
Global Strat egy By Greg ory R. Cop ley, Ed i tor

Beijing’s “Unavoidable” War:
The 21st Century’s Total War Has Begun

The new form of “total war” which Beijing has begun is more comprehensive and
amorphous than any strategic engagement seen thus far in history. And Beijing has learned
from history: direct military engagement is, of necessity, a very secondary component. This
is a war which Pres. Xi Jinping had to begin now, or lose his fortunes.

B      that when it went to
war with the US it would be a new kind of war.1 
Peo ple’s Re pub lic of

China (PRC) Pres. Xi Jinping
then an nounced in Oc to ber
2018 that he had be gun a “new 
30 Years War” with the US.2 

But there seemed to be no “Pearl
Har bor” mo ment, so the rest of the
world dis re garded the dec la ra tion of
war. That was a mis take.

It be came clear that the 2020 CO-
VID-19-in spired “global fear pandem- 
ic” laid out the bat tle field ter rain and
saw the open ing shots emerge from the 
PRC in a va ri ety of stra te gic for mats.
To be sure, COVID-19 was not it self
the “Pearl Har bor mo ment”; it was the
sub se quent fear pan demic which drove
down the global econ omy.

Beijing could not wait any lon ger to
be gin stra te gic op er a tions — the new
form of “to tal war” — if it was to sur -
vive as a global power and to as sume
pri macy even within his sym bolic 30
year timeframe. Shake speare noted: 

 “There is a tide in the af fairs of men,
Which taken at the flood, leads on to for -
tune. Omit ted, all the voy age of their life
is bound in shal lows and in mis er ies. On
such a full sea are we now afloat. And we
must take the cur rent when it serves, or
lose our ven tures.”

From Beijing’s stand point, given
that the PRC econ omy was al ready in
mas sive de cline, it was crit i cal that the

econ o mies of its stra te gic ri vals should
also be forced into de cline. That may
or may not have been a planned as pect
of the PRC’s COVID-19 re sponse stra-
tegy, but it cer tainly was quickly adop-
ted by Beijing.

In other words, if the PRC could not
re verse its eco nomic de cline, its stra te -
gic com pet i tive ness mov ing for ward
was crit i cally de pend ent upon see ing
its ri vals de cline com men su rately, or
even be come crip pled. It was not a race 
to the top; it was a race to avoid be ing
first to the bot tom.

And from Beijing’s stand point, too,
this was to be a war en gag ing broad-
form pop u la tion war fare strat e gies,
par tic u larly har nessed to elec tronic
com mu ni ca tions, in turn linked to a

range of stra te gic and tac ti cal psy cho -
log i cal and psychopolitical op er a tions. 
That was clear from the bench mark
PRC 1999 study, Un re stricted War fare,
which has now emerged lit er ally as the
text book of the new “to tal war” against 
the US and the West.

It was also all connected, as far as
Beijing was con cerned, to eco nomic
and so cial war fare, in clud ing pop u la -
tion war fare, on a va ri ety of lev els. And 
only tan gen tially — in the short-term
— was mil i tary force pro jec tion a
com po nent. Mil i tary con fron ta tion
in volved risk if, for ex am ple, the US
was to be di rectly en gaged with force.
So it was a strat egy by which the PRC
re quired the weak en ing and split ting
of what oth er wise would be an over -
whelm ing ad ver sary al li ance.  
ä A fun da men tal tenet of the en gage -

ment by Beijing was to split the US
away from its tra di tional al lies, ex -
ploit ing schisms which have been
fes ter ing and ex pand ing since the
end of the Cold War. 

ä The par al lel tenet was — and is —
to then split the in ter nal pop u la -
tions of US and its al lies by ex ac er -
bat ing and sup port ing ex ist ing
so ci etal schisms. 
By such means are solid and co he -

sive ad ver sar ies bro ken down to be
chal lenged piece meal, and then each of 
the sep a rate ad ver sar ies weak ened in -
ter nally and pre vented from achiev ing
un fet tered and de ci sive ac tion even at a 
na tional level. If an ad ver sary is fight -
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If the PRC cannot re verse
its eco nomic de cline, and it
probably cannot, then its
stra te gic com pet i tive ness is
crit i cally de pend ent upon
ensuring that its ri vals’
economies be come crip pled. 

It is not a race to the top; it is a 
race to avoid be ing first to the
bot tom.

1 Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, Se nior Col o nels, Peo ple’s Lib er a tion Army, PRC: Un re stricted War fare (the Man da rin ti tle lit er ally trans lates as
“War fare Be yond Bounds”). Beijing, Feb ru ary 1999: PLA Lit er a ture and Arts Pub lish ing House. Sub se quently trans lated and pub lished by the US
For eign Broad cast In for ma tion Ser vice (FBIS) in 1999.

