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Preface

At the end of 2015, I left on what was to become a six-month journey along the historical and cultural borders between Europe and Asia. During the previous two years, my work in the Portuguese government, where I was the Secretary of State in charge of European Affairs, had constantly pulled me towards these borderlands, sometimes by personal predilection, most often by necessity. It must mean something important when this happens to the country sitting on the westernmost tip of Europe. Seeing that so many of the most urgent questions affecting the European Union had to do with the interactions between the two continents and how the management of these interactions called for an enlarged perspective, I started to suspect history was increasingly leading us to a world where the border between Europe and Asia would disappear. The bookshops were full of books about Russia (usually its dangers), China (usually its miracles) and the European Union (usually its crises), but they considered them in isolation. I decided to investigate what you could learn about Russia, China and Europe if you considered them as parts of the same system. There was an obvious word to describe this system: Eurasia. It is a relatively new word, first used in the nominal form by the Austrian geologist Eduard Suess in 1885. The notion that Europe and Asia should be thought of as a single whole has been the precinct of geologists and biologists confronting the fact that a border between the two continents is an obstacle to scientific understanding. As the great German explorer and scientist Alexander von Humboldt put it in 1843, in the natural sciences ‘one must start with the connectivity of the great divisions of the old world’.1 But why only in the natural sciences? Why not in history, politics and the arts? That was how the idea for this book first arose.

My Eurasian journey was to follow two simple rules. First, no flights were allowed, even if only to connect two points or to overcome a logistical difficulty. Second, there would be no plans beyond the current week. I had no idea how long the journey would take. Route and calendar were still to be determined when I landed in Astrakhan in Russia on 15 December. I picked Astrakhan for the starting point because this was the historical gateway to the Caucasus, which topped my list of transition areas where the shape of the future supercontinent may already be prefigured. Astrakhan, a once mighty city, now almost forgotten by the rest of the world, was in more than one sense an excellent beginning. I had not yet decided on the end.

During the first month, I roamed around in the Caucasus, eventually crossing the mountain range via the traditional Georgian military highway. From Georgia I travelled to Armenia and then Iran before turning west to the Turkish Black Sea coast. From Trabzon I headed east, all the way to Baku in Azerbaijan, from where I boarded a cargo ship, across the Caspian and into the Central Asian segment of my trip. Merv, Bukhara, Termez, Samarkand. Having reached Andijan in the Fergana Valley, already close to the Chinese border, one could be sure to have left Europe behind, but then I wanted to see how this same transition route would look from the other side. I headed north to Kazakhstan and Siberia, travelling to Vladivostok by way of Lake Baikal and entering China on its easternmost point. I then retraced my steps to Central Asia, all the way to the new landmark city of Khorgas, which I had seen from the distance while standing on the Kazakhstan border two or three months earlier. In all, the journey took exactly six months. Since I boarded a plane from Ili to Beijing on 15 June 2016, the first rule dictated that, even though I would continue to travel while doing research for the book, the Eurasian journey was effectively over. From Astrakhan to Khorgas by the longest possible route.

We are living in a golden age of travelling. Recent technology, like digital maps and translators, together with all the constantly updated information on the internet, eliminate almost all sources of hassle or danger, but at the same time the destructive impact of tourism remains limited to the same popular spots, leaving much of the world either as it was centuries ago or as it has become as a result of modernization, and both states are equally genuine and important. Travel has never been easier, but travel writing will probably not survive in a world where everyone can be anywhere on the map in less than twenty-four hours. Most travelogues have tried to get around this problem by focusing on form and becoming their own genre of fiction. I do something different in this book. I use travel to provide an injection of reality to political, economic and historical analyses.

In January 2017 I moved to London, where I would be advising hedge funds and tech companies on political strategy. The world in which they operate is the new Eurasian world described in this book. Hedge funds attempting to take advantage of mergers and acquisitions are actively tracking the inflow of Chinese capital to Europe, but know that this works according to very different rules to those they are used to, and want to understand the political dynamics by which two different systems of rules clash and combine. Tech companies are actively trying to enter the Russian market, for which they are particularly suited, but doing so at a time of geopolitical conflict between the West and Russia means that every movement has to be seen from two opposite perspectives at once, and sometimes these two perspectives create endless games of mirrors. There is the obvious need to think globally, but the differences are more interesting than the similarities. Businesses know this better than politicians, writers or artists.

