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D espite the meeting between 
presidents Joe Biden and Xi 
Jinping in California this 
week, at which the two lead-
ers agreed to resume mili-

tary communications, relations between 
the US and China remain fraught. Some 
Americans refer to a new cold war, but 
China is not like the USSR. The US had 
no economic interdependence with the 
Soviets, whereas it has half a trillion dol-
lars in trade with China. 

While partial decoupling (or “de-risk-
ing”) on security issues is useful, total 
economic decoupling would be 
extremely costly and few allies would 
follow suit. More countries count China 
than the US as their leading trade part-
ner. Meeting the China challenge will 
thus require a more complex strategy.

Other aspects of interdependence, 
such as climate change and pandemics, 

obey the laws of physics and biology, 
which also make decoupling impossible. 
No country can solve these transnational 
problems alone. For better or worse, the 
US is locked in a “co-operative rivalry” 
with China. This is not like cold war con-
tainment. Allies and partners such as 
India are assets that China lacks, and the 
combined wealth of the democratic 
allies will far exceed that of China (plus 
Russia) well into this century.

If the US expects to transform China 
in a way similar to the collapse of the 
Soviet regime at the end of the cold war, 
it is likely to be disappointed. China is 
too big for America to invade or for it to 
coerce domestic change — and the 
reverse is true, too. Neither China nor 
the US poses an existential threat to
the other unless we blunder into a
major war. 

The most apt historical analogy is not 
Europe after the second world war, but 
Europe before the first. Taiwan could be 
a flashpoint as the Balkans were then. 
The US should help Taiwan defend 
itself, but within the context of the suc-
cessful “One China” policy that Richard 
Nixon and Henry Kissinger created in 

force that is likely to grow over the next 
decade, while China’s working-age pop-
ulation peaked in 2015. And while China 
excels in some subfields, America 
remains at the forefront in key sectors 
such as biotechnology, nanotechnology 
and information technology. 

China has impressive strengths, but 
also serious weaknesses. For example, 
the solution to its demographic decline 
is to increase productivity but total fac-
tor productivity has been dropping, and 
tight party control of the economy is sti-
fling entrepreneurial energy in the pri-
vate sector.

But while the US holds good cards, a 
misguided strategy could yet lead it to 
play its hand poorly. For example, a 
future Trump administration could dis-
card the aces of alliances and interna-
tional institutions or severely restrict 
immigration. Former Singaporean 
prime minister Lee Kuan Yew once told 
me he did not think China would sur-
pass the US because of the latter’s ability 
to draw on the talents of the entire 
world. Given its ethnic nationalism and 
party state, this kind of openness is not 
possible for China.

the early 1970s. We should expect low-
intensity and economic conflict, but 
America’s strategic objective should be 
to avoid escalation. 

Such a strategy is feasible because the 
US has major geopolitical advantages, 
and China is unlikely to displace it as a 
leading power. Geographically, the US is 
bordered by two oceans and friendly 
neighbours, while China has territorial 

disputes with India, Indonesia, Japan, 
Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam. 

A second American advantage is 
energy: the shale oil and gas revolution 
has transformed the US from an 
importer to an exporter. China, on the 
other hand, is highly dependent on 
energy imports passing through the Gulf 
and the Indian Ocean. The US also has a 
demographic advantage with a work-
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retary; he might well come back. If so, 
this will offer a modicum of comfort for 
investors, given that Trump previously 
delegated much of the economic and 
financial policymaking to Mnuchin — 
and he was viewed as a safe-ish pair of 
hands by Wall Street.) 

But if he does win a second term, 
Trump would almost certainly turn to 
less mainstream figures to staff his cabi-
net. In stark contrast to 2016, his loyal-
ists are already preparing for this. Most 
notably, two Washington-based think-
tanks — Heritage and the America First 
Policy Institute — are each racing to 
develop putative transition teams and 
policies. Heritage, say, has published a 
900-plus page plan under the “Project 
2025” tag. 

These two groups are both competing 
and collaborating, sometimes in messy 
ways. But their influence can be seen
on Trump’s Agenda47 website, which 
features policy pledges such as plans
to deport immigrants, create tent cities 
for the homeless, reshore the pharma-
ceutical industry to America, kick out 
anti-Trump bureaucrats, impose more 

book, Tired of Winning, the launch of his 
2024 campaign last year had few heavy-
weights in attendance. 