2 See Bodansky, Yossef: “Beijing’s ‘New thirty Years War’”, in Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 10/2018. And also: “Is “The New Thirty
Years War” Already Escalating?”, Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 11-12/2018. See also, Copley, Gregory R.: “The Time of Strategic
Choice”, in Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 10/2018. 



ing within it self or pre oc cu pied with
do mes tic is sues it can not pose a threat.

“Splittist” has long been a par tic u -
larly vit ri olic ep i thet used by Chi nese
com mu nists to den i grate those who
split away from the Com mu nist Party
of China (CPC), or at tempted to split
the coun try away from the CPC. Now,
splitting strat e gies are em ployed
against the en e mies of the CPC.

B’   was learned
from the West ern strat egy of the
Cold War, which was to ex ac er -

bate to the point of frac ture the Peo -
ple’s Re pub lic of China links with the 
Un ion of So viet So cial ist Re pub lics
(the USSR). 

To drive a wedge into the Sino-So -
viet rift.

Beijing un der stood this when it al -
lowed it self to be part of that Sino-So -
viet split ting op er a tion when CPC
Chair man Mao Zedong met with US
Pres. Rich ard Nixon on Feb ru ary 21,
1972. At that time, the So viet-PRC al li -
ance was one of con ve nience, but it was 
never an easy match. In deed, the Rus -
sian Fed er a tion mo dus vi vendi with the 
PRC by 2020 — it would be dif fi cult to
call it an al li ance — was fraught with as 
much mu tual sus pi cion as the Sino-

So viet link of the Cold War.
Now Beijing has be gun to ap ply that

split ting tech nique against the West it -
self.

But, as cen tral as that pro cess is to
PRC strat egy — or, more ac cu rately, to
the strat egy of the CPC, which is as
much aimed at sub du ing the Chi nese
peo ple as for eign societies — it is only
one com po nent which would en able
the PRC, eco nom i cally in de cline3 and
mil i tarily no match for even the US let
alone the for merly close West ern set of
al li ances, to have a chance at stra te gic
suc cess. 

More over, it should not be as sumed
that it is the CPC alone which has
moved onto a “war foot ing” and which 
saw the new con flict as an amor phous
“to tal war”: a to tal war which has taken 
on ab so lutely new di men sions from
the shape of “to tal war” in the 20th
Cen tury. US Pres. Don ald Trump be -
gan mov ing the US from a pas sive ac -
cep tance of PRC stra te gic ex pan sion -
ism — which had been un der way for
two de cades at least — in 2017, and
then moved into de fen sive stra te gic
eco nomic pol i cies by late 2019.

Trump knew the PRC was at war
with the US the mo ment his Ad min is -
tra tion took of fice in Jan u ary 2017.

Jap a nese Prime Min is ter Shinzo Abe
was also by that time al ready aware of
the war, and was pre par ing Ja pan for it.

The COVID-19-re lated up heaval
meant that, by early 2020, the prime
min is ters of Aus tra lia4 and the United
King dom were also grad u ally com ing
aboard with the re al ity that they had
been forced onto a war foot ing. What
is sig nif i cant is the de gree to which
pub lic opin ion in Af rica gen er ally, and
in Aus tra lia, South-East Asia, the US,
parts of Eu rope, and so on, has moved
against the PRC as a re sult of the way in 
which Beijing has pos tured it self dur -
ing the cri sis.

The CPC — or at least Pres. Xi
Jinping — does not seem to care. The
vel vet glove has been re moved to some
ex tent. It has be gun to take ad van tage
of the cover of the cri sis to step up ac -
tions against re bel lious el e ments in its
au ton o mous Hong Kong re gion, for
ex am ple, and to move its sole op er a -
tional air craft car rier, the Liaoning,
into the South China Sea to high light
the per cep tion that its armed forces
have not been con strained by the
COVID-19 cri sis in the same way that
the US and French na vies have been. 

But no where, how ever, was the ex -
tent of the war — the type of the war — 

-,         .

The PLA Navy’s learning-curve aircraft carrier, Liaoning, steams into the South China Sea as an instrument of information dominance in the COVID-19 war. Will that
do Beijing more harm than good in its strategic race to take advantage of the short-term “power vacuum” created by the economic chaos?

3 See, for example, Copley, Gregory R.: “State of the World: Parlous, Transforming, Yet in Some Ways Stabilizing, Optimistic”, in Defense & Foreign 
Affairs Strategic Policy, 1/2020. That edition noted: “The year 2020 could emerge as the start of the era of relative global chaos or major upheaval.
It is the era we have been anticipating, as the impact of core population decline meets economic dislocation, and security and structural
uncertainty.” And “[T]the PRC was already on economic life-support by the time the coronavirus pandemic began to become known by the end
of January 2020. It was clear that the CPC was already well aware of the reality that the coronavirus had begun its broad contagion — with the
consequent impact on the PRC economy — when it signed the ‘trade deal’ with Pres. Trump.”