One of the main purposes of this book is to show how the world is – just as it has always been – a wondrous and strange place. If we keep our eyes open, it is easy, at almost every turn of the road, to enter a world of pure imagination, where our habitual way of looking and thinking suddenly fails us. That is why, just as travel can help ground analysis in the real world, so is analysis at some level of reflection indispensable to guide us through the many different ways of seeing the world. Thoughts without travels are empty; travels without concepts are blind.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


Introduction

We live in one of those rare moments in history when the political and economic axis of the world is shifting. Four or five centuries ago, it shifted towards the West. Europe, for so much of its history a quiet backwater, came to rule practically the whole globe. Now this axis is shifting East. We know what this means for Asia. We have seen the new majestic skylines and the bullet trains and stations quickly replacing the old camel routes and caravanserai. But what does it mean for the West? Might the colossus used to bring change upon others now be forced to change in response to the new political and economic winds blowing from the East? Suddenly what happens in East or South Asia, in Russia or the Middle East, affects everyone in Europe and the United States more profoundly than Europeans or Americans would like to think, especially since they now feel these influences are in some important respect beyond their control. Their world has expanded, but expansion of this sort is not always welcome.

It is now almost a truism to say that our century will be an Asian century. In just a decade or two, at least three of the five largest economies in the world will be in Asia: China, Japan and India. The only uncertain point about this metric is which country will occupy the fifth position. Will it be Germany, Indonesia, Russia or Brazil? My own guess, if we are talking about the global economy in twenty years, is that it will be Indonesia. It takes a remarkable lack of imagination to think that the world will be more or less the same when Asian economic power becomes so visibly dominant.

Yet if you talk to people in Asia, they are not so ebullient. They know their societies are still, with the exception of Japan, pursuing the hard path of modernization, and that they lag the West in a number of crucial dimensions: the innovation edge, soft power and, of course, military might. More fundamentally, mention of an ‘Asian world order’ or an ‘Asian century’ fails to consider that there is no agreement among Asian nations about what this could mean, and in fact differences among them constitute in some cases serious security threats to continued Asian expansion. Contrary to the West, Asia does not exist as a collective actor. Sooner or later this fragmentation and growing security crises will work as a powerful speed bump. In the past Asia may have looked like an oasis of peace and tolerance. Today it is home to failed states with nuclear weapons, open struggles for military supremacy, historical grievances, and some of the most intractable territorial disputes in the world.1

The new swing of the pendulum, as the political scientist Charles Kupchan has argued, is going to lead to a world where no one will be dominant. In some respects this is a return to the past. We have had periods in history in which power was broadly diffused across different zones and different visions of political order lived side by side. But the fact that the Qing and the Mughals and the Habsburgs had very different views about religion, about commerce, about hierarchy, about markets was not very significant, because they lived their own lives in relative isolation. What is different about our time is that globalization forces us to live all jumbled together and yet we all have very different visions of what this common world should look like. Kupchan writes: ‘The next world will hardly be the first one in which different great powers operate according to different conceptions of order. But, due to the onset of global interdependence, it will be the first time that such a diverse set of orders intensely and continuously interact with each other.’2

Let us forgo the more spectacular pronouncements and settle on a compromise: this century will not be Asian, but neither will it be European or American, as the previous three or four hundred years so clearly were. In this book, I suggest the alternative of ‘Eurasian’ as a way of signalling this new balance between the two poles. It is increasingly a composite world – as Eurasia itself is a composite word – where very different visions of political order are intermixed and forced to live together.

My use of the word over the past year has usually been met with two main questions. First, my audience or interlocutor wants to know if Eurasian is a word meant to indicate a particular identity. The answer is no. The whole point of using a composite word is to remind us that conflict rather than harmony is the underlying trend of our time. The value constellations represented by the contemporary political cultures in Europe and China, for example, show no obvious and no immediate path of convergence, let alone reconciliation. The fact that different political concepts are forced to live together in the same space does not make them more alike. On the level of the individual, something similar is taking place. Whatever the merits of hybrid cultures, where different influences combine in new and original forms, that is not the Eurasian ideal. To be Eurasian is to be able to look at the world from two or more incompatible perspectives, often doing it at the same time. As the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore prophetically put it, to live between East and West is to be ‘a migratory bird and cross and recross the sea, owning two nests, one on each shore’.3

The second question is whether Eurasia should be singled out or, in other words, whether Eurasia is somehow special by comparison to the rest of the world. The answer in this case is yes. Geography and history are to some extent irrational forces, in the sense that they appear to us as brute facts, behind which, at least for those secularly inclined, there is no further reflection or choice. Eurasia happens to be the largest landmass on earth, the place where most of the great civilizations of human history were developed, where they enjoyed both the space to develop autonomous forms and the geographical continuity that forced them to come into contact and compete for power. Eurasian politics is politics on a grand scale. It has always been that way. Even European global hegemony over the past few centuries was built in constant contact with Asian alternatives and was spurred by them.

