
1 
 

     Next Decade, George Friedman (2011) 
 
 [Selected comments provide insight into the 2020s] 
Chinese banks lend failing enterprises money to repay their 
debts. The result is surging inflation that has made Chinese la-
bor more expensive than Mexican. The economy grows but 
profit declines. This happened to Japan in the 1990s. The US 
is in the best condition of any of the great powers. Unlike Eu-
rope, its economic problems are not causing it to shatter. Un-
like China, its economic problems can be handled. 

We begin with the US for the same reason that a 
study of 1910 must begin with Britain. The overriding neces-
sity for American policy in the next decade is a return to the 
balanced, global strategy that the US learned from the exam-
ple of ancient Rome and the Britain of 100 years ago. They 
maintained dominance by setting regional players against each 
other and keeping those in opposition to others who might in-
stigate resistance. The US intervened in World War I only 
when the standoff among European powers was failing and it 
appeared that the Germans, with Russia collapsing in the east, 
might overwhelm the English and French in the west. China's 
economic performance will slow to that of a more mature 
economy. 

The US possesses what I call "deep power," balanced 
power. This means economic, military, and political power in 
appropriate and mutually supporting amounts. It is deep in a 
second sense, in that it rests on a foundation of cultural and 
ethical norms that define how power is to be used and pro-
vides a framework for individual action. Power that is both 
deeply rooted and well balanced is rare. The US produces 25% 
of the world' s wealth, which entangles it in the affairs of the 
world. What the US consumes and produces shapes the lives 
of people around the world. The US Navy' s control of the 
seas guarantees the US economic access to the world and 
gives it the power to deny it to other countries.  

Empires are rarely planned or premeditated, and 
those that have been, such as Napoleon 's and Hitler' s, tend 
not to last. Those that endure grow organically. This was the 
case for Rome and Britain, yet they succeeded because once 
they achieved imperial status, they not only owned up to it, 
they learned to manage it. Unlike the Roman or British Em-
pire, the American structure of dominance is informal, but that 
makes it no less real. The US is a commercial republic, which 
means that it lives on trade. Unrivaled power that is oblivious 
is like a rampaging elephant. 

Obama immediately and dramatically changed the 
world's perception of the US, and this alone merited the Pu-
litzer Prize. It is impossible for a nation whose economy is so 
vast to have commercial relations without political entangle-
ments or consequences. German, Japanese, French, and British 
power declined not because of debt but because of wars that 
devastated their economies. Absent a major, devastating war, 
any realignment of international influence based on economics 
will be a process that takes generations, if it happens at all. 
What makes the US an empire is the number of countries it af-
fects, the intensity of the impact, and the number of people af-
fected by these economic processes and decisions. 

Like Rome's legions, American troops are deployed 
preemptively around the world, because the most efficient way 
to use military power is to disrupt emerging powers before 

they can become threatening. Necessity binds countries to the 
US more tightly than any formal imperial system could hope 
for. Rome and Britain were trapped in the world of empire but 
learned to celebrate the trap. Two presidents who attempted to 
pursue virtue directly, Jimmy Carter and George W. Bush, 
failed spectacularly. Three of our most strikingly effective 
leaders were men who managed to be utterly ruthless in exe-
cuting strategy that was nonetheless guided by moral princi-
ple. Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and Ronald 
Reagan all ruthlessly pursued what needed to be done in the 
national interest at the moment. The anti-imperial ethos of 
America's founding continues to undergird the country 's polit-
ical culture. Slavery could not have survived much beyond the 
1860s, no matter how much the South wanted it to. World War 
II could not have been avoided, regardless of public leanings 
toward isolationism. In each case, a strong president created a 
fabric of illusions to enable him to do what was necessary 
without causing a revolt from the public. In Reagan 's case, the 
goings-on in Israel, Iran, and Nicaragua were so complex that 
even his critics had trouble believing that he could have been 
responsible. 