4 See, Copley, Gregory R.: “Sovereignty in the Age of Beijing: Can the PRC ‘Save” Australia? Or Any Nation?”. In Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic 
Policy, 11-12/2019. Based on the author’s Geopolitical Address to the Australia-Israel Chamber of Commerce, in Perth, Western Australia, on
October 23, 2019.



dis cussed or un der stood. It is a global
to tal war; one in which all el e ments of
so ci ety, in deed of all so ci et ies, are con -
scripted. I have writ ten ex ten sively on
this in a new book which will ap pear in 
the com ing months.

This is not a “black swan event” —
there is no such thing — but it is fi nally 
a clar i fi ca tion of the dy namic frame -
work which has been emerg ing for the
21st Cen tury. It is also worth not ing
that al though the Xi strat egy may be
am bi tious and in no va tive, it does not
nec es sar ily in volve any real un der -
stand ing of the US or the world by
Pres. Xi, and more than most of the
world un der stands Xi’s per sonal fu -
sion of “China”. Ar gu ably, Xi’s view of
China and its des tiny is akin to the
myth i cal view which Hit ler had of and
for Ger many.

But now Xi has com mit ted the PRC
to a stra te gic course of ac tion. That is
the phys i cal com po nent. So the plan -
ning can be gin, by other states, as to
how to deal with that PRC action.

1. How So ci et ies Re vive

E,  ,  stra te gic
re cov ery in any so ci ety be set by
ma jor cri sis re quires clean-sheet

ap proaches and de ci sive steps to
sweep away im ped i ments to re vival.

This is im pos si ble — and usu ally
un de sir able — in nor mal con di tions,
and even in a cri sis it is dif fi cult un less
so ci et ies and gov ern ment agree that
ex traor di nary steps are per mit ted. In
all of this should be un der stood the ba -
sic con cept, an grily re futed by stat ists,
that it is not the job of gov ern ments to
con trol so ci et ies; it is the job of so ci et -
ies to con trol gov ern ment.

But, in the pres ent cli mate of wide -
spread fear for the future, the fact that
so ci et ies also fear change means that: 
ä (a) The ap pear ance of nor malcy

and con ti nu ity of in sti tu tions must
be main tained as far as pos si ble,
and the uti li za tion and re vival of fa -
mil iar, iconic, sym bols, in stru -
ments, lan guage, and faces is
de sir able; and

ä (b) The re al ity that mas sive change
and threat has al ready been vis ited
upon so ci ety means that sub stan -
tive, planned, fur ther un der ly ing
change is now more pos si ble. In
other words, change has al ready oc -
curred: use it to “Re-mould it

nearer to the Heart’s De sire!”, as
Omar Khayyám sug gested. But
what that de sire is, or should be,
then be comes the primary ques tion.
In the 2020 con text, these factors

were true as much for the PRC as for
the US, UK, Eu ro pean Un ion (EU), or
any other coun try. The dif fer ence in
the ap pli ca tion of the ne ces sity to
clearly spec ify what out come is de -
sired, how ever, lies in the goals and
paths which each gov ern ment wishes
for its so ci ety.

Ev ery ma jor con flict tends to al low a
gov ern ment to in crease its dom i nance
over a so ci ety in or der to com bat an ex -
is ten tial threat. How much that dom i -
nance is sub se quently re laxed fol low -
ing the threat shows the dif fer ence
be tween com mand econ o mies — es -
sen tially so cial ist au toc ra cies by def i ni -
tion — and clas si cal de moc ra cies. 

What has been sig nif i cant in the
early re sponse to the fear pan demic
which was trig gered by the COVID-19
cri sis is that many West ern na tion-
states ac tu ally be gan adopt ing per ma -
nent changes which would move their
so ci et ies closer to the com mand sta tus
nor mally as so ci ated with com mu nist
or so cial ist-fas cist au toc ra cies. In this
re gard, my col league, Prof. Yuri Malt-
sev, cites Friedrich Nietz sche: “Who-
ever fights mon sters should see to it
that in the pro cess he does not be come
a mon ster. And if you gaze long
enough into an abyss, the abyss will
gaze back into you.”

Apart from the move to ward greater
con trol over econ o mies, the move to -
ward cashless so ci et ies, to ward the im -
ple men ta tion of tech nol ogy-en abled
con trol of in di vid u als (en abling to tal
sur veil lance and obe di ence, for ex am -
ple) by def i ni tion changes the na ture
of the so ci et ies.

