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The geopolitical contours of the 21st century are still in flux but the broad
outline is already clearly visible.

America remains the dominant global power of our age. But it is no longer
undisputed master in a unipolar world — as it was, if only briefly, after the
end of the Cold War. The hyper power — hyper-puissance — as a French
foreign minister once described it, through gritted teeth, of course.

The rise of China has seen to that. But the challenge is not from China alone.

Rival centres of power are emerging which broadly share China’s desire

to undermine American hegemony, to cut the US down to size, indeed to
replace the rules-based system, largely designed by America with British
help, which has predominated since the end of World War I, with one more
conducive to their own interests.

We saw the embryo of what is, in effect, a rival Chinese-led coalition last
month, when President Xi held the largest summit to date of his Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation. Besides President Putin and the usual crowd of
Central Asian despots, attendees included, most significantly of all, Indian
Prime Minister Modi, Turkish President Erdogan and leaders representing
Iran, Pakistan, Egypt, Armenia and Azerbaijan.

So not just a gathering of dictators but of dictators and self-styled elected
strongmen from countries, like India and Turkey, supposed to be on the
democratic side of the ledger.

They were united not by a common ideology, as in the days of Soviet com-
munism, but by complementary grievances against a status quo in which the
US still broadly predominates; an axis of autocracy run by autocrats of vari-
ous shades aiming to challenge America and its allies and rewrite the global
rules and power structures more in their favour.

Partly thanks to recent American indifference, even complicity — but also
to Europe’s relentless decline, economically and militarily — the autocratic
alliance is gaining in strength while the democracies grow weak and divided.



And they don’t just meet in Shanghai to chew the cud. They are already wag-
ing war — in Europe.

The ongoing invasion of Ukraine is regularly cast as a Russian-Ukrainian
conflict. But it is so much more than that. As the West half-heartedly helps
Ukraine to resist — if never by enough to help it win — the Axis of Autoc-
racy is at full tilt.

The Russian drones which, along with cruise missiles, increasingly attack
Ukrainian apartment buildings at night come courtesy of Iran. At first Iran
supplied them direct. Now Russia mass produces updated versions of the
Iranian Shahad-136 itself, by the tens of thousands, under licence.

China supplies Russia with the finance and machine tools to rearm after so
much of its military machine has been churned up in the Ukrainian meat
grinder. China has also supplied plenty of dual use equipment and even
taken helpful stakes in Russian military industries.

China doesn’t want Russia to lose in Ukraine because it wants US attention
divided between Europe and Asia, when America doesn’t really have the
resources to deal with the challenges of both continents properly. Don’t take
my word for it. It's what Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi told Europe’s
top diplomats in late August — though only the South China Morning Post
bothered to report it.

Revenues from oil and gas continue to fund Putin’s war and the buyers are
China and India which, despite western sanctions, continue to buy billions
of dollars’ worth of Russian fossil fuels.

China has imported more than three hundred billion dollars’ worth of
Russian fossil fuels since Dictator Putin invaded Ukraine three and a half
years ago. India now imports so much Russian crude that it has become the
biggest supplier of refined oil to Europe, overtaking Saudi Arabia last year.
In Europe, those who the gods would destroy they first make dependent on
Russian oil.

Around 40% of the ammunition Russia fires at Ukraine comes from North



Korea, which is also building a drone factory for the Kremlin. And perhaps
most remarkable of all, over 12,000 North Korean troops were deployed to
help Russian efforts to snuff out a European democracy. It was a breathtak-
ing development if perhaps not an entirely successful venture.

Apparently, the North Korean grunts discovered pornography while on
manoeuvres with Russian IT, which rather distracted them from their war-
fighting duties. Sometimes the defence of democracy comes in mysterious
forms.

Even so, the autocratic axis which Ukraine faces serves to illustrate the
seminal, if sad, geopolitical trend of the 21st century to date: contrary to all
our hopes at the end of the last century, the 21st century has not seen the
much-predicted triumph of liberal democracy. On the contrary.

Far from it being the end of history, the story of this century so far — and
we're now a quarter of the way through it — has been the rise of the auto-
crats. This has been their century.