America's fundamental interests are the physical se-
curity of the US and a relatively untrammeled international 
economic system. China has taken on the burden of trying to 
adapt to a market economy while retaining the political institu-
tions of a Communist state. In response to the American whirl-
pool, the world' s attitude, not surprisingly, is often sullen and 
resistant, as countries try to take advantage of or evade the 
consequences of that power. Resistance to imperial power re-
mains a problem without a permanent solution. The US has no 
eternal allies or perpetual enemies.  

An anti-imperial republic can 't be an empire and re-
tain its moral character. National security apparatus creates a 
system not readily managed by democratic institutions or eas-
ily reconciled with American moral principles. The vastness of 
the American economy, its entanglement in countries around 
the world, the power and worldwide presence of the American 
military, are imperial in scope. In retrospect, the non-interven-
tionism of the republic the founders created was rooted in the 
fact that the republic was weak, not that it was virtuous. Along 
with power, presidents exercise leadership. The founders cre-
ated the office of the president for leadership. Presidents differ 
from many other people in that they, by definition, take pleas-
ure in power. The founders created the American presidency, 
an executive that is weak at home but immensely powerful 
outside the US. The command of the military is the president's 
alone and the constitutional limitations that reined in the diplo-
matic prerogatives of earlier presidents have fallen by the 
wayside. Thus the conduct of foreign policy as a whole is now 
effectively in the hands of the president. His power on the 
world stage is almost beyond checks and balances, limited 
only by his skill in exercising that power. The fundamental 
distinction in US foreign policy is between idealism and real-
ism. Reconciling American foreign policy with American 
principles is difficult. Idealism as a basis for American politics 
transcends ideologies. The debate between realism and ideal-
ism will be resolved or the imbalance will become ever more 
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evident. Which takes precedence, the right to national self-de-
termination or human rights? How can the US espouse multi-
culturalism and then demand thatother people select their lead-
ers the way people do in Iowa? 

Weak nations have clear-cut definitions of national 
interest-which is primarily to survive with as much safety and 
prosperity as possible. But for a country as safe and prosper-
ous as the US, the definition of the national interest is far more 
complicated. "The main foundations of every state, new as 
well as ancient or composite ones, are good laws and good 
arms. You cannot have good laws without good arms, and 
where there are good arms, good laws inevitably follow" 
(Machiavelli). Reality is understanding how to wield power, 
but that doesn't guide you toward the ends to which your 
power should be put. Realism and idealism are not alternatives 
but necessary complements. In the 20th century, the US en-
gaged in major wars 17% of the time and in the 21st century 
almost I 00% of the time. The greatest virtue a president can 
have is to understand power. Conventional virtue is unaccepta-
ble in a president. His task is to protect the republic from a 
world full of people who are not virtuous. A presidency is de-
fined by the encounter between fortune and virtue. His legacy 
will be determined by his instincts, which in tum reflect his 
character. The worst presidents adhere to principles regardless 
of what the fortunes of the moment demand. The critical factor 
will be whether a president is committed to constitutional bal-
ance, yet willing to wield power in his own right. In order to 
do this, he must grasp the insufficiency of both idealist and re-
alist positions. 

Roosevelt dramatically increased the power of the 
federal government. Reagan decreased it. Had Roosevelt not 
done so, the sense that the country's elites had failed may have 
prevailed, a sentiment that led to fascism in Italy and Ger-
many. The public later blamed the structure of "big govern-
ment" left by Roosevelt. Reagan shifted the balance between 
the state and the market back the other way, weakening the 
state to strengthen the market. Obama created expectations he 
could not fulfill. The practical foundation of the modem econ-
omy is the corporation--a contrivance made possible by the 
modern state--an entity that the law says is liable for the debts 
of a business. In this way, the law and the state shift the risk 
from the debtors to the creditors. Without this innovation, 
there would be no stock market as we know it, no investment 
in start-ups, and little entrepreneurship. During the Roosevelt 
administration, the boundaries of state control expanded. Un-
der Reagan, they contracted. 

