweigh its costs, con-
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trary to what its realist critics believe. Their paradigm is mostly grounded 
in a liberal internationalist understanding of great power politics that 
expects cooperation more than conflict, although the authors attempt to 
separate it from a “Deep Engagement Plus” version (described in more 
detail in Brooks and Wohlforth’s later book America Abroad) by stipu-
lating that issues such as democracy promotion or humanitarian inter-
vention belong in that latter framework, but not the former. Therefore, 
the failed wars in Iraq and Afghanistan shouldn’t be blamed on their 
preferred grand strategy.28 The alternative grand strategy of Restraint, 
the authors further claim, would risk instability and the outbreak of a 
major war in a key region of the world due to the lack of US military 
presence as the ultimate security guarantor. It is important to note that 
the Restraint grand strategy being criticized by Brooks et al. is a defensive 
realist one; their criticism of the unduly optimistic view of defensive real-
ists regarding the intentions of other great powers is shared by offensive 
realists as well.29

The defensive realist Restraint paradigm starts from the premise that 
“the United States is a very secure country” and therefore should only 
pursue “narrow policies to address  .  .  . the few things that could jeop-
ardize that security.”30 Excessive international activism and militarism, 
driven by hegemonic ambitions and an ideological commitment to the 
spread of American values, has led US leaders down a failed grand strate-
gic path. Some historians of US foreign relations who also favor Restraint, 
such as Andrew Bacevich or Stephen Wertheim, also decried this strategy 
as imperial or hegemonic, or both: according to this line of criticism, 
Washington had pursued an overly militarized and self-defeating grand 
strategy of preeminence that left both America and the world worse 
off.31 A “cautious balance-of-power strategy” and less reliance on US 
military power will properly shift more of the burden of regional stability 
to US allies and diminish the “free riding” problem, Restrainers argue, 
thus giving the US more security at less cost, a rare win-win situation in 
world politics.32 Equally important, such a restrained approach would 
avoid antagonizing other great powers such as Russia and China and 
thus lessen the chances of conflict with them. Many prominent realists 
have been advocating for such a Restraint approach for close to three 
decades, but this chorus grew more intense when the rising costs of the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, combined with the economic impact of 
the 2008 financial crisis, led to a public disillusionment with America’s 
expansive global leadership role advocated by the defenders of the cur-
rent commitments.33
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The election of the anti-interventionist Trump administration in 
2016, the first president who echoed realist criticisms of the post–Cold 
War consensus grand strategy, intensified the scholarly debate between 
critics and defenders of the prevailing “global leadership” (or “liberal 
hegemony” to some) grand strategy. An illustrative example of this 
renewed debate took place on the pages of Foreign Affairs magazine in a 
heated exchange between realists Stephen Walt and John Mearsheimer 
(advocating a version of retrenchment they called Offshore Balancing) 
and conservative internationalists Hal Brands and Peter Feaver who 
defended the current grand strategy.34 Unlike the Restraint approach 
favored by Posen and Layne, the offshore balancing of Mearsheimer 
and Walt was grounded in a more offensive realist structural theory of 
international relations. They start by defining the most important grand 
strategy goals as preserving US dominance in the Western Hemisphere 
and countering potential hegemons in Europe, Northeast Asia, and the 
Persian Gulf.35 In order to do that, Washington should abandon the 
expensive and self-defeating liberal hegemonic goal of defending and 
expanding a US-led liberal world order, and instead adopt a balance of 
power approach where the US serves as a balancer of last resort when a 
would-be regional power threatens to establish itself as a regional hege-
mon in one of the three key geopolitical areas of the world. The authors 
differentiate this approach not only from liberal and conservative inter-
nationalists but also from fellow defensive realists or isolationists who 
believe that the US has few if any interests worth militarily defending out-
side the Western Hemisphere, and that pushing for US military primacy 
is a self-perpetuating problem.36 Rather, “by husbanding U.S. strength, 
offshore balancing would preserve U.S. primacy far into the future and 
safeguard liberty at home.”37

Brands and Feaver, two of the most persuasive defenders of the 
post–Cold War US grand strategy, in return argued that US presence 
onshore as opposed to offshore in Europe and East Asia maintained the 
peace there after World War II, and that a return to prewar offshore 
balancing raises the risk of another devastating conflict. Moreover, they 
claim the US would have to intervene at a much higher cost than that of 
maintaining the current expansive network of bases and alliances, and 
also that our allies would do less balancing, not more, if the US were to 
pull back.38 Lastly, they doubt the American people would tolerate the 
amoral realpolitik of largely abandoning democracy promotion and the 
push for human rights.39 Walt and Mearsheimer rebut these claims by 
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arguing that conditions after 1990 no longer require the onshore com-
mitment of the Cold War era, given the lack of would-be hegemons in 
Europe, for example. Moreover, intervening later in a regional conflict 
saves the US money and lives by letting the local actors bear the brunt 
of the fighting first, as was the case during World War II. Lastly, getting 
deeply involved militarily in places like the Middle East requires just as 
much, if not more, moral compromises as an offshore posture, due to 
the need to maintain bases in authoritarian places like Saudi Arabia or 
the United Arab Emirates.40

The most relevant part about this vigorous scholarly exchange for 
our present GPC era is that Walt/Mearsheimer accepted the idea of 
China potentially being that aspiring regional hegemon that would 
require a US active onshore presence, but nevertheless at the time 
they concluded that the US could “markedly reduce its defense 
spending” if it curtails commitments to Europe and the Middle East. 
Brands and Feaver, in turn, didn’t address that possibility and there-
fore maintained that US efforts to stabilize the Middle East, com-
bat terrorism and nuclear proliferation, and stay heavily involved in 
NATO, in addition to maintaining the current commitment to East 
Asia, could all be pursued simultaneously. This early schism between 
China-focused realists and global-order-focused liberal/conservative 
internationalists represented a harbinger of our current grand strat-
egy debate in the GPC era, particularly after the war in Ukraine and 
continued military involvement in the Middle East threatens to divert 
key US military and economic resources away from the Asia-Pacific 
region. While the balancing in offshore balancing was a mere hypo-
thetical possibility a decade ago, it is arguably an urgent necessity 
today, as shown later in this book.

Arguably the most recent comprehensive scholarly effort to capture 
the nuanced differences between various competing grand strategies can 
be found in a 2018 Texas National Security Review article by Paul Avey, Jon-
athan Markowitz, and Robert Reardon. Similar to the now classic Posen/
Ross framework from 1996, these scholars surveyed the recent literature 
and delineated four competing grand strategy paradigms separated by 
how their advocates define US national interests, objectives, and policy 
tools.41 Starting with the theoretical anchor of each approach, they first 
describe a Restraint school grounded in balance of power realism. Even 
though they assign to this school a very defensive realist flavor (such as 
minimal use of force and a reduction in force structure and alliance 
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commitments), they argue that offensive realists also favor this approach 
because of the US privileged position in the Western Hemisphere and, 
crucially, “the absence of a potential hegemon abroad.”42 The other 
three schools of thought are all based on what the authors describe as 
versions of the hegemonic stability theory. They first list Deep Engagement 
where they include the Brooks and Wohlforth article I discussed earlier 
in this section, as well as Art’s selective engagement ideas, but interest-
ingly enough omit Ikenberry even though he was one of the three coau-
thors with Brooks and Wohlforth of the IS article advocating for Deep 
Engagement. This is because Avey et al. offer a separate third school 
for Ikenberry’s views, Liberal Internationalism, which adds Institutionalism 
to hegemonic stability theory. Lastly, unlike some previous works, they 
also add a Conservative Primacy school (combining hegemonic stability 
theory with classical realism) where they include a mix of “neoconser-
vatives, conservative internationalists, and conservative realists” ranging 
from Matthew Kroenig and Henry Nau to Colin Dueck, Peter Feaver, Hal 
Brands, and Eliot Cohen.43

This theoretical classification is a worthwhile endeavor, but ultimately 
suffers from some significant problems. First, as we are entering an era 
of Great Power Competition and China’s rise for regional and poten-
tially global hegemony becomes the determining factor in shaping world 
events, the differences between defensive and offensive realists became 
much more pronounced. Second, as the war in Ukraine brought the 
question of defending the liberal world order into intense focus, what-
ever small differences there may have been between Deep Engagement 
and Liberal Internationalism are now almost negligible. On the flip side, 
the Ukraine debate exposed serious cleavages between nationalist/real-
ist conservatives and internationalist conservatives, with the two camps 
at odds about what to do: revealingly, one of the major Washington con-
servative think tanks, the Heritage Foundation, is far more skeptical of 
US involvement in Ukraine than the other one, the American Enter-
prise Institute. The same dynamic played out in the Republican Party 
in Congress and the presidential primary, thus confirming a growing 
schism between what Colin Dueck described in his book Age of Iron as 
distinct subtraditions of foreign policy on the American right.44 Lastly, 
the authors only include military levers of power in their analysis. In 
the new GPC era, however, geoeconomics, technology policy, and dip-
lomatic competition, as well as a war of narratives in the global infor-
mation sphere, are arguably just as important as raw military power for 
grand strategic success.
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“Competing Visions in US Grand Strategy”  
Redux: The New Debates in the GPC Era

In our current era of Great Power Competition, the US grand strategy 
debate is no longer best captured by the stale binaries of restraint vs. 
deep engagement, or retrenchment vs. global leadership. Instead, one must 
take into account the key structural shift in the configuration of the 
international system away from American unipolarity. The most sig-
nificant grand strategic development of the current era is the rise of 
China as a near peer of the United States, and this transformation of 
the unipolar world into a multipolar one, with Russia’s reemergence as 
a distant third great power. This configuration was perceptively called 
by Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth “1+1+n” to better capture 
the distance between the US, China, and everyone else.45 However, 
while Brooks and Wohlforth claim the dynamics of world politics in 
this distribution will continue to resemble those of a unipolar world, I 
agree with many other experts who argue that the GPC era dynamics 
are those of a multipolar world.46

Consequently, I outline four grand strategic visions for America’s 
role in this new configuration of the international system. In addition 
to the offensive realism framework, which I already mentioned in the 
introduction as being my preferred strategy, there are three other wor-
thy alternatives: defensive realism, liberal internationalism, and conser-
vative internationalism. While other versions of these grand strategies 
do exist in today’s scholarship, such as Robert Kupchan’s Isolationism, 
which is a slightly narrower version of the defensive realism school, or 
Van Jackson’s Progressivism, which is a more pacifist and economically 
statist version of the liberal internationalism school, I argue that the four 
I am describing cover most aspects of the current GPC-era debate.47 In 
this section, I compare and contrast these four grand strategic visions in 
order to highlight their key differences. Following the same approach as 
Posen and Ross and Avey et al., but updating it to include the substantive 
disputes of the present debate, I highlight the differences among the 
four frameworks across seven different dimensions that cover the most 
important characteristics of American grand strategy in our current GPC 
era (see table 1 below).

First, the four grand strategy schools are separated by different 
worldviews about how the world works. Three of them are based on 
classical theories of international relations: liberal internationalism, 
offensive realism, and defensive realism. The fourth one, conservative 
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internationalism, is based on a mix of hegemonic stability theory and 
classical liberalism.

Second, grand strategies are separated by what they view as the main 
grand strategic objective for the US and the main strategic guiding con-
cept (or principle) shaping foreign and defense policymaking. While 
some are position oriented, focusing on the pursuit or maintenance 
of hegemonic status or the balance of power as the overarching goal, 
others are milieu-oriented, and they highlight upholding of the liberal 
rules-based world order as the main goal. At the same time, these over-
arching goals can be pursued through difference general approaches, 
such as a forward-leaning interventionist Deep Engagement, or a more 
restrained posture relying on Deterrence, or a combination of the two 
based on Offshore Balancing.

Third, the four paradigms have different expectations about the kind 
of diplomatic and economic relations prevalent among great powers. 
One way to conceptualize these differences is to code them along a spec-
trum from cooperation to competition and eventually to conflict.

Fourth, some schools of thought are much more confident than oth-
ers in the power of nuclear deterrence and the so-called nuclear revolu-
tion to lower the risk of great power war and security competition.

Fifth, the four paradigms have different diagnoses of the current 
configuration of the balance of power (along the unipolar-bipolar-
multipolar spectrum) and consequently different expectations for the 
nature of international order in the GPC era, ranging from a continua-
tion of a US-led liberal hegemonic world order, to a transition to a more 
multipolar but still liberal order, to a realist order based primarily on 
balance of power considerations rather than liberal international norms 
and institutions.

Sixth, crucially, the four strategies identify different issues as the great-
est security threat to the United States in the GPC era, with some of them 
focusing on the rise of China, others on climate change and illiberal 
challenges to the liberal world order, and yet others worrying about secu-
rity dilemmas spiraling out of control. Prioritizing the most important 
among different threats is arguably the key role of a grand strategy, and 
therefore how each of the grand strategies make that choice is essential 
to separate their implications for a wide range of subordinate decisions 
regarding other foreign policy and national security decisions.

Seventh and last, there are strong differences on how Washington 
should deal with questions of foreign economic policy. Three of the 
schools adhere in various degrees to a free-market-oriented, globalization-
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friendly foreign economic policy aimed to expand free trade and foreign 
direct investments around the world, while one of them is much more 
economically nationalist and skeptical of the liberal mantra of the bene-
fits of free trade and globalization. While the previous studies mentioned 
above avoided teasing out the implications of various grand strategies in 
this area, in the GPC era questions of geoeconomics and industrial/tech-
nological policy are too important to be left out of the strategic analysis.

Table 1 summarizes the differences between these ideal-type grand 
strategic approaches across these different dimensions. In the remain-
der of this chapter, I offer brief sketches of the four paradigms, focusing 
on the seven categories of analysis outlined above, and compare and 
contrast their different diagnoses and prescriptions for American grand 
strategy in the GPC era.

Liberal Internationalism

Arguably the most dominant school of US grand strategy among both 
the Washington foreign policy establishment and the Biden administra-
tion alike remains the liberal internationalist perspective best captured 
by Brooks, Wohlforth, and Ikenberry’s Deep Engagement framework men-
tioned above.

Unlike offensive realism’s skepticism about great power politics and 
its emphasis on the struggle for hegemony, the liberal internationalist 
perspective is much more sanguine about the prospects for major coun-
tries peacefully cooperating to achieve mutual benefits such as a stable 
world order conducive to peace and prosperity for all. As Michael Mous-
seau starkly argues in an important International Security article, rather 
than entering a Thucydides Trap and potential hegemonic conflict as 
realists like Graham Allison and others worry about, the “world is mov-
ing rapidly toward permanent peace, possibly in our lifetime.” Continu-
ing a long liberal tradition of emphasizing the pacifying impact of global 
trade and economic factors on international conflict, he argues essen-
tially that the two greatest powers of our age, the US and China, are both 
status-quo market economies interested in preserving the current liberal 
economic order.

Even if not all liberal internationalist scholars are as optimistic about 
the commonality of interests between US and China, most of them nev-
ertheless disagree with the emerging narrative that the world has reen-
tered a realist world of Great Power Competition. In an essay sharply 
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Table 1. Competing Theoretical Diagnoses and Prescriptions for US Grand Strategy in 
the GPC Era

IR Theory 
Foundation

Liberal 
Internationalism

Conservative 
Internationalism

Defensive 
Realism

Offensive 
Realism

Primary 
Strategic 
Objectives 
and Guiding 
Security 
Concept

Stability and 
Prosperity through 
Deep Engagement

Hegemony 
through Deep 
Engagement

Peace and 
Security 
through 
Deterrence

No Peer 
Rivals 
through 
Offshore 
Balancing

Diplomacy and 
Trade vis-à-vis 
other GPs

Cooperation and 
Competition

Competition and 
Conflict

Cooperation 
and 
Competition

Competition 
and Conflict

Impact of 
Nuclear 
Deterrence 
/ “Nuclear 
Revolution”

Strong Weak Strong Weak

Role of Ideology 
and Values in 
FP

Major Major Minor Minor

Polarity and 
Nature of 
International 
Order

Unipolar militarily 
and multi/
nonpolar in other 
dimensions, 
Liberal 
Institutional Order

Unipolar, 
Hegemonic-
led Liberal 
International 
Order

Multipolar, 
Balance of 
Power Realist 
Order

Multipolar, 
Balance of 
Power Realist 
Order

Primary 
Security Threats 
to US

Climate Change, 
Illiberal 
Challenges to LIO

Rise of China as 
Peer Rival, Illiberal 
Challenges to LIO, 
Terrorism

GP Security 
Dilemmas

Rise of 
China as 
Peer Rival, 
GPC rivalry 
in Western 
Hemisphere

US Foreign 
Economic Policy

Free market, 
internationalist

Free market, 
internationalist

Mostly 
internationalist

Mostly 
nationalist

Note: FP = Foreign Policy; GP = Great Powers; GPC = Great Power Competition; LIO = Liberal International 
Order
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critical of the GPC construct, RAND analyst Michael Mazarr describes 
a world of great power interactions shaped by international norms and 
institutions, and one in which the US-led liberal world order still plays 
a crucial part in maintaining great power peace and prosperity: “The 
postwar order, although imperfect, has produced the most highly insti-
tutionalized and norm-bound international system in history. Critically, 
this order is not imposed on an unruly set of troublemakers—it reflects 
deeply embedded economic preferences for peace, stability, and pros-
perity.”48 Therefore, in a liberal internationalist conception of great 
power politics, a mutual desire for maintaining the regional and global 
security architecture needed for fostering wealth creation is the most 
important factor shaping their interactions. In other words, above all 
else, today’s great powers pursue security and prosperity.

According to this school of thought, the common desire for stability 
and wealth creation often leads to patterns of cooperation, sometimes 
competition, but almost never conflict in modern great power politics. 
These scholars do acknowledge that Russia and China have recently 
adopted more conflictual grand strategies than cooperative ones, but 
they nevertheless believe that old-fashioned geopolitics and military rival-
ries are a poor guide for modern statecraft due in no small part to the 
deterrent role of nuclear weapons.49 This school of thought is generally 
confident that the “nuclear revolution,” together with economic inde-
pendence, has rendered the balance of power-type realist calculations 
much less relevant than in previous eras. Two of the most prominent lib-
eral internationalists, John Ikenberry and Daniel Deudney, have pithily 
captured the differences between how this school of thought regards the 
role of the military balance of power in today’s world compared to the 
realist alternatives: “In an increasingly interdependent world, basic secu-
rity and welfare interests demand thicker restraints, configured in ways 
that are completely alien to the realist approach. With the hypertrophy 
of violent capacity produced by the nuclear revolution, simple attention 
to the relative distribution of power is grossly inadequate.”50

A direct consequence of downplaying the role of the military balance 
of power and of traditional geopolitical rivalries is a different prioritiza-
tion of US grand strategic goals. For liberal internationalists, a concern 
with addressing transnational threats cooperatively with other major 
countries takes precedence over Great Power Competition, and hence 
should supersede it if the two are in conflict. As Dan Nexon explains 
this position, “The United States must adapt to a world in which China 
and Russia are growing stronger, both militarily and economically. But in 
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many instances, cooperation—including with rivals—will advance U.S. 
security and prosperity far more effectively than competition. The world 
faces existential challenges such as climate change, ecosystem collapse, 
and nuclear proliferation that will only worsen if the United States, 
China, and others fail to collaborate.”51 In the same vein, one of the 
foremost liberal internationalist theorists, Joseph Nye, recently warned:

National security and the global political agenda have changed since 
1914 and 1945, but US strategy currently underappreciates new threats 
from ecological globalization. Global climate change will cost trillions 
of dollars and can cause damage on the scale of war; the COVID-19 
pandemic has already killed more Americans than all the country’s 
wars, combined, since 1945.52

Unsurprisingly given this unconventional and radical new way to frame 
the threats to US national security by including estimates of potential 
environmental costs and nonviolent deaths from a flu virus in the realm 
of grand strategic affairs, Bruce Jentleson has pushed this approach to its 
logical conclusion and advocates a new grand strategy focused on these 
two issues by naming “preventing pandemics” and “mitigating climate 
change” as the top strategic priorities going forward.53

In contrast to both defensive and offensive realists, liberal inter-
nationalists see the maintenance and strengthening of a liberal world 
order as a cornerstone for the present and future of US grand strat-
egy.54 The elements of such an order, according to Ikenberry, are “open 
markets, international institutions, cooperative security, democratic 
community, progressive change, collective problem solving, [and] the 
rule of law.”55 According to its proponents, the appeal of an institution-
alized global order for managing great power politics is the ability of 
such an arrangement to foster cooperation and win-win outcomes, to 
provide a mutually agreed upon framework for areas of competition, 
and to lessen security tensions and the chance of armed conflict. Such 
an order served the US remarkably well during the Cold War and even in 
the post–Cold War era, its proponents contend, because it prevented a 
counterhegemonic balancing coalition forming up against Washington, 
as some realists expected after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Therefore, 
Ikenberry recommends that Washington double down on multilateral-
ism and institutional cooperation even if now it would have to give up 
some of the privileges that it benefitted from in previous decades when 
US economic power and diplomatic influence were unrivaled: “The way 
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in which liberal order evolves will hinge in important respects on the 
United States—and its willingness and ability to make new commitments 
to rules and institutions while simultaneously reducing its rights and 
privileges within the order.”56

Lastly, liberal internationalists historically have advocated for the 
spread of economic and political freedom around the world, as they 
assumed a more economically interconnected world, with prevalent 
democratic values, is one where great powers can live in peace and 
prosper together.57 While realists worry about the strategic and national 
security vulnerabilities exacerbated by global supply chains and financial 
globalization, a liberal foreign economic policy is focused on deepening 
economic ties by opening markets abroad for US companies and by low-
ering trade barriers in general. Similarly, in contrast to the “billiard ball” 
view of foreign policy as being only marginally influenced by a country’s 
domestic politics, solidarity with fellow democratic states and fostering 
democratic regimes in countries that lack them is another important 
principle of liberal internationalism. The actions of great powers, there-
fore, are greatly impacted by whether they are ruled by authoritarian or 
democratic regimes. And as the major democratic great power in the 
world, the United States has a special role in defending liberal values 
abroad. It should do that not just by promoting democracy but also by 
advancing a Western universalist position on human rights and by tran-
scending power politics in favor of transnational priorities, or a “people-
first” grand strategy, as Anne Marie Slaughter now describes it.58

Conservative Internationalism

In addition to liberal internationalists, another group of scholars advo-
cating for the maintenance of a US-led liberal world order as the core 
goal of American grand strategy are the conservative internationalists.59 
They also favor the forward-deployed, world-ordering Deep Engagement 
security approach in broad terms, but the advocates of this paradigm 
nevertheless differ from their liberal counterparts in a number of impor-
tant ways. This strategic approach is in many ways the GPC-era successor 
to the “primacy” option of the Posen and Ross (1996) and Avey et al. 
(2018) studies.

First, they are much more skeptical about the intentions of other 
great powers, and in fact they share with the offensive realists a focus 
on the struggle for hegemony as a key driver of world politics. There-
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fore, they expect conflictual relations with other potential regional 
hegemons; as Hudson Institute scholar and Wall Street Journal columnist 
Walter Russell Mead explains: “China, Iran, and Russia never bought 
into the geopolitical settlement that followed the Cold War, and they are 
making increasingly forceful attempts to overturn it. That process will 
not be peaceful, and whether or not the revisionists succeed, their efforts 
have already shaken the balance of power and changed the dynamics of 
international politics.”60 Global cooperation through international insti-
tutions to address transnational issues does not represent nearly as high 
a priority for conservative internationalists as it does for liberal ones, nor 
do the former believe that other great powers like Russia or China are 
likely to prove reliable partners worthy of engagement.

Second, conservative internationalists regard Beijing and Moscow 
not just as great power rivals in a geopolitical sense but also as impla-
cable ideological competitors inimical to the US democratic system and 
to the US-led world order shaped by liberal values. In explicit contrast 
to the realist perspective focused on the balance of power, conservative 
internationalists like Hal Brands emphasize the ideological element of 
today’s era of Great Power Competition:

The leading revisionists are autocracies that practice a distinctly 
authoritarian version of capitalism and see the advance of liberal ide-
als as an existential threat to their legitimacy and power. . . . For Rus-
sian and Chinese officials, moreover, authoritarianism is more than 
an approach to governing or a means of enriching a corrupt ruling 
class. It is an ideology in its own right—a distinctive way of looking at 
the world.61

Consequently, unlike liberal internationalists, conservative internation-
alists don’t generally expect China to cooperate with the US to address 
common global problems like climate change or pandemics. Instead, as 
Matthew Kroenig and Dan Negrea put it in an essay, “confrontation with 
China cannot be avoided” as long as “Xi (and perhaps the Chinese Com-
munist Party) remains in power.”62

Third, even though both schools want to contain China’s quest for 
regional hegemony in Asia, another important analytical difference 
between realists and conservative internationalists is that the latter 
believe that the way for the US to do that is to rely on hegemonic stability 
theory as the foundation for American grand strategy, while the former 
believe in the balance of power.63 And similar to liberal international-
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ists but unlike realists, conservative internationalists believe that sustain-
ing and militarily defending a liberal world order is still possible and 
in fact a necessary goal of US grand strategy. They oppose a “sphere of 
influence” arrangement based on balance of power considerations, and 
instead favor doubling down on the post–Cold War liberal international 
order.64 This connection between US power and liberal order is best syn-
thesized by Paul Miller, who writes that “American power and liberal 
order are mutually constituting; that liberal order is the outer perimeter 
of American security; and that sustaining liberal order in the world’s key 
regions is a cost-effective grand strategy for the United States.”65

One of the most prominent conservative internationalists, Robert 
Kagan, goes even further in pushing the argument that defending US 
democratic liberal values at home depends on the success of the US lib-
eral hegemonic project abroad: “The only hope for preserving liberalism 
at home and abroad is the maintenance of a world order conducive to 
liberalism, and the only power capable of upholding such an order is the 
United States.”66 In contrast to realists who focus on working with allies 
to defend US material interests and balances of power in key regions 
of the world, Kagan argues that “the purpose of NATO and other alli-
ances is to defend not against direct threats to U.S. interests but against 
a breakdown of the order that best serves those interests.”67

Fourth, in terms of the main threats to US grand strategy in the cur-
rent era, conservative internationalists differ from offensive realists once 
more by not prioritizing the rise of China above all else. The ideologi-
cal threat from authoritarianism and the continued fight against Islamic 
terrorism are seen as equally important challenges to the US-led liberal 
order, and therefore worthy of prioritizing as much as China’s bid for 
regional hegemony. For example, Richard Fontaine criticized the rede-
ployment of US troops from Africa and the Middle East as an example 
of the potential negative consequences of the Pentagon’s Pivot to Asia 
and GPC: “It is highly unlikely that the benefits of a modestly increased 
presence in the Indo-Pacific are worth the pullback from a major front 
in Western counterterrorism efforts.  .  .  . Defending Asia against Chi-
nese hegemony is important, but protecting Americans against terrorist 
attacks is critical as well.”68 In the same vein, he echoes another concern 
of conservative internationalists when he warns of the ideological threat 
posed by Russia’s information operations to the West: “It is not China 
but Russia, for example, that presents the chief current threat to demo-
cratic institutions in the United States and Europe.”69

As a consequence of the focus on the ideological nature of Great 
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Power Competition, conservative internationalists like Hal Brands and 
Charlie Edel tend to recommend a US grand strategic framework cen-
tered around “Democratic Solidarity.”70 In their view, much like during 
the Cold War when the US led the free world against the threat of com-
munist dictatorship, Washington needs to once again form alliances 
with its democratic partners and engage in a global competition against 
China and Russia to preserve the liberal nature of the global order: “The 
clash of liberalism and illiberalism is more central to global affairs than 
at any time since the Cold War, and US strategy should reflect that real-
ity.”71 Consequently, conservative internationalists are also proponents 
of expanding free trade and promoting democracy around the world, 
as they regard these two issues as key components of a world order suit-
able to US interests. In Conservative Internationalism, Henry Nau unam-
biguously declares that the “goal of conservative internationalist for-
eign policy is to expand freedom and ultimately increase the number 
of democratic, constitutional and republican governments in the world 
community.”72 Similarly, in this theoretical paradigm political freedom is 
closely connected to free market economics; therefore, Nau argues, “the 
best tool for inching freedom forward not only in bordering but also 
distant regions is economic engagement or the free movement of goods, 
capital, and people.”73

The real reasons for expanding free trade and promoting democracy, 
this school of thought argues, have less to do with an idealistic com-
mitment to American values and more to do with a belief that this is 
the best way to defend US interests around the world. Similar to lib-
eral internationalists but in contrast to realist interpretations, conser-
vative internationalists contend that the United States followed a suc-
cessful post–World War II grand strategy anchored in classical American 
political and economic values. Former Bush administration official Kori 
Schake pithily summarized this position in a recent Foreign Affairs essay: 
“In truth, the pillars of U.S. strategy for the past 70 years—committing 
to the defense of countries that share U.S. values or interests, expand-
ing trade, upholding rules-based institutions, and fostering liberal values 
internationally—have achieved remarkable successes and will continue 
to serve the country well going forward.”74 In short, a conservative inter-
nationalist grand strategy seeks to expand the Pax Americana of the 
1990s for the foreseeable future, and believes in the strength of not just 
preeminent American military power but also of American free trade 
and universal values as key components of Washington’s foreign policy 
toolkit.
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Defensive Realism

During the post–Cold War era, both defensive and offensive realists usu-
ally found themselves in agreement advocating a grand strategy variously 
called restraint, retrenchment, or offshore balancing, as explained in 
the previous section. Offensive realists like Mearsheimer and defensive 
realists like Walt often joined forces in opposing the liberal and con-
servative internationalists who favored an interventionist grand strategy 
supporting a liberal world order.75 In the era of Great Power Competi-
tion, however, the two strands of realism point in different directions, 
and important fissures have occurred in the Restraint scholarly camp 
regarding primarily how to handle the rise of China, and secondarily 
the resurgence of Russia.76 Unlike the offensive realists who expect an 
intensification of hegemonic rivalries in the GPC era, the defensive real-
ists in academia and places like the Quincy Institute in Washington are 
much more sanguine that great power competition can coexist along 
with great power cooperation, and that China’s and Russia’s actions are 
primarily driven by a desire for regional security that could be success-
fully appeased by relying on spheres of influence, the balance of power, 
and nuclear deterrence.77

The first major difference, therefore, between defensive and offensive 
realists has to do with interpreting the scale of ambition driving Beijing’s 
and Moscow’s recent aggressive moves, and consequently the appropri-
ate US response to them. Offensive realists expect China to aggressively 
pursue regional hegemony and eventually global hegemony, and Russia 
to expand its sphere of influence in its former Soviet territories, both 
undesirable outcomes from the perspective of US strategy albeit with 
Beijing’s actions more of a concern than Moscow’s. Defensive realists, on 
the contrary, tend to downplay the threat to the US strategic position and 
national security from China’s assertive behavior in East Asia and from 
Russia’s revisionism in Eastern Europe; in keeping with a long-standing 
distinction between the two forms of realism, they believe these two great 
powers will stop their aggressive moves once they feel more secure in 
their regions, rather than relentlessly pursuing hegemonic goals.

Josh Shifrinson, exemplifying this position, believes that those warn-
ing about Beijing’s hegemonic ambitions have been “overly concerned 
with Chinese aggrandizement.”78 His theoretical model of great power 
politics “offers cautious optimism that a rising China may not system-
atically challenge and prey upon the United States’ power and security 
position.” Therefore, he concludes, “it is possible that a rising China will 



32  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

seek to cooperate with or defer an overt challenge to the United States 
for reasons independent of the effects of economic interdependence, 
ideological compatibility, or institutional ties.”79 Another prominent 
defensive realist, Charles Glaser, echoes this idea that China’s rise is not 
as big a threat to US interests as many analysts now contend, and that in 
fact US policy should accommodate it rather than try to contain it: “The 
pressures created by the international structure—the combination of 
material and information conditions that constrain states’ international 
options—should allow China to rise peacefully, which, somewhat coun-
terintuitively, increases the potential importance of accommodation.”80

For defensive realists, therefore, the new era of Great Power Competi-
tion can and should be accompanied as well by US efforts at cooperation 
rather than containment toward China and Russia. In fact, these scholars 
and analysts are critical of what they perceive as Washington’s increasing 
belligerence, and often worry that such actions could increase security 
dilemmas and limit the chances of cooperation while raising the risk of 
conflict. Along these lines, Stephen Wertheim advised the Biden admin-
istration to abandon the entire “self-fulfilling construct of ‘great-power 
competition’,” and called for the US to abandon its emerging focus on 
containing China’s and Russia’s regional ambitions: “Through prudent 
retrenchment, the United States can coexist with China and Russia and 
find the right mix of competition and cooperation as U.S. interests dic-
tate.”81 Shifrinson echoed the concern with Washington’s focus on GPC 
and on China’s ambitions: “By making more of the China threat than 
warranted, neo-primacy thereby risks creating a broader and deeper 
contest with Beijing than is warranted.”82

Another reason why defensive realists are more optimistic about the 
potential of avoiding conflict between great powers in the new GPC 
era is nuclear deterrence and the so-called nuclear revolution in world 
politics.83 As Nuno Monteiro explains in one of the most comprehen-
sive extensions of Robert Jervis’s classical argument to the modern era, 
“Nuclear weapons guarantee that no state that possesses them will see its 
survival threatened by a state that values first and foremost its own sur-
vival. . . . They allow for the creation of a new leviathan: a unipolar power 
that has the potential to remain in that position indefinitely because it 
does not threaten major powers around it.”84 Even defensive realists who 
may disagree with Monteiro’s argument on the lack of incentives to chal-
lenge unipolarity nevertheless tend to agree that nuclear weapons pro-
vide a strong impetus for great powers to limit their conflictual tenden-
cies, a theoretical argument contested by offensive realists.85
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A restrained competition in the security/military domain, however, 
does not mean a lack of conflict in other areas of great power politics 
as China and Russia assert themselves economically and diplomatically. 
Defensive realists indeed tend to be as skeptical as their offensive coun-
terparts about the prospects of the US-led liberal world order and the 
Western-shaped international institutions supporting it.86 As China’s 
power and influence keep rising, Layne outlines the contours of a world 
order based much more on realist notions of sovereignty and nonin-
terference than on liberal universal values: “as China’s role in shaping 
the international agenda increases, democracy and human rights will 
become less salient.”87 One of the most consistent policy recommenda-
tions of restrainers over the years is to abandon the muscular interven-
tionism of the post–Cold War era in the name of promoting American 
values; Will Ruger and Michael Desch, for example, call for a grand 
strategy that “would eschew the role of world policeman or global social 
worker committed to grand schemes such as regime change or aggres-
sively promoting liberal democracy around the world.”88

Instead of a global order grounded in the principles of international 
law, defensive realists contend, key geographical areas of the world are 
likely to be carved into “spheres of influence” by the great powers domi-
nating them. They regard such arrangements as perhaps unfair but nev-
ertheless unavoidable consequences of balance-of-power politics, and 
they assume that regional hegemons are mostly seeking security and are 
deterred from venturing outside their own regions. In contrast to the 
offensive realist position that opposes ceding such regional hegemonic 
status to Beijing and Moscow in East Asia or Eastern Europe, however, 
defensive realists like Graham Allison call on US policymakers to resign 
themselves to this emerging shift in the balance of power and accept 
China’s and Russia’s regional hegemonic ambitions in the South China 
Sea and the post-Soviet “near abroad,” respectively.89

Not all defensive realists are willing to concede as much to China or 
Russia, and there is some debate among various scholars in this school 
of thought as to what bargains the US could strike with its rivals. The 
idea that a mutually acceptable bargain can and should be struck sooner 
rather than later, however, is what distinguishes this school from their 
offensive counterparts: as Jennifer Lind and Darryl Press explain this 
negotiating mind set, “In a post-primacy era, U.S. leaders should ask what 
they can realistically achieve without poisoning U.S.-Chinese relations.”90 
From this perspective, these two authors recommend that Washington 
promises to no longer add any new military allies or partners in Asia in 
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exchange for Beijing respecting “the status quo in Taiwan and in other 
territorial disputes.”91 Glaser is less optimistic that Beijing would ever 
cave on the issue of Taiwan, and instead recommends a grand bargain 
that would see the United States “ends its commitment to defend Taiwan 
against Chinese aggression. In return, China would peacefully resolve 
its maritime and land disputes in the South China and East China Seas, 
and officially accept the United States’ long-term military security role 
in East Asia.”92

Lastly, in their foreign economic policy views, defensive realists and 
restraint proponents (many of whom, such as Emma Ashford and Chris 
Preble, have libertarian leanings) tend to regard free trade as a “core US 
interest.”93 They also regard extensive trade relations and interdepen-
dence as potentially leading to a lessening of the chance for great power 
conflicts, although not as much as liberal internationalists believe. As 
Ashford acknowledges, however, while many academic realists favor free 
trade, many restraint proponents in the policy world tend to be politi-
cally progressive and historically pro-labor and skeptical of free market 
orthodoxy and globalization.94 Therefore, on balance, this school of 
thought is more favorably disposed to the promotion of free trade than 
their offensive realist counterparts, but less so than both liberal and con-
servative internationalists.

Offensive Realism

As briefly mentioned in the introduction, offensive realism is a struc-
tural theory of international politics that privileges the struggle for hege-
mony among great powers as the main driver of international politics. 
In today’s GPC era, the United States is the only great power that enjoys 
a hegemonic status in its own region, and it should want to keep it that 
way. The United States is not a global hegemon, but it is a peerless great 
power because no other country can claim dominance over its own 
region the same way Washington does in the Western Hemisphere. In 
no small measure, this is because the United States has been involved 
during and since World War II in thwarting attempts at regional hege-
mony by Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union in order 
to establish America’s peerless rival status.

In today’s emerging multipolar world, the only other great power with 
the economic and military strength to make a bid for regional hegemony 
is China. Therefore, the number-one grand strategic priority for the US 
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is to make sure it continues to have no peer rivals by keeping China from 
gaining economic and military dominance over the Asia-Pacific region. 
At the same time, the US also needs to shore up its regional hegemony in 
the Western Hemisphere by refocusing on helping address the security, 
political, and economic problems of its own neighborhood, as well as 
on countering China’s and Russia’s encroaching activities in this region.

The offensive realist approach shares with the conservative interna-
tionalist one the goal of maintaining US hegemony in its own region, 
but it differs in limiting the US role to that of an offshore balancer to 
counter hegemonic bids in other parts of the world, and also in relying 
on regional balances of power rather than US military dominance to 
secure US interests in Europe, East Asia, and the Persian Gulf. To use 
the conceptual difference popularized by Layne in The Peace of Illusions, 
the US would satisfy itself with regional, not extra-regional, hegemony.95 In 
the GPC era, however, the offshore perspective is no longer sufficient in 
the Asia-Pacific region, the one theater where the United States needs 
to reinforce its onshore position to deter and thwart Beijing’s quest for 
regional hegemony. In contrast to most defensive realists who in the past 
also favored offshore balancing as a grand strategy, offensive ones now 
believe the time for vigorous balancing has arrived in East Asia in order to 
strengthen military deterrence against China and thus reduce the grow-
ing risks of a very costly war over Taiwan or the South China Sea.

Given some of Vladimir Putin’s recent aggressive military moves in 
Eastern Europe, some may question why the threat from Russia is con-
sidered secondary to that of China in the GPC era. Unlike China’s case 
in East Asia, Russia actually lacks the military and economic power to 
become a regional hegemon in Europe outside its former Soviet terri-
tory, and therefore containing its ambitions is not as difficult. America’s 
NATO allies vastly surpass Russia in economic power and military expen-
ditures, and they face a much more immediate geographical threat than 
the United States. With limited US support, they are more than capable 
of countering Putin’s recently weakened army if they are incentivized to 
do so by a diminishing of the US military presence in the region. Truth-
fully, the biggest danger of the war in Ukraine for the United States is for 
Russia to become a de facto ally of China by the end of it, and hence shift 
the balance of power globally in the US-China strategic competition. Pre-
venting this development should be at the top the list of Washington’s 
concerns regarding Putin’s actions. A secondary concern involves Rus-
sia’s moves in the Western Hemisphere, but these are also not as threat-
ening as China’s expansive economic encroachments. A similar logic 
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applies to Iran’s potential ambitions to dominate the Persian Gulf and 
maybe even the entire Middle East. Just like in the European theater, if 
combined with astute diplomacy and economic statecraft, an offshore 
balancing approach should be enough to thwart Tehran’s ambitions by 
relying on American powerful local partners such as Israel, Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.

Even though offensive realism focuses mostly on the struggle for 
hegemony between great powers, this doesn’t mean that it entirely 
ignores other national security threats. It does mean, however, that 
it relegates these other issues to a secondary tier and calls for limited 
and cost-effective approaches to address them so as not to take away 
too many military or economic resources from the primary goal of the 
strategy. The second-tier threats facing the Unites States at the moment 
are the continued fight against radical Islamic terrorist groups like ISIS 
and al-Qaeda, and nuclear proliferation in places like Iran and North 
Korea. Transnational security threats like global terrorism and nuclear 
proliferation remain a concern in the GPC world, as does the Middle 
East/Persian Gulf area more broadly. However, they must not drain US 
resources away from Asia and the Western Hemisphere in the way they 
did in the post–Cold War era. Terrorist threats must be countered with 
limited force and mostly through intelligence and local partners, not 
with massive stability and counterinsurgency operations as was the case 
in Afghanistan and Iraq. The US military must strongly avoid getting 
dragged into another war in the name of combating nuclear prolifera-
tion: Iran and North Korea need to be handled through diplomacy, eco-
nomic sanctions, and strong regional balancing coalitions without drag-
ging the US into another wasteful military intervention.