The march of the autocrats has been facilitated by the disarray of the democ-
racies; the weakness of the Biden administration; the unreliability and un-
predictability of Trump’s America; the failure of the European democracies
to rearm despite a plethora of clear and present dangers; and the cavalier
loss of the Global South, like South Africa and Brazil, perhaps even India,
which now find China — which offers stability, reliability and (of course)
money — better soul mates than the democracies.

The Trump world view
So how has it come to this? It’s a fool’s mission to try to construct from the
accumulated grievances and whimsical narcissism that guide Donald Trump,

a coherent, over-arching strategy.

By and large he just makes it up as he goes along, as the self-harming farce
over on-off, on again, off again, on again tariffs this year has illustrated.



In so far as there is a Trump worldview — not one he has ever articulated
but which can be divined from his actions and words — it is scarily similar
to the dystopian world of George Orwell’s seminal novel Nineteen Eighty-
Four.

In it, the globe is dominated by three powerful blocs:

o Oceania (North America + the UK as its East Atlantic landing strip —
Airstrip One, as we're designated);

o  EurAsia (Europe and Russia, in which the Kremlin predominates);

o EastAsia (China and the Eastern Pacific Rim, including Japan, Korea
and, presciently, in light of recent events, India). Australia did not
feature.

Mr Trump, probably unintentionally, is carving up the world in much the
same way. He is unconcerned at the prospect of a Russian-dominated Eu-
rope, which he sees as Europe’s problem, not America’s.

He does not see Russia as a threat to the USA. He sees Russia as a regional
superpower not a global one. And the region is Europe. The fate of America’s
allies, or perhaps we should start saying former allies, does not seem to
trouble him.

Mr Trump does not like Europe and wants to rid America of its needy, cling-
ing ways. Ukraine has dragged America back to Europe as it was in full pivot
to the Pacific, where Washington policymakers, Democrat and Republican,
have long seen America’s 21st century geopolitical challenges.

Ditto the Middle East, where, again, Mr Trump sees no long-term American
interests. But, again, events have conspired to draw America back in, given
the atrocities of October 7, 2023. As Israel swept all before it in the aftermath
of that barbarity, the geopolitics of the region were redrawn. Mr Trump, who
likes success, jumped on the Israeli bandwagon to put Iran in its place.

It worked. He saw how a combination of an Israel more dominant in the
region than ever — its many enemies — Hamas, Hezbollah, Ba’athist Syria,
theocratic Iran, even the Palestinian Authority — destroyed or humbled,



plus Sunni Arab states desperate to move on from the intractable Arab-
Israeli dispute — in all that he saw an opportunity for peace. And to his
everlasting credit, he grabbed it. But for Mr Trump, peace, if that is what
materialises, is a prelude to exit.

When the Middle East was America’s petrol station and Soviet Russia was in
expansionist mode, the region was of immense geopolitical significance to
America. Not in TrumpWorld.

As the President never tires of telling us, the US is now self-sufficient in fos-
sil fuels — indeed a net exporter of oil and gas — so no longer dependent on
the Middle East for energy. This diminishes its importance in Mr Trump’s
eyes.

If it has an enduring significance for him, it’s because the Middle East — or
more accurately the Gulf — has what Mr Trump covets most: loads of sur-
plus dosh.

He largely regards and treats the Middle East as his very own ATM, to which
he goes for money and gifts. Huge defence contracts from the Sunni Arab
States for America’s military-industrial complex. A massive private jet for
himself from Qatar. Large contracts for the family. And that’s about it.

For Mr Trump, the Middle East along with Europe, are so 20th century.

So, if the screws have to be put on Ukraine to facilitate a peace of sorts, while
demanding nothing of the Kremlin — then so be it. And that is exactly what
has been happening. Anything to bring hostilities to an end — and start the
draw down of US involvement in Europe.

So far, of course, President Putin has not proved as obliging as Mr Trump
hoped — largely, I think, because Mr Putin still thinks he can win in
Ukraine. Nor is Mr Trump too exercised with a China-dominated East Pa-
cific rim. It’s their backyard, after all — which does not bode well for Taiwan
and brings Australia problems of its own

His tariff wars are not designed to curb the expansion of Chinese influence



in the East Pacific, which would at least give them some political, if not
economic, justification. If anything, they will reinforce Chinese ambitions as
those powers on that Rim — America’s allies — make their peace with China
because they fear America is no longer a reliable ally.

