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One-Sentence Takeaway
Walter Russell Mead argues that America remains structurally powerful because it leads the information revolution, but preserving that advantage requires rebuilding a domestic ownership society and an international balance of power as the old US-led institutional order disintegrates.
Executive Brief
In this interview, Mead interprets current geopolitics through the long history of open, commercial, maritime powers defeating more centralized continental challengers.
Power versus order: Mead distinguishes American power—which he considers technologically dynamic—from the post-1945 institutional system of alliances, trade rules, and predictable commitments, which he says is crumbling.
The enduring strategic model: The Dutch, British, and Americans prospered by combining open societies, innovation, global commerce, broad participation in their systems, and the ability to cut hostile powers off from networks on which they had become dependent.
China’s vulnerability: Although China is trying to reduce its dependence on imported energy, raw materials, and export markets, Mead believes that exposure would remain a severe liability in a conflict with the United States.
Technology is now geopolitical: AI and related technologies have brought American government and technology companies into a closer, more national relationship, replacing the 1990s vision of cyberspace and business as essentially borderless.
Domestic legitimacy is indispensable: America cannot sustain technological leadership or an active foreign policy unless ordinary citizens can share in the information revolution’s wealth, with affordable homeownership serving as Mead’s central example.
War is changing continuously: Ukraine demonstrates that drones and rapid battlefield iteration may be making expensive legacy weapons and force structures obsolete faster than institutions such as the Pentagon can adapt.
Optimism with a severe caveat: Mead expects extraordinary gains in medicine, productivity, and human welfare, but warns that social disruption, unverifiable cyber and biological weapons, weak deterrence, and great-power rivalry could make the transition exceptionally dangerous.
Core Argument
Central thesis or narrative: Mead sees a “dynamic country in a collapsing world system”: the United States still possesses formidable geographic, economic, technological, and alliance advantages, even as the institutional vessels through which it exercised power deteriorate. Its long-term success depends on translating information-age abundance into broadly shared security at home while preventing any hostile power from dominating Europe, Asia, or Middle Eastern energy flows.
Reasoning, evidence & mechanisms
Open societies compound power. Mead traces the modern winning formula from the Dutch United Provinces to Britain and then the United States: tolerate intellectual and commercial experimentation, attract talent, turn innovation into trade and wealth, and use those resources to operate globally.
Open systems create both partners and leverage. Maritime powers invited other countries to participate rather than reserving commerce exclusively for themselves. Participants became richer and stronger, but also dependent on trade routes, finance, commodities, and markets that the system’s leading naval power could interrupt during war.
China is attempting the old continental challenge in a new form. Mead compares Beijing’s ambition to earlier centralized powers that sought to match liberal commercial states technologically and militarily without accepting political liberalism. He believes Chinese energy diversification, coal production, stockpiling, and renewable investment partly reflect preparation for surviving a possible blockade.
Self-sufficiency is not a viable American substitute for engagement. The United States has abundant land and resources, but Mead says its farms and technology companies require global markets and economies of scale. He accepts that free-trade orthodoxy overlooked Chinese cheating, unequal barriers, and supply-chain risks, yet argues that managed, mutually beneficial trade remains essential.
Technological leadership survives only if society absorbs the disruption. Previous American settlements paired industrial transformation with broader ownership—the Homestead Act and railroads, then suburban homeownership and infrastructure. Mead proposes that remote work, autonomous transport, and suitable legal and regulatory “infostructure” could widen access to affordable land and renew that model.
The strategic objective should be balance, not universal control. Mead wants the United States and its allies to prevent one power from dominating Europe or Asia and to keep Middle Eastern oil commercially accessible. Stronger partners—including Germany, Japan, India, Indonesia, and Vietnam—could eventually carry more of the balancing burden.
The strongest limitation is internal disorder. Mead says the postwar industrial working class, managerial business class, and expert-administrator class are all in disarray. Without a new domestic settlement, American political incoherence could squander technological leadership and make a credible, durable foreign policy impossible.
Technological abundance also creates strategic instability. AI, cyber capabilities, biotechnology, drones, and rapidly changing weapons may generate arms races that are difficult to monitor or govern. Mead highlights the unresolved danger of using AI in deterrence: automation could make threats more credible, but potentially place catastrophic decisions beyond meaningful human control.
Timeline
17th century — Dutch opening: The United Provinces combined relative religious and intellectual tolerance with financial innovation, seagoing technology, and extensive trade, establishing the model Mead sees behind later maritime power.
18th–19th centuries — British expansion: Britain inherited and scaled the Dutch approach, opened much of its commercial system to foreign participation, and used maritime control against continental challengers.
World Wars — Dependence becomes leverage: Germany’s integration into world trade increased its wealth and power, but wartime blockade exposed its dependence on imported food and materials.
After 1945 — The Pax Americana: The United States constructed alliances and institutions, helped revive Germany and Japan, and accepted some asymmetric trade arrangements because prosperous allies served American security.
After 1990 — Expansion of the system: Washington attempted to draw Russia and China into the post-Cold War order, expecting integration to make them constructive stakeholders.
1990s–2000s — Borderless technology meets geopolitical reality: Technology firms initially presented themselves as global rather than American, while the foreign-policy establishment largely combined commercial Hamiltonianism with democratic Wilsonianism.