One of the great ironies of the twentieth century is that the most powerful country on earth was for the first time located outside its largest landmass. And yet this changed little about the central importance of the latter. It was almost as if Eurasia was now faced with a mirror reflecting its political and geographical realities, or as if an external observer had arrived who could acquire a more objective perspective on the course of events. Almost everything the United States did during the Cold War, at the height of its powers, was to think about Eurasia, to contemplate its future and to try to determine its final shape. Today too, in the age of Trump, Eurasia is the main question for American political life, which is discovering a world in which relations with Europe, Russia and China are being redesigned and need to be considered as a single whole.

The Berlin Wall was but a segment of the Iron Curtain dividing Europe or, more properly, separating Western Europe from the territories controlled by the Soviet Union, and the Iron Curtain was soon replicated by the Bamboo Curtain, a less-often-used expression referring to the demarcation line between communist and capitalist states in Asia. The map that resulted from these demarcations was one of a Eurasian supercontinent divided into two areas, according to the path of historical development they had embarked upon: the Western European path, to be replicated in countries such as Japan and South Korea at the other end of the supercontinent, and an alternative path and ideal, defined in different measures and in different ways by Moscow and Beijing, about which there was much less clarity and unity and which sometimes meant little more than the negation of the former. The Cold War can be understood as a conflict between Europe and Asia, subtly covered up by the ideologies of capitalism and communism.

To see the history of the twentieth century in these terms is to realize that the Berlin Wall was but a small and temporary segment of a much larger and more permanent civilizational wall separating Europe from Asia, a divide whose precise demarcation kept shifting throughout the centuries and one whose nature was, first and foremost, intellectual. It was based, as we shall see in Chapter 1, on different worldviews and a different understanding of human knowledge and human history. At times, during the age of the global European empires, it may have seemed that it would become obsolete, since the whole world was in the process of becoming European. It did not happen that way.

During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was always surrounded and contained by the capitalist bridgeheads in Europe, Pakistan, Japan and South Korea. The failure of its last attempt to break out from the geopolitical siege – in the mountains of Afghanistan – became the declaration of the collapse of the Soviet system. When it finally renounced its special revolutionary path, it seemed that nothing stood in the way of a unified supercontinent. The United States was at this time already planning and working for a Eurasia whole and free, expecting that Russia and China would eventually convert to a Western model of democracy. Again, it was not to be.

What took observers by surprise was not that the Eurasian supercontinent emerged from the Cold War as an increasingly integrated space, but that it did so not according to a Western model, but rather as the stage for many different and conflicting political ideas. This situation is wholly new from a historical point of view. Different political concepts share the same space, much as if the age of globalization had merged with an older age of different comprehensive or religious views. The new world order shares with the last decade of the previous century the belief in the inevitability of interdependency and connectivity, but it combines it with the recognition of division and conflict. We have entered the second age of globalization, where borders become increasingly diffuse but cultural and civilizational differences do not, giving rise to a permanently unstable compound of heterogeneous elements. I call it the Eurasian age.

When it comes to understanding terms like Eurasia, one can point to an earlier recombination when, after the First World War, ‘Europe’ gave way to a new conceptualization of ‘the West’, in which the United States now featured prominently. This begs the question of what role the United States will occupy in a Eurasian world.

When the US placed itself at the head and helm of European civilization, it knew that the world was ruled by Europe and according to European ideas and quickly made them its own. And yet, this vision of the United States as the guardian of Western values was not coeval with the new republic. What to us seems almost natural and inevitable required a profound transformation: the abandonment of the early vision of a ‘city on a hill’, protected from the rest of the world by two oceans and fundamentally isolated from its affairs. The Atlantic was a barrier, not a bridge, much less the inner ocean of the free world, the ‘Atlantic highway’ later enthused about by people such as the journalist and intellectual Walter Lippmann. ‘We cannot betray the Atlantic community by submitting’ to Germany, he wrote in 1917, just before the United States entered the War. ‘If not civilization, at least our civilization is at stake.’4 The invention of the West was complete.

As a child of the Enlightenment, the US would embrace the most universal and advanced principles available, no doubt as a way to ride the crest of history and grow into the role of a powerful nation, in time the most powerful nation on earth. At the time of its rise those principles happened to be European. Does this mean that Americans will tend to mirror the global order and, therefore, that at a time when the global order is no longer infused with European values, we shall see the United States become increasingly less European?

