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In an increasingly interconnected world—where 
trade, financing, travel, and communications are 
fundamentally intertwined—the role of non-state, 
networked actors and systems—from corporations to 
influential Twitterati—often hold the keys to power and 
influence globally. The lament of the loss of American 
power and influence and inability to conduct 
“streetcraft” in addition to “statecraft,” especially in 
the wake of the Arab revolutions, reflects a belief 
system dependent primarily on the projection of 
power through classic state power. 

Power and influence now often lie outside the classic 
state-structures and Westphalian models that have 
defined the post WWII era. The state remains relevant, 
but more than ever before the global power landscape 
is shared with other actors and networks. It’s not 
enough to say that power has shifted—we need to 
recognize that state-based power may no longer be 
central to exerting influence in this new environment. 
White House talking points, U.S. aid programs, and the 
might of the U.S. military may not be enough in this 
new world.

As in the international financial system, this new global 
landscape offers not just transnational threats to be 
countered but advantages and potential new allies 
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as well. The national security focus since 9/11 
has largely centered on the threats brought 
to us by globalization and the shifting nature 
of power. The shock of 9/11 was not just the 
horrors of a devastating attack against civilians 
on American soil but that it was perpetrated by 
a small network of dedicated individuals who 
reject modernity but leveraged key elements 
of globalization to strike the sole remaining 
superpower from the hinterlands of Afghanistan.

We have spent much of the last decade 
concerned with nefarious actors and networks—
from al Qaida to Russian organized crime—that 
have drawn strength from globalization and 
increased access to information and new 
technologies. But we have consistently failed 
to look at the other side of the ledger—for allies 
and the networks of actors and institutions 
whose interests align with ours.

Just as David Headley, 
the American recruited 
by Lashkar et Tayyiba, 
was able to use Google 
Maps to help plot the 
Mumbai attacks in 
2008, Oscar Morales, 
an unemployed Co-
lombian engineer, used 
Facebook in 2007, to mobilize 11 million people 
around the world to march against the FARC and 
give voice to the anti-kidnapping movement. 
In a society in which information moves at the 
speed of Twitter, individuals like Julian Assange 
can disseminate state secrets wantonly, strain-
ing diplomatic relations and putting lives at risk. 
Yet, the very interconnectedness upon which he 
preyed also empowers companies like Amazon, 
MasterCard and PayPal to shut down his fund-
ing sources, in ways that are swifter and perhaps 
more effective than government-led legal action.

Similarly, while the United States government has 
worried about groups of Somali-American youth 
in Minneapolis, Seattle, and Columbus traveling to 
Somalia to train and fight (often engaging in suicide 
attacks) with the al Qaeda affiliate, al-Shabaab, it 
has done far less to support the Somali American 
business elite, like the prime minister of the 
Transitional Federal Government (TFG), that has 
returned to Somalia to establish a new government 
and a semblance of stability. While terrorist groups 
have forged dangerous alliances and networks 
through shared training camps, the more than tens 
of thousands of international military and police 
personnel that train in the United States annually—
often studying at America’s universities—remain 
an untapped resource for formal and informal 
global security coordination and cooperation. And 
while we kill al Qaida leaders in Pakistan’s western 
frontier and strain to maintain diplomatic relations 
with Islamabad, we spend comparably little time 

supporting the investments of 
Pakistani-American business 
men and women doing 
business in and along those 
borders.

In the 21st century, the nation 
that galvanizes the majority of 
these new global voices will 
enjoy more power and exert 

more influence than has ever before been possible. 
More than any other state and culture, America 
enjoys a comparative advantage in leveraging the 
diffusion of powers and influence in ways that are 
commensurate with our enduring strategic secu-
rity and prosperity. This opportunity stems from 
the active employment of our unrivaled strategic 
suasion. Strategic suasion is the directed use of 
American power and influence to align influen-
tial state and non-state actors and networks with 
American interests.
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The empowerment of private sector and non-state actors does 
not threaten our interests. Indeed, as the rising power centers, 
credible voices and key shapers of environments, these actors 
are our natural allies in the 21st century. Our interaction with 
them, however can no longer be passive or ad hoc. We need to 
develop new structures and doctrines that enable our government 
and these actors to work in concert and in parallel to realize and 
achieve common goals and interests. 

Though classic state power still matters, a new national security 
model must take into account centrally the idea of strategic 
suasion and the role of non-state networked actors to influence 
for good and in parallel with classic state power. National 
security policy should be geared toward aligning those non-
state interests to align with American interests and values. The 
goal of our national security should not be just the defense and 
promotion of our interests, but the creation of conditions globally 
commensurate with American interests and values. Freedom 
of expression, the press, flow of information, accountability of 
governments, respect for human rights, protection of minorities, 
empowerment of women, free trade and systems built to 
empower entrepreneurs and individual expression, and the 
building of transparent civil institutions are all values and goals 
that the United States and American society should be promoting. 
These goals are neither solely the province of the U.S. government 
nor achievable only by the elements of the government. This is 
fundamental to understanding and shaping power relationships—
and our national security—in the 21st century. ▶

this article is a modified excerpt from the author’s new book, 
treasury’s War: the Unleashing of a New era of Financial Warfare 
(PublicAffairs, 2013). the author would like to thank Muhammad 
Kirdar, former Csis research assistant for his collaboration and 
assistance on this article.
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