But does greater con trol over an
econ omy and the min i miz ing of so cial
free dom lead to the kind of lon ger-term 
stra te gic re cov ery which
was os ten si bly the de -
clared goal of com bat ing
the im me di ate threat? In
other words, like sui cide,
is it a long-term so lu tion
to a short-term prob lem?
Is it a suc cess ful op er a tion
which kills the pa tient?

Cri sis pro vides the op -
por tu nity for many ac -
tions. 

Things can be achieved in chaos
which could never be ac com plished in
calm. Pos i tive and neg a tive things. The
view of statists, usu ally, is that the an -
swer to a cri sis is more gov ern ment.
That, of course, is an ti thet i cal to the
free move ment and thought of the in -
di vid ual, and there fore alien to en tre -
pre neur ship and pro duc tiv ity.

The pri mary les sons, then, from the
2020 cri sis, which has caused vir tu ally
all ma jor na tions to add unsustainably
to their debt bur dens, should in clude:
ä (i) Sim plify and open so ci ety rather 

than leg is late and con trol. 
Re move in hi bi tions to eco nomic
and so cial stim u la tion which do
not re quire state fund ing. 
In other words, re duce the em pha -
sis on ac tiv i ties which re quire tax -
payer funds (which add to na tional
debt). These neither stim u late rev e -
nue pro duc tion by their ac tion, nor 
en able pro duc tiv ity re gen er a tion to 
oc cur. It is en tre pre neur ship which
gen er ates em ploy ment, tax a tion,
and ad dresses the needs of na tional
self-suf fi ciency;

ä (ii) Elim i nate or re duce the pen al -
ties, ef forts, and cost of both start -
ing eco nomic en ter prises or clos ing
them. 
This means al low ing cor po rate
bank rupt cies to oc cur. Better to en -
dure short-term losses than to lose
long-term eco nomic mo men tum.
Gov ern ments are now search ing, in 
any event, for ways to write off, re -
fute, or in flate out of their debt ob -
li ga tions any way. 
Is it not hyp o crit i cal to stop the
mar ket place from mov ing for ward
af ter the fail ure or col lapse of com -
mer cial en ter prises when gov ern -
ments rou tinely do so with
im pu nity, of ten by print ing more
unsupported money? And many of
the com mer cial en ter prises have

failed, in any event, due
to the ac tions of gov ern -
ments in sup press ing
nor mal mar ket ac tiv ity.
Ef fi cient bank ruptcy is
the key to eco nomic mo -
men tum.
ä (iii) Stim u late self-suf -

fi ciency through na -
tional and lo cal-level
pol i cies which fa vor the 
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“It was the
glob al ist
in ter pre ta tion of
‘free trade’
which, in fact,
made many
econ o mies to tally 
de pend ent on a
for eign power.”



lo cal pro duc tion of ne ces si ties and
tools of stra te gic ad van tage, and
deny that ad van tage to the ad ver -
sary. This does in deed re quire the
ap pli ca tion — se lec tively, care fully,
and tem po rarily — of bans on cer -
tain im ported prod ucts in or der to
guar an tee sov er eign vi a bil ity, and it
does in volve se lec tive use of tar iffs.
It also in volves the de nial of some
ex ports to an ad ver sary. In the case
of the con tain ment of the PRC, the
US and other food ex port ing ad ver -
sary states would deny sup ply of food
to the PRC, given that food and wa -
ter short age is Beijing’s crit i cal stra te -
gic vulnerability.
Clearly, the “glob al ism” phi los o -
phy, which grew pro gres sively since 
the end of the Cold War, had
swung the stra te gic pen du lum in
fa vor of great pow ers which sought
to dom i nate mar kets for their own
pur poses. 
It was the glob al ist in ter pre ta tion of 
“free trade” which, in fact, made
many econ o mies to tally de pend ent
on a for eign power. 
This has par tic u larly, in the 21st
Cen tury, bene fited the PRC, which
was able to use “free trade” to build 
stra te gic con trol of other so ci et ies.
Beijing is not unique, his tor i cally,
in uti liz ing the bat tle-cry of “free
trade”, which is ul ti mately not free
to the party which al lows it self to
be come stra te gi cally de pend ent.
Brit ain and the United States have
them selves done this in the past.

2. Repurposing Al li ances

T     are
meant to ad dress im me di ate
threats and op por tu ni ties. They

do not last for ever. Nor should they.
Lord Palmerston said, in the 19th

Cen tury: “Na tions have no per ma nent
friends or al lies, they only have per ma -
nent in ter ests.” Al li ances and trea ties
are meant to serve spe cific ob jec tives,
and time of ten vi ti ates these ob jec tives.