This process did not start with the recent ‘Pivot to Asia’, the flagship geopolitical initiative by which the Obama administration tried to reposition the United States closer to Asia. It started with the first stages of European global retrenchment. After the end of the Second World War, all European states were forced to recognize, once and for all, that they were no longer world powers and that their role on the international stage would have to remain in the shadow of the United States. From that moment, the destinies of the two Western poles started to diverge. Once the burden of maintaining order in dangerous and unstable regions of the world – from East Asia to the Middle East – fell upon the United States, a crucial difference in how Europe and the US perceived the world became apparent. It is certainly not the case that in order to deal with rogue states you have to become like them, but it is true that you need to adapt to their existence and cannot think and act like those countries for whom this is simply not a problem. The United States was thus forced to evolve in a way that allowed it to deal with a world no longer under the influence and control of European powers. Its leadership role was bound to bring changes – in subtle ways at first, more dramatically over time.

The United States may yet reveal itself as a shapeshifter. This prodigious child of the Enlightenment might not hesitate to shed Western, liberal principles if it becomes convinced that they have been refuted by time and experience. If ever the United States becomes convinced that the West belongs to the past, it could leave Europe living in that past, but it will not be inclined to remain there itself, especially if that would entail sacrificing the thing to which it is most addicted: global primacy. If the West ever falters, America will want to become less Western. As the fulcrum of world power moves away from the West, so will America.

One senses that the American universalist vocation is not to guarantee the global pre-eminence of Western civilization, but to remain the only global superpower, by tracking and mirroring the nature of the global order and the principles ruling it. If the United States were to remain anchored in the Western world it could be no more than the leader of the Western half of a new Eurasian order. In fact, we see something else happening, as Washington tries to reposition itself as the embodiment of the new Eurasian world.

When addressing governments in the developing world, China brings a certain political and economic model to the table. It is a model that stresses state capacity. Beijing promises local rulers help in increasing their ability to develop policies and deliver results. From the perspective of these rulers – limited as one may think it is – the West promises the opposite: a generalized weakening of the state through numerous constraints on its power. It is no surprise that they will prefer to side with China, or that the United States will feel considerable pressure to take a more flexible approach, which it could regard as balanced between the rigid ideology of the Europeans and the soulless pragmatism of the Chinese.

Calculating the global economy’s centre of gravity provides further clues to what is going on. This centre of gravity is simply the average location of economic activity measured on a globe across different geographies. Interestingly, in the three decades after 1945 this was located somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, reflecting how Europe and North America concentrated a large majority of global economic activity. That Washington saw itself as leading a bloc encompassing the Atlantic is, from an economic point of view, what you would expect. By the turn of the century, however, the centre of gravity had shifted so far eastwards it was now located east of the borders of the European Union. Within ten years we should find it on the border between Europe and Asia, and by the middle of this century most likely somewhere between India and China. One could almost think of the United States as a high-precision compass designed to track the movement of the world’s centre of gravity and adapt its foreign policy accordingly.

Americans are watching what happens on the grandest and oldest of world stages. They see a European Union which may look fragile at times, but remains an extraordinarily prosperous single market, a fully mature economy, rich in capital and knowledge, and a civil society where open discussion is favoured and promoted. The European Union is very far from the most pessimistic predictions of rapid decay and collapse, and those who bet on those outcomes will certainly be proven wrong. It is, however, faced with a world for which it is not prepared, a world where it must meet rivals and competitors that, for the first time in modern history, are on the same level of historical development while showing no sign of converging with European values.

The change is easier for China, which is emerging from its long night of decline and cannot but embrace a new model of great power relations, a world where East and West may at long last meet. One of the reasons that we need to start to think about Eurasia is the fact that this is how China increasingly sees the world order. Indeed, the Chinese authorities have dug out



















Trump in Eurasia

1.

Speaking to his supporters at a recent political rally, Donald Trump evoked the example of Singapore to suggest the United States should solve its opioid crisis by introducing the death penalty for drug traffickers. The proposal was met with loud cheers. ‘They don’t play games over there,’ the President added. It was a remarkable moment not so much because of what was being said, but because Singapore – and China, which Trump also mentioned – were being offered as models.

The surprising allure of the Asian model has been a constant in Trump’s speeches, one that so far has not been met with the attention it deserves. It started with his presidential inaugural address in January 2017. It was a very odd speech, at times sounding both apocalyptic and like something you might deliver at the Oscars or the Emmys. More important, it was an odd speech because it left out the core of what an elected politician in the United States would include: an appeal to the universal principles of freedom, democracy and equality, guiding America in its action at home and abroad. There was nothing on that, but a lot on being a world leader, growing the economy at record-breaking speed and building new infrastructure that would be ‘second to none.’ It could have been a speech delivered by Xi Jinping.