Even in the nuclear age, offensive realists largely believe that great 
power politics remain highly adversarial and lead to intense military 
competition, or even limited conflict. In other words, as Keir Lieber and 
Daryl Press recently titled their recent book on the topic, the so-called 
nuclear revolution that was supposed to reduce (or even eliminate) mili-
tary conflicts among great powers is a “myth.”96 Other skeptics of the 
nuclear revolution recently reinforced the idea that nuclear weapons 
do not significantly ameliorate tensions in the GPC era.97 Preparing for 
major power war through investments in high-end conventional military 
capabilities, therefore, ought to be a key component of defense strategy 
in the GPC era. More specifically, the US together with its local Asian-
Pacific allies should pursue a strategy of denial defense, as former Penta-
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gon senior official Elbridge Colby explained at length in his book on 
this topic.98 The defense of Taiwan in particular represents the greatest 
military priority for the US military in the short run, as the most likely 
scenario leading to a war against China.

Another assumption of offensive realism is that great power diplo-
macy in the GPC era is bound to be dominated by competition and con-
flict rather than cooperation. In such an environment, zero-sum inter-
actions among great powers and a focus on relative gains are common 
patterns of state behavior. The diplomatic strategy of the United States 
should be mostly focused on containing China’s increasing influence in 
international organizations, as well as on providing support for US allies 
and partners in Asia and elsewhere who are currently courted, bribed, 
or even coerced by Beijing to join its own sphere of influence. Instead 
of a global liberal rule-based order establishing the parameters for inter-
national governance, there will be multiple realist regional orders set-
ting out the terms for cooperation, competition, or conflict in the GPC 
era.99 The balance of power, rather than liberal norms and ideas, will be 
the deciding factor influencing the shape of international organizations, 
trade regimes, or technological standards.

In contrast with the liberal and conservative ideas-based paradigms, 
an offensive realist strategy assumes great powers strive for hegemony 
and act aggressively when it suits their interest, almost regardless of their 
internal form of government. In today’s world, the revisionist ambitions 
of Beijing and Moscow are not driven primarily by their authoritarian 
leaders, but rather by geopolitical systemic imperatives that would push 
them in an aggressive direction even if they were ruled by more demo-
cratic leaders. Conversely, balance of power considerations rather than 
democratic or ideological compatibility should drive America’s anti-
China coalition-building efforts to contain Beijing’s regional hegemonic 
ambitions. Not only should less-than-perfectly liberal democratic non-
Western allies like India, Vietnam, and the Philippines be part of the US 
balancing coalition, but Washington should also be prepared to accept 
that democratic allies like Germany have their own realist and economic 
reasons to avoid joining the US in an anti-Beijing coalition.100 Therefore, 
the US should significantly downgrade the role of democracy promotion 
and the attempt to export of liberal values abroad. In the age of GPC, 
such efforts to divide the world into “democratic” and “authoritarian” 
camps are not only unhelpful in terms of understanding the actions and 
allegiances of other powers, but rather counterproductive because they 
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needlessly alienate many strategically important but traditionalist coun-
tries that don’t necessarily share the US State Department’s most recent 
avant-garde positions on human rights.

In the realm of economics, an offensive realist approach expects that 
international trade treaties along with foreign direct investment strate-
gies are being driven by mercantilist/strategic considerations as opposed 
to liberal market-based ones. The theoretical foundation for this under-
standing of trade relations goes back to Joseph Grieco’s seminal arti-
cle “Anarchy and the Limits of Cooperation.” In showing how realists 
emphasize the role of relative gains as opposed to absolute gains as the 
primary drivers of great power interactions, Grieco laid the foundation 
for understanding how the international system has been and continues 
to remain anarchic, competitive, and conflictual, contrary to what liberal 
internationalists contend.101 Rather than being driven almost exclusively 
by economic efficiency and free market considerations, decisions on 
global supply chains, advanced technologies like microchip manufactur-
ing, Artificial Intelligence, or 5G telecommunication infrastructure are 
heavily influenced by political and strategic considerations. An offensive 
realist grand strategy therefore regards nationalist/protectionist poli-
cies as more conducive to the advancement of national security goals, in 
what the financial historian Niall Ferguson calls a new kind of “techno-
economic war” against China.102

Just like China is trying to secure access around the world to key 
rare earth minerals, the US together with its Western allies and partners 
should pay much closer attention to “supply chain resilience,” the new 
post-COVID-era buzzword capturing the need to avoid depending on an 
adversary for key inputs. As Daniel Drezner summarized the traditional 
realist policy preferences on foreign economic policy long ago, these 
views are characterized by “emphasis on relative gains, suspicion of eco-
nomic interdependence leading to vulnerability, and hostility to foreign 
ownership of strategic assets.”103 The main goals therefore are the protec-
tion of strategically and economically important domestic US industries 
in the face of intense (and often illegal) competition from other great 
powers such as China. The offensive realist position on international 
trade is not inherently protectionist or nationalist, but during times of 
intense great power competition these concerns take precedence over 
pure economic efficiency. Adopting countermeasures and using tariff 
barriers to forestall such behavior and attempt to maintain relative tech-
nological superiority over a potential challenger is the kind of realist eco-
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nomic strategy that even classically liberal great powers had to use from 
time to time. As no less of a proponent of free markets than Adam Smith 
recognized as he defended Britain’s decidedly protectionist Navigation 
Acts, “defense is of much more importance than opulence.”104

In the remainder of the book, I will make the case for the offensive-
realism-based No Peer Rivals grand strategy as the best grand strategy for 
our GPC era. In each of the next four chapters, I will highlight how the 
tenets of this approach are better suited for guiding US foreign policy 
and national security strategy than the other schools of thought, both in 
terms of setting strategic goals and priorities and in choosing the right 
combination of means to achieve them. To begin with, the next chapter 
shows how offensive realism explains the dynamics of great power poli-
tics in the GPC era more persuasively than the other schools of thought.
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Chapter Two

Realism and the New Era  
of Geopolitical Conflict

•

In order to determine the major strategic threats to the US national inter-
est in the GPC era, we must first discuss what theoretical framework best 
explains the dynamics of great power politics in today’s international 
security environment. One major question to be addressed is whether 
China and Russia are pursuing regional hegemony as their ultimate 
grand strategic objective, as offensive realists and conservative interna-
tionalists contend, or merely security and prosperity in their regions, 
as defensive realists and liberal internationalists assume. Another ques-
tion is whether they are constrained by the “nuclear revolution” in their 
actions in the military realm, as defensive realists believe, but contrary 
to offensive realist predictions. And how do these great powers act in 
regard to other areas of global politics such as international economics, 
technology, or international law and diplomacy—cooperatively, compet-
itively, or in a conflictual manner? Lastly, are ideological differences a 
major factor in their interactions, as liberal and conservative internation-
alists believe, or are all great powers generally pursuing their national 
interests in a similar fashion, as realists assume? The four schools of 
thought outlined in the previous chapter make different predictions on 
each of these issues. This chapter begins by showing how the leaders of 
China and Russia recently think and act much more like offensive real-
ism expects them to, and contrary to the predictions of the other frame-
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works. It then shows how US policymakers wisely started to act more in 
accordance to the tenets of offensive realism as well, particularly during 
the Trump administration and in the early years of the Biden administra-
tion, but unfortunately stopped doing so after the war in Ukraine.

The Age of Great Power Competition

One could quibble with the exact timeline, but Matthew Kroenig is 
probably correct to date the emergence of the Great Power Competition 
era in 2014, the year Russia invaded Ukraine and China began to build 
artificial islands and aggressively expand its territorial claims in South 
China Sea.1 Certainly by the time the Trump administration released its 
national security strategy and defense strategy documents in 2017/18, 
the GPC strategic concept had become ubiquitous in Washington for-
eign policy and national security circles.2 A simple definition of this new 
era is that we are once more in a multipolar world in which great powers 
vie for regional and eventually global hegemony, and therefore competi-
tion and conflict dominates international politics at the highest levels, 
just as offensive realism would predict. The evidence for this new state 
of affairs between the US, China, and Russia can be abundantly found in 
their actions, as well as in their strategic documents and the statements 
issued by their leaders over the past few years.

US-China Tensions

The most consequential geopolitical development of the past 10 years is 
China’s unabashed quest for regional hegemony in East Asia, and also 
its worldwide ambitions in shaping international institutions and in mak-
ing geopolitical inroads in Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East.3 
Particularly since President Xi Jinping came to power, Beijing’s ambi-
tions for pushing the United States away from its role as East Asia’s pri-
mary security guarantor have been most evident. As Xi declared, “In the 
final analysis, it is for the people of Asia to run the affairs of Asia, solve 
the problems of Asia, and uphold the security of Asia.”4 And he did not 
hide anymore China’s desire to reassert control over what it considers 
its own territories, including Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the South China 
Sea: “The historical task of the complete reunification of the mother-
land must be fulfilled and will definitely be fulfilled.”5 The aftermath 
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of the war in Ukraine also led Chinese officials to adopt an increasingly 
offensive strategy toward the US and its Western allies, galvanized by 
what they perceive as an increasingly dangerous external environment.6 
In addition to tightening its partnership with Russia, Xi put forth a 
strategic plan (the Global Strategic Initiative) designed to “undermine 
international confidence in the United States as a provider of regional 
and global stability and to create a platform around which China can 
justify augmenting its own partnerships.”7 The next chapter fleshes out 
China’s strategic and military challenge to the United States’ position 
as sole superpower in more detail, but for now it is worth highlighting 
seven areas where US-China recent tensions fit with the expectations of 
an offensive realist paradigm.

First, China’s expansive military buildup over the past decade, and 
its impact on the military balance in the Asia-Pacific theater, is a key 
development indicating the arrival of the GPC era.8 In 2022, an annual 
Department of Defense study on China’s military strategy concluded 
that “Xi Jinping and the PRC leadership determined that the armed 
forces should take a more active role in advancing the PRC’s foreign 
policy goals globally.”9 The US chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen-
eral Mark Milley, echoed the conclusions of the Pentagon’s report when 
he testified before Congress in 2020: “China is seeking to invest its eco-
nomic growth into equaling American military capabilities by 2035 and 
aims to be able to defeat the U.S. in an armed conflict by midcentury.”10 
Therefore, for the first time in decades, the result of a conventional great 
power war is no longer a foregone conclusion, which erodes deterrence 
and raises the risk of such a catastrophic event even in the presence of 
nuclear weapons.

Second, in the South China Sea, local maritime border disputes 
between China and neighboring countries (Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei) took on broader geopolitical impor-
tance as China started building artificial island fortifications armed with 
antiship and antiaircraft missiles, and refused to comply with a ruling 
by an international arbitration body in favor of the Philippines regard-
ing Beijing’s claims on the Spratly Islands. This prompted the United 
States Navy to increase the number of Freedom of Navigation Opera-
tions (FONOPS) in that body of water claimed by Beijing but considered 
“international waters” by the rest of the international community.11 The 
status of the South China Sea became a key area of geopolitical com-
petition between Washington and Beijing, with the US determined to 
prevent China from achieving control of this territory. Secretary of State 
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Mike Pompeo positioned America as a defender of the status quo against 
China’s hegemonic ambitions regarding this key body of water:

America stands with our Southeast Asian allies and partners in pro-
tecting their sovereign rights to offshore resources, consistent with 
their rights and obligations under international law. We stand with 
the international community in defense of freedom of the seas and 
respect for sovereignty and reject any push to impose ‘might makes 
right’ in the South China Sea or the wider region.12

Third, the most dangerous flashpoint in the increasingly confron-
tational US-China strategic rivalry is a potential Chinese military attack 
on Taiwan, the conquest of which would offer Beijing a springboard to 
regional hegemony.13 Once merely a distant possibility, this nightmarish 
scenario appears much closer than ever to becoming a reality: Chinese 
rhetoric on unification has heated up in recent years, and People’s Lib-
eration Army aircraft conducts provocative missions inside Taiwan’s Air 
Defense Identification Zone at an ever increasing rate.14 President Xi 
has unambiguously proclaimed that “complete national reunification 
is an inevitable requirement for realizing the great rejuvenation of the 
Chinese nation,” and some top China experts like Oriana Skylar Mastro 
increasingly worry that a war over Taiwan is now a real possibility: “Sup-
port for armed unification among the Chinese public and the military 
establishment is growing. Concern for international norms is subsid-
ing.”15 The visit by US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi to Taiwan in August 
of 2022 sparked another crisis, with China’s military launching four days 
of large-scale military exercises surrounding the island.16 The Pentagon 
described these exercises as “much more complex than previous shows 
of force, demonstrating Beijing’s ability to deploy an armada of aircraft, 
warships and missile batteries on short notice.”17 While an invasion of 
Taiwan is certainly not imminent, a new assessment by the US intelli-
gence community did warn ominously that “Mr. Xi might try to move 
against the island in the next year and a half.”18 In another sign of US 
concern over a potential attack on Taiwan, US Special Forces troops and 
US Marines were reportedly deployed to help train and assist Taiwan’s 
military to better withstand a potential conflict with the People’s Libera-
tion Army.19

Fourth, the new strategic era of Great Power Competition is even 
more evident in the nonmilitary realms of international affairs. China 
embarked in one of the most ambitious geoeconomic projects ever 
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recorded in 2013 when it launched the Belt and Road Initiative—an 
umbrella project that involves Chinese grants and loans to support infra-
structure, massive construction, telecommunications, and shipping/
port operations in large swaths of Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and even 
parts of Europe.20 The overarching geostrategic goal of these financial 
investments was to enhance China’s influence by using its newly found 
economic power and leverage to build favorable political and security 
relationships with countries around the world. However, as the Wall Street 
Journal reported, the investments soon came to be regarded as another 
facet of the Chinese-American strategic competition:

Beijing envisions the rebooted Silk Road as a global network of 
ports, roads, railways, pipelines and industrial parks, largely built by 
Chinese companies and using at least $400 billion in funding from 
government-run banks. But as the program ballooned beyond infra-
structure construction, Western officials . . . blamed it for advancing 
opaque financial deals that give Beijing political leverage by burden-
ing countries with debt to China.21

Fifth, in addition to the Belt and Road Initiative, China’s unfair trade 
practices also became a focal point of tensions between Washington and 
Beijing. The Trump administration regarded the trade imbalance as a 
grave geoeconomic threat to the United States, and imposed tariffs as 
well as other measures to shore up America’s economic foreign policy 
and align it with the new GPC conditions.22 In one of the few areas of 
bipartisan agreement, the Biden administration continued and even 
enhanced these policies. The new administration trade strategy stated 
that “[the Biden administration] recognizes that China’s coercive and 
unfair trade practices harm American workers, threaten our techno-
logical edge, weaken our supply-chain resiliency and undermine our 
national interests.”23 Consequently, Treasury secretary Janet Yellen com-
mitted to “use the full array of tools” to counter China’s “abusive, unfair 
and illegal practices.”24

Sixth, another very important front in the US-China strategic rivalry 
is what scholars came to call the “tech war” between the two great pow-
ers.25 As part of their plans to become the technology superpower of 
the 21st century, the Chinese government adopted a long-term plan 
that calls for the development of “significant breakthroughs on core 
technologies and seeks to be among the most innovative nations glob-
ally” by 2035.26 The seven technologies emphasized for special funding 



46  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

(Artificial Intelligence, quantum computing, integrated circuits, genetic 
and biotechnology research, neuroscience, and aerospace) would allow 
China to “reap huge benefits in hybrid warfare and intelligence gather-
ing,” according to Alex Capri.27 In addition to using these investments to 
improve its own economic productivity and military capabilities, China 
also launched a concerted global campaign to export its technological 
advances in areas like 5G in particular, and to challenge the West for set-
ting global standards on next-generation technologies.28

In response, the US government adopted a series of countermea-
sures, often in partnership with other Western nations, to stop China 
from gaining dominance over key emerging technologies or global 
standards in areas like AI or 5G. As Biden’s secretary of state, Anthony 
Blinken, put it, “We have a very strong interest in making sure that the 
techno-democracies come together more effectively so we are the ones 
who are doing the shaping of those norms and rules.”29 The most promi-
nent example so far of a “tech war” in the new era of GPC is the case 
of Huawei, a Chinese telecommunications giant that had an early lead 
in developing 5G networks in many parts of the world. However, the US 
government feared that a corporation so closely linked to the Chinese 
Communist Party leadership poses a great threat to US national security 
if it is allowed to embed itself in telecom networks worldwide. That was 
the case particularly in Europe, which would allow Beijing to potentially 
use Huawei’s access to spy or disrupt communications. Consequently, 
the US government launched a massive and ultimately successful cam-
paign to disrupt Huawei’s operations and profits. As the Wall Street Jour-
nal reported, US restrictions “choked off the suppliers” and the com-
pany was forced to “experiment with new business lines, cede overseas 
territory, and foster a supply chain independent of the U.S., all while its 
stockpile of high-end chips diminishes.”30

Seventh and last, the response to the COVID-19 pandemic only 
served to reinforce the new era of US-China strategic rivalry, as the two 
countries blamed each other for the origins of the virus, and used “vac-
cine diplomacy” to enhance their geopolitical standing.31 Countries like 
Australia, for example, were even targeted by the Chinese Communist 
Party leadership with punitive sanctions for calling for an international 
inquiry into the possibility that the virus had leaked from a Chinese lab. 
According to the New York Times, “Across the globe a backlash is building 
against China for its initial mishandling of the crisis that helped loose 
the coronavirus on the world, creating a deeply polarizing battle of nar-
ratives and setting back China’s ambition to fill the leadership vacuum 
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left by the United States.”32 In conclusion, as a report from the liberal 
internationalist World Economic Forum remarked with profound dis-
appointment, the COVID-19 global pandemic had “accelerated a shift 
already under way from a rules-based international order to one based 
on power relationships.”33

To sum up, Beijing’s rhetoric and actions over the past decade betray 
China’s ambitions for regional hegemony at first, followed by potential 
global hegemony. As its economic power rivals that of the United States, 
it is perfectly understandable from an offensive realist perspective that 
Chinese Communist Party leaders would expect their military power 
and diplomatic influence to eventually challenge the superiority of US 
military force and political clout, especially in their own region in the 
Asia-Pacific.

US-Russia Tensions

US diplomatic relations with Russia are now arguably at their lowest 
point since the worst days of the Cold War, with the Pentagon engaged 
in a proxy war against Russian forces in Ukraine and Washington levying 
massive sanctions on the Russian economy. Once it started to recover 
economically from the ruinous 1990s, Vladimir Putin’s Russia embarked 
on an ambitious military buildup and started a sophisticated politico-
military campaign to restore its strategic dominance over its “near 
abroad” neighbors. And while this newfound military strength focuses 
mainly on its near abroad, Russia also displayed its global reach when 
it successfully intervened in the Syrian civil war and increased its mili-
tary cooperation with Venezuela and Cuba, even threatening to deploy 
advanced weapons in America’s backyard in a reminder of the Cold 
War.34 Putin’s strategy is clearly aimed at expanding Russia’s sphere of 
influence in the former Soviet Union and its vicinity, as well as restoring 
some of Russia’s global prestige and strategic influence in the Middle 
East, Africa, and Latin America.35

And much like the Beijing government under President Xi, Mos-
cow’s actions under President Vladimir Putin fit with the expectations of 
offensive realism more than any of the other competing theoretical para-
digms. In what is now often referred to as a landmark speech for Russia’s 
grand strategic orientation of the past two decades, Putin sharply criti-
cized the United States and NATO at the 2007 Munich Security Confer-
ence for encroaching on Russia’s traditional sphere of influence in what 
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he called its “near abroad.”36 He deplored the unipolarity of the inter-
national system (“This is the world of one master, one sovereign”), and 
called for a return to multipolarity; he also expressed a zero-sum realist 
view of NATO enlargement, claiming that it threatens Russia’s national 
interests: “The process of NATO expansion has nothing to do with mod-
ernization of the alliance. . . . We have the right to ask, ‘Against whom is 
this expansion directed?’”37 When later that year, at its Bucharest Sum-
mit, NATO declared that Ukraine and Georgia, two former members of 
the Soviet Union that Russia regards as part of its “near abroad” sphere 
of influence, would be invited to join at a future date, Putin set upon an 
aggressive military policy to prevent that from happening.

A few months after that summit, Russia invaded two Georgian prov-
inces, leaving behind a frozen conflict and the threat of future military 
operations if Georgia attempts to join NATO in the future. A few years 
later, Putin invaded Ukraine and reincorporated the Crimean Peninsula 
into Russian territory; Moscow also sponsored separatist movements in 
eastern Ukraine, similarly leaving behind a frozen conflict and continu-
ing to militarily threaten Ukraine’s territorial integrity until it abandons 
any intention of joining NATO. Russia’s aggressive moves to exert its 
regional quasi-hegemonic political-military control over its closest neigh-
bors in its near abroad and deny them access to Western institutions is 
unsurprising from an offensive realist perspective. As Mearsheimer put it 
at the time, US and European leaders thought that “realism holds little 
relevance in the twenty-first century and that Europe can be kept whole 
and free on the basis of such liberal principles as the rule of law, eco-
nomic interdependence, and democracy.”38 However, the war in Ukraine 
has showed how Russia very much acts according to offensive realist 
tenets: “The crisis there shows that realpolitik remains relevant—and 
states that ignore it do so at their own peril. U.S. and European leaders 
blundered in attempting to turn Ukraine into a Western stronghold on 
Russia’s border.”39

There was perhaps no better evidence of how the liberal internation-
alist orientation of many Western leaders led them to misunderstand 
and underestimate Putin’s realist strategy than Secretary of State John 
Kerry’s remark following the 2014 invasion of Ukraine: “It is not appro-
priate to invade a country and at the end of a barrel of a gun dictate what 
you are trying to achieve. . . . That is not 21st-century, G-8, major-nation 
behavior.”40 Unfortunately, as Walter Russell Mead dryly observed in the 
Wall Street Journal, eight years after the first Russian attack on Ukraine, 
“Neville Chamberlain learned more from failure at Munich than the 
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current generation of Western leaders learned from failure in Crimea.”41 
While Putin used economic leverage like access to Russian energy as well 
as direct and indirect military pressure to project Russian power in the 
near-abroad states, liberal Western leaders still expected economic sanc-
tions and diplomatic pressure from the so-called international commu-
nity to moderate his behavior. Such efforts failed, and as a result Mos-
cow is much further along the path of hegemonic control of the former 
USSR region, exerting particular influence in Belarus, Kazakhstan, and 
Georgia, and of course fighting a war over control of parts of Ukraine.

Moscow’s military invasions of the former Soviet republics of Georgia 
and then Ukraine, first in Crimea and eastern Ukraine and then culmi-
nating with the full scale war of 2022, unambiguously demonstrate Rus-
sia’s willingness to defy the rules and norms of the liberal world order 
in order to advance its security interests in its own neighborhood, just 
as realism predicts.42 Sadly, prominent realist scholars and practitioners 
from John Mearsheimer to the legendary diplomat George Kennan 
warned early on that Russia will act aggressively as a traditional realist 
great power if the West keeps expanding its security presence closer and 
closer to its borders, but their concerns went unheeded by the liberal-
internationalist-minded policymakers that dominated Washington cir-
cles during the post–Cold war era.43 Nowadays, and most worrisome for 
the US in the GPC era, Putin also formed a “no limits” partnership with 
Xi, thus putting Washington in the unfortunate circumstance of having 
its two main great power rivals join forces against it, the exact opposite of 
the Nixon era realist coup of splitting the Sino-Soviet bloc.44 In conclu-
sion, Russia’s recent actions in attempting to establish hegemony over 
its “near abroad” in the former Soviet space, and its new alliance with 
China against the US, both fit with the offensive realist theoretical pre-
dictions better than with the other theories.45

Of the four theories, the intensifying geopolitical rivalry of the Great 
Power Competition era goes against defensive realist and liberal inter-
nationalist predictions, but fits with both the expectations of offensive 
realism and conservative internationalism. In order to show that the for-
mer does a better job of explaining the empirical record than the latter, 
I will later show how across a variety of issues realist considerations of 
power politics and geoeconomics drive global politics (realist factors) 
in the GPC era more so than ideological conflicts over values (conserva-
tive internationalist factors). To take but one prominent recent example, 
the Ukraine war showed that economic and security considerations led 
many important countries from the Global South, such as India, Brazil, 
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and large parts of the Middle East and Africa, to reject the pro-Ukraine 
Western framing of that conflict as “freedom vs autocracy.” Instead, they 
adopted a more realpolitik foreign policy toward Moscow, and largely 
stayed neutral despite their moral considerations in order to maintain 
trade relations with both the United States and Russia countries or to 
take advantage of the economic opportunities provided by the Western 
sanctions on Russia to benefit from access to cheaper oil.46 Given that 
offensive realism best captures the dynamics of great power politics in 
our current strategic era, a grand strategy grounded in this perspective 
represents the optimal choice for the United States now and for the 
foreseeable future. Washington leaders actually started moving toward 
a GPC-based realist grand strategy as early as the mid-2010s when the 
Obama administration began a “pivot” to the Pacific, and that effort 
picked up speed during the Trump era and early in the Biden adminis-
trations, as the next section shows.

The Incremental Emergence of Offensive Realism  
in American Grand Strategy

The arrival of the multipolar era of Great Power Competition led to a 
rethinking of some of the core principles of US grand strategy away from 
the liberal internationalist US global leadership paradigm of the post–
Cold War era, and toward a more offensive realist understanding of the 
international environment.47 The Trump administration’s national secu-
rity strategy documents first acknowledged this geopolitical shift, and 
outlined a realist grand strategic orientation focused on strategic com-
petition and on the need to contain China’s regional and global ambi-
tions.48 Early on, the Biden administration largely continued the grand 
strategic pivot toward a realist grand strategy focused on great pow-
ers like China and Russia, despite the liberal internationalist mindset 
and priorities of most of its members.49 Therefore, as offensive realism 
expects, the pressures from the changes in the international system led 
to important adaptations in America’s national security strategy during 
the course of two very different presidents. These steps represent only 
the early stages, however, of what needs to fully emerge as an offensive 
realist grand strategic framework aimed at shaping America’s role in the 
world in the upcoming years of the GPC era. And, most dangerously, the 
Biden administration abandoned its realist mindset and shifted toward 
liberal internationalism in the second half of their term in office.
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Perhaps one of the most striking arguments in the Department of 
Defense’s 2018 National Defense Strategy refers to the shift in priorities 
away from the post-9/11 focus on the Global War on Terror in favor or 
traditional geopolitics: “Long-term strategic competitions with China 
and Russia are the principal priorities for the Department, and require 
both increased and sustained investment, because of the magnitude 
of the threats they pose to U.S. security and prosperity today, and the 
potential for those threats to increase in the future.”50 The military’s 
refocus on great power competition is a consequence of the strategic 
guidance offered in the 2017 National Security Strategy document issued 
by the White House. That NSS indicates a clear shift in US grand strategy 
toward a realist understanding of great power relations focused on geo-
politics and the balance of power:

A central continuity in history is the contest for power. The present 
time period is no different . . . after being dismissed as a phenomenon 
of an earlier century, great power competition returned. China and 
Russia began to reassert their influence regionally and globally. Today, 
they are fielding military capabilities designed to deny America access 
in times of crisis and to contest our ability to operate freely in critical 
commercial zones during peacetime. In short, they are contesting our 
geopolitical advantages and trying to change the international order 
in their favor.51

As the two documents indicate, the two revisionist powers posing 
the greatest challenge to US security are China and Russia. In different 
ways, both Beijing and Moscow aim to upend the balance of power in 
key regions of the world, and strive to become regional hegemons. In 
Asia, the NSS argues, “China seeks to displace the United States in the 
Indo-Pacific region, expand the reaches of its state-driven economic 
model, and reorder the region in its favor.”52 The administration’s 
NSS takes aim at the post–Cold War American policy of treating China 
more as a potential partner and a would-be responsible stakeholder (in 
former deputy secretary of state Robert Zoelick’s memorable phrase) 
in the international community than as an adversary: “For decades, 
U.S. policy was rooted in the belief that support for China’s rise and 
for its integration into the post-war international order would liberal-
ize China. Contrary to our hopes, China expanded its power at the 
expense of the sovereignty of others.”53

The language on China in the National Defense Strategy (NDS) is even 



52  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

more stern, and reflects a clear offensive realist concern about the future 
of US-Chinese relations:

The CCP [Chinese Communist Party] is leveraging military modern-
ization, influence operations, and predatory economics to coerce 
neighboring countries to reorder the Indo-Pacific region to their 
advantage. As China continues its economic and military ascendance, 
asserting power through an all-of-nation long-term strategy, it will 
continue to pursue a military modernization program that seeks 
Indo-Pacific regional hegemony in the near-term and displacement 
of the United States to achieve global preeminence in the future.54

After the publication of these two documents, the Trump administra-
tion’s China strategy further evolved in a confrontational direction antic-
ipated by offensive realism, so much so that the press described a major 
address by Vice President Mike Pence as the sign of a “New Cold War” 
between Washington and Beijing.55 That speech ominously issued both 
a warning of Beijing’s regional hegemonic ambitions and a signal of US 
resolve to counter them: “China wants nothing less than to push the 
United States of America from the Western Pacific and attempt to pre-
vent us from coming to the aid of our allies. But they will fail.”56

When it comes to Russia, the strategy documents are similarly clear 
in warning of the harm posed to US national security interests by recent 
geopolitical developments in Eastern Europe. According to the NSS, 
Moscow “seeks to restore its great power status and establish spheres of 
influence near its borders. Russia aims to weaken U.S. influence in the 
world and divide us from our allies and partners.”57 Moreover, the docu-
ment also points out that Moscow is “investing in new military capabili-
ties, including nuclear systems that remain the most significant existen-
tial threat to the United States, and in destabilizing cyber capabilities.”58 
A separate Department of Defense strategic planning document, the 
Nuclear Posture Review, similarly singles out the threat from Russia’s mod-
ernizing nuclear arsenal and its new nuclear strategy and doctrine aimed 
at using nuclear weapons to coerce the United States into “de-escalation 
of a potential conflict on terms favorable to Russia.”59 The assistant secre-
tary of state for Europe, Wess Mitchell, reiterated the Trump administra-
tion’s skeptical view of Russia in a well-publicized speech at the Atlantic 
Council: “From the Baltic to the Adriatic, across the Balkan Peninsula 
and through the Caucasus, America’s rivals are expanding their political, 
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military, and commercial influence. Russia is again a military factor in 
this region, following the invasions of Georgia and Ukraine.”60

The realist shift in strategy documents was largely accompanied by 
a similar shift in actual policy decisions. In its four years in office, the 
Trump administration took a series of measures that reflected a serious 
concern with China’s aggressive foreign policy and its strategic moves in 
Asia and beyond. In the realm of international trade, Washington finally 
abandoned the failed strategy of turning a blind eye to China’s cheating 
and unfair practices, and instead adopted a series of tariffs and counter-
measures aimed to derail Beijing’s “Made in China 2025” strategic plan of 
challenging US military superiority in futuristic technologies.61 Another 
important move was to continue the Freedom of Navigation Operations 
by the US Navy and its partners in the South China Sea, and to disin-
vite China’s navy from of the large-scale RIMPAC (Rim of the Pacific) 
maritime multinational exercise in order to punish them for their con-
tinued land reclamations and militarization of man-made islands in the 
Spratly Islands.62 Similarly, the administration actually took a series of 
tough measures aimed at countering Moscow’s aggressive behavior in 
Eastern Europe.63 Despite the media focus on a possible Putin-Trump 
friendship, Russia expert Michael Kofman recounts some of the ways the 
administration was tougher on the Kremlin than many acknowledged: 
“[The Trump administration] has sanctioned countless Russians and 
Russian entities, provided weapons to Ukraine and Georgia, used force 
against the Assad regime, and substantially increased spending on deter-
ring Russia in Europe.”64 Along the same lines, the US pulled out of 
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty due to Russia’s alleged 
repeated violations of this arms control agreement, another indication 
that Washington was hardening its stance on Moscow across the board 
and preparing for an era of intensified geopolitical competition.65

The Trump administration in particular also challenged another key 
component of the post–Cold War grand strategy when it abandoned the 
commitment to a liberal international order. Realists in general have 
a very different historical interpretation of the so-called liberal world 
order (or “rules-based international order”) that liberal internationalist 
scholars claim to have represented a core element of American grand 
strategy post–World War II.66 In a Foreign Affairs essay, Graham Allison 
joined a number of prominent realists who describe this narrative as a 
myth: “The ‘long peace’ was the not the result of a liberal order but the 
byproduct of the dangerous balance of power between the Soviet Union 
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and the United States during the four and a half decades of the Cold War 
and then of a brief period of U.S. dominance.”67 From this perspective, 
as former Trump National Security Council staffer Michael Anton put it, 
the liberal order is an outdated Cold War era construct in need of sig-
nificant reform: “The LIO [liberal international order] was not an end, 
but a means to preordained ends. But sometime around the end of the 
Cold War, the LIO acquired a logic of its own that demands the preserva-
tion of its every aspect without reference to America’s basic interests.”68 
Two key areas Anton highlights as being in need of reform are free trade 
(“The LIO elevates ‘free trade’—really, phonebook-thick agreements 
that regulate every aspect of trade, mostly to America’s disadvantage—to 
holy writ”) and alliances (“NATO is far from irrelevant today, but it could 
surely be made more relevant”).69 These criticisms were a harbinger of 
two of the most consistent themes of Trump’s foreign policy rhetoric, a 
realist inclination toward protectionist economic policies and concern 
with “free riding” by European allies.

The Trump administration made it clear on numerous occasions that 
it regards the international security system as a competitive realm of sov-
ereign nation-states pursuing their own selfish security and economic 
interests. Early in the administration, the language used by two former 
senior National Security Council officials in a Wall Street Journal op-ed to 
describe the president’s approach plainly shows how realism permeates 
the Trump foreign policy worldview: “The president embarked on his 
first foreign trip with a clear-eyed outlook that the world is not a ‘global 
community’ but an arena where nations, nongovernmental actors and 
businesses engage and compete for advantage. We bring to this forum 
unmatched military, political, economic, cultural and moral strength. 
Rather than deny this elemental nature of international affairs, we 
embrace it.”70 The Trump administration’s attitude toward multilateral 
institutions and the constitutive elements of the liberal world order simi-
larly reflects a realist skepticism and weariness about the possibility of 
such international institutions infringing on US national interests. The 
NSS language on this topic acknowledges that participation in such insti-
tutions is sometimes necessary, but at the same time it portrays them 
as forums for competition rather than cooperation: “The United States 
must lead and engage in the multinational arrangements that shape 
many of the rules that affect U.S. interests and values. A competition for 
influence exists in these institutions. As we participate in them, we must 
protect American sovereignty and advance American interests and val-
ues.”71 Therefore, the Trump administration’s view on the whole “liberal 
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world order” construct mirrors in many ways the criticism raised by real-
ists as to the desirability of working to advance such an order.

In its first term in office, the Trump team took a number of highly 
controversial policy decisions that fit well with this principle of disre-
garding “milieu goals” regarding international law and norms in favor 
of a much narrower view of the national interest and a preference for 
bilateral agreements designed to maximize US leverage.72 Therefore, 
a pattern of pulling back from multilateral deals in favor of bilateral 
ones has emerged. In trade negotiations, among other measures, the 
US pulled out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership and instead pursued new 
bilateral deals with countries like Korea, Vietnam, and the Philippines; it 
pulled out of the Paris Climate Accords; it renegotiated the North Amer-
ican Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and renamed it the U.S.-Mexico-
Canada Agreement (USMCA); lastly, it imposed three rounds of massive 
tariffs on Chinese goods totaling $250 billion, even at the risk of sparking 
a trade war, until Beijing agreed to a new trade deal.73 Consequently, 
President Trump and his trade advisors also criticized the World Trade 
Organization, and generally expressed his aversion to the type of multi-
lateral trade liberalization promoted by that organization.

Another evidence of a shift toward offensive realism is the prioriti-
zation of hard power over other forms of power. By starting with mak-
ing clear that “great powers are determined largely on the basis of their 
military capability,” offensive realism takes a decidedly traditionalist view 
of hard power as still being much more important than what liberal 
internationalist scholars like Joseph Nye have termed “soft power.”74 As 
Mearsheimer writes, “Power is the currency of great-power politics, and 
states compete for it among themselves. What money is to economics, 
power is to international relations.”75 In the hierarchy of state goals, bal-
ance of power considerations are more important than either ideologi-
cal preferences or the pursuit of mutually beneficial economic interac-
tions.76 The priority the Trump administration gave to investments in 
military force, as opposed to things like economic assistance, foreign aid, 
or democracy promotion, could hardly have been made clearer the day 
Mick Mulvaney, the director of the White House Office of Management 
and Budget, introduced the administration’s first budget submission: “It 
is not a soft-power budget,” Mulvaney explained. “This is a hard-power 
budget, and that was done intentionally. The president very clearly wants 
to send a message to our allies and to our potential adversaries that this 
is a strong-power administration.”77

The rationale behind this shift in priorities was spelled out in the NSS 
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and NDS, both of which contend that America’s post–Cold War liberal 
internationalist grand strategy allowed its hard power to decrease in the 
mistaken hope that an era of great power peace is upon us. The NSS 
claims that “since the 1990s, the United States displayed a great degree 
of strategic complacency. We assumed that our military superiority was 
guaranteed and that a democratic peace was inevitable. We believed 
that liberal-democratic enlargement and inclusion would fundamentally 
alter the nature of international relations and that competition would 
give way to peaceful cooperation.”78 At the same time, the NDS calls for 
an increase in military spending to preserve America’s hard power supe-
riority: “To address the scope and pace of our competitors’ and adver-
saries’ ambitions and capabilities, we must invest in modernization of 
key capabilities through sustained, predictable budgets. Our backlog of 
deferred readiness, procurement, and modernization requirements has 
grown in the last decade and a half and can no longer be ignored.”79

Lastly, in his addresses at the United Nations, Trump more than once 
emphasized realist concerns, and avoided the traditional liberal-infused 
rhetoric about democracy promotion or other liberal ideals employed 
by post–Cold War presidents: “We engage with the world not to impose 
our way of life but to ‘secure the blessings of liberty for ourselves and 
our posterity.’”80 While the administration would not be so straightfor-
ward about this topic in official documents, Anton’s writings capture 
the thought process that guided how the White House negotiated the 
trade-offs between power and ideals: “America would likely be better off 
if the world were more democratic than it is, given that democracy cor-
relates highly with friendliness or at least non-opposition to American 
interests. . . . But in some regions, democracy also correlates highly with 
instability, which breeds war and chaos that are antithetical to Ameri-
can interests.”81 This skepticism about democracy promotion and the 
liberal world order in general was shared by some but not all of Trump’s 
advisors, and his foreign policy often oscillated between the more real-
ist/nationalist wing like Anton, trade advisor Peter Navarro, and Trade 
Representative Robert Lighthizer versus the conservative internation-
alists like UN Ambassador Nikki Haley, Secretary of State General Jim 
Mattis, and National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster. Trump’s instincts, 
however, most often sided with the first camp, and therefore the admin-
istration’s overall grand strategy leaned more in the realist than in the 
conservative internationalist direction.

Despite a tumultuous 2020 presidential campaign in which Joe Biden 
raised harsh criticisms of Trump’s foreign policy, the shift toward a China-
focused realist grand strategy nevertheless continued in some important 
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ways into the Biden administration. In fact, Council on Foreign Relations 
president Richard Haass is but one of the many experts who noticed this 
phenomenon: “The view that China is the United States’ chief competi-
tor and even adversary has become widespread and ingrained, and the 
similarities in the two administrations’ approaches far outweigh any dif-
ferences.”82 The Biden administration’s first grand strategy document, 
the 2021 Interim National Security Strategic Guidance, indeed adopts a tone 
on China that is fairly similar to the realist language of the Trump-era 
documents: “The distribution of power across the world is changing, 
creating new threats. China, in particular, has rapidly become more 
assertive. It is the only competitor potentially capable of combining its 
economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to mount a sus-
tained challenge to a stable and open international system.”83

Oftentimes, President Biden himself, as well as his top cabinet offi-
cials, employed realist rhetoric to describe their view of the grand strate-
gic challenge from China and the present era of GPC. In one of the more 
widely quoted early pronouncements, Biden told CBS’s Face the Nation 
that China should expect “extreme competition” from the United States 
during his administration.84 Similarly, in his first congressional testimony 
as the Central Intelligence Agency director, William Burns spoke about 
“an adversarial, predatory Chinese leadership [that represents] . . . the 
U.S.’s biggest geopolitical test,” and he vowed that his agency will show 
“intensified focus and urgency—continually strengthening its already 
impressive cadre of China specialists, expanding its language skills, align-
ing personnel and resource allocation for the long haul.”85 His counter-
part at the Pentagon, Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, called China 
the “pacing threat” for the US and consequently established early in 
his tenure a “China Task Force to ‘Counter Chinese Efforts’ by refining 
and analyzing force structures, strategies, weapons systems and emerg-
ing technologies of relevance to U.S.-China competition.”86

The early realist pronouncements and documents were quickly fol-
lowed by a series of actions on the part of the Biden administration that 
appeared to solidify this emerging shift in US grand strategy toward 
great power competition against Beijing. In order to further strengthen 
its ability to deny China’s maritime claims in the Pacific, the US signed 
a deal with Australia (and the United Kingdom), termed AUKUS, that 
will provide Canberra with the technology to develop nuclear-powered 
attack submarines. Hence, Australia may eventually begin conducting 
routine patrols that could move through areas of the South China Sea 
that Beijing claims as its exclusive zone.87 On the key issue of Taiwan, the 
new administration continued the Trump team’s increasing willingness 
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to conduct high-level meetings with Taipei officials, as well as a secret 
military program to use US Special Forces to train the Taiwanese mili-
tary.88 Moreover, Biden even said in a CNN townhall that the US has a 
commitment to defending Taiwan in case of a Chinese attack, but the 
administration later backtracked and insisted the long-term US policy of 
“strategic ambiguity” has not been changed.89

In one of the most consequential foreign policy decisions of his presi-
dency, Biden withdrew US troops completely from Afghanistan, and jus-
tified this as a way to better prepare for the rising challenge of China in 
the Indo-Pacific region.90 This move led Joshua Shifrinson and Stephen 
Wertheim to publish a Foreign Affairs essay titled “Biden the Realist,” 
in which they argue that he was pursuing a strategy of “pragmatic real-
ism” that is a more coherent version of Trump’s more instinctual realist 
approach. The withdrawal, in their view, is prime evidence of this shift: 
“In ending the two-decades-long war, Biden rejected every ‘liberal inter-
nationalist’ premise of the enterprise, including the notion that build-
ing a democratic Afghanistan and transforming the region served U.S. 
interests or advanced universal values.”91 Whether the terribly botched 
withdrawal hurt more than helped US military credibility in the Asia-
Pacific region is a separate question, but the intent of the move indeed 
appears to have had realist reasons.