But what is clear at pres ent is that the 
Peo ple’s Re pub lic of China in 2020
lacks a vi a ble al li ance net work. It treats
states such as the DPRK (North Ko rea) 
as a mere trib u tary state, and other
trad ing part ners as though they should 
be trib u tary states. Thus their com pli -

ance with Beijing must be forced.
The US, for most of the past seven

de cades, also treated its al lies to greater 
or lesser de grees as more-or-less trib u -
tary states, and, as a re sult, its al li ance
struc tures became greatly re duced by
re sent ments of ju nior al li ance part -
ners. Those part ners may re turn to al -
li ance with the US only through fear of
the PRC and, to some ex tent, Rus sia.

What oc curred in the first de cades of 
the 21st Cen tury, among other things,
was that: 
ä (a) The orig i nal pur pose for the

North At lan tic Al li ance (NATO)
with ered away, and yet the al li ance
had de vel oped bureaucratically into 
one of the most ef fec tive stra te gic
tools pos si ble; 

ä (b) The Eu ro pean Un ion (EU) cre -
ated a layer of gov er nance and con -
trol of West ern and Cen tral Eu rope
which in hib ited the growth, free -
dom, and se cu rity of most of the
mem bers of that un ion; and

ä (c) The United Na tions moved
from be ing a fo rum to mit i gate dif -
fer ences into one which ex ac er -
bated them.
Bear ing in mind the re al ity that the

EU in many ways geopolitically over -
laps the NATO mem ber ship (ob vi -
ously ex clud ing Can ada and the US,
which are in NATO but not the EU), it
is clear that NATO now has a new rôle
in pro tect ing the phys i cal bor ders of
Eu rope. Sig nif i cantly, it has not been
de ployed to meet this new rôle. 

And that rôle is not spe cif i cally
against an im me di ate threat of mil i -
tary in tru sion by Rus sia, but very spe -
cif i cally in re sist ing a multi-fac eted
stra te gic physical in tru sion by Tur key,
or fa cil i tated by Turkey.

How much, for ex am ple, has Eu rope
been stra te gi cally in hib ited by its in -
abil ity to re sist Turk ish-spon sored or
Turk ish-sup ported pop u la tion war -
fare which has weak ened the econ o -
mies and so cial frame works of Eu ro -
pean states for the past de cade. Tur key
at tempted to sub stan tially ex pand and
ac cel er ate this pop u la tion-po lit i cal
warfare West wards since the start of
the 2020 cri sis. More over, this has not
been con strained merely by the
onpassage of ref u gees from the Syr ian
civil war, but by “commoditizing” ref -
u gees flee ing eco nomic and se cu rity
chal lenges in Af ghan i stan, Pa ki stan,

Eritrea, and sub-Sa ha ran Af rica.
What has emerged is that NATO re -

mains a vi a ble and ef fi cient mil i tary al -
li ance for the pro tec tion of West ern in -
ter ests, whereas the EU has not. NATO,
in an at tempt to repurpose it self with
the col lapse of the orig i nal threat, the
War saw Treaty bloc, has sought an
“out-of-area” mis sion, and was thus
em ployed in the war in Af ghan i stan,
for ex am ple in the first two de cades of
the 21st Cen tury. But there was no real
thought given to a broader re def i ni -
tion of the Al li ance, to in clude Indo-
Pa cific part ners.

It has the po ten tial to be broad ened
and re named to in clude the ANZUS
(Aus tra lia-New Zea land-US) Al li ance,
the US-Ja pan Se cu rity Al li ance, and so
on, to take on a new pur pose akin to
the World War II al li ance against the
nazi-fas cist-Jap a nese bloc. Sim i larly,
the UKUSA Ac cords — com monly re -
ferred to as the Five-Eyes in tel li gence
ex change be tween the US, UK, Can -
ada, Aus tra lia, and New Zea land — has 
the ca pac ity to be repurposed with
stra te gic ob jec tives.5

Clearly, al li ances and trea ties need
sun set clauses: dates by which they are
ei ther re tired or repurposed. The var i -
ous arms lim i ta tion trea ties have all ei -
ther ex pired through mu tual dis in ter -
est, or they have been con sis tently and
dy nam i cally given on go ing lives. Or
they have be come tools by one party to
in hibit an other. 

The suc ces sive trea ties to limit the
con struc tion of cap i tal ships by ma jor
na vies in the first half of the 20th Cen -
tury was a clas si cal case of how trea ties
were over taken ei ther by tech no log i cal
change or by the change in stra te gic
ob jec tives of the ma jor pow ers. That
in cluded the Wash ing ton Na val Treaty
of 1922; the Lon don Na val Treaty of
1930; the Sec ond Lon don Na val Treaty
of 1936 (by which time the pro cess had 
be come more or less meaningless). 

Trea ties and al li ances are meant to
give the sig na to ries breath ing space.
Noth ing more. All that is con stant is
“per ma nent in ter ests”. And then we
need to re ne go ti ate the mean ing of
“per ma nent”.