But if China and Russia are to be allowed relatively free reign in their near
abroad then in TrumpWorld so must America in its backyard — the Western
Hemisphere. In essence Mr Trump is facing two ways at once. Withdraw-
ing from the rest of the world as America retreats from long-held global
responsibilities, power and influence — but expanding America’s imperial
ambitions in the Western Hemisphere.

So, in effect, you decouple from Europe, the Middle East, even East Asia by
retreating from them as spheres of influence and places to project power. But
you assert imperial ambitions for Greenland, Canada and Panama, which are
urged — perhaps even cajoled — to come under some sort of US tutelage,
one way or another.

In the most recent iteration of this ‘dominate the backyard” approach to for-
eign policy, this is not a good time to be a Venezuelan fisherman.

And it explains why Mr Trump has just waived the rule that US warships
must be home-made by ordering four military ice-breakers from Finland —
which America does not have the expertise to build — to make sure the US
writ runs in the Contested High North, the Arctic extremity of the Western
Hemisphere. So not just Lawrence of Gaza but also Nanook of the North!

Just as Mr Trump has drawn inspiration for his tariffs from a late 19th
century president, William McKinley, so his worldview is shaped by an early
19th century president, James Munro, who gave his name to the Munro
Doctrine — essentially ‘this is our hemisphere — keep out.

A lesser-known part of this doctrine is that it also contained a quid pro quo
committing America to staying out of European disputes or conflicts, which,

of course, is also the Trump doctrine.

Scary new world



The geopolitical consequences of all this are epochal. The implications im-
mense. It marks the end of the Pax Americana of the past 80 years, during
which America provided security for its allies within an international trad-
ing system which resulted in unprecedented increases in prosperity, not just
in the West, but in emerging economies.

It worked to the mutual advantage of America and its allies. The allies got,
in effect, a security subsidy plus access to US capital, technology and its vast
domestic market.

In turn the dominance of the US was more or less accepted — as was the
dollar as the global reserve currency. Ten-year Treasury Bills were the uni-
versal risk-free asset, so America never had to worry about financing its debt
and deficits.

That beneficent system, flawed as all systems are and always in need of
updating, is now being dismantled for no good reason and with no adequate
explanation. The idea, which Mr Trump and his team often promulgate, that
America has done badly out of it, is manifestly untrue.

Alone among the major market economies, America has held on to the same
share of global GDP as it had three decades ago: 25% then, 25% now. It is

a remarkable achievement given the rise of China, India and other emerg-
ing economies, which has taken its toll on the share of global GDP of every
other western economy, including Britain, including the European Union.

Per capita US incomes have risen more strongly these past 50 years than

in any other advanced economy. So much so that the poorest state in the
Union, Mississippi, now has a higher per capita income than the United
Kingdom, at least using nominal exchange rates. So much for America being
hard done by.

The European plight



The end, or at the very least, the dilution of Pax Americana will clearly bring
challenges for Australia, for whom the US remains the essential ally in a
world of rising Chinese power.

But the Atlantic Alliance is potentially the first and biggest causality in this
brave new world and it is worth Australia watching Europe closely for les-
sons to learn — for what to do and what not to do.

The geopolitical shifts I have outlined come at a time when Europe is in no
shape to deal with them. The economic and military decline of Europe is one
of the great, if regrettable, geopolitical developments of our time, marked by:

o Sclerotic economies

o A hollowed out military

o Weak, vacillating leadership

o DPolitical systems in flux with pro-American mainstream parties which
have dominated post-war politics since 1945 being replaced by Krem-
lin-friendly parties of the populist Right and Left

o European business left behind by technological advances abroad and
crippling regulation at home.

We've come a long way from the Lisbon Agenda at the start of the century
when the European Union aimed to vault past the US to be the ‘most dy-
namic and competitive knowledge economy in the world by 2010’ Far from
vaulting over the US, America has left Europe in the dust.

Not so long ago, the GDP of America and the EU were about the same. Now
the EU is a third smaller. Europe sub-contracted energy supplies to Rus-

sia. Its defence to America and manufacturing supply chains to China. All
proved to be very bad bets.