Even after the war in Ukraine led to a shift in diplomatic and military 
focus toward Europe, top cabinet members kept referring to China as 
the main grand strategic priority. For example, in a major address in May 
2022, Secretary of State Blinken warned that “China is the only country 
with both the intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, 
the economic, diplomatic, military and technological power to do it. Bei-
jing’s vision would move us away from the universal values that have sus-
tained so much of the world’s progress over the past 75 years.”92 A month 
later, Secretary Austin similarly reassured the Asian defense leaders gath-
ered at the Shangri-La Dialogue of the US commitment to the Indo-
Pacific region: “That commitment has grown over the years, and it is 
now the core organizing principle of American national-security policy. 
Today, the Indo-Pacific is our priority theater of operations. Today, the 
Indo-Pacific is at the heart of American grand strategy.”93

The Biden administration also continued and even enhanced a 
realist-oriented shift in US foreign economic policy. In conceptualizing 
international trade relations through a relative-gains perspective much 
more sensitive to national security concerns than pure economic effi-
ciency, Washington is now focused on adopting a series of economic 



Realism and the New Era of Geopolitical Conflict  •   59

2RPP

measures aimed at the economic and technological competition against 
Beijing, as opposed to liberal priorities such as expanding free trade by 
strengthening the World Trade Organization or joining other multilat-
eral agreements. As Gerald Seib recently argued in a column suggestively 
titled “In Biden’s World, Economic Policy Is National Security Policy,”

Today, America’s long-term security is more dependent on reinforc-
ing its industrial base, making sure its supply chains for critical goods 
are at home, stepping up research and development for competitive 
advantage, moving ahead on emerging technologies and protecting 
the nation’s infrastructure from cyberattack. Trade agreements with 
China are important; more important is being sure America enters 
trade negotiations in a position of strength.94

The same can be said for efforts to counter China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative with a somewhat similar program financed by the US and its G-7 
allies, the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment. Presi-
dent Biden committed $200 billion over five years to this new initiative, 
and hopes to gather $600 billion more from US allies.95

Despite these early moves in the direction of a realist grand strategic 
framework across a number of policy areas, the Biden administration nev-
ertheless in later years adopted a more liberal internationalist approach 
that took precedence over their realist priorities and thus endangered 
the most important strategic objectives in our new GPC era. The reversal 
in China strategy back to the failed engagement approach of the post–
Cold War era was evident in Biden’s diplomatic charm offensive in the 
summer of 2023, when the president sent no less than five top cabinet 
members to Beijing to boost diplomatic and economic ties, including 
Secretaries Blinken and Yellen.96 “I think there is a way to resolve, to 
establish a working relationship with China that benefits them and us,” 
declared Biden, in the win-win language typical of the liberal internation-
alist paradigm. However, Xi showed little interest in this rapprochement 
and instead maintained his realist position that Washington is trying to 
“contain” China’s rise.97 As the next chapters will show, America’s great 
power rivals are committed to their aggressive realist grand strategies 
across all areas of competition (military, diplomatic, economic, and tech-
nological). It is imperative for the United States to respond with realist 
policies of its own, starting with a better prioritizing of the national secu-
rity threats in the GPC era, the topic of the next chapter.
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Chapter Three

China, Russia, and Other  
National Security Threats

•

The No Peer Rivals framework contends that containing China’s hege-
monic ambitions and restraining Russia’s revisionist tendencies, in that 
order, ought to be the two major grand strategic priorities for Washing-
ton. An offensive realist grand strategy, therefore, prioritizes preparing 
for great power conflicts above all other threats, and the deterrence and 
containment of China as significantly more urgent than dealing with 
Russia’s actions, even despite the war in Ukraine. And while geopoliti-
cal threats in the GPC era should take precedence over other national 
security threats, this chapter also outlines three additional dangerous 
second-order threats to the homeland: drug cartels, international terror-
ist groups, and rogue nuclear states (Iran and North Korea). Countering 
these other threats, however, should be conducted in a cost-conscious 
manner that does not take significant resources away from the primary 
strategic objective of containing China.

China’s Bid for Hegemony

For most of the post–Cold War era, the threats to international peace 
and security in general, and to the US in particular, came from sources 
other than traditional great power politics. Civil wars in the Balkans and 
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Africa spilling across borders, transnational crime networks, nuclear pro-
liferation by “rogue states,” and of course the post-9/11 Global War on 
Terror dominated the agenda. This view was most memorably expressed 
in the 2002 Bush White House National Security Strategy, a document that 
epitomized the prioritization of the new types of threats over classical 
geopolitical rivalries: “America is now threatened less by conquering 
states than we are by failing ones. We are menaced less by fleets and 
armies than by catastrophic technologies in the hands of the embittered 
few.”1 This relatively benign view of 21st century great power politics pre-
vailed in many Western policymaking circles, so much so that when Rus-
sia launched a quasi-military invasion of Ukraine, Secretary of State John 
Kerry dismissed it as an aberration out of the 19th century.

A mere five years later, however, this optimism about a rule-based lib-
eral order devoid of aggressive great power political rivalry was quickly 
dissipating.2 And at least in some corners of the national security appa-
ratus, it was all gone.3 The Pentagon’s 2018 National Defense Strategy sum-
marily declared the return of traditional realist concerns to the top of 
the agenda: “Inter-state strategic competition, not terrorism, is now the 
primary concern in U.S. national security.”4 The War on Terror age of 
American grand strategy was over, therefore, as the United States entered 
a new era of Great Power Competition.5 And not only were international 
politics among the major players headed into choppy waters, but the 
balance of power started to shift in an unfavorable direction for Wash-
ington. Consequently, in 2021 the US intelligence community ominously 
warned that China “increasingly is a near-peer competitor, challenging 
the United States in multiple arenas—especially economically, militarily, 
and technologically—and is pushing to change global norms.”6

What brought this about? In the 1990s and 2000s, the Washington 
foreign policy elites, operating broadly speaking under a liberal interna-
tionalist worldview, assumed that deepening the economic engagement 
with rising great powers would serve to diminish traditional geopolitical 
conflicts, and instead lead Beijing and Moscow to accept the rules and 
norms of the Western liberal world order.7 US leaders mistakenly bet 
that integrating China economically in the global economy would lead 
Beijing to play by the rules in terms of trade and investments, and also 
to act peacefully and acquiesce in the status quo in the East Asian mili-
tary balance of power and other territorial disputes with its neighbors. 
Neither of those things turned out to be true: China repeatedly cheated 
and abused its partners in its economic relations with the West, while at 
the same time pursuing an ever more aggressive military posture in its 
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region. Beijing aims at diminishing the influence of the United States 
among its allies at first, and eventually establishing itself as the regional 
hegemon. As top Biden administration officials Kurt Campbell and Ely 
Ratner observed, “Diplomatic and commercial engagement have not 
brought political and economic openness. Neither U.S. military power 
nor regional balancing has stopped Beijing from seeking to displace 
core components of the U.S.-led system. And the liberal international 
order has failed to lure or bind China as powerfully as expected.”8

Over the past decade, the scale of the Chinese Communist Party’s 
ambitions became clear: Beijing is no longer “biding its time and hiding 
its capabilities” the way it used to in the 1990s and 2000s.9 Instead, as its 
economic might grew ever stronger, it embarked on a quest to become 
a regional and eventually a global hegemon, exactly as offensive realists 
would expect a rising great power to behave. The evidence to support 
this assessment, which is more and more prevalent among both China 
experts in the West and policymakers around the world, can be found 
in the pronouncements and strategy documents of Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) leaders, as well as in their aggressive diplomatic, military, 
and economic actions in East Asia and around the world.10 President Xi, 
believing that “time and momentum are on our side,” set a long-term 
grand strategy goal of “national rejuvenation” by 2049, and launched a 
“series of policies centered around establishing a Chinese-led regional 
and global order.”11

Since the end of the Cold War, as Rush Doshi persuasively details in 
his book on Beijing’s grand strategy, the CCP went through three distinc-
tive stages in its long-term quest to establish regional hegemony in Asia 
and eventually displace the United States as the global hegemon.12 First, 
from the political shocks of 1989 (the fall of the Berlin Wall and Tianan-
men Square) until the global financial crisis of 2008, the CCP worked 
on chipping away at American power and influence in Asia while focus-
ing on domestic economic growth and mutually beneficial trade/diplo-
matic relations with its neighbors. Second, from 2008 to 2016, Beijing 
perceived a United States in decline and hence proceeded more boldly 
in establishing the foundations for China’s rise to regional hegemony in 
Asia, particularly through more confrontational economic, diplomatic, 
and military means. And third, following what Chinese leaders repeat-
edly refer to as a project of “great rejuvenation” made possible by global 
“great changes unseen in a century” (such as COVID and the rise of 
populist/nationalist forces opposed to the liberal order in the West), 
Beijing expanded its regional focus to challenge US hegemony world-
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wide. President Xi most recently reinforced this goal at the BRICS (Bra-
zil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) summit in August 2023, where he 
accused the US of not being “reconciled to losing their hegemony, and 
wantonly [wanting to] contain and suppress emerging market countries 
and developing countries.”13

To accomplish its goal, Beijing’s grand strategic ambitions there-
fore now require advances across all major dimensions of power in the 
21st century: military, diplomatic, economic, and technological. And 
almost nothing should be more strategically worrisome for the US from 
a realist perspective than China’s expansive military buildup and Bei-
jing’s increased willingness to threaten to use military power to achieve 
its goals. In what Adm. John Aquilino, head of US Indo-Pacific Com-
mand, described as “the largest military buildup in history since World 
War II,” the Chinese modernization plan according to the Pentagon 
“encompasses all domains and all capabilities, whether it’s naval ships, 
whether it’s fifth-generation aircraft, whether it’s missile forces, whether 
it’s cyber-capability or capability in space, to include strategic nuclear 
capability.”14 China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has been undergo-
ing a sustained military buildup to become a “world class” military by 
2049 and provide the hard power needed to sustain the CCP’s strate-
gic regional and global ambitions.15 The Pentagon’s 2021 annual report 
on Chinese military power ominously concludes: “The PLA’s evolving 
capabilities and concepts continue to strengthen the PRC’s ability to 
‘fight and win wars’ against a ‘strong enemy’ [a likely euphemism for the 
United States], coerce Taiwan and rival claimants in territorial disputes, 
counter an intervention by a third party in a conflict along the PRC’s 
periphery, and project power globally.”16

To fund a military that can dominate its region and rival that of the 
United States, China steadily increased its defense budgets over the past 
decade. According to figures from the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, PRC’s 2022 defense budget of about $292 billion rep-
resents a 63 percent increase over the past decade, showing Beijing’s 
commitment to back up its regional hegemonic ambitions with a prop-
erly funded military.17 It also far exceeds that of any of its neighbors, 
and was greater than the combined expenditure of India, Russia, Japan, 
South Korea, and Taiwan.18 And even though this is still about a third 
of the US defense budget, China’s lower pay for its troops means it can 
purchase more military power in raw terms than the Pentagon; a Cen-
ter for Strategic and International Studies publication estimated that 
“the current annual pay for an entry-level active-duty U.S. soldier (about 
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$39,600) would likely cover the cost of several PLA soldiers due to price 
differences. When adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP), China’s 
2019 defense expenditure rises by well over $100 billion.”19

These sustained defense investments over the past decade allowed the 
PLA to build up conventional, nuclear, and increasingly cyber and space 
military weapon systems sufficient to challenge US military dominance 
at least over East Asia, if not yet on a global scale. For example, as the 
Pentagon noted in 2021, the PLA Navy has numerically the largest navy 
in the world with an overall battle force of approximately 355 ships and 
submarines, including more than 145 major surface combatants.20 Simi-
larly, the PLA Air Force and PLA Aviation together constitute the largest 
aviation force in the region and the third largest in the world, with over 
2,800 total aircraft (not including trainer variants or unmanned aerial 
vehicles) of which approximately 2,250 are combat aircraft (including 
fighters, strategic bombers, tactical bombers, multi-mission tactical, and 
attack aircraft).

In the nuclear realm, China is dramatically increasing its production 
of nuclear weapons as well. According to the latest estimates, from its 
current level of about 200+ nuclear warheads, Beijing plans to increase 
that number to a level close to that of Washington and Moscow, approxi-
mately 1,500 warheads by 2035.21 This leads some analysts to conclude 
that the PRC is abandoning its “minimal deterrence” nuclear posture 
in favor of a nuclear buildup to closely match the American and Russian 
arsenals.22 Lastly, the PLA’s newly formed Strategic Support Force com-
mand, which includes cyber and space operations and electronic war-
fare, as well as psychological-warfare operations, continues to develop 
proficiency in new domains of warfare such as space and to increasingly 
threaten US freedom of maneuver in a potential conflict. The State 
Department’s Elements of the China Challenge report highlights this wor-
risome trend: “China has placed more satellites in space than any coun-
try other than the United States. Beijing is also working on a range of 
counter-space and anti-satellite capabilities designed to threaten U.S. 
nuclear and critical military command and control assets. The PLA 
demonstrated its progress in 2007 when it conducted a successful anti-
satellite test, destroying a Chinese satellite operating in the same low-
earth orbit as U.S. military-imaging satellites.”23

Over the past decade, China’s increasing military power gave CCP 
leaders the confidence to aggressively move to advance its interests and 
hegemonic ambitions in territorial disputes across the South China Sea, 
East China Sea, and the Himalayas, as well as in establishing political 
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control over Hong Kong and in increasing the military pressure over 
Taiwan. The least unambiguous action betraying China’s hegemonic 
ambitions in the region is its insistence despite international law that 
90 percent of the South China Sea (the so-called nine-dash line not rec-
ognized by anyone but Beijing) belongs to China, and the consequent 
buildup and militarization of artificial islands in that area.24 For exam-
ple, China claims sovereignty over the Spratly and Paracel Islands and 
sends its PLA Navy and other coast guard or maritime militia ships to 
patrol the area and harass ships from the other neighboring countries 
that have legitimate claims to the sea’s resources and navigation rights 
(Brunei, the Philippines, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Taiwan). The US Navy 
and its regional partners continue to conduct Freedom of Navigation 
Operations in the South China Sea despite China’s claims, setting up a 
potentially dangerous clash between the PLA Navy and the US Navy.25 
Another major US ally, Japan, is also facing China’s increasingly assertive 
claims over the Senkaku (Diaoyou) Islands in the East China Sea, further 
increasing the risk of war between Washington and Beijing.26

The most urgent scenario leading to a US-Chinese military clash, 
however, is undoubtedly a potential Chinese invasion of Taiwan. Some 
scholars even believe that a war is more likely in the next few years than 
in later decades, given Xi’s proclaimed desire not to pass this issue to the 
next leader, and also given China’s expected demographic decline and 
economic slowdown expected toward the middle of the century.27 Indeed, 
over the past few years, China has shifted both its rhetoric and its military 
posture to make the possibility of an invasion more likely; for example, 
in October 2021, the New York Times reported that a record number of 
Chinese military aircraft, “including fighter jets, two anti-submarine air-
craft and an early-warning-and-control plane,” had probed the airspace 
near Taiwan, an act that according to regional experts reflects “Beijing’s 
increasingly unabashed signaling that it wants to absorb the self-ruled 
island and will not rule out military means to do so.”28 PLA expert Ori-
ana Skylar Mastro similarly warned in a Foreign Affairs essay of how CCP 
leaders may be increasingly tempted to use force to establish dominance 
over Taiwan; in addition to Xi Jingping’s comments on national reju-
venation, she quoted Le Yucheng, China’s vice foreign minister, boldly 
stating that “national unification ‘will not be stopped by anyone or any 
force’ and that while China will strive for peaceful unification, it does not 
‘pledge to give up other options.’”29

In addition to accomplishing arguably the most vexing goal in Chi-
na’s new grand strategic quest for national rejuvenation, forcing the US 
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to abandon Taiwan would also decisively shift the balance of power in 
favor of Beijing in the region and push the US military to back away from 
its dominant presence in the region. A comprehensive study of the mili-
tary ramifications of a Chinese takeover of Taiwan indeed confirms how 
controlling the island will most likely allow the PLA to greatly threaten 
the freedom of movement for US aircraft and ships in much of the Phil-
ippine Sea, as well as endanger US submarines in the area.30 As Mastro 
concludes, “In the Indo-Pacific region, China wants complete domi-
nance; it wants to force the United States out and become the region’s 
unchallenged political, economic, and military hegemon.  .  .  . As one 
Chinese official put it to me, ‘Being a great power means you get to do 
what you want, and no one can say anything about it.’”31

In the diplomatic realm, China is directly challenging Western dom-
inance over international institutions and global norms, and seeks to 
reshape them to suit its own narrow national interests. In an article sug-
gestively titled “Xi Jingping’s New World Order,” Elizabeth Economy 
documents how Xi is pursuing a “radically transformed international 
order” that will reflect Chinese preferences such as “elevating the right 
to development over individual political and civil rights and establishing 
technical standards that enable state control over the flow of informa-
tion.”32 Moreover, Xi also wants China to “lead in the development of 
norms in areas where they are not yet fully established, such as space, 
the maritime domain, and the Arctic.”33 China has been pushing for a 
leading role similar to that of the United States in international institu-
tions such as various United Nations agencies or the World Health Orga-
nization. Former US national security advisor Robert O’Brien accused 
Beijing of using “the leaders of these agencies to co-opt international 
institutions, parrot its talking points, and install Chinese telecommu-
nications equipment in their facilities.”34 Most egregiously, during the 
COVID global pandemic, the CCP-backed head of the World Health 
Organization “repeated false Chinese talking points on the novel coro-
navirus outbreak—even opposing international travel restrictions on 
China while praising China’s own domestic travel restrictions.”35

The war in Ukraine offered China another opportunity to act more 
and more like a diplomatic global peer rival of the United States by 
choosing to unabashedly support Russia despite Western pressure, and 
even offering to mediate a peace deal to the conflict.36 While that effort 
failed, President Xi succeeded in establishing Beijing as a major player in 
the Middle East when it stunned Western observers by brokering a deal 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Beijing abandoned the ill-advised aggres-
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sive “wolf warrior diplomacy” from a few years ago, and instead relies 
on “gentler forms of persuasion” to address regional disputes; as Wess 
Mitchell and Christopher Vassallo argue in a new study of this diplomatic 
shift, “China is following the pattern of earlier rising powers that sought 
to expand their international influence to a level commensurate with 
their growing economic and military might.”37 For example, President 
Xi proposed three new initiatives expanding his vision for the world: 
the Global Development Initiative, the Global Security Initiative, and the 
Global Civilization Initiative.38 Lastly, in 2023 China strengthened its ties 
with Brazil and Venezuela in the Western Hemisphere, already trades 
more with Latin America than the United States does, and was suspected 
by US intelligence of setting up a military base in Cuba, thus challenging 
Washington’s hegemonic status in its own region and threatening the 
long-established tenets of the Monroe Doctrine.39

China is strongly asserting itself regionally and globally in the dip-
lomatic and economic arenas of great power competition as well. Its 
well-known Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) continues to allow Beijing to 
develop increased strategic leverage with key resource-rich and strategi-
cally important countries across Latin America, Central Asia, and the 
Middle East.40 BRI, a program in which China invested over $400 billion, 
allowed Beijing to develop infrastructure projects and sign agreements 
with 138 countries, which account for 40 percent of global GDP and 
over 60 percent of the world population.41 Moreover, while BRI is mainly 
about infrastructure, it also has a strategic component and serves China’s 
economic ambitions: “The BRI has positioned China at the center of the 
international system, with its physical, financial, cultural, technological, 
and political influence flowing to the rest of the world. It is redrawing 
the fine details of the world’s map, with new railroads and bridges, fiber-
optic cables and 5G networks, and ports with the potential for housing 
Chinese military bases.”42

The CCP thus uses economic tools to gain influence with local gov-
ernments and gain control to some of the world’s key natural resources 
needed for emerging technologies. In preparation for a potential transi-
tion to green energy, Beijing is cornering the market for the rare earths 
minerals key to batteries and electric engines.43 Furthermore, by apply-
ing “brute force economics,” Beijing is not only establishing itself as a 
global economic superpower, but it also carefully links these economic 
and infrastructure investments to its military and geopolitical goals. One 
such example is what Isaac Kardon and Wendy Leutert recently dubbed 
“port power,” a maritime network sustaining the PLA’s global reach.44
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In potentially the most significant blow to Washington’s global finan-
cial hegemonic privilege, Beijing is now pushing more successfully than 
in the past for the yuan to join, and eventually replace, the dollar as the 
global currency in the strategically vital oil market.45 The CCP plans to 
chip away at the US dollar hegemony over the international financial 
system, thus diminishing one of the most powerful financial weapons 
enjoyed by Washington. Beijing also set as a goal to “seize the command-
ing heights of the fourth industrial revolution from artificial intelligence 
to quantum computing.”46 If it fully succeeds, in a few decades the US 
might have to resign itself to being not much more than a “deindustrial-
ized, English-speaking version of a Latin American republic, specializing 
in commodities, real estate, tourism, and perhaps transnational tax eva-
sion,” as a Chinese official impolitely stated.47

Lastly, in close coordination with its diplomatic and economic agen-
das, China also pursues a technological strategy of surpassing the US as 
the main superpower in this domain. Historian Niall Ferguson refers 
to this new development in the US-China rivalry as a techno-economic 
war, because of the close connections between the two areas of com-
petition.48 Beijing’s actions go far beyond fair market competition, and 
China’s intellectual property theft has recently been called by a State 
Department report the “greatest illegitimate transfer of wealth in human 
history” with an estimated cost to the US economy of as much as $600 
billion annually.49 Moreover, China uses these illegally obtained tech-
nologies to propel its plans to dominate the world economy in ten key 
industries, an initiative known as Made in China 2025.50 The areas selected 
for a particular focus include “Artificial Intelligence (AI), quantum com-
puting and next-generation information technology; robotics and auto-
mation; aerospace and space; high-tech shipping and oceanic engineer-
ing; high-speed railway; energy efficiency; new materials; biotechnology, 
medical devices, and advanced pharmaceuticals; next-generation energy 
and power generation; and agricultural machinery.”51

Not only do these areas likely represent the commanding heights of 
the 21st century global economy, but, as realists would expect, Beijing 
plans to use these advances in tech to eventually challenge the US military 
dominance in high-tech futuristic weapons system that will be dependent 
on AI and supercomputers. China is following a strategy called military-
civil fusion by which the PLA is working closely with the largest Chinese 
companies, which are controlled by the CCP, in order to gain access to 
the most advanced technological discoveries. These companies in turn 
plan to achieve dominance in the technologies listed above by leverag-
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ing government subsidies, by forced technology transfers, and through 
outright theft of intellectual property from the West.52 In conclusion, 
China is pursuing hegemony in all areas of national power—military, 
diplomatic, economic, and technological—and is adopting a sophisti-
cated grand strategy combining these various domains to improve its 
position relative to the United States.

Russia as a Strategic Distraction

Even though countering China’s grand strategic ambitions in the Pacific 
region should be the main priority for the United States in the GPC era, 
there is a nevertheless a secondary revisionist great power and another 
contested geographical area worth mentioning. Russia’s ambitious stra-
tegic moves have been driven largely by what Russia expert and former 
intelligence officer Angela Stent describes as the Putin Doctrine.53 The 
Russian president’s overarching strategic objectives, she argues, are 
“reversing the consequences of the Soviet collapse, splitting the transat-
lantic alliance, and renegotiating the geographic settlement that ended 
the Cold War.”54 Russia therefore is a revisionist power in its own region, 
and wants to achieve the same privileges of a regional hegemon that 
the United States benefits from in the Western Hemisphere. As Putin 
has stated, small countries such as Ukraine or Georgia “are not fully 
sovereign and must respect Russia’s strictures, just as Central America 
and South America must heed their large northern neighbor.”55 As dem-
onstrated in recent conflicts, Moscow has not been shy in resorting to 
military force (whether directly or indirectly through proxy actors or 
mercenaries like the Wagner Group) to defend what it perceives as its 
core legitimate interests in its own sphere of influence.56 In other words, 
just like the US declared a Monroe Doctrine prohibiting outside powers 
from interfering in its own sphere of influence in the Western Hemi-
sphere, Putin declared what a scholar called a “Monroyev Doctrine” 
claiming the same privileges for Russia in the former Soviet space.57

If Putin’s regional hegemonic ambitions are clear in the “near 
abroad,” there is still quite a bit of debate on the nature of the tactics he 
is using to achieve that. Is he a “crafty strategist or a reckless leader?,” as 
the New York Times wondered during the outbreak of the Ukraine war of 
February 2022.58 A 2021 RAND in-depth study of Russian grand strategy 
concluded that there is indeed a coherent approach guiding Moscow’s 
decision, and the tenets of this approach resemble the Putin Doctrine 
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referenced above, which shows the Russian leader is indeed generally 
implementing his vision into policy:

Russian decisionmakers believe that the current international order 
is transitioning from a Western-centric, U.S.-led unipolar system to 
a polycentric world, where power will be more-equally distributed 
among a broader range of states. From the Kremlin’s point of view, 
this transition is not only inevitable but also desirable, because it will 
result in greater global stability and prosperity and a more prominent 
role for Russia as a regional leader and major power.59

The common argument that Russia is merely a “global spoiler” and 
that Putin is opportunistic but deprived of a long-term vision, there-
fore, is unpersuasive.60 Instead, Moscow’s actions during the era of GPC 
have been convincingly described as those of a “raiding” state by Rus-
sia military expert Michael Kofman: “Spoilers react to plans, but have 
little strategy of their own. Raiders, by contrast, launch operations with a 
strategic outlook and objectives in mind.”61 As Kofman explains, Russia 
is pursuing a “raiding strategy” during the GPC era with a narrow but 
very specific goal in mind: “Russia’s strategy is aimed at pursuing a great 
power condominium, seeking to secure former Soviet space as a de facto 
sphere of influence and its status as one of the principal players in the 
international system.”62

In order to implement this raiding grand strategy, Russian military 
doctrine evolved in the past 10 years to better align with Moscow’s ambi-
tious foreign policy in the GPC era, and it did so in a way that privileges 
indirect confrontation, hybrid war, and cyber and information opera-
tions over the direct use of force, at least up until the misguided invasion 
of Ukraine. In what military analysts refer to as the Gerasimov Doctrine, 
after Valery Gerasimov, Russia’s chief of the general staff, Moscow envi-
sions nonmilitary tactics aimed at “creating chaos and an environment 
of permanent unrest and conflict within an enemy state.”63 The innova-
tive doctrine has also been complemented by sustained financial invest-
ments in modern weapons system and improvements in the quality of 
military training and logistics.64 This “hybrid war” was most evident in 
Syria and Ukraine over the past decade. On the other hand, when Russia 
attempted a more conventional military invasion in 2022 in Ukraine, it 
failed to accomplish its initial military goal of taking Kiev, and ultimately 
ended up getting drawn into a protracted and expensive conflict. At the 
time of this writing, it remains to be seen how the war in Ukraine will ulti-
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mately conclude and what lessons Russia will take from it. Moscow’s poor 
military performance, however, should dissipate any concerns that Rus-
sia is going to seriously threaten any NATO country for the foreseeable 
future, given the Ukraine quagmire. Just like the US after the Vietnam 
or Iraq fiascos swore off large-scale military interventions for a long time, 
regardless of how the Ukraine war ends the Russian appetite for any such 
costly military adventures will be strongly suppressed for a long while.

Containing China First, and Russia Second

Even though China and Russia both are attempting to establish regional 
hegemony, the big difference is that Beijing has the military and eco-
nomic power to potentially achieve that, while Moscow does not. This is 
the main reason why US grand strategy should prioritize containing Chi-
na’s ambitions first and foremost, while working to make sure Russia’s 
revisionist strategy is being primarily addressed by America’s powerful 
NATO allies in Europe. Unlike liberal and conservative internationalists 
who often focus on Russia’s challenge to the liberal world order, and 
defensive realists who doubt China’s hegemonic ambitions, offensive 
realists very clearly prioritize containing China over Russia.65 In a New 
Yorker interview in 2022 after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Mearsheimer 
doubled down on this position:

We should be pivoting out of Europe to deal with China in a laser-
like fashion, number one. And, number two, we should be working 
overtime to create friendly relations with the Russians . . . If you live 
in a world where there are three great powers—China, Russia, and 
the United States—and one of those great powers, China, is a peer 
competitor, what you want to do if you’re the United States is have 
Russia on your side of the ledger.66

Even though Russia’s recent actions may appear more detrimental to 
US interests and international stability than China’s, from a geopolitical 
long-term perspective the threat from Beijing is much greater.

A brief comparison of the balance of power in economic and military 
terms among the US, China, and Russia clearly shows the discrepancy 
of capability that leads offensive realists to focus on China. While not 
perfect, the size of a country’s economy and the amount of money it 
spends on defense annually are useful proxies in the literature for the 
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balance of power. China’s economy of over $17 trillion is about 10 times 
as large as Russia’s $1.7 trillion, and more than two-thirds the size of the 
$23 trillion American economy in nominal terms, as of 2021.67 The Rus-
sian economy, to provide some context, is smaller than Italy’s ($2.1 tril-
lion) and less than half that of major NATO allies Germany and Britain. 
In terms of military power, in 2022, the United States spent $778 billion 
on defense (first in the world), compared to $252 billion for China (sec-
ond in the world) and only $61 billion for Russia (fourth in the world). 
For perspective, the third largest spending country is India ($72 billion), 
and NATO allies the UK, Germany, and France all spend in the $50–
$60 billion range, similar to Russia. The economic and military power 
indexes make clear that China is the only potential peer competitor for 
the United States, while Russia can be easily overmatched by NATO’s 
European allies with only minimal US assistance. Particularly after the 
invasion of Ukraine, Germany, the EU’s largest economy, as well as other 
members, reversed a long-standing policy of underinvesting in defense 
and pledged to increase its defense spending to 2 percent of GDP, which 
should put NATO in excellent shape to deter any future Russian aggres-
sion.68 Moreover, Russia has a declining and elderly demographic pro-
file, which indicates its economic power will be even further diminished 
in future decades.69

In the new era of GPC, the United States is therefore facing two dif-
ferent strategic challenges from both China and Russia, and it is cru-
cial that these two great powers do not form a quasi-alliance against 
Washington.70 In recent years, there have been worrying signs pointing 
in that direction, such as a constant theme pushed by the Beijing and 
Moscow that the U.S.-led international order “does not represent the 
will of the international community,” in Russian foreign minister Ser-
gey Lavrov’s formulation.71 Writing in Foreign Affairs, Andrea Kendall-
Taylor and David O. Shullman warn about a dangerous convergence 
between the two revisionist powers: “The problems the two countries 
pose to Washington are distinct, but the convergence of their interests 
and the complementarity of their capabilities—military and otherwise—
make their combined challenge to U.S. power greater than the sum of its 
parts. China, in particular, is using its relationship with Russia to fill gaps 
in its military capabilities, accelerate its technological innovation, and 
complement its efforts to undermine U.S. global leadership.”72

The emerging strategic partnership between Beijing and Moscow is 
indeed very worrisome from the US perspective, as Putin and Xi recently 
signed a “no limits” partnership that laid the groundwork for closer 
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cooperation and future anti-Western actions.73 For example, their two 
militaries conducted joint exercises twice in 2022, in defiance of US and 
European efforts to isolate Russia after the invasion of Ukraine.74 Simi-
larly, the two chief US rivals in the GPC era have successfully worked 
together over the past several years to woo countries in the Global South 
and build economic, military, and diplomatic connections that allowed 
them to defeat Western efforts to achieve global condemnation against 
Moscow for its war in Ukraine, for example.75 President Putin bragged of 
such efforts, and scolded Western leaders for their inability to recognize 
the emerging multipolar world order: “They do not seem to notice that 
new powerful centers have formed on the planet.  .  .  . We are talking 
about revolutionary changes in the entire system of international rela-
tions. These changes are fundamental and pivotal.”76

The offensive realist focus on containing China over Russia as the 
main concern of US grand strategy implies a significant change in Wash-
ington’s approach to Moscow. Even though in the short run Putin’s appe-
tite for military aggression must be curbed by raising the costs of another 
potential invasion through strengthening the capabilities of NATO’s 
eastern flank allies, the longer-term grand strategic approach must even-
tually offer Russia’s leaders (whether Putin, or, most likely, his successor) 
enough security guarantees that their “near abroad” sphere of influence 
on the European flank is secured so that they can refocus their energies 
toward Central Asia and the Far East, toward China’s backyard. Instead 
of lumping them together as a joint ideological threat, the best approach 
to break the Russian-Chinese alliance is to adopt a realist Kissingerian 
strategy of détente with Moscow, the weaker partner, in order to drive a 
strategic wedge between them; this would be equivalent to what Charles 
Kupchan aptly describes as helping Russia “leave a bad marriage.”77 This 
type of geopolitical shift would serve Washington’s overall goal of con-
taining Beijing’s rise to peer rival status: “U.S. efforts to manage China’s 
rise successfully and peacefully will be significantly advanced if China 
faces strategic pressure on more than its maritime flank and can no lon-
ger count on Russia’s steady military and diplomatic support.”78

It is important to realize that despite their recent partnership, natural 
geopolitical rivalries in Central Asia and the Far East reveal the limits 
of a Sino-Russian strategic partnership. In making an argument against 
the longevity of the current partnership between the two, Russia expert 
Leon Aaron chronicles recent areas of disagreement between them, 
including most importantly China’s interreference through BRI in the 
former Soviet Central Asian republics that Russia considers part of its 
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near abroad.79 The US should more actively exploit these fissures in the 
emerging Beijing-Moscow axis, as well as the deep historical animosi-
ties and the Russian resentment of Chinese immigration and business 
expansion in the Russian Far East.

The first and most urgent step in preventing a Moscow-Beijing axis 
from solidifying is to achieve a lasting diplomatic solution to the Ukraine 
crisis that would leave both Russia and the United States in a place out 
of which future relations could realistically improve. Loose talk of only 
accepting an unambiguous Russian “defeat” is not only unrealistic and 
needlessly extends the already significant human and financial costs of 
the conflict, but it is also counterproductive to US geopolitical interests 
in terms of GPC.80 In addition to the financial assistance, the United 
States has already expended a large supply of some of its own advanced 
munitions in arms transfers to Ukraine and thus harmed its readiness for 
a much more important potential conflict in Asia.81 Even more danger-
ous is the increasing risk of nuclear escalation, one that is often under-
estimated in the debates on US policy toward this conflict.82 And while 
the massive economic sanctions have hurt the Russian economy to some 
extent, they have failed to achieve their ultimate goal of changing Putin’s 
decision-making; one reason for that may be that, confounding West-
ern experts, six months after the war began Russia is selling more oil 
than before the war and earning more money than ever from its energy 
resources, according to the Wall Street Journal.83

Therefore, the best option for Washington is to mediate a negotiated 
settlement that recognizes Kiev’s future neutrality and limits NATO’s 
expansion outside of Moscow’s near-abroad area, thus setting the stage 
for more productive US-Russian relations in other areas of GPC of greater 
geopolitical importance to the US. Russia’s efforts to establish a sphere 
of influence in Eastern Europe does not infringe on core US interests if 
it is limited to the “near abroad” area, and anything over that, encroach-
ing on NATO territories like the Baltics, can be addressed by America’s 
NATO allies in Europe with limited US assistance. In exchange for recog-
nizing its sphere of influence in the “near abroad,” however, US should 
ask Russia to adopt a neutral position vis-à-vis the US-Chinese strategic 
competition for influence in Asia and elsewhere, and to stop interfering 
in Latin America.

In conclusion, an offensive realist grand strategy must focus first and 
foremost on containing China’s ambitions to become a regional and 
global hegemon, as that is the most pressing geopolitical threat for the 
United States. Washington’s approach to Russia should be subordinate to 
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that primary goal, which in realist terms means that the US should focus 
on preventing Moscow and Beijing from forming an alliance, instead of 
pushing them toward one as the Biden administration unfortunately has 
been doing since the war in Ukraine started.

Other Threats to the Homeland: Drug Cartels,  
Radical Islamist Terrorist Groups, and Rogue Nuclear States

The geopolitical competition against China and Russia should repre-
sent the main priority for US foreign policy and grand strategy in the 
decades to come. Having said that, however, Washington policymakers 
must also address three other dangerous threats to national security that 
have already killed large numbers of Americans or have the potential 
to do so: drug cartels fueling the fentanyl crisis, international terrorist 
organizations like ISIS and al-Qaeda, and rogue nuclear states (primarily 
North Korea, and possibly Iran). Combating these threats in the context 
of an overall international security environment characterized by Great 
Power Competition requires adopting a cost-effective strategy that does 
not siphon off military resources from confronting Beijing and Moscow.

The United States must expect its great power rivals to attempt to get 
Washington to divert military resources toward confronting these threats 
(geographically located in Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East, 
with the exception of North Korea) so as to keep the Pentagon from fully 
focusing on countering Beijing’s and Moscow’s own regional ambitions 
in Asia or Eastern Europe, respectively. As offensive realism expects, 
would-be regional hegemons like China or Russia will increasingly try to 
interfere with the United States’ own issues in the Western Hemisphere, 
which should in turn force Washington to pay more attention to its own 
region; similarly, they would use proxy forces and client states in the Mid-
dle East to prevent or delay America’s strategic rebalancing away from 
that region of secondary strategic importance.

Drug Cartels and Chinese Fentanyl

It may be surprising for many to learn that, according to the Center for 
Disease Control, during the 2020–21 time frame the leading cause of 
death for American adults between 18 and 45 was not COVID-19, but 
fentanyl overdoses: this synthetic drug killed on average an American 
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adult every eight minutes in that time span.84 And since 2021 the number 
of US victims of (mostly fentanyl) overdose, over 100,000, exceeds the 
number of Americans killed in action during the bloodiest year of World 
War II.85 Given these catastrophic statistics, it’s unsurprising the US gov-
ernment now recognizes international drug trafficking, particularly fen-
tanyl, as an “unusual and extraordinary threat to the national security, 
foreign policy and economy of the United States.”86 Therefore, the drug 
cartels that conduct most of this trafficking, and their Chinese partners 
who provide the fentanyl, its precursors, and increasingly financing and 
money-laundering assistance, must be considered a high-priority, urgent 
strategic threat.87

The nexus between Mexican drug cartels and the CCP transforms 
the opioid epidemic into a national security threat, in addition to being 
a devastating public health and economic problem. According to Drug 
Enforcement Agency agent Michael Ferguson, it would not be an exag-
geration to conceptualize it as a chemical weapon given its deadly impact 
on ordinary Americans: “Fentanyl is manufactured death. . . . Whatever 
can be likened to a weapon of mass destruction and the effect it has on 
people, it’s fentanyl.”88 Other analysts, such as Lt. Col. Nathan Rusin of 
the US Air Force, go even further in linking China’s unwillingness to 
crack down on fentanyl to a deliberate strategy of the Chinese Com-
munist Party to launch “drug warfare” against the United States, as part 
of its overall “unrestricted warfare” doctrine based on using unconven-
tional and asymmetric nonmilitary means to counter America’s conven-
tional military superiority in the GPC era. In his view, “China is pushing 
illicit fentanyl into the U.S. in an effort to destabilize, undermine and 
weaken the fabric of America’s social and political systems.”89

While the primary motivation for this connection may indeed be 
financial, it is increasingly evident to both US analysts and senior mili-
tary officials that the Washington-Beijing struggle for power in the era 
of Great Power Competition certainly shapes what some call “a reverse 
Opium war.”90 The author of the most comprehensive study of this con-
nection so far, Fentanyl and Geopolitics: Controlling Opioid Supply from China, 
Vanda Felbab-Brown, is clear on the connection between the two: “Put 
simply, Beijing thinks of counternarcotics collaboration as downstream 
from its geostrategic relations. Unlike the U.S. government, which seeks 
to delink the issue from geopolitics, China views the fentanyl crisis 
through the lens of its growing rivalry with the United States.”91

Even if the CCP were not intentionally tolerating the transfer of 
fentanyl to the drug cartels fueling the opioid epidemic in the United 
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States, the connections between these two adversaries would still be 
worrisome enough to harm US national interests in the Western Hemi-
sphere, according to top US military officials.92 Testifying before Con-
gress in 2021, Admiral Craig Faller, the commander of U.S. Southern 
Command, warned: “Two of the most significant threats are China and 
transnational criminal organizations.  .  .  . Transnational criminal orga-
nizations (TCOs) pose a direct threat to our national security. . . . They 
drive illegal migration, and they allow bad actors like China to gain influ-
ence.”93 Therefore, the drug cartels pose a geopolitical threat as well 
because their violent activities are setting the conditions for Beijing to 
advance its anti-American agenda and challenge US hegemony in the 
Western Hemisphere.