And Trump’s 2016 campaign was cha-
otic. I remember it well: at his election 
night party in Manhattan, his acolytes 
seemed so stunned by the result that 
people wandered in with no security 
checks. When I later visited Trump in 
the White House in 2017, his team was 
still so green they did not even know 
how to use the visitor booking system. 

But this time is different. In 2017, 
Trump’s group had such a thin bench 
that they staffed the cabinet by pulling 
in establishment figures such as Gary 
Cohn, Rex Tillerson and HR McMaster. 

Most of those are unlikely to return. 
(The one notable exception, I am told, is 
Steven Mnuchin, former Treasury sec-

R emember, remember the 
fifth of November! Gunpow-
der, treason and plot.” Thus 
goes the traditional ditty that 
British children (such as 

myself) have chanted in past Novem-
bers, in memory of Guy Fawkes, the 
rebel who tried to blow up the British 
parliament back in 1605.

These days, however, those words 
carry a 21st-century twist: on November 
5 2024, America will stage its next — 
contentious — presidential election. 

And with the countdown under way, 
there are two key points to understand. 
First: notwithstanding the drama 
around the administration of former 
president Donald Trump — and his own 
attempted insurrection on January 6 
2021 after he lost the previous election 
— it would be foolish to discount the 
chance of his return. 

National polls currently suggest that 
Trump is neck-and-neck with Joe Biden 
in voter support, and that he eclipses 
the president in almost all the key swing 
states. This latter finding matters enor-
mously, given the nature of presidential 
races. 

The good news (for people like me, 
who do not support Trump) is that US 

electoral history shows early polls can 
sometimes be wrong; Barack Obama, 
for instance, was also deemed to be los-
ing before the vote; he went on to prove 
the polls wrong. 

And Trump faces big obstacles. He is 
embroiled in myriad legal charges that 
could put him in prison; Wall Street 
donors are rallying around Nikki Haley, 
his Republican rival; and influential 
Democrats, such as David Axelrod, have 
suggested replacing Biden with a 
younger candidate to attract more voter 
support. That November 5 plotline 
could yet change completely. 

But the bad news is that it is clear 
Trump currently dominates the Repub-
lican primary race — and retains his rhe-
torical, populist energy. In the past week 
alone, I have received no fewer than 67 
emails from the “Donald J. Trump for 
President” campaign, with subject lines 
such as “The People versus tyranny”, 
“Another [legal] case dismissed!”, 
“Crooked Joe hates to see this” and “Vic-
tory over Soros!” 

This deluge might horrify many, par-
ticularly since some of it has fascistic 
tones. But I suspect it is catnip for those 
American voters who hate the elite and/
or are struggling. Equally alarming is a 
recent FT poll which says that just 14 
per cent of voters think Biden has 
improved their life. 

The second key point to bear in mind 
is that if Trump is the 2024 Republican 
candidate, he will be much better organ-
ised than before. This might not seem 
obvious to onlookers; as the journalist 
Jonathan Karl describes in a trenchant 
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I t is rapidly emerging as one of the 
most important technological, and 
increasingly ideological, divides of 
our times: should powerful genera-
tive artificial intelligence systems 

be open or closed? How that debate 
plays out will affect the productivity of 
our economies, the stability of our socie-
ties and the fortunes of some of the 
world’s richest companies.

Supporters of open-source models, 
such as Meta’s LLaMA 2 or Hugging 
Face’s Bloom that enable users to cus-
tomise powerful generative AI software 
themselves, say they broaden access to 
the technology, stimulate innovation 
and improve reliability by encouraging 
outside scrutiny. Far cheaper to develop 
and deploy, smaller open models also 
inject competition into a field domi-

nated by big US companies such as 
Google, Microsoft and OpenAI. These 
companies have invested billions devel-
oping massive, closed generative AI sys-
tems, which they closely control.

But detractors argue open models risk 
lifting the lid on a Pandora’s box of trou-
bles. Bad actors can exploit them to dis-
seminate personalised disinformation 
on a global scale, while terrorists might 
use them to manufacture cyber or bio 
weapons. “The danger of open source is 
that it enables more crazies to do crazy 
things,” Geoffrey Hinton, one of the pio-
neers of modern AI, has warned. 

