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Under the Trump and Biden administrations, U.S. national security priorities shifted 
dramatically and decisively away from counterterrorism (CT) (often described as countering 
violent extremist organizations [VEOs]) 1  and toward strategic competition against 
authoritarian nation states, particularly Russia and China. This bipartisan shift is one of the 
few things that President Joe Biden, President Donald Trump, and their respective supporters, 
all agree on. Russia’s large-scale combat operations in Ukraine, starting in February 2022, 
seem to vindicate this shift since Russian aggression and potential future Chinese aggression 
are clearly greater threats to U.S. interests than terrorists.  

Unfortunately, the dramatic spectacle of Russian firepower unleashed on Ukraine is 
distracting us from subtler forms of strategic competition. On closer examination it will 
become apparent that CT and strategic competition are not mutually exclusive. In fact, CT 
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is a vital aspect of strategic competition and abandoning CT puts the U.S. on a five-step path 
to defeat in strategic competition with China and other authoritarian nation states.  

We shall start by describing the five-step path to defeat, assess how far the U.S has 
gone down this path, and then develop recommendations to get off the path to defeat.  

The Five-Step Path to Defeat in Strategic Competition 

Step 1: The five-step path to losing in strategic competition begins with the U.S. (and the 
West more generally) withdrawing support for a nation in its fight against violent extremists. 
We will call the unfortunate U.S. partner nation X, since it could be any number of countries 
in Africa, Asia, Latin America, or the Middle East. Most governments in the developing 
world face some sort of violent opposition every day,2 and while few of them are fully 
democratic, neither are they fully authoritarian. The U.S. government justifies the 
withdrawal of CT support from nation X based on the need to concentrate U.S. resources for 
competition with China, Russia, and authoritarianism more generally, and U.S. leaders 
imagine this justifies shifting resources away from countering VEOs.  

Step 2: The withdrawal of support leads to the second stage where the terrorist threat to 
nation X increases since local VEOs continue, or increase their terrorist and insurgent 
activities, and the government of nation X responds less effectively due to decreased outside 
support. Note that the actual decrease in effectiveness and increase in threat need not be 
substantial, it only must change the level of confidence in the government and expectations 
about the future. The loss of outside support will make the government of nation X feel less 
confident and secure, and it will embolden the local terrorists and insurgents, and both sides 
will see even a small increase in terrorist success as confirmation that the future is looking 
brighter for the insurgents and darker for the government.  

Step 3: The third step is when the government of nation X loses confidence that it can handle 
the threat on its own, recognizes that the U.S. (and the West) will not provide the assistance 
it needs, and turns to China (or another authoritarian state). Aid from authoritarian sources 
was already appealing in certain ways. For example, China often brags that its aid comes 
“with no strings attached” because it does not demand the kinds of human rights, 
accountability, and anti-corruption reforms that the U.S. and other Western nations typically 
require.3 Thus, the temptation to look for support from the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
and other authoritarians was already significant, even before the West withdrew support.  

Step 4: In step four, China (or another authoritarian power) answers the call and provides an 
authoritarian, CCP-style solution to the challenge posed by VEOs. This authoritarian 
solution might include facial recognition software, social credit scores, and legal “reforms” 
that address terrorism by outlawing all opposition. It will certainly include heavy-handed 
repression applied not only to the violent extremists, but to other forms of dissent as well. 
This combination of technology and technique helps convince the government of nation X 
that it can violently crush all opposition and that it attempts to do so. President John F. 
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Kennedy famously said: “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent 
revolution inevitable.”4 As predicted by President Kennedy, when the government of nation 
X responds violently to all opposition, it forces all opponents to join the violent extremists. 
The U.S. and other Western nations will respond to the violent authoritarian turn in nation 
X by further decreasing support and even placing diplomatic and economic sanctions on 
nation X that increase its dependence on China and force it further into the authoritarian 
camp. 

Step 5: In the fifth and final step, the threat to nation X from terrorists and VEOs has receded, 
but the newly authoritarian government remains and refuses to return to its more-democratic, 
pre-crisis form. It retains its authoritarian character partly due to continuing Chinese 
(Russian, Iranian, etc.) support, partly due to continuing U.S. and Western hostility, but 
mainly because dictators intuitively understand what Alexis de Tocqueville pointed out back 
in 1856: “the most dangerous time for a bad government is usually when it begins to 

reform.”5 De Tocqueville could have added that the worse the government, the greater the 
danger from reform, and the newly authoritarian government of nation X has gotten much 
worse through the five steps. By stage five, the government of nation X finds democratic 
reform unnecessary (since China and other authoritarian powers assist friendly dictators) and 
dangerous (as de Tocqueville pointed out) locking it into its new form: authoritarian, pro-
China, and anti-United States.  

 The Trump and Biden administrations thought the shift away from CT would 
strengthen the U.S. in strategic competition with China, but it can instead put us on a five-
step path to defeat in strategic competition. This path takes us from the current liberal, 
democratic, and U.S.-led world order to a new, authoritarian, CCP-led world order, one 
nation X at a time.  