Given the increasing severity of the threat posed to the US home-
land and its national security by the Mexican drug cartels, unsurprisingly 
the US government has been searching for new ways to more effectively 
address it. Former secretary of defense Mark Esper’s memoir even claims 
that President Trump inquired about a military option to destroy the car-
tel labs inside Mexico.94 More recently, Congress considered legislation 
giving the president authority to use the US military against cartel mem-
bers in Mexico, a step advocated by former US attorney general William 
Barr who argues that these “narco-terrorist groups are more like ISIS 
than like the American mafia.”95 A separate piece of legislation backed 
by some experts but criticized by others recommends legally designating 
them as foreign terrorist organizations.96 For advocates of this measure, 
the old law enforcement paradigm no longer fits the military advances 
of the cartels: the new cartels are “composed of former Mexican spe-
cial forces with U.S. military training. The Jalisco New Generation Cartel 
maintains an arsenal of heavy machine guns, drones, and grenades. In 
addition to regular massacres of Mexican civilians, the cartel is respon-
sible for downing a Mexican military helicopter with a rocket-propelled 
grenade launcher and the grenade bombing of a U.S. embassy.”97 And 
even if their goal is mostly to maximize profit and not political control or 
to conduct mass casualty attacks on American soil, the practical impact 
of their actions and capabilities does indeed rise to the level of a national 
security threat worthy of countering most aggressively, including with 
military force. Moreover, designating them as terrorist organizations 
would also allow for more effective measures to defund the fentanyl 
trade by giving the Treasury Department more authorities and tools.98

The United States cannot achieve its major grand strategic goals in 
distant corners of the world unless it establishes security, stability, and 
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prosperity first in its own immediate neighborhood. In other words, 
offensive realism dictates that Washington first of all needs to effectively 
control its own regional sphere of influence: the drug cartels and their 
emerging relationship with China are now the biggest challenge to 
Washington in its own region, and hence need to be addressed with a 
much greater sense of urgency.

Radical Islamist Terrorist Organizations:  
ISIS and al-Qaeda

For most of the two decades since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the War 
on Terror against radical Islamist terrorist groups represented the top 
priority of the US national security establishment. In the last few years, 
however, the United States has shifted its grand strategic calculus away 
from treating radical Islamic terrorism as an overarching war requiring 
other strategic priorities to conform to its necessities, as the Pentagon’s 
2018 defense strategy made clear. In September 2021, President Biden 
also symbolically marked the end of the War on Terror as a defining 
era in American foreign policy when he declared in front of the United 
Nations General Assembly: “For the first time in 20 years, the United 
States is not at war. We’ve turned the page.”99 Even if combating jihad-
ist terrorism is no longer the top strategic priority, however, it doesn’t 
mean that groups like ISIS, al-Qaeda, and their future spinoffs don’t rep-
resent a serious enough security threat to warrant a second-tier prior-
ity, behind great power competition but on a par with drug cartels and 
rogue nuclear states.

Using precious and scarce assets such as intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance collection platforms and fighter jets to strike terror-
ist targets across the larger Middle East and the Horn of Africa, however, 
is a misallocation of resources in the age of GPC. The same goes for 
providing funding and national level intelligence assets to US Central 
Command (CENTCOM), the part of the US military covering the Mid-
dle East, at the expense of Pacific Command (PACOM) and European 
Command (EUCOM). Similarly, maintaining the current level of about 
30,000 US troops forward deployed in the Middle East represents a leg-
acy of the War on Terror that prevents the US from adapting its military 
posture to the main threats in Asia and Europe, as does the recent mili-
tary commitment to fight the Houthis in order to protect mostly non-US-
related commerce through the Red Sea.100 The downgrade in priority of 
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terrorism versus GPC should be accompanied by a downscaling of ambi-
tious US goals in the region: even though the US should not abandon 
this important strategic area of the world, at least as far as counterter-
rorism is concerned a new approach is needed. An effective alternative 
is the “mowing the lawn” approach proposed by Dan Byman, which is 
modeled on that used by Israel: “The goal is to manage, rather than 
eliminate, the terrorist threat, and this frees the government to focus on 
other concerns.”101

In the age of Great Power Competition, therefore, offensive realism 
downgrades the threat from terrorist groups such as ISIS and al-Qaeda 
to a security condition to be managed, rather than a strategic problem 
to be solved. From a grand strategic perspective, the United States needs 
to abandon the disastrous War on Terror premise that led to the mili-
tary fiascos in Iraq and Afghanistan: a radical political transformation 
of the Middle East is not necessary to secure US core national inter-
ests, and large-scale counterinsurgency operations aimed at propping 
up emerging democratic regimes in the name of counterterrorism have 
been enormously costly blunders that the US can no longer afford to 
repeat in the age of GPC. Having said that, ISIS and al-Qaeda are still 
dangerous adversaries capable of reconstituting and threatening the US 
homeland or its interests abroad, and therefore a large-scale curtailing 
of global counterterror operations, as advocated by some defensive real-
ists/restraint proponents at the Quincy Institute, for example, would 
shift the pendulum too much in the other direction.102 What the US 
needs is a focused realist counterterrorist strategy that is cost effective by 
making use of local partners almost exclusively, is devoid of ideological 
influences in selecting those partners, and is ruthless in pursuing those 
terrorists most likely to directly harm the US homeland and military/
diplomatic installations abroad.

The US national security establishment is slowly transitioning to a 
reshaping of its counterterrorism strategy vis-à-vis Islamic extremist 
groups in the new era brought about not just by the geopolitical transi-
tion to GPC but also by the complete withdrawal from Afghanistan.103 
The New York Times reported that, just as President Biden was proclaim-
ing the end of the 20-year war in Afghanistan, “the C.I.A. was quietly 
expanding a secret base deep in the Sahara, from which it runs drone 
flights to monitor Al Qaeda and Islamic State militants in Libya, as well 
as extremists in Niger, Chad and Mali.”104 Similarly, the military’s Africa 
Command resumed drone strikes against al-Shabaab, an al-Qaeda-linked 
group in Somalia, and the Special Operations Command (SOCOM) is 
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contemplating sending trainers back into Somalia. The SOCOM com-
mander, General Richard Clark, describes the jihadist threat as having 
“metastasized”: “It’s gone into areas of Africa, where they could seek 
sanctuary and where there may be some areas of sanctuary that we have 
to look at. And when I say it is not diminished, I think it’s spread.”105 And 
while he acknowledged that the US military is pivoting to focus on the 
threats posed by China and Russia, he also argued SOCOM’s need to 
undertake counterterrorism operations “is still a requirement.”106 The 
same kind of analysis was echoed in the comments made by CIA director 
Avril Haines, who indicated that Afghanistan is no longer the priority of 
counterterrorism efforts: “What we look at is Yemen, Somalia, Syria, and 
Iraq for ISIS. And that’s where we see the greatest threat.”107

The biggest risk to the current downgrading of counterterrorism 
strategy to a second-tier category is that of spreading the more limited 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance and Special Forces assets 
too thin across too many countries. The important thing to keep in mind 
in the GPC era is that the US core national security interests are actu-
ally not threatened in most countries with an ISIS or al-Qaeda affiliate 
problem on their territory. For example, the latest Biden administration 
accounting of US military operations as part of the War on Terror com-
prises too large a number of theaters of operations, from Central Asia to 
the Levant to large swaths of Africa and even the Philippines.108 The US 
can no longer afford to define its core national interests so broadly as 
to encompass the support of any government fighting a jihadist-related 
insurgency. It is only those Islamist terrorist groups that directly threaten 
the US homeland that are worthy of an aggressive US military response.

Rogue Nuclear States: Iran and North Korea

The last group of second-tier national security threats in the GPC era 
is represented by rogue nuclear states such as North Korea and Iran. 
These actors can harm the US homeland and interests abroad, and 
thus constrain US military pursuit of its own geopolitical goals in their 
respective regions (East Asia and the Middle East). The past decade or 
two witnessed a heated scholarly debate on the impact of nuclear pro-
liferation on international stability and on US grand strategy, as well as 
more recently on how the GPC era will influence the potential spread of 
nuclear weapons to new states.109 Unfortunately for US national security, 
its nonproliferation agenda will become more difficult to implement as 
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the international system moves from unipolarity to multipolarity.110 But 
does nuclear proliferation pose as grave of a strategic threat to inter-
national stability, and to Washington’s national security, as US policy-
makers often argue? International security theorists have been arguing 
ferociously about this point for a couple of decades now, a debate usu-
ally framed around the Waltz-Sagan (proliferation “optimists” vs. “pes-
simists,” named after Kenneth Waltz and Scott Sagan) argument, with 
most realists generally following the Waltz view while both the liberal 
and conservative internationalist schools of thought fall more in the 
Sagan camp.111

In the case of US grand strategy, as Frank Gavin showed, Washing-
ton policymakers found themselves strongly on the pessimists’ side and 
made inhibiting the spread of nuclear weapons a tenet of US grand strat-
egy during the Cold War and beyond.112 One major reason why they did 
so is likely not because they were worried about the impact of nuclear 
proliferation on international security in general, but rather because pro-
liferation can be particularly detrimental for “power-projecting states” 
such as the United States.113 Conservative internationalist scholar Mat-
thew Kroenig expands the optimist-pessimist debate by teasing out 
the “differential effects” of the spread of nuclear weapons, and argues 
that “nuclear proliferation threatens the United States more than any 
other state on the globe” given that the US military is the largest power-
projecting force in the world.114

An offensive realist position on nuclear proliferation in the GPC era 
must necessarily be focused on both the level of the direct threat to the 
US from a country’s nuclear capability and on how efforts at nonprolif-
eration interfere with the geopolitical competition against fellow great 
powers. Washington can expect only minimal cooperation from Beijing 
and Moscow in curbing the ambitions of North Korea or Iran. Unlike 
defensive realism, an offensive realist position is more concerned about 
the proliferation prospects of regional actors that could either strive for 
regional hegemony and drain US resources, like Iran in the Middle East, 
or threaten local allies and complicate US freedom of action in Asia, as 
in the case of North Korea. And unlike internationalists who worry about 
all nuclear proliferation, be it from friendly or rogue nations, offensive 
realists do not necessarily worry about inhibiting US allies from develop-
ing nuclear capabilities if they want to do so. For example, Mearsheimer 
famously advocated in favor of a Ukrainian nuclear deterrent in the 
1990s, a position that if adopted likely would have prevented Russia’s 
eventual invasion of that country two decades later.115 Therefore, com-
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bating global nuclear proliferation per se should not be a major grand 
strategic goal; instead, US efforts should focus specifically on rogue 
states like North Korea and Iran, and even those should be regarded 
as a secondary threat to great power competition in terms of resource 
allocation. The exorbitantly costly war in Iraq, launched as part of a strat-
egy to combat nuclear proliferation, serves as a perfect example of how 
disastrous it can be to overemphasize nuclear proliferation as a grand 
strategic goal.

The geopolitical threat to Washington from Iran’s seemingly contin-
ued quest for nuclear weapons capability must be judged in the context 
of Tehran’s own regional activities and its hegemonic ambitions on the 
one hand, and through the prism of its increasingly close ties with Bei-
jing and Moscow on the other. A full-fledged Iranian nuclear program 
would certainly hurt US interests both regionally and in the context of 
GPC competition. The Biden administration, in liberal international-
ist fashion, came into office intent on renewing diplomatic efforts to 
rejoin the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, and proceeded apace 
with negotiations with Tehran and the other signatories to restore the 
original terms of the 2015 deal.116 One of the major difficulties, how-
ever, is the progress already made by Tehran in its efforts to secure a so-
called breakout capability, or the ability to produce a nuclear weapon in 
short order if they make the final decision. Moreover, the International 
Atomic Energy Agency also reported that Iran had taken steps toward a 
“possible atomic-weapons production, starting work on an assembly line 
to manufacture a key material used at the core of nuclear warheads.”117 
The initial breakout time set in the 2015 deal was 12 months, but even 
Biden officials concede that Iran’s enrichment progress over the past few 
years made that time frame unrealistic in the new limits set in a restored 
deal.118 As of December 2023, the latest estimate was that Iran is only 12 
days away from a nuclear breakout, should it choose to pursue it.119

The advocates of a liberal internationalist approach to Iran’s nuclear 
program continue to believe that diplomacy and a nuclear deal offers 
the best chance to prevent Tehran from joining the nuclear club.120 Even 
though Iran’s progress may be very hard to reverse, at least a diplomatic 
solution will prevent Iran from crossing the nuclear threshold, and 
maybe even open up possibilities for negotiations on the ballistic missile 
program and support for insurgent/terrorist groups. Another option to 
curb Tehran’s ambitions would be to entangle them in a regional deal 
that would give them economic incentives to keep good relations with 
their Arab neighbors.121 Conservative internationalists are less sanguine 



84  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

about the prospects of a diplomatic deal: they propose focusing on maxi-
mum pressure in order to foster regime change, or at the very least a 
crippling of Iran’s economy that would lead in that direction.122 A riskier 
option along the same lines would be for Washington to allow Israel to 
strike Iran’s facilities, or at least give that impression, in order to deter 
Tehran from going nuclear. Lastly, prominent defensive realists includ-
ing Waltz and Posen made the counterintuitive argument that Iran’s 
nuclear weapons will actually increase regional stability by balancing 
Israel’s program, or, at the very least, represent a problem that can be 
contained at a lower cost than any potential military solution.123

On the contrary, an offensive realist strategy has two goals: deny Iran’s 
ambitions for regional hegemony, and raise the costs on China and Rus-
sia for supporting Tehran. The first goal would be made harder by an 
Iranian nuclear bomb, but not impossible. If negotiations with Tehran, 
financial sanctions, and cyberattacks cannot stop Iran from develop-
ing a nuclear weapon, the US should work to contain Iran’s ambitions 
through solidifying its alliances. It could even balance this new capabil-
ity by assisting Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt to 
develop their own nuclear capabilities should they want to do so, and 
rely on regional nuclear deterrence to keep the peace. The second goal, 
drawing Chinese and Russian resources more toward the Middle East, 
can be accomplished by raising the costs of doing business with Iran, 
and by passing the burden of securing energy flows to the Chinese navy 
as opposed to continuing to use the US Navy for that mission. The US 
is much less dependent on Middle East oil than China, and yet it con-
tinues to provide for this global public good as a relic of the previous 
decades of heavy US military and strategic involvement in the Middle 
East. As part of a new GPC era grand strategy focused primarily on Asia 
and Western Hemisphere, and secondarily on Europe, the Persian Gulf 
is now a tertiary theater and the resource allocation of US military assets 
should reflect that.

If Iran’s nuclear ambitions are still in the early stages, North Korea’s 
nuclear arsenal is already composed of about 60 nuclear warheads, and 
they can add at least six more every year.124 Similar in many ways to the 
Western efforts to stop or at least retard Iran’s progress to nuclear weap-
ons through diplomatic deals and economic sanctions, Washington and 
its partners engaged in frustrating negotiations with North Korean lead-
ers Kim Jong-Il first (and later with his son Kim Jong-Un) over the past 
three decades, from Clinton to Trump. The Biden administration has 
not paid much attention to North Korea’s nuclear program as of yet, 
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as shown by the lack of any speech on the topic or a full-time envoy, 
let alone an actual strategy to deal with this threat.125 This despite the 
fact that Kim’s nuclear weapons program is going “full steam ahead,” as 
Rafael Grossi, the head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, told 
the media in September 2021.126 Over the past two years in particular, 
North Korea has conducted over 100 tests and expanded its arsenal to 
more advanced solid-fuel ICBMs and showed the ability to deploy tacti-
cal nuclear weapons.127 Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program is accel-
erating rather than slowing down, and there is no evidence that diplo-
matic efforts or past economic sanctions or military threats, as liberal 
internationalists and conservative internationalists, respectively, favored 
as policy responses, are having any significant impact in changing that.

Therefore, a realist appraisal of the situation on the Korean Penin-
sula would conclude that Washington must abandon the short-term goal 
of denuclearization and instead focus on two other goals, deterrence 
and détente, in order to prevent Pyongyang from becoming a costly dis-
traction in the effort to contain China’s regional hegemonic ambitions. 
First, we must address the question of whether a rogue regime like North 
Korea’s is deterrable, and the short answer is yes. Kim is not going to virtu-
ally guarantee his removal from power by intentionally starting a nuclear 
war against Washington or Seoul; and there is no reason to believe he 
is not capable of preventing an accidental use of his nuclear weapons.128 
Second, the US should adopt a policy of détente toward North Korea 
to keep it from fully becoming a Chinese asset in this new era of Great 
Power Competition in Asia. In the past couple of years, Kim’s bellicose 
actions, such as his missile tests, whether he intended to or not, actually 
served to distract US allies such as South Korea and Japan from focusing 
on US priorities like defending Taiwan.129

A détente with North Korea may sound counterintuitive as an offen-
sive realist position, but it makes perfect strategic sense in the new con-
text of a GPC world dominated by the goal of containing China’s hege-
monic ambitions. As long as the United States, along with South Korea 
and Japan, remain strongly united against Kim, they can negotiate from 
a position of strength and diffuse the security dilemma on the penin-
sula. And unlike Iran, North Korea has no regional hegemonic ambi-
tions of its own, and it also already possesses nuclear weapons, which is 
why the regime may be less revisionist and thus more willing to arrive 
at an accommodation.130 At the end of the day, containing China is the 
main grand strategic priority, and dealing with the threat from North 
Korea’s rogue nuclear regime must be done in a way that puts the US in 
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the best position to focus its attention in East Asia on its main geopoliti-
cal adversary.

To sum up, in the GPC era, drug cartels, international terrorist groups, 
and nuclear proliferators are indeed major threats to US national secu-
rity, but they must be dealt with in a way that allows the US government 
to devote most of its resources to the larger grand strategic threat of 
preventing the emergence of Beijing as a global peer rival. One of the 
primary benefits of a grand strategic framework is exactly this type of pri-
oritization of resources according to the level of strategic threat assigned 
to each of the national security challenges confronting a nation’s govern-
ment. The next three chapters of the book will explore how this overall 
grand strategic objective must shape the tools of power at Washington’s 
disposal, starting with the shape and size of the military force needed for 
the GPC era.
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Chapter Four

Military Power

Strategic Planning for  
Great Power Competition and Conflict

•

A proper appreciation for the role of military power is at the heart of 
any realist grand strategy. And in order for Washington to be able to pre-
vent its great power rivals from achieving regional hegemony and thus 
peer rival status, the Pentagon needs to be able to credibly deter them 
from undertaking aggressive military pursuits, or defeat them if deter-
rence fails. This chapter analyzes the military requirements of a No Peer 
Rivals grand strategy across all major modes of warfare: conventional, 
nuclear, and unconventional/irregular. After 9/11, US military strategy 
emphasized preparing for irregular conflicts against insurgents and ter-
rorists, while allowing some high-end conventional warfare capabilities 
to atrophy, and also failing to invest enough in cyber warfare, space, or 
AI futuristic technologies. Recent years have seen a welcome reversion to 
Great Power Competition as the primary mission of the Pentagon, as wit-
nessed by the strategic guidance spelled out in the 2018 National Defense 
Strategy. However, this shift has been more rhetorical than reflected in 
the force structure, posture, investments, budgeting, and force employ-
ment decisions of the Defense Department or the White House over the 
past few years. In the following pages I highlight some of the trade-offs 
involved between competing priorities, and argue in favor of developing 
a US military strategy, doctrine, and force structure optimized for the 
needs of the GPC era.
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The Return of Conventional High-Tech Wars and Naval Arms Races

The most fundamental implication of the No Peer Rivals grand strate-
gic paradigm for the Defense Department’s strategic planning efforts 
is the prioritization of high-end, conventional conflict against another 
great power. If the United States is to deny China’s quest for regional 
hegemony, it needs to be able to deter, and, if deterrence fails, defeat 
the PLA in a potential military conflict in East Asia. That should be the 
number-one priority for Pentagon defense planners, and it should be 
reflected throughout the military’s doctrine, planning, and procure-
ment plans. The latest 2022 National Defense Strategy, building on its 2018 
predecessor, appears to correctly identify the need to adapt to the new 
strategic realities of the GPC era: “The Department will act urgently to 
sustain and strengthen deterrence, with the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) as our most consequential strategic competitor and the pacing 
challenge for the Department.”1 Unfortunately, however, despite strong 
rhetorical warnings about the increasing dangers of a Chinese invasion 
and renewed commitments to come to Taiwan’s aid, the Biden adminis-
tration nevertheless has failed so far to speed up preparations for such 
a scenario.2

At the moment, the Pentagon is neither investing sufficient resources 
to match the PLA’s increased capabilities, nor is it prioritizing those 
resources toward the Asia-Pacific theater. For example, the chief of naval 
operations, Admiral Michael Gilday, testified that “even the most opti-
mistic option in the navy’s latest shipbuilding plan would be unable to 
meet the operational requirements for defeating a Chinese attack against 
Taiwan before the 2040s.”3 Even more misguided has been the allocation 
of the limited resources available for defense: the Pacific Defense Ini-
tiative fund, which aimed for a Taiwan scenario, ended up supporting 
other regions as well, and the administration increased US military troop 
presence in Europe from 60,000 to 100,000, ostensibly for the duration 
of the war in Ukraine.4 But, as Elbridge Colby points out, “Given that 
the administration has judged that the war in Ukraine is likely to be 
protracted, this may well mean indefinitely.”5 Unless the Defense Depart-
ment does a better job of aligning its limited resources with its most 
important priority during GPC, which is the core of competent strategic 
planning, the US military runs the unacceptable risk of losing the one 
war that would most damage US national security for decades to come.

This section makes five interrelated arguments. First, military strategic 
planning in the GPC era must center around great power war, and must 
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realistically admit the challenges such a conflict would currently pose 
to the US military. Second, US defense strategy must be predicated on 
a “deterrence by denial” approach vis-à-vis China in the Pacific theater, 
and a buck-passing approach vis-à-vis Russia and Iran; the US military in 
the near-to-medium term cannot afford to fight two major conventional 
wars, and pretending otherwise is strategically dangerous. Third, the 
Taiwan scenario should be the main driver in shaping the positioning 
of US troops and in weapons acquisition decisions, where trade-offs are 
inevitable. Fourth, in addition to preparing for a great power war, the 
US should also prioritize winning the new naval arms race against the 
PLA Navy in order to maintain its maritime supremacy and deny China 
global peer rival status. Fifth and last, US fiscal budgetary realities must 
be more honestly incorporated into the Pentagon’s planning decisions, 
and trade-offs must be made in favor of countering China at the expense 
of other threats.

The first required adaptation to the GPC era in the realm of defense 
strategy is coming to terms with the fundamentally different type of war-
fare the US military would have to engage in if there were a great power 
war, the kind of conflict that is now the main priority. Unlike the previ-
ous 20 years of fighting low-tech insurgents in the greater Middle East, 
the United States needs to be ready to fight a very complex multidomain 
battle against a highly sophisticated technological adversary that could 
realistically succeed in denying US and allied forces the kind of situa-
tional awareness, air dominance, and freedom of maneuver they enjoyed 
in the post-9/11 wars. The American military technological advantage 
over its great power rivals has been dramatically reduced over the past 
two decades, and it is high time for the Washington defense establish-
ment to admit this and adjust its strategic planning accordingly to take 
account of this new reality.6 One of Washington’s most senior defense 
analysts, Andrew Krepinevich, has warned that the US cannot assume 
any longer that it would enjoy local superiority at the high-end conven-
tional end of the warfare spectrum against the PLA:

High-powered laser antisatellite systems based on Chinese territory 
would try to blind U.S. military satellites, while Chinese satellites 
would scout the seas around Taiwan and supply guidance informa-
tion to PLA weapons homing in on their targets. Sensors placed on 
the seabed would send data on the movement of U.S. ships and sub-
marines, as PLA submarines would prepare to ambush an arriving 
U.S. task force.7
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The same type of dire warnings also come ever more frequently from 
former high-level Pentagon strategists. Michele Flournoy, for example, 
predicts that the PLA will continuously try to “disrupt and degrade U.S. 
battle-management networks” across all domains—sea, air, space, and 
cyber.8 The US military intelligence community also sounded the alarm 
in recent years that China’s military in particular has become “a formi-
dable, highly lethal fighting force” that is “very much a peer” of the US 
military.9

Moreover, the recent war in Ukraine also raised the alarm about 
how poorly prepared the US military industrial base is for modern 
conventional warfare against a great power.10 The amount of advanced 
ammunition expended in the fight between Kiev and Moscow strained 
US manufacturers to the breaking point, in what Seth Jones accurately 
described as a real munition crisis: “The number of Javelins transferred 
to Ukraine over the first six months of the war is the same number the 
United States would normally produce over seven years. . . . In addition, 
the rate at which several weapons systems are being exported—such as 
Javelins, Stingers, HIMARS, Guided Multiple Launch Rocket Systems 
(GMLRS), and Harpoon anti-ship missiles—may mean there will not be 
enough munitions in stock to match the requirements of U.S. war plans 
for China and Russia.”11 The same is true for less sophisticated muni-
tions, such as 155-millimiter rounds, as Ukraine is firing as many rounds 
“in five days as the United States produces in a month.”12 Unsurpris-
ingly, a series of war games conducted in 2023 by the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies warned that the United States “would likely 
run out of some munitions—such as long-range, precision-guided muni-
tions—in less than one week in a Taiwan Strait conflict.”13 The Ukraine 
war awakened the US defense establishment to the reality of how low 
the stockpiles for some advanced weapons needed in a Taiwan scenario 
really were. For example, there are “fewer Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff 
Missiles-Extended Range (JASSM-ER) and Long Range Anti-Ship Mis-
siles (LRASM) in storage than there are on the Ukrainian battlefield,” 
as Thomas Mahnken remarked in an article questioning the Defense 
Department’s current preparation for future wars.14 In short, prioritizing 
great power conflicts at the strategic level needs to impact the Defense 
Department’s planning decisions more directly and urgently than is cur-
rently the case.

Second, the US must shift its defense planning paradigm toward a 
“strategy of denial,” a concept developed in detail by Elbridge Colby, a 
former deputy assistant secretary of defense for strategy and force devel-
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opment, in his excellent book on US defense strategy in the new GPC 
era.15 The basic idea is that the United States must primarily focus its mil-
itary planning toward denying China the ability to successfully conquer 
Taiwan, or otherwise militarily coerce Taiwan or any other neighboring 
country into accepting Beijing’s regional hegemony in the region.16 
Deterring Chinese aggression by convincing Beijing that it would lose a 
war against the United States, and defeating the PLA if deterrence fails, 
should therefore be the main goal of the Pentagon in the GPC era. This 
type of military strategy is best suited for the objectives of the No Peer 
Rivals offensive realist grand strategic framework.

The question of how to address America’s relative decline in conven-
tional military power vis-à-vis a potential peer rival is one of the most 
important grand strategic controversies of our GPC era. Unsurprisingly, 
a vigorous debate has emerged between scholars representing the vari-
ous schools of strategic thought outlined in this book.17 The Defense 
Department, following its own internal strategic reviews, has made a 
major doctrinal shift in its force planning construct by abandoning the 
so-called two-war standard in favor of a one-war standard.18 The 2018 
National Defense Strategy (NDS), according to one of its authors, Jim 
Mitre, aimed to make the transition from the “unipolar era” (1991–2014) 
when the US prepared for “the two-war construct—winning two near-
simultaneous regional wars against rogue states”—to the Great Power 
Competition era (2014–present) when the US begins to shift to primarily 
preparing for winning one war against a major power like China or Rus-
sia.19 The focus on two simultaneous wars left the US military potentially 
poorly prepared to fight a modern great power foe, because it ignored 
new conceptual developments and needed high-tech investments in 
order to focus on achieving dominance against two low-tech, nonnuclear 
adversaries, such as Iraq, Iran, or North Korea.20 Given the new geopo-
litical realities, the 2018 NDS tried to reverse this trend by refocusing on 
great power foes, but the shift only goes halfway toward truly adapting 
the Defense Department to the GPC strategic era because it does not 
prioritize China over Russia as the only realistic would-be peer rival.

The contours of the debate on US defense strategy mirror the higher-
level grand strategic debate. At one end of the spectrum, defensive real-
ists call for reducing defense spending and abandoning what they call 
a self-defeating quest for “military primacy.”21 At the other end of the 
spectrum, conservative internationalists (and, particularly after Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, many hawkish liberal ones as well) argue that the 
US needs to return to a strategy of global military supremacy and the 
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two-war standard. As Hal Brands and Evan Montgomery advocate along 
these lines, the United States should continue to remain committed to 
preserving stability simultaneously in three theaters (Europe, Asia, and 
the Middle East), in addition to other “world-ordering”-type interven-
tions such as punishing the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction 
or preventing the collapse of a state like Venezuela. If that’s the case, 
they are correct that designing a “one-war” military focused on China 
poses an unacceptable risk to other global commitments.22 Similarly, 
Thomas Mahnken argues in favor of increasing defense investments to 
be able to fight Russia and China simultaneously, and employs the anal-
ogy of having had to fight two other authoritarian regimes (Germany 
and Japan) during World War II.23

On the contrary, the No Peer Rivals offensive realist approach resolves 
this strategic planning conundrum by explicitly making clear that the 
United States will abandon the global liberal hegemonic strategy along 
with the “world-ordering” interventions associated with defending the 
liberal international order; instead, the Pentagon will optimize defense 
planning for winning one major high-end war, while shifting the burden 
to regional partners for other lesser contingencies. It’s crucial to realize 
that the Asia-Pacific region is the only one of the three key geopolitical 
areas of the world where America’s allies, while capable, nevertheless can-
not balance against a would-be regional hegemon and deny Beijing its 
goal of regional dominance without significant direct military assistance 
from US forces. Therefore, it makes perfect strategic sense to focus pri-
marily on the PLA as the number-one adversary for planning purposes, 
and consider other scenarios as “lesser included,” as the Pentagon refers 
to secondary missions. The military commitments to Europe and the 
Middle East, important theaters but areas where a regional hegemon is 
very unlikely to arise, will therefore be reduced and focused mostly on 
supporting local partners.

Third, while there are a number of different ways the US and China 
could end up in a direct military conflict, including contingencies in the 
South China Sea or cyberspace, none is more likely or more dangerous 
than a Chinese invasion of Taiwan. If Washington cannot stop Beijing 
from conquering Taiwan, it cannot possibly hope to prevent China from 
becoming a de facto regional hegemon. Japan, South Korea, and Aus-
tralia would have no choice but to accommodate China in that scenario. 
Reasonably assuming that the PLA’s best strategy for taking over Taiwan 
is attempting a fait accompli, Colby argues that the US should focus all 
its efforts on making it extremely costly for Beijing to succeed in the 
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early stages of what would be a very difficult amphibious operation. The 
US should predeploy its forces in the area and enhance its intelligence 
and surveillance capabilities, stock up on the needed munitions, and 
conduct more credible complex military exercises “to demonstrate to 
Chinese military planners that launching an attack would be unlikely to 
succeed.”24 A Marathon Initiative study by Austin Dahmer (Resourcing the 
Strategy of Denial) fleshes out the US military requirements of the “deter-
rence by denial” approach to China:

Key to this strategy then are military forces that can 1) deny the attack-
er’s ability to seize key territory, and/or 2) deny the attacker’s ability 
to hold seized territory. The focus would be on attriting PLA power 
projection forces, specifically those necessary to seize Taiwan’s core 
territory. The critical vulnerability of PLA power projection forces is 
their reliance on transportation from mainland China over the Tai-
wan Strait: amphibious shipping (both naval and civilian/dual-use), 
fixed-wing transport aircraft, and rotary-wing assault support aircraft. 
Forces that can credibly sense, target, destroy, degrade, or otherwise 
neutralize PLA ships and aircraft are therefore the critical capabilities 
to the strategy.”25

Therefore, the US platforms and forces needed the most would include 
surface combatants (FFG, DDG, CG) that can generate long-range fire, 
submarines, long-range, long endurance aircraft (especially stealthy air-
craft), including bombers (B-21, B-2, B-1, B-52) and UAVs (unmanned aer-
ial vehicles), maritime patrol (P-8), surface-to-surface strike (HIMARS, 
MLRS), surface-to-air (MSHORAD, Patriot), as well as counterspace and 
offensive cyber capabilities.26

In addition to US preparedness, however, ultimately the successful 
defense of Taiwan will rest primarily on Taiwanese military prepared-
ness and will to resist. This is one of the main conclusions of the recent 
series of Center for Strategic and International Studies war games where 
a Chinese assault was simulated twenty-four times: the PLA invasion is 
usually blunted and defeated at a high cost to US, Taiwanese, and Chi-
nese forces, but this is contingent on Taiwan’s initial ability to hold the 
line until US forces arrive.27 In order to do that, the authors recommend 
strengthening the ground forces of the Taiwanese army. This should be 
the main priority of Taipei’s investments, as opposed to buying advanced 
aircraft or other such flashy purchases; currently Taiwan’s forces show 
“severe weaknesses” that must be urgently addressed by increasing their 
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ability to conduct rigorous combined armed exercises. Another lesson 
from the war game is that “there is no Ukraine model” for Taiwan: in 
other words, the US and its allies (mainly Japan) need to provide Taiwan 
with everything it needs before the war starts, and quickly join in once 
hostilities begin.28 In order to be in a position to do that, similar to what 
Colby suggested, the US should preposition more forces and material in 
theater. Former Pentagon official Michael Brown recently argued that 
in order to strengthen its ground forces, Taipei needs to be far more 
serious about its own commitment to deterring China: “Taiwan should 
double the proportion of its budget reserved for defense and double its 
current troop strength of 169,000. At present, Taipei spends about $19 
billion on defense, a figure that pales in comparison with China’s $293 
billion.”29 Lastly, others experts suggested helping Taiwan adopt a “por-
cupine” strategy that would render them virtually impossible to invade 
at anything resembling a reasonable cost: supplying Taiwan with large 
quantities of US-made antiship missiles, sea mines, and Stinger missiles 
would go a long way toward implementing this approach.30

Even with all these measures, ultimately the US must also prepare 
itself for a longer and messier war than many anticipate, if the history of 
great power conflicts is any guide.31 That’s why strengthening US deter-
rence by convincing the PLA leadership that such a war is unwinnable 
for them should be the most urgent priority of the Pentagon. Unfortu-
nately, there are increasing signs that deterrence is failing and President 
Xi along with the PLA leadership are growing more confident they could 
militarily annex the island in the near future.32 While it may sound like 
hyperbole, Admiral Phil Davidson, back when he was the commander of 
US Indo-Pacific Command, predicted that China might invade Taiwan 
“during this decade, in fact, in the next six years.”33 Indeed, President Xi 
now speaks ever more menacingly about preparing for “extreme scenar-
ios” including conflict with the West.34 And the PLA is not only no lon-
ger maintaining channels of communication with the Pentagon directly 
to improve military-to-military understanding and avoid accidents, but 
acts aggressively on purpose around its coast to increase the risk for US 
forces patrolling international waters in the area.35 In conclusion, revers-
ing these trends by strengthening deterrence in the Taiwan Strait should 
be the primary objective of US defense strategy.

Fourth, in addition to a direct conflict over Taiwan, the other con-
cerning trend in the military balance of power between the United 
States and the People’s Republic of China is the PLA’s naval buildup. 
Implementing a No Peer Rivals strategy requires the US to maintain 
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dominance over its main rival in this area of military competition. This 
is the key for making sure Beijing cannot militarily conquer or coerce 
its neighbors, or challenge the US for global hegemony in the military 
domain. In short, maintaining “command of the sea” is a strategic neces-
sity in terms of ensuring that China cannot become a true peer rival of 
the United States in the decades to come. The Indo-Pacific, the most 
strategically important region for the United States, is fundamentally a 
maritime theater from a military operational planning point of view. Any 
forceful attempt by China to establish hegemony, whether against Tai-
wan or in the South China Sea, will involve intense naval combat against 
the US Navy and its allies.

The PLA’s ambition to push the US Navy out of Asia is arguably their 
most important military operational goal, as it would make their invasion 
of Taiwan and their de facto regional hegemony all but certain, which is 
why in turn it must be the main goal of the United States to counter it. 
Moreover, Beijing’s assertive global naval presence in the last few years 
is increasingly concerning for the United States, as most recently evi-
denced by China’s basing agreement with the Pacific nation of the Salo-
mon Islands.36 And in addition to the western Pacific theater, China’s 
naval presence allows it to interfere with the US in its own backyard in 
Latin America. As US Navy secretary Carlos del Toro warned: “The Chi-
nese are everywhere: they’re down the Pacific coast of Central and South 
America, they’re down the West Coast of Africa, for example, and it’s 
so important for us to be able to continue to engage with our maritime 
partners around the world to better understand why is it their countries 
are making the investments they’re making.”37 Not only is China’s navy 
present globally, but more importantly it also “consistently attempts 
to violate the maritime sovereignty and economic well-being of other 
nations including our allies in the South China Sea and elsewhere.”38

The recent trends in the naval balance of power between the PLA 
Navy and the US Navy reveal a dangerous level of risk: US maritime 
supremacy is waning, or, worse, the US has already lost the “command 
of the sea” to the Chinese, as former US Navy commander and Con-
gressman Joe Sestak provocatively put it in a recent article.39 Indeed, 
even though warfighting capabilities are measured by more than just 
numbers, the Chinese navy has surpassed the US Navy in the number of 
ships, and by some estimates it is scheduled to reach 400 ships compared 
to 300 or so for the United States by 2030.40 Not only is China’s fleet 
larger and globally deployed, but their shipyards now have a much larger 
capacity than American ones.41
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Unsurprisingly given these numbers, US Indo-Pacific Command head 
Adm. Davidson testified in front of Congress in 2018 that “China is now 
capable of controlling the South China Sea in all scenarios short of war 
with the United States” and that “there is no guarantee that the United 
States would win a future conflict with China.”42 Moreover, as Bruce 
Jones of the Brookings Institution thoroughly shows in his book To Rule 
the Waves: How Control of the World’s Oceans Shapes the Fate of the Superpow-
ers, China’s naval ambitions have expanded from operating in its own 
littoral to global projects like exploring the Arctic or Indian Oceans, lay-
ing undersea cables, and building a network of global ports.43 Lastly, as 
PLA Navy expert Toshi Yoshihara warned, “Chinese strategists envision 
future naval combat as ‘extremely intense, extremely lethal, and very 
quick,’ involving the launch of ‘hundreds of missiles by both sides within 
about ten minutes’ that could destroy an entire fleet in an afternoon.”44 
Therefore, the US Navy must prepare for a level of high-intensity conflict 
unmatched since World War II.

In order to counteract China’s naval buildup, a No Peer Rivals grand 
strategy would first of all shift resources from other parts of the US 
military not directly involved in a China fight (like the ground forces, 
mainly the army) to the navy in order to fully fund the 367 ships part of 
its “unconstrained” 30-year shipbuilding plan.45 The navy, for its part, 
should in turn reform itself to optimize for Great Power Competition 
and the Indo-Pacific theater. For example, as a group of experts from 
the Pentagon-funded think tank Center for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments recommend: “Instead of mainly operating in Carrier Strike 
Groups (CSG) and Amphibious Ready Groups (ARG), naval forces 
should be separated into forward-postured Deterrence Forces of subma-
rines, surface combatants, and unmanned vehicles that rely on missiles 
for defensive and offensive fires; CSGs and ARGs should be postured 
in a Maneuver Force outside littoral areas such as the East and South 
China Seas or Mediterranean.”46 This would also imply that the navy 
abandons (or greatly reconfigures) the traditional geographical basing 
of its fleets to reflect the new priorities by shifting more aircraft carriers 
to the Pacific theater and away from the Middle East/Persian Gulf, the 
Atlantic, and the Mediterranean.