Again, as we dis cussed in Point 1,
above, the COVID-19 in ter reg num
was the ideal time to re visit na tional
goals, and to re de fine the means of
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5 The possibility of which was suggested in Copley, Gregory R.: “Five Eyes Mark II?”, in Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 3/2020. 



achiev ing them in a world in which the 
stra te gic con text — the ter rain — had
clar i fied in new ways.

We will dis cuss in Point 4 the need to 
look at al li ances within the frame work
of trade and sur vival pat terns. 

3. Repurposing Econ o mies

I    -   the
eco nomic frame work which ex -
isted up un til 2020 as the “old

econ omy”. 
And that in cludes the eco nomic

prisms through which we viewed sci -
ence and tech nol ogy up to that point.

The “new econ omy” in cludes some
fun da men tals, such as:
ä 3.1. Global and na tional econ o mies

con strained by un prec e dented lev -
els of debt and debt-ser vice;

ä 3.2. De clin ing mar ket size due to
eco nomic con straints and to the ac -
tual de cline in pop u la tion lev els,
par tic u larly within key socio-eco -
nomic mar ket groups;

ä 3.3. Po lar iza tion, be cause of eco -
nomic, po lit i cal and se cu rity fac -
tors, of trad ing net works, lead ing to 
greater bilateralization of trade and
the need to re-mon e tize some trade
as bar ter or coun ter-trade, or de fine 
it by cre ative cur rency “bas kets”;

ä 3.4. Re duced avail abil ity of fund ing
for a pe riod for re search and de vel -
op ment, some commercial in fra -
struc ture, and for pure sci ence. On
the other hand, vi a ble stim u lus to
re-en gage un em ployed work ers
would likely in clude some pub lic
sec tor in fra struc ture pack ages;

ä 3.5. Greater ease by armed forces in
achiev ing re cruit ing tar gets as com -
mer cial jobs fail to take up all avail -
able workforce;

ä 3.6. Grow ing dis trust of gov ern -
men tal at tempts to con trol the
econ omy by re strict ing the use of
cash as pa per cur ren cies lose the
“full faith and credit” of gov ern -
ments. This will see a stim u lus for
the use of al ter nate forms of “cur -
rency”, in clud ing cryptocurrencies.
All of this will lead to a po lar iza tion 
of so ci et ies away from gov ern ments 
(ie: lead to greater dis trust in gov -
ern ment), which can only be con -
tained for a lim ited pe riod and
which will ab so lutely lead to a fur -
ther de cline in eco nomic pro duc tiv -
ity, as the PRC has been dis cov er ing 
for the past eight years. This fur ther 

com pounds the chal lenge of global
stra te gic com pet i tive ness.
What, then, is to be done?
The stim u la tion of na tional econ o -

mies is very much linked to see ing
econ o mies as just that: na tional. Or at
least best pro tected within spe cific
geopolitical re gions. 

The first de cades of the 21st Cen tury 
(in deed, the pe riod since the end of the 
Cold War) saw most coun tries out-
source much of their man u fac tur ing to 
the PRC. The crash of 2020 saw, then,
most coun tries ex posed to an ex is ten -
tial de pend ency on the PRC for vi tal
sup plies across all sec tors of so ci ety.

This re sulted in the big gest sin gle
event in his tory high light ing the de -
struc tion of the sov er eignty and in de -
pend ence of ac tion of most na tion-
states in the world. The PRC, in or der
to cap i tal ize on the dam age in flicted by 
the 2020 cri sis on most na tional econ -
o mies, quickly moved to re turn to full
PRC man u fac tur ing ca pa bil ity to en -
sure that, as the coronavirus con tain-
ments were lifted on most econ o mies,
the PRC could then dump man u fac -
tured goods onto the world mar ket. 

This was de signed to en sure that na -
tional man u fac tur ing in other coun-
tries would be disincentivized from
be ing re-es tab lished to end de pend -
ency on the PRC. The PRC man u fac -
tur ing base had al ready be gun to out -
price it self dur ing the past five years at
least (to 2020), and the PRC had to do
some thing to re gain its po si tion as the
“sole source” for man u fac tur ing. 

This meant that the PRC had a
vested in ter est, too, in en sur ing that
those ris ing econ o mies which had
been be gin ning to take over the global
man u fac tur ing rôles from the PRC
were them selves set back. That in -
cluded the man u fac tur ing sec tors of
Thai land, Viet nam, and so on.

Hence the need for those na tion-
states wish ing to re-as sert a mea sure of
sov er eign in de pend ence to con sider
re stric tions and tar iffs on im ported
goods as a means to pro tect the re-start 
of lo cal in dus tries. The ques tion, then,
was how to do this in a way which did
not al low also the re-build ing of work-
force com pla cency and re vived un ion
op por tun ism, know ing that do mes tic
mar kets were pro tected.