Is the U.S. on the Five-Step Road to Defeat? 

The five-step road to an authoritarian world order is possible, since the world contains scores, 
perhaps hundreds of nation Xs in danger of heading down this path, but is it taking place and 
if it is, how far down this path has the world traveled? Let’s consider each step. 

Step 1: Stage one is where the U.S. and other Western nations start shifting away from 
countering violent extremists overseas in a (shortsighted) effort to counter China, Russia, 
and other nation-state strategic competitors. This shift has been widely publicized and is 
undeniably underway. In the words of the Trump administration’s 2018 National Defense 
Strategy: “Inter-state strategic competition, not terrorism, is now the primary concern in U.S. 
national security.”6 The top priorities of Mark Esper, as Trump’s Secretary of Defense, were 
often described as “China, China, China.”7 Esper and Trump pushed for dramatic reductions 
in CT resources to facilitate the shift in focus to China.8 The Biden administration endorsed 
and expanded this shift away from CT/countering VEOs, and toward strategic competition 
with China and Russia. 9  Biden completed Trump’s withdrawal from Afghanistan and 
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continues to look for ways to shift resources away from CT and toward strategic competition 
with China and Russia.10 The Biden administration is under continuing pressure to speed up 
the shift away from countering VEOs overseas to devote additional resources to the China 
problem.11 Other Western powers, such as France, are following the U.S. example in places 
like the African Sahel region. 12  Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine beginning in 
February 2022 has reinforced these trends by drawing U.S. and Western attention and 
resources into Eastern Europe and potentially leaving countless nation Xs outside Europe to 
fend for themselves.  

Step 2: In stage two, the withdrawal of Western support leads to decreased local 
effectiveness against VEOs and expansion of the terrorist threat. This one is also underway. 
Afghanistan in 2021 was, of course, the poster child for local government collapse when 
Western support ended, but Afghanistan was exceptional. In most places, local government 
performance decreases more gradually and there is usually a significant time lag between 
the loss of outside support and any obvious increase in terrorist threat. However, recent 
global assessments of terrorism, including those published by the U.S. government, have 
noted the diffusion of terrorist organizations into more countries as the threat has 
“metastasized” in the words of President Biden.13 According to one recent assessment “the 
global jihadi terrorist movement now has more fighters in more countries than ever before.”14 
While it is difficult to prove a causal connection in every case, it is at least a very unfortunate 
coincidence that the terrorists are fielding more fighters in more places at exactly the moment 
the U.S. and its allies are shrinking the breadth and depth of their support to CT. As more 
countries feel the terrorist threat, they will look for more CT assistance. If that assistance is 
not coming from the U.S. and other democracies, then they will look elsewhere.  

Step 3: Stage three is where beleaguered governments turn to China, Russia, and other 
authoritarian sources of support. This stage is also well underway. China has been building 
security assistance programs in Africa and elsewhere for years, actively working to replace 
U.S. influence and security cooperation.15 There is talk of future Chinese military bases in 
Mozambique and elsewhere in Africa, and Chinese support against local insurgents will 
certainly help those basing arrangements come to pass.16 In the Pacific, the Government of 
the Solomon Islands announced in December 2021 that it had accepted a Chinese offer of 
riot control equipment and police trainers to assist the Solomon Islands Police in response to 
rioting there the previous month. In the words of the official announcement by the 
government of the Islands: they accepted the Chinese offer of assistance “mindful of the 
urgent need to strengthen Royal Solomon Islands Police Force capability and capacity to 
respond to future unrest.” 17 The expectation of “future unrest” suggests the government has 
limited interest in reforming to address the causes of the unrest and is instead turning to 
authoritarian solutions as China’s influence continues to grow.18 (The Solomon Islands have 
no military forces making the police the only armed security force on the islands.)  
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The Russians, often under cover of the Wagner Group, have been even more 
aggressive than the CCP in replacing the West as a provider of counterterrorist assistance. 
Readers of this journal are already well aware of the Wagner Group, its connections to the 
Russian government, and its activities across three continents from articles by Tor Bukkvoll 
and Åse G. Østensen, and by Christopher Spearin.19 Since those articles came out, the role 
of the Wagner Group and Russia has continued to increase. In Mali, where the French (with 
U.S. assistance) had long been the CT partner of choice, the Russians have largely replaced 
them.20 Russian mercenaries from the Wagner Group have also conducted CT operations on 
behalf of the governments of Mozambique, the Central African Republic, Syria, factions in 
Libya, and elsewhere.21 All this new and varied foreign CT experience will make Wagner 
Group and similar Russian forces even more capable of providing CT assistance—in the 
authoritarian model—to likeminded nations anywhere in the world.22 The current war in 
Ukraine has forced Russia and the Wagner Group to refocus their efforts on Eastern Europe, 
but it is too early to tell how long that shift will last and whether China will fill any vacuum 
that might result. In considering the possibility of Wagner Group retrenchment, it is 
important to remember that the Wagner Group has a completely different business model 
from Western security force assistance. The Western model assumes that security force 
assistance represents a one-way transfer of resources from the U.S. (and/or other Western 
nations) to the receiving nation. The Wagner Group provides security assistance for a fee 
and turns a profit on its activities. The intensity of the Russo-Ukraine war in 2022 has forced 
the Wagner Group to shift its limited resources to Ukraine, but the quest for profit will 
probably draw Wagner back to Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America when the fighting 
in Ukraine becomes less intense. 