Fifth and last, the US defense budget and force allocations must 
reflect the emphasis on containing China. Even though at the level of 
rhetoric and NSS documents China is now considered the main prior-
ity, this has not yet fully permeated the decision-making and budgetary 
processes inside the national security establishment, which is still over-
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reacting to the daily headlines or to legacy commitments to NATO or the 
Middle East. The evidence of this lack of the needed laser-focus atten-
tion on China abounds. For example, the Pentagon sent so many weap-
ons to Ukraine that it depleted its own stockpiles of advanced weapons, 
as noted above.47 Similarly, Congress appropriated an expensive $40 bil-
lion aid package to Ukraine that is larger than the entire defense budget 
of Australia or Italy. And when Iran seized some foreign oil tankers in 
the summer of 2023, as they often do, the Defense Department rushed 
to send more warships and US Marines to the area to deter this behav-
ior.48 Such spending of precious resources in the European or Middle 
Eastern theaters would be fine if the US would still benefit from what 
defense analysts call “overmatch” in the Asian theater, but that is not 
the case anymore.49 Moreover, Russia’s military limitations were made 
patently obvious during their recent botched invasion of Ukraine. Mos-
cow’s military inability to pursue hegemony over Eastern Europe should 
make it even easier for the United States to outsource European security 
to other NATO members in order to be able to focus on the main prior-
ity, China’s PLA.

The realist No Peer Rivals strategy, unlike the current internationalist 
strategy of defending the rules-based order, does not require higher lev-
els of defense spending, but rather a divestment of some commitments 
in Europe and the Middle East in order to free up resources for prepar-
ing to fight the PLA. The Marathon Initiative think tank analyzed three 
scenarios: keeping defense spending about the same, decreasing it by 10 
percent, and increasing it by 10 percent.50 It then shows how a strategy 
of denial could be financed with the current level of defense spending, 
assuming some cuts are made to programs not essential for a Taiwan sce-
nario (mostly army programs and European Command resources) and 
those funds are used for navy/air force and U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
requirements.51 Therefore, the offensive realist strategy of “defense by 
denial” could be resourced within the current level of defense spend-
ing, which is scheduled to increase by 3.6 percent over the 5-year Future 
Years Defense Program. A decrease in spending would be preferred by 
defensive realists at places like the Quincy Institute, while an increase in 
spending is advocated by conservative internationalists at places like the 
American Enterprise Institute and increasingly by liberal international-
ists as well after Ukraine. Reducing defense spending in an era of height-
ened geopolitical competition would be shortsighted, particularly as 
China is constantly increasing its military power. However, given the ever 
larger levels of debt that threaten the future of the US economy and of 
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the dollar as a reserve currency, increasing defense spending would not 
be optimal either because domestic political considerations mean that 
such an increase will worsen the deficit (as opposed to being financed by 
cutting other types of discretionary spending).

Modernizing Nuclear Deterrence

The new era of Great Power Competition is also going to profoundly 
change the nuclear deterrence strategic calculus, with China attempt-
ing to join the US and Russia as a fellow nuclear superpower on the 
one hand, and Russia relying more and more on nuclear weapons to 
make up for its conventional military deficiencies on the other. Over the 
past couple of years, Chinese nuclear forces have been going through a 
“crash buildup” to eventually reach parity with the United States, accord-
ing to US officials.52 Beijing has long maintained a “minimal deterrent” 
capability of about 200–300 warheads, but now the Pentagon estimates 
that they increased their warheads to 500 and are on track to reach 1,500 
by 2035.53 For perspective, the US and Russia each have about 1,550 war-
heads currently, under the terms of the START arms control treaty. The 
US government estimates have been reinforced by the public disclosure 
of two new massive missile silos, counting 120 and 110 ICBM (Intercon-
tinental Ballistic Missiles) potential slots, respectively;54 these new proj-
ects, according to a couple of arms control experts, represent “the most 
significant expansion of the Chinese nuclear arsenal ever.”55 Given Chi-
na’s ability to equip its ICBMs with MIRV (multiple independent reentry 
vehicle) technology, if they were to fill these new silos alone analysts esti-
mate they could ultimately reach as many as 3,000 weapons.56 And while 
it’s unlikely Beijing will aim to surpass US and Russia in nuclear weapons, 
recent intelligence about Chinese military doctrine clearly indicates Bei-
jing plans to increase its reliance on nuclear weapons and become a de 
facto nuclear superpower on par with Washington and Moscow.57

China’s rapid nuclear buildup not only fits well with their overall 
goal of achieving a world-class, full-spectrum military by 2049, but it also 
makes sense from the more immediate concern about the possibility of 
a war over Taiwan because it would prevent the US from using its larger 
nuclear arsenal to militarily coerce China in a crisis. As one Chinese offi-
cial put it, “China’s inferior nuclear capability could only lead to grow-
ing U.S. pressure on China.”58 Particularly in the aftermath of the war in 
Ukraine, the Wall Street Journal reported that “the U.S.’s wariness about 
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getting directly involved in the war there has likely reinforced Beijing’s 
decision to put greater emphasis on developing nuclear weapons as a 
deterrent,” according to people with direct knowledge of the reasons 
behind China’s nuclear buildup.59 As a retired Chinese military official 
pointedly observed, nuclear weapons still matter greatly in international 
politics: “Ukraine lost its nuclear deterrence in the past and that’s why it 
got into a situation like this.”60 And in addition to building more nuclear 
weapons, Beijing is also significantly upgrading its missile program to 
deliver them, as witnessed by their recent test of a hypersonic missile 
that completed an orbit around the Earth.61 Such a weapon could evade 
all US missile defense systems tailored for ICBMs, and it could soon be 
nuclear armed; unsurprisingly, the test caused serious concern among 
US military officials, with Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. 
Mark Milley likening it to a “Sputnik moment.”62

If China is adapting to the new GPC era by enlarging its nuclear weap-
ons capabilities, Russia is doing so by modernizing its nuclear weapons, 
pursuing hypersonic missiles of its own, and most worryingly by chang-
ing its nuclear weapons doctrine to the controversial “escalate to dees-
calate” paradigm.63 This strategy calls for Russian military use of a small 
yield, or “tactical” as opposed to “strategic” nuclear weapon, in case of 
a conventional military defeat in order to convince the other party to 
sue for peace, or to deter the US from interfering in a conflict. The idea 
is that escalating to the nuclear level but doing so in a very limited way, 
maybe even by detonating a weapon over a sparsely populated area, will 
have the effect of deescalating by bringing the conflict to an end sooner 
rather than later and also by avoiding a full-scale large nuclear exchange. 
The elevated concerns in the West over the possibility of Russia using 
one such small-yield nuclear weapon in Ukraine was only the first real 
world example of the new paradigm potentially being employed, but it 
is unlikely to be the last.64

The accelerated rise of China to the level of nuclear superpower will 
sooner rather than later bring about a tripolar nuclear system, and with 
it a series of new problems with the theories of nuclear deterrence and 
strategic stability. Andrew Krepinevich recently compared this emerg-
ing nuclear world with the physics concept of a “three body problem,” 
a situation where chaos rather than order is the default outcome and 
solutions for stability are much harder to achieve than in a bipolar con-
figuration: “To begin with, once China, Russia, and the United States all 
have large nuclear arsenals, each power will have to work to constrain 
the behavior of not one but two different adversaries.”65 Therefore, in 
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the fast approaching world of not only great power competition but also 
three nuclear great powers, the United States needs to rethink its nuclear 
deterrence strategy, as well as its nuclear force structure and missile 
defense capabilities.

In order to both deter China and Russia at the strategic level and 
avoid being subjected to nuclear coercion at the tactical level in case of 
a limited war, the US will need to adopt a more realist worldview that 
matches its competitors’ increasing reliance on nuclear weapons. The 
top American military official working on this question, US Strategic 
Command (STRATCOM) leader Adm. Charles A. Richard, indeed rec-
ognized these rapidly changing circumstances and launched a major 
strategic review whose aim was to, in his words, “revise our 21st-century 
strategic deterrence theory.”66 He specifically focused the US military’s 
attention on the blurring of the lines between conventional and nuclear 
forces, as well as the role of other domains like space and cyber in the 
new calculus for deterrence: “We have to be able to plan and execute 
integrated operations, multidomain, whether conventional or nuclear, 
and most importantly, we have to be able to fight in, around, and 
through that environment to achieve our objectives.”67 In other words, 
in order to deter nuclear and other forms of conflict in the new strategic 
environment of great power competition, the US military needs to be 
prepared for a multifaceted approach to deterrence that will be more 
complex than simply achieving a “second strike” capability and securing 
extended deterrence for its allies, as was the case during the Cold War.

Despite the concerns expressed by the military regarding the newly 
found prominence of nuclear weapons in the strategic doctrines of Rus-
sia and China, the Biden administration adopted a liberal international-
ist grand strategic position on questions of nuclear weapons in its 2022 
Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) and defense budget. Liberal internation-
alists are major proponents of arms control agreements with other great 
powers, and of efforts to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in national 
security strategy in general. Therefore, they opposed the recent realist 
moves in the 2018 NPR to reinvest in modernizing nuclear deterrence 
to face the new challenges of the GPC era.68 Biden’s NPR echoes these 
positions in its analysis almost perfectly: “The NPR underscores our 
commitment to reducing the role of nuclear weapons and reestablishing 
our leadership in arms control. We will continue to emphasize strategic 
stability, seek to avoid costly arms races, and facilitate risk reduction and 
arms control arrangements where possible.”69

The shift in rhetoric to deemphasize the role of nuclear weapons 
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had the first practical consequence in the decision to defund the navy’s 
nuclear Sea-Launched Cruise Missile, SLCM-N; Defense News reported 
that a senior government official confirmed this cut was made in accor-
dance with the new guidance from the NPR in order to implement the 
“direction from the President to reduce the role of nuclear weapons 
in our defense strategy.”70 In keeping with this liberal internationalist 
approach to nuclear deterrence, shortly after taking office the Biden 
administration also extended the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(New START) arms control agreement with Moscow that limits both 
countries’ long-range missiles to 1,550 warheads.71 Combined with the 
elimination of the SLCM-Ns and the lack of interest in continuing the 
development of a low-yield warhead to match Russia’s tactical nuclear 
weapons capability, the US nuclear deterrence modernization is failing 
to adapt to the increase dangers of the GPC era.

An offensive realist approach to nuclear deterrence, on the other 
hand, would focus on three major changes to the current policies: mod-
ernization of the nuclear arsenal, hypersonic missiles, and adapting arms 
control to the emerging tripolar nuclear era. First, the United States 
should reverse the current direction of reducing the role of nuclear 
weapons in its defense strategy, and instead match Russia and China’s 
nuclear modernization programs by investing the required resources 
to develop the next generation of the nuclear triad. As Krepinevich 
explains, “U.S. production lines for land-based missiles, nuclear ballis-
tic missile submarines, and long-range bombers will still be operating 
in the mid-2030s. Beijing and Moscow will have a greater incentive to 
negotiate limits on their own nuclear forces if they confront a modern-
ized U.S. nuclear deterrent force rather than one facing so-called block 
obsolescence, when the reliability of entire weapons systems becomes 
questionable.”72 And, at the same time, the US should continue to invest 
in advanced missile defense technologies such as directed energy sys-
tems, high-energy lasers, high-powered microwave weapons, and particle 
beam weapons.73 Nuclear deterrence requires a combination of offense 
and defense, and while a foolproof missile defense system is still a long 
ways away, even gradual improvements can have an impact on the deter-
rence calculus.

In addition to modernizing the current systems, moreover, the US 
should also invest in new capabilities to match those of its great power 
adversaries, particularly in the areas of small-yield nuclear weapons and 
hypersonic missiles. The “escalate to de-escalate” doctrine adopted by 
Moscow, which could easily be copied by the Chinese in the future, 
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risks putting the US in an incredibly difficult position in the middle of 
a conflict over Taiwan or a NATO country, for example: either respond 
with a large nuclear weapon and risk a catastrophic full-scale nuclear 
exchange, or concede to the peace terms of the enemy. Neither one of 
these options is really acceptable, and therefore the US ability to deter 
nuclear war is being diminished by this new development. John Mauer 
correctly observes that the new requirements for nuclear deterrence now 
include nonstrategic nuclear capabilities: “Deterring limited nuclear use 
by adversaries during future crises requires the ability to threaten retali-
ation against limited nuclear use without employing the larger strategic 
nuclear force. A small but robust nonstrategic nuclear capability can pro-
vide greater credibility to American nuclear threats across the spectrum, 
making limited nuclear use less likely in the first place.”74 In a study spe-
cifically focused on a response to Russian aggression, Matthew Kroenig 
reached a similar conclusion, and he called on the US and NATO to 
“establish a type of intra-war nuclear deterrence in which they can con-
tinue to prosecute their war aims to roll back any Russian aggression 
while deterring Russian nuclear escalation.”75

Investing in hypersonic missiles is another important area of concern 
in the new nuclear world. The Chinese rapid development of hypersonic 
capabilities, as already mentioned, could put the US in a precarious 
position in the not too distant future: Gen. John Hyten, the former vice 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, even warned after the Chinese test 
that these new missiles look “like a first-use weapon. That’s what those 
weapons look like to me.”76 If that were true, or would become true, then 
the US nuclear deterrence toward Beijing could be imperiled if the US 
does not match these missiles with its own hypersonic missiles. Alas, the 
US military stopped pursuing this technology a decade or so ago, and 
now needs to play catch-up. The Pentagon now can and should work 
together with its interested regional partners to develop hypersonic mis-
siles. Fearful of China, Japan already is working intensely on this technol-
ogy, and as Arthur Herman recommended, “An agreement among the 
U.S., U.K., Australia, Japan, and India on hypersonics—along the lines 
of the recent AUKUS agreement on nuclear submarines—will send the 
proper signal to Beijing and stimulate innovation and strategic thinking 
on both sides of the Pacific.”77

Lastly, the US needs to rethink its arms control strategies and the 
kind of agreements that are needed, and possible, in the emerging tripo-
lar nuclear world characterized by great power competition.78 Ideally, 
any significant future agreements will need to include China in addition 
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to Russia; given that the strategic threat from Beijing is now greater than 
from Moscow, it would make little sense to set limits such as the ones laid 
out in the defunct Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty the US 
rightly abandoned in 2019.79 Even the renewed US-Russia New START 
agreement is arguably already outdated, as it limits only the traditional 
long-range strategic weapons to 1,550, but does nothing for the over 
2,000 short-range nuclear weapons Russia has deployed since the sing-
ing of the agreement.80 And if China continues to reject participation in 
a trilateral agreement, then the US could increase its nuclear weapons 
to something like 3,000 to 3,500 weapons to assure deterrence of both 
rival great powers, as former Pentagon strategist Frank Miller recently 
proposed.81 A bipartisan congressionally mandated commission recently 
even proposed that the US embark on a new nuclear buildup, a proposal 
worthy of consideration in that scenario.82 Alas, the increasing tension of 
the GPC era will make it harder and harder for significant arms control 
agreements to be achieved, and an offensive realist perspective is defi-
nitely skeptical of their actual impact even when they are signed. The 
more likely outcome is a new arms race and a competition for “nuclear 
superiority” among Washington, Moscow, and Beijing.83

Unconventional Conflicts: Cyberwar, Artificial Intelligence (AI),  
Space, and Gray Zone Conflicts

For a decade or so after 9/11, the idea of “unconventional warfare” was 
mostly associated with counterinsurgency (COIN) and nation-building 
operations in the Middle East. Now that the US military is finally mov-
ing away from those missions in the new GPC era, the unconventional 
warfare category comprises the high-end technological realms of cyber, 
artificial intelligence (AI), and space. While Iran and North Korea also 
threaten the US in the cyber domain, the magnitude of the challenge 
posed by them pales in comparison to the capabilities of the two great 
powers in Beijing and Moscow. The increasing importance of the cyber 
domain to national security strategy is thus not only driven by techno-
logical advances but also by the increased geopolitical competition of 
the new era.

As early as 2010, the United States military defined cyberspace as a new 
domain of warfare, akin to sea, air, land, and space, and consequently 
formed a Cyber Command to serve as a functional headquarters for 
this new mission set.84 However, unlike the other domains where the US 
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enjoys technological superiority (in terms of conventional warfare) or at 
least parity (in terms of nuclear weapons), in the cyber domain China 
and Russia over the past decade have proved themselves to be capable 
opponents willing and able to conduct a number of serious cyberattacks 
without the US military being able to deter them in any meaningful way.85 
The Russian attacks received more of the media attention, particularly 
the Solar Winds and Colonial Pipeline incidents, as well as the 2016 elec-
tion interference; in each of these incidents, as well as less egregious ones, 
the US government failed to respond forcefully enough to deter future 
occurrences.86 As the Wall Street Journal described the role of such attacks, 
they form part of Russia’s “gray zone” tactics of unconventional warfare 
and allow Moscow to “play geopolitics on the cheap.”87

The cyberattacks by China have not received quite as much publicity, 
but they have caused at least as much damage to US national security, 
if not more.88 Most egregiously, in 2015, Chinese-linked hackers, likely 
connected to the government, breached the Office of Personnel Man-
agement and stole the extremely detailed and sensitive private informa-
tion of four million government employees, including security clearance 
forms for US military and intelligence officials that could leave them 
exposed to blackmail or capture in the case of active covert agents around 
the world.89 In more recent years, Chinese government-linked hackers 
have attacked not just government computers but also large US compa-
nies such as Microsoft and private universities.90 A comprehensive review 
of these attacks indicates a clearly planned Chinese persistent strategic 
“cyber campaign” against the US, as opposed to isolated cyberattacks.91

Unsurprisingly, Chinese doctrinal writing has constantly emphasized 
“infomationalized warfare” as a revolutionary development in military 
affairs that can be exploited by the PLA against a superpower such as the 
United States.92 The US intelligence community is now awakening to the 
major advances in Beijing’s hacking strategies:

While it once conducted relatively unsophisticated hacks of foreign 
companies, think tanks and government agencies, China is now per-
petrating stealthy, decentralized digital assaults of American compa-
nies and interests around the world. Hacks that were conducted via 
sloppily worded spearphishing emails by units of the People’s Libera-
tion Army are now carried out by an elite satellite network of contrac-
tors at front companies and universities that work at the direction of 
China’s Ministry of State Security, according to U.S. officials and the 
indictment.93
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The US response to China’s and Russia’s cyberattacks so far has been 
uneven, and reflective of an ongoing debate both inside the national 
security bureaucracy and also in academia about the most appropriate 
theoretical and conceptual understanding of the cyber domain. While 
mostly everyone agrees it represents an area of strategic competition and 
conflict against other great powers, there are key questions still unan-
swered: Is it a domain of actual warfare, as the US military insists, or 
more like spycraft and the intelligence “war” of the Cold War era? Is 
deterrence even possible? And what are the risks of offensive cyberat-
tacks leading to an actual war?94

In terms of its grand strategic approach, US actions in the cyber 
domain have oscillated between attempting to establish norms and 
boundaries with Russia and China in a more cooperative liberal inter-
nationalist fashion on the one hand, and militarizing this domain along 
with launching some cyber-offense operations on its own in a realist 
manner on the other.95 For example, the Obama administration reached 
a deal with the People’s Republic of China to limit hacking in 2015, but 
after a brief lull in cyberattacks the activity level from Chinese picked up 
again;96 during the Trump administration, conversely, the US deployed 
computer code inside Russia’s electric power grid and other targets as a 
warning to Russia about their interference in the midterm elections.97 
The US Cyber Command most recently issued a new strategy for com-
peting in cyberspace predicated on the concept of “forward defense,” 
or the idea that the US must constantly play both defense and offense 
in the cyber domain: the US must at times go beyond simply working to 
secure its networks and instead also execute operations outside the US 
military’s networks.98

Liberal internationalist scholars are critical of the idea that cyber 
issues should be treated primarily through a competitive military mind-
set, and argue that the threat from China and Russia in the cyber domain 
is overhyped.99 They also believe working to establish common norms of 
behavior and achieve a decent amount of deterrence in cyberspace is 
the right strategy to deal with these issues. As Joseph Nye explains this 
approach, “Many aspects of cyber behavior are more like other behav-
iors, such as crime, that the United States tries (imperfectly) to deter. 
Preventing harm in cyberspace involves complex mechanisms such as 
threats of punishment, denial, entanglement, and norms.”100

An offensive realist approach to cyber warfare, on the contrary, is 
more skeptical about the power of international norms and legal con-
straints to deter China or Russia from exploiting US cyber vulnerabilities 
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for their own strategic gain. Given that both of these great powers regard 
their cyber capabilities as a way to compensate for the Pentagon’s supe-
rior conventional military power, it is very likely that they will continue to 
rely on cyber means to close the military and technological gap with the 
United States, and to more broadly threaten US national security inter-
ests. Therefore, the United States must not only continue to develop its 
own cyber defenses but also be more aggressive with cyber-offense opera-
tions against Beijing and Moscow, for example by “hacking the hack-
ers.”101 It also doesn’t make much sense to expect nonmilitary tools such 
as economic sanctions to have an impact on the adversary’s calculus in 
terms of cyberattacks. The security and strategic benefits of their cyber 
campaigns have proved time and again to be seen as worth the (modest) 
cost of targeted Western sanctions.

The US can and should act more aggressively to degrade the cyber 
capabilities of Beijing and Moscow, in the hope that a deterrence by 
denial approach will be more successful than the deterrence by punishment 
approach currently employed. In order to be able to do that, however, 
the US must continue to invest significant resources in developing its 
own cyber capabilities and do a much better job of preventing China 
from benefiting from US technological advances, as will be further dis-
cussed in the next chapter of this book.

Another increasingly important area of the military technological 
competition is artificial intelligence. One need not necessarily agree 
with Russian president Putin, who famously said that “whoever becomes 
the leader in this sphere will become the ruler of the world,” or with for-
mer Google CEO Eric Schmidt who wrote that AI will shape the “future 
of geopolitics,” to worry about the impact of AI on military conflict in 
particular and on the balance of power in global politics more gener-
ally.102 Military planners, both in the West and in China and Russia, envi-
sion a variety of ways in which AI could shape the high-tech wars of the 
future. Some narrower applications are extensions of commercial AI 
technology, such as automated image analysis and pattern recognition 
through neural networks, and other such improvements in data analy-
sis that can lead to improvements in tactical and operational military 
effectiveness.103 But arguably the more significant applications to mili-
tary force would involve using AI applications to bring together various 
sources of large data and produce original insights to help make better 
decisions on the ground. As a recent article on AI and the future of war-
fare explained, AI could “predict future attacks and make recommenda-
tions for how to alter unit force posture.”104 This is already more than 
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just a theoretical possibility. Schmidt points out how AI already impacts 
today’s battlefields: “The Ukrainian military, for example, has used AI to 
efficiently scan intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance data from 
a variety of sources.”105

The Pentagon is paying lip service to the role of AI in maintaining 
America’s military edge over its great power rivals in Beijing and Moscow, 
and even published an official strategy document on AI and national 
security.106 Similarly, the military services are now routinely asking for 
money to integrate AI into the force.107 However, many independent 
experts studying the investments made in the military application of arti-
ficial intelligence worry that the US is already falling behind China, a 
country with the stated goal of leading the world in this field in future 
decades.108 Writing in Foreign Affairs, Michael Horowitz, Lauren Kahn, 
and Laura Samotin exemplify some of the areas in which Beijing is argu-
ably outpacing the US in integrating AI capabilities into its military:

Over the last few years, China has invested roughly the same amount 
as the United States has in AI research and development, but it is 
more aggressively integrating the technology into its military strategy, 
planning, and systems—potentially to defeat the United States in a 
future war. It is investing in AI-enabled systems to track undersea vehi-
cles and U.S. Navy ships and to develop the ability to launch swarm 
attacks with low-cost, high-volume aircraft.109

One problem has to do with the Defense Department’s slow and 
inefficient procurement system. Steve Blank, a researcher at Stanford, 
pithily observes that “China is organized like Silicon Valley and the Pen-
tagon is organized more like a Detroit auto maker. . . . That’s not a fair 
fight.”110 National security officials recently reached out to Silicon Valley 
to get America’s most innovative companies more involved in military 
and defense-related AI projects, but unlike Beijing, Washington cannot 
simply order them to do it.111 Moreover, while the Chinese government 
and its state-controlled companies worked in concert to steal Western 
technology for decades, FBI director Christopher Wray warns that they 
are now “working to use AI to improve their already-massive hacking 
operations using our own technology against us,” and thus turbocharge 
their intelligence collection in the US.112

The AI competition against China therefore goes beyond the military 
realm, but its consequences could be the most drastic in this domain.113 
Analyzing the recent data showing China surpassing the US in citations 



108  •   no peer rivals

2RPP

in AI research, a US National Security Commission on Artificial Intel-
ligence warned that “China possesses the might, talent, and ambition to 
surpass the United States as the world’s leader in AI in the next decade 
if current trends do not change.”114 A No Peer Rivals grand strategy 
doesn’t require the United States to dominate its rivals in every possible 
military contingency and technology, but it does require the Pentagon 
to maintain and solidify its edge in the most advanced and potentially 
revolutionary military technologies. AI is certainly one of those areas 
where the United States cannot afford to fall behind China if it hopes 
to prevent Beijing from achieving regional hegemony and challenging 
the US military on a global level. The potential use of AI to gain a poten-
tially significant advantage in a Taiwan invasion scenario is but one of the 
many reasons why the United States needs to increase its investments in 
military uses of AI.115 In terms of unconventional warfare, AI represents 
a way for an aspiring rival to attempt to blunt America’s military conven-
tional superiority in the same way that insurgents found innovative ways 
to do that in Iraq and Afghanistan. The strategic consequences of defeat 
in a war against China, however, far supersede those of the post-9/11 
wars, and therefore US defense strategy must be laser-focused on avoid-
ing such an outcome. And there is still optimism in some quarters that 
with better planning the US can still win the AI race.116

Much like AI, advances in militarizing space also pose a great threat to 
the US military’s ability to maintain its technological superiority over the 
PLA.117 Space is a key warfighting domain for high-tech modern militar-
ies, because today’s operations are thoroughly dependent on the intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance provided by satellites, as well 
as early warnings for ballistic missiles and other communication capabili-
ties. As Colby explains, while these may seem rather like “back office” 
functions to a lay reader, they are “actually the stuff of which American 
global military primacy is made.”118 During the Trump administration, 
the Defense Department acknowledged the rising strategic importance 
of this new domain of warfare, and appropriately created the US Space 
Force as a separate military branch designed to maintain and extend US 
military superiority in space.119

China and Russia also understand the growing importance of the 
space domain, however, and they are pursuing countermeasures to chal-
lenge US dominance. The US intelligence community recently con-
cluded in a report that “China and Russia are training and equipping 
their military space forces and fielding new antisatellite (ASAT) weap-
ons to hold US and allied space services at risk, even as they push for 
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international agreements on the non-weaponization of space.”120 Simi-
larly, the most recent Department of Defense report on Chinese military 
capabilities concludes that China intends to pursue antisatellite weapons 
despite its rhetoric against the militarization of space: “China already 
has operational ground-based missiles that can hit satellites in low-Earth 
orbit and probably intends to pursue additional ASAT weapons capable 
of destroying satellites up to geosynchronous Earth orbit.  .  .  . Accord-
ing to China’s military strategy, an adversary’s imaging, communications, 
navigation, and early warning satellites would be targeted in order to 
blind and deafen the enemy.”121 US Space Command head Gen. Stephen 
Whiting reinforced this message in March 2024, warning that China is 
growing its military space abilities at a “breathtaking pace.”122

The Biden administration, however, recently adopted a liberal inter-
nationalist grand strategic approach to this issue and decided to end 
US antisatellite missile testing in the hope of reaching a global agree-
ment dealing with space security.123 This position is misguided, and the 
US should abandon it and recommit to developing the most advanced 
defensive and offensive weapons in space. Just as China would like to 
degrade US military communications systems at the start of a conflict, 
the US should be fully prepared to do the same to Chinese satellites, in 
addition to attempting to defend its own.

Lastly, another part of unconventional warfare in the GPC era will 
be what US military leaders refer to as “gray zone” conflicts against Rus-
sia or China.124 The Pentagon thinking on this matter revolves around 
the idea that irregular warfare will evolve to be a part of great power 
conflict, and therefore remain important even in a post–Global War on 
Terror era: “China, Russia, and Iran are willing practitioners of cam-
paigns of disinformation, deception, sabotage, and economic coercion, 
as well as proxy, guerrilla, and covert operations. This increasingly com-
plex security environment suggests the need for a revised understand-
ing of [information warfare] to account for its role as a component of 
great power competition.”125 Therefore, the US Special Forces will need 
to move away from the counterterrorism focus of the past two decades 
back to their original roots in supporting indigenous resistance against 
a potential Chinese invasion of Taiwan, for example.126 Similarly, using 
“subversion” tactics against Beijing and Moscow will be another domi-
nant feature of the new GPC era, and the US military should brush off 
some of its Cold War skills in this domain.127

As important as maintaining an edge in military power over its com-
petitors may be for the No Peer Rivals grand strategy, this superiority is 
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unlikely to last much longer unless the United States revitalizes the eco-
nomic and technological foundations underpinning its peerless military 
strength. A No Peer Rivals grand strategy for the Great Power Compe-
tition era requires not just readjusting America’s military strategy but 
also how Washington develops and uses the nonmilitary tools of national 
power. Therefore, the next chapter discusses the requirements of a GPC-
focused strategy in terms of economic issues such as domestic invest-
ments in the semiconductor and energy sectors, trade policy and foreign 
investment strategy, as well as the broader technological and resource 
competition against China.
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Chapter Five

The Sinews of Power

Strategic Competition in Economics, Technology, and Energy

•

In the GPC strategic environment, issues such as trade deals, global 
investment strategies, management of energy resources, and the devel-
opment of futuristic technologies are better understood through the 
prism of competition for strategic influence between great powers, 
rather than merely in terms of the pursuit of economic efficiency or sci-
entific progress. America’s military edge versus China and Russia cannot 
be sustained and extended unless the US economy provides the basic 
foundations for this competitive advantage in terms of both the budget-
ary resources needed to finance it and the technological sophistication 
needed to support it. In a previous era, these economic and financial 
elements were aptly described as the sinews of power underpinning the 
rise of the British Empire.1 This chapter will show how the No Peer Rivals 
approach shapes policies in what strategist Edward Luttwak calls the geo-
economics realm, the intersection of economics, technology, and security/
strategic considerations.2 It also addresses the crucial importance of the 
energy market for US national security strategy, and how the GPC era is 
shaping the dynamics of that market.

Geoeconomics in the Age of Great Power Competition

Unlike the optimistic assumptions underpinning the post–Cold War lib-
eral internationalist US grand strategy, realists are much less sanguine 
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about the prospects of great power peace due to the increased eco-
nomic interdependence of the last few decades. Dale Copeland recently 
showed that even though “interdependence promotes peace when states 
expect mutually beneficial trade to continue, . . . it creates incentives for 
war when at least one of the states expects that trade trends will leave 
it dangerously vulnerable.”3 Similarly, Mariya Grinberg recently exam-
ined trade between adversaries during major wars, and concluded that 
trade continues even when hostilities begin; therefore, “the expectation 
that significant economic ties will help prevent conflict between a ris-
ing China and its neighbors or the United States is misguided.”4 Quite 
the contrary, realists argue that the trade “wars” and financial sanctions 
between the US on the one hand and China and Russia on the other 
hand are creating the kind of conditions where security conflicts are 
exacerbated, rather than diminished, by economic ties.5 In such a com-
petitive security environment, economic power is deeply connected to 
military power and grand strategy in what is known as “geoeconomics.” 
Michael Miklaucic defines this concept as an approach or theoretical 
lens that “studies and compares the national economic endowments 
that determine global power dynamics, including manufacturing capac-
ity, workforce demographics, terms of trade, currency strength, national 
creditworthiness, technical innovation, and growth.”6

Therefore, while it is well understood that military power ultimately 
rests on a foundation of economic power, the importance of economic 
statecraft in today’s GPC era goes beyond the size of a state’s Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) or its level of military spending. US grand strategy in 
the post–Cold War era adopted a largely liberal internationalist view of 
foreign economic policy and promoted free trade and open markets in 
the quest for economic efficiencies and an interconnected global econ-
omy. US businesses were encouraged to develop global supply chains, 
and strategic or security considerations were relegated to secondary 
importance as long as the US economy kept growing. Factors important 
to realist views of international economics such as manufacturing capac-
ity or trade account deficits were largely ignored, as neoliberal principles 
guided US foreign policy. This was only natural for the US and its West-
ern liberal allies, given the traditional focus on cheap consumer goods 
and the influence of business interests in these societies.

Realist ideas like geoeconomics, with their protectionist and indus-
trial policy connotations, can be seen as somewhat unusual and out-
dated by many liberal internationalist policymakers. Not so for those 
policymakers in Beijing and Moscow, however; those leaders are acting 
according to the principles of realist geoconomics, and are purposefully 



The Sinews of Power  •   113

2RPP

connecting their national economic strategy with their national security 
strategy.7 As Wall Street Journal columnist Greg Ip observes:

Russian President Vladimir Putin used state control of key industries 
such as natural gas to reward or threaten neighbors. The Chinese 
Communist Party insists that state-owned and even private enterprises 
give priority to the state’s interests. In return, China tilts the playing 
field in those companies’ favor at home and abroad. China is a mas-
ter of economic coercion, punishing countries such as Australia or 
Lithuania or companies that cross its diplomatic red lines by depriv-
ing them of access to the Chinese market, knowing other countries 
and companies will eagerly take their place.8

The Chinese Communist Party in particular perfected the art of geo-
economics in the recent past by developing brute force economics, a term 
developed by Liza Tobin that encapsulates the tactics Beijing uses to ruth-
lessly eliminate foreign rivals in key industries through a series of tactics, 
including but not limited to “market access restrictions in strategic sec-
tors, massive subsidies that fuel domestic overcapacity and enable Chinese 
firms to wipe out foreign competition, requirements for foreign firms to 
transfer technology in order to access the Chinese market, economic coer-
cion, intellectual property theft, cyber- and human-enabled espionage, 
and forced labor.”9 Her study concludes that the net effect of these poli-
cies has been to transform “activities that are usually thought of as posi-
tive sum—trade and technology cooperation—into zero-sum games.”10 In 
other words, when it comes to US-China trade and tech relations in the 
GPC era, we are in a realist world, not a liberal internationalist one.

In order for the United States to effectively compete against China’s 
and Russia’s economic statecraft, Washington will need to seriously begin 
integrating realist geoeconomic insights into its international economic 
policies across a variety of areas, from trade and finance to strategic 
investments and supply chain resiliency. The overall goal of these efforts 
should be to counter Beijing’s own economic ambitions to reshape the 
global economy in its favor.

Trade Agreements, Tariffs, and Sanctions

As part of its post–Cold War grand strategy, Washington pursued a vigor-
ous liberal agenda of global trade liberalization and financial integration 
of worldwide stock markets, betting that economic forces will trump geo-
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political ones and that America’s economy will thrive, and moreover that 
rising powers like China will welcome this liberal world order. In retro-
spect, this neoliberal economic policy failed both in terms of protecting 
America’s own economic interests and in advancing the kind of peace 
and prosperity it promised worldwide. Trade and financial liberalization 
went too far, and turned into what the influential Harvard economist 
Dani Rodrik calls hyperglobalization. Rodrik’s verdict is scathing:

Increased trade with China and other low-wage countries accelerated 
the decline in manufacturing employment in the developed world, 
leaving many distressed communities behind. The financialization 
of the global economy produced the worst financial crisis since the 
Great Depression. . . . Politicians and policymakers downplayed these 
problems, denying that the new terms of the global economy entailed 
sacrificing sovereignty.11

The same conclusion about the negative effects on the United States of 
the post–Cold War neoliberal agenda is echoed by Financial Times colum-
nist Rana Foroohar, who accurately points out that “the two biggest ben-
eficiaries of neoliberal globalization have been the Chinese state, which 
never played by the letter of the WTO’s laws, and multinational compa-
nies, which were mostly unaffected by national political turmoil.”12

The advent of the era of Great Power Competition brought about a 
much needed reassessment of America’s enthusiastic push for free trade 
agreements and hyperglobalization, and while this economic nationalist 
shift clearly started during the Trump administration, it was partly con-
tinued by the Biden administration as well.

Unsurprisingly given China’s mercantilist policies and the way it took 
advantage of the liberal policies promoted by Washington to advance 
its own strategic goals to the detriment of the United States, US gov-
ernment officials have begun to use more realist-minded rhetoric in 
describing the economic relations with China. For example, the Biden 
administration proclaimed in a statement that “it recognizes that China’s 
coercive and unfair trade practices harm American workers, threaten 
our technological edge, weaken our supply-chain resiliency and under-
mine our national interests.  .  .  . Addressing the China challenge will 
require a comprehensive strategy and more systematic approach.”13 Or, 
as Treasury secretary Janet Yellen pithily stated, “We are clear-eyed about 
China’s doubling down on its harmful trade and economic abuses.”14 As 
if to confirm that for the CCP national security interests trump the rule 
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of law and economic growth priorities, President Xi recently named a 
top spymaster to crack down on foreign due-diligence firms like Bain 
& Co. with bogus accusations of being involved in intelligence gather-
ing.15 The failed era of Wall Street and business interests dominating 
US foreign policy on China appears to have finally given way to a more 
sober strategic approach grounded in realist thinking, but the United 
States and its allies are only slowly taking the necessary steps to fight back 
against Beijing economically.

One way the US is adapting its economic strategy to the era of GPC 
is by imposing tariffs on China. In 2020, the Trump administration 
imposed $370 billion in tariffs to punish China for its cheating on trade 
deals and other illegal activies; so far, the Biden administration has kept 
these tariffs in place, partly because China only bought 57 percent of the 
U.S. goods and services it committed to purchase over 2020 and 2021 in 
a deal made with the Trump administration.16 Opponents of tariffs argue 
that American consumers are also suffering due to the increased costs of 
importing cheaper Chinese products, but the better reason for US tariffs 
on China is geopolitical, not economic. In order to compensate for the 
tariffs on China, the US could lower them on other friendly countries. As 
Alexander Salter explains this new realism-inspired strategic approach 
to international trade in a Fortune magazine op-ed:

U.S. tariffs on friendly nations should be greatly reduced, if not elimi-
nated. Tariffs on China should increase. Currently, the U.S. taxes 
Chinese exports at an average of 19.3%. That figure should rise over 
several years according to a predictable schedule. Again, the goal 
shouldn’t be to punish China for unfair trade practices, but rather to 
give cost-conscious firms a reason to create wealth in regions outside 
the Chinese Communist Party’s influence.17

In other words, in the GPC era tariffs are more than ways to address 
economic cheating or protect domestic interests: they should mainly be 
regarded as an economic weapon in the geopolitical competition against 
China in order to advance America’s geoeconomic interests in steering 
US and Western companies away from investing in China.

Another way to adapt to GPC economically is to link new trade agree-
ments with geopolitical priorities and interests. Unsurprisingly, China is 
already doing that, as witnessed by the formation in 2022 of the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership, which comprises 15 Asia-Pacific 
economies in the world’s largest trade bloc. To counter that move, the 
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Biden administration shortly thereafter announced the creation of a 
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, composed of the United States, 
India, Japan, South Korea, Australia, Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, New 
Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. This new 
institution is partly designed to replace the ill-fated Trans-Pacific Part-
nership free trade deal abandoned by the US during the Trump admin-
istration. However, as the New York Times reported when the Indo-Pacific 
Economic Framework was announced, there are serious doubts that it 
will accomplish its goals vis-à-vis countering China’s regional economic 
ambitions:

Business executives say the China-led bloc has now done more to 
define trade in the region, even though it asks little of its members 
and focuses mainly on limiting red tape. The American vision for the 
region, in contrast, is ambitious, aiming to raise labor and environ-
mental standards. But without offering more access to its market, ana-
lysts say, the United States does not have a lot of carrots to encourage 
those changes.18

In fact, the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework focuses on only four 
areas (harmonizing efforts to secure supply chains, expanding clean 
energy, fighting corruption, and paving the way for greater digital trade) 
and doesn’t commit the US to open access to its market to gain the stra-
tegic allegiance of the members. The liberal domestic priorities of the 
Biden administration, such as offering labor and environmental groups 
“premier seats at the table” during the negotiations, will most likely pre-
vent the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework from serving US geopolitical 
interests in the Indo-Pacific.19 A realist approach would focus on offering 
clear economic and technological benefits to Washington’s partners in 
the region, setting international standards, and fostering a framework 
for innovation. It would also avoid letting Biden’s progressive views on 
domestic issues like labor, government accountability, or environment 
regulations get in the way. In the age of GPC realist multipolar com-
petition, unlike the post–Cold War era of liberal hegemony, economic 
national interests must be prioritized over ideological partisan ones.

In addition to trade agreements and tariffs, the third important geo-
economic weapon in the US toolkit in today’s world is the use of sophis-
ticated financial sanctions, as the recent massive use against Russia made 
all too clear.20 More so than in any other area of the global economy, 
due to the dollar’s status as the global currency and to the reach of the 
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US financial system, Washington enjoys what scholars call an “exorbi-
tant privilege.”21 The size and scope of the sanctions put on Russia in 
2022 by a US-led coalition of Western major economies reinforced the 
idea that America remains the world’s sole “sanction superpower,” but it 
also raised concerns about whether Washington is using this privilege in 
a prudent way.22 Indeed, economic sanctions have been the most com-
monly used tool in the foreign policy toolkit over the past decade, even 
though there is precious little scholarly evidence that they achieve their 
stated goals of changing an adversary’s behavior.23 At best, “sanctions 
lead to concessions between one-third and one-half of the time,” accord-
ing to a recent study.24 And, as Drezner writes in a critique of the overuse 
of sanctions, they incur seriously underappreciated costs for the US, as 
they can “strain relations with allies, antagonize adversaries, and impose 
economic hardship on innocent civilians.”25

The dramatic imposition of sanctions on Russia by the US and its 
Western allies, and the conspicuous opposition to join in this sanction 
regime by the major non-Western great powers like China, India, or Bra-
zil, offers important lessons about the connections between economics 
and geopolitics in the GPC era.26 Treasury secretary Yellen made head-
lines when she bluntly stated that the reaction to the war “has redrawn 
the contours of the world economic outlook.”27 However, the Biden 
administration appears to have drawn the wrong lessons by attempt-
ing to double down on its liberal ideological approach to dividing the 
world into friendly democracies and antagonistic authoritarian regimes; 
Yellen called for new trade agreements along these lines, with “coun-
tries we know we can count on.”28 Such an approach is misguided, and 
risks alienating important geopolitical allies, particularly Asian nations 
like India, Vietnam, or Singapore whose support is needed to balance 
against China.