A va ri ety of ac tions, then, would
need to be con sid ered by those “ad -
vanced” so ci et ies which had thought

them selves some how in the post-in -
dus trial phase, but now found it nec es -
sary to re vive do mes tic man u fac tur -
ing. These could in clude:
ä Elim i nat ing con straints on small to

me dium busi nesses by (i) min i miz -
ing the bur den of tax re port ing bu -
reau cracy; (ii) cre at ing a sim pli fied
tax struc ture for small to me dium
busi ness; and (iii) cre at ing free -
doms from heavy union iza tion for
small to me dium busi nesses.

ä Repurposing ed u ca tion away from
the “pseudo-post-in dus trial” model 
which fo cused on uni ver sity de grees 
of ques tion able value ei ther to lib -
eral, con tex tual think ing, or to ed u -
ca tion in spheres of prac ti cal value
to man u fac tur ing. This would
mean re vers ing the de mean ing and
pa ter nal is tic view of ac a de mia to -
ward “blue col lar” workforces, and
in stead pro vid ing tech ni cal school
ed u ca tions, and struc tured trade
ap pren tice ships. 
This could and should en able many 
peo ple to en ter the workforce at a
youn ger age, thus stim u lat ing the
econ omy by re mov ing them from
so ci ety-sup ported de pend ency.
More over, it could also in clude ap -
pren tice ship-like skills ac qui si tion
in the armed ser vices.

ä Elim i nat ing most of the pu ni tive el -
e ments of bank ruptcy laws, and
lower the bar rier to the cre ation of
new cor po ra tions to stim u late the
cre ation of en tre pre neur ial en ter -
prises. Even the US has, in re cent
years, made as pects of its bank -
ruptcy laws more pu ni tive, but the
US still pro vides the best model in
this re gard. Aus tra lia, for ex am ple,
has cor po rate start-up and wind-up 
prac tices which are dra co nian and
Dick en sian. The more that the state 
is re moved from the pro cess, the
more that en ter prise and pro duc -
tiv ity will be stim u lated.

ä Elim i nat ing or re duc ing the size of
cen tral ized gov ern men tal struc -
tures. Gov ern ment em ploy ment is a 
bur den for any econ omy. Some of
it is vi tal to en sur ing a vi a ble state;
most of it is not. Re duc ing gov ern -
men tal bu reau cra cies by en forc ing a 
wave of man da tory re tire ments and 
a se lec tive freeze on hir ing is a far
better use of state funds than finan- 
cing an un pro duc tive econ omy. 

ä Elim i nat ing leg is la tive con straints
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on ag ri cul tural ef fi ciency and en -
cour age pro grams which help re -
store soil bal ance. Ensuring
ad e quate farmer con trol over wa ter
sources, and also re vers ing the neg -
a tive im pact of the use of chem i cal
fer til iz ers over the past cen tury.

4. Repurposing Trad ing Blocs

T       of
so ci ety. It is as sumed that free
trade is the vi tal as pect of a pros -

per ing so ci ety. But the re al ity is that
trade in es sen tials is an ex is ten tial un -
der pin ning of sov er eignty.

The con trol of trade and trad ing
pat terns is also, there fore, a de ci sive
tool in na tional se cu rity strat egy.
World Wars I and II made clear how
con trol of global sea lanes de ter mined
the out come of those con flicts. 

“Free trade” in a time of con fron ta -
tion and cri sis, then, is ax i om at i cally
coun ter pro duc tive to achiev ing na -
tional sur vival and in con strain ing an
op po nent. 

The cri sis of 2020 en sured that, for
the time be ing, the age of free trade was 
now ended. That is not an ideo log i cal
or philo soph i cal po si tion — con cepts
of mar kets de ter min ing free trade can
en dure — but rather a po si tion of en -
sur ing na tional sur vival, and min i miz -
ing the ad van tage of a com pet i tor.
Apart from the ma jor power which
wishes to dom i nate its trad ing part -
ners, only those who do not rec og nize
that a war has be gun will con tinue to
in sist on “free trade”. 

So if trade is to be em pha sized be -
tween trusted part ners, then that
would as sume that trade pacts would
need to in clude se cu rity pro vi sions to
en sure the de liv ery of that trade. This
re-em pha sizes, of course, the se cu rity
of sea lanes, straits and wa ter ways, and
air traf fic routes. The as sump tion of a
con tin u a tion of the old “rules-based
world or der” is no lon ger valid. 

The PRC, in an nounc ing (in Oc to -
ber 2018) its “new Thirty Years War”
in di cated that at the end of that war (in 
2049) it would have in place a “new
Treaty of Westphalia” — by some new
name — to emplace a Beijing-dom i -
nated “rules-based world or der”. Say -
ing it does not make it so, but the in -
ten tion was clear: the PRC does not
ac cept the pre-2020 or der of the o ret i -
cally-equal na tion-states to be valid.