For as long as the US has had influence in the Middle 
East, it has preferred to see Arabian oil in the hands of the 
Saudi royal family and other sheikhdoms that were relatively 
dependent on the US. That will continue to be a strategic im-
perative. Only 2 countries in the region have been potentially 
large and powerful enough to dominate the Arabian Peninsula: 
Iran and Iraq. The US has followed the classic strategy of em-
pire, encouraging the rivalry between Iran and Iraq, playing 
off one against the other to balance and thus effectively neu-
tralize the power of each. The US continues to put enormous 
resources into security measures of limited effectiveness in or-
der to calm the American public's legitimate fears. The assault 
on America's sense of well-being demanded that al Qaeda's 
leaders be captured or killed. A president must satisfy not only 

the public desire for reassurance but also for revenge. 
Afghanistan provided the illusion of an invasion, but 

was really the resumption of a civil war, backed by American 
air power. The US achieved 3 goals. It reassured the American 
public that it was able to protect them by mounting military 
action anywhere in the world. It signaled to the Islamic world 
that the US was absolutely committed to the conflict. And it 
inflicted damage on al Qaeda. US actions in Afghanistan and 
elsewhere in the Middle East served as clear evidence for 
Muslims that the US was their enemy.  

The invasion of Iraq gave the US control of the most 
strategic country in the region, which borders Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Jordan, Syria, Turkey, and Iran . Controlling Iraq 
achieved short-term goals of the war on terror but violated the 
principle that the US does not become a permanent player in 
any region. Dominating the most strategic country in the re-
gion turned out to be impossible. An insurgency required 
America to focus all their force inward, when the intent had 
been to use Iraq as a base from which to project force outward. 
  Iraq became a case study in the relationship 
among morality, strategy, and leadership. In deciding to in-
vade in 2003, George W. Bush placed his moral obsession 
above the fundamental principle of American strategy: main-
taining a balance in each region without committing substan-
tial numbers of troops. The Bush strategy failed because the 
premise was faulty: there was resistance that could not be 
readily suppressed. The greatest intelligence mistake of the 
war did not concern weapons of mass destruction but rather 
the failure to understand that insurgency had long been Sad-
dam Hussein's default plan for dealing with an invasion. Bush 
counted on the support of the Shiites in opposing the Sunni es-
tablishment but discounted the degree to which the Iraqi Shi-
ites were intertwined with the heavily Shiite Iranians. He 
could not survive being trapped in a multisided war with no 
end in sight. The failure to align moral objectives with strate-
gic goals crushed him. The problem facing the US in this re-
gion was withdrawing its forces without leaving Iran un-
checked by a countervailing power.  

The Iranians had clearly welcomed the invasion of 
Iraq. Indeed, much of the intelligence forecasting that Ameri-
can troops would not encounter resistance had come from Ira-
nian sources. Trying to portray themselves as more dangerous 
and psychologically unstable than they were, North Korea 
launched a nuclear weapons program--so successful that they 
had the great powers negotiating to entice them to negotiate. 
Playing to America's nuclear phobia, the Iranians also have 
been working on nuclear technology for a decade, a program 
that included crafting themselves in the image of North Korea 
as unpredictable and dangerous. This led to a geopolitical 
worst-case scenario. Iran was now the dominant native power 
in the Persian Gulf with only the US with the means to coun-
terbalance it. Iran became the pivot on which the Middle East 
turns. These economic and geopolitical events created a crisis 
of confidence in the American public as well as drawing 
American strategic thinking into a series of short-term, tactical 
solutions. Terrorism is not an enemy but a type of warfare. 

War is a continuation of politics by other means. If a 
president is to lead a nation into war, he must crisply designate 
both the enemy and the end being sought. If the cost of nam-
ing the enemy is diplomatically or politically unacceptable, the 
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war is not likely to go well. The Islamic world knew that the 
real enemy being targeted was radical Islam. Inasmuch as the 
larger strategy had been identified as a war on terror and Sad-
dam had not recently engaged in terrorism, the invasion of 
Iraq appeared unjustified. Terrorism is normally undertaken in 
lieu of more effective action . It derives from weakness, focus-
ing on the psyche to make the terrorist appear more powerful 
than he is. His goal is to be treated as a significant threat when 
in fact he isn't. Terrorism as practiced by al Qaeda does not 
represent a strategic danger to the US. It can 't destroy the 
American republic. A foreign policy focused singularly on ter-
rorism is unbalanced, devoting all available resources to one 
threat while failing to control others of equal or greater signifi-
cance and danger. The more successful Bush was at blocking 
al Qaeda, the more the psychological trauma faded. He didn't 
understand the purpose of his own global war on terror. It was 
not to defeat terrorism but to satisfy the psychological needs 
of the public.  