Angela Merkel, whom The Economist magazine dubbed the new leader of the
world in a hostile riposte to Mr Trump’s first administration, was complicit

in all of them. The politico-media complex has a lot to answer for.

The demise of the EU as a great power project is clear for all to see. Lead-



ing Eurocrat Mario Drahgi — former head of the ECB — admitted late in
August — ‘this is the year that illusion evaporated.

It evaporated in the White House when Mr Trump summoned the leaders of
the EU earlier this year to tell them his final version of his trade agreement
with the EU — which was more of a diktat than a deal. “The EU is finished,
said Die Welt bluntly after that meeting. Other European commentators said
it was reminiscent of the Treaty of Nanking Britain forced on the Chinese
after the First Opium War in 1842, which condemned China to 100 years of
foreign oppression and colonial control of trade policy.

Just as China was bullied by the military and technological heavyweight of
the day — that would be Britain, which wanted to slash its huge trade deficit
— so Europe is being bullied by its modern equivalent, America, which also
wants to slash its huge trade deficit.

Europe’s steady descent into a slow-growth, mid-tech backwater, more inter-
ested in regulation than enterprise and growth, is increasingly apparent. The
continent is now into its second lost decade of stagnation. It has no home-
grown Google, Amazon, Meta or Apple, whose market cap alone is bigger
than the combined market cap of the German stock exchange. The inability
to create big tech companies is a major reason for Europe’s decline.

Whereas America remains dynamic, entrepreneurial, with light touch
regulation, still at the cutting edge of most 21st century technologies — one
reason why nobody is talking anymore about Chinese GDP overtaking
America any time soon.

While China and America vie for leadership in AI, Brussels has worked out
how to tether plastic caps to drinking bottles.

Only four of the top 50 companies in the world by market cap are European.
In the past 50 years the US has created, from scratch, 240 companies with
market caps of over $10 billion. Europe? Just 14. European business is still
dominated by old-school car makers, utilities, banks. As for Britain? Well,
we are right there in the European mainstream.

It is one of life’s delicious ironies that ever since Brexit, Britain has become
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a lot more European — and not in a good way. Higher taxes, bigger govern-
ment, unsustainable deficits and debt, mediocre to appalling political leader-
ship. We stagnate along with the other major European economies — and
contribute to the continent’s leadership vacuum.

Keir Starmer, only 15 months after he won by a landslide, is the most un-
popular PM since polling records began.

But Emanuel Macron has gone one better. The French President is the most
unpopular democratic leader in the world.

Germany’s new Chancellor, Friedrich Merz, says some encouraging things.
But he’s untested and in coalition with the Social Democrats, who can always
be relied on to roadblock economic reform or more military spending.

The blunt truth is this:

o Britain is mired in economic decline, its massive sovereign debt now
firmly in the sights of the bond vigilantes

o  France has no functioning government, no budget for next year and
teeters on the edge of a sovereign debt crisis of its own

o The industrial model of the continent’s powerhouse, Germany, has col-
lapsed, so much so that the German economy is no bigger this year than
it was in pre-pandemic 2019.

Europe’s mainstream parties are also losing ground fast to more populist
forces, especially on the populist Right. Reform in the UK, the AfD in
Germany, the National Rally in France — all are now polling ahead of the
mainstream parties, some of which now teeter on extinction.

The populist right is not that keen on Ukraine. Inexplicably, it has a soft spot
for Mr Putin and the Kremlin. It is more worried about illegal immigrants
than Russian invaders.

It is hard to imagine a weaker politico-economic backdrop from which to
tackle the geopolitical forces that now buffet Europe.
Belatedly, Europe has realised it must do more for its own defence, whose



militaries are in a lamentable state. Mr Trump was right about that. Whether
the re-arming of Europe in the face of a revanchist Russia and with America
uncoupling from the continent is on anything like enough scale is another
matter.

For it is no longer just a matter of Europe doing its fair share alongside
America. It is slowly dawning in Paris and Berlin, if not yet in London, that
Mr Trump’s America might not even be on our side anymore.