The history of OpenAI, which devel-
oped the popular ChatGPT chatbot, is 
itself instructive. As its name suggests, 
the research company was founded in 
2015 with a commitment to develop the 
technology as openly as possible. But it 
later abandoned that approach for both 
competitive and safety reasons. “Flat 
out, we were wrong,” Ilya Sutskever, 
OpenAI’s chief scientist, told The Verge. 

Once OpenAI realised that its genera-
tive AI models were going to be “unbe-
lievably potent”, it made little sense to 
open source them, he said. “I fully 

giants by championing open models, 
has likened rival companies’ arguments 
for controlling the technology to medie-
val obscurantism: the belief that only a 
self-selecting priesthood of experts is 
wise enough to handle knowledge. 

In the future, he told me recently, all 
our interactions with the vast digital 
repository of human knowledge will be 
mediated through AI systems. We 
should not want a handful of Silicon Val-
ley companies to control that access. 
Just as the internet flourished by resist-
ing attempts to enclose it, so AI will 
thrive by remaining open, LeCun 
argues, “as long as governments around 
the world do not outlaw the whole idea 
of open source AI”.

Recent discussions at the Bletchley 
Park AI safety summit suggest at least 
some policymakers may now be moving 
in that direction. But other experts are 
proposing more lightweight interven-
tions that would improve safety without 
killing off competition. 

Wendy Hall, regius professor of com-
puter science at Southampton univer-
sity and a member of the UN’s AI advi-
sory body, says we do not want to live in 

expect that in a few years it’s going to be 
completely obvious to everyone that 
open-sourcing AI is just not wise.”

Supporters of open models hit back, 
ridiculing the idea that open generative 
AI models enable people to access infor-
mation they could not otherwise find 
from the internet or a rogue scientist. 
They also highlight the competitive self-
interest of the big tech companies in 
shouting about the dangers of open 

models. These companies’ sinister 
intent, critics suggest, is to capture regu-
lators, imposing higher compliance 
costs on insurgents and thus entrench-
ing their own market dominance.

But there is an ideological dimension 
to this debate, too. Yann LeCun, chief 
scientist of Meta, which has broken 
ranks with the other Silicon Valley 
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Washington’s strategy towards Beijing 
should be to avoid either a hot or cold 
war, co-operate when possible and mar-
shal its assets to shape China’s external 
behaviour. This can be done through 
deterrence and a strengthening of both 
alliances and international institutions. 

The key to the first island chain off 
China’s shore is Japan, a close ally of the 
US, which has troops stationed there. At 
the same time, the US should offer 
assistance to poor countries currently 
being wooed by China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative. Above all, America must 
maintain domestic openness and pro-
tect democratic values. International 
polls show that the US wields much 
more “soft” power of attraction than 
China. And its military power of deter-
rence is welcomed by the many coun-
tries that want to maintain friendly rela-
tions with China but do not want to be 
dominated by it. America should focus 
on a strategy that holds more promise 
for us than a replay of the cold war.

The writer is an emeritus professor at Har-
vard University and author of a forthcom-
ing memoir, ‘A Life in the American Century’

Opinion

America should aim for competitive coexistence with China No time is 
perfect for civil 
service reform, 
so let’s do it now 

I n 1968, the Fulton Committee iden-
tified serious failings in the struc-
ture and operations of the UK’s civil 
service. It pointed to the dominance 
of generalists — what they called 

“the cult of the gifted amateur”, as well 
as churn (the unplanned and rapid 
movement of officials from post to 
post), a closed culture uneasy with 
incomers and the lower status of offi-
cials charged with implementation 
rather than policy. 

Now, 55 years later, it faces the same 
criticisms. The Institute for Government 
and many former civil servants confirm 
that not nearly enough has changed. 
Reforms to rectify these defects are dif-
ficult to implement or sustain. When 
asked last year to review civil service 
governance and accountability, my first 
question was — why is it so hard? The 
answers quickly became clear. 

First, no one is in charge — the role of 
the head of the civil service is nearly 
always split, doubling as cabinet secre-
tary. Second, there is no formal delega-
tion of the prime minister’s statutory 
power to manage the civil service; third, 
there is no systematic external scrutiny. 