When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt 
called for vengeance but decided to focus on Germany--not Ja-
pan. He understood that a president could not allow himself to 
craft strategy out of emotion. The purpose of war is to destroy 
a nation 's military or undermine the population 's will to re-
sist. ln 3 days of conventional bombing over Tokyo, US air 
forces killed 100,000 Japanese civilians, more than Hiroshima. 
Yet until the introduction of the atomic bomb, the strategy 
failed. The bombing of civilian areas rallied the public to sup-
port the war effort. The attacks inspired outrage while making 
it easy for the government to portray the consequences of de-
feat as too horrible even to contemplate. Terror made it easy to 
demonize America and made surrender unthinkable. It is im-
portant to distinguish between commandos whose goals are 
military from those groups whose targets are civilian and 
whose purpose is terror. The obsessive desire to destroy terror-
ism can undermine the US strategically. Strategy must remain 
proportional to the threat. After 9/11, the Bush administration 
received intelligence that a nuclear device--a Soviet-era suit-
case bomb, to be specific--had been stolen and might be in the 
hands of al Qaeda. It was this threat that defined the Bush 
administration 's initial efforts. They never found it, or it may 
never have existed. The events of 9/11 distorted the perception 
of danger for a while and people avoided flying, crowded 
places and landmark buildings. 

While constructing and deploying a WMD is easy to 
imagine, it is very difficult to execute. Existing weapons are 
relatively few, heavily guarded, difficult to move, and likely to 
kill the terrorist well before he gets a chance to kill others. 
Only one country ever produced a nuclear weapon from 
scratch--the US. The development of these weapons through 
an independent research program is enormously difficult, 
which is why Iran is still struggling and North Korea has never 
gotten it quite right.  

America's close relations with Israel are based both 
on national interest and the moral belief that the US must sup-
port regimes similar to itself. Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, and Pal-
estine were French and British inventions, created for political 
convenience. With the creation of modem Israel, the immigra-
tion of European Jews did not constitute the destruction of a 
Palestinian nation, because no such nation had ever existed. 

The Palestinian national identity emerged only out of re-
sistance to Israeli occupation after 1967. And the hostility to-
ward Palestinian national claims was as intense from Arabs as 
from Jews. But whatever the past, there is certainly today a 
self-aware Palestinian nation that must inform US policy go-
ing forward. A powerful moral argument was made in support 
of France and England against Nazi Germany: Israel is a dem-
ocratic country, and the US is the "arsenal of democracy." Re-
alists would argue that the moral claims of any side can have 
no hold on the US today, and that the US must shape its poli-
cies to its national interest. 