Moreover, the harsh sanctions imposed on Russia could have the 
long-term detrimental strategic impact of pushing Russia to become 
further dependent economically on China, as a New York Times analysis 
noted at the time by highlighting the moves by the central bank of Rus-
sia toward Chinese currency.29 The ability of Russia to find alternatives to 
Western markets is evident in the fact that Russia’s rate of GDP growth 
(3.7 percent) in 2023 outpaced both the US and EU economies, thus 
seriously calling into question whether the sanctions had any serious 
impact.30 Just like with military/diplomatic considerations, in the realm 
of international economics it is a cardinal strategic sin for Washington to 
make it easier for its two great power opponents (Beijing and Moscow) 
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to cooperate and potentially develop a parallel global economic finan-
cial system to rival the current one dominated by the US dollar.31 The 
US should instead limit the use of sanctions to those smaller countries 
not as important to its GPC priorities, and not allow China the opportu-
nity to provide a financial alternative to non-Western states.32 Imposing 
harsh sanctions against a great power like Russia, in addition to being 
largely ineffective, therefore risks hurting US interests in the great power 
competition by bringing Washington’s two main rivals closer together 
economically.33

Crucially, the overuse of sanctions could also harm one of the criti-
cal economic advantages of the US compared to its GPC rivals, the sta-
tus of the dollar as the premier global reserve currency and dominating 
currency in global equity markets, commodities trading (including oil), 
bank deposits, and corporate borrowing.34 This privileged status confers 
on the United States the ability to not only run budget deficits and bor-
row cheaply (so far) from foreign creditors in a way no other great power 
could do, but also to impose devastating economic sanctions through its 
ability to block a country’s access to dollar-denominated payments and 
to the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication 
(SWIFT) international banking messaging system, essentially cutting off 
that country from the modern global economy.

Unsurprisingly given the massive US sanctions, Moscow attempted 
to join forces with Beijing and others to “de-dollarize” the international 
economy. Zongyuan Zoe Liu and Mihaela Papa summarized these efforts 
in a recent Foreign Affairs piece on the emergence of an “anti-dollar” axis 
between Moscow and Beijing, starting at least as far back as 2018 and 
intensifying in the past year particularly after massive Western financial 
sanctions imposed on Russia:

The Russian government allowed Russia’s sovereign wealth fund to 
invest in yuan reserves and Chinese state bonds. Chinese policymak-
ers hope that partnership with Russia will help broaden a yuan-based 
financial infrastructure, including a Chinese rival to SWIFT and a 
rival bank card payment system, thereby boosting the yuan’s status as 
a reserve currency and bolstering China’s financial autonomy.35

It is almost undisputable that the United States has a clear financial 
interest, as well as a geopolitical one, in maintaining the role of the dol-
lar at the center of the global economy. The threat to the dollar’s status is 
therefore more dangerous than whatever impact on US national security 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine might have, or even Iran’s development of a 
nuclear program. If US sanctions lead other countries to join economic 
forces with Beijing and set the foundations for a de-dollarization of the 
global economy, the costs of imposing them is not worth whatever mod-
est benefits they may bring. Therefore, in the new GPC era of realist 
power politics against Beijing and Moscow, the US should jealously hus-
band the dominating status of the dollar in the global economy by being 
a lot more prudent in terms of using its “exorbitant privilege” in the 
international banking system.36

Decoupling from China: Restoring Manufacturing  
and Supply Chain Resiliency

It was the usually diplomatic Barack Obama, not Donald Trump, who 
observed that “it’s pretty hard to have a tough negotiation when the 
Chinese are our bankers,” a reference to the amount of US debt held by 
China following two decades of an ever expanding trade deficit between 
Washington and Beijing.37 Ever larger levels of US imports of Chinese 
goods were paid for by borrowing funds from China and hence going 
deeper into debt. Moreover, while Americans received cheaper goods, 
Beijing abused the bilateral trade relationship to advance its own geo-
economic agenda:

China had been forcing U.S. companies to form joint ventures with 
local firms to access its 1.4 billion consumers. These arranged mar-
riages then allowed China to acquire U.S. technology. Sometimes 
companies would hand it over to grease the palms of regulators, 
sometimes they would license it at below commercially viable rates, 
and sometimes Chinese firms or spies would steal it.38

During a time of great power peace such as the post–Cold War era, Bei-
jing’s ownership of US debt or its cheating on trade deals and technolog-
ical theft were mainly an economic or financial concern. In the GPC era, 
however, they become a clear grand strategic threat because they expose 
the US economy to financial harm from its main competitor. Therefore, 
the most pressing geoeconomic challenge for the United States in the 
GPC era is “decoupling” its economy from the Chinese economy, and 
restoring its manufacturing base along with new resilient supply chains.

In response to the increasing economic and geopolitical challenge 
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from Beijing, the Biden administration laid out its international eco-
nomic agenda in an important speech by National Security Advisor Jake 
Sullivan at the Brookings Institution.39 The new approach marked a 
departure from the neoliberalism of the post–Cold War era, but unfor-
tunately it ended up being mired in contradictions. The main weakness 
of Biden’s approach is trying to combine the needed adaptation to the 
realist structural constraints from geopolitics and geoeconomics in deal-
ing with China on the one hand, while also satisfying the liberal interna-
tionalist ideological orientations of the administration when it comes to 
climate change and green energy on the other hand.40 Sullivan started 
with a realist diagnosis of the problem, which suggests the administra-
tion appreciates the role of geoeconomics in the GPC era:

The People’s Republic of China continued to subsidize at a mas-
sive scale both traditional industrial sectors like steel, as well as key 
industries of the future, like clean energy, digital infrastructure, and 
advanced biotechnologies. America didn’t just lose manufacturing. We 
eroded our competitiveness in critical technologies that would define 
the future. Economic integration didn’t stop China from expanding 
its military ambitions in the region or stop Russia from invading its 
democratic neighbors. Neither country had become more respon-
sible or cooperative, and ignoring economic dependencies that had 
built up over the decades of liberalization had become really perilous. 
From energy uncertainty in Europe to supply chain vulnerabilities 
in medical equipment, semiconductors, and critical minerals, these 
were the kinds of dependencies that could be exploited for economic 
or geopolitical leverage.41

However, despite the realist geopolitical analysis above, he went on to 
give equal priority to progressive concerns with the “accelerating climate 
crisis and the urgent need for a just and efficient clean energy transi-
tion.”42 The upshot is that while the administration imposed some tar-
geted restrictions on Chinese companies and invested in domestic pro-
duction of microchips and other key tech sectors, it also plans to do two 
other things that will be dramatically at odds with a realist GPC-focused 
grand strategy. First, the US will spend hundreds of billions or even tril-
lions of dollars on highly speculative green energy projects, thus exac-
erbating the already enormous $33 trillion budget deficit and limiting 
the amount of funding for defense and other technologies, not to men-
tion risking a catastrophic collapse of the entire economy. Second, and 



The Sinews of Power  •   121

2RPP

of even more urgent concern, the speech softened the administration 
position on Beijing in a way that makes a grand strategy of containment 
virtually impossible. “U.S. and China can and should work together on 
global challenges like the climate, like macroeconomic stability, health 
security, food security,” Sullivan said, before emphasizing that the over-
all administration position is “de-risking and diversifying, not decoupling” 
(emphasis added). This preference for “de-risking” as opposed to 
“decoupling” was also reinforced by the G-7 summit in Japan later that 
year, thus establishing it as the official Western approach to dealing with 
China’s economic aggressiveness in the GPC era.43 And when Secretary 
Blinken visited Beijing in the summer of 2023, he not only talked about 
the need to cooperate on climate and macroeconomic stability, but even 
inexplicably argued that the “growth of major economies such as China 
is in the U.S. interest,” thus reverting back to the rhetoric of the liberal 
internationalist failed grand strategy of the post–Cold War era.44

An offensive realist grand strategy requires the United States to 
move to a gradual but nevertheless intentional and consistent economic 
decoupling from China. Weaker versions of this like “de-risking” are not 
enough.45 The US and China are engaged in a geopolitical confronta-
tion akin to a cold war, not merely in a “competition” in the same way 
that the US and the EU might be in certain areas of international trade 
or tech standards. As Oren Cass correctly points out, many Washington 
policymakers and Wall Street leaders often forget this crucial geopoliti-
cal fact, and wrongly assume that the US and China can still have an 
economically symbiotic relationship despite their incompatible overall 
strategic goals: “No one considered seriously an integration of the Amer-
ican and Soviet economic systems. We only countenanced a coupling 
with China because we assumed wrongly that it would lead to economic 
and political liberalization.”46 While opponents of decoupling suggest 
the two economies are too intermingled for that to be practical without 
large economic disruptions, they underestimate the much larger costs 
of a potential military conflict with China that could well be the result 
of the failure to contain its rise to regional and global hegemony, and to 
deter its ambitions regarding Taiwan and the South China Sea. As long 
as China’s economic and tech advances continue, it will be less and less 
likely to be deterred from pursuing its aggressive ambitions. There is no 
realistic way to “de-risk” from China without decoupling: limited efforts 
will only serve to further embolden Xi to advance his vision, without seri-
ously limiting his economic and technological ability to do so.

There are a number of avenues for Washington to decouple its econ-
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omy from Beijing in way that minimizes economic costs to US consumers 
and businesses. First, as the next section on technological competition 
discusses in more detail, the US should redouble its efforts to increase 
domestic production of strategically important technologies such as 
microchips, semiconductors, and other dual-use components.47 Second, 
when production in the US is not feasible, Washington needs to reimag-
ine global supply chains along what some experts and Western policymak-
ers now describe as “friend-shoring.” In order to eliminate Chinese com-
panies from the supply chains, the US and its partners should strongly 
pressure global corporations involved in strategic industries to shift pro-
duction to other low-cost countries, as the apparel industry had already 
done due to human rights concerns.48 Some US businesses are already 
making contingency plans as they understand the higher risks involved 
in operating in China during increased geopolitical tensions, and Wash-
ington should further encourage this trend.49 Third, Washington needs 
to work on disentangling the global financial flows of capital and invest-
ments both from the West toward Chinese companies and from Beijing 
sources toward American businesses. China’s strategic approach based 
on civil-military fusion and the overt or covert control exercised by the 
Chinese Communist Party over their business community implies that 
Western investments in putatively private companies end up essentially 
supporting the Chinese civil-military industrial complex.50

During the Trump administration, the White House tried to com-
bat this problem by signing an executive order that accused China of 
“increasingly exploiting United States capital to resource and to enable 
the development and modernization of its military, intelligence, and 
other security apparatuses.”51 That executive order, together with the 
Holding Foreign Companies Accountable Act, prevents direct invest-
ment in companies linked to the Chinese military, but unfortunately it 
doesn’t go far enough because it does not “penetrate or capture index 
funds that may include great numbers of Chinese firms.”52 Therefore, 
as former secretary of state Mike Pompeo wrote, “The world’s largest 
asset managers are pouring hundreds of billions of dollars of investment 
capital into Chinese corporations controlled by that nation’s communist 
party.”53 The Biden administration should build on these restrictions and 
further the legal push for US asset managers to divest from Chinese com-
panies. The US should also use mechanisms such as national security 
reviews by the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States 
to restrict Chinese purchases of shares in US companies related in any 
way to military and advanced technologies, as was the case recently with 
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Beijing’s efforts to purchase the largest share in Icon Aircraft.54 All these 
measures will certainly be controversial with the American business com-
munity, but they are necessary to advance the long-term national interest 
in cutting economic ties with Washington’s greatest geopolitical enemy 
in order to curtail the CCP’s ability to gain access to US financial and 
technological resources.

Over the last year, signs of a growing decoupling between the US 
and Chinese economies started to emerge, but there are nevertheless 
worrying signs that this process of disentanglement is not as clear cut 
as it should be.55 On the one hand, statistical data shows a trend in the 
right direction: “According to official U.S. trade data, China accounted 
for just 13.3% of U.S. goods imports during the first six months of this 
year [2023]—the lowest level since 2003, and far below the annual peak 
of 21.6% in 2017. . . . Direct U.S. investment into China hit a 20-year low 
of $8.2 billion last year, according to Rhodium Group, a New York-based 
research firm,” according to the Wall Street Journal.56 On the other hand, 
some US businesses continued to make major investments in China, and 
others now purchase goods from third countries whose companies use 
Chinese suppliers, in effect simply adding one more link to the global 
supply chain but doing nothing to ameliorate the underlying problem.57 
Even more concerning, and also a revealing example of the failures of 
the current policy, when the US government decided to prevent DuPont 
Industries from transferring a sensitive technological discovery to a Chi-
nese partner on national security grounds, the Chinese firm nevertheless 
gained access to it either through the negligence of the US partner or 
more likely intentional theft.58 As long as US businesses continue to deal 
with their CCP-controlled Chinese counterparts, the spillage of intel-
lectual property and of American tech and military secrets cannot be 
stopped. Only an aggressive decoupling of the two economies will pro-
tect US national security and economic interests in the long run.

Winning the Tech War against China

For more than a decade, the US and China have been engaging in what 
Stanford historian Niall Ferguson calls a tech war.59 In the era of GPC, 
former Google CEO Eric Schmidt argues that the deciding factor in the 
rivalry between US and China will be what he calls “innovation power.”60 
He joins a chorus of American and Chinese experts in expecting that 
“technological advances in the next five to ten years will determine 
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which country gains the upper hand in this world-shaping competi-
tion.”61 Chinese president Xi is certainly one of those aware of the stakes 
involved in this arena of GPC: “technological innovation has become the 
main battleground of the global playing field, and competition for tech 
dominance will grow unprecedentedly fierce.”62 Unfortunately, so far the 
United States is falling behind in this domain of the great power com-
petition against China. As a Harvard report recently warns: “China has 
made such extraordinary leaps that it is now a full-spectrum peer com-
petitor. In each of the foundational technologies of the 21st century—
artificial intelligence, semiconductors, 5G wireless, quantum informa-
tion science, biotechnology and green energy—China could soon be the 
global leader. In some areas, it is already No. 1.”63

It goes without saying that achieving technological superiority in the 
leading industries of the future will be key to maintaining America’s mili-
tary edge. As outlined in the previous section, the US government and 
the business community together will need to think about trade policy 
and technological innovation more from a realist competitive strategy 
perspective, as China does, and less from a liberal market efficiency one. 
Therefore, in addition to trade and capital flow barriers, tools such as 
increasing government research funding and economic subsidies to 
strategic high-tech industries, cooperating with allies on setting inter-
national communication standards, and funding infrastructure invest-
ments are needed in a way that was not the case since the early days of 
the Cold War. The containment strategy toward Beijing must apply to 
the technological domain as much as it does in the military and eco-
nomic spheres.64

How was China able to achieve tech parity with the United States, 
and, more importantly, what are its next moves in the new tech war that 
the US and its Western allies must counter? The short answer is that 
Beijing adopted a realist policy of techno-nationalism and successfully 
underwent a technology revolution over the past decade.65 A Center 
for Strategic and International Studies study shows that China spent 
“much more in helping favored industries with state-directed funds, 
cheap loans and other government incentives than other major econo-
mies.”66 The report estimates Beijing spent 1.39 percent of its GDP in 
2019, more than three times as much as the US, which spent 0.39 per-
cent of its similar-sized GDP in Purchasing Power Parity terms.67 Even 
the free-market-oriented Wall Street Journal concedes that the expecta-
tions of liberal internationalists regarding China’s technological policy 
have been proven wrong: “Many economists and Western officials once 
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assumed that Beijing would gradually reduce the state’s role in directing 
credit and other resources as the economy matured. However, govern-
ment interventions have increased in China over the years, especially 
under President Xi Jinping, who sees industrial policy as vital to reduc-
ing China’s economic dependence on other countries while increasing 
their dependence on China.”68 And just as realists feared, the civilian 
technological advances are rapidly translated into military technology, 
under a “civil-military fusion” strategy implemented by President Xi in 
an effort to create a military-industrial complex on a par with that of the 
United States.69

This techno-nationalist industrial policy is likely to continue in com-
ing years, as the CCP leadership is now dramatically intensifying its efforts 
to develop a domestic semiconductor industry to avoid having to rely 
on Western suppliers.70 To achieve this, according to technology expert 
Adam Segal, Beijing leaders “are mobilizing tech companies, tightening 
links to the countries participating in China’s Belt and Road Initiative, 
and sustaining a campaign of cyber-industrial espionage.”71 The world is 
already being divided into Western-dominated and Chinese-dominated 
tech spheres, with Chinese companies like Huawei, ZTE, and Alibaba 
competing for global influence and profits against Western ones like 
Apple, Google, Cisco, Nokia, and Ericsson.72 Moreover, the CCP also has 
a systematic program (“A Thousand Talents”) to steal US technology 
in key industries by infiltrating US academic and government institu-
tions, as a former high-level Energy Department official recently warned 
about.73 For example, the Financial Times reported that Xi issued a “top-
down directive” for the civil-military fusion policy to expand it to “all 
domains of competition  .  .  . broadening the scope from not just core 
weapons technologies but also to cyber, finance, space and maritime sec-
tors.”74 Lastly, Chinese courts are the latest way for the CCP to “legally” 
appropriate Western technology by invalidating Western patents.75

To win the new tech war against China and maintain its current geo-
political position, the United States also needs to adapt its approach to 
domestic innovation and manufacturing, science and technology fund-
ing, export controls, promotion of international technical standards, 
and infrastructure investments in order to stop Beijing from dominating 
the key emerging technologies of the future. The People’s Republic of 
China’s “Made in China 2025” plan to gain an edge in future key strate-
gic technologies by massively investing in state-owned Chinese compa-
nies has already allowed the CCP to move ahead in certain areas, a con-
cerning development given the “first-mover” advantage nature of some 
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of these future-shaping industries like 6G or AI. The US government 
needs to urgently develop an innovation strategy for this tech war that 
supports US and allied companies that are engaged in fights over mar-
ket share, communication infrastructure, and technological standards 
domination against Chinese companies, and allocate the research funds 
and legal support needed to win these fights.76

In other words, Washington must adopt a realist techno-nationalist 
strategy of its own. It must reacquaint itself, as policymakers have already 
been doing, with the concept of industrial policy: governments should 
direct resources to industries critical to the national interest rather than 
leaving things to the market.77 In addition to merely fostering innova-
tion, the strategic goals of America’s industrial policy in the new context 
of GPC should include “to secure U.S. supply, create jobs and ensure 
that the resulting intellectual property stays in the U.S. rather than 
being transferred to Chinese competitors via outsourcing.”78 Virginia 
Democratic senator Mark Warner, one of the advocates of this approach 
in Congress, argues that “the Chinese state ensures that Chinese, not 
foreign, companies become the dominant players in its domestic mar-
ket, effectively guaranteeing them a big share of the world’s market. . . . 
It’s hard to see how a company in America or any normal, traditional 
market-based economy can compete against that kind of juggernaut and 
win.”79 This is not just hyperbole: an overview of the critical semiconduc-
tor market shows Beijing’s success in its efforts to establish dominance. 
As Graham Allison and Eric Schmidt warn:

China is on track to overtake Taiwan as the world’s largest manu-
facturer of chips as soon as 2025. It already prints more than half 
the world’s circuit boards, which are necessary to install chips in 
devices. .  .  . Unless the U.S. government mobilizes a national effort 
similar to the one that created the technologies that won World War 
II, China could soon dominate semiconductors and the frontier tech-
nologies they will power.80

In order to counter China’s efforts to dominate the critical semicon-
ductor market, therefore, the United States must work together with its 
allies and partners to develop manufacturing capabilities in the West. 
The Biden administration indeed issued an executive order in 2021 to 
enhance “supply chain resiliency” and revitalize American manufactur-
ing.81 The following year, Congress passed the CHIPS and Science Act, 
which allocated $52 billion in funding to subsidize the domestic produc-
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tion of microchips, which is still only a third of China’s yearly spending 
on this.82 The goal was “to create at least two manufacturing clusters 
for leading-edge chips by 2030.”83 In an incredibly shortsighted move, 
however, the Biden administration added so many unrelated require-
ments to the CHIPS Act (to advance Democratic partisan priorities) that 
it pushed the top world’s top manufacturing companies, such as Intel, 
TSMC, and Samsung, to delay their US investments and focus on other 
countries instead.84 Unsurprisingly, the United States is already behind 
on what some have rightly called the competition for “the oil of the 
twenty-first century.”85 While Taiwan, the world leader with 92 percent 
of production, is a friendly state, it is also vulnerable to a Chinese take-
over (peaceful or not) given Beijing’s insistence on eventual reunifica-
tion. One solution could be for TSMC, the largest Taiwanese company 
manufacturing microchips, and Samsung of South Korea to move some 
production inside the US by partnering with American companies.86 US 
and European efforts to reduce the risk of China being able to take over 
almost the entire global semiconductor production if they invade Taiwan 
are only in an incipient state.87 Due to their highly complex manufactur-
ing, however, it will be remarkably difficult, costly, and time-consuming 
for Silicon Valley or other US-based locations to catch up in this industry, 
as Chris Miller cautions in his new book Chip Wars, thus making dramatic 
US efforts all the more urgent.88

Export controls are another needed measure to deny the Chinese 
military access to advanced US semiconductors, and the Biden admin-
istration passed some new restrictions to address this concern in 2022.89 
However, the effectiveness of such efforts is questionable, and some 
experts are skeptical that the new restrictions will work as intended.90 
For example, the Wall Street Journal recently reported that “China’s top 
nuclear-weapons research institute has bought sophisticated U.S. com-
puter chips at least a dozen times in the past two and a half years, circum-
venting decades-old American export restrictions meant to curb such 
sales.”91 Moreover, the Biden administration weakened its own restric-
tions by inexplicably allowing top semiconductor manufacturers from 
South Korea and Taiwan to maintain and expand their existing chip-
making operations in China.92

In addition to semiconductors, another key technological front in 
the tech war is the development of advanced lithium batteries for elec-
tric vehicles. Just like with microchips, this is another area where Beijing 
already dominates today’s battery supply chain, from the extraction and 
processing of critical minerals like lithium to the production, packag-
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ing, and recycling of battery cells.93 A long-term concerted effort by the 
CCP to support Chinese battery company CATL has helped it establish 
dominance over this very important technology.94 As a research report 
from the Hudson Institute explains, in addition to their use in the auto-
mobile industry, “Electric Vehicles (EVs) and advanced batteries also 
have important military applications. EVs will function as mobile energy 
nodes on the battlefield, providing power for unmanned systems, com-
munication links, electromagnetic warfare systems and more. These 
capabilities will help the US military conduct more decentralized opera-
tions in contested regions.”95 Just like with the semiconductor market, 
the US government should get a lot more involved in providing financial 
and regulatory support for investments in the mining of key minerals, 
processing, and eventually development of next-generation battery tech-
nologies to substitute for scarce minerals controlled by Chinese suppli-
ers; this is particularly true for military-grade batteries, which have more 
extreme specifications.96

The case of China’s cornering the global market on rare earth min-
erals is an instructive one of Beijing’s tech dominance strategy.97 The 17 
minerals designated as rare earths are needed in the manufacturing of 
most modern electronics, including major American weapons systems 
like F-35 fighter jets, M1 Abrams tanks, and surface-to-air missiles.98 A 
Heritage Foundation analysis warns that “although China only has 
around 36 percent of the world’s RE [rare earth] reserves, it controls 
more than 70 percent of the world’s extraction capability and nearly 90 
percent of its processing capacity.” The reason why Beijing now controls 
the global supply is the result of a deliberate strategy pursued over the 
past two decades, a period in which the Chinese Communist Party used 
industrial policy to largely push Western companies out of the rare earth 
mining and processing business.99 As far back as 1992, Deng Xiaoping, 
former general secretary of the CCP, was reported as saying:

The Middle East has its oil, China has rare earth: China’s rare earth 
deposits account for 80 percent of identified global reserves, you can 
compare the status of these reserves to that of oil in the Middle East: 
it is of extremely important strategic significance; we must be sure to 
handle the rare earth issue properly and make the fullest use of our 
country’s advantage in rare earth resources.100

The CCP could use that dominance to its advantage in a potential 
conflict against the US, as it did during a 2010 crisis between Japan and 



The Sinews of Power  •   129

2RPP

China over the disputed Senkaku Islands: at that time, Beijing signifi-
cantly reduced the supply of rare earths to Japan, a major importer of 
its minerals.101 Therefore, Washington’s dependence on Beijing’s supply 
of rare earths needed to operate its military in case of war is a national 
security risk of the highest order. Unlike World War II, the US cannot 
afford to wait for a major war to start before aligning its industrial policy 
with its national security objectives. The US has belatedly started working 
with allies such as Australia to build rare-earth mining and processing 
facilities in order to reduce reliance on China, but such efforts are likely 
to take a long time unless more funding is allocated and onerous envi-
ronmental regulatory hurdles simplified.102

Investments in domestic (or friendly countries) manufacturing of 
strategically important technologies is a very important priority in the 
new tech war against China, but not the only one. The geoeconomic 
competition in technology also has an important international com-
ponent, manifested most prominently by China’s Belt and Road Initia-
tive, that must be addressed as well.103 Indeed, Markus Brunnermeier, 
Rush Doshi, and Harold James examined previous eras of economic 
great power competition and found that infrastructure investments are 
an important tool of economic rivalry: “They not only facilitate trade 
and connectivity, they also offer the opportunity to practice ‘economic 
power projection’—that is, to reshape the strategic geography of great 
power competition.”104 The objectives of BRI very much make it a part of 
China’s grand strategic challenge to the United States, as it aims, among 
other things, at “securing a consistent source of inputs for its manufac-
turing sector and [to] reorient global commerce away from the United 
States and Western Europe toward China.”105 According to a comprehen-
sive analysis of BRI conducted by a Council on Foreign Relations task 
force, this project is worrisome to the United States because it provides 
opportunities for the People’s Republic of China to “subsidize privileged 
market entry for state-owned and non–market oriented Chinese com-
panies  .  .  . to lock countries in to Chinese ecosystems by pressing its 
technology and preferred technical standards on BRI recipients . . . [and 
to] leave countries more susceptible to Chinese political pressure while 
giving China a greater ability to project its power more widely.”106

The United States can counter the impact of China’s BRI in a number 
of ways, with scholars from different schools of grand strategic thought 
offering competing recommendations. First, most everyone agrees that 
Washington should not simply respond in a knee-jerk fashion, “trying 
to match it port-by-port or road-by-road.”107 Proponents of liberal inter-
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nationalist policies such as Charles Kenny and Scott Morris predictably 
think in universalist terms and advocate that the US recommits to act-
ing through global institutions for global progress rather than develop 
a specifically anti-BRI strategy: “Rather than trying to beat China at its 
own game, the United States needs to recommit to a vision of planetary 
prosperity through global cooperation, openness, transparency, and 
equal opportunity. When it comes to physical capital, the World Bank 
and regional development banks are best suited to accomplish those 
goals.”108 Conservative internationalists like Patrick Cronin are more 
concerned about the impact of BRI on US national security, but they still 
generally recommend a strategic focus on defending the tenets of the 
current liberal world order as the response in the competition against 
Beijing: “The United States should compete on its own terms with an 
asymmetric foreign assistance strategy that draws on its natural strengths. 
This means preventing the rise of an illiberal world order by promoting 
open commerce, fair rules for the digital space and freedom of the seas. 
With such an approach, the Biden administration can make good on its 
vow to ‘out-compete’ China.”109

On the contrary, an offensive realist approach to countering BRI, 
rather than relying on corrupt and ineffective international bodies 
where Beijing and its allies hold critical sway, or on using up diminish-
ing American resources in trying to prop up global tenets of the vanish-
ing unipolar liberal order like free trade, would instead focus narrowly 
on those strategically important countries where Chinese infrastructure 
projects have the potential to become PLA military bases. For example, 
China plans to invest over $50 billion in the “China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor,” a project that Pentagon experts in 2018 argued may lay the 
groundwork for mutual defense projects as well.110 Similarly, recent news 
of Chinese upgrading the Ream Naval Base in Cambodia presented simi-
lar concerns of a PLA presence, as did Beijing’s most recent security pact 
with the Solomon Islands, another strategically significant location in the 
Pacific region.111 In such cases, China’s BRI and technological advances 
pose the most immediate concern to the overall grand strategic goal of 
preventing Beijing from achieving the status of a regional hegemon, and 
hence the US counteractions through economic and technological assis-
tance are more warranted than in the case of BRI’s outreach to African 
countries, for example. A good recent example of US efforts along these 
lines is working with regional allies in the South Pacific to fund a proj-
ect, the Trilateral Partnership for Infrastructure Investment in the Indo-
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Pacific, that will “install an undersea fiber-optic cable in Palau and bring 
both electrification and a joint naval base to Manus Island.”112

One final component of the tech war against China is the fight for set-
ting international standards.113 The competition for such global standards 
represents a common way for great powers to attempt to achieve technologi-
cal supremacy, as Brunnermeier et al. point out: “States whose technology 
becomes the dominant standard can wield that leverage over others, a point 
not lost on rising powers who often work to reduce their vulnerability by 
creating parallel systems.”114 In today’s era of GPC, the fight over interna-
tional standards between the established dominant tech superpower (the 
United States) and the rising tech peer power (China) is taking place for a 
new generation of technologies, according to the Wall Street Journal, “depen-
dent on 5G networks, including driverless vehicles, so-called smart cities and 
the Internet of Things—advances that will connect the digital and physical 
worlds as never before. . . . New fields including facial recognition touch on 
privacy and public safety, with greater consequences for national security 
than in the past.”115 And unlike the privacy laws often embedded in Western 
societies, as a Japanese official bluntly put it, “If Chinese products are set up 
to collect data, you have to work on the assumption that it will all end up 
with the Chinese government.”116 Therefore, the United States government, 
together with its Western allies, has been targeting Chinese companies like 
Huawei for example, the largest telecommunication company in the world, 
and successfully hobbled its global dominance in 5G as well as seriously hurt-
ing its profitability and future prospects.117

The campaign against Huawei was an example of Washington win-
ning an important battle in this arena against Beijing, but the fight over 
standards like the tech war in general will be a long one, and a more 
comprehensive strategy is needed. The United States and its allies are 
in good shape to win such a conflict, if they play their cards right.118 
China’s tech efforts, while well funded, still suffer from serious setbacks 
due to China’s repressive and corrupt government.119 As with other parts 
of the grand strategic effort to prevent China from achieving regional 
hegemony in the Asia-Pacific, cooperation with partners is paramount, 
as is the narrow focus on pragmatic objectives as opposed to broader 
concerns about free trade principles. For Washington, it will be key to 
work closely with technologically advanced partners in the area, such 
as Japan, South Korea, Australia, and India, in order to deny Chinese 
government-backed companies the ability to establish dominance in key 
emerging technologies.
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In conclusion, high technology is one critical area of geoeconomics 
in which China is already a global peer rival of the United States in many 
ways, and therefore an American realist strategy to contain China’s tech 
ascendancy is urgently needed. The rules-based liberal international 
free market system has been manipulated by Beijing’s techno-nationalist 
approach, with the (often unwitting) help of Western companies, and 
it’s high time for Washington to adapt to this new reality. The US should 
adopt a similarly realist strategy toward the most strategically impor-
tant technologies of the 21st century, and take the necessary measures 
together with its allies to block China’s access to Western technological 
advances in the same way that the Soviet Union was denied access dur-
ing the Cold War. This is a much taller task given the extensive current 
connections between the Chinese and US economies, another reason 
to vigorously pursue the decoupling of the economies recommended in 
the previous section.

Energy Realism in the GPC Era

One last key arena of geoeconomic competition against China in the 
GPC era is the energy sector. Oil and gas reserves have been used as tools 
of geopolitical competition for decades, and the recent war in Ukraine 
has only served as a reminder of the intricate connections between 
energy security and grand strategy.120 What some called “post-Ukraine 
climate realism” should serve to shift the priorities of American energy 
policy away from liberal internationalist concerns with the Green New 
Deal agenda of reducing reliance on oil and gas, and instead return 
to a more traditional realist objective of securing energy resources for 
domestic consumption and to advance geopolitical objectives.121 A realist 
energy strategy for GPC focuses on maximizing all resources of power, 
particularly strategic ones like oil and gas, and downplays the pursuit 
of liberal domestic priorities like the climate change agenda.122 While 
the US and European countries could indulge in pursuing nonstrategic 
goals like reducing carbon emissions during the unipolar era at rela-
tively low geopolitical cost, such a distraction would be devastating to 
US national security interests in today’s era of great power competition 
against China and Russia, two countries with energy policies reliant on 
fossil fuels.123

A realist energy policy suited for a No Peer Rivals grand strategy starts 
from the fact that the United States is endowed with enormous amounts 
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of oil and gas. Combined with world-class industrial know-how in the 
energy extraction, refinery, and transportation business, Washington 
has the ability to achieve not just energy independence and security, but 
global energy dominance.124 Therefore, the main priority should be to 
use this competitive advantage in oil and gas to advance its interests in 
the emerging global energy market post-Ukraine, a market character-
ized more by geopolitical competition than by free markets, as well as 
by a return to reliance on fossil fuels.125 For example, the United States 
could produce enough natural gas to sell some of it to Europe and help 
its NATO allies wean themselves off Russian gas, a geopolitical win as well 
as a financial boon for the US economy.126 This would also counter the 
fact that China has shifted its purchases of gas from the US toward Rus-
sia, further evidence of how the energy market follows geopolitics more 
closely than economic incentives in the GPC era.127

At the same time, the US should of course continue to invest in 
research and development of other energy resources to position itself at 
the forefront of renewable sources of energy, but do that in parallel with 
traditional sources of energy.128 The Obama administration promoted 
this a decade ago as an “All of the Above” energy strategy, and it was 
mostly continued by the Trump administration.129 The liberal interna-
tionalist turn in energy policy taken by the Biden administration under 
the leadership of climate envoy John Kerry is endangering the US econ-
omy and geopolitical standing alike.130 Rather than foolishly attempting 
to reverse it, adaptation to the impacts of climate change is a sound and 
empirically based policy to address this problem.131 It is also a much sav-
vier strategy than drastically harming America’s own energy security and 
economy, and hence its geopolitical position in the world, through self-
imposed limits on its production of oil and gas, as the Biden administra-
tion had unwisely done since taking office.132

The biggest obstacle to adopting a realist energy policy reliant on 
securing energy dominance in the fossil fuel markets and relying on 
adaptation and tech innovation to mitigate the negative consequences of 
climate change is the idea that such a policy will harm the fight to elimi-
nate CO2 emissions and reverse climate change. The Biden team, along 
with many liberal internationalist foreign policy experts, mistakenly con-
ceptualize a complex global environmental problem like climate change 
as an actual American grand strategic priority, and place it at the top 
level of an “existential threat,” even more important for some than the 
rise of China.133 Consequently, they advocate for a self-defeating policy 
of “net zero,” forcing drastic changes in the US economy away from fos-
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sil fuels in a way that would weaken US military and economic power.134 
Moreover, rather than regarding Beijing as a strategic challenger for 
regional and global hegemony, they prioritize the importance of cooper-
ating with China to “jointly address climate change,” despite all evidence 
to the contrary that the CCP is not interested in that.135 Rather than 
climate change, it is actually climate alarmism that is a national security 
threat for the United States, and it is already harming the US geopoliti-
cal position in the great power competition against China and Russia.

Climate change is an important global transnational challenge 
from an environmental and economic perspective, mostly as a devel-
opment problem for poor countries in its actual impacts, and it does 
have some tangential national security implications for the US military. 
Having said that, it is not an “existential crisis” in any meaningful sense 
of that word, and whatever negative impacts it will cause can be most 
efficiently addressed through adaptation and technological innovation, 
not through a dramatic reduction in CO2 as the advocates of entirely 
abandoning fossil fuels contend.136 A major analytical mistake of alarmist 
media accounts of the potential dangers of climate change is ignoring 
the role of human engineering adaptations in estimating the costs of 
rising sea levels, for example. As a recent study of flood impacts found, 
“By raising the height of dikes, the study shows that humanity can negate 
almost all that terrible projected damage by 2100. Only 15,000 people 
would be flooded every year, which is a remarkable improvement com-
pared with the 3.4 million people flooded in 2000. The total cost of dam-
age, investments in new dikes, and maintenance costs of existing dikes 
will fall sixfold between now and 2100 to 0.008% of world GDP.”137 Simi-
larly, when talking about climate deaths, alarmist narratives ignore the 
fact that for last year, for example, the approximately 6,600 casualties of 
storms, floods, droughts, wildfires, and extreme temperatures represent 
a 99 percent decline from a century ago, when the climate had far fewer 
CO2 emissions.138

Moreover, the actual impact of climate change over the next decades 
may well be far more benign economically than climate activists warn 
about.139 Many empirical studies estimating the actual economic costs of 
climate change show that it is a serious but manageable problem when 
viewed in proper context.140 For example, Dan Negrea and Nick Loris 
surveyed the recent literature and noted the following:

SwissRe, the second-largest reinsurance company in the world, pro-
duced a detailed report in April 2021 on the impact of climate change. 
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It noted that by mid-century under the current likely temperature-
rise trajectories, the world temperature will be 2.0–2.6 degrees Celsius 
higher and global GDP 11–14 percent lower than in a world without 
climate change. If today’s world GDP of $85 trillion grows annually at 
3 percent, it will reach $194 trillion in 2050, or 2.3 times greater than 
today. With climate change losses of 13 percent, the world’s GDP in 
2050 will only be double what it is today.141

In addition to ignoring the economic estimates and the possibilities 
for adaptation, another part leading to alarmist policies is that today’s 
Western policymakers have a flawed understanding of the climate issue 
due to the poor information they are presented with by supposedly objec-
tive international institutions. The UN-based Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) reports, which provide the main scientific 
backing for the climate agenda, are unduly alarmist, as many such heav-
ily politicized reports tend to be, and they have a poor track record of 
explaining either previous changes in the climate or in estimating subse-
quent changes.142 As former New York University engineering professor 
and Obama Energy Department science advisor Steven Koonin explains:

Previous climate-assessment reports have misrepresented scientific 
research in the ‘conclusions’ presented to policy makers and the 
media. The summary of the most recent U.S. government climate 
report, for instance, said heat waves across the U.S. have become 
more frequent since 1960, but neglected to mention that the body 
of the report shows they are no more common today than they were 
in 1900.  .  .  . The Summary for Policy Makers section says the rate 
of global sea-level rise has been increasing over the past 50 years. It 
doesn’t mention that it was increasing almost as rapidly 90 years ago 
before decreasing strongly for 40 years.143

One of the more important factors often ignored in the debates on 
energy and climate, moreover, is that despite enormous recent financial 
and regulatory pressure from both the Western governments and the 
corporate community in recent years, both scientific and political limita-
tions prevent global carbon emissions from decreasing nowhere near 
fast enough to match the minimum goals set by the IPCC, as liberal inter-
nationalists like Kerry push for.144 For example, the panel advocates that 
“by 2050, global coal, oil and gas use will need to decline by 95, 60 and 45 
percent respectively, compared with 2019 levels, for the world to have a 
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halfway decent shot at capping global warming at 1.5 degrees Celsius.”145 
Such a dramatic shift from fossil fuels to renewable sources in that time 
frame is scientifically impossible given current technological limitations 
and the daily needs of a modern economy in wealthy countries, as well as 
the needs of industrializing economies in the poor ones.146

According to the International Energy Agency, “even if all current 
climate policies are delivered in full, renewables will only deliver one-
third of U.S. and EU energy in 2050,” not enough to meet the IPCC 
goal.147 And the implementation of those policies is highly unlikely any-
ways, because, as Bjorn Lomborg explains in a Wall Street Journal op-ed, 
the energy provided by fossil fuel sources simply cannot be replaced by 
renewables despite the policies pushed by climate change activists:

That’s why fossil fuels still provide more than three-fourths of wealthy 
countries’ energy, while solar and wind deliver less than 3%. There 
are enough batteries in the world today only to power global aver-
age electricity consumption for 75 seconds. Even though the supply is 
being scaled up rapidly, by 2030 the world’s batteries would still cover 
less than 11 minutes. . . . This is why solar panels and wind turbines 
can’t deliver most of the energy for industrializing poor countries.148

Placing the actual economic threat from climate change in proper 
perspective is needed in order to avoid the hyperbole and alarmism that 
has dangerously distorted US energy, economic, and even military pri-
orities in recent years. Pursuing a “net zero agenda” and forcibly moving 
away from fossil fuels as a grand strategy goal puts the US at a compara-
tive geopolitical disadvantage against China and Russia in at least two 
important ways. First, it hurts military readiness by distracting the Pen-
tagon with entirely unrealistic plans to “electrify” military equipment 
at a time when the US military already faces munition shortages and a 
budgetary crisis due to inflation and costs overruns. And, second, it is 
hurting US economic competitiveness by squandering America’s com-
parative advantage in oil and gas; to make things worse, America’s adver-
saries would directly benefit from this self-inflicted wound, as China has 
positioned itself as a main global supplier of “green” tech like solar pan-
els and batteries, while Russia and Iran are gaining market share and 
revenues in oil and gas. Moreover, even if the US and its Western allies 
were to stick with this agenda despite its economic and strategic down-
sides, a realist theory of great power politics predicts that the impact on 
the climate would be negligible because its GPC rivals in Beijing and 
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Moscow, as well as other important countries in the Global South, will 
not cooperate and thus the overall CO2 level will continue to increase.149 
The evidence so far unambiguously points in this direction: despite bil-
lions of dollars spent by the Biden administration since entering office, 
the levels of CO2 have continued to increase.150

If climate change were truly a security threat in the same way as, say, 
nuclear annihilation, then fighting against this threat would be more 
important than the geopolitical competition against China and Russia. 
And yet the kind of national security threats potentially exacerbated by 
climate change over the next decades, according to the US intelligence 
and defense communities, are issues like increased instability in poor 
countries, potential conflicts over resources like water in the Middle East, 
competition in the Arctic, increased migration flows, or, more directly 
related to the US military, a need to shore up naval bases if ocean levels 
increase.151 Such potential threats are not negligible and worth addressing 
in the future as they materialize, but compared to other GPC goals they 
are at best third-order threats, not in the same category as great power con-
flict, or even second-order issues like nuclear proliferation or terrorism.