Trump's personality colours his approach to world politics. He was a businessman operating in the globalized economy of the last thirty years. Trump has witnessed from a privileged spot the rise of Japan and then China as economic powerhouses. He is aware of that fact in a way that no traditional politician would be, simply because the shift of economic power eastward has not yet been followed by a similar shift in political or military power. The world for Trump is a world where West and East are already equally significant poles. His main concern – which was the main concern for Trump the businessman – is to be able to compete with the new sources of economic power in the world. If that means adapting to their methods – even adopting them at times – well, that is what successful companies do all the time.

Trump has seen how China was able to vault to the top of the economic pile by having the best infrastructure available, by preserving state capacity against the paralysis plaguing Western states, and by applying a naked interpretation of national economic interest to, for example, trade negotiations. Trump wants to copy or import what the Chinese do well. Call him a victim of Chinese soft power.

When it comes to Europe, things could not be more different. Trump the businessman has been operating in a global economy where, for the past thirty years, Europe has produced a single company that deserves to be called a world leader: the Spanish clothing chain Zara. For the first time, an American President believes that Europe is a has-been. The secret of Trump's approach to Europe is this: he will not allow the United States to be dragged down with Europe, even if that means bringing about a new schism in the transatlantic alliance.

Calculating the global economy's centre of gravity – plotting a point on a map approximating the average distance to the poles of economic activity – provides some clues to what is going on. In the three decades after 1945, this centre of gravity was located somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, reflecting how Europe and North America dominated the world's economy. By the turn of the century, however, this point had shifted so much that it was now located east of the borders of the European Union. Within ten years, we should find it east of the border between Europe and Asia, and by the middle of this century, most likely somewhere between India and China.

The United States can be thought of as a high-precision compass that tracks the movement of this center of gravity, and adapts its foreign policy accordingly. In a world where China is able to marshal a powerful national will, will the private sector of a liberal society offer enough of a counterweight? Whether it likes it or not, the United States is starting to feel it has to develop similar weapons if it wants to compete with Chinese state capitalism – not the full arsenal, to be sure, but at the very least a range of defensive weapons like tariffs and investment screening mechanisms. In the same way that China and Japan had to change and adapt to the arrival of European civilization in the nineteenth century, the United States is feeling the impact of China's unique takes on modernity and capitalism.

Faced with the existential question of its own diminishing global influence, Europeans seem happy to settle for a world where their civilization and their values are protected from outside influence, even if that means renouncing the old ‘civilizing mission’ to export them. The United States could of course reach for a similar bargain, in which case transatlantic ties would be strengthened. This seems unlikely because it would be tantamount to sacrificing its role as global leader and giving China a free hand in all those regions uncommitted to any of the two poles of the new Eurasian world. The alternative is for Washington to insert itself between Europe and Asia, drawing on the strengths of both and appealing to a global public from the position of what could become a common denominator. The fact that the United States will at some point no longer have a majority white population will help the process, and there is no reason this new position would have to amount to an abandonment of liberal principles. It could be interpreted as placing those principles on a more realistic basis, or, alternatively, as the development of a new variety of authoritarian liberalism, where the same liberal goals are pursued with increasingly authoritarian means.

If ever the United States becomes convinced that the West belongs to the past, it will leave Europe living in that past, but will not be inclined to do so itself, especially if that would entail sacrificing the thing to which it is most addicted: global primacy. If the West ever falters, America will want to become less Western. As the fulcrum of world power moves away from the West, so does America. That – insofar as there is a doctrine – is at the core of the Trump doctrine.

2.

After the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, Europeans are said to have turned their eyes away from the starry sky of Revolution to the world as it was: Europe was at least an idea grounded in physical reality – one could do something with it and respond to its challenges and complexities. Something similar is now happening with the United States. Bruised and disillusioned with the idea of ‘the West,’ American thinkers and decision-makers are looking for something less ideal, something they can work with. The West was an ideal point. One could approach it, but it would always recede the closer one seemed to get to the goal. For a century at least, American foreign policy has been based on a ‘double world’ view. The world is divided in two halves, separated by a civilizational barrier; one of the halves is continuously expanding and is meant, in the ripeness of time and perhaps after a great battle, to subsume the other and become universal. The United States saw itself as leading this process – leading the West in its expansive movement. Relations with the other half – the dark side – were always relations with a civilizational ‘other,’ even when those relations were stable and peaceful.