The new trad ing ob jec tives of post-
2020 gov ern ments, then, need to be
de fined, be cause it is clear that they
have not been de fined up un til this
point. These ob jec tives would need to
de fine na tional goals, needs, and
methods of achiev ing the de sired ends.

It means that trad ing pat terns must
over lay se cu rity pat terns. In other
words, if trade is crit i cal, the means
must be there to en sure that it can be
achieved. Trade, then, be comes not
merely about com mod i ties, but about
the means and routes of de liv er ing
them, and the se cu rity to guar an tee
that pat tern.

5. Repurposing Strat e gies

H     de signed
for dif fer ent times be ap plied
in the post-2020 world?

Eco nomic, geopolitical, and trade
de pend ency fac tors changed with the
cri sis of 2020. Yes, much busi ness will
con tinue as usual, but the un der ly ing
stra te gic in flec tion has changed, and
the global debt po si tion has trans -
formed eco nomic ca pa bil i ties.

More to the point, the Peo ple’s Re -
pub lic of China has made it clear that it 
has al ready em barked on a war — an
amor phous to tal war of the 21st Cen -
tury kind — from which it can not
resile. That war, for the PRC, as noted,
is dom i nated by a strong in ter ac tive
pat tern of pop u la tion, so cio log i cal,
eco nomic, tech no log i cal, and in for -
ma tion dom i nance fac tors, quite apart
from mil i tary fac tors.

In deed, the PRC hopes that the war
would be won be fore any re sort to mil -
i tary con fron ta tion of a for mal kind.

Does that mean that one re sponse
would be to force the PRC to fight its
war on terms it con sid ers dis ad van ta -
geous? Be cause that would in deed be a
mil i tary as pect of the “to tal war”.

So, at pres ent, the PRC is em barked
on a de fen sive mil i tary strat egy vis-á-
vis the United States, while pos tur ing
with sym bolic mil i tary ac tions in some 
ar eas, such as the South and East China 
Seas. But Beijing is highly ag gres sive in
its power pro jec tion by dip lo matic and 
non-mil i tary means against other tar -
gets. And it only has eco nomic le vers to 
sus tain that at tempted use of “over -
whelm ing force” on its trad ing and
dip lo matic part ners.

And these are le vers from a de clin ing 

PRC econ omy. As noted, the PRC ap -
proach is to min i mize re sis tance to its
stra te gic of fen sive by min i miz ing the
eco nomic strength and in de pend ence
of its tar gets. 

Where have we seen a com pa ra ble
model of stra te gic pro jec tion in his -
tory? Noth ing ap pears to be im me di -
ately com pa ra ble. This is very much a
grand strat egy of bluff, de cep tion, and
au dac ity. It has, for Beijing, been ef fec -
tive to this point, but the 2020 cri sis
did po lar ize much think ing against the 
PRC. 

6. Repurposing Defense

W     
and doc trine will sur vive the 
2020 in flec tion point?

Clearly, for the first time in many
years, most gov ern ments will need to
force their de fense plan ners to har mo -
nize de fense stra te gic plans with na -
tional grand stra te gic goals and op -
tions. That will be dif fi cult, be cause
de fense struc tures are heavily de pend -
ent on leg acy cap i tal items, leg acy doc -
trine, and in her ited pos tures. And gov -
ern ment lead ers are no to ri ously re sist- 
ant to giv ing long-term goals.

Gov ern ments are re vis it ing their sit -
u a tions, but to what ex tent can long-
term cap i tal de fense pro grams be re-
cal i brated for the new stra te gic en vi -
ron ment? Even more sig nif i cantly,
how can de fense forces even sus tain
op er a tional ca pa bil i ties when de clin -
ing na tional eco nomic out looks will
likely con strain de fense spend ing
growth, if growth is even fea si ble in the 
com ing few years?

To a sig nif i cant de gree, be cause the
“new to tal war” is likely to be less ki -
netic and less for mal than in the 20th
Cen tury, im prove ments in ef fi ciency
will likely emerge from more in ter dis -
ci plin ary co op er a tion than has been
his tor i cally achieved. This is the most
dif fi cult as pect. In “war” sit u a tions, the 
mil i tary as sumes it must lead.

The Rus sian Gov ern ment re cently
gave warfighting lead er ship au thor ity,
even in non-ki netic frame works, to the 
Rus sian Gen eral Staff on the ba sis that
“non-mil i tary ac tions com prised 80
per cent of con tem po rary con flict”. But
can ca reers of mil i tary dis ci pline, logic, 
and chain of com mand adapt to the
new, fluid, amor phous so cial face of
“to tal war of the 21st Cen tury”?   H
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