And yet, unfortunately, the Pentagon is now embarking on a mis-
guided effort to prematurely reduce reliance on fossil fuels in the absence 
of realistic alternatives. This is distracting from what should be far and 
away the overarching goal of the department during GPC, deterring and 
if needed defeating great power rivals. As defense expert Nadia Schad-
low observed, “Meaningful shifts away from fossil fuels are limited by the 
need to power ships and airplanes, maneuver to and across faraway the-
aters, and keep the lights on in its installations. All this is critical to deter 
adversaries. Until scalable and sustainable advances in power generation 
and energy storage arrive, decarbonizing the Pentagon would under-
mine deterrence.”152 Whether due to political pressure from the admin-
istration or to strategic malpractice, both the Defense Department and 
the intelligence community now routinely include combating climate 
change in their lists of major strategic threats, even though they can 
only justify this by conjuring vague risks of hypothetical climate-related 
resource wars, increased migration flows, increased harm to US installa-
tions, and general instability.153 Once again, while not entirely negligible, 
none of these potentially negative developments represent actual grand 
strategic threats on a par with China, Russia, or international terrorism. 
And even if they were to drastically increase in severity in future years, 
the Defense Department would not be in any position to meaningfully 
impact these developments anyways given the minuscule amount of CO2 
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emissions it controls compared to the US economy as a whole, let alone 
the global emissions from actual adversaries like China or Russia who are 
going to continue to use their fossil fuel resources.

The history of climate agreements and negotiations provides clear 
evidence why a liberal internationalist approach to energy and climate 
policy does not work in the GPC era, even if we were to assume that 
drastically reducing CO2 is a necessary goal. Recent climate negotia-
tions proved that there are virtually insurmountable political obstacles 
to achieving the kind of international cooperation needed for a truly 
unified global effort to reduce carbon emissions in the GPC era.154 The 
idea that interest-based world politics will be replaced by a sort of “plan-
etary politics” in which governments “designate the survival of the bio-
sphere as a core national interest and a central objective of national and 
international security,” as Stewart Patrick calls for, remains a naïve hope 
of scholars who put their faith in global governance institutions despite 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary.155 As realists can easily explain 
but contrary to the expectation of liberal internationalists, great powers 
like China and Russia vigorously pursue their narrow national interest in 
achieving energy security by continuing to rely on fossil fuels even at the 
potential risk of long-term damage to the climate.156

Because CCP leaders think in realist not liberal terms about the 
climate issue but understand that American leaders sometimes do the 
opposite, Beijing has been using this issue to gain concessions from 
Washington without actually taking any decisive steps to reduce carbon 
emissions. Chinese leaders are not even trying to hide the fact that they 
leverage cooperation on climate measures to gain concessions on other 
issues from Washington: as China’s foreign minister, Wang Yi, put it, 
“cooperation on climate change cannot be divorced from the overall 
situation of China-U.S. relations.”157 Unsurprisingly, China’s continued 
reliance on coal plants has more than offset whatever impact on climate 
the reduction of Western CO2 emissions might have had over the past 
few years, another empirical data point that should lead to a change in 
the self-defeating US approach.158 This shows that the CCP does not see 
the threat of climate change as existential like most Western leaders do, 
but as a way to take advantage of the United States and continue the path 
to regional and global hegemony. Indeed, for realists it would be highly 
surprising if Beijing and Moscow wouldn’t act this way: China is the larg-
est emitter of carbon dioxide, but also an industrializing country heavily 
reliant on coal, while Russia is a huge natural gas producer and derives 
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a large share of its financial resources as well as geopolitical clout from 
its gas exports.159

The mistake made by liberal internationalist Western leaders is to 
believe that diplomacy can change these priorities. Instead, as former 
State Department official Wess Mitchell argues, Beijing uses “climate 
diplomacy” as another way to increase its relative economic power ver-
sus the West: “China can extract concessions and encumber rivals with 
costly emission restrictions that slow their growth while avoiding similar 
restrictions on its own economy—simply by pledging to make such cuts 
in the far-off future.”160 Not only is China not reducing its use of cheap 
fossil fuels, but it is at the same time using massive state subsidies to 
dominate Western markets for renewables (wind turbines, solar panels, 
lithium batteries), thus gaining further geoeconomic leverage against 
the United States and its allies, which would thus come to depend on 
Beijing for energy resources if the so-called green energy revolution 
were to come to pass.161

In addition to distracting from the efforts to contain China’s rise, 
Biden’s net zero agenda also harms the US position against Russia, its 
other main GPC competitor. The reduction in domestic investment in 
oil and gas, for example, surrendered the strategic benefits of energy 
independence and of being the top global oil producer that Washington 
enjoyed for the last few years.162 Even worse, it allowed US adversaries 
like Russia to fill in the void in the energy market. As the Wall Street 
Journal reported, in 2021 “Rosneft announced a $170 billion oil and gas 
project in Russia’s north, which it claims can supply the entire world’s oil 
demand for a year. It says the project will become the world’s largest liq-
uefied natural gas producer by 2030. Russia is also laying down thousands 
of miles of oil and gas pipelines to supply Europe and Asia.”163 Moreover, 
the sanctions on Russian oil after the war in Ukraine accomplished noth-
ing in terms of diminishing Moscow’s energy industry. To the consterna-
tion of Western policymakers, after six months of economic pressure, 
“Russia pumps almost as much oil into the global market as it did before 
its invasion of Ukraine. With oil prices up, Moscow is also making more 
money.”164 In fact, in Russia’s case, Moscow is not even trying to hide the 
fact that they view global warming in parts of Siberia’s arable lands and 
the increasingly thawing shipping passages through the Arctic Ocean as 
potential sources of economic opportunity to be exploited.165

In conclusion, unless the United States returns to a policy of energy 
realism, Washington will foolishly surrender a key strategic asset (its oil 
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and gas energy resources) in the vain hope that such actions will have 
any meaningful long-term impact on reversing climate change, despite 
scientific and historical evidence suggesting otherwise.166 Such a grand 
strategic mistake would be disastrous for US economic well-being, as well 
as for its geopolitical position against China and Russia in the era of 
GPC.167

As this chapter has made clear, while some decisions on strengthen-
ing America’s economic and technological sources of power are domes-
tic in nature, many others require coordination with allies and partners 
around the world. Therefore, the last component of a No Peer Rivals–
shaped American foreign policy is a regional diplomatic strategy guided 
by the principles of offensive realism and the realities of our current 
GPC era. The next chapter outlines how Washington’s alliance system 
needs to adapt to the competitive dynamics of an emerging realist world 
order replacing the liberal world order of the past few decades.
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Chapter Six

Regional Diplomacy, Alliances,  
and a Realist World Order

•

Adapting to the era of Great Power Competition has profound implica-
tions for American diplomacy, for Washington’s old and new alliances 
or partnerships, and most critically for the kind of world order that will 
emerge from the US-China rivalry. For example, US diplomacy toward 
Latin America, a neglected priority, needs to be elevated to a top pri-
ority in order to shore up the unique position of the United States as 
a regional hegemon. At the same time, the much ballyhooed “pivot 
to Asia” must be not be derailed by events in Eastern Europe or the 
Middle East. Old alliances like NATO and new partnerships like AUKUS 
(Australia, UK, US) and the Quad (US, Japan, India, Australia) need to 
be shaped or reshaped to match the overall goal of containing China’s 
regional and global ambitions.

As the system moves from unipolarity to multipolarity, the nature of 
the world order necessarily changes as well because a multipolar world 
comprising one or more authoritarian great powers will be a conten-
tious realist one; it cannot be liberal any longer as was the case under 
American hegemony in the post–Cold War era.1 In such a highly com-
petitive environment, each great power “seeks to maximize its own share 
of world power, which is likely to clash with the goal of creating and sus-
taining stable international orders.”2 To the extent that an international 
order emerges in the GPC era, the main tenets of this realist order will be 
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centered around the US-China geopolitical rivalry, Russia’s resurgence, 
and a narrowing of the policy space for multilateral cooperation through 
global institutions. Therefore, rather than attempting to resuscitate the 
liberal world order, as the Biden administration is attempting to do, it is 
now time to shape the emerging realist world order in order to prevent 
the rise of a full-fledged peer rival to the United States.

Transitioning to a Realist World Order

A world order, in Ikenberry’s definition, is composed of the “explicit 
principles, rules, and institutions that define the core relationship 
between the states.”3 World orders can be either liberal or realist, as Gla-
ser explains: “All of the basic types of security arrangements—including 
hegemony, balance of power, collective security, concerts, and security 
communities—qualify as international security orders or partial orders. 
Security orders vary in terms of the degree of competition and coopera-
tion between states, as well as in the extent to which power and coercion 
play central roles.”4 From an offensive realist (i.e., structural) point of 
view, the balance of power is the primary factor determining the kind 
of order that will emerge. The post–Cold War unipolar era allowed the 
United States to shape a liberal world order in accordance with its pre-
ferred values as the only superpower, but now that the world is multipo-
lar and other great powers have conflicting values, ideological consider-
ations will be surpassed by power considerations. Hence, the world order 
in the GPC era is bound to be a realist order.5 As the structural constraints 
of the GPC era are becoming more pronounced, the incremental realist 
turn in US foreign policy over the past few years led to vigorous scholarly 
and policy debates about the wisdom of abandoning the post–Cold War 
grand strategic goal of defending a US-led liberal world order.6

On the one hand, proponents of liberal internationalism (John Iken-
berry, Michael Mazarr, Rebecca Friedman Lissner, Mira Rapp-Hopper) 
and conservative internationalism (Hal Brands, Michael Beckley, Eliot 
Cohen) joined forces in criticizing the realist move away from the prin-
ciples of the liberal world order (sometimes known also as the “rules-
based international order”) by arguing that maintaining this order since 
World War II served US grand strategic goals very well and helped the 
US and the West to win the Cold War, and then maintain relative great 
power peace and prosperity in the post–Cold War era.7 Even though they 
acknowledge that Washington (and its allies) no longer benefit from a 
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global balance of power dominated by a liberal hegemon, scholars in 
these two camps nevertheless generally contend that the liberal world 
order in its core tenets (multilateralism, open trade, democratic solidar-
ity, the rule of law, progressive values, and human rights) can and should 
be preserved in order to successfully face the illiberal challenges from 
Beijing and Moscow.

On the other hand, both defensive realists (Charles Glaser, Graham 
Allison, Patrick Porter) and offensive realists (John Mearsheimer) criti-
cized the US focus on promoting a liberal world order, and disagreed 
with both the liberal interpretations of its past successes and with its via-
bility in the new strategic era of great power competition.8 First, they dis-
pute the historical account crediting the liberal order for the outcome of 
the Cold War: “The claim that the liberal order produced the last seven 
decades of peace overlooks a major fact: the first four of those decades 
were defined not by a liberal order but by a cold war between two polar 
opposites.”9 And as far as the post–Cold War era, they point to the failed 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, NATO’s expansion that provoked Russia’s 
current revisionism, and the support given to China’s economic rise as 
examples of the very damaging strategic consequences of pursuing a lib-
eral world order as part of US grand strategy.

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the scholarly 
debate on the liberal world order quickly moved from academia to the 
policy world in Washington and Brussels.10 The Biden administration, 
together with its NATO partners, framed its vigorous economic, diplo-
matic, and military response to the war as a defense not primarily of 
concrete US national interests in the region, but rather as a defense of 
the so-called rules-based world order: as Biden stated, “I told Putin that 
if he invaded Ukraine, NATO would not only get stronger but would 
get more united. And we would see democracies in the world stand up 
and oppose his aggression and defend the rules-based order. And that’s 
exactly what we’re seeing today.”11 This term has been used so often by 
Western officials that it became almost a cliché, as Peter Beinart noted in 
the New York Times: “It appears twice in Mr. Biden’s joint statement with 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson of Britain, four times each in the commu-
niqués the United States issued with the governments of the Group of 
7 and the European Union, and six times in the manifesto produced by 
NATO.”12 Policy commentators were equally vocal in advocating a strong 
response: the Wall Street Journal published an ominous op-ed by Joshua 
Moravchik titled “The International Order Is on the Line in Ukraine.”13 
A top White House advisor even had an unfortunate viral moment when 
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he committed what is known as a “Washington gaffe,” saying the truth at 
the wrong time, when he justified continued high gas prices in the US as 
a necessary cost to defend the liberal world order.14

President Biden indeed used the Ukraine crisis to further entrench 
the defense of the liberal world order and of democracy against authori-
tarian challengers as the new organizing principle of his foreign policy 
doctrine. In a major speech in Poland, he described the war as a “great 
battle for freedom,” and called for all democracies to prepare for a 
“long fight ahead.”15 The initial concerted actions by the United States 
and European Union countries to severely isolate Russia economically 
and diplomatically, as well as to provide military assistance to Ukraine, 
seemed to vindicate the proponents of the liberal world order. In For-
eign Affairs, Hal Brands and Michael Beckley even raised the notion of a 
return to Pax Americana:

Putin’s aggression has created a window of strategic opportunity for 
Washington and its allies. The democracies must now undertake a 
major multilateral rearmament program and erect firmer defenses—
military and otherwise—against the coming wave of autocratic aggres-
sion. . . . The invasion of Ukraine signals a new phase in an intensify-
ing struggle to shape the international order.16

While conservative internationalists focused more on the military 
necessities of the US-led liberal order, liberal internationalists proposed 
to use the crisis in Ukraine to foster more diplomatic international coop-
eration and faster action on climate change, given Russia’s use of gas as 
a strategic weapon.17 Despite these nuanced differences, however, both 
liberal and conservative internationalists agreed the war in Ukraine pres-
ents an opportunity to strengthen the liberal world order for defending 
the interests of the democratic world against authoritarian powers.

But does the war in Ukraine, and the world’s response to it, really 
support the proponents of recommitting America’s grand strategy 
to the liberal world order? As a matter of fact, the international com-
munity’s reaction to this conflict fits much better with the theoretical 
expectations of realism than those of liberal internationalism. Rather 
than reinvigorating the liberal world order, the war in fact confirmed the 
transition from a hegemonic world order to a multipolar world divided 
into spheres of influence, as Emma Ashford compellingly argued.18 The 
countries most opposed to the invasion and willing to support Ukraine 
were those European nations most directly threatened by Russia, primar-
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ily the Eastern European ones.19 Western European powers like France 
and Germany took more convincing given their economic ties with Rus-
sia, but eventually joined in a common front with the other EU nations.20 
The hardest decision to explain from a realist perspective is the strong 
US economic, diplomatic, and military investments, given that such a 
commitment distracts Washington from the main geopolitical competi-
tion against China. But outside of the United States and Europe, with the 
exception of very close US allies, other major powers like China, India, 
or Brazil, as well as most countries in the Southern Hemisphere, refused 
to join the Western nations in defending the so-called liberal world order 
by sanctioning Russia.21

To the dismay of the liberal internationalists in the Biden administra-
tion, India’s foreign minister, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, pithily justified 
his country’s position in language realists fully expected: “Indian foreign 
policy decisions are made in Indian national interest, and we are guided 
by our thinking, our views, our interests.”22 And as the months of the 
war went on, Russia’s initial diplomatic isolation from the world com-
munity weakened dramatically outside the West. By July 2022, the Wall 
Street Journal reported, Putin participated at the BRICS summit (along-
side China, India, Brazil, and South Africa); his presence thus “demon-
strated Russia’s strategic importance to disparate corners of the world 
and the limited appetite among some pivotal nations to join Western 
boycotts of trade. The Brics grouping represents four of the world’s 10 
most populous countries as well as four of the biggest 15 economies.”23 
Therefore, contrary to the Biden administration’s interpretation that the 
war in Ukraine represents a key battle in the larger grand strategic geo-
political contest between democracies and autocracies, countries outside 
the West had a much more realist and pragmatic view of this as an essen-
tially regional dispute in Europe. Indian professor and former diplomat 
Shivshankar Menon summarized this reality in a provocative Foreign 
Affairs essay that perfectly captures the realist interpretation of this crisis:

The war is no doubt a seismic event that will have profound conse-
quences for Russia, its immediate neighbors, and the rest of Europe. 
But it will neither reshape the global order nor presage an ideological 
showdown of democracies against China and Russia. . . . Far from con-
solidating ‘the free world,’ the war has underscored its fundamental 
incoherence. In any case, the future of global order will be decided 
not by wars in Europe but by the contest in Asia, on which events in 
Ukraine have limited bearing.24
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If the war in Ukraine is not bringing about a rebirth of the old lib-
eral world order, what are the characteristics of the realist world order 
the US needs to shape in order to serve the goals of a No Peer Rivals 
grand strategy? First, Washington must make sure its main rival, China, 
will not succeed in President Xi’s ambition of building a Beijing-centric 
regional, or even world, order that would solidify its own hegemonic sta-
tus.25 China has been pursuing a dogged campaign to “exert greater con-
trol in the existing international architecture of global institutions”;26 
consequently, the US needs to respond to this either by pushing back 
China’s advances in concert with its allies where possible, or by diminish-
ing the importance of those universal institutions now under Beijing’s 
influence through the creation of other regional ones less susceptible to 
Beijing’s infiltration where necessary. China’s most important neighbors 
are naturally suspicious of China’s hegemonic ambitions, as balance of 
power theory expects them to be, and therefore the US should be able 
to continue working closely with countries like India, Australia, South 
Korea, and Japan to prevent a Chinese-led regional order from develop-
ing. The same is true for the European Union, and increasingly many 
African and Latin American countries, which despite having extensive 
increasing economic ties with China, nevertheless do not look favorably 
to the often heavy-handed approach adopted by Beijing in its dealings.27 
In short, today’s multipolar system will make it just as hard for China to 
impose its own version of a Beijing-led world order as it would for the 
United States to impose a Washington-led one.

In the absence of a hegemon-led world order, the multipolar realist 
order emerging will be a “thin” order, as opposed to the “thick” inter-
national order favored by liberal internationalists.28 In practice, coop-
eration between great powers will be more limited than in the past, and 
international institutions and agreements will be arenas for intense US-
Chinese competition for relative economic, technological, diplomatic, 
or military advantage. In some areas such as economics, regional orders 
centered around free trade and investment pacts already generally sur-
pass in importance global agreements, a trend that is only expected 
to grow in the years to come.29 In other areas like security, countries 
like Germany and Japan are taking on more of a leading role in their 
regions, a trend the US should encourage. Even if that means the US will 
cede some of its influence and have to treat its allies more as “real stake-
holders than junior partners,” as the director of the European Council 
on Foreign Relations, Mark Leonard, pithily put it, that will nevertheless 
serve US interests better in the long run.30 Organic regional balances of 
power developing in East Asia, Europe, and the Middle East will allow 
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the US to focus its resources where its allies most need it to prevent a 
regional hegemon, that is, in the Asia-Pacific theater where US allies are 
most threatened by a would-be hegemon.

The emerging realist order that the US should both adapt to and 
shape needs to narrow the scope of “global governance” issues favored 
by liberal internationalists in the areas of the environment or human 
rights.31 Instead, it must focus on core concerns like respect for the territo-
rial integrity of states, mutually fair and transparent economic relations, 
and new domains like cyber and space where great power competition is 
largely unregulated. And while the new realist world order will certainly 
not be as deeply institutionalized as the liberal order it is replacing, the 
more ad-hoc nature of this approach also has its benefits. Flexible but 
motivated coalitions of states (such as the recent examples of the Global 
Coalition to Defeat ISIS and the Proliferation Security Initiative) can work 
quite successfully toward a common goal. Moreover, such “minilateralism” 
can serve US national interests better than a multilateral approach that is 
vulnerable to Chinese manipulation at the United Nations.32

The new realist order will be shaped toward fostering international sta-
bility among the great powers and respect for the sovereignty and diversity 
of political and economic systems. The best way for the United States to 
maintain the status quo, where China does not impose a regional hege-
monic order in Asia and does not threaten US dominance in the Western 
Hemisphere or US interests in the Middle East, as well as to curb Russia’s 
revisionist tendencies in Eastern Europe, is to work with local partners 
based on security and economic common interests, not perceived devia-
tions from modern Western liberal values. Oftentimes, liberal internation-
alist priorities in terms of advancing liberal social values hurt US influence 
everywhere except Western Europe, and therefore provide opportunities 
for America’s rivals in Moscow and Beijing to appear more pragmatic and 
less ideological.33 Similarly, pressuring developing countries to adopt strin-
gent energy policies to combat climate change is not only not working, it is 
even counterproductive as it pushes them to rely on dirtier coal technolo-
gies from China or on Russian oil and gas instead of the cleaner US energy 
technology and natural resources.

Regional Diplomacy and US Alliances

If Washington is to foster balances of power in other parts of the world 
while maintaining its unique hegemonic role in Latin America, US 
diplomacy must focus on building partnerships and alliances with those 
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states most threatened by China or Russia. In other words, the No Peer 
Rivals strategy regards US military alliances as pragmatic, threat-based 
arrangements meant primarily to contain rival would-be regional hege-
mons from upsetting the balance of power. While ideally military alli-
ances would be built on common values as well as strategic interests, 
offensive realists nevertheless are far more likely to ruthlessly prioritize 
immediate US interests to the detriment of longer-term concerns about 
any particular institutional arrangement or institution. Just like how 
early in the Cold War the United States allied itself with authoritarian 
regimes in Greece, Turkey, and Portugal, and later on with Saudi Arabia, 
to secure security and economic objectives despite the poor democracy 
or human rights records of those partners, in today’s era of Great Power 
Competition Washington needs to pragmatically work with a politically 
diverse group of partners.34

The Ukraine crisis only served to reinforce the argument that power, 
not ideology, shapes a country’s actions in today’s world, which means 
that the US needs what Bruce Jones called a “strategy for fence sitters”;35 
after all, “less than half the world’s partial democracies and hybrid 
regimes participated in isolation efforts targeting Moscow. Mobilizing a 
larger coalition to deal with Beijing will be an even taller order for Wash-
ington.”36 American and European leaders are deceiving themselves into 
thinking that their liberal values are universal and that they represent a 
strategic advantage in the GPC era. Quite the contrary. Rather than gain-
ing friends in the developing world, the West’s recent push for spreading 
its latest version of liberal social and economic values abroad generates 
pushback for both historical and modern pragmatic reasons. “For many 
postcolonial countries, the current world order is the latest embodiment 
of Western hegemony, with its origins in the age of European imperi-
alism.  .  .  . Attempts by Western financial institutions and regulators to 
block financing for fossil-fuel extraction and refining in developing 
countries enrage both elites there and the public at large,” as Walter 
Mead observed in an insightful op-ed.37

The US won the battle of ideas during the Cold War partly because 
Washington’s emphasis on Western values like political freedom and 
economic liberty were widely appealing specifically to Eastern European 
nations subjugated by totalitarian communist systems often supported by 
the Soviet Union. However, as historian Odd Arne Westad showed, it’s 
important to remember that this particular strategy was far less success-
ful in the Global South, where most of the fight for influence takes place 
today.38 Our GPC environment is a very different one, and simplistic par-
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allels to a global conflict between “democracy” and “authoritarianism” 
are hurting more than helping US diplomacy around the world. There-
fore, each major region of the world requires tailored diplomatic strate-
gies serving the overall priorities of the No Peer Rivals grand strategy.

Asia-Pacific

The Biden administration’s diplomatic approach to the Asia-Pacific 
region displayed elements of a realist grand strategy at times, but the 
liberal internationalist tendencies of many of Biden’s top officials never-
theless took precedence in shaping the overall direction of US regional 
diplomacy. On the one hand, the Defense Department is generally more 
realistic about the challenges posed by Beijing’s recent aggressive ten-
dencies, its hegemonic ambitions, and the necessity to prioritize the Asia-
Pacific theater above anything else. Secretary Austin used his remarks at 
the 2022 Shangri-la Dialogue, a regional security conference, to assure 
everyone that the Indo-Pacific is “our priority theater of operations,” 
“the heart of American grand strategy,” and “our center of strategic grav-
ity.”39 He also criticized China for its “coercive and aggressive” recent 
moves in handling territorial disputes, and signaled US commitment to 
defending its allies including Taiwan.40

On the other hand, the State Department and some White House 
advisor such as climate envoy John Kerry continue to mistakenly believe 
that promoting a Western-style regional order based on liberal political 
and economic principles is the best way to counter China’s ambitions, 
and that Beijing’s cooperation is needed to combat the threat of climate 
change. In a major address on China policy, Secretary of State Blinken 
summarized some of the administration’s recent diplomatic initiatives:

The President also took part in the leaders’ summit of the Quad 
countries—Australia, Japan, India, the United States.  .  .  . Since he 
convened the first leaders’ meeting last year, the Quad has held four 
summits.  .  .  . Earlier this month, we hosted the U.S.-ASEAN Sum-
mit to take on urgent issues like public health and the climate crisis 
together. This week, seven ASEAN countries became founding mem-
bers of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF). We’re enhanc-
ing peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific; for example, with the new 
security partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States, known as AUKUS.41
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Despite this flurry of new diplomatic initiatives over the past few years, 
however, Washington’s efforts are not enough to contain Beijing’s hege-
monic plans and ambitions because they are too broadly conceived and 
lack the harder edge needed in the present GPC era. For example, the 
Quad organization has focused so far on issues like technological coop-
eration and public health, rather than strengthening political, security, 
and military cooperation between its members to facilitate a potential 
joint response in the case of Chinese military aggression against Taiwan 
or in the South China Sea, the two most dangerous and likely scenarios 
threating the balance of power in the region.42 The same can be said 
of AUKUS, which provides Australia access in the long run to nuclear-
fueled submarines, a useful development, but in the short and medium 
run does not do enough to deter Chinese aggression particularly in 
terms of so-called gray zone coercion activities, such as “cyberattacks, 
economic coercion, hostage diplomacy, information warfare, political 
interference, and the use of commercial actors for undeclared geopo-
litical activities.”43 Lastly, the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework is but 
a pale substitute for the abandoned free trade agreement known as the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership in terms of establishing a US-shaped economic 
bloc to compete with China’s vision for a Beijing-centered regional 
integration.

Rather than focusing so much energy in these multilateral liberal 
internationalist initiatives, Washington would be better off narrowing its 
attention to more pragmatic realpolitik partnerships with key regional 
powers. The first and arguably most consequential diplomatic partner in 
the effort to contain China is India, by virtue of its growing power and 
its geography. The balance of power structural incentives for a counter-
Chinese coalition between Washington and New Delhi are very strong 
given Beijing’s rising power and aggressive behavior, including renewed 
deadly border clashes near the Line of Actual Control in the Himalayas 
between the two Asian giants.44 Since as early as the second Bush admin-
istration’s nuclear deal and strategic partnership with India, American 
leaders have courted Indian ones and moved the bilateral relationship 
in a new direction, away from old Cold War tensions.

Unsurprisingly, the US and India in recent years have continued 
to strengthen their defense and intelligence sharing partnership, and 
extended it to geospatial cooperation.45 A few recent events, however, 
threaten this emerging realist alliance with India.46 First, as briefly men-
tioned before, the US reaction to the recent war in Ukraine, combined 
with India’s more reserved attitude on the conflict given their long-
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standing close ties with Russia, threaten to distract Washington from the 
overwhelming priority of securing New Delhi’s support for the coun-
terhegemonic coalition against China. Instability in Afghanistan, partly 
caused by the precipitous US withdrawal, also leaves Washington with 
some diplomatic ground to make up to alleviate India’s concerns that 
the US is a potentially unreliable ally and even a destabilizing force in the 
region. Lastly, Biden’s newly ideological foreign policy pushing liberal 
norms in places like Myanmar and even criticizing India’s own Hindu 
nationalist government on human rights grounds are strategically mis-
guided diplomatic pursuits that only serve China’s interests in the region 
by weakening the counterhegemonic coalition.47

The other major regional power whose support is vital to effectively 
balance against China is Japan. Just like Indian leadership under Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, Japan’s government under the late prime min-
ister Shinzo Abe was also acutely aware of the geopolitical necessity of 
strengthening diplomatic, economic, and military ties with Washington 
to balance against Beijing’s hegemonic ambitions.48 However, now that 
Abe is gone and the influence of his disciples is a bit waning, Tokyo’s 
hardline realist foreign policy is being challenged by liberal internation-
alist pro-business forces who encourage a softer approach to China.49 It 
is therefore critical for the United States to do the diplomatic ground-
work needed to keep Japan from moving away from the more asser-
tive regional role it embraced over the past decade. Some realist voices 
inside Tokyo, such as Minister of Defense Nobuo Kishi, have been vocal 
about the “the need for a U.S.-Japanese plan in case of Chinese aggres-
sion against Taiwan,” and US diplomatic and military efforts should work 
to build upon such proposals.50 Japanese strategists are painfully aware 
of their country’s exposure to such a conflict: “If there is a war in the 
Taiwan Strait, Japan would almost automatically be involved as Japan 
accommodates U.S. bases and China would attack them.”51 Some Tokyo 
leaders, however, now have understandable doubts about US reliability 
after the botched withdrawal from Afghanistan and about America’s 
commitment to the region after the shift of focus to Ukraine and East-
ern Europe.52 The diplomatic strategy accompanying a No Peer Rivals 
approach would alleviate these concerns by laser-focusing on the Asia-
Pacific theater and assuring Tokyo with not just words but also budgetary 
decisions that Washington will not waver in the effort to counter China’s 
quest for regional hegemony.

In addition to securing the support of the two major regional powers 
in New Delhi and Tokyo, a realist diplomatic strategy to counter Chi-
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na’s hegemonic quest also depends on cultivating US ties and alliances 
with middle-sized countries (South Korea, Indonesia, Taiwan, Vietnam, 
Australia) and even smaller but geostrategically important ones such 
as the South Pacific Island nations like the Solomon Islands where Bei-
jing recently made inroads.53 Except for defensive realists/restrainers at 
places like the Quincy Institute, most other grand strategy experts tend 
to favor maintaining and building closer diplomatic ties to these coun-
tries. However, there are two main differences between an offensive real-
ist approach like No Peer Rivals and competing strategies coming from 
liberal and conservative internationalists. First, diplomatic time and 
attention must be paid to these countries even if it comes at the expense 
of lesser priorities in Europe and the Middle East. Indonesian officials, 
for example, complained recently that, despite US rhetoric about priori-
tizing the Asia-Pacific and GPC, they still have a hard time “getting top 
Washington policy makers to take them seriously.”54 On the contrary, 
China’s diplomats “go out of their way to establish cordial relationships” 
and treat Indonesia like a priority, not “as an afterthought,” as they feel 
is often the case with the Americans.55 Second, in the case of nations 
with imperfect democracies or human rights records such as Vietnam, 
Myanmar, and the Maldives, a realist approach would not let ideological 
concerns prevent courting the support of these countries in the overall 
effort to counter Beijing’s goals of regional domination.

Latin America

In a strategically misguided move, since the end of the Cold War the 
United States has largely ignored the Central and Latin American coun-
tries in its own Western Hemisphere in favor of heavy diplomatic engage-
ment in the Middle East, Europe, and Asia. As a result, while militarily of 
course the United States still maintains military hegemony in its region, 
China has made very strong inroads diplomatically, mainly through the 
use of economic instruments and a pragmatic realist approach devoid 
of liberal moralizing. Even though the Soviet Union at the height of the 
Cold War caused some mischief in the region by propping up commu-
nist regimes and insurgencies in small countries like Cuba or Nicaragua, 
not since the age of the Monroe Doctrine in the 19th century has an eco-
nomically and technologically sophisticated great power seriously chal-
lenged US hegemonic dominance of its own region the way China is now 
attempting to do. As Colin Dueck writes, even though the latest National 
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Security Strategy document acknowledges the Western Hemisphere as the 
region that “most directly impacts” the United States, the Biden admin-
istration all but abandoned the realist calculus of the Monroe Doctrine 
and its specific hardline against allowing a distant great power to inter-
fere in the affairs of this region.56

Many in the Washington national security establishment were shocked 
in 2023 when the Wall Street Journal reported on two very worrisome 
developments in the realm of military and intelligence rivalry against 
China in America’s own backyard. First, the paper revealed a secret 
agreement for China to establish an electronic eavesdropping facility in 
Cuba, roughly 100 miles from Florida.57 Second, Beijing and Havana are 
also working on setting up a joint military training facility that could host 
PLA troops and other security and intelligence operations.58 Combined 
with the recent inroads of the Chinese intelligence services in Venezu-
ela, this brazen move by the CCP leadership shows their global ambitions 
and the danger it poses to US national interests. Even a skeptic of the 
GPC strategic framework, such as Michael Mazarr of RAND, nevertheless 
observed how “the days of the United States thinking of the China chal-
lenge as one limited to the Indo-Pacific, with the U.S. being the one to 
encroach on the other’s region in security terms, those days are over.”59

If the security competition in the Western Hemisphere is still in the 
early stages, in the economic realm China is already deeply entrenched 
in the region and acts as a legitimate peer rival of the United States. In 
fact, from 2000 to 2021, Chinese trade with Latin America increased from 
1.7 percent to 14.4 percent of the region’s total trade, and had reached 
nearly $450 billion by 2021.60 Moreover, a CFR report states that “econo-
mists predict that it could exceed $700 billion by 2035. China is currently 
South America’s top trading partner and the second-largest for Latin 
America as a whole, after the United States.”61 As it pushes US companies 
to divest from China and move to friendlier countries, Washington is 
currently missing a critical strategic opportunity to improve its economic 
ties with Latin America by not greatly expanding its economic ties to this 
region first and foremost.62 As Shannon O’Neill argued recently, “Latin 
America offers the best hope the United States has to diversify and relo-
cate its vulnerable, highly consequential supply chains for critical min-
erals, semiconductors, pharmaceuticals, and large-capacity batteries.”63 
Moreover, not only would the US economy and national security benefit 
from building supply chains closer to home and away from China, but 
this would also provide Latin American countries with an alternative to 
Beijing’s insidious influence.64 The CCP uses these economic ties not 
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merely for economic profit, but rather to further advance its military 
and geopolitical encroachments in Washington’s historical sphere of 
influence, thus raising the specter of a great power rival operating mili-
tary and intelligence collection installations dangerously close to the US 
homeland in case of a conflict.

In the diplomatic sphere, there was no more convincing evidence 
of America’s diminished influence in Latin America than the fiasco of 
the 2022 Summit of the Americas hosted in Los Angeles.65 In a stinging 
diplomatic embarrassment for Washington, Mexican president Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador refused to attend, as did the Central American 
leaders of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, partly in protest over 
Biden’s decision not to invite the authoritarian governments of Cuba, 
Venezuela, and Nicaragua.66 Even the representatives who attended, like 
the leaders of major regional players Argentina and Brazil, were openly 
critical of the US administration. Argentina’s president, Alberto Fernan-
dez, complained that the host country did not have the power to impose 
“right of admission” to the conference.67 Brazil’s president, Jair Bolso-
naro, only agreed to attend at the last minute, after securing an indi-
vidual meeting with President Biden.68 For his part, Biden’s remarks were 
rather vague and focused on long-term liberal priorities like advancing 
democratic values, climate change, labor rights, and international coop-
eration on pandemic preparedness.69 In the end, the summit was a big 
missed opportunity for the US to reinvigorate its diplomatic leadership 
of the region, which only helped Beijing portray the US as an unreliable 
ally. As Arturo Sarukhan, a former Mexican ambassador to the United 
States, pithily observed: “China’s clapping on the sidelines that all of this 
is happening because it obviously feeds into its very significant invest-
ment in public diplomacy and soft power in the region.”70

In order to reestablish its strategic leadership over Latin America and 
counter China’s encroachments in its own region, US diplomatic efforts 
must shift in a realist direction in at least two separate but interrelated 
ways. First, Washington needs to realize that in an era of intense great 
power competition, economic programs and development funds mat-
ter far more than appeals to common values, historical ties, or regional 
solidarity.71 Former Chilean ambassador Jorge Heine highlights a recent 
unfortunate dynamic in the US approach to the region: “In Latin Amer-
ica, people want to have better relations with the United States, but their 
main concern is development, and on that front, China is delivering. . . . 
What people find disconcerting is the U.S. approach of telling govern-
ments in the region not to do business with China. Their response is, ‘Well, 
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what do you offer?’ And for far too long, the U.S. response is, ‘We’re not 
offering anything; we’re telling you what to do.’”72 Given Latin’s America 
top-tier priority, the United States should divert financial resources and 
USAID programs from other parts of the world, particularly the Middle 
East, Eastern Europe, and Africa, and make them available instead to 
Central and South American countries so that they won’t need as much 
Chinese assistance. In addition to serving its GPC goal of countering Chi-
na’s influence, this move would also benefit US business economically 
in the postpandemic era of global economic regionalization of supply 
chains and consumer markets.73 Given its mix of technological sophistica-
tion, natural resource endowments, and younger demographics, a better 
integrated Western Hemisphere would be very well positioned to eco-
nomically outcompete the Asia-Pacific and Europe in the new economic 
world order gravitating around separate regional blocs.74

And, second, just like in the Asia-Pacific, American diplomacy in Latin 
America must adopt a realpolitik mindset devoid of liberal ideological 
constraints in the choice of regional allies and partners. In recent years, 
both left- and right-wing populist governments have come to power in 
major Latin American powers like Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, and 
Brazil, as well as in small but border-security relevant ones like Honduras 
and El Salvador.75 This is partly a reflection of how poor economic per-
formance and corruption led to public dissatisfaction with mainstream 
politicians and even with the notion of “liberal democracy” itself. As the 
Wall Street Journal reported, “Polls show that only a minority of Latin 
Americans support democracy. It fell below 50% for the first time in 
2020, down from 63% in 2010.”76 Given these trends, and China’s prag-
matic deals unburdened by ideological considerations, the United States 
must reluctantly adapt to the new realities of the GPC era and proceed 
with economic, security, and diplomatic deals based on national inter-
est and strategic needs rather than its neighbors’ adherence to liberal 
values. In the long run, the US may be in a better position to push the 
region toward ideological alignment with the United States, but for now 
the urgency of competing with China must take precedence in Washing-
ton over concerns about the domestic politics of its regional partners.

