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A Geopolitical Windfall?

B
y most measures,  the Trump ad-
ministration’s first year in office 
has been turbulent, but Meghan 
O’Sullivan, Kirkpatrick professor of 

the practice of international affairs at the 
Kennedy School, says the United States nev-
ertheless occupies a unique position of po-
tential global strength. The former deputy 
national security adviser for Iraq and Af-
ghanistan under President George W. Bush 
says that America’s dependence on foreign 

oil has been a dangerous strategic vulner-
ability since the Nixon administration. But 
the situation has changed, she argues in her 
new book, Windfall: How the New Energy Abun-
dance Upends Global Politics and Strengthens Amer-
ica’s Power. If the United States succeeds in 
“harnessing” today’s energy boom instead 
of foolishly adopting isolationist policies in 
pursuit of total energy independence, it has 
the chance to elevate its leadership position 
around the world, forge new international 

partnerships, and above all, further its eco-
nomic and political interests.

The current boom is largely caused by ex-
traction technologies that make it easier and 
cheaper to produce natural gas and oil, as 
well as new technology for liquefying natu-
ral gas cheaply. (Because natural gas is much 
less expensive to transport when liquefied, 
this once local commodity has now reached 
the vast global energy marketplace.) One of 
those evolving extraction technologies is 
fracking. O’Sullivan admits the method is en-
vironmentally fraught, but says, “I think our 
country is trying to find the right balance 
between being responsible toward the en-
vironment while still reaping the economic 
and strategic benefits that come with being 

one of the world’s largest pro-
ducers of oil and natural gas.”

She advocates a “Goldi-
locks solution” to fracking—
one that does not involve so 
many regulations as to make 
production unattractive, but 
that does have sufficient regu-
lations to mitigate the most se-
rious environmental concerns. 
Decisions about whether and 
how to extract domestic ener-
gy supplies, she argues, should 
weigh not only environmental 
concerns, but also geopoliti-
cal relationships. “Energy is 
a huge benefit to the United 
States, and it’s not only eco-
nomic, as something we feel at 
the pump or when paying to 
heat homes. We also need to 
factor in strategic interests.”

One of those strategic inter-
ests relates to Russia. The en-
ergy boom’s lower prices have 
created a huge fiscal challenge 
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for the oil- and natural-gas-driven Russian 
economy. O’Sullivan connects Vladimir Pu-
tin’s increasingly aggressive foreign policy 
directly to that mounting challenge. “From 
a U.S policymaking perspective, we need to 
be prepared for Russia to try to compensate 
for these kinds of losses,” she says. “The nat-
ural-gas boom means Europe now has other 
options for meeting its energy needs if Rus-
sia becomes too difficult to deal with.” This 
means that while Russia will remain a big 
exporter of energy to Europe, it will struggle 
to politicize this trade as it has in the past. 
As a result, Putin has had to adhere to Eu-
ropean Union laws and regulations that he 
previously had the leverage to avoid.

As for China, another key foreign-policy 
interest, O’Sullivan argues that the United 
States should capitalize on every opportu-
nity for the two countries to work together 
constructively. “This new energy environ-
ment has led a lot of countries to question 
how committed the United States is go-
ing to be to Middle Eastern stability going 
forward,” she notes, and this worries the 
Chinese. They are increasingly dependent 
on external sources of energy, from the 
Middle East in particu-
lar, just as the United 
States is becoming more 
self-sufficient. For this 
reason there is “an op-
portunity for us to have 
a conversation about how 
to work together toward 
a common end: achiev-
ing greater stability in a 
critical part of the world.”

Although much of 
Windfall focuses on the po-
tential benefits if Ameri-
ca realizes its position of 
energy strength, the book 
is quick to warn against 
what O’Sullivan calls the 
country’s dangerous “un-
requited love” for achiev-
ing total energy indepen-
dence. In order to become 
truly independent and 
essentially function as 
an island economy, the 
United States would have 
to enforce dramatic isola-
tionist and protectionist 
policies that she consid-
ers inefficient, costly, and 
ultimately counter to the 

nation’s best interest. She points to the af-
termath of Hurricane Harvey as an instance 
when being connected to international mar-
kets was of critical importance: “When our 
refining capacity went down on the Gulf 
Coast, there were some hiccups, but pretty 
soon after, we just started importing from 
other sources. Being connected to global 
markets allows for us to be resilient.”

If Americans are able to look beyond their 
enduring obsession with energy indepen-
dence and use the energy boom to further 
the country’s international power, she de-
clares, the benefits could be exponentially 
higher. voset babür
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The New Rub  
on Knee Pain

I
an Wallace has traveled  across the 
country examining skeletons in the base-
ments of museums and in the backroom 
closets of medical institutes. He’s seen 

2,576 of them, to be exact, driven by an in-
terest in just one thing: their knees. One-fifth 
of the U. S. population suffers from knee os-

teoarthritis (OA), a painful and debilitating 
disease caused by the femur grinding against 
the tibia. But Wallace, a postdoctoral fellow 
in human evolutionary biology, and his ad-
viser, Lerner professor of biological sciences 
Daniel Lieberman, wondered if OA had al-
ways been so common. Although clinicians 
who treat the disease have noted an increase 
in the number of cases, which now typical-
ly end with knee replacement, no one had 
tried to quantify the prevalence of the dis-
ease across centuries.

The two researchers realized they could 
study this public-health problem using an 
approach dubbed “paleo-epidemiology.” 
The bone-on-bone rubbing that occurs at 
the end stage of the disease, when all the 
cartilage is gone, leaves a glass-like polish 
on bone surfaces that is unmistakable, Wal-
lace explains. It’s unambiguous and easy 
to measure accurately, and is what he was 
looking for in the skeletons he studied. But 
the magnitude of what he found was unex-
pected. By comparing skeletal evidence from 
the prehistoric and industrial eras to that 
from the postindustrial era, and carefully 
controlling for differences in the way the 
skeletons from the various periods were col-
lected, Lieberman and Wallace found that 
the prevalence of the disease had more than 
doubled since World War II.

“This is not a trivial change,” Lie b  erman 
says. “A doubling that fast can only be 
caused by a change in environment. And 
that means that if we can identify what 

An osteoarthritic knee, the polished femur 
clearly visible, from a 600-year-old 
skeleton housed in the Peabody Museum.
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