What we have now is different. The expansive movement came to a sudden halt. The two halves are combined, and the barrier between them has collapsed. American foreign policy now deals with Europe, Russia, China, India as all part of the same system, defending its interests in a system of relations where it strives to occupy the center. The critical difference is that the system is no longer dynamic; it is not in the process of approaching an ideal state. 

Like Europeans after 1815, we need a word to refer to the world as it is rather than the world as it aspires to be. And there is a word that promises to do that for us – what ‘Europe’ did for Europeans after 1815. That word is ‘Eurasia,’ the vast supercontinent where economic, political and cultural power is concentrated. It is a place of conflict and contradictions, divided between different cultures and offering the biggest prizes to those that manage to assert control over it. Curiously, just as Europe in the nineteenth century lived in a precarious relation of distance and proximity to a powerful island-kingdom on its shores, so does Eurasia exert its appeal and attraction over the United Stares, a powerful state just across the sea from Greenland or Siberia. American foreign policy now exists in relation, and by reference to, Eurasia, which in this sense at least has replaced the ideal concept of ‘the West.’ A pithier way to put it is that the United States is becoming a realist power in a world of many idealisms: EU values, Belt and Road, Hindutva, Russian ‘spirituality,’ and so on. 

The collective sense in Washington – and it is by no means limited to Trump – is that Western idealism has become unmanageable. From the left comes the admonition against trying to export a Western model to the rest of the world, often by means of war. On the right (or most often from the right), the desire for a world where the United States can free itself from the shackles of a rules-based order and genuinely exercise its rights as the most powerful country in the world still exerts a pull. Even those of a more cautious and objective temperament, who note that a ‘liberal world order’ would no doubt be in America’s interest, wonder if there really is such a thing. Mahatma Gandhi, on being asked, ‘What do you think of Western civilization?’ was reported to have answered, ‘I think it would be a good idea.’ Many liberals today nod their assent. A liberal world order would be a good idea, but what we have today is a shadow play: the United States accepts the restrictions implied by a rules-based order while China, Russia and Iran break all the rules. In such a game, the player who voluntarily ties his own hands is destined to lose. No surprise many in Washington want to put an end to what they see as a charade.

Trump headed to the G7 summit in Quebec in the summer of 2018 as tensions – economic and political – between the Western partners rose to a crescendo. The conflict reminded me of the dynamics leading to the Brexit vote. Just as Britain grew convinced that the European Union could no longer work in its present form and called for deep reforms, the United States is at the very least convinced that the West – as an idea and as a set of agreements and institutions – needs to be changed in order to face a radically new world, a world where China poses a distinct and growing threat. Business as usual will not do, particularly in the economic sphere. 

On both occasions, the EU has reacted with shock, showing itself unable to countenance any debate on fundamentals and, if anything, becoming ever more rigid and dogmatic in how it sees its own political model and the future of the West. None of this bodes well for the future of transatlantic relations. As they get embroiled in a serious discussion on the future of the West, the United Stares and Europe are bound to expose vast differences in their respective visions of the world order. The European Union continues to believe in some version of the myth of convergence: the world is moving in a certain direction, as more and more regions and countries embrace Western values and common institutions. The United States, by contrast, is returning to a world where balance of power, not convergence, is responsible for guaranteeing order, and it sees itself as the holder of the balance. In such a system, the holder of the balance is by necessity alone, but it is a splendid isolation, born of power and promising many degrees of freedom.

The world order is increasingly one where the critical division is not that between the West and the rest, but rather that between the idealist powers, trying to change the world in their image – Brussels, Moscow, Beijing and increasingly Delhi – and the realist power across the seas, whose main goal is to hold them all back, while preserving the sources of its own power.

There is balance too in the relations between the United States and each of the idealist powers. Needless to say, the United States has much to lose in its relationship with China, where differences in the respective political concepts and increasing parity in economic power pose distinct threats. But then there is also much to gain, as shifts in position from Beijing can help the United States solve many of its security and economic challenges. With Europe, there is little to lose and little to gain.

Each day the United States is being asked to choose between the West as an ideal and its position as the most powerful country in the world. To enjoy that status was entirely compatible with defending Western values and institutions. To fight for it – to fight tooth and nail – might not be. There is much is this choice that deserves to be called a Faustian bargain, but there is also very little doubt what the final decision will be.

3.

When President Obama and Secretary of State Clinton launched what quickly came to be known as the ‘pivot to Asia’ in 2012, they had a number of different ideas in mind. First, there was the feeling that the United States was stuck in the Middle East quagmire and needed a sharp change of direction to free itself from it. Second, as an obvious consequence of the first idea, there was the fear that its presence in other regions of the world had been neglected, with destabilizing consequences. Finally, and perhaps more fundamentally, the Pivot was anchored in a fully-fledged philosophy of history. As Clinton and her Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Kurt Campbell, never tired of proclaiming, Asia was where the history of the next century would be written. The United States needed to share in the action.