So I recommend the appointment of a 
dedicated, full-time head of the civil 
service, with a proven record of deliver-
ing transformation of complex organi-
sations. I recommend clear delegation 
of power to ensure authority. And I rec-
ommend beefing up the existing Civil 
Service Commission as genuine regula-
tor, holding to account the civil service 
head for implementing reforms and for 
continuous improvement. The commis-
sion would report annually to parlia-

ment, enabling it to call out backsliding 
and fudge. 

As I conducted my review, it also 
became clear that the archaic structure 
of the centre of government breeds con-
fusion, blurs accountability and masks 
inadequacy. Other countries with simi-
lar systems to the UK have a strong 
office of prime minister and cabinet, 
bringing together what in our case 
would be Number 10 with the cabinet 
secretariats to create a genuine strategic 
centre. Canada, Australia and Ireland 
have all separated out the management 
of public expenditure from the main 
finance ministry to create, in effect, a 
budget ministry. All have proved more 
effective than the UK at controlling pub-
lic expenditure.

I recommend that when a new gov-
ernment is formed — or re-formed — 
after the election, the centre should be 
reorganised to create an Office of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, and an Office of 
Budget and Management, with the 
Treasury retaining responsibility for 
economic policy, macro-fiscal policy, 
including the overall spending enve-
lope, taxation and financial regulation. 
The Office of Budget and Management 
would house the cross-cutting functions 
through which public money is spent — 
procurement, financial management, 
project oversight, IT and digital, and 
human resources. This would make 
possible an efficiency drive similar to 
that of the coalition government, which 
delivered savings from government 
running costs of £52bn over five years. 

I make other recommendations to 
strengthen governance and improve 
accountability — some controversial, 
some less so. None of what I recommend 
requires changes to the law, challenges 
established constitutional norms or 
reduces political impartiality or 
appointments on merit. But the two 
principal changes — a dedicated, 
empowered and accountable Head of 
the Civil Service, and a modernised and 
streamlined centre of government — are 
the keys to unlock real and lasting 
change. 

There is never a perfect moment — 
few are more familiar than I with Sir 
Humphrey’s last resort: the doctrine of 
unripe time. Change like this needs 
cross-party bipartisan support, too, and 
there is no ideology here. But without 
these changes, another 55 years will roll 
by, 2078 will arrive, and the same sad 
story will unfold.

The writer is a former Conservative minis-
ter and the author of a government review 
into civil service governance

UK government’s archaic 
structure breeds confusion, 

blurs accountability and 
masks inadequacy

Francis
Maude 

trade tariffs, cut energy prices, and
so on. 

The AFPI and Heritage teams are also 
creating lists of would-be staffers, based 
not just on skills but ideological sympa-
thies too (ie whether they are loyal to 
Trump on social media). The aim is to 
install a “pre-vetted, pro-Trump army 
of up to 54,000 loyalists across govern-
ment”, according to Axios. Meanwhile, 
officials are preparing legal tools to 
reverse Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act 
and expel bureaucrats they dislike from 
office (via a so-called Schedule F proc-
ess) — to name but a few potential 
mechanisms. 

This could turn out to be a complete 
waste of their time. But the key point is 
this: whether you loathe or love Trump, 
do not underestimate him. He really 
could win in 2024. Until then, anyone 
watching, living or investing in the US 
should watch that Agenda47 website. 
Especially if it leaves you horrified — 
and worrying about new variants of 
“treason and plot”.

gillian.tett@ft.com

How to keep the lid on the Pandora’s box of open AI

a world where only the big companies 
run generative AI. Nor do we want to 
allow users to do anything they like with 
open models. “We have to find some 
compromise,” she suggests.

Her preferred solution, gaining trac-
tion elsewhere, is to regulate generative 
AI models in a similar way to the car 
industry. Regulators impose strict 
safety standards on car manufacturers 
before they release new models. But 
they also impose responsibilities on 
drivers and hold them accountable for 
their actions. “If you do something with 
open source that is irresponsible and 
that causes harm you should go to jail — 
just like if you kill someone when driv-
ing a car,” Hall says.

We should certainly resist the tyranny 
of the binary when it comes to thinking 
about AI models. Both open and closed 
models have their benefits and flaws. As 
the capabilities of these models evolve, 
we will constantly have to tweak the 
weightings between competition and 
control.

The writer is founder of Sifted, an FT-
backed site about European start-ups
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