Incredibly, Trump’s America is in a crucial way an ally of the axis of auto-
crats. Trump too wants to up-end the post-war settled order. He too has
contempt for the rules-based system that has served us so well. Along with
China, Russia, India, Iran, North Korea and the rest — Trump too is a revi-
sionist with just as much contempt for global institutions as them.

It is the most dramatic geopolitical development of my lifetime. And leads us
down dark alleys — like a US President seeking not a just peace for Ukraine,
but an unjust victory for Russia.

Without America

Of course there are those who will tell you America will never abandon
Europe. That Mr Trump should never be taken too literally. Perhaps. But the
omens are not encouraging.

Mr Trump has cut off aid to Ukraine several times since he returned to the
Oval Office. Though Mr Putin has pointedly refused to join any Trump-
sponsored Ukrainian peace process, the President has done nothing to
tighten sanctions, despite indicating he might.

He increasingly speaks of NATO as if America is no longer a member. He’s
happy to sell weapons not just to Ukraine but to Europe’s NATO members,
he says. What European NATO does with them after that is up to Europe, he
adds. It’s almost as if NATO has become a third party in his eyes. So I say:
keep your eye on Europe. Because how the Trump administration redefines
America’s relationship with Europe is the best indication of what is in store
for Australia too. And how Europe responds to fundamentally-changed
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circumstances will be instructive for Australia on how it should respond.

Australia has grown used to building its prosperity on trade with China and
its security on a relationship with America that goes back to WWIL

It was at times a difficult balancing act. But even more difficult are the new
realities: trade with China is no longer enough to ensure prosperity; and
America might not be the reliable ally Australia has always thought.

Such changed circumstances require radical rethinking —such as the di-
versification of trade and economic activity away from China and a defence
strategy that abandons the assumption of automatic US security. These are
tall orders — in Europe as well as Australia.

The major military powers of Europe — Britain, France, Germany, Poland,
together with the combined power of the Scandinavian and Baltic States —
need to mount a major re-armament program which quickly grows their
forces to a size big enough to deter any further Russian adventurism.

It cannot be done through the European Union, which can only go at the
speed of the slowest ship in the convoy which, with countries like Ireland,
Spain and Hungary in tow, means very slow indeed. Nor can it be done en-
tirely through NATO, for America dominates so much of its command and
control. It can only be done through an alliance of like-minded nation states
united in a common purpose.

Australia too will have to spend much more on defence to build self-reliance.
And build far deeper military and economic ties with like-minded neigh-
bours in this vast region — Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, perhaps
even Vietnam — to aggregate power. I appreciate a start has been made. But
it is as yet but a toe dipped in the water.

I recognise there is another way. Siren voices will urge it on you. Uncoupling
from commitments, disentangling from virtual obligations. Neutrality in the

face of Chinese expansion.

To which I would only say this: if you think Beijing will honour neutrality



then I have a bridge to sell you.

In Europe so in the Pacific if the like-minded — especially the like-minded
democracies — do not stand together we will most certainly topple indi-
vidually. It may be that America is not a lost cause. That when the chips are
down it will be standing alongside us, as it has in the past. But while we hope
for the best it makes sense to plan for the worst.

Yes, perhaps Mr Trump is an aberration and US foreign policy will return to
normality after 2028. But don’t count on it. Some of what’s happening could
prove to be irreversible.

The Republicans are now a wholly owned subsidiary of MAGA. A JD Vance
presidency would perpetuate the Trump playbook should he succeed in
2028. Democrats increasingly look Left for their salvation and, for the Left,
tariffs, isolationism and fewer security commitments have their own reso-
nance.

So we cannot be sure we are living through an unsettling but short-lived
interregnum. There is just as much chance, if not more, that this is broadly
the shape of things to come.

Nothing is forever. For good or ill, it has fallen to us to be witness to a water-
shed in history which brings with it onerous new responsibilities.

Like Gibbon’s Rome the decline of democracy, if it happens, will come from
within. The axis of autocracy only wins the 21st century if we democrats let
it happen because of our own inadequacies or indifference. Surrender or
suicide are not inevitable or compulsory in the face of evil.

We are still more than formidable enough to stand up to it, to let it know in
no uncertain terms that the democracies are no push over. That the future
does NOT belong to the axis of autocracies.

But the fightback needs to start in my part of the world and in yours — and
it needs to start now.
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