Europe and NATO

The transatlantic relationship with NATO allies in Western Europe 
represented the cornerstone of American diplomacy during the five 
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decades of the Cold War, and arguably continued to do so in the three 
decades of the post–Cold War era. While fully understandable when the 
Soviet Union represented the largest threat to US grand strategy, and 
somewhat understandable in the Cold War era when no other would-be 
regional hegemon required containing in the key geopolitical theaters 
of the world, in today’s GPC era Europe needs to be downgraded to 
a second tier of diplomatic priority behind the Asia-Pacific and Latin 
America. The challenge of containing Moscow’s ambitions in Eastern 
Europe is a serious one, but one that the European Union, thanks to its 
superior economic and military power, must handle with only minimal 
US assistance so as to allow Washington to focus on China and on its own 
problems in the Western Hemisphere. Therefore, the main goal of US 
diplomacy in Europe, as well as in regard to the NATO alliance, should 
be to persuade its partners to pick up the extra financial and military 
burden needed to contain Russia’s adventurism in its near abroad.77

The war in Ukraine helped wake up many EU members from their 
geopolitical complacency of the post–Cold War era, including most 
importantly Germany.78 EU’s largest economy, and along with France its 
most influential member, Germany reversed a long trend of insufficient 
defense spending (much below the 2 percent agreed to by all NATO 
members) and promised to spend 100 billion euros to upgrade its mili-
tary.79 The new chancellor, Olaf Scholz, seemingly also changed Berlin’s 
often friendly tone on China, and he criticized Beijing’s human rights 
record, its support for Moscow, and its transgressions of the rules-based 
order, thus leading some liberal internationalist analysts to suggest that 
the US and Germany are likely to work closely in the new GPC era to 
counter the joint threats from authoritarian regimes in China and Rus-
sia.80 However, such optimism is unwarranted, and realist considerations 
are likely to come into play as soon as the Ukraine crisis subsides. As 
Walter Russell Mead reminded his readers in the Wall Street Journal, Ger-
many’s economic prowess has for a long time been dependent on “a 
combination of industrial prowess, cheap energy from Russia, and access 
to global markets, particularly in China.”81

Therefore, realpolitik structural considerations are likely to push Ber-
lin to attempt to straddle a line between the US on the one hand, and 
Russia and China on the other, something Washington must be ready to 
anticipate. Mead further explores this geostrategic dynamic by warning 
that Germany’s economic ties with Russia and China might easily take 
priority over “common values” between Washington and Berlin.82 From 
a realist perspective, the US should push Germany and the EU as a whole 
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more toward a military self-sufficiency that would allow them to better 
deter Russia, and also work with the US on diplomatic and economic 
priorities to assist in countering China’s global ambitions. One major 
European power whose recent foreign policy shifted in a realist direc-
tion well suited for the GPC era is the United Kingdom.83 London’s latest 
grand strategic document, Global Britain in a Competitive Age, outlines the 
contours of a post-Brexit foreign policy adapted to the new geopolitical 
realities of competition with China and Russia. Similar to American plan-
ning documents, it calls for a “tilt” to the Indo-Pacific region, and sets 
the goal of “establishing a greater and more persistent presence than 
any other European country” in that region.84 At the same time, it also 
prioritizes investments in modernizing and increasing its nuclear deter-
rent, and in advanced technologies in the realm of cyber, space, and AI.85 
This new, more realist orientation in its foreign policy was evident dur-
ing the UK’s strong response to the Ukraine crisis as well. As Chatham 
House’s Leslie Vinjamuri noticed: “The United Kingdom’s emphasis 
on deterrence stands in stark contrast to France’s impulse to negotiate 
and Germany’s ambivalence. There is no doubt which of these powers is 
Washington’s closest European security partner.”86 In the future, Ameri-
can diplomats need to continue to cultivate the US-UK “special relation-
ship,” and continue to encourage London’s current realist shift in for-
eign policy that values high-end military power and aims to counter the 
geopolitical threats from China and Russia.

In addition to these traditional Western European liberal allies, US 
diplomacy must also deal with some strategically important regional allies 
whose internal politics are currently more nationalist, countries such as 
Turkey, Hungary, and Poland. Washington’s rivals in Moscow and Beijing 
have been courting over the past decades the capitals of these Eastern 
European countries, as well as Istanbul, in their efforts to diminish the 
influence of the US and the EU in that region, particularly around the 
geopolitically important Black Sea littoral. For example, China formed 
a 16+1 partnership with many former members of the Warsaw Pact in 
Eastern Europe to facilitate economic relations, particularly in infra-
structure and technology. Some of these partnerships have not gone very 
well, something Washington can capitalize on to curtail further Beijing 
encroachment particularly in the military and technology sectors.87 Rus-
sia, which historically had difficult relations with its neighbors, neverthe-
less made inroads with Budapest and Ankara in recent years, in no small 
part as a result of liberal Western criticism of the domestic politics of 
Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán and Turkish president Recep 
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Tayyip Erdoğan.88 In the GPC era, Washington should deal with such 
nationalist leaders in a pragmatic, nonideological manner given the 
importance of securing the overall US geopolitical interest in a strong 
Europe capable of deterring Russian revisionism without significant US 
military involvement.

Lastly, America’s long-standing formal military alliance with its Euro-
pean partners, NATO, also has an important role to play in the GPC era. 
First, following the Ukraine crisis and the subsequent increase in military 
spending by its European members, NATO should be in a good position 
to deter a further Russian attempt to expand its territory by the use of 
force. The addition of Finland and Sweden to the alliance, two capable 
militaries, further shifts the balance of power in Europe in a Western 
direction.89 More importantly, however, NATO is now in a strong posi-
tion to negotiate a diplomatic agreement with Moscow for the so-called 
European gray zone, the countries in-between NATO and Russia such 
as Ukraine. The best solution for them would be what Charles Kupchan 
described as “permanent neutrality”: these countries should be encour-
aged to join the EU, but not NATO, thus removing the major irritant in 
US-Russian relations of the past decades.90 If the US and its allies were 
able to achieve this diplomatic feat, Europe’s security concerns would 
be significantly diminished and US-EU-Russian relations thawed, which 
would in turn allow Washington and NATO to focus more on China. At 
the 2019 summit, the organization for the first time committed to deal 
with China’s “growing influence.”91 This new direction could really only 
be pursued more vigorously if NATO’s main priority of containing Rus-
sia is resolved diplomatically as soon as possible. Whether NATO is the 
right organization to deal with the Asia-Pacific region is a more debat-
able proposition, given its Atlanticist geographical focus, but a reinvigo-
rated NATO at the very least can serve to mitigate the need to divert US 
resources away from the Pacific theater.92

Some pro-Atlanticist experts worry that if America abandons its over-
whelming military presence and commitment to Europe, how can we be 
sure those countries will step up militarily and defend themselves? Both 
conservative and liberal internationalists tend to argue that in order to 
get the Europeans to contribute more, they would need to be led and 
organized by the United States through NATO. However, the balance of 
power logic dictates that as the security threats from Russia in the East 
and Middle East instability in the Mediterranean/North Africa intensify, 
and as the US shifts its attention and resources to the Asia-Pacific theater, 
the EU members will have no realistic choice but to significantly increase 
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defense spending and military capabilities to counter these threats. In 
fact, that is exactly what French president Emmanuel Macron advocated 
when he called for the EU to move toward “strategic autonomy.”93 While 
this will lead to a relative decrease in US influence in European affairs, 
this is a price worth paying for being able to shift significant resources 
toward higher priorities. The EU’s economy is roughly comparable to 
that of the United States, and most countries are solidly democratic and 
historically allied with the US. As such, Washington can be confident 
that a more autonomous EU will be both capable and willing to provide 
for its own defense and also represent a useful partner in dealing with 
Beijing, Moscow, or Tehran even if the US pulls back some of its Cold 
War–era military presence on the continent.

The Middle East

After 20 years in which the Middle East served as the main theater of the 
post-9/11 War on Terror, and consequently the primary strategic theater 
of operations for the US military, now it is finally time for this important 
yet troubled region to be relegated to a second-tier priority for US diplo-
macy. Washington certainly still has some geopolitical, security, and eco-
nomic interests in the Middle East, namely preventing a hostile power 
like Iran from becoming a regional hegemon, guaranteeing no disrup-
tions to the flow of energy resources, and providing local allies with the 
military technology needed to defend themselves. Moreover, in the new 
era of GPC, China and Russia are aggressively trying to expand their eco-
nomic and security influence in the Middle East, thus transforming this 
region in one of the more important arenas of great power competition 
against the previously dominating United States. Having said that, given 
Iran’s limited overall military and economic power resources compared 
to its Sunni rivals and Israel, and given the region’s diminishing impor-
tance as an energy supplier to the United States, it makes perfect strate-
gic sense for Washington to focus its diplomatic efforts on pragmatic and 
opportunistic partnerships commensurate with the diminished interests, 
rather than the hegemonic and often ideological goals of the War on 
Terror period.

Early on, President Biden’s diplomatic outreach to Middle Eastern 
countries, particularly those like Saudi Arabia whom he criticized during 
the campaign for human rights abuses, proved the administration was 
indeed moving in a realist direction in dealing with this region in terms 
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of prioritizing security and economic concerns.94 However, just like 
the invasion of Ukraine shifted the administration strategic attention 
back toward Europe, the October 7 terrorist attack against Israel and 
the resulting conflicts drew the US military back into the thick of things 
regionally despite the geopolitical imperative of a pivot to Asia. At first, 
the US moved naval and other assets in the area to support Israel’s war in 
Gaza and hedge against a potential expansion of the war into a regional 
conflict. As the US troops located in the region came under increas-
ingly brazen attacks from Iran-sponsored militias, and as international 
commerce was threatened by the Iran-sponsored Houthi rebels in the 
Red Sea, the US launched airstrikes inside Yemen at the start of 2024 to 
“restore deterrence.”95 When one also considers the repeated airstrikes 
conducted in retaliation for the drone and missile attacks on US bases in 
Iraq and Syria, the US military finds itself practically once again engaged 
in a military conflict against Iranian proxies in a region Washington in 
theory downgraded in priority and swore to not get dragged back in.96 
Therefore, there is a danger that the administration will continue to 
overemphasize the strategic importance of the Middle East. Instead, the 
US should empower and incentivize its local allies (Israel, Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates in particular) to contain Iranian 
proxies militarily on their own. Moreover, the EU benefits from Red Sea 
commerce much more than the US does, which means it has a more 
immediate economic interest in guarding the sea lanes of communica-
tion. The US cannot afford and should not continue being the primary 
security provider in this region.

Contrary to this recommendation, during one of his trips to the Mid-
dle East, President Biden emphatically renewed the US commitment to 
the region in the context of the GPC era: “We will not walk away and 
leave a vacuum to be filled by China, Russia or Iran, and we’ll seek to 
build on this moment with active, principled American leadership.”97 
The main problem with this diplomatic recommitment to the Middle 
East is that Washington’s other GPC competitors in Beijing and Moscow 
have arguably stronger economic interests in the oil and gas resources of 
the region (in the case of China) and closer security and ideological ties 
(in the case of Russia).98 For example, the OPEC+ alliance between Rus-
sia, Saudi Arabia, and other oil-exporting countries has proven very resil-
ient despite US pressure and market turmoil in recent years, confirming 
its status as a geopolitical project as much as an economic one.99 Or, in 
the case of China (already the largest oil consumer), the neutral stance 
in the war in Ukraine taken by many Middle Eastern states, despite West-
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ern diplomatic pressure, clearly showed Beijing’s economic and diplo-
matic clout in protecting its Russian ally from international opprobrium 
at the UN. These two instances might be a harbinger of things to come in 
the region’s strategic orientation, and the US should indeed “reevaluate 
its posture in a region where it provides security guarantees to countries 
whose central role in the global economy now consists of exporting oil to 
the United States’ primary rival,” as Bruce Jones wryly observed.100

Even in a GPC environment, it is in many ways perfectly fine from 
America’s perspective for China and Russia to have strong ties with Mid-
dle East regimes given the economic connections at play. If such increas-
ing ties lead to the US being able to free up resources for other areas of 
higher priority (i.e., Asia-Pacific and Latin America), the US could deal 
with a loss of status as the security hegemon of the Middle East with-
out too much harm to its overall geopolitical standing. In summary, the 
US could cautiously downscale its Middle East commitments, as long as 
Iran is not achieving regional hegemonic status and the oil flows go on 
relatively uninterrupted; both these issues are as important to the EU, 
China, and Russia as they are to the United States, so there is no reason 
why the US should be shouldering the majority of the burden in assuring 
regional stability.

To conclude, the United States needs to adapt its diplomatic alliance 
partnerships around the world in such a way as to best serve the goal of 
containing China’s ambitions. This means that some regions, like the 
Asia-Pacific, will receive more of Washington’s attention, while others, 
like Europe and the Middle East, will receive less of it. Another impor-
tant No Peer Rivals diplomatic priority for the GPC era is adapting to the 
principles of a realist world order and downplaying the role of liberal 
concerns such as democracy promotion and human rights in the choice 
of strategic partners around the world. The most effective strategy in this 
highly competitive and multipolar world of international diplomacy now 
involves pragmatic compromises based on common geopolitical and 
geoeconomic interests, not high-minded rhetoric about universal values 
and common global challenges.
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Conclusion

Counterarguments and the Case for No Peer Rivals

•

The past few years have witnessed ever more deteriorating diplomatic 
relations and increasing military and economic tensions between Wash-
ington, Beijing, and Moscow. From military maneuvers in Taiwan and 
the South China Sea in Asia to the actual war in Ukraine, the major 
powers found themselves involved in what most scholars and govern-
ment officials now acknowledge as a new era of Great Power Competi-
tion. In light of these worrisome developments in great power politics, 
the position of the United States in the international system is in peril. 
After three decades of being the only unquestioned regional hegemon 
and global superpower, and hence benefiting from the geopolitical and 
financial advantages conferred by this privileged status, a peer rival is 
now on the horizon. And while conflicts in the Middle East and Russia’s 
war in Ukraine dominate the daily headlines, there should be no higher 
priority for America’s grand strategy in coming years than containing 
China’s quest for regional hegemony and global superpower status.

As outlined in this book, America’s great power rivals are acting more 
in accordance with the principles of offensive realism than in accordance 
with any of the other three major theoretical contenders (defensive real-
ism, liberal internationalism, and conservative internationalism), and 
it’s past time for Washington to do the same if it wants to succeed in 
the new world of GPC. The rhetorical commitment to contain China on 
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the part of both Democrats and Republicans in Washington is worth-
less, and even dangerous, unless it is accompanied by an overarching 
offensive realist grand strategy that shapes specific US strategies and 
policies across military, economic, diplomatic, energy, and technological 
lines. Such an approach, like the No Peer Rivals framework outlined in 
this book, is distinctive from competing grand strategies in at least three 
major ways.

First, it is grounded in a realistic assessment of the most likely courses 
of action adopted by China, Russia, and other important regional pow-
ers. As such, the US will not be surprised by the aggressive and self-
centered moves of its GPC competitors on the world stage, as it might 
be if it adopted a defensive realist or liberal internationalist grand strat-
egy grounded in expectations of more cooperation and restraint on 
the part of other countries. The evidence of the past decade of intensi-
fied GPC shows that the US adversaries in Beijing and Moscow (as well 
as some friendly counterparts in New Delhi or Tokyo) already have 
adapted to this new geopolitical reality, and it is high time for Washing-
ton to do the same.

Second, unlike the liberal and conservative internationalist grand 
strategies, it prioritizes great power rivalry over other strategic goals, and 
it identifies China as the biggest threat to achieve peer rival status and 
thus a threat to America’s unique position in the international system. 
This ruthless prioritization is needed because the United States now 
operates in a multipolar world, and while it is still the only superpower 
by virtue of being the only regional hegemon with global power projec-
tion capabilities, it can no longer afford to finance the undisciplined 
post–Cold War global-ordering internationalist grand strategy. The $30-
plus trillion national debt, which is growing every year, necessarily means 
that hard trade-offs are here for defense and foreign policy budgets. The 
era when the US military assumed it could prepare to win two simulta-
neous major wars or that it can conduct long-term counterinsurgency 
campaigns to defeat terrorist groups is over. A ruthless focus on the most 
important threat and handing off other priorities to our partners and 
allies is the only responsible path forward if Washington has any hope 
of maintaining its peerless superpower status. Similarly, a realist grand 
strategy makes it easier to form the diplomatic alliances and partner-
ships around the world needed to prevent China’s hegemonic ambitions 
by prioritizing pragmatic security and economic interests over shared 
concerns for human rights or other liberal priorities.

Third, the No Peer Rivals grand strategic approach carefully aligns 
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the domestic sources of national power (economic strength, energy secu-
rity, and technological prowess) to America’s foreign policy and national 
security objectives. Even though the other approaches in one way or 
another all want to contain China’s ambitions, only a realist approach to 
industrial policy and international trade, energy production, and tech-
nological superiority offers the best chance for developing the “sinews of 
power” needed to outcompete Beijing in the long run. In the GPC era, 
the US can no longer afford to keep its grand strategy hostage to parti-
san political priorities, whether in the area of limiting domestic energy 
production or catering to a business community asking for more market 
access to China.

Addressing the Major Counterarguments

There are a few major counterarguments to an offensive realist grand 
strategy primarily aimed at containing China and shoring up regional 
hegemony in the Western Hemisphere. In this section, I will address 
some of the most important ones raised by the proponents of the other 
schools of thought. First, liberal and conservative internationalists alike 
argue that the era of GPC is a conflict of values between the democratic 
Western states and authoritarian ones like China and Russia as much (or 
more) than it is a struggle for power as realists claim.1 Consequently, they 
argue in favor or renewing efforts to shore up the US-led liberal world 
order, and are optimistic that the US can maintain a global hegemonic 
posture due to its combination of resources, values, and allies.2 President 
Biden’s 2022 National Security Strategy also frames the challenge of GPC in 
highly ideological terms as a contest between autocracies in Beijing and 
Moscow and democracies in the Western world:

The most pressing strategic challenge facing our vision is from powers 
that layer authoritarian governance with a revisionist foreign policy. 
Autocrats are working overtime to undermine democracy and export 
a model of governance marked by repression at home and coercion 
abroad. So, the United States will continue to defend democracy 
around the world.3

This is a highly questionable and even self-defeating conceptualiza-
tion of the new geopolitical situation, as it shifts the focus from a prag-
matic realist understanding of the unsurprising conflicts of security and 
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economic interests between great powers toward an uncompromising 
ideological crusade against autocracies. It’s no surprise that China, Rus-
sia, and Iran, the three major rivals of the US in the key geopolitical the-
aters of the world, are now working closer than ever before.4 A successful 
US grand strategy would seek to prevent adversaries from forming an 
alliance rather than push them toward it by an ideological conceptual-
izing of the new strategic era as a Manichean battle between democracies 
and autocracies.5 In order to combat this view of a values-driven conflict, 
we must first examine whether China’s and Russia’s behaviors are driven 
more by power-oriented realpolitik concerns (as realists argue), or by an 
aggressive anti-Western ideological fervor (as conservative international-
ists contend, similar to their liberal counterparts). The answer to this 
question is also fundamental for judging the prospects of the emerging 
Chinese-Russian partnership: Is it a pragmatic marriage of convenience 
of two great powers sharing limited common interests, or a strong ideo-
logical alliance of authoritarian governments looking to wage a common 
ideological battle against the liberal democratic Western states?

In keeping with this theory’s general focus on the domestic determi-
nants of foreign policy, specifically the type of political system (democ-
racy or autocracy), conservative internationalists argue that ideological 
differences are enormously important in understanding how a regime 
such as the Chinese Communist Party acts on the world stage and inter-
acts with the democratic world: “The nature of the regime, as much as 
the nature of the international system, drives Beijing’s conduct,” Hal 
Brands claims.6 While this may be true in general of dictatorships, par-
ticularly small pariah states like North Korea or Cuba, China’s interac-
tions with international institutions often are more pragmatic and based 
purely on material national interests, not ideological commitments. As 
Harvard professor Alastair Johnston summarized Beijing’s positions in 
a detailed International Security article, “at present China’s challenge to 
order is less deep and/or wide than the current narrative suggests. . . . 
The picture is far more complicated. China interacts differently with dif-
ferent orders, supportive of some, unsupportive of others, and partially 
supportive of still others.”7 For example, Beijing supports the UN sys-
tem quite strongly, sometimes they do and sometimes they don’t sup-
port international trade regulations, and they show the least support for 
political development orders.8 Another foreign policy characteristic of 
authoritarian states highlighted by Brands, “the penchant for imperious-
ness and unembarrassed bullying,” has been similarly disputed recently 
in an exchange on the pages of International Security following a study 
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by Zhang that concludes “China is a cautious bully; it employs coercion 
only infrequently; and as it grows stronger, it uses military coercion less 
often,” at least in the case of the South China Sea disputes.9

Lastly, realists and liberal/conservative internationalists also differ 
on the extent to which China’s aggressive grand strategy is shaped by 
Chinese autocracy, history, and strategic culture, as opposed to the clas-
sical dynamics of the hegemonic transition theory, which was popular-
ized recently by Graham Allison as the “Thucydides trap.”10 On the one 
hand, Brands is certainly persuasive in arguing that “when Xi talks about 
achieving a great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, [he] invokes the 
idea of a ‘community of common destiny’ that is global in scope, and 
speaks of re-creating a world in which China receives the respect and 
consideration it is due, he is channeling something deeply rooted in Chi-
nese strategic culture—a belief that a larger role in the world is part of 
China’s historical inheritance, not simply a result of its growing power.”11 
Similarly, Matthew Kroenig argues that it is the autocratic nature of the 
CCP leadership that determines the strategic threat from Beijing.12 The 
communist regime’s disregard for the rules of the liberal international 
order is the main problem. In the economic realm, for example, the 
foremost economic concern is not that China is growing wealthy but that 
it is systematically preying on the global economic system.13 And in terms 
of international security threats, China’s aggressive regional behavior is 
also shaped by its domestic politics: “Lacking institutionalized sources of 
legitimacy, the CCP stokes nationalist sentiment to maintain domestic 
support, giving assertions of territorial claims against foreign enemies an 
outsized role in Chinese foreign policy.”14

On the other hand, there are strong reasons to believe that China’s 
actions are just as easily explainable by a purely realist lens, and, in fact, 
offensive realists have been predicting for years that China’s rise will most 
likely not be peaceful.15 More importantly, however, a realist approach is 
more likely to work to contain China’s hegemonic ambitions than one 
that regards Beijing’s strategic challenge as heavily ideological. Realists 
like Elbridge Colby and Robert Kaplan correctly point out that rising 
powers of various ideologies all pursued a hegemonic agenda: “Nazi 
Germany and imperial Japan strove for regional hegemony, as did the 
postwar Soviet Union, post-revolutionary France in the early nineteenth 
century, and the United States in North America in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The liberal United Kingdom presided over an empire with a pref-
erential trading system, as did Third Republic France.”16 And as far as 
not complying with the rules of a capitalist global economy, realists can 
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point to long-standing US and EU subsidies to industries and tariffs in 
sectors such as aerospace and agriculture as evidence that all great pow-
ers, regardless of democratic status, prioritize their narrow economic 
interests over free market principles and international law.

How one prioritizes power versus ideology in understanding China’s 
behavior determines the nature of the US strategy to contain Beijing’s 
rise, and both realists and conservative internationalists agree on that 
point. For Kroenig, downplaying the role of ideology would forfeit a 
major source of strength for Washington in the GPC era: what interna-
tionalists believe is the worldwide appeal of democratic values and of the 
liberal world order system supported by the United States and its demo-
cratic allies, which he credits with the relative peace and prosperity of 
the post–World War II era. However, there are several practical problems 
with a containment grand strategy driven by ideological considerations.

First, in order to accomplish its strategic goals against Beijing, the 
US will have to form a counterhegemonic coalition with many Asian 
states that may not be democracies. This pragmatic approach to alliance-
building and partnerships in the region would be very difficult to pull off 
if Washington is framing the rivalry with China in stark terms as freedom 
vs. totalitarianism or good vs. evil: as realists often argue, “It’s no use 
for the United States to have Denmark or the Netherlands onboard but 
not Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, or Vietnam.”17 And while 
Kroenig is right that the US made similar compromises during the Cold 
War, those decisions opened up the US to charges of hypocrisy and hurt 
America’s public standing worldwide, worse than if US leaders would just 
avoid using lofty rhetoric praising human rights when their actions often 
fell short of that moral standard.

Second, framing things in black and white terms (autocracy vs. 
democracy) not only makes it harder to collaborate with autocracies 
because it further antagonizes them, but it even hurts our relations with 
other democracies that may not be liberal or progressive, such as India 
or Hungary, which are sometimes derisively called illiberal democracies. 
The same is true as far as complicating relations with many countries 
in the Global South whose commercial interests may make them main-
tain close trade relations with autocratic states like China or Russia, as 
was clear during the aftermath of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Framing 
international crises as a contest of “freedom versus tyranny,” therefore, 
makes it harder, not easier, for the US to advance its interests.

Third and last, focusing on the domestic nature of the CCP regime 
as the core of the GPC competition may inadvertently raise the para-
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noia in Beijing about US intentions and therefore increase the odds of 
Chinese aggressive actions against Taiwan and consequently of a cata-
strophic nuclear conflict. If the US wants to change Chinese behavior, 
as opposed to the regime itself, it is more productive to focus on the 
conflict over security or economic interests, not on the intractable ideo-
logical differences.

Similar to the debate over the factors shaping Beijing’s grand strat-
egy, realists and internationalists also disagree in their understanding of 
Moscow’s recently revisionist actions in the former Soviet space and East-
ern Europe. The invasion of Ukraine in 2022, following the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014, made it clear that under Putin’s leadership Russia is 
back acting as a great power and would-be regional hegemon, at least in 
its “near abroad” if not yet across all of the old Soviet Union’s sphere of 
influence. Many liberal and conservative internationalist scholars, as well 
as many Western policymakers, attribute Russia’s revisionism to Putin’s 
ideological predispositions, or the ideology of Putinism, as former US 
ambassador to Russia Michael McFaul outlined it in an influential article 
for International Security.18 But is Russia’s revanchist strategy truly a Puti-
nism problem? While the Russian president’s personality and ideology 
certainly impact some of Moscow’s recent aggressive behavior, they only 
do so at the margins in terms of tactics and perhaps the timing of cer-
tain actions. In fact, Russia’s revisionist grand strategic course is mostly 
explained by an offensive realist understanding of great power politics. 
Robert Pearson, the author of a new book on Russian grand strategy in 
the 21st century, convincingly shows that the common perception that 
Moscow’s grand strategy is driven by ideology is actually a myth:

Rather than ideology, the foundations of Russia’s grand strategy can 
be found in the more universal, if mundane, condition of geopolitical 
insecurity that informs the realist school of thought. Russia’s world-
view and grand strategic objectives are the product of a deep and 
enduring sense of geopolitical insecurity that has conditioned its rela-
tionship to the outside world for centuries.19

Therefore, the most outrageous case of Russian aggression in 2022, 
the full-scale military invasion of Ukraine, indeed follows a realist logic 
that was evident to scholars of offensive realism at least eight years 
before, when Russia took control of the Crimean Peninsula. At the time, 
Mearsheimer warned Western liberal internationalist leaders that Mos-
cow operates following a realpolitik mindset, and their protestations that 
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such actions are outdated “19th century behavior” are not only wrong 
but dangerous because they are setting the stage for a future crisis of 
the kind that materialized in 2022: “No Russian leader would tolerate a 
military alliance that was Moscow’s mortal enemy until recently moving 
into Ukraine. . . . Imagine the outrage in Washington if China built an 
impressive military alliance and tried to include Canada and Mexico in 
it.”20 Moreover, even if Putin and his ideology were in fact causing Russia 
to act more aggressively, and if Putin’s regime were to end in the near 
future, the odds of a fundamental change in Russia’s foreign policy are 
very low.21 If Putin were to be replaced, Moscow’s desire for a sphere 
of influence will very likely remain the same, as the next leader follow-
ing such long periods of rule by a dictator is usually someone from the 
ruling elite who tends to continue the policies of their predecessor.22 
Therefore, Moscow is likely to continue to act in a manner consistent 
with offensive realism for the foreseeable future.

Just like in the case of building an anti-Chinese coalition, portraying 
Putin’s ideology—what McFaul and others somewhat misleadingly call 
“conservative nationalism”—as the main global enemy of Western lib-
eral democracy is not only inaccurate, it is outright self-defeating. Such 
an ideological dichotomy, which is mistakenly seen by these experts as 
a replay of the communism vs. freedom ideological battle of the Cold 
War, makes it more difficult to garner the support of important regional 
allies whose governments are also currently described as nationalist 
(such as the generally pro-American Viktor Orbán in Hungary and a 
variety of right-wing parties in Western Europe that are part of governing 
coalitions). Even more importantly, it would destroy any chance of the 
required bipartisan domestic support for a long-term US grand strategy 
because it would surely lose the backing of the roughly half of the US 
voters who twice supported the Trump administration’s foreign policy 
agenda, which is also described as “conservative nationalist.”23

Misdiagnosing the sources of Chinese and Russian conduct is a mis-
take Washington policymakers cannot afford to make. The most danger-
ous geopolitical development over the past decade for American grand 
strategy is the emerging alliance between China and Russia, the two 
main competitors of the United States in the GPC era.24 While the two 
countries have developed increasingly closer economic, military, and 
political ties for over a decade, their mutual relationship took a critical 
step forward at the beginning of 2022 as exemplified by a couple of key 
developments. First, on February 4, Putin and Xi signed a long joint 
statement proclaiming that their relationship “has no limits  .  .  . there 
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are no ‘forbidden’ areas of cooperation.”25 There is a strong temptation 
among many conservative and liberal internationalists alike to portray 
the growing Russian-Chinese cooperation as an ideology-driven “axis of 
autocracy,” but that would be a mistake.26 Despite the rhetoric, there are 
very important geopolitical realities that make Russia and China coop-
erate in the short run, but the same realities make them suspicious of 
each other in the long run. The two have been motivated by a com-
mon desire to join forces and balance against the United States during 
the unipolar era, but as we’re moving into a multipolar world of great 
power competition, there are strong reasons to believe that their mar-
riage of convenience could be facing difficulties that the US can and 
should exploit. Daniel Russel, a former Obama administration official 
handling Asia issues, rightly observed that “the growing breadth and 
depth of Sino-Russian cooperation is rooted in sheer pragmatism, not 
in ideology. . . . Russia and China are making common cause to better 
defend their respective interests and their authoritarian systems from 
Western pressure.”27

If the Russian-Chinese growing partnership were to hold for the fore-
seeable future, the global balance of power would shift in a direction 
that would leave the US less secure and less prosperous. However, there 
are many signs that Moscow and Beijing are in an uneasy partnership, 
one that is driven not just by common interests on economic/security 
matters but also by the West’s misguided ideological framing of the GPC 
era as a conflict between freedom and authoritarianism. The more lib-
eral and conservative internationalists define US grand strategic inter-
ests in ideological terms as being tied to the promotion of democracy 
and liberal values, the closer the leaders in Moscow and Beijing will get.28 
Russian analyst Andranik Migranyan correctly observed that “by form-
ing an alliance of democracies against authoritarian states, with China 
and Russia in mind, Washington and Brussels should be aware that they 
might well leave Russia no other option than to cooperate more closely 
with China.”29 And even though, as Kroenig argues, autocracies tend to 
be unreliable allies and don’t form the same kind of strong alliances with 
each other that democracies tend to do, that doesn’t mean Putin and Xi 
will not form a powerful alliance if they both perceive the US as a com-
mon enemy.30

Another powerful example of this geostrategic danger of foolishly 
pushing Russia into China’s arms post-Ukraine occurred in the realm 
of geoeconomics. Washington must counter Moscow’s aggression in a 
way that secures a durable peace in Eastern Europe based on balance 
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of power considerations, not impose crushing sanctions that could hurt 
America’s global position in the more important competition against 
China.31 If Russia becomes almost entirely reliant on the Chinese mar-
ket, that would push Moscow even more into a state of economic depen-
dency and solidify the already emerging Russian-Chinese alliance. Even 
worse, the lack of Russian oil and gas in Western markets will continue 
to cause grave damage to Europe’s economy, and by virtue of the US-
EU massive trade relations, to the American economy itself. It’s worth 
remembering that the most successful geopolitical move of the Cold War 
was Richard Nixon’s opening to China, a brilliant realist coup that in 
many ways turned the momentum of that conflict in America’s favor.32 
As Xi Jinping biographer Adrian Geiges pithily summarized the current 
flaw in Western strategy for the New York Times, “What the West is doing 
now is the exact opposite of what Nixon did back then. . . . Russia and 
China are not natural partners. They are partners because of the com-
mon enemy—the United States and Western Europe.”33 This is a grave 
geopolitical mistake in the current GPC multipolar era, and it makes it a 
self-fulfilling prophecy that the US will have to confront a powerful alli-
ance of China and Russia for as long as those countries remain authori-
tarian, which scholarship shows is most likely to be a long time.34

In conclusion, the Russian-Chinese partnership is much more of a 
realist reaction to US hegemonic status and the ideological pressure 
exerted by Washington through the continued expansion of the liberal 
world order. As the world now moves into a multipolar balance of power 
and a competitive realist world order, the United States can and should 
work to restore its successful Cold War realist strategy of triangulating 
between its two main great power competitors. As Richard Nixon and 
Henry Kissinger well understood, this is the first lesson of the triangular 
balance of power: do not let your two adversaries join forces against you. 
The good news is that Russia is unlikely to settle in the long term into 
the role of a vassal of China.35 And even though it may never become a 
reliable ally of the United States, it can be persuaded to at least play a 
somewhat neutral role between Washington and Beijing as the rivalry 
between them will dominate the geopolitical landscape of the GPC era. 
Some experts like Kroenig have criticized this proposal as unworkable 
and counterproductive, arguing that Putin would demand “unpalatable 
concessions such as a sphere of influence in Eastern Europe or limiting 
US missile defense,” and that he couldn’t be trusted anyways.36 These are 
fair objections, but ultimately from a realpolitik perspective the person-
ality quirks of Russian leaders cannot overtake the logic of the balance of 
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power, which clearly dictates that Washington has an interest in keeping 
Moscow at least neutral in its efforts to contain Beijing’s rise. And while 
Putin acted aggressively toward defending what he considers core Rus-
sian interests in the “near abroad,” he also collaborated with the US in 
the past in the fight against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and more recently 
against the Islamic State in Syria, thus proving that he can be pragmatic 
on certain issues.

Another counterargument to a No Peer Rivals approach comes from 
the opposite direction of the spectrum: while liberal and conservative 
internationalists see the laser-like focus on China as too narrow, defensive 
realists and other China optimists argue that setting up containment as 
a grand strategic goal is too aggressive and risks turning the emerging 
cold war against the CCP into a self-fulfilling prophesy.37 Feng Zheng and 
Richard Ned Lebow, for example, begin their book on “taming” the US-
China rivalry from the premise that “there is no fundamental conflict of 
interest between the two nations.”38 A restraint approach, others contend, 
will reverse the “slide towards crisis and conflict” by reducing “military 
posturing” and establishing “clear Sino–U.S. understandings to permit 
mutually productive economic and technological growth.”39 In fact, over 
the summer of 2023, the Biden administration unfortunately started to 
move in this conciliatory direction and significantly softened its strategy 
toward China: “decoupling” the two economies has been downgraded to 
“de-risking,” and senior US leaders traveled to Beijing to improve high-
level diplomatic relations and push for more climate cooperation.

All of these efforts were in vain, however, as China’s government con-
tinued to pursue an aggressive realist approach across a variety of issues: 
in 2023 alone, the CCP “violated U.S. airspace, increased patrols and 
unsafe maneuvers in the Taiwan Strait, and placed export restrictions on 
minerals critical to the United States and allied defense production.”40 
Meanwhile, trade and tech disputes continued, and joint climate efforts 
continued to stall. And as if to further clarify the CCP’s global ambitions 
and anti-American strategy, on July 1, 2023, President Xi promulgated a 
new law on foreign affairs to legitimize the tough measures that Beijing is 
taking against the “bullying” of the “hegemonic West.”41 In short, there 
is very little evidence that Beijing is willing to reciprocate Washington’s 
softer line: as realism predicts, China and the United States find them-
selves in an intractable geopolitical conflict at this moment in time given 
the structural incentives of the increasingly multipolar balance of power.

Finally, a different type of counterargument could be that an offen-
sive realist No Peer Rivals approach is not politically realistic in today’s 
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Washington. In particular, is the downgrading of the emphasis put on 
spreading US values going to make it more difficult to gain the sup-
port of the American public? Realist-minded statesmen going back to 
Henry Kissinger often complained that moderate realpolitik thinking 
struggles to gain support with the American people who tend to swing 
wildly in their preferences between isolationist retrenchment and lib-
eral universalist crusades.42 However, recent opinion polling by the Pew 
Research Center indicates more support for nationalist/realist positions 
than liberal or conservative internationalist ones.43 For example, of the 
20 potential foreign policy goals surveyed, promoting democracy ranked 
dead last at 20 percent, while protecting US jobs from foreign competi-
tion ranked first with 75 percent support.44 Countering China and Rus-
sia, as well as getting other countries to assume more of the burden of 
maintaining the world order, were also in the top half. Some sharp par-
tisan differences are evident when it comes to issues like climate change 
and immigration, to be sure.45 But a remarkable bipartisan support has 
emerged among Americans on the urgency of countering the threat 
from China more so than threats from any other country or issue.46

A Call to Action

Upon leaving his position, former director of national intelligence John 
Ratcliffe wrote: “If I could communicate one thing to the American peo-
ple from this unique vantage point, it is that the People’s Republic of 
China poses the greatest threat to America today, and the greatest threat 
to democracy and freedom world-wide since World War II.”47 In today’s 
era of Great Power Competition and multipolarity, Washington can no 
longer assume that it can act as a global liberal hegemon and that Bei-
jing will more or less reluctantly integrate into the liberal world order. 
Quite the contrary. China is now actively working to displace the United 
States from its global position as the only uncontested regional hege-
mon with the luxury to interfere in the geopolitics and balance of power 
of regions other than its own. At the same time, China is also working 
to displace the US from its global financial role as the holder of the 
preferred global reserve currency, as well as from its technological and 
energy superpower status. Therefore, the time has come for Washing-
ton to seriously prioritize countering China’s ambitions in the military, 
geopolitics, geoeconomics, and technology space in order to defeat the 
CCP’s quest for regional and eventually global supremacy. The GPC era 
we are in right now will manifest itself in intense Sino-American rivalries 
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in all these domains, and Washington cannot afford to ignore any of 
them in its grand strategy.

In the military sphere, the Pentagon must urgently refocus the bulk of 
its force posture and defense strategy, as well as its training and doctrine, 
on the challenge of denying the PLA the ability to establish regional 
hegemony in East Asia through a conquest of Taiwan or through mili-
tary aggression in the South China Sea. Modernizing and expanding the 
US Navy should take precedence over the more land-oriented services, 
and investing in cyber, space, and AI should take precedence over vul-
nerable legacy platforms. Lastly, America’s nuclear deterrent is also in 
need of a long-delayed modernization in light of China’s massive recent 
nuclear buildup and Russia’s continuing reliance on nuclear threats and 
upgrades to its own nuclear arsenal.

In the realms of geopolitics and international diplomacy, Washington 
similarly needs to reorient its foreign policy toward a diplomatic con-
tainment of Chinese influence. The overarching goal of US alliances, 
bilateral diplomacy, and of its participation in international institutions 
should be to counter Beijing’s attempts to co-opt or coerce other coun-
tries into its strategic orbit, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region, in 
Latin America, and in the Middle East. During the Cold War, America’s 
global alliance posture revolved around NATO and Europe as the pri-
mary focus, given the threat from the Soviet Union, with the Middle East 
and the Asia-Pacific as secondary but occasionally important theaters. 
The post–Cold War era saw inertia rather than strategic calculus shap-
ing US foreign policy, until the Global War on Terror eventually focused 
its orientation toward the Middle East. Today, both the misguided “end 
of history” hopes for lasting great power peace of the 1990s and the 
equally naïve hopes for democratizing the Middle East post-9/11 are 
being replaced by a more somber acknowledgment of intense geopoliti-
cal rivalries. Therefore, the alliances in the Asia-Pacific should take pri-
ority over Europe and the Middle East, while Latin America should also 
reclaim a top tier place given that Washington must solidify its endan-
gered regional hegemony in the Western Hemisphere at the same time 
as it seeks to deny China’s quest for regional hegemony in Asia.

The geopolitical competition in the GPC era is as much about geo-
economics as it is about traditional diplomacy and military alliances. 
China often prefers economic diplomacy and leveraging its investments 
to obtain geopolitical and strategic benefits from resource-rich countries 
in the Global South, as well as to integrate itself into the supply chain of 
Western companies and thus constrain the actions of US policymakers. 
However, Washington must not let domestic political pressure from a 
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few large companies get in the way of pursuing a gradual but persistent 
decoupling of the American economy from the CCP-ruled Chinese one. 
Only by implementing a clear set of policies aimed at reversing the stra-
tegically dangerous integration of the US and Chinese economies that 
occurred over the 2000s could this decoupling be achieved. Such policies 
include not just tariffs and subsidies to domestic manufacturing but also 
“friend-shoring” of key industries to other countries. The global energy 
market is another area of intense competition where the US is currently 
faltering by self-sabotaging its own energy industry with onerous and 
misguided limits on oil and gas production, while China is capturing 
the global market for rare earth minerals and other key components of 
alternative energy supply-chains through government-directed strategic 
investments. The US must adopt an “all of the above” energy policy that 
doesn’t discriminate against fossil fuels, one of America’s comparative 
advantages given its rich endowments in oil and natural gas.

Lastly, the CCP also has a clear plan to dominate the high-tech areas 
shaping the future, such as AI, semiconductors, nanotechnology, and 
supercomputers, as well as to make major advances in space. The United 
States must work with a coalition of like-minded nations to maintain its 
technological superiority in future decades, and it must particularly focus 
on countering China’s “civil-military fusion” strategy of gaining access 
to Western technology and using it for military purposes. Washington 
must therefore launch an aggressive campaign to prevent US tech com-
panies and financial institutions from inadvertently strengthening the 
PLA, something that already has bipartisan support in Congress and is 
way overdue.48

The United States cannot go back to the uncontested global hege-
mony it enjoyed during the 1990s. But it can still remain a peerless global 
power for decades to come, if its leaders follow the right grand strategy 
and focus like a laser on containing China, its only plausible global con-
tender for hegemonic status. This realist approach may not have the lofty 
rhetoric or emotional appeal of “defending the liberal world order,” but 
it has the much more important practical long-term benefit of securing 
the strategic and economic interests of the American people for the next 
generation. Just as Ronald Reagan warned that freedom is never more 
than one generation away from being lost, neither is America’s global 
status as a peerless superpower and all the security and economic ben-
efits that come with it.
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