Trump era — Institutional disruption and personal politics: Mead argues that Donald Trump turned fame, spectacle, and unpredictability into political power while accelerating the decline of predictable, institution-centered diplomacy.
Current information revolution — Renationalization and continuous military change: Technology companies have become central actors in US–China competition, while Ukraine illustrates a battlefield evolving too quickly for one-time military modernization.
Prospective next phase — A new domestic and global settlement: Mead hopes America can spread information-age gains internally, strengthen regional balancing powers, and sustain security without endlessly expanding direct US commitments.
Key Facts & Figures
American trade is broadly distributed: Mead estimates that roughly one-third is within the Western Hemisphere, one-third crosses the Pacific, and one-third crosses the Atlantic—supporting his claim that no single region is readily dispensable.
India has fallen far behind China economically: He says India’s GDP was approximately 60–65% of China’s in 1980 but is now around 17%, treating that widening gap as a major source of Asian strategic imbalance.
Anecdote from Ukraine: Mead reports being told that one wounded soldier took 63 days to evacuate because drones made battlefield retrieval so dangerous.
Expanding the commuting radius has nonlinear effects: Increasing a practical commuting radius from 40 to 75 miles would expand potentially accessible land approximately with the square of the radius, though actual development would still depend on infrastructure, zoning, and geography.
India’s nationalist organizational depth: Mead describes the RSS-linked movement behind the BJP as having grown from a tiny founding group into approximately 86,000 local groups meeting weekly.
Early Dutch commercial scale: He cites approximately 10,000 seagoing Dutch ships in the 17th century as an illustration of the Netherlands’ exceptional reach.
Insights
The real contest is adaptive capacity, not simply regime type. Mead’s history implies that liberal systems win when openness produces faster experimentation and when political institutions successfully distribute the gains. Democracy by itself does not guarantee either outcome.
Interdependence functions as both prosperity infrastructure and coercive terrain. The same networks that enrich participants can become blockade, sanctions, supply-chain, and market-access weapons. Complete decoupling would sacrifice value, but careless integration creates exploitable dependencies.
China has likely studied the historical mechanism Mead describes. Its stockpiling, energy diversification, industrial policy, and pursuit of alternative trade routes can be read as attempts to capture the benefits of global commerce while reducing American leverage during a crisis.
America’s technological advantage may diffuse faster than its earlier industrial advantages. AI models and techniques can be copied, distilled, or recombined more easily than railroads, ports, or factories. Leadership may therefore depend less on one breakthrough than on a continuously renewing ecosystem of talent, capital, computation, energy, and deployment.
The ownership argument is broader than housing. Mead is seeking a social institution that gives citizens independence, a tangible stake in technological progress, and experience balancing costs and benefits. Homes are one candidate, but inaccessible housing markets make the older settlement difficult to reproduce.
Personalized politics and AI-generated media could reinforce each other. If spectacle already converts attention into political power, cheap personalized content may further weaken bureaucratic mediation and elevate leaders who dominate fragmented information environments.
Military incumbency can become a liability. The country with the largest inventory of expensive legacy systems has the most to lose when cheap autonomous systems invalidate them. Procurement speed and battlefield learning may matter as much as accumulated hardware.
Mead’s optimism depends on an unproven political bridge. He expects technology to generate abundance, especially in health care, but does not fully explain how polarized institutions will distribute those gains, reform entitlements, govern new risks, or prevent concentration of ownership.
Practical Implications
From the source
Treat American technological leadership and domestic social stability as one problem: policy should help citizens obtain concrete benefits from the information revolution rather than assuming aggregate growth will produce legitimacy.
Encourage remote and hybrid work, where appropriate, and develop the legal, regulatory, transport, and digital “infostructure” needed to broaden practical access to affordable housing.
Preserve global trade while identifying strategic dependencies, unequal market access, intellectual-property theft, and supply chains that could fail during conflict.
Watch Japan’s defense spending, doctrine, and political willingness to resist Chinese control of Taiwan; Mead regards Japan’s awakening as an important new variable in Beijing’s calculations.
Build stronger regional balances by supporting the economic and strategic development of allies and partners rather than relying indefinitely on direct American intervention.
Improve political communication around deterrence: Mead argues that commitments work only when adversaries believe the United States has both the capability and public resolve to carry them out.
Analyst implications
Stress-test China scenarios against maritime logistics rather than looking only at military platforms: oil, food, shipping insurance, export markets, ports, and third-country cooperation could determine the durability of a blockade.
Evaluate AI leadership using deployment capacity and ecosystem renewal, not benchmark performance alone; easily copied model capabilities may provide only temporary strategic advantage.
Audit defense portfolios for exposure to rapid obsolescence, especially large platforms operating in environments saturated with cheap drones, sensors, and autonomous weapons.
Treat AI participation in nuclear or conventional escalation decisions as a governance priority now, before automated warning, targeting, and response systems become deeply embedded.
Examine whether proposed “ownership society” policies genuinely broaden capital ownership or merely subsidize already scarce assets and raise their prices.
Monitor biotechnology and cyber capabilities for verification problems: traditional arms-control models may fail when dangerous work can occur in small, concealed facilities.
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