Step 4: Stage four is where authoritarian assistance and an authoritarian approach 
to countering violent extremists turns the tide in favor of the government. Fortunately, this 
stage has not been reached in many places. Syria is the obvious success story for 
authoritarian assistance in countering violent extremists, but the Assad regime was not 
receiving CT assistance from the U.S. and other Western nations, so it falls outside the five-
stage model. Other clear successes for authoritarian assistance replacing U.S. and Western 
assistance are not yet apparent. However, clear and objective proof that authoritarian 
methods brought success is not required. All that is required is for the government to believe 
its authoritarian approach worked, and the government will already be inclined to believe it 
made the right choices and that even its most authoritarian actions were both necessary and 
appropriate. If the government starts to waiver in its commitment to authoritarian approaches, 
there will be abundant Chinese and Russian propaganda encouraging it to stay on the 
authoritarian course. Thus, anything short of being overthrown will probably be regarded by 
the newly authoritarian government as proof of authoritarian effectiveness. 

Step 5: Stage five is where an authoritarian approach to countering violent 
extremism locks in an authoritarian government hostile to the United States. For example, 
in Syria, the way Bashar al-Assad handled the 2011 protest movements was the defining 
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moment for his regime and appears to have made reform impossible for at least a generation. 
Similarly, the way his father crushed the uprising in Hama in the 1980s helped define his 
regime. Authoritarian methods of countering opposition are not yet the global norm, but 
China, Russia, Iran, North Korea, and other authoritarian regimes are working to change 
those norms and democratic reform after a truly authoritarian response to violent extremism 
is extremely rare.  

Clearly, the world has taken some steps down the five-stage road to an authoritarian 
world order led by the CCP, but there is still time to change course. 

How Should the U.S. Change Course? 

To solve a problem, one must first recognize that there is a problem, and then 
accurately define the problem. The Trump and Biden administrations correctly identified 
strategic competition with China and Russia as the gravest foreign policy challenges facing 
the nation, but they have been groping toward an accurate definition of the problem. The 
Trump administration recognized the direct threat from agents of the CCP, such as Chinese 
People’s Liberation Army, Chinese State-Owned Enterprises, and China’s Maritime Militia, 
but they did not embrace the governance aspect of strategic competition. They criticized the 
authoritarian nature of the CCP, but they did not embrace the need to advance democracy 
and counter authoritarianism generally. The Biden administration is getting closer. They 
correctly identified the strategic competition between the U.S. and China as part of a larger 
global competition between democratic and authoritarian governance. That realization 
helped them see the need to advance democracy and counter authoritarian governance 
globally. However, the Biden administration has thus far failed to recognize that CT and 
countering VEOs is a core function of government, that there are fundamental differences 
between democratic and authoritarian responses to terrorism and VEOs, and that how a 
government responds to the existential threat from violent extremists can define whether that 
government is authoritarian or democratic.  

The U.S. approach to strategic competition and countering VEOs still assumes these 
are two unrelated problems and that the U.S. can remove resources from countering violent 
extremists without impacting strategic competition. This is an easy but fatal mistake. It is an 
easy mistake because the terrorists are not agents of Russia or the CCP and therefore appear 
to be a different and separate problem. Fatal because scores of countries are threatened by 
VEOs. Failing to help them in their hour of need concedes the competition for influence in 
those states to Russia and the CCP by forcing the threatened government to accept assistance 
from authoritarian sources. Authoritarian assistance will lead to authoritarian actions that 
will lock the government into an authoritarian mold, beholden to authoritarian patrons.  

Accurately defining the challenge from the CCP and other authoritarians requires 
the U.S. to recognize that the way a nation responds to terrorism and other forms of organized 
extremist violence largely determines whether that nation is democratic or authoritarian. To 
compete with authoritarianism, the U.S. must not only advance democracy in principle, but 
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also provide specific CT and counter violent extremism assistance, in the democratic mode, 
to threatened nations. This does not mean the U.S. must invest extravagant resources to 
compete everywhere. There will be places where the costs are too high, the rewards are too 
small, and the U.S. will have to concede the competition to the CCP and other authoritarian 
forces. However, this must be a conscious choice made with full understanding that 
withholding CT assistance will impact strategic competition with the CCP and other 
authoritarians.  

Presidents Trump and Biden tell us the shift away from CT will help free up 
resources for strategic competition but abandoning CT support to imperfect democracies 
risks forfeiting the competition to the CCP one nation X at a time, guaranteeing exactly the 
authoritarian, CCP-dominated world order the U.S. is trying to prevent.  
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