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One of the central paradoxes of human evolution is our reliance on others for survival,
security, and progress, despite the fact that those we depend upon may not always have our
best interests at heart. Cooperation has been essential to our development as a species. We
rely on one another to produce food, build communities, develop technology, exchange
knowledge, and protect ourselves from common threats. Yet, at the same time, individuals,
organizations, and nations pursue their own interests, seeking power, territory, resources,
influence, and dominance. Our greatest strength—our ability to cooperate—can also become
a source of vulnerability.

This contradiction is particularly evident in the relationships between nations. Consider our
reliance on Russian diesel and other petroleum products, as well as our dependence on
Chinese manufacturing. Countries may view one another as strategic competitors while
simultaneously relying on one another for essential resources, industrial capacity, and
economic stability. We may oppose another nation's political objectives while continuing to
participate in economic relationships that benefit both sides. This is not necessarily irrational,
it reflects the complexity of pursuing economic prosperity and national security at the same
time.

Russian petroleum products illustrate how dependence on energy can create strategic
vulnerability. When a country relies on external suppliers for essential energy resources,
disruptions caused by conflict, sanctions, political disputes, or changes in trade policy can
affect transportation, industry, prices, and everyday life. Similarly, China's position in global
manufacturing provides businesses and consumers around the world with access to an
enormous range of affordable goods and specialized components. However, when production
becomes concentrated in a particular country, disruptions or restrictions can expose the
weaknesses of entire supply chains. Economic efficiency may encourage dependence, while
geopolitical uncertainty reveals its potential costs.

The underlying issue is that economic cooperation and strategic competition can exist
simultaneously. Nations trade with one another because they benefit from the exchange, but
they also seek to protect their independence and strengthen their positions relative to others.
They develop military capabilities, pursue technological advantages, secure access to
resources, and form alliances to counterbalance potential rivals. A nation may depend on
another for important industrial materials while simultaneously attempting to limit that nation's
technological or military influence.

This dynamic also explains why alliances shift over time. Relationships between nations are
rarely based on friendship alone. Shared interests, perceived threats, economic opportunities,
and domestic priorities all influence international partnerships. Two countries may cooperate



closely when their interests align, yet become competitors when circumstances change. An
alliance that appears stable in one period may weaken or dissolve in another. The same
principle can be observed in business relationships, political organizations, and even personal
interactions.

However, it would be a mistake to conclude that all cooperation is merely a disguise for
manipulation or the pursuit of dominance. Genuine trust, mutual respect, shared values, and
a commitment to collective well-being are also powerful forces in human society. Cooperation
can reduce conflict, create prosperity, and establish relationships in which all participants
benefit. The difficulty is that goodwill does not eliminate conflicting interests, and shared
benefits do not guarantee that those benefits will always remain aligned.

The problem occurs when dependence becomes leverage. If one party can easily replace a
trading partner while the other cannot, their relationship becomes unequal. The party with
more alternatives may gain greater bargaining power and, under certain circumstances, use
that advantage to influence the other's decisions. This is why nations seek to diversify their
energy supplies, develop domestic industries, maintain strategic reserves, and establish
alternative trading relationships. Their objective is not necessarily to eliminate international
cooperation but to avoid becoming so dependent on a single partner that their freedom of
action is compromised.

This brings us back to the evolutionary roots of the problem. Human beings developed
through cooperation, but cooperation did not eliminate competition. Our social instincts allow
us to form communities, establish trust, and pursue common goals, while our desire for
security, status, and control can create rivalry and conflict. These tendencies coexist. The
same system that enables us to accomplish extraordinary things collectively can also create
opportunities for individuals or groups to accumulate power over others.

As civilization has become more complex, the objects of dependence have changed. What
once involved food, shelter, protection, and access to territory now includes energy,
manufacturing, financial systems, semiconductors, telecommunications, transportation
networks, and advanced technology. Yet the underlying dynamics remain remarkably similar.
We depend on others to meet our needs, compete to protect our interests, and continually
reassess our relationships as circumstances change.

Perhaps the central challenge of civilization is not to eliminate dependence, which would be
virtually impossible, but to manage it intelligently. We need cooperation without naivety, trust
without blindness, and alliances without the assumption that interests will never change. We
must recognize that interdependence can promote peace and prosperity, but excessive
dependence without alternatives can also create vulnerability.

Ultimately, the question is not whether we should rely on others. Human progress has always
depended on our ability to work together. The more important question is how we create
systems in which people and nations can depend on one another without surrendering their
independence or becoming subject to another's unchecked power.



Our greatest strength is our capacity to cooperate, but our greatest vulnerability may
be forgetting that those with whom we cooperate have their own interests, ambitions,
and calculations. The challenge is to build relationships in which mutual dependence
becomes a foundation for shared stability rather than an instrument of control.

The ultimate goal? Less foreign dependence and more within American “family.”