For such a formidable claim a lot was left unexplained, but in his famous interview with Jeffrey Goldberg of the Atlantic, Obama contrasted the Middle East with Asia in the following terms: the latter ‘is filled with striving, ambitious, energetic people who are every single day scratching and clawing to build businesses and get education and find jobs and build infrastructure. The contrast is pretty stark.’ In Asia, Obama saw young people yearning for self-improvement, modernity, education, and material wealth. ‘They are not thinking about how to kill Americans.’

Obama, in brief, thought that Asia is the part of the world of greatest consequence to the American future, and that no president can take his eye off of this brute fact. But the construct suffers from a fatal flaw, one that would have inevitably consigned the Pivot to failure, even if Clinton had won the 2016 election. One of the main reasons for Asia’s extraordinary success in the last two decades is precisely its increasing interconnectedness with the rest of the world. How can one expect to develop an adequate policy towards this new Asia by defining it in isolation from Europe, East Africa and the Middle East? The Pivot’s very concept was predicated on the notion that China has to be understood within a much wider and more inclusive regional framework, but then it attempts to limit the wider framework to an ill-defined Asian continent, whose borders remain unsteady (is Pakistan part of Asia for the purposes of Obama’s Pivot?) and whose relevance to contemporary realities is very much under question.

Note that China itself is developing a foreign policy approach that determinedly outgrows those artificial borders. The corridors composing the Belt and Road stretch from the Atlantic to the South Pacific, with important stations in the Horn of Africa and the Arctic. The scope of the initiative allows Beijing to detect opportunities going much beyond existing realities. To give but two examples, the Belt and Road will attempt to move the center of gravity of European shipping from Northern to Southern Europe – Piraeus significantly cuts the shipping distance from Asia to Europe – and build industrial value chains spanning from Congo to Shanghai by way of Kazakhstan.

The fatal flaw with the pivot to Asia was not that it could be construed as a provocation to China, not even that it neglected opportunities and commitments in other regions, but that it encouraged a way of looking at the world as divided between self-contained geographies. Obama may have kept his engagement in Syria at a minimum so that resources could be concentrated in Asia. In reality, his reluctance to act in Syria had a very detrimental impact in the South China Sea, where China felt increasingly comfortable adopting a more aggressive posture.

Europe, Middle East, South Asia, Asia Pacific. These are concepts that today have a meaning only for historians, and even historians are having second thoughts. Why would a global superpower voluntarily limit its sphere of action? If you read Kurt Campbell’s book The Pivot, where the idea is more openly discussed, it is obvious that the worldview behind it is that of a gradual expansion of the Western world. Europe is relatively unimportant because it already forms one of its core elements. The Middle East, once seen as a privileged area for Westernization, now appears difficult and recalcitrant. As Obama put it, it is a disappointing part of the world. It might be left to the end of the process, like those pockets of resistance you leave behind in order to win the battle as quickly as possible. That leaves Asia, which Campbell sees as impatiently jumping up and down on the arc of the moral universe, bending it towards freedom – and towards America.

Enter Trump. Now, when trying to make sense of what might be called the Trump doctrine, every commentator faces a very unsettling predicament. On the one hand, there is a strong resistance to refer to a theory of international politics as the basis for Trump’s orientation because we all know that he does not do theory. Even his supporters will argue that he follows his instincts rather than a developed doctrine. On the other hand, can it seriously be argued that the Trump moment is beyond reason, that everything about it is devoid of sense? After all, we do not believe that about any other historical period or character and the present should not rise to the level of an exception. Briefly, even if Trump has no idea of what he is doing, we can still form an idea, even a doctrine of what explains his rise to power and his conduct as president. Some of the most elaborate and complex theories in modern science were developed to explain the behaviour of particles in themselves devoid of consciousness.

I make these remarks more as a cautionary note than as a serious starting point. As a matter of fact, it seems clear to me that Trump and some of his advisors have voiced a number of coherent thoughts about the world order. More often than not, these are negative thoughts, expressed as a rejection of existing ideas. They have argued, for example, that the world order is not and will never become a community of values. They have argued that the West will always remain confined to a particular geography, possessing no universal vocation. They have expressed a belief that how countries act matters more than the way they are organized or their political institutions. And so on and so forth.