However, pursuing a national interest without refer-
ence to a moral purpose leaves the national interest shallow 
and incomplete. Morality rooted in historical claims can be 
shaped to suit any side. The primary American interest in 
1948, when Israel came into being, was the containment of the 
Soviet Union . The strategic problem for Israel was that its na-
tional security requirements outstripped its industrial/military 
base and source of weapons. It needed a major foreign patron. 
Israel's first patron was the Soviet Union, which saw Israel as 
an anti-British power that might become an ally. Then France 
replaced the Soviets. By the 1960s, American support for the 
Arabs had begun to look like a questionable enterprise. When 
the US began supplying antiaircraft systems to anti-Soviet re-
gimes in the region, Israel was included on the gift list. When 
the Israelis disregarded Charles de Gaulle's demands and 
launched the 6 Day War, they lost access to French weapons. 
Israel 's victory over its Arab neighbors in the 1967 conflict 
generated pro-Israeli support in the US, which was bogged 
down in Vietnam; the Israelis seemed to provide a model of 
swift and decisive warfare that revitalized the American spirit. 
The Israelis capitalized on that feeling to aggressively woo the 
US. The Israeli victory strengthened an already powerful So-
viet hand in Egypt and Syria, making Israel a useful US ally. 
In order to tie down Iraqi forces, the US armed Iran, and a pro-
American Israel served to tie down the Syrians. Once Egypt 
and Syria aligned with the Soviets, arming the Israelis became 
a low-cost solution for restricting Egyptian and Syrian forces 
while forcing the Soviets on the defensive in those countries. 
The US strategy worked. The Egyptians expelled the Soviets 
in I 973 and signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1978. Soviet 
intelligence, wanting to weaken the US by contributing to in-
stability in Arabia, trained and deployed PLO operatives. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union changed this dy-
namic dramatically. Turkey was no longer at risk. Egypt was a 
decaying, weak nation of no threat to Israel. US aid to Israel 
stayed steady while Israel 's economy surged. In 1974, when 
the aid began to flow in substantial amounts, it represented 
about 21 % of the Israeli gross domestic product. Today it rep-
resents about 1 .4%. To argue that the Jews have no right in 
Palestine is a defensible position only if you assert that Euro-
peans have no right to be in America or Australia. Supporting 
Israel because we support democracies is far more persuasive, 
but even that must be embedded in the question of national in-
terest.  

The Israel of today is strategically secure. It has be-
come the dominant power among the bordering states by cre-
ating a regional balance of power among its neighbors. The 
Egyptians' decision in the 1970s led to a peace treaty in which
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the Sinai became a demilitarized zone. The peace between 
Egypt and Israel is built on powerful geopolitical forces. Both 
would risk much and gain little by fighting each other. In addi-
tion, both now battle the same Islamic forces. They share hos-
tility to Hamas and work actively to contain Hamas in Gaza. 
The Jordan River is the most vulnerable area Israel faces. The 
Jordanian military and intelligence forces guard this frontier 
for Israel. The Israelis serve essential Jordanian national secu-
rity interests by suppressing the Palestinians. Israel is at peace 
with Egypt and Jordan, a strong peace is based on substantial 
mutual interests. With Egypt and Jordan aligned with Israel, 
Syria is weak and isolated and poses no threat. Hezbollah is a 
threat, but without the weight to fundamentally threatening Is-
rael. The balance of power makes Israel secure from threats by 
nation-states and the threat of terrorism within the occupied 
territories is secondary. What the US needed from Israel 35 
years ago is not what it needs today. The US must now re-
shape the regional balance of power partly by moving closer 
to Arab states, partly by drawing back from Israel. 

Afghanistan and Pakistan are in fact one entity, 
both sharing various ethnic groups and tribes, with the politi-
cal border between them meaning little. The balance of power 
between Pakistan and India is the major feature of the sub-
continent. Maintaining this it is a significant objective for the 
US in the decade to come. The US needs to support a stronger 
Pakistan, thus keeping India's security planners focused on the 
land and not the sea. 

In the long run, Russia is a weak country, rooted in 
geographical problems not readily overcome. Russia has a rel-
atively small population for its size, is highly dispersed, and 
tied together by little more than a security apparatus and a 
common culture. The infrastructure connecting farming areas 
to the city is poor, as is the infrastructure connecting industrial 
and commercial centers. Russia's rivers go the wrong way. 
Unlike American rivers, which connect farming country to 
ports where food can be distributed, Russian rivers create bar-
riers. 

Turkey and Russia have been historical rivals, 2 
empires on the Black Sea competing in the Balkans and the 
Caucasus. 

India and China are divided by a wall--the Himala-
yas that makes sustained conflict and high-volume overland 
trade virtually impossible. The vast majority of China's popu-
lation live in the eastern part of the country, within about 400 
miles of the coast. The reason for this concentration is the 
availability of water, the area in which more than 15" of rain a 
year falls--the minimum needed to maintain large numbers of 
people.  

The Europeans provided Japan with assistance in the 
form of industrial technology and military training. The Brit-
ish organized the Japanese navy, the Germans the army, and 
thus Japan evolved rapidly into a power that could challenge 
Europeans. Today Japan is dependent on maritime trade and 
imports all of its oil, and it must do so through waters con-
trolled by the US Navy. Thus Japan is trapped in a subordinate 
relationship with the US. 

Historically, China has cycled between opposites: 
isolation with relative poverty or openness to trade with social 
in stability. China 's primary economic asset is cheap labor. 
Because the population is concentrated in the coastal region, 

there is little reason to build infrastructure deeper within the 
country. Indeed, the vast majority of factories are within 100 
miles of the coast. Even as China prospered and the factories 
became Chinese-owned, the pattern continued. The belt along 
the coast is home to the 15% of Chinese industrial workers. Its 
narrow zone of prosperity creates a chasm that is social as well 
as geographic. Beijing balances between the impoverished 
majority and the prosperous minority. A relatively small de-
cline of growth will pyramid economically and socially, gen-
erating resistance to the central government. China will have 
to tax the coastal region and the 60 million well-to-do Chi-
nese, then transfer the money to the PLA and the peasants. 
The Chinese government will be absorbed with internal prob-
lems, working carefully to balance competing forces and in-
creasingly paranoid about the intentions of the Americans. 

ln the 1990s, Japan went through the kind of decline 
that the Chinese may experience now. Japanese succumbed to 
a financial crisis made inevitable by their failure to develop a 
market system for capital. The capital problem was exacer-
bated by Japan's not having a retirement plan worth mention-
ing, which forced citizens to save heavily, putting their money 
in government post office banks, which paid very low interest 
rates. The money was then loaned by the government to the 
large "city banks" linked to the keiretsu. The heart of the Japa-
nese economy, like the Chinese economy today, was in ex-
ports, particularly to the US. What followed was an economic 
crash that wasn't noticed by the Western media until several 
years after it happened. Debt and demography have now cre-
ated an enormous crisis for Japan. But the Japanese have one 
overwhelming advantage: they do not have a billion people 
living in poverty. Unlike the Chinese, they can absorb auster-
ity, should it be required, without inviting instability. 

China's economic problems will alter its relationship 
to the world while transforming the country's internal work-
ings. Similarly, Japan 's internal problems and the solutions it 
chooses will transform the way it operates. China's main ac-
cess to the world is by sea, but it does not have a substantial 
navy relative to geography and the US. Building a naval 
power takes generations, not so much to develop the necessary 
technology as to pass along the accumulated experience that 
creates good admirals. 

World War II and Australia's island buffers to the 
north have reinforced its sense of security. Australia is quite 
dependent on international trade, particularly the sale of food 
products and industrial minerals, such as iron ore, to sustain its 
economy. These goods are shipped by sea, and Australia has 
no control over the security of its sea-lanes. Australia's strat-
egy for dealing with this vulnerability has been to ally itself 
with the dominant naval power in the western Pacific--once 
Britain, now the US. All alliances bear costs, and the British 
and Americans wanted the same quid pro quo: Australia's par-
ticipation in their wars. 
 
[America's fundamental interests are the physical security of 
the US and a relatively untrammeled international economic 
system. The American presidency is weak at home but im-
mensely powerful outside the US. How can the US espouse 
multiculturalism and then demand that other people select 
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their leaders the way people do in Iowa? Conventional virtue 
is unacceptable in a president. The practical foundation of the 
modem economy is the corporation. Without this innovation, 
there would be no stock market as we know it, no investment 
in start-ups, and little entrepreneurship. The president's task is 
to protect the republic from a world full of people who are not 
virtuous in any conventional sense. In deciding to invade in 
2003, George W. Bush placed his moral obsession above the 
fundamental principle of American strategy: maintaining a 
balance in each region without committing substantial num-
bers of troops. If a president is to lead a nation into war, he 
must crisply designate both the enemy and the end being 
sought. Only one country ever produced a nuclear weapon 
from scratch--the US.] 
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