The point about the limited geographic expansion of the Western world is of critical importance. For liberals, the whole world is in the process of becoming like us and thus countries and regions must be treated as so many different candidates for membership in the Western order. For Trump and his main advisors, the world remains a foreign place, an arena for action rather than an expanded home, let alone the lost tribes of a future universal community.

The Trump administration shares with its predecessor a healthy scepticism towards the old Cold War notion that Europe holds the key to the world order, but it does not replace that belief with a newly fashioned fixation. It looks at the world and sees a number of dominant players and privileged locations – actors and geographies where important resources have accumulated or where important questions about the global distribution of power will be decided. It does not draw deep divisions between the civilized and the uncivilized, since it lacks a strong idea of civilization, but it does draw distinctions between the powerful and the powerless and, much like a multinational company, prioritizes certain geographies as the main prizes for state competition.

Outside the immediate neighbourhood – Mexico and Canada have required sustained attention – the White House and the State Department under Mike Pompeo have identified a number of zones of involvement and drawn increasing links between them. The picture they have been developing bears a remarkable similarity to the Belt and Road. On one end, the crisis point of North Korea, the relation with Japan and the increasingly aggressive confrontation with China on trade. On the other end, the relations with Europe, which turned out to be a lot more eventful than anticipated: an incipient clash with Germany, a new relationship with post-Brexit Britain and doubts about NATO. The Middle East has not disappeared from the radar, with an entente cordiale with Israel and Saudi Arabia opening the way for new hostilities with Iran and the old alliance with Turkey at breaking point. Finally, there is a new focus on the sea routes between Asia and Europe, the new strategic theater of the Indo-Pacific that Washington wants to build in close cooperation with Delhi. The US military, for example, has just renamed its Pacific Command the US Indo-Pacific Command, an attempt to counter Chinese political and economic power along the sea lanes holding the vast Eurasian supercontinent together.

If Obama pivoted to Asia, Trump has pivoted to Eurasia. That is hardly surprising: the vast supercontinent stretching from Lisbon to Jakarta is increasingly connected and interdependent, concentrating about two thirds of the world population and global economic output. Certain regions of the supercontinent are dense areas of technological innovation. Others are enormously rich in natural resources. More importantly, perhaps, it is here that the United States finds the only state actors rivalling it in power and wealth: China, Russia, the European Union, perhaps India in the future, as well as smaller states it nonetheless regards as security threats. Even in the limit case of a world war, it is highly unlikely, not so say absurd, that a generalized conflict between, for example, China and the United States could take place in the Pacific. It would be conducted where important allies and enemies can be regimented, where natural resources and large populations exist and where industry is concentrated.

Trump’s pivot to Eurasia has so far produced two main practical implications, two areas where a strategic revolution is taking place. First, Russia’s role in American foreign policy. Traditionally, with their worldview being so heavily focused on Europe, strategic thinkers in Washington would see Russia as an external threat to be contained, perhaps at some point eliminated or festively brought inside an enlarged Western bloc - but always in reference to the borderlands separating it from Europe. The pivot to Eurasia changes that by opening a second, eastern front where Russia appears less as a threat and more as an opportunity. Not by chance, public reports have informed us that Henry Kissinger has quietly suggested to Trump that the United States should work with Russia to contain a rising China, and in October 2018 National Security Advisor John Bolton went so far as to announce that the United States wanted to hold talks with Russia on the Chinese strategic threat. The potential strategy would use closer relations with Russia to limit China’s growing power and influence.

The second strategic revolution has to do with Europe, of course. The intuition is the same. Just as Russia must be understood from both directions at once – west and east – so must Europe be placed in a larger Eurasian framework going beyond the Atlantic links. Trump’s effort here is not only to get European NATO countries to take up their defense against the Russian threat but also to temper the growing economic links between the European Union and China and, if possible, reorient Europe back towards the United States. These figures may come as a surprise to some, but the transatlantic alliance is in economic terms increasingly peripheral. In 2017 the European Union imported 375 billion euros in goods from China, corresponding to 20 per cent of total imports. The volume imported from the United States was only 256 billion. To flip this around is the core of Trump’s Europe strategy.

In his review of the hardback edition of this book, Gideon Rachman of the Financial Times argued that the biggest strategic question facing a rising China is not the development of the Eurasian landmass but instead the struggle for power in the seas and economies of the Pacific region, where it faces direct opposition from its great rival across the ocean. To this Philip Stephens, also of the Financial Times, has responded: the Pacific is mostly water. American decision-makers seem increasingly aware that the new centre of gravity in world politics is not the Pacific and not the Atlantic, but what lies between the two. Back to land. Whether he knows it or not, Trump is pivoting to